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For Blanche Auzello, the one true queen of the Ritz





“When I dream of afterlife in heaven, the action always takes place in the Paris Ritz.”

ERNEST HEMINGWAY








DRAMATIS PERSONAE
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STAFF OF THE RITZ

BLANCHE AUZELLO (NÉE RUBENSTEIN): American-born wife of Claude Auzello.

CLAUDE AUZELLO: Former manager of the Ritz, married to Blanche Auzello.

LUCIANO BARESI (NÉ LEVI): Frank Meier’s young Italian apprentice, also secretly Jewish.

MADAME BOURHIS: Housekeeper at the Ritz.

MADAME DELMAS: Head housekeeper at the Ritz.

HANS ELMIGER: Interim manager of the Ritz and Swiss nephew of Marie-Louise Ritz’s lover, Baron Pfyffer.

FRANK MEIER: Barman of the Ritz. Austrian by birth, a veteran of the First World War.

CÉSAR RITZ: Deceased owner of the Ritz.

MARIE-LOUISE RITZ: Widow of hotel owner César Ritz and Chair of the Board of Directors of the Ritz.

GEORGES SCHEUER: Assistant to Frank Meier at the Petit Bar and Frank’s comrade-in-arms during the First World War.

MARIE SÉNÉCHAL: Chambermaid at the Ritz.

MONSIEUR SÜSS: Deputy manager of the Ritz.



THE NAZI PARTY

GENERAL VON CHOLTITZ: Military governor of Paris from August 1944.

BARON VON DINCKLAGE: German officer and lover of Coco Chanel.

REICHSMINISTER JOSEPH GOEBBELS: Minister of Propaganda for Nazi Germany.

REICHSMINISTER HERMANN GÖRING: Prominent Nazi military leader and supreme commander of the Luftwaffe (air force), also known as the Great Huntsman for his reputation as an avid outdoorsman and hunter.

CAPTAIN ERNST JÜNGER: German author, military officer and regular at the Petit Bar.

HELMUT KNOCHEN: Head of the Gestapo in Paris.

LIEUTENANT-COLONEL SOEHRING: Officer of the Luftwaffe.

HANS SPEIDEL: A colonel of the German Empire and the Wehrmacht, a regular at the Petit Bar.

GENERAL CARL-HEINRICH VON STÜLPNAGEL: Wehrmacht general, later military commander of France, and younger cousin to Otto von Stülpnagel.

GENERALLEUTNANT OTTO VON STÜLPNAGEL: Head of the occupying forces and military commander of France.



GUESTS OF THE RITZ

ARLETTY: French actress and singer of the 1940s and a regular patron of the Petit Bar.

CHARLES BEDAUX: French social climber and businessman who has aligned himself with the Nazi Party.

ARNO BREKER: German sculptor supported by the Nazi Party.

GABRIELLE “COCO” CHANEL: The famous French fashion designer, and resident of the Ritz.

JEAN COCTEAU: French poet, playwright and filmmaker.

LAURA CORRIGAN: Wealthy American socialite and resident of the Ritz.

SCOTT FITZGERALD: American writer and novelist, married to Zelda Fitzgerald.

ZELDA FITZGERALD: American novelist and socialite, married to Scott Fitzgerald.

FLORENCE GOULD: American writer who held a famous literary salon in Paris during the Occupation. She narrowly escaped high treason charges in 1945.

SACHA GUITRY: French actor, director, and playwright and friend of Frank Meier.

INGA HAAG: Secretary and niece of Admiral Canaris, the head of German military intelligence.

ERNEST HEMINGWAY: American writer.

BARBARA HUTTON: American philanthropist and heiress to the Woolworth fortune.

JOSEPH JOANOVICI: Metal merchant and profiteer, allied with the occupying forces.

LILY KHARMAYEFF: Russian ballet dancer and close friend of Blanche Auzello. She is outspoken against the Nazi Party.

HENRI LAFONT: Member of the French underworld who was one of the first to offer his services to the occupying forces.

SERGE LIFAR: Dancer and choreographer.




POLITICIANS

FERNAND DE BRINON: French lawyer and one of the architects of the Vichy collaboration.

FERSEN: Scandinavian diplomat and ally of Frank Meier.

PIERRE LAVAL: Prime minister of France.

MARÉCHAL PÉTAIN: Commander of the French Army in the First World War who later became head of the collaborationist regime of Vichy France, from 1940 to 1944.



FAMILY

MARIA HUTTING: Frank Meier’s ex-wife.

JEAN-JACQUES MEIER: Frank Meier’s son.

PAULINE NEUMAYER: Frank Meier’s niece.



OTHERS

SOFIA BARESI: Luciano Baresi’s mother.

BARON PFYFFER: Swiss president of the Ritz, lover of Marie-Louise Ritz, and uncle of Hans Elmiger.







AUTHOR’S NOTE

Paris was occupied by German troops from June 14, 1940, to August 25, 1944: 1,533 nights. One thousand five hundred and thirty-three nights during which the Ritz was transformed from a luxury hotel into a stomping ground for the Nazi elite. There are a thousand and one ways to recount this story; The Barman of the Ritz is a novel based on actual facts and actual people. It is an account of those dark years in France. But there are gray areas in the life of Frank Meier that—as René Girard puts it—intersect fictional “truth” and romantic “lies.” The Frank Meier in this novel is both real and fictitious. The character of Luciano is fictitious, just as that of Fersen is inspired by various people in Meier’s entourage during those years. The excerpts from Meier’s diary are my own invention, conceived as a way to shed light on this extraordinary life.

In this attempt to recreate life in Paris under the Occupation, the aim is less to be “true” at all times than it is to capture the conflicting emotions that may have preoccupied Frank Meier.

In his position, what would you have done?






PROLOGUE [image: ] THE EVE OF BATTLE

JUNE 13, 1940




Tomorrow, German troops will march into Paris. France has dissolved like a lump of sugar in a glass of absinthe.

Barely a month has passed since the Battle of France began. By now, the tanks and armored vehicles of Generaloberst Guderian’s panzer divisions are rolling through the forests of the Ardennes. There is fighting in Rouen. There are battles in Senlis. The Nazis have crossed the River Marne. Since yesterday, the skies over the city have been thick with ominous black smoke; the capital has already surrendered. It has been declared an “open city.” As for the people of Paris, many of them have fled. By train, by car, in horse-drawn carts, or on foot, families take only as much as they can carry, leaving most of their possessions behind. The mass exodus has gutted the city, with millions of its inhabitants scattered to the winds. Those remaining have locked themselves away in their apartments. The only thing circulating in the city now is rumor.

The government of the French Republic fled the city two days ago and is now based in Tours. No more government, taxis, police, mail—no more public services. Panic is spreading like wildfire. Archives have been burned in ministerial courtyards, while gangs of looters plunder abandoned shops and apartments. Otherwise, the streets are empty; shops have rolled down their shutters. Paris is mired in silence, solitude, and death.

But in the Place Vendôme, the grand Hôtel Ritz is still open for business.

It is difficult to believe that, only a fortnight ago, Winston Churchill was staying in this very hotel. Now, the regulars have vanished. Coco Chanel has taken refuge in Biarritz. The Duke of Windsor and his wife Wallis have flown to Spain. Barbara Hutton, née Woolworth and heiress to the Woolworth fortune, is still ensconced in her first-floor suite, packing and unpacking, unsure whether to stay or to go.

In the passageway that connects the two wings of the hotel, the Galerie des Merveilles, the boutique stores of famous brands that line its corridor have already taken on the patina of a bygone era. Two days ago, the Bar Cambon closed its doors.

Only the Petit Bar remains open. As usual, service begins at 6 p.m. The decor has not changed since the day it first opened: polished bar, mahogany paneling, leather lampshades, Louis XV armchairs upholstered in eau-de-Nil velvet. The bottles are impeccably arranged behind the bar like books in a library. This is the domain of Frank Meier, the barman of the Ritz. Austrian by birth, celebrated for his artistry with cocktails and worshipped by the most refined drinkers in Europe and America, the man is a legend in the world of luxury. His pencil mustache, his fastidious gestures, and his twinkling eyes are at least as famous as his drinks. On the eve of the German invasion, he is behind his bar—his white jacket crisp and black tie neat—as he has been for the past twenty years.

It was Frank himself who opened this bar in 1921, and he is determined to stay no matter the cost, despite the Germans, despite the fall of France. He tries to appear aloof, but tonight the barman of the Ritz is at a loss. Troubled. Beneath his affable demeanor, the signs of worry and fear are beginning to show. Frank Meier has spent a lifetime running from his past, carefully concealing his heritage, though people did not seem to care.

People just see me as a barman, someone who’s good with his hands, a god of bottles. It’s as if I’ve always been here, as if I were born behind the bar.

But Frank Meier was not born behind the bar. And though he now feels far removed from his roots, he has a secret: he is a Jew.

Tonight, his only customer, Otto von Habsburg, the deposed heir to the Austro-Hungarian Empire, is drowning his sorrows in gin. The Nazis have put a price on his head and he has no choice but to flee. Tonight. So, Otto sits at the end of the counter, ruminating on the past weeks, then downs his glass of Gordon’s. Slowly, the Royal Prince of Hungary, Bohemia, and Croatia gets to his feet and places his spindly arms around the barman, who is old enough to be his father. Frank stiffens. The embrace feels like an ending. Otto von Habsburg bids farewell to Europe; in a few days’ time, he will be in Washington. The barman of the Ritz watches as his last customer of the old world disappears.





PART ONE [image: ] THE SIEGE
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ONE

JUNE 14, 1940

I am trapped in the Nazis’ lair.

It is six thirty in the evening and still there is no sign of the Germans at the Petit Bar.

This morning, the Nazis marched down the Avenue Foch.

Now they are here, in the Hôtel Ritz.

All the luxury hotels in Paris have been commandeered by the occupying forces; the Ritz will be home to a hundred high-ranking officers: the top brass of the Wehrmacht, the armed forces of all Nazi Germany, its army, navy, and air force. The German military commander in France will take a room there too. While his title might almost sound impressive, it is nothing but a bitter reminder of the humiliation suffered by the French Army.

The Hôtel Ritz has been accorded special status. Unlike many of its Parisian counterparts, which have been requisitioned, the hotel is permitted to welcome and serve its usual clientele. Its Swiss owners, their nation neutral in this war, render the hotel a sort of middle ground for officers and civilians alike.

And Frank’s bar, of course, is still open. To help run his establishment, there remain only Frank’s old comrade-in-arms whom he fought alongside during the Great War, Georges Scheuer, and Frank’s young Italian apprentice, Luciano.

All the previous night Frank lay awake in his rooms on the Rue Henri-Rochefort listening to the eerie silence that has fallen since most of his neighbors fled Paris.

Cowards.

As he tossed and turned, he thought of his son, Jean-Jacques. Frank has never really known how to be a father to his only son, born in 1921 during his unfortunate marriage to Maria. They are separated by a yawning chasm. Frank has not had a word from his son for ages, not since Jean-Jacques took a job at the Casino de Nice five years ago.

Where is he now? Has he been mobilized?

Should I seek refuge? Go and join him in Nice?

I’ll be damned if I am going to leave my bar to the Krauts…

Now Frank Meier waits, buttoned into his white jacket, steeling himself for the arrival of his new clientele. He catches a glimpse of his reflection in the Christofle cocktail shaker: the dark circles under his eyes are deeper than ever, his face a frozen mask of fear. As for his stomach, the less said the better: he blows into his cupped hands; his breath is foul. The arrival of the Germans, and with them the memory of the trenches, is eating him up inside.

For the umpteenth time, he glances at the clock. Twenty to seven.

Everything has been prepared: lemons, mint, soft fruits, and brown sugar for the Royal Highballs. Quantities of Perrier-Jouët have been chilled. The victors have a lot to celebrate.

But for now, nothing.

From where he stands behind the solid bar in dark wood, he cannot see customers arriving; the corridor that leads to the Petit Bar is outside his field of vision. This is more than a little inconvenient in the present situation. He gestures to Luciano to go and keep watch by the door.

Where are the damn Krauts?

The ponderous silence before the attack. Georges is keeping his hands busy playing with raspberries.

“Stop that, you’ll spoil them.”

“I’m nervous, Frank.”

We’re all nervous, my friend!

“All we can do is make the best of a difficult situation. Why don’t you run a cloth over the bar, I can see greasy fingerprints.”

Oh, someone is coming. Is it them…?

No, it is only the insufferable Monsieur Bedaux, a customer whose arrival would prompt a contemptuous sneer from Frank were he not so self-controlled…

For a split second, Frank imagines politely but firmly asking the man to leave. But Bedaux belongs to the ranks of their new masters, a fact Frank will have to get used to. Bedaux has always had close friends in high places: from the British royal family to the highest-ranking members of the Nazi Party. In this new world, connections count for far more than character. Something else Frank will have to get used to. He watches as their first customer from the new world approaches.

Charles Bedaux is a curious character. Like Frank, he is in his mid-fifties, with a high forehead and fine features. Their paths have crossed occasionally. In 1906, Bedaux also found himself in the United States as a penniless young man. But whereas in New York Meier learned to serve, Bedaux learned instead to drink. Both men quickly became experts in their field: one a barman, the other a businessman. Bedaux married a wealthy American and set up a management consulting company focused on helping companies become more efficient through “The Bedaux System.” The consultancy proved so successful that it led to the creation of a chain of consultancy firms across the United States, in Europe, and around the world, making him a multimillionaire.

Bedaux loves to talk about his success—but not as much as he loves to talk about his admiration for Nazi Germany.

Frank notes Bedaux’s triumphant smile.

“Your usual glass of Pol Roger, monsieur?” Frank asks.

“Not tonight, Frank. I’ll have one of your Royal Highballs instead, and make it a double. We should celebrate the rebirth of France!” His eyes flick to the corridor in anticipation. “As I always say, if nature is governed by chaos, what saves mankind is order, and nothing else.”

If the art of making cocktails is one of order and measure, running a bar is an art of chaos: allowing life to brim over, testing boundaries, sometimes deciding to go beyond them. This skill, perhaps even more than his celebrated cocktails, is what has made Frank Meier so successful. It also accounts for his divided nature: he has a tidy mind but is drawn to a certain sense of creativity and nonconformity. But Charles Bedaux will never understand this. In him, nothing brims over, except for his own self-interest. Art, people, politics—to Bedaux, life is risk, investment, capital gains. In fact, there is only one subject upon which Frank and Bedaux agree: France needs Maréchal Pétain. Bedaux believes the new leadership will mean increased profits. The barman has a different sort of admiration for Maréchal Pétain; he served as a junior officer under him during the Great War.

Although Frank would never admit as much to Charles Bedaux, it was fighting on the front lines under the command of Pétain that Staff-Sergeant Frank Meier became a proud Frenchman.

Giving the cocktail a final stir, Frank pours the drink into a highball glass filled with ice and places it on the bar.

Bedaux raises the glass to his lips, then sets it back down. He seems about to launch into another monologue but is prevented from doing so by a cacophony of laughing voices.

The Nazis have arrived.

The moment is here. Frank straightens his collar and lays a hand on Georges’s shoulder. It is Frank’s job to welcome them. The laughter and barrack-room banter draws nearer. For a fleeting instant, Frank is transported to the trenches of Verdun. He throws his shoulders back, but he can feel sweat trickling down his spine. Under his jacket, his shirt is soaked and he is chilled to the bone.

The enemy front line advances.

“Good evening, gentlemen. Welcome to the Ritz bar.”




Diary of Frank Meier

I have spent so long running away from my past, running away from the truth of my ancestry. Although danger closes in around me, I feel I have to write this down, since I cannot be sure that I will survive this war as I did the last.

I am a member of the proletariat. And the Jewish proletariat at that. As a boy, I always dreamed of running away.

My whole life has been an escape.

I was born in the Austrian Tyrol on April 3, 1884, the son of Polish workers in exile. In my father’s view, discipline was the greatest of all virtues. The education he gave me was a long lesson in subservience.

Yes, sir! Aye, aye, sir! A mental prison. I quickly realized that there was a kind of mindlessness to the way he lived his life, never questioning anything. I’ve always been suspicious of men who have never known doubt.

My father was born in Łódź during the pogroms. He saw his people hounded down and sometimes hanged by the blond Polish hordes. In the end, he burned everything that could identify him as Jewish and the family emigrated to the mountains of Tyrol. To the utter despair of my mother, the daughter of a rabbi in Budapest, he insisted on giving me an Austrian first name, refused to have me circumcised, or have my birth registered at the synagogue; he decreed that none of his descendants would be Jews. He even went so far as to have me baptized by the village priest the day after I was born. A card-carrying Catholic. I remember my old man shouting at my mother when she wanted to celebrate Pesach or when she let slip three words in Yiddish.

At first, we lived in Kufstein, a little town in the Austrian Tyrol, where my parents lived hand to mouth. My father worked for a shoemaker with wealthy customers. Although he earned a meager salary, he nevertheless hoped one day to open his own shop, and saved the tips given to him by the pretentious customers. The three of us lived in the garret above the shop. Morning and night I would see my father in his big leather apron bedecked with knives, awls, polishers, and a cobbler’s hammer. He wielded his tools with an energy and a precision that impressed me. As a boy, I considered him my hero. And while, as I grew older, my admiration waned, it is from him that I inherit my passion for order and exactness. In a way, I have spent my life imitating his meticulous gestures, not with knives and awls, but with cocktail shakers and bottles.

I adored my mother, her gentleness, her smile, the softness of her skin, and the scent of violets she trailed everywhere. I grew up tied to her apron strings. Of those early years, I have happy, carefree memories. It was shortly afterwards that things took a turn for the worse. My father lost his job in January 1888. He had heard from customers that factory bosses in Vienna were looking for female workers, less well paid, to work the new mechanized looms, a product of the industrial revolution. My mother would quickly find a job, and so would he.

This is how my parents came to be part of the great wave of Tyrolean peasants who moved to the city to work for pennies. Another exodus. My mother’s work at the factory paid a pittance, and my parents’ meager savings melted like snow in sunlight.

Poverty continued to dog our lives, and my old man foundered. Crippled by fatigue, despondent, and short-tempered, he withdrew into himself. Angry with my mother for not earning enough money, he took to drink and became violent. He abandoned his long-held dreams of owning his own shop, of climbing into the middle class. He would spend his days brooding about it, fueled by a mute rage, unable to accept that all his certainty had worked against him. I grew up as best I could. And then, one day, I had the strange realization that he resented my youth. He was jealous of my still unencumbered future.

By the age of twelve, I was working ten hours a day in a wool-combing plant in Vienna. I was mesmerized by the wealthy boys I used to pass every morning on my way to the factory. They were stylish, elegant, and insolent in their starched white shirts. I wanted to have a life like theirs. To extricate myself from a life of poverty. To know the warmth of a bourgeois home. The desire was all-consuming. I tricked my parents. For two years, I secretly set aside part of my salary and managed to amass a considerable sum of money. I dreamed of the land of milk and honey: America. Everyone was talking about it. There, you could try your luck. Make your fortune. My old man was furious, my mother wept, but one morning in early autumn, I left anyway. I began by hopping aboard an old goods train, and spent three days in a cattle truck traveling from Vienna to Munich, from Munich to Brussels, until finally I arrived in Antwerp, in Flanders, where I ended up spending a long time—too long—convalescing from a vicious bout of fever, tormented by the thought of being stuck on the quay. As soon as I recovered, I bought myself a third-class steerage ticket on the Red Star Line: a splendid steamship, a colossal ocean liner, a promise of future excesses. My desire glowed brighter than the day; I was about to embark on a life of my own.







TWO

JUNE 14, 1940

“Noch einmal, bitte!”

“Jawohl, Herr Hauptmann.”

There are at least twenty of them, polished boots and close-cropped hair. Gold buttons and pristine uniforms. Frank stands behind the bar. Bedaux has tried to strike up a conversation with the soldiers but has barely earned a glance from them and been forced to retreat. The German officers do not yet know who Charles Bedaux is, nor do they care. They are flush with the glory of their victory, and they feel right at home here.

Gathered around the bar, laughing and shouting, they order beer after beer. It feels almost like a Munich beer hall.

All of a sudden, there is a ripple among the crowd and the sea of officers parts to reveal a dashing gentleman with a determined stride.

“Good evening, Monsieur Meier,” he says in an accent as polished as his epaulettes. “Nice to see you again.”

Where on earth does this Kraut with his colonel’s stripes know me from?

“Good evening.”

The officer smiles benignly.

“You don’t remember me, do you?”

“Well, I—”

The face is familiar, but who the devil can he be…?

“Hans Speidel. I was military attaché to the German embassy in Paris some years ago.”

“Herr Speidel! Forgive me, I am embarrassed.”

“Pah—I’m sure it’s just the uniform.”

It all comes flooding back. Speidel was a very charming man, urbane and handsome, though his hairline is receding now and he wears glasses.

“What can I get you? No, wait, I know! A Golden Clipper.”

The colonel flashes a beaming smile.

“Frank Meier, the barman who knows the favorite tipple of every diplomat in Paris! Clearly, your reputation is well earned. I have never had a more delicious Clipper than here.”

“Georges, could you fetch me the Bacardi and the crème de pêche?”

“Nothing has changed here, Herr Meier,” says the colonel, looking around. “It still feels like home.”

From his jacket emblazoned with medals, Speidel takes a cork-covered book that the astonished barman instantly recognizes. The Artistry of Mixing Drinks. His book. The sight of the little book takes him back to a time that still feels nearby despite the bitter blows of the German advance. The gilded cover that once evoked evenings of laughter and revelry, of tailored suits and lively discussions, suddenly seems like a relic, an antique. It is a tribute to America, to F. Scott Fitzgerald, to the decade now referred to as “the roaring twenties.”

“I found a copy in Stuttgart. I paid some decrepit old baron a fortune for it. I have never dared attempt your recipes, to my wife’s despair… For the past month, I have been lugging it around in my kit bag. Would you be so kind as to sign it for me?”

All eyes have turned to Frank and Speidel.

My first night surrounded by Nazis, and I’m signing autographs.

“And now—a round of Royal Highballs for everyone, and a toast: to the Führer.”

The white onyx clock by the piano chimes eight as Frank begins to assemble the drinks.

“Herr Meier,” whispers Speidel, after the cheering has subsided, “I really must be going, General von Bock is expecting me for supper.”

“Of course, Colonel.”

“Would you please give my regards to the beautiful Madame Auzello?”

Blanche Auzello. The wife of Claude, the manager of the Ritz, and the man who gave Frank his bar.

Is this a test, or does Speidel truly not know how things stand?

Frank hesitates for a moment before saying gravely:

“Madame Auzello is in Nice, she traveled with her husband when he was mobilized.”

Speidel throws his shoulders back, a smile glinting on his epaulettes.

“Thank you for everything, Frank. You’ll see me again soon, I want to know all there is to know about life in Paris. Look after my men!”

“You can count on me, Colonel.”

The man turns on his heel.

Frank watches as he silently strides through the crowd of officers.

Who are you in this new world, Hans Speidel? Who are you and what do you want?

But Frank, who once thought he could determine a man’s whole character by his first drink, is no longer certain of anything.




Diary of Frank Meier

At last, I left Europe on November 28, 1898, overwhelmed by excitement and dread. Bound for New York, the city of free men. The ship was full to bursting. The passengers sang and danced, united by the rapture of new beginnings.

But when the crew cast off and the liner’s foghorn sounded, I suddenly felt a terrible wave of sadness at the thought of my mother. Leaving her was the price of my adventure. I was billeted with a group of Ukrainian Jews. We slept on the lowest deck, just above the cargo; if you reached out your hand, you could almost touch the ocean.

As the crossing progressed, as the ship pitched and rolled, I felt the thrill of freedom return. Being fulfilled, finding myself, still seemed like a distant goal, but I felt that the beginning of this new century was also the beginning of my adult life, and it promised to be prosperous, free, and joyous. At that time, no one could have envisaged the coming world wars and millions of dead. Perhaps I should have sensed it, this violence that lurked in the shadows. Out on the ocean, I would sometimes go up on deck with my comrades from Odessa to try to get something to eat. If we were lucky, the rich passengers from the upper decks would toss us food, which we would greedily take back to the ship’s hold. The rich folk looked at us with distaste; to them, we were little more than starving animals.

When I disembarked in New York, I left my history behind me.

Through a series of casual jobs, I came to know the slums and the dive bars of the Lower East Side before I dared push open the doors of Hoffman House at Broadway and 25th Street. At the time, it was one of the most fashionable addresses in the city, run by a virtuosic barman, Charley S. Mahoney. This tall, lanky man changed the course of my life. In 1902, he took me on as a bellhop for the Christmas holidays. I was on my way, and although I was on the very first rung, I had begun to climb the ladder towards the middle class.

A wind of freedom was blowing through New York; Hoffman House threw lavish parties where artists rubbed shoulders with industrialists, brokers, and former gold prospectors. Truth be told, I didn’t hurl myself into this social world: I studied its codes and its conventions, I never overreached and, unlike most of my coworkers, who were eager to take part in the nonstop party, I avoided getting drunk every night.

It did not take long for Mahoney to spot my industriousness and take me under his wing. The veteran barman taught me the secrets of the profession: attention to detail, the art of serving, acknowledging every customer, being available to everyone. Managing supplies, a taste for spirits—and the key: the art of mixing them. For months, I watched him transform individual ingredients by blending them together to create unique cocktails. Then I began to study their effects on customers: which spirits thrill, which soothe, which balance. I soon realized that every drinker has their own identity, that intoxication is not the same for everyone, and that all it takes is the right drink at the right time to calm a customer who has got a little carried away.

Some of my creations so appealed to Charley Mahoney that they ended up on the cocktail menu at Hoffman House. Le Pompadour, a word from my childhood that my mother had loved to roll around her tongue: rum, Pineau des Charentes, and lemon juice. Three simple ingredients but an incredible flavor. And so, gradually, I became a barman, a conductor of the symphonies of those wild nights. These years behind the bar blend into a series of magnificent snapshots, crowned by the 1904 New Year’s Eve Ball, one of the most magnificent ever held in New York. Perrier-Jouët flowed all night long, and at midnight Mahoney launched a fabulous fireworks display from the roof of the hotel as ladies in furs looked on in tipsy wonderment. Sporting a spotless jacket, I spent the evening dizzy with the sheer feeling of being alive, of being bound for glory. Late that night, I even kissed Sofia, a pretty young Italian immigrant. Another soul in exile. Blonde as a wheat field in Tuscany with a smile that could send a strong man sprawling and a beauty I have never forgotten.

But in 1907, the management decided to demolish the hotel and rebuild a more beautiful, more impressive, more modern Hoffman House. During the construction, they shuttered Mahoney’s bar and I went with it. I had to start all over again.

“You should go back to Europe, kid,” the great Buffalo Bill Cody said to me one night. “You’d make a killing!”

Buffalo Bill had become a regular at Hoffman House after his return from a triumphant tour of France with his Wild West Show. I listened, rapt, to his effusive descriptions of the grandeur and beauty of Paris, its storied history, its majestic avenues, its opulent hotels. But what most piqued my curiosity was his insistence that Parisians had a feverish appetite for all things American.

I had experienced the best New York had to offer, I had become a skilled barman. I had only to pack my trunks and recross the ocean. I was not stepping backwards, oh no, I was avoiding the fall, something I have managed to do all my life. And Bill Cody was right. In Paris, extravagance had taken on a giddy new dimension. Europe had only just discovered cocktails, and quickly developed a taste for them. The list of ingredients seemed endless, the quest for refinement a sport. I had learned all the mysteries of alcohol, and, as for the secrets of European society, they proved easy enough to discern for a boy who had grown up in the Austro-Hungarian Empire—albeit on the lowest echelon. I opened my first bar, The Brunswick, in June 1907 on the Rue des Capucines near the Opéra, in the heart of the business district where expatriate Americans lived, some five thousand souls from the New World.

Within months, the reputation of my bar skyrocketed, and every night Claude Auzello—who, at the time, was the young deputy manager of the Hôtel Claridge—would send me American guests from his hotel. Business was thriving when the first war against the Krauts broke out. In August 1914, inspired in part by the patriotism of Claude Auzello, and naively convinced that nothing could compare to the glories of the battlefield, I closed The Brunswick and enlisted in the Foreign Legion. I imagined that what people had begun to call “the Great War” would be a wild, intoxicating, action-packed adventure.

Instead, I found myself face to face with the gray hell of the trenches, the rain of shells, the stench of death, the Krauts with their spiked helmets. I was thirty years old; the party was over. I first met Georges in the bleak fields of the Meuse. How often did we think we would die in that blood-drenched madness? Ten times, a hundred, a thousand? I heard friends from the trenches wailing like wild animals all night, facing the Grim Reaper alone in the no-man’s-land between the lines, cradling their entrails in their arms. I saw the terror in the eyes of big men pleading for their mothers.

We witnessed bodies mutilated and burnt, our nostrils were filled with the stench of burning flesh and dried blood. We watched men suffer, and afterwards we said nothing. Only the breakthrough on Vimy Ridge with Pétain remains close to my heart. The one victory we took from the Huns. I felt proud. I felt as though I had been brave.

Since then, we have lived as best we can. That’s the truth of it. I came through without so much as a scratch. Nothing. Though make no mistake, I never shirked my duty. It was a miracle, as if life had decided to spare me so that I could carry on my way.

But for what purpose? After the long-awaited armistice, what would I do? I had closed my bar at the outbreak of war; now I was faced with the task of starting over again.

As so often before, I felt the terrible fear of failing. Of finding myself back at square one. Of life suspended. And then, in December 1919, at a banquet organized by the National Union of Veterans, I met Maria Hutting, a Belgian refugee. A brief romance followed—sparked by our shared sense of displacement—and Maria became pregnant. By this point, whatever affection there was between us had all but died, but we married anyway, and in 1921 our son Jean-Jacques was born. I urgently needed to find work, and that same year, Lady Luck knocked on my door: in March I became a French citizen, and in April I was hired by the Hôtel Ritz to open a cocktail bar for an elegant, cosmopolitan clientele.

It felt like a reward for my suffering. Once again, I was on my way up. I was thirty-seven years old on April 6, 1921, when I first crossed the threshold of the Hôtel Ritz to set up what would quickly become the most fashionable bar in Paris.







THREE

JUNE 15, 1940

“So, here we are, facing down the Krauts again,” Georges whispers. “Though this time, they’re less likely to shoot us.”

It is by now past midnight, and Frank has a vicious migraine.

What a strange night!

After the colonel’s departure, the German officers carried on drinking greedily—mostly brandy, thrown back in one gulp.

And, of course, without paying. Such is the price of defeat.

It seems to him that several lifetimes have passed in the space of a few hours.

“Go home to bed, Frank,” says Georges, holding a mop. There is a look of resignation in his eyes. “We’re going to have to learn to live with them.”

Frank lights a cigarette and hands one to his old comrade.

They both slump onto the chesterfield sofa and Frank stares at a smoke ring as it rises towards the ceiling.

The two men are silent for a moment, as though trying to dispel their gloomy thoughts with plumes of cigarette smoke, then Georges stubs his cigarette out in the brass ashtray and hauls himself out of the sofa.

“You know what?” he says. “When I saw those bastards coming into the bar, I thought about my friends. All the men who died in Péronne with their guts hanging out. And for what? To see the Huns trooping in here tonight? I tell you, Frank, I feel like crying.”

Frank and Georges, like millions of others, have spent the past twenty years living with their nightmares of the trenches. Some wounds never really heal, and tonight the German soldiers rubbed salt into those wounds.

Frank goes down to the basement to fetch his leather bag from his locker.

He says goodnight to the doorman and steps out onto the deserted Rue Cambon. The Germans have introduced a strict eight o’clock curfew, but they have issued Frank a special Ausweis, a permit allowing him to pass safely through the streets at night. Alone with his thoughts, he winds his way across the city.

It is almost two in the morning when he steps through the door of his building on the Rue Henri-Rochefort. As he collapses on his bed, he does his best to think of happier memories. New York, nights spent at the bar with the great French actress Arletty, with Hemingway: anything that might transport him back to a gentler life. A half-measure of nostalgia, a pinch of sadness, a drop of despair and two dashes of hope—this is the cocktail for this evening.




Diary of Frank Meier

It was Scott Fitzgerald who first gave me the idea. It was Christmas Eve, 1934.

“Write a book, Frank. You’ll make a mint!”

A book? Me? About what? I’d had to ask.

“About you, tell us all your secrets!”

Propped at the bar with a dry Martini, Fitzgerald was insistent.

“Writing a book is like plowing a furrow: it makes you immortal.”

He was convinced that with my fame as a barman, publishers would rush to sign up a collection of my recipes and barkeeping tips.

“You’ve learned the ways of the intellectual elite, Frank,” he said. “Write your book and become one of them.” His words were still ringing in my head two years later, at the party held at the Ritz to celebrate the publication of my book: The Artistry of Mixing Drinks, an English-language guide for worldly men. A print run of one thousand, not a single copy more. Rarity drives demand. In the fifteen years that I had been at the Ritz, I had become a respected figure in Parisian high society. My hospitality was selective, my criteria were strict; only the crème de la crème were allowed in my bar, and no other bar in the world had a clientele as illustrious as mine. I counted among my patrons Parisian dandies, New York novelists, wealthy heirs, and sophisticated diplomats. This book was my life’s work: signed and numbered copies belonged to the Duke of Windsor, Josephine Baker, Georges Mandel, Gabrielle Chanel, Noël Coward, Sacha Guitry, Jean Cocteau, Winston Churchill, the dancer Serge Lifar, Cole Porter, Arletty, Hemingway, and even Kermit Roosevelt, the president’s son.

The launch party was the height of elegance and refinement. In honor of the occasion, Christofle, the most famous silversmith in all of Europe, had sent me a set of silver cocktail shakers, strainers, and long-handled spoons—exquisitely crafted treasures that shimmered and glistened as I wielded them behind my bar. I invented, I smiled, I whirled. Georges, my faithful lieutenant, was dressed to the nines. He was tender and mocking by turns. This was his night too, a night that celebrated bartenders everywhere. The photographer Roger Schall showed up with his Rolleiflex and Hemingway wrote me a sonnet in rhyming alexandrines. Arletty, wearing a slim-fitting yellow and white suit, a carved rose-gold necklace, and long gloves in dove gray, a black fascinator perched insolently on her brow, called me “Frank, mon chéri.” The peerless star had got all dressed up for my book, for me. I was ecstatic. By this point, I was driving a Bentley, dining from time to time at La Tour d’Argent, buying hand-tailored suits, and tonight everyone who was anyone in Paris was here to honor me.

And then she arrived, at 8:30 p.m. With her twinkling eyes and her caustic humor, Blanche Auzello, Claude’s wife, instantly bewitched the assembled company, including Hemingway and Fitzgerald. She dazzled in her pencil dress of purple and black velvet, perched on patent-leather stilettos paired with fishnet stockings, wearing a dragonfly necklace studded with aquamarines.

Her husband Claude and I have always held each other in great esteem, because each of us knows what the journey to the highest rungs of society has cost us. That night, as a nod to my past, he gave me an old coaster from The Brunswick that he had kept, a little gesture that brought a tear to my eye.

It was a magical evening. Cocktails flowed like water. I paid for everything. Never skimp on glory. From time to time, between mixing cocktails, I thought about the little Austrian boy curled up between the cattle in the freezing carriage bound for Munich. I thought of Charley Mahoney, of Sofia, of the friends who lost their lives in Verdun, a hell from which—I don’t know why—I had emerged unscathed.

One person was not in attendance that evening: my wife, Maria. This was not her world; worse than that, she despised it. “Your cosmopolitan crowd,” she would say, “sucks the blood out of our country.”

I should have realized that she would leave me. It was for the best. The following day, Maria joined the nationalist Action Française movement and six months later we were divorced. Fortunately, my professional success distracted me from thoughts of my collapsing marriage. Fitzgerald was right, that book will be the last vestige of Frank Meier in the world that comes after. Proof of my existence.







FOUR

JUNE 23, 1940

In less than a week, Paris is a city of the Reich.

Yesterday, Pétain signed the armistice. Although much of France is now occupied by the Germans and many have fallen, Frank is thankful that the brutal fighting between the French and German forces is over.

I hope they let the old maréchal operate freely.

Even time has been brought under German rule, put forward an hour to bring France into line with Berlin. And so tonight, the sun will set at 11:30 p.m., more than two hours after curfew. By the time the stars appear, the swastika will already be fluttering from every monument.

Paris, Frankreich.

There is no sense of victory, only a bitter defeat. Parisians are in a state of shock at how quickly and brutally the army was routed and the city occupied. And although the armistice promises a precarious peace and has spared Paris the devastating blitzkrieg visited on so many cities, it has left the country divided. In the north and west, almost half of France now falls within the Occupied Zone, under the harsh rule of the German military administration, while the other half, the Free Zone, is controlled by the new Vichy government led by Philippe Pétain. And while, to some, Pétain remains a hero who has spared them untold suffering, there are others who consider him a traitor.

This morning, Hans Elmiger, the interim general manager of the Hôtel Ritz while Claude is in Nice, announced the hotel’s new rules and regulations. The rather insipid Swiss nephew of Baron Pfyffer, the lover of César Ritz’s widow, is perfect for the job: he is utterly neutral. The hotel has been divided into two separate wings: the Place Vendôme is reserved for senior officers of the Wehrmacht and officials of the Third Reich, while the side that opens onto the Rue Cambon remains open to the public and will continue to provide accommodation to civilians, who will have unrestricted access to the restaurant and the bar. Elmiger has instructed that a handsome wooden chest be installed in the grand lobby hall so that our “military guests,” as he refers to them, have somewhere to store their Lugers.

The Nazis feel quickly at home at the hotel. “Why wouldn’t they?” Georges remarks at the slightest opportunity. “They’re all called Fritz, which rhymes with Ritz.”



In the Petit Bar, a teenage boy comes running to find Frank.

“Monsieur Meier! Four German officers incoming, including Lieutenant-Colonel Soehring.” Soehring is an officer of the German air force, the Luftwaffe, responsible for dominating the skies and bringing France to her knees.

This voice, with its soft Piedmont accent, is that of Luciano, the young apprentice Frank has posted as a lookout. Though not yet seventeen, he has adapted rapidly to the situation. Frank feels an affection for the boy that he finds surprising. At first, Frank played the lofty role of a tutor to the boy out of friendship for his mother Sofia, whom he knew in one of his former lives in New York. Have they grown closer because of the secret they share, a secret that troubles them but also makes them more skilled at flirting with danger? Luciano’s birth certificate bears the name Levi. Worse still, he has been circumcised, making him more vulnerable to being discovered. The son of wealthy merchants who sent him to France to escape Mussolini’s racial laws, Luciano arrived in Paris two years earlier to learn the trade. In his innocence he told the whole story to Frank, whom he idolizes, thereby placing himself under the barman’s protection. Frank insists that the boy was born in Lugano, in Ticino, rather than Livorno, where it would be easier to trace him.

The kid’s memorized the names of all the Krauts, and when the Wehrmacht officers turn up, he greets every one by name and never makes a mistake.

To Frank, Luciano is the light of the Ritz—more precious than all the costly bottles behind the bar. Tall and slim, in his white jacket and black tie in a Windsor knot, he charms everyone with his roguish manner. And for the past few days, Frank thinks with a smile, he has even been styling his hair like Frank’s: parted in the center and slicked back on both sides. While the other hotel workers have succumbed to resentment, Luciano seems to relish the sense of danger. He likes to take risks; he is something of a gambler and he has a passion for horse racing, having spent much of his adolescence living near a racecourse in Turin, and working as apprentice to a groom. Frank has been promising to take him to the Sunday races at Auteuil but has never found the time, and now it is too late: the Nazis have banned the sport. Which is a serious headache, since Frank used to take a few bets at the bar; just enough to augment his lavish lifestyle.

I’ll have to come up with another way to make money. But what?

He will think of something eventually—he always does. For now, Frank is refusing to sell his Bentley Blower to the Huns; the car is his pride and joy.

It is six o’clock, the white onyx clock chimes. Time for another night on the front lines of this proxy war. Georges straightens his jacket and plasters on a smile before going to open the doors.

“A smile and a courtesy, the spirit of Paris!”

That’s it, Georges, hold that line.

But for how long?





FIVE

JULY 1, 1940

A few nights earlier, while Colonel Speidel was enjoying a Golden Clipper aperitif, Elmiger and his deputy manager, the inscrutable Monsieur Süss, warned Speidel that, without additional funds, Reichsminister Göring, who would be arriving imminently, would have nothing to drink but mineral water.

Speidel had only to make a telephone call to the Hôtel Meurice, where German military headquarters had been established, and the matter was settled: General Streccius had ordered the Banque de France to open a credit line for the Ritz amounting to one million francs. As soon as the official confirmation arrived, Elmiger had swapped his lemonade for a White Horse—double, no ice.

And so the bar is able to keep juddering along.

Frank is unsure what lies in store for July, but it starts on a Monday, the first day off Frank has had since the Germans marched into Paris, two weeks ago. The sun is shining, he is still alive, the Ritz seems to have been saved for now.

When he woke up late this morning, he read the previous evening’s Paris-soir over a black coffee, then cleaned the kitchen and folded his laundry. For lunch, he settled for a slice of black bread and Ardennes pâté with a glass of Burgundy. Now he is on the Boulevard des Capucines. Wearing a lightweight suit of gray herringbone, complemented by a red and green tartan tie, he searches for traces of the city that was—the city that existed only a month earlier.

For the first time, Frank is surprised to find himself thinking that the Germans might never leave.

On the Rue d’Antin, he finds his tailor. In April, Frank had ordered two made-to-measure poplin shirts. A meaningful look is all it takes for the two men to share their resentment. As though in apology for having been closed for a few weeks, the tailor gives Frank a tiny pewter bud vase which can be filled with water and slipped into the breast pocket of his jacket. An ingenious trinket that keeps the flower in the buttonhole fresh. Tomorrow night, Frank will wear a white carnation, just to impress upon the Prussian officers that he is still a Parisian, a man of elegance.

Confounding the Krauts: so far, it’s the best weapon I’ve found.

As he leaves, he looks around for a taxi—an old reflex—before deciding to walk back to the seventeenth arrondissement. Little by little, the mild summer weather dispels his gloomy thoughts. But just as he passes the Parc Monceau, his eye is caught by a sign: NO JEWS ALLOWED.

He feels a shiver run down his spine. He, Frank Meier, the man high society thinks it knows, friend to the most sophisticated drinkers the world over, is risking his life—and not a single soul knows. But Luciano is a different matter. Until now, Frank has done his best not to think about it; the officers of the Wehrmacht don’t really care about ancestries. Not as fanatical as the Nazi bigwigs back in Berlin. And with the forged Swiss passport Frank got for him, Luciano should be fairly safe. But you can never be too careful. Luciano is young. He is a risk-taker. The smallest mistake could be fatal.

As he is climbing the stairs to his apartment back at the Rue Henri-Rochefort, Frank realizes that he will never feel completely relaxed, now that he needs to look out for both of them. The barman of the Ritz and his apprentice: two Jews caught in a trap.





SIX

JULY 12, 1940

Frank wakes with a start, shivering, the bedsheets soaked. It is three o’clock in the morning.

Nearly a month now since the Germans arrived, and what have I done? I spend my time kissing Speidel’s ass in the hope of I don’t know what. I’ve become everything I wanted to avoid. Good evening, gentlemen! Rum Fizz, Colonel?

Smiling at the Germans is eating me alive.

But yesterday, full constitutive powers were accorded to Philippe Pétain.

The corrupt Republic is over. The maréchal is in charge, at last!

Last night, Pétain gave a speech on the radio. His voice quavered a little, but he spoke clearly.

From the first words, Frank was reunited with the maréchal he knew from the front lines during the Great War:

“France, alone in the face of its destiny, will rediscover its courage by preserving its faith in the future.”

Frank first met Pétain when the maréchal was only a general. It was April 1915, on the Western Front. The Austrian had chosen to fight for France, his adoptive homeland; France was under attack; he rallied to the call—you either have a sense of honor or you don’t.

Under the command of Pétain, a war leader unlike any other, they had fought the Huns in the hills of Arras, at Vimy Ridge. Artillery, shelling, a blitzkrieg, the right time, the right place: on May 9, the Moroccan Division broke through the German lines—the French Army had waited for a breakthrough for months! But reinforcements were slow in coming, and to forge on without them would have been suicide. Pétain halted the offensive, and the war dragged on.

“Our mission is to restore to France the strength that it has lost.”

The maréchal’s voice on the radio now brings memories flooding back. March 1916, Verdun, Georges, and the others, and then Craonne, the carnage.

“Let’s give ourselves to France! She has always led her people to greatness.”

Frank tosses and turns in bed, thinking about the new permanent resident soon to arrive at the Ritz. Hermann Göring—Frank first heard the name a lifetime ago, when Göring was commander of the German fighter pilots during the Great War. Since then, Göring has come to be admired and feared. As one of the Führer’s closest allies, he was entrusted with the creation of the Gestapo. Now, he has been appointed Reichsmarschall, commanding all the officers in Germany’s armed forces. And very soon he will be living in the Imperial Suite of the Ritz.

Göring planned to settle at the hotel after a few minor modifications—including the installation of a huge bathtub in his room. Frank had launched a little investigation but did not have to dig too deep. Late one night, an officer of the Luftwaffe drunk on brandy told him that the “Iron Man” needed to take long baths “for health reasons.” He did not want to say more, but the barman understood. Blanche Auzello also took long baths to soothe her morphine addiction. Where is she now? During the day, Frank can lie to himself, but at night there’s nowhere to hide. Blanche is constantly with him. A fantasy. Unattainable. Where is she in all this mess?

The Swedish church, a few steps from his apartment, is already tolling 5 a.m.




Diary of Frank Meier

The first time I laid eyes on Blanche was in the Ritz’s Galerie des Merveilles, one day in 1925. She was like an apparition, as beautiful and haughty as I was plain and ordinary. As flamboyant as I was discreet. But deep down, it seemed to me, she was just as vulnerable. Claude, the hotel manager, had shown me a photograph of his wife, but no picture could have done justice to her elegance: shoulders back, head high, legs as long as a summer’s evening. Her hair like jet, skin like snow, full lips, and a playfulness that offset her brooding gaze. To me, she was a princess in exile.

Blanche and Claude Auzello met at the Claridge in 1922, when he was deputy manager and she a young American actress with a few silent films to her credit, dreaming of a career in the cinema. Before long, the East Coast beauty and the dashing young man from the south of France became engaged, a union that would put an end to her ambition.

Some months later, Claude Auzello was hired as deputy manager of the Ritz. He told me later that it was a role he had long dreamed of—who in the hotel business did not dream of working at the Ritz? But he had his sights set even higher, on the prized manager position.

In 1924 Claude sent me a message that he would like to meet. On a bitterly cold day in March we met at the Café de la Paix, where, over a bowl of Viandox, Auzello told me that his fiancée, Blanche, had been born a Rubenstein, daughter of a German-Jewish couple who emigrated to New York in the late 1880s. I immediately felt a kinship, but I didn’t say a word. Auzello was scared this might affect his career at the Ritz. He had heard rumors that Marie-Louise, the widow of César Ritz, who had taken the reins since her husband’s death, was wary of Jews.

Although I had never met Blanche, I had contacts that I thought might be able to help my new boss. There was one man in particular who sprang to mind. A former client at my bar, an official at the American embassy, who had a sizable unpaid tab, so he owed me a favor or two. In the end it was quite easy to erase Blanche’s Ashkenazi ancestry. She told the police that she had lost her passport and was issued with new identity papers, certified by my client from the embassy, with a new maiden name that no one in Paris could verify. Within a few weeks, Blanche Rubenstein from New York became Blanche Ross from Cleveland, Ohio. I, of course, was happy with a ten percent finder’s fee—the same percentage I charged for the illicit bets I took behind the bar—and the path was clear for Claude to marry Blanche, now a perfect little Christian girl from the Midwest, without jeopardizing his prospects of becoming manager of the Ritz, which he did a couple of years later.

My earliest exchanges with Blanche Auzello were little more than polite chats in the corridors of the hotel. I knew of her Jewish origins and she must have surely been aware of my role in obtaining her new papers. Then, one evening shortly before Christmas 1922, she walked into my bar, newly opened that year opposite its venerable cousin, the Café Parisien. The Petit Bar was conceived of as a space for women so that they too could drink in public, unprecedented in European high society. While Claude loved the idea, Marie-Louise Ritz did not, but it was eventually decided that there would be a one-month trial, under strict supervision. Within a fortnight, the success of the bar was obvious: the ladies of Paris could not get enough of my cocktails. And the reputation of the Ritz soared! Yes, we were trailblazers, but the money flowed in too, all but making up for the losses the Ritz had sustained during the recent financial crisis. Marie-Louise grudgingly consented to allow the Petit Bar to remain open indefinitely, but any mixing of the sexes was strictly prohibited.

My friend Georges Scheuer joined me behind the bar. We were the only two men allowed among the rich socialites.

Then, one night, Blanche Auzello strode in, and with great elegance perched on a high stool as if she were a regular. She was wearing a floral dress of Siamese silk with a blue felt bonnet, far too flimsy given that winter was around the corner, but that was Blanche. With a mischievous twinkle in her eye, she ordered a Bijou “while I wait for my friend. She’s running a little late.” I was astonished and impressed. The Bijou brought together the colors of three precious jewels: gin for diamonds, vermouth for rubies, and chartreuse for emeralds. But where on earth had Blanche heard of this old-fashioned cocktail? No one at the Ritz ever ordered a Bijou these days, though I had served hundreds in the bar at Hoffman House.

Blanche Auzello drank three of them in the space of two hours. Her friend never appeared.

And so a pattern of sorts evolved; when I was not mixing cocktails, Blanche and I would talk about our days in New York. She told me about late afternoons spent at the Plaza speakeasy with her friend Pearl White, a silent movie star. She told me that their favorite pastime was flirting with the young Wall Street brokers who would invite them to their lavish Long Island houses for the weekend.

Blanche radiated a joie de vivre beneath her poise, so much so that I wished I were twenty years younger so I could go back to New York with her. Did she sense my yearning? She ordered a fourth cocktail. As though to seal a pact. In a barely audible murmur, she said: “I cannot thank you enough for what you did, Frank. Without you, Claude would probably never have become manager,” before confessing to me that she would be incapable of finding Cleveland on a map. We laughed and laughed. But then, in another whisper, she admitted she found it strange to have to hide part of herself from others.

Of course, she had no idea that I myself was Jewish. And I came close to admitting it, I must say. But the one thing I will never forget about that night was my burning desire to kiss her.







SEVEN

JULY 24, 1940

“Monsieur, the manager has asked to see you in his office. As soon as possible,” Luciano murmurs.

Frank asks no questions. The boy’s face is enough for him: this is a serious matter. Standing in front of the mirror, he straightens his collar and, for a fleeting instant, thinks of his son.

Well, that’s it, the Widow has obviously issued the order, I’m going to be given the boot.

When he reaches the office, he knocks three times and enters without waiting for a response.

Slumped in his leather armchair, Elmiger does not bother to get up. He nervously sips a glass of scotch piled high with ice, his face half hidden by the pale whorls of smoke from his cigarillo. The manager is wearing a suit that is decidedly too big, and the dim light from the gold fringed lamp does little to improve the scene. In the half-light, Frank can just make out the figure of Süss next to Elmiger. Ramrod straight, grim-faced, piercing blue eyes, and a fringe of flaxen hair, Süss gives a wan smile and a little nod. A slight deformity of his upper lip lends his expression an almost permanent air of sarcasm. With a wave, he casually gestures for Frank to sit in the armchair facing the desk. After a moment, Süss says:

“Madame Ritz will be returning to us on Monday morning.”

Frank is a little shaken. Elmiger sighs.

“And that’s not all. Claude and Blanche Auzello will also be coming back on Tuesday,” Elmiger says wearily. “It goes without saying that Monsieur Auzello cannot return to his role as manager since he does not speak German.”

“Consequently,” says Süss, “Monsieur Elmiger will continue in the role.”

A double shock. There had always been bad blood between Marie-Louise Ritz and the Auzellos. The Widow had taken an instant dislike to Blanche. How could it have been otherwise? Marie-Louise was a woman from a different era and Blanche, a “liberated” woman, was altogether too vulgar to include in her circle. In Marie-Louise’s eyes, Blanche represented the new world—modern, ever evolving, uncontrollable—while she favored the culture of refinement and restraint. Born to a family of hoteliers from Alsace during the reign of Napoleon III, Marie-Louise was tough. After the death of César Ritz in 1918, she insisted the shareholders appoint her Chair of the Board of Directors—something utterly, and somewhat ironically, unprecedented, for a woman so dedicated to tradition.



Marie-Louise and Blanche loathed each other. Both exiles, both strong women, they’d long maintained a brutal, decisive fissure. In the spring of 1936, in the euphoria that followed the election of the progressive Front Populaire government in France, when for the first time three women were appointed undersecretaries of state, it had been Blanche Auzello who finally persuaded her husband to abolish the single-sex bars at the Ritz. Marie-Louise naturally opposed the idea, but Frank was happy to comply with the order. And so, in June 1936, almost two decades after women had been permitted to drink at the Ritz, even the most jaded of Parisian libertines were simultaneously shocked and thrilled to be able to visit a bar where, for the first time, men and women could drink together.

It was almost 11 p.m. on June 15, 1936, when Marie-Louise Ritz strode into the Petit Bar wearing black lace gloves and an ermine wrap, with her two wire-haired Brussels griffons. A deathly silence fell over the usually boisterous and opinionated revelers. Marie-Louise stared contemptuously at the fifty or so guests who had come to celebrate the grand reopening, an embodiment of the age-old battle between tradition and the avant-garde.

Dressed in a long, off-the-shoulder gown of ivory crêpe de Chine, Blanche Auzello was sitting on a high stool, with one elbow delicately propped on the copper rail of the bar. The smile never faded from her face as Marie-Louise hurled venomous insults at her. Such an indecent young woman, she insisted. And her dress! Where was Blanche’s dignity? Her humility? She was drunk, with no sense of tradition or propriety. Frank already knew that the response would come not from Blanche, but from the woman next to her, the dazzling Lily Kharmayeff. Known simply as “La Kharmayeff,” the former Russian ballet dancer was a startling, androgynous beauty who invariably wore a black jacket and trousers and was famed for her poise and her caustic tongue. She and Blanche were inseparable and had fought together for the right of women to drink with men. When Marie-Louise had finally finished spewing her bile, Lily tinkled some small coins in her pocket and strode into the middle of the room.

“A pretty little speech, madame,” said Lily, “but to me, tradition does not mean tending to the ashes, it means keeping the flame alive.” Marie-Louise flinched. “When it comes to tradition, you might say Blanche and I are fire-starters!”

The enthusiastic crowd clinked their glasses so loudly that no one heard the Widow’s two griffons yapping angrily. Then Blanche Auzello got to her feet, silenced the room with a wave, and, raising her Bijou cocktail, dealt the fatal blow:

“To the twentieth century! To progress and to change!”

A chorus of voices took up the toast. Blood drained from the face of the defeated Widow, who turned and left without a word. Frank still remembers Sacha Guitry, the director and actor, quietly kicking one of the griffons.

The following day a disciplinary committee was convened: Lily Kharmayeff was forbidden from entering the Ritz, and Blanche Auzello was forced to offer a written apology. As for Marie-Louise Ritz, she left to take a rest cure in Switzerland at the home of Baron Pfyffer, whom the hotel employees assumed had been her lover for the past twenty years. And Claude Auzello was forced to take on a deputy manager in the form of the baron’s devoted nephew, Hans Elmiger.

A tenuous truce seemed to have been reached.



What a disaster this will be, Frank thinks now, engrossed in his memories. The Auzellos and the Widow back at the Ritz again, and with all these Germans—it’s inconceivable.

Elmiger, Süss, and Frank are silent for a moment. The grim news hangs between them in the smoke-filled office.

Frank would give a handsome sum to know what the two Swiss men think of each other. But Elmiger and Süss are merely pawns in a game that is bigger than both of them. Elmiger stubs out his cigarillo, Süss pours himself a drink, and Frank says nothing.



Walking home that night, Frank tries to put his thoughts in order. He hasn’t been fired yet, but he knows the Widow will sack him at the first opportunity. Unless he decides to leave first. Cross the border into the Free Zone and join his son in Nice; why not? Finally be a father. Jean-Jacques is his missed opportunity. Frank has sacrificed his whole life for the Ritz and its prestigious clientele, but now, with all the Krauts around, what’s the point? Giving up everything and starting again is something he knows he can do and has done before. But he was younger then.

Back then, I was the apprentice. But now.

As it starts to rain, he quickens his pace. As he turns onto the Rue Henri-Rochefort, he tries to imagine himself in Paris without his job at the Ritz.

Unbearable.

Use the Krauts for whatever you can get out of them. Be cynical, like Georges. Remember what they used to say back in the Foreign Legion: if you’re brave, you risk getting killed; if you’re a coward, you risk getting captured; if you’re angry, you risk getting carried away; if you’re sensitive, you risk being humiliated; if you empathize, you’ll torment yourself. So, find a way between the lines, move, trudge, crawl, you can do it, Frank!

More than Luciano, more even than Blanche, it is his bar that he needs to protect. It is a matter of honor, a vision of the world that he will not surrender to the Krauts or the Widow. He will not desert his post.




Diary of Frank Meier

Where am I from? I don’t really know anymore.

If I dig down, I never forget that, at heart, I am Austrian. I have been molded by New York and Paris, but I come from a Germanic culture, and I sometimes feel a kinship with some of the German officers. I never really went to school, but Goethe and the Brothers Grimm have always been part of my identity. I remember that on cold winter evenings, in the Favoriten, an old Bavarian woman would tell stories to the local kids. People said she had once been governess to the two sons of a family of wealthy textile merchants, the Kleitzes, who lived in a huge mansion west of Vienna. Rumor had it that, during a summer holiday in the Alps, because of her negligence, the two little boys drowned in a mountain lake.

Eaten up by guilt, she tried to atone for their deaths by caring for local children. On Tuesday and Thursday afternoons, the old lady would serve us herbal tea flavored with sprigs of thyme, and thin slices of candied orange spread on slices of French toast. She fussed over us. I found her rough voice mesmerizing. Truth be told, we all adored her. She would sit by the dilapidated old stove in her hovel, wrapped in a tartan shawl, a pince-nez perched on the bridge of her nose, and read us “Hansel and Gretel,” or “Little Red Riding Hood.” I couldn’t have been more than eight or ten when I first heard Goethe’s poem “The Erlkönig” and it pierced my heart. I was in shock. The young boy riding through the night with his father, who is snatched away by Death. His youth cut short by the invisible, rapacious Erlkönig. Much later, I would see many of my generation taken by the Erlkönig during the Great War.

When I first arrived in New York, perhaps because I was homesick, I bought a German edition of The Sorrows of Young Werther for a dollar and devoured it. I read and reread it in my little Manhattan room. It gave me an insight into the strait-laced, puritanical Austro-Hungarian Empire where I had grown up. The values I was taught were all about order and assimilation, sacrificing your individual dreams for the good of all. I saw many of my generation rebel against this rigidity, leaving their middle-class secondary schools to live on farms, wander the forests, form an alternative culture. I truly believe that one of the goals of the battles such as Verdun was to get rid of the young Germans who had rejected order and religion.

It is impossible to understand Germanic culture without considering its addiction to rules and borders and uniform behavior. Thanks to the genius of Goethe, I quickly realized why I had left Vienna for America, the land of freedom and of dreams yet to be fulfilled.








PART TWO [image: ] STRATEGIC WARFARE

AUGUST–NOVEMBER 1940






ONE

AUGUST 16, 1940

Marie-Louise Ritz has come back from Lucerne. She is said to be in fine fettle—which inevitably heralds the worst. Last night, as he lay awake, Frank Meier counted the seasons: it has been four years since he last saw the Widow.

Every night now the bar is thronged with German officers, although Frank is surprised that he has not laid eyes on Colonel Speidel for ten days. They are accompanied by women in tawdry finery, harlots who, in the past, would never have been allowed in his bar. Georges is obsequiously fawning over their new clientele, while Frank is struggling to adapt. They paint on identical smiles and strenuously avoid any thorny subjects. Sometimes Frank feels as though he is an actor on stage: his body is there, but his mind is elsewhere. He introduces cocktails to some of the senior officers he respects—usually the more reserved. He takes a perverse pleasure in serving the others a Bordeaux from 1933: the year the Führer came to power and the worst vintage of the decade; although he has raised the price, his stock will soon be depleted.

Tonight, as Frank serves in the Petit Bar, most of his regulars are on the other side of the Galerie des Merveilles, in the Salon Vendôme, where Otto Abetz, Nazi Germany’s ambassador to the new Vichy France regime, is giving a gala dinner in honor of the new Franco-German alliance. Luciano has been requisitioned for the occasion. Frank pops in to take a look: a genuine banquet, with all the pomp and ceremony. To start, pan-fried scallops with saffron cream and poached quail eggs with caviar—Frank filched a couple from the kitchen, delicious—followed by Edward VII lamb noisettes with artichoke purée and glazed baby turnips, served with a 1900 Château Ausone and, to finish, a Calvados craquant accompanied by a fine champagne granita, with a glass of Louis Roederer Cristal.

Reputation must be maintained at all costs, and, in organizing tonight’s banquet, Marie-Louise Ritz has marked her return in style.

Among the Germans, Frank recognizes a few faces. Speidel did not come by the bar, but he is here, deep in conversation with Lieutenant-Colonel Soehring. Representing the French, Pierre Laval, prime minister in the new Vichy government. Frank likes Laval. He speaks frankly, he’s direct, and he’s a pacifist. Sitting at their table are Admiral Darlan in civilian attire, Jean Borotra, known as one of the “four musketeers” of French tennis, and lawyer Fernand de Brinon. Maréchal Pétain’s contingent look ready for battle. They are unruffled, almost swaggering.

Luciano appears with a bottle of Bordeaux in his hand, ready to serve France’s new masters. Laval gives him a kind word, and the men clink glasses—after all, this is all that the country wants: peace and basta così.

Back behind his bar, Frank leafs through the newspapers. “We are living through extraordinary times; we no longer know what we are,” reads an editorial in Le Matin, as if to say that the present situation is not as bleak as many feared. Frank cannot disagree.

Let us bravely get back to work. Is there really anything else to do?

“What the devil does Madame Auzello think she is playing at?”

Frank is roused from his thoughts by the dry, nervous voice of Monsieur Süss. It has been some weeks since the Auzellos returned to the Ritz. Claude came down to shake hands with all the staff, chivalrous and paternal despite his demotion. Blanche has yet to appear. Wild rumors have started to circulate. The most preposterous Frank has heard is that Blanche has left Claude and gone to New York. This is just the sort of story Süss would love, but a true barman does not spread gossip. Frank’s private verdict? Morphine.

“Madame Auzello may be suffering from a migraine,” he says. “It would not be the first time she has had to take to her bed for days at a time.”

Monsieur Süss curls his lip. He does not believe a word. Nervously, he steeples his fingers. He and the Widow Ritz are united by a single obsession: any form of outburst from Blanche is to be avoided at all costs. But how can they control her if they cannot even see her?

“I know that a bottle of Perrier-Jouët was sent up to the Auzellos’ apartments last night,” says Süss. “The next time they order something to drink, I would like you to deal with it personally. Understood?”

“Perfectly,” says Frank. “Count on me.”

Süss drains his whisky glass and hurries away.

His mind racing, Frank closes up the bar. The old Widow and her two Swiss guards can go hang. There is no way he is going up to the Auzellos’ apartments. He will not go to Blanche first. If she wishes to see him, she can come down. And if it is morphine she’s looking for, she knows where to find it. Just as she did that day last June.




Diary of Frank Meier

For months after her victory over the Widow in June 1936, Blanche kept to herself, and I didn’t see her. The following spring, she gradually began to visit the bar again and finally found a place for herself in the Club des Élégants, which met every Thursday night. Oh, how she could bewitch men, Hemingway and Scott Fitzgerald in particular. Even the playwright Sacha Guitry has warmed to her.

Behind the bar, I served, I encouraged, I invented.

Like Arletty, Blanche always called me “mon chéri,” with that slight New York twang. An innocent flirtation, I assumed. She would show up, sometimes on the arm of the most vulgar guest, sometimes alone, and as she downed cocktail after cocktail, her eyes would lose their shimmer. I should have realized that she was in the grip of a deep sadness. She badly missed Lily Kharmayeff, who had left eight months earlier to join the Spanish republicans fighting Franco. Lily was living a life of adventure, while here, trapped in the splendors of the Ritz, Blanche had to learn to kill time. She no longer found any meaning in her life, did nothing, and drank too much. She spent her days reading. Proust’s novels seemed to speak to her. She learned the end of Swann in Love by heart and brooded over the fact that it is possible to waste years loving someone you do not really like and who, deep down, is deeply unsuitable.

I didn’t realize that things were so bad.

And then came June 8, 1939. It had been a quiet night, not unusual early in the week. There was no one left at the bar but Blanche, sitting at the piano. She was playing a frantic version of one of Satie’s “Gymnopédies,” like a gymnast on a highwire. I offered to make her some jasmine tea. She opted instead for her beloved Bijou and begged me to join her in a drink. How could I say no? I made a Bijou for her and a Boulevardier with a generous shot of bourbon for myself, a souvenir of my youth in Manhattan. Blanche perched on the high stool at the bar, swathed in a form-fitting sky-blue silk dress. Never had I found her so beautiful.

“The twentieth century is starting to bore me,” she said, lifting the glass to her lips.

Then she leaned over the counter, grabbed me gently by the collar, closed her eyes and pulled me towards her. Her lips brushed against mine and lingered for an instant.

She laid her hand on mine. Already, she was on her feet. It was late, she needed to go to bed, and hoped she might get some sleep. Perhaps I could help her. From the look in her eye I understood it was more than a hand up the stairs or a cup of soothing tea she was asking for.

I should have realized the price of that kiss straightaway. Pandora had just placed her box before me; all I had to do was not open it. But the temptation was too strong. I told her that I could not do anything for her that night, but I would find her a fix the next day. Why the devil did I give in so easily? It was not as though I had not seen dozens of men, in New York and Paris, throw their lives away in pursuit of an embrace that would never come. A wise man knows such things; a veteran barman should know them better than anyone. And yet, at the age of fifty-five, I walked into the trap. I couldn’t help it. I was crazy. It was not merely Blanche’s ethereal beauty that drew me to her like a needle drawn to a magnet. We were both wanderers, we shared a sense of exile—we were at ease everywhere, yet never at home. Blanche’s beauty, her quick wit, and her indomitable spirit masked a sadness and a grief I was only too familiar with myself. I was afraid that if I refused her anything, she might suddenly vanish and I would once again be left alone, without a companion to share in the bittersweet experience of leaving home for a better life. Gone would be this intimate, implicit understanding of one another. And besides, while she didn’t know I was a little Jewish boy from the East, I felt our shared secret connected us. A figment of my imagination, probably.

And so, I became the exclusive supplier of morphine to the woman who now haunted my every thought. But the drug was expensive. By the end of July, I had begun skimming money from the cash register and massaging the takings.

I was a barman turned thief.

In a bitter irony, it was the war that saved me. On September 3, 1939, Claude Auzello was called up and given a post as a training officer in a barracks somewhere in the hills behind Nice. Blanche had no choice but to go with him. It was foolish, I know, but I felt a pang of heartache. Before she left, she asked me to get one last stock of morphine that would last her a few weeks. It cost me every centime I had, but ever since I had helped her with her forged documents I could never refuse her a thing. And then, in June, the German Occupation upended everything. In the chaos that followed, no one noticed that I had been skimming money from the takings. But the bitter taste of having been led astray lingered in my mouth. In order to impress Blanche, I had become what I most despised: a liar, a thief, a man with no values.

I saw her one last time in the Galerie des Merveilles just before she left the Ritz. In her eyes I could see she hated me for having witnessed her disgrace. I wish it could have been otherwise. I wish I could have been the man to comfort her, but Blanche never wanted my pity. Even that one kiss now feels like a lie. Which is why, while everyone in the hotel is asking what Blanche Auzello is doing in her suite, I am troubled by a very different question: do I really want to see her again?







TWO

AUGUST 25, 1940

“Are you toying with me, Meier?”

“No, madame…”

Gripping the edge of her desk, Marie-Louise Ritz is incandescent with rage. Hans Elmiger, who she has urgently summoned, arrives just after Frank. Süss is already there. It is the first time Frank has been in the office of César Ritz. Spartan, austere, the decor reflects its owner. Even the portrait of the founder that hangs on the wall looks dull, and everything smells of beeswax polish.

“Whatever it takes, Meier, I want you to bring the writers, the artists, the elite of Paris back into the bar, and to throw these prostitutes you’ve allowed into the Ritz back out onto the streets! That’s an order!”

Frank knows one thing for certain in that moment: the Widow despises him.

When he first came to work at the hotel, two years after the death of the legendary César Ritz, Frank was dazzled by her elegance and poise. She moved effortlessly between several languages and lavished extraordinary attention on her guests. No request was too outlandish—when the Marquise Casati was in residence, Marie-Louise insisted that the maître d’hôtel personally fetch live rabbits to feed the boa constrictors she kept in her bathroom. But even the Widow’s hospitality had its limits; she had once politely requested that the Countess de Salverte move out of her apartments because her pet lion had grown too big. To Frank, she was the epitome of an iron hand in a velvet glove. Although deferential to guests, she could be cruel and contemptuous to staff—and Frank had often felt the lash of her tongue.

By the time she left for her rest cure in Lucerne, Frank thought she looked like a wizened old owl; now she has returned as a poisonous reptile.

It’s as if this war has given her a new lease on life.

“You cannot begin to imagine how grueling my journey from Lucerne was,” the Widow says to no one in particular. “My hips are in agony. Two whole days it took me to get here! And at least two hours yesterday to cross that cursed demarcation line: the Germans searched our car from top to bottom. This country has been humiliated; I feel ashamed for it.”

On this, Frank and the Widow are in agreement.

“Well, aren’t you going to say anything?” she erupts. “You’ve always been incompetent, Meier! And a coward to boot. Everyone knows it! Monsieur Süss, could you tell everyone what you told me earlier?”

The tight-lipped Süss complies.

“Last night, hearing voices in the bar, I popped my head around the door… and saw a scruffy captain of the Wehrmacht at the piano with a tart on his lap.”

Who would have thought that, beneath the elegant manners of the dandy, there lurked a snitch?

Süss does not dare mention that the young woman in question had her hand in the officer’s trousers—a hand job from Paris, the welcome gift of occupied France. But he describes the group of hairy drunken German officers carousing with a group of prostitutes. Hans Elmiger, who does not frequent the bar where his deputy can often be found, listens wide-eyed. Marie-Louise’s eyes flare with anger and the pleasure she seems to take in berating her barman.

“It is utterly revolting, Meier. You are turning this venerable establishment into a cheap brothel. I demand that it cease immediately!”

Frank nods his head, but not for a moment does he believe it will happen. The Nazis will never give up their high-class whores with their patent-leather heels, silk stockings, fashionable perfume, and cut-price blow jobs. The soldiers may be impeccably polite, but they behave like conquering heroes.

“Listen to me,” the Widow says soothingly. “I want to keep you on, Meier. To be perfectly honest, your skills are much appreciated by our German hosts and by the Paris elite.”

Silence. Marie-Louise stares at him, her eyes shining like boot buttons. “Let me make a deal with you, Meier. Through the good offices of Colonel Speidel, Reichsminister Goebbels has informed Monsieur Elmiger and myself that he would like the Ritz to return to its familiar place as the hub of social life as soon as possible.”

Goebbels! The Minister of Propaganda and radical hater of Jews. Is there no German the Widow finds too odious?

“He finds Paris depressing and is determined that this should change,” she continues. “He wants bustle and gaiety. He would like a hand-picked clientele of Parisian artists to find their way back to the Place Vendôme. You could help us bring back some of the old regulars: Sacha Guitry, Serge Lifar, Jean Cocteau—I believe that you have a special relationship with these people, is that correct?”

“They do me that honor.”

“Shall we just say that this would be a way for you to prove your loyalty?”

Frank can smell the trap. It’s an all but impossible challenge: few wish to frequent the Ritz while the bar is full of uniformed Nazi officers. Then again, knowing how artists crave the limelight, perhaps there might be a way.

The Widow will do anything to keep the hotel open and the money coming in. Even bowing and scraping to the Nazis.

“You can count on me,” says Frank. “I will have a word with Guitry as soon as I can.”

“Excellent! I am sure that you and I can do business together, Monsieur Meier… provided, of course, that you are also prepared to agree to my second request.”

The Widow gives him a smile that bodes ill.

Süss is gleeful, clearly aware of what’s coming, while Elmiger is on tenterhooks.

“I would like you to make the bars single sex again.”

She pretends to think for a moment.

“No, on second thought: I want you to deny women access. Yes, I want you to make it one of the rules of the house. Is that clear?”

“Yes, madame.”

“And until you manage this, your bar will remain closed.”

“Yes, madame.”

The Widow offers a feigned smile as Frank gets up and takes his leave.

“I see you have finally come to your senses, Monsieur Meier. We are on the road to reconciliation. I cannot wait for Reichsmarschall Göring to come and join us. His presence will bring a little order to the ranks. By the way,” she says, turning to Elmiger, “is everything ready, Hans? Will the work on the bathroom be completed on time?”

“By Friday, madame. And the furniture from the Château de Versailles is to be delivered tomorrow.”

“Wonderful. We also need to check that the bed linen and towels are embroidered with his initials. A monogram in red and black. So many things still to be done!”



Frank Meier leaves the office wearier than ever. All around the city, people are clamoring for foreign workers to be fired, and there is increasing talk of a “special status” for Jews. Frank is ashamed and humiliated by his own spinelessness. He feels abandoned by the country that he fought for in the Great War. But mostly, he is terrified. Frank cannot predict the future, but he can take a cue from the recent past—he has read about the racial purity laws enacted in Germany, the horrors of Kristallnacht, the wanton destruction of Jewish businesses. He does not want to imagine what Marie-Louise Ritz would do if she discovered her precious barman was not merely an incompetent coward but a Jew.





THREE

AUGUST 28, 1940

Although it has been four weeks since the Auzellos moved back to the Place Vendôme, there has still been no sign of Blanche.

Where is she? What is she up to? Is she even here?

Frank can no longer pretend indifference, he feels himself close to frenzy, he needs to know. He starts with Marie Sénéchal, one of the chambermaids who works for the Auzellos, and arranges to meet her for lunch at the Café de la Paix, on the Place de l’Opéra. She was delighted to be invited; given the times, for many, an omelette and a green salad is a banquet. Arriving early, in a three-piece suit of gray merino wool with a white shirt and a black silk tie, the barman takes a seat at the back of the room. It is Wednesday, and the café is quiet.

“How’s life?” Frank asks once Marie Sénéchal has settled herself across from him at the small wooden table. She is shy and pretty, with green eyes and luxuriant curls neatly framed by a pinned hat. He is touched to see that she has dressed up for this lunch with him.

“Not too bad, monsieur. I suppose it’s possible to adapt to anything.”

He gives her a small nod.

“Are you hungry?”

They place their order: rabbit terrine, followed by turbot à la parisienne for Frank and fillet de sole à la cancalaise for Marie, paired with a half-bottle of Riquewihr—Frank’s choice—for them to share. Marie is beaming; this little lunch seems almost miraculous now that staples such as bread and sugar are tightly rationed and restaurants such as this are patronized almost exclusively by German officers. But she is also happy that, in some small ways, life in Paris seems to be returning to normal. Many of those who fled the city have since returned, and she credits the “old maréchal” for tempering the worst excesses of the occupying forces. As she sips her glass of the pale wine, she confesses to Frank in a proud whisper that she has even written to Pétain to thank him. Frank takes the opportunity to begin his approach.

“So, what does Claude Auzello think of Maréchal Pétain?”

“Oh, you know Monsieur Auzello, always grumbling about something.”

“Even about Pétain?”

“No, he mostly grumbles about the Krauts! But I can understand that—he fought in the Great War, like you.”

“Very true.” Frank pauses, calculating his next move. “And you, Marie, what do you think of the Germans?”

“Well, they behave themselves—”

The waiter sets down the terrines on the table.

Frank senses Marie’s increased wariness. She grabs a thick slice of bread and digs into the rabbit terrine. Adopting his most casual tone, Frank starts up again.

“And, I wonder, what does Madame Auzello think of this whole situation?”

Marie Sénéchal hesitates. She flashes him a smile and then looks down at her plate. Frank purposely says nothing.

“I probably shouldn’t be telling you this, but,” she drops her voice, “Madame is really not very well.”

So Blanche is here.

To think that he had begun to doubt the fact. He has a momentary rush of fear and trepidation. She’s really not very well, what does that mean? He picks up his wineglass and takes a sip. Still, he says nothing.

Marie continues, as if to prove her loyalty to him:

“Madame is very short-tempered. She spends most of her time holed up in her bedroom and sometimes I’ll see her writhing in agony. She perspires so much we regularly have to change the sheets. But even so, she refuses to see a doctor.”

“And what does Claude have to say?”

“Nothing. Poor Monsieur Auzello is completely distraught. He’s asked us to be very discreet, but I know I can trust you.”

“Thank you, Marie. Don’t worry, I won’t say a word.”

“I hope she gets better soon.”

“So do I.”

Frank Meier thinks back to the Great War, to the symptoms of infantrymen who were addicted to ether. He is almost certain of his diagnosis. Morphine withdrawal. If Marie-Louise Ritz were to find out, she would use it as reason to dismiss Blanche and Claude.

The young chambermaid politely dabs the corners of her mouth with her napkin before raising the glass of wine to her lips. When it comes to etiquette, the Ritz is a perfect finishing school.

Ever the barman, Frank refills their glasses before moving the conversation forward. He needs to be careful lest his questions signal an excessive interest in Blanche.

“Have you had any news from your mother?” he asks.

“Not a word. She’s living in Brittany, but, as you know, there has been no post. Have you heard from your family?”

“No, I don’t even know where my son is.”

Frank is surprised to hear himself talking about Jean-Jacques. It is something he never does.

She probably didn’t even know that I had a son.

Marie Sénéchal asks how old Jean-Jacques is.

“Nineteen.”

“Well, well, same as me!” she says.

Frank bites his lip. It has just occurred to him that he has never taken his son to lunch.





FOUR

SEPTEMBER 12, 1940

Whenever Sacha Guitry enters a room, he does so as a theater director. He falls silent, he surveys the space, he takes his time. Now, as he stands on the threshold of L’Aiglon, his eagle eye analyzes the space, gauges the dimensions, senses the mood. He tries to discern what people are thinking in their heart of hearts. He listens, he insinuates himself, he slips into their skin. This is his talent.

Seeing him, the maître d’hôtel rushes over. Guitry clenches his jaw and raises a finger to the heavens to signal that the maestro is not yet ready to begin his performance. This evening, he is wearing a tailored three-piece Prince of Wales check suit in gray wool, a jacket with six buttons and Neapolitan shoulders, a white shirt with a starched collar set off with a black velvet cravat, and a Borsalino fedora in charcoal gray tipped at a rakish angle as though to ward off a blow. With his Greek nose, his piercing eyes, and the budding jowls of a man in his fifties, Guitry has the face of a master strategist. For the past ten days, he has spent every morning in his office on the Avenue Élisée-Reclus working on a new play. Élisée-Reclus—Reclusive Paradise. Rarely has a street been so aptly named.

And this hardworking wordsmith is also a newlywed: only last summer, he married Geneviève de Séréville. Sacha Guitry’s fourth wife is a young actress; she is the fourth act in a life he has devoted to the theater, and the opening scenes are being played out during the German Occupation.

Frank Meier watches his friend as he might a tightrope walker, with a mixture of admiration and anxiety.

It was Guitry who suggested that they meet at L’Aiglon on the Rue de Berri. Frank has always hated the place: everything about it is tacky and artificial, from the menu to the mauve dahlias on every table. Perhaps it is a style favored by the Germans. They are out in force tonight, preening and posturing.

Why on earth would Guitry want to meet here?

Edmond, the maître d’hôtel, spots Frank, who has been killing time torturing a napkin. The pot-bellied little man scuttles across the room and greets the barman of the Ritz, a little too affectedly to be sincere.

“I hear they have closed your bar?” he says with feigned concern.

Frank suspects that Edmond is keeping an eye out, should his post suddenly become vacant.

“Only for a few days. The Ritz is getting ready to welcome a very distinguished guest—it’s all very hush-hush.”

This little white lie is one that Frank has already served up a dozen times this week. Like everyone else, Edmond whispers conspiratorially, “Ah! I see!”

There is so much to see these days.

“I believe you are dining with Monsieur Guitry this evening? Here he comes now.”

Frank smiles and nods.

“You know, I think perhaps I’ll have a Blue Bird.”

“Our barman will be quaking in his boots when he finds out it’s for you.”

“Monsieur Jean will do an excellent job. Please give him my regards.”

Looking down, he notices that the menu is now in German.

Clearly on the Champs-Élysées they have a keen instinct for business.

Frank resolves not to order the Black Forest trout or the sauerkraut with foie gras and Blutwurst.

“I sincerely hope you have not been taking my name in vain, Frank?” says a powerful voice with a metallic twang. Sacha Guitry arrives at his table, all smiles, the very picture of elegance.

“Good evening, Sacha.”

“You look like a man who got out of bed on the wrong side, if you don’t mind my saying. Don’t give me that long face, I will not have you looking miserable on your day off!”

“Apologies, I think perhaps it’s the company…”

“Oh, I know,” says Guitry, glancing around at the tables thronged with German soldiers. “But I simply adore their tête de veau with potato salad.”

The playwright has retained his devastating charm. An implacable need to play the peacock, as though it might save him from the abyss. And a quick-witted conversational style which may seem innocuous but conceals sharp barbs. “Do you know,” he says, “only this morning I was thinking about something the great writer Nicolas Chamfort said on his deathbed. Since he did not want to receive the last rites, he turned to one of his friends and said: ‘I shall simply pretend that I am not dying.’ Inspirational, don’t you agree?”

Frank wonders what Guitry is getting at, then suddenly it clicks.

To endure the worst, you must learn to pretend it is otherwise.

“Could I have a glass of the Pol Roger? As Winston Churchill always says: ‘In victory, I deserve it. In defeat, I need it.’ The comeback of the confirmed alcoholic.”

Frank raises his glass.

“You can always make me smile, Sacha. Thank you.”

“I’m relieved to hear it! Now, how else can I be of service?”

Over the past few days, Frank has wondered how to broach the subject. At the last minute, he decides to be blunt.

“Actually, it’s very simple, even if I feel a bit strange asking you. I would like you to start coming back to my bar at the Ritz from time to time, if that’s possible.” There. He’s said it. The Widow would be proud of him.

“Would that make things easier for you?” Guitry takes a long drink of his champagne.

“In a sense. At the moment, the bar is closed, but we should be reopening very soon. The Widow has returned to the fold.”

“Oh, I see.” Guitry’s eyes light up at the news.

“Yes. Old Mother Ritz would like to relaunch her little artistic soirées. She is relying on you, among others, to restore our former wit and elegance. If you could see your way to persuading Cocteau or Lifar to join you, that would be perfect. That way, we can all pretend not to be dying.”

Guitry grins rakishly, he loves being quoted back to himself. He raises his glass.

“You are a fount of wisdom, my dear Frank. You are heart and mind in concert. Let us raise a glass to my return to the Place Vendôme. I imagine there are quite a few curious specimens to study?”

“You will not be disappointed. Soon, we shall even be hosting a man-eating crocodile.”

“Ah! And might this flabby, bloated reptile be festooned with military medals?” asks Guitry with a twinkle in his eye.

Two hours later, Frank Meier leaves L’Aiglon with a heavy stomach and a bitter taste in his mouth.





FIVE

SEPTEMBER 28, 1940

For more than a month now, Frank has been officiating in an empty cathedral, and the silence is excruciating. So terrible that he almost misses the racket of the Krauts. He had assumed that, having been reassured of Guitry’s intention to return, the Widow would immediately reopen the doors, but she has done no such thing.

All that money down the drain, it defies belief.

“How much longer do you think we’ll be closed, Monsieur Meier?” asks Luciano.

Although Georges has been on unpaid leave while the bar is closed, Frank’s apprentice Luciano is still at his post, and he has much to learn. Frank has been finding it impossible to devise new recipes—his heart is not in it—so he has been teaching Luciano classic cocktails. It fills the empty hours.

“I have no idea, son. I have a meeting with Elmiger tomorrow and we’ll see what he says. In the meantime, let’s get back to your training. How do you make an American Beauty?”

“First, take a coupe glass,” Luciano recites. “In a cocktail shaker, add a dash of white crème de menthe and a dash of grenadine. Next, add the juice of a squeezed orange, one ounce of French vermouth, and one of brandy. Fill with crushed ice and shake well. Pour into the chilled coupe glass and garnish with seasonal fruit. Is that right?”

“No. You need to focus. You’re missing the most vital thing. The secret ingredient.”

“Oh yes! The Monsieur Meier special. A float of port wine.”

“Voilà. And you serve it with a straw and a swizzle stick.”

“Of course.”

“Now, the recipe for a Blue Bird.”

“A Blue Bird! Pour one ounce of gin into a shaker, add a dash of curaçao and— I think I just heard someone knocking, monsieur.”

Frank heard the knock. But it is very late.

“Please, let me in!”

Another knock, and suddenly Frank recognizes the muffled voice on the other side of the door: Blanche, at long last.

“Please, Frank. I’m begging you.”

Frank stands, frozen, behind the bar. The boy glances at him.

“Luciano,” Frank composes himself and whispers, “go out through the service door, go on, hurry.”

“Yes, monsieur.”

Tomorrow, I need to remind the lad that he never heard that knock.

On the other side of the door, Blanche is getting impatient.

“Open up, for pity’s sake!”

Frank takes a deep breath.

Don’t let yourself be taken in, keep her at arm’s length.

“Come on, come in, quick,” he says, as he opens the door.

He gazes at Blanche Auzello. Beneath the silk kerchief she has draped over her head, her eyes are ringed with dark circles, her face is lined, her body frail. She has lost a lot of weight over the past year. As their eyes finally meet, Frank realizes that, for all his doubts, he has been waiting for this reunion.





SIX

“Close the curtains, turn down the lights, and pour us both a dry Martini,” murmurs the spectral wife of the erstwhile manager.

Blanche is already heading towards the bar.

“Did anyone see you come downstairs?”

“No, of course not! Pour us a drink, Frank, please.”

The barman’s hands are clammy.

He’s already doing her bidding. He knows she’s trouble. He knows he should ask her to leave, and he also knows that he won’t.

“Who did I hear you talking to?”

“Luciano, my apprentice.”

Warily, she glances round the bar. Frank reassures her: they are alone with their memories and with the mute rage in Blanche’s eyes. Or perhaps it is fear? He has already grabbed a bottle of Beefeater.

“Frank, look at me, please. Frank!”

Now it’s clear: that look in her eyes is sheer terror. “Who here in the hotel knows I’m Jewish, apart from you and Claude?”

Frank is startled. He swallows hard. “No one. Why…?”

“What about the attaché at the embassy who helped us?” she says quickly, urgently.

“He was reassigned to London two years ago.”

Blanche does not seem comforted.

“But Frank, haven’t you heard the news?” She glances around the bar, lowers her voice to a whisper. “Yesterday, the Nazis decreed that all Jews have to register at the local police station by the end of October.”

There has been nothing about this in the newspapers: all the front pages were filled with stories of the humiliation of General de Gaulle’s fleet off the coast of Dakar, and the Battle of Britain being fought over the North Sea.

“But why?” asks Frank.

“Because they want us to be tagged like cattle. I’ve had a gnawing feeling in the pit of my stomach since this morning.” There is panic in her eyes, her lips quiver as she speaks.

“According to your passport and your papers, you’re an upstanding Catholic, madame, so you don’t need to worry.”

“How can I be sure?” Blanche says desperately. “I mean, you could turn me in to the Widow any time.”

“Why would I do that?” Frank runs a hand through his thinning hair.

How could she even ask such a thing?

“I don’t know—to curry favor with her, to protect your position? That’s the world we’re living in now—everyone is corrupt, everyone is out for themselves. We do what we have to do to survive.”

Does she really believe what she is saying? If so, she can have no idea of the depth of my feelings for her.

“Oh, Frank.” Blanche takes his face in both hands. “Put yourself in my place: I’m at my wits’ end, I can’t think about anything else. I can’t help it. I feel as though I’m surrounded by enemies. And I have no one to blame but myself. After all, I agreed to come back from Nice with Claude. But there’s a silver lining to our return: I have been free from morphine for three months now.”

Frank was right, she had been going through withdrawal.

“Well, you could at least act surprised! Maybe I have a survival instinct after all. I had to stop before it killed me. I really thought I was going to die. I spent whole days and nights in bed tormented by terrible migraines. I didn’t care about anything. Sometimes I’d wake up bathed in sweat and want to claw the skin off my arms.”

“Does Monsieur Auzello know?”

Blanche gives a sad little laugh.

“Claude doesn’t know anything. He thinks I’m scared because we’re here, because of the Nazis, because of the Widow. He feels guilty that he persuaded me to come back from Nice. He can be so naive sometimes.”

She shakes her head, then drops her voice to a hoarse whisper.

“I’m so terrified I can barely sleep. A couple of nights ago, I got up at two in the morning and I left our apartments—it was the first time since we came back. I wandered the hotel corridors. I didn’t see anyone, apart from the chambermaid collecting Nazi jackboots to polish overnight. I realized that my life could have been like hers, I could have been a chambermaid in a Manhattan hotel. Would I have been any less happy? Absolutely not. Certainly not now that I find myself surrounded by a pack of ravenous wolves!”

“Be kind to yourself, madame. Show your face around the hotel from time to time instead of shutting yourself away. Go out, get some fresh air, that should help dispel these fears.” Frank manages a small smile.

Will she take my advice?

“I haven’t gone out into the city yet,” she says as Frank pours two dashes of vermouth into the cocktail shaker. “Claude told me how much everything has changed. Paris under enemy occupation, soldiers everywhere. Apparently, all the Krauts are buying Chanel No 5 for their wives. Berlin will stink of the stuff! Coco must be raking in a fortune—some people seem to have all the luck. That said, she has been evicted from her suite, just like us. The old hag could only get a tiny room up in the attic. Serves her right!”

“At least this way she gets to save money.”

Blanche flashes him a wan smile. The penny-pinching ways of Coco Chanel are a private joke for them.

“Claude saw her yesterday sitting at a table in the summer garden with a dashing German officer. I can’t help wondering what she’s plotting.”

“That would be Baron von Dincklage,” says Frank. “Everyone calls him Spatz.”

According to rumor, as soon as she came back from the Côte Basque in August, Coco Chanel took the baron as her lover. She hoped he might help free her nephew André, a prisoner of war in Bavaria, who had developed tuberculosis. After her sister’s death, she had sworn to look after the boy.

“I’ve missed you, Frank.”

How Frank has longed to hear those words.

“I’ve missed you too,” he murmurs as he slowly pours their cocktails into two Martini glasses.

“Do you know something, Frank? I’ve always felt safe inside your bar, no matter the chaos of the world outside. I think the other guests do too. It’s part of what makes it feel so magical.”

Frank is unsettled by the intimacy of the moment; rarely has he seen Blanche so effusive yet so vulnerable. For a moment, he is tempted to tell her his secret: that, like her, he is also a Jew, and that he too is afraid, for himself, for her, and for Luciano.

The dim light of the bar envelops them in tender silence.





SEVEN

SEPTEMBER 30, 1940

“He said good night to you, did he not, Monsieur Elmiger?”

“Yes, madame. Then he laughed like a madman, twirled his baton as though he were on parade, tripped over his dressing gown, and nearly fell flat on his face.”

“He was drunk, I assume?”

“A little more than that, in my opinion.”

“By which you mean…?”

“I fear that Reichsmarschall Göring overindulged in psychotropic substances last night, specifically cocaine.”

“Are you serious, Hans?”

“Yes, madame, perfectly serious.”

But for the fraught expression on the face of Marie-Louise Ritz, Frank would have burst out laughing. Sometimes it only takes one guest to pitch the whole hotel into turmoil—but what a guest! Just as it seemed that the elegant decorum of the Ritz had finally been restored. Since the closure of the Petit Bar, the more brazen prostitutes have quietly disappeared. The guests are happy. Arletty spends her days billing and cooing with Lieutenant-Colonel Soehring, and Coco Chanel frolics with her Prussian aristocrat while, in the gilded salons, ministers of the Reich engage in hushed conversations with an Italian minister of state and the brother-in-law of General Franco.

And now the Great Huntsman himself is leading the carnival of degenerates: the Widow never saw it coming.

“Dear God,” she sighs, “I had assumed he was a morphine addict.”

“So he is,” says Elmiger. “And indeed, this has created a problem I feel I must raise with you.”

Elmiger calmly explains that, since his arrival, Reichsmarschall Göring, on the advice of his personal physician, has been taking several baths a day to ease the symptoms of his morphine addiction and, in the process, using up almost all the hot water in the hotel. There have been numerous complaints at reception, but the higher echelons of the Wehrmacht have been turning a blind eye. Elmiger sheepishly admits that he does not know how to resolve the issue.

At these words, the Widow’s eyes light up.

“Well,” she said, “I think it is high time that I paid Herr Göring a little visit. It appears that he has asked us to change the clock in his parlor because he finds the ticking too loud. I shall personally see that he gets a new one and make the most of the opportunity to clarify a few details with him.”

Frank has to admit the Widow has guts. She is not a woman to balk in the face of trouble; on the contrary, she seems to relish conflict and confrontation.

The Widow snaps at Elmiger: “Kindly get in touch with Herr Göring’s aide-de-camp and ask what time would be convenient for me to visit his apartments.”

Without waiting for a reply, she turns to Frank.

“And since you’re here, Meier, you’ve given me an idea. You’ll come with me.”

“To Göring’s apartments? Are you quite sure, madame?”

“How dare you question me! Fetch a bottle of champagne from the cellar. A rare noble vintage, one that has a story to tell. We’ll present it to him as a welcome gift, and you will sing its praises.”

“Very good, madame.”

“Perfect. And now, something that should make you happy. Tonight, mon cher, your time in purgatory is at an end. I have decided that the bar will reopen. You may send for Georges. There is not a moment to lose. Oh, and one more little thing.”

Never a favor without a quid pro quo: Frank would have been astonished if she had let him off so lightly.

“Monsieur Elmiger thought that perhaps you might like to invent some new cocktails in honor of our guests. They would be flattered by the gesture, don’t you think?”

Frank turns to Elmiger.

The embarrassed hotel manager looks away.

“It’s just a question of adding a few cocktails named after German officers to the menu,” says the Widow. “Oh, and Meier, one last thing: have you any news of Madame Auzello?”

“I’m told that she is recovering from a bout of illness. The events of the past few months have deeply affected her.”

“Deeply affected Blanche Auzello? I thought she was made of sterner stuff!”

The Widow turns to Elmiger.

“What do the chambermaids have to say, Hans?”

“They no longer have access to her apartments.”

“Excuse me?” snaps Marie-Louise.

“The Auzellos have dispensed with the housekeeping service.”

“Ridiculous! What does that mean?”

Elmiger throws up his hands.

“That they are doing their own housekeeping,” says Frank in a hesitant voice.

“Poppycock, Meier,” the Widow hisses before turning to Elmiger and the unheeded Süss. “I’m sure it is some conspiracy. Find a way to gain access, whatever it takes! I must know what she is plotting behind my back.”

Stand up straight, stay calm.

Frank simply gives a curt nod. At her worst, the Widow can be just as ruthless as Göring. He must keep his allegiances to himself. If he is to survive, he has to weather the storm.





EIGHT

It is one thing to have a sense of a public figure from newspaper articles and newsreels; it is quite another to meet them in the flesh.

Especially when there is so much flesh.

Nothing about Hermann Göring corresponds to his reputation as the Great Huntsman, chasing after deer and elk in his private hunting lodges. Reclined on a chaise longue in his silk chiffon kimono, lavender trousers, and bejeweled leather slippers, he looks more like an aging dandy than a supposedly avid outdoorsman, much less the commander of the Nazi air force. His face is saggy, bloated, and pasty, and plastered with foundation. The room positively reeks of Guerlain perfume.

The suite is so extravagantly baroque that Frank feels briefly disoriented and almost loses his composure. He glances now at Göring, this champion of Nazi manhood, who has clearly been preening in front of the double-leaf mirror. Frank suppresses a smile, even as he looks forward to telling Georges. And Blanche.

As planned, they have brought a bottle of champagne. A Veuve Clicquot 1913: the vintage served at the silver jubilee of Kaiser Wilhelm II. A true rarity.

The Reichsmarschall is flattered, the Widow rapturous. A plump man with square glasses wanders into the room. Göring introduces him as Karl Haberstock, his personal art dealer. He has come to appraise the clock brought by Marie-Louise.

Frank watches Göring as the Widow begins to unwrap the timepiece. The Reichsmarschall gazes at the gilded metal clock topped with a classical vase. He is a pig. Haberstock nods, thrusts out his jaw, and confirms its priceless value.

“It’s a veritable jewel of eighteenth-century craftsmanship,” Marie-Louise says, handing it to Göring, who lovingly strokes the pink porcelain plaques, then turns to the Widow with a smile that even Frank can see is charming.

“Madame,” Göring begins, “I wonder if we might come to an arrangement?”

“I’m afraid that is impossible,” says Marie-Louise. “The clock belongs to the Château de Versailles, and therefore to the French State.”

Göring laughs.

“Surely the French coffers could do with a little money just now?”

“I shall make enquiries of our manager or his deputy, Monsieur Süss,” Marie-Louise promises.

No sooner does she mention Süss than Göring asks whether she might permit the deputy manager to help Herr Haberstock in his mission to acquire great works of art in Paris. Marie-Louise does not bat an eyelid. Here is the opening for her to ask her own favor.

“In return for the services of Monsieur Süss,” she says, “might I ask whether it would be possible for you to take only one bath a day?”

Frank and Karl Haberstock each take a step backwards. The Reichsmarschall is dumbfounded. He squirms on his chaise longue, dismisses the art dealer with a perfunctory wave, then sits up. He thrusts out his chest and suddenly he is as imperious as a paladin. He stares at his hostess as though trying to read her thoughts.

Frank watches the two predators silently assess each other. Once again, he cannot but admire the Widow’s sangfroid. Göring has a stare that chills to the bone, but the Widow does not look away. The silence drags on for a few moments. Göring gets to his feet, takes a few steps.

“One of the great pleasures in life, I find, is revenge,” he says in a clear, calm, almost gentle voice. “I believe that, in this, we are very much alike.”

The Widow looks disconcerted but manages to compose herself. “At my age, you know, one has lived through so much.”

The Reichsmarschall gives a sly smile before once again settling his elephantine frame onto the velvet chaise longue. With his waxen face turned towards the ceiling and his hands resting on a belly like a zeppelin, he resembles a corpse.

“Hitler is our savior!” he announces, his eyes closed, raising his voice sharply. “We can see the evidence today. Left-wing vermin, Jews, and nihilists have been ground into the dust. One can never be too wary of the consequences of humiliation, do you not agree?”

He continues as though talking to himself.

“In order to triumph, one must annihilate one’s enemies completely; that is the one immutable condition if the Third Reich is to last a thousand years.”

He says no more, his bestial breathing slows. The visitors hesitate. Surely not…? Göring, now sunk deep into the thick cushions of the chaise, has fallen asleep. There is no more talk of his bathing habits. Frank looks down. He is standing on the skin of a Bengal tiger brought here by the Great Huntsman himself.





NINE

OCTOBER 1, 1940

While Göring may have replaced Churchill at the Ritz, in Frank’s apartment building on the Rue Henri-Rochefort, life has almost returned to normal. The concierge has even found time to polish the dark oak staircase. The sweet smell of Sapoli wax evokes a bygone world. On the third floor, Mademoiselle Le Trocquer has taken up the piano again. Tonight, she is practising Schumann. The young woman has perfectly mastered “Träumerei.”

Not everything about the Krauts is bad.

Sitting on the sofa in his living room, Frank is in a cheerful mood. Unexpectedly, he has received word from Jean-Jacques. His son has written to say he is safe and sound, not even a prisoner. To celebrate, Frank has treated himself to two glasses of Côte de Nuits. The first interzone map, defining the limits of the Occupied and Free zones, arrived this morning, and Frank is now poring over it for the umpteenth time, studying the demarcation line. Jean-Jacques escaped the draft because of his myopia. Frank feels a little ashamed that he’d forgotten his son was shortsighted. Did he ever know? It doesn’t matter, his son is still in Nice and has just got a job in the accounts department of the Hotel le Negresco. He is, he writes, “serene.”

It is quiet tonight on the Rue Henri-Rochefort; Frank knows many of the previous residents have left the building, but these days he is less quick to judge those who have fled. His heart goes out to the Birenbaum family, who used to live upstairs. They are not likely to return anytime soon. He remembers the morning they handed him the keys to their top-floor apartment before leaving for Spain and asked him to make sure that looters did not break in. Every Jew in France should do what they were doing, Jean Birenbaum whispered as the two men stood on the pavement. “The wolves are already at the door.” And Frank had the curious feeling that his neighbor was making some insinuation. Could this be a warning? Impossible!

I’ve been French these past twenty years, I’m a war veteran, I fought at Verdun under the command of Maréchal Pétain, I’m not at risk.

Frank pours himself a third glass of wine; he will go to bed drunk, which is probably for the best.




Diary of Frank Meier

Every time I hear Schumann’s “Träumerei,” it pierces my very soul. I don’t try to fight it. The melody sweeps me back to memories of my youth in Manhattan. At the Hoffman House bar, Ewald, a languorous pianist from Düsseldorf, would regularly play the piece at closing time. The few straggling customers loved the melancholy air that seemed to sweeten the night. As did I. As Ewald’s fingers moved over the keyboard of the Steinway, they soothed the sorrows of those in exile, and “Träumerei” gave me a fleeting sense of immortality. Before I finished my shift, as I was polishing the copper edge of the bar, I would sometimes ask Ewald to play it again, just for me. Sometimes he would play “Träumerei” six times in a row and it seemed as though he might never stop. There were nights when, rather than going home to bed, I would settle myself in one of the padauk chairs, all alone in Mahoney’s bar, and gaze out the picture window to the left, immersing myself in nocturnal New York. A spellbinding city, shimmering with electricity. Out on the streets, everything was illuminated and brought to life by the procession of car headlights. The electric signs above the theaters, the music halls, and the grand hotels blazed all night long. There were no longer any shadows; the twentieth century looked set to be one of magic and enchantment. It was a sweet dream.







TEN

OCTOBER 2, 1940

Göring is roaring drunk in the newly reopened Petit Bar.

He has just sat down at a table where Colonel Speidel, behind his tiny wire-rimmed glasses, is struggling not to look embarrassed. Perhaps the Reichsmarschall is trying to blot out the fact that the Battle of Britain, which he personally masterminded, is faltering, and RAF Spitfires are destroying whole squadrons of the Luftwaffe. More than once, Speidel glances pleadingly towards the bar. Frank shrugs.

What do you expect me to do?

Under normal circumstances, he would have issued a discreet call to order. But there is nothing normal about the times in which they are living. And Georges is not exactly helping matters, as he waits on Göring hand and foot. He has just served the Reichsmarschall another Pink Lady (gin, grenadine, freshly squeezed lemon juice, and egg white, shaken well). The powdered ogre loves them, especially when Georges is a little heavy-handed with the final dash of Calvados.

Frank feels like a prisoner in his own bar with the Great Huntsman as his personal jailer. Surrounded by scores of Luftwaffe officers gazing at him in rapt admiration, Göring is the bloated pinnacle of power and madness.

“Silence, gentlemen!” Göring abruptly growls. “I feel inclined to play a little game.”

Instantly, the bar goes quiet, like a frontline trench before an attack. His eyes glazed, Göring surveys the room, then glances at the bar.

“Ah, Georges, there you are! You shall be my playmate.”

Georges snaps to attention. “At your service, Herr Reichsmarschall.”

“You shall see, this little game can tell you a lot about your adversary. To begin with, I shall take a one-hundred-Reichsmark note from my pocket. Look at it: a shiny new hundred-Reichsmark bill! My question is very simple, Georges: what would you do with this if it were yours? I shall give you a choice: you can stand a round of beers for the fine officers of the Reich gathered here…”

Loud applause from the lower ranks.

“… or,” says Göring, “you may choose just one person in this room and buy him a splendid bottle. What would you choose, my friend?”

Frank shoots his old comrade-in-arms a pointed look.

Don’t walk into the trap, Georges! Stall, hedge, prevaricate. Answer his question with a question…

But Georges has always been a man for braggadocio.

“I don’t need to think twice, Herr Reichsmarschall, I choose the second option.”

Although thus deprived of a free beer, the assembled officers give their master and his new lackey a standing ovation.

Göring only has to show up and the whole bar degenerates into a Roman circus.

“You are a brave man, Georges. Your answer reveals an audacious spirit! A characteristic treasured by National Socialism. And such bravery merits a reward. I shall give you my hundred Reichsmarks. In exchange, my dear Georges, I would like you to tell us which of these esteemed officers you choose. To whom would you like to offer this excellent bottle?”

Georges, still swaggering, turns back to the bar.

“Remind me, Frank, the 1927 Dom Pérignon is priced at a hundred Reichsmarks, isn’t it?”

Frank nods weakly, devastated to see his old friend playing along with Göring’s degrading game.

“Then let us drink to the health of Reichsmarschall Göring!”

The officers break into deafening applause. Frank reluctantly sends Luciano down to the cellar for the champagne.

“Heil Georges!” roars a delighted Göring. “I am deeply indebted to you and, generous as I am, I shall leave you a tip of two hundred Reichsmarks! Heil Hitler!”

“Heil Hitler!” comes the echo from the assembled company.

“Danke schön, Herr Reichsmarschall,” replies Georges, bowing obsequiously.

“Bitte sehr.”

This is what Frank has feared: the Nazis’ most fearsome weapon is the insidious sapping of the soul. The greed he can see in Georges’s eyes is exactly what they strive to inspire.

The Nazis are hell-bent on crushing the French spirit. They are corrupting Paris by appealing to its basest instincts. And Georges has walked straight into the trap. He wants his share of the spoils; who can blame him? But when Frank sees Georges hand one of the hundred-Reichsmark notes to Luciano, he cannot help but intervene.

“Leave the kid out of this, Georges. Keep your money for yourself. Luciano, go back to collecting glasses. Georges, you can pop the champagne cork for the Uberkraut. Mind the bar.”

Luciano nods, but Frank can see the flicker of disappointment in his eyes.

“What the hell’s the matter with you, Georges?” Frank hisses under his breath as Georges comes behind the bar. “Can’t you see this whole thing is a trap?”

“You’re just gutless,” mutters Georges. “I thought you said you wanted to make the best of a difficult situation?”

“I did, but not like this.”

“Just leave me be. I’m simply adopting the tactics of Monsieur Süss. Have you seen him, in those beautiful suits? He looks elegant, he’s charming, and the women are flocking to him. These days, if you’ve got cash, you’re a king. And besides, this way I can send a care package to my mother. Food, warm clothes, new shoes with soles made of real leather instead of wood.”

“Süss is a war profiteer.”

“No, Frank,” Georges growls. “There’s no war. The war is over. The Krauts rule Paris, that’s life now, and we just have to make the best of it. For the past month, I’ve eaten nothing except butter beans and boiled beef.”

His persuasion is going nowhere.

“You do what you like, Georges, but don’t drag the boy into it.”

Georges waves his hand and heads back to Göring’s table.

“Luciano is a big boy, he can make his own decisions.”

Damn the bloody Krauts!

What if Georges is right? Frank’s head is spinning; he feels a trickle of cold sweat run down the back of his neck. As he often does when he finds his spirit faltering, Frank thinks back to a book he was given by an elderly major amid the blood and muck of the trenches in the Argonne. It was the Politician’s Breviary, by Cardinal Mazarin, chief minister to King Louis XIV. At first, Frank was bemused. He could not see how a seventeenth-century collection of political maxims would be relevant today. But as he hunkered in his trench and began to read, he was hypnotized. He clung to the book as though his life depended on it, and in the months that followed he read it ten, twenty times. He can still recite whole passages from memory. But what advice would Cardinal Mazarin give him now, as he faces this dilemma? Frank shuts his eyes and watches as the words dance over his closed lids: “Apply makeup to your heart as you would to your face; simulate and dissimulate; trust no one; think before you act.”

Georges is wrong: the war is not over.





ELEVEN

OCTOBER 3, 1940

Marie-Louise Ritz slips on a mink stole. Tonight, the Petit Bar at the Ritz will recapture its former glory, relaunch the grandes soirées of the inter-war years when everyone who was anyone in Paris came to mingle with the greatest writers and artists in the country. Frank cannot tell which brings the Widow more satisfaction: the joy of reviving the spirit of the old Ritz, or her relief at meeting the demands of her new masters—although the German authorities swiftly and emphatically dismissed Marie-Louise’s proclamation that the bar should be closed to women. She seems almost to have forgotten that she despises Arletty as much as she does Sacha Guitry. Monsieur Süss is by her side. He has already ordered the Widow her favorite tipple: a glass of Guignolet liqueur, no ice, adorned with a macerated cherry.

Marie-Louise Ritz spent much of the afternoon with Laura Corrigan, a well-heeled guest from Cleveland whom she considers unutterably stupid but who, people say, is now Göring’s lover. Fact or merely rumor? The wealthy American keeps her cards close to her chest. Süss promises to undertake a discreet investigation—he is scheduled to meet Göring’s personal art dealer, Karl Haberstock, tomorrow night.

“It seems,” Süss explains, “that I am to introduce this man Haberstock to some of our former guests.”

“Former guests?”

“Our erstwhile Israelite guests.”

Frank sees Marie-Louise flinch. Frank sometimes reads the German newspapers the officers leave lying around the bar, and he knows that, for the past two months, audiences have been flocking to German cinemas to watch a film called The Jew Süss. Is it possible that she thinks Süss is a Jew? Could Elmiger have been cunning enough to hire a Jew as his deputy?

When the Widow asks Süss whether he knows why Göring requested his help specifically, he merely shrugs. This is the unspoken rule of luxury hotels: every employee has a diverse network of connections, and as long as business is booming, no one is expected to answer questions.

Frank is briefly distracted by the arrival of a dozen German officers, but not before hearing Süss tell the Widow that “the matter of the Auzellos” has been settled by Baron Pfyffer personally. For weeks now, the Widow has been obsessed with the idea of renting an apartment in Paris for the Auzellos, keeping them at arm’s length from the Ritz. The Swiss hotelier Hans Pfyffer has been president of the Hôtel Ritz since 1925, and is the majority shareholder of Ritz-Carlton. But Pfyffer is not merely a businessman, he is also a politician and a shrewd diplomat. Like his countrymen, he favors neutrality. He is not willing to jeopardize the future of the business: if circumstances should change, Claude Auzello may prove a very valuable ally.

“For goodness’ sake!” mutters Marie-Louise. “What future is he talking about? He and I will be long dead.”

“Or perhaps not,” says Süss with a smile. “And besides, as the baron rightly says, the Ritz will outlive us all.”

The Widow gives an exasperated sigh.

“Meier, pour me another Guignolet.”

Half an hour later, the bar is almost full. Georges and Luciano have discreetly organized a perfect demarcation line: the French on one side, the Germans on the other, and the diplomats in the center. At the back of the room, to the left of the bar, a few Prussian officers are sharing a Moselle Cup, a fruit punch made with fresh fruit, Bénédictine, and a sparkling Moselle.

True to his word, Sacha Guitry has put in an appearance. He strides into the bar with Arletty on his arm, flanked by the artist Jean Cocteau and the great ballet dancer Serge Lifar. The Widow is exuberant; Frank feels a surge of pride tinged with melancholy, but he gratefully shakes the hands of his favorite customers. Immediately, he seats them at a table near the door, at the request of Guitry, who wants to watch the comings and goings. Arletty would have preferred to sit somewhere more private, but Frank points out that here she can easily slip away if she so desires. The Swiss ambassador comes over to greet Marie-Louise; a couple of voluble Americans are chatting to the Irish consul, while the minister of Romania is engrossed in conversation with Fersen, the Scandinavian consul who has been in Paris since 1936. Both are veteran members of the Thursday evening Club des Élégants.

At every table, guests sip champagne and study the new menu: tonight, the Ritz invites everyone to discover its new cocktails. The diplomats venture to try an “Alexandra”—brandy, cream, and anisette—or “Frank’s Special”: vermouth, gin, and a dash of peach schnapps. Guitry, who is sorry to note that Göring is not present for him to antagonize, drolly suggests the latter be renamed the “FrankReich Special.” Colonel Speidel, with his habitual Golden Clipper, wanders through the crowd, welcoming various guests, and delights Marie-Louise by kissing her hand. Charles Bedaux, the businessman, not knowing where to sit, ends up at the bar next to Süss and the Widow.

As the evening wears on, Frank feels the tension drain from him: his gestures become more graceful, he charms, he smiles, he makes suggestions. For the first time in many months, he feels like himself again. A phonograph record of Bach plays at a subdued volume; the hubbub in the bar is gradually rising, the conversation is flowing, cocktails are served, and people are beginning to mingle.

By eight o’clock, most of the guests are on their feet, wandering from group to group as they did in the old days. Fersen and Cocteau are talking about the theater; one of Arletty’s friends is flirting with a young German major. Many of those present have dinner reservations elsewhere in the city. A delighted Marie-Louise invites all of the others to dine at the Ritz.

Frank is, despite the Krauts, elated by this revival of the old world. Almost everyone who he is used to seeing in his bar has come back. Only Blanche is missing. Perhaps, he thinks, that is for the best.





TWELVE

NOVEMBER 5, 1940

Sitting on a bench in the Tuileries gardens, Frank glances up from his newspaper and sees a starving man desperately trying to catch a pigeon with a net. In this war that people are now calling peace, the newspapers insist that life is returning to normal, but Frank has only to look around to know that this is a lie. He finds himself caught between two worlds that exist side by side yet never meet: the world of the Ritz, with its pomp, its opulence, and its predators, and the outside world where people are struggling. Since the occupying forces imposed strict rations on fuel and groceries, ordinary Parisians have been struggling to survive the cold and the food shortages.

As usual, the newspaper is filled with articles about “The Jewish Question.” The Vichy government recently passed a “Law Regarding the Status of Jews,” banning French Jews from working in public service. Now, everywhere he goes, Frank sees posters plastered over shop windows: JÜDISCHES GESCHÄFT. Jewish Business.

How could the maréchal allow such a thing to happen? Maybe he had no choice but to go and shake hands with Hitler when he agreed to the armistice at Montoire.

Last night, as he was closing up the bar, Frank stumbled on a guide issued by the Wehrmacht to soldiers on leave. What he read made his blood boil: “Avoid the areas of Paris that are teeming with Jews from all over the world. You will be overcome by the foul stench. You will see lice-ridden children black with filth wandering through dark alleys.”

Now, every time someone mentions the word “Jew” in the bar, Frank is brutally reminded that his old friend Georges holds the fate of Luciano in the palm of his hand, and, by extension, Frank’s too, as a willing accomplice to the deception.

All Frank can do is cling to the hope that Pétain may be able to turn the tide. But that glimmer of hope is fading.



At the Ritz, much is changed, much is in flux—plus ça change. Colonel Speidel abruptly moved out and is now based at the Royal Monceau hotel. The official story is that he was simply giving his suite at the Ritz to a more senior officer, Generalleutnant Otto von Stülpnagel, recently promoted to the highest rank in the Wehrmacht and appointed Head of the Occupying Forces and Military Commander of France. Born to a noble Prussian family, he is tall and thin, simultaneously stubborn and delicate. He sports a monocle and wears gold buttons on his uniform. No one yet knows what to make of this serious, unsmiling man. Frank suspects that Speidel is trying to put some distance between himself and Göring—who could blame him? Sacha Guitry, always hoping for a chance to ruffle the Germans’ feathers with his antagonistic wit, is the only person disappointed not to see the Great Huntsman every time he comes to the Ritz.

The only man whose nerve has impressed the new German general is Claude Auzello. The former manager was in the lobby when Otto von Stülpnagel arrived and, when Elmiger tried to introduce the two men, Auzello bowed his head but pointedly refused to shake his hand. Elmiger visibly wilted and Marie-Louise almost choked, but the general did not flinch and carried on walking. Frank felt like bursting into applause.

That night, General von Stülpnagel came to the bar with Colonel Speidel. The Prussian nobleman ordered a glass of Pol Roger and asked Frank what he thought of the presence of the German officers at the Ritz.

“And you, Herr General, what do you think of the absence of French officers at the Savoy Hotel in Berlin?”

Frank was terrified that he had gone too far, but Speidel immediately burst out laughing and Stülpnagel gave a simulacrum of a smile.

It irritates Frank when he hears the elderly newsreader on Radio-Paris blithely say that life has returned to “normal.” There is no normal anymore; there is no truth. Radio-Paris lies to the French, the French lie to the Germans, everyone lies to everyone else. The important thing is not to lie to ourselves, Frank thinks as he looks through the newspaper for something that might distract him, but it is futile. Even the sports section of Le Matin has a statement from Göring vowing that there will be no end to the blitzkrieg on Britain. The only human-interest story is about a mechanic on the Boulevard de Sébastopol who cut the throat of his wife’s lover. And, right next to it, under the headline “BRUSSELS TO CRACK DOWN ON JEWS,” a brief update: “Reliable sources have advised us that in Belgium, a new law has been passed to resolve the Jewish question.”

Frank folds up his paper and leaves the Tuileries gardens. There is no point in looking for distraction in the news. Poor Luciano is at risk, as is Frank himself, and Blanche. What of Blanche, he wonders as he heads for home. Locked away and sick in her rooms. He aches for a brief exchange with her, the chance to mix her a Bijou and watch the colors slide from the glass into her mouth. All the way home Frank hears the mournful howling of a dog in the distance.





PART THREE [image: ] THE GROWING CONFLICT
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ONE

MAY 14, 1941

Winter has been and gone, and with it the first Christmas in occupied Paris.

Days become weeks, become months, and at times it is difficult to remember what life was like before.

The Vichy government has passed a law limiting the consumption of alcohol to Mondays, Wednesdays, Fridays, and Sundays; this does not apply at the Ritz, where nothing is prohibited. Business is booming, the tips are good, and Göring has been a little more discreet in his consumption. The ogre has been spending less time in Paris. On both sides of the bar, tempers have calmed.

Frank cannot complain: the Widow leaves him in peace, as does Elmiger. He can run the bar as he pleases and keep a close eye on Georges. The reopening of the racecourse at Auteuil has been a godsend. The Nazis have taken to betting on horses, and Frank has gone back to giving tips, taking bets, and pocketing a little commission on any winnings. It is a longstanding tradition, and no one complains. He has cut Georges in on the deal, so at least they still have that complicity. Despite being a first-class horseman and the son of a colonel in the Prussian cavalry, General von Stülpnagel takes a dim view of gambling. But he turns a blind eye.

Stülpnagel now regularly comes down to the bar. He is a distinguished drinker, though he is lacking in social skills. Weeks after he first arrived, he mistook Cocteau for Guitry. To Stülpnagel, all writers and artists are interchangeable. Cocteau was furious—especially since he had made so much effort to be on German time! Guitry, on the other hand, was delighted by the incident, and Stülpnagel discreetly made amends by buying the two men drinks the following Thursday.

Sometimes, Frank is surprised to find himself thinking that Stülpnagel might make the Occupation almost bearable. A cultured man, he reminds Frank of the many writers and artists who visited the Petit Bar before the German invasion. Frank then immediately remembers Göring, the “status of the Jews,” the terror in Blanche’s eyes, his sleepless nights, and he pulls himself together. While Stülpnagel seems to respect Frank, and Frank is flattered by his attention, he must try hard not to forget that the general is one of the highest-ranking Nazis in France.

Frank thinks about Blanche constantly. Over the winter, when he bumped into her at the Ritz, she was cheerful and relaxed. But he has not seen her now in almost a month.

This morning, the first peonies blooming in Parc Monceau evoked for him the beautiful, delicate features of her face. In another life, who knows, he might have given her a bouquet of them.

Probably best that things are the way they are.





TWO

“Monsieur?”

“Yes, Luciano.”

“There’s eight bottles of Cointreau, three Campari, four Glenmorangie, and one Dubonnet.”

Stocktaking. Frank’s young apprentice has spent the day down in the cellar making an inventory.

“Got that.”

“And we’ve got two bottles of Jack Daniel’s, one of Jim Beam, and two of Johnnie Walker. Oh, and a case of Cinzano.”

“To be honest, I expected worse. We’re pretty well stocked. Anything else?”

“Two cases of Bacardi, one of White Horse, and two of Gordon’s. One case each of Smirnoff, Hennessy, and Martini.”

The boy looks down at his moleskine notebook.

“Two cases of Chivas, one of Rémy Martin. But we’ve only got two bottles of Marie Brizard left, and only one of Dewar’s.”

“Good, good. I put the order in on Monday morning.”

The cellar book has not even been put back in the drawer when they hear a cheery voice behind them.

“Good evening, gentlemen!”

Frank does not turn round. There is only one customer who cannot seem to get it into his head that the bar does not open until six o’clock.

“I’m sorry, Monsieur Bedaux, we’re not quite ready yet.”

“Oh, I’m sorry,” says Bedaux as he takes a seat at the bar. “I didn’t notice the time. Have you heard the good news? The big cleanup has started!”

Frank does not want to engage with Bedaux and busies himself checking the garnishes. It is no use.

“This afternoon, the Germans arrested at least three thousand Jews in the city. They’re finally getting rid of the kikes!”

Luciano drops the crystal goblet he was putting on a shelf.

“Sorry, monsieur.”

“Don’t worry, lad, it’s only a glass,” Frank tells him. “Go fetch the broom.”

Frank’s heart is thundering, but unlike Luciano, he has learned the barman’s cardinal rule: always stay calm, cool, composed.

“Tell me about it,” Frank says quickly, with only the slightest quaver in his voice.

“A huge roundup. Lightning raids all over Paris. Went like clockwork. For tonight, they’ve commandeered the Japy Gymnasium and locked them all up there, first thing tomorrow they’ll be sent off to the internment camp in Pithiviers.”

“Is that so,” Frank responds, his voice measured.

“I say good riddance! They’re foreign invaders who are polluting this country! Most of them Poles. Though I think there were some Czechs and Austrians too. They’re going to be forced to rebuild the roads destroyed during the bombing raids. Appropriate, don’t you think? I mean, they were cheering when France went to war two years ago to save the German Jews, so now they’ll get the chance to repair the damage. As for the Jews who claim they’re French, they had better watch out. Because before long they’ll be joining them, mark my words.”

Frank feels every hair on his arms stand on end. Charles Bedaux tilts his head, his eyes bulging. He is overjoyed.

“Now, what do you say? Surely that deserves a little drink?”

Next to Frank, Luciano is pale and wild-eyed.

Quick, create a diversion.

“Of course, we should toast! Champagne, Monsieur Bedaux?”

“I wouldn’t say no…”

Bedaux is mercifully silent while Frank fetches a chilled bottle and expertly pops the cork. He flourishes his hands more than he usually would, hoping to distract Bedaux from the panic on his assistant’s face. He places two neat glasses on the bar and lifts his own.

“To your health, Monsieur Bedaux.”

“To purification, Frank!”

From the slums of Montmartre to the Ritz, the bars of Paris are filled with men like Charles Bedaux who firmly believe the barman always agrees with them.

Frank sips his drink, hoping in vain to drown his rising fear with the burn of liquor.

“And how is business going, monsieur?”

“Wonderfully well, my friend, thank you. The Franco-German alliance has never been so profitable. Over the past six months, I have been organizing business lunches so that German industrialists can meet all the French bigwigs. All in the service of the State, naturally. They come to me because I’m a key player in the New Europe. A benevolent patron of economic collaboration, if you like. And I haven’t even mentioned the great man who lives here at the hotel. You do realize that you’re talking to a personal friend of Herr Göring, Frank!”

His voice drops to a whisper.

“A curious man, Göring, don’t you find? Sometimes, while we are talking, he plays with his collections of precious stones like a little boy with a collection of marbles. He picks out a few, rolls them around in his hand… The day before yesterday, he received me in his apartments while he was taking his bath. The bathtub is enormous! I think he has taken a shine to me. He has even invited me to visit Carinhall, his hunting lodge north of Berlin. I can’t wait to see it!”

To think that this cretin is expecting to get a job as a minister in the Vichy government.

The news almost makes Frank feel protective towards Monsieur Süss. Rumors that he is of Jewish descent continue to circulate at the Ritz. But Frank’s main worry tonight is Luciano. When he finds the boy in the cellar, he is still very shaken.

“I need to get out of Paris,” Luciano babbles, clearly upset. “I just know they’re bound to find out that I’m a Jew! A Jew!”

Frank lashes out with a hard slap and Luciano stumbles back, shocked. His eyes fill with tears. Frank is furious.

“Don’t ever say that again! Is that understood?”

“Yes, monsieur,” Luciano mutters, his head bowed.

“Here at the Ritz you’re perfectly safe, but only so long as you don’t betray yourself. You need to think about how you present yourself to other people. Remember: the bar is a theater, where everyone wears a mask. Make sure you’re wearing the right mask and don’t get sloppy.”

Six o’clock strikes.

Frank lets out a shaky breath. He lays a fatherly hand on the young man’s shoulders.

“Now, come on, don’t be angry with me, kid.” He squeezes Luciano’s shoulders. “You go and stand by the main door and greet everyone with a big smile. Everything’s going to be fine.”

Frank remains alone in the reserve.

Everything’s going to be fine…

Frank cannot tell how immediate the danger is, though he is aware that the sky has suddenly grown dark. Over him and Luciano. Over Blanche. Over the whole city.





THREE

MAY 17, 1941

There are customers who come early, and then there are those who—and he dislikes both equally—show up just as the bar is about to close. Faces Frank has never seen before in the Ritz, French citizens with Ausweis passes that allow them to venture out after curfew and take all manner of liberties.

“Did you have a good evening, Frankie?”

“Excellent, Monsieur Joanovici.”

Six months ago, Joseph Joanovici was a scrap metal merchant in Clichy. He can barely read and write, but ever since he began selling iron and steel to the Germans, the new wads of cash lining his pockets serve to reinforce his now swaggering ego. He comes to the bar at the Ritz demanding to know all the gossip, just as he might at his local pub.

“I heard a rumor that Coco Chanel is having an affair with one of the German officers, does that ring a bell? A handsome chap, apparently.”

According to the chambermaid, Gabrielle Chanel has been sharing her bed with two lovers, both of them Prussian.

“I’m afraid I have no idea who you could be talking about, monsieur.”

“Oh, my wife will be disappointed. She loves gossip.”

Frank gives a small nod.

“Don’t worry. Here, this is for you.” Joanovici presses a wad of notes into Frank’s palm.

“Thank you very much, monsieur.”

“And close up as soon as I leave, I like to be the last customer.”

“I shall do just that, Monsieur Joanovici. Have a good night.”

“Thanks, Frankie, you too.”

When he is finally alone, exhausted and infuriated by this boorish oaf, Frank sets about cleaning the bar. He opens the door again because the place stinks of tobacco smoke.

As he wipes down the bar, Frank thinks how glad he is that Georges has gone to spend a few days with his mother. Frank knows how easily Georges could get caught up in the schemes of a shark like Joanovici. So far, Georges has kept a wary distance—a man who has been twenty years in the business does not change in the space of six months. But there may come a day when he feels tempted.

“Good evening, Frank.”

Frank starts. That husky voice could only belong to Blanche Auzello.

“Good evening, madame.”

Dressed all in black and delicately made up, she is spellbinding, fiercer and prouder than ever, with eyes like an Abyssinian cat.

“I need a dry Martini,” she says.

“Come in and lock the door behind you.”

Blanche walks up to the bar and perches elegantly on a high stool.

“I’ve been in a complete panic, Frank… Did you hear the news?”

She takes off her gloves.

“They’ve been rounding up Jews, herding them onto trains like cattle and sending them to God knows where.” She looks at him, but Frank cannot bear to meet her eyes and busies himself with making the cocktail.

“What makes it worse,” Blanche continues, “is hearing people say: ‘Oh, it’s the Nazis,’ but that’s not true: the raids were carried out by French police. From what I understand, so far, they’ve only rounded up men, but who knows how long until that changes. Do you know where they’ve been sent?”

“To an internment camp in Pithiviers, south of Paris,” Frank says, sliding a coaster across the bar. “There were more than three thousand, apparently. Maybe as many as five thousand.”

“But that’s the population of a whole village! How are they supposed to live? What will happen to them? And nobody says a thing! They all bite their tongues and kneel before the Nazi jackboots.”

Frank nods but does not look up. He’s read the editorials in Le Matin mocking the conditions of the foreign Jews in the camps: “They can hardly complain: free soup for everyone and a game of belote before bed! They are better treated than many French prisoners of war in Germany.”

“What does your husband say?” Frank asks, pouring a measure of gin and a dash of vermouth into a chilled glass filled with ice.

“Oh, Claude is convinced that Pétain will never allow them to round up the French Jews. And he says I’m safe because we’re married.”

Frank stirs the liquid, then strains it into a Martini glass and garnishes it with two olives on a cocktail stick.

“And he’s right.”

“No, he’s not! As far as Hitler is concerned, a Jew is a Jew, regardless of nationality! That is the truth! And your maréchal sees France through those eyes.”

It is pointless to try to persuade Blanche that Maréchal Pétain is a man of sound morals.

Frank gently sets the glass in front of her.

“There you go, one dry Martini.”

“Thank you.” Blanche sighs, staring into the middle distance. Then, slowly, she smiles. A sad smile that Frank knows only too well.

“On Friday night, Claude insisted we go to the cinema. We saw some German musical about the life of Tchaikovsky, complete rubbish. But I watched the German newsreels they showed before the film. Ridiculous propaganda, and because it was dark in the cinema, Claude started laughing, and I did the same. Not very loudly, just enough to cheer ourselves up. And everyone in the audience was sniggering along with us. I would happily go to the cinema again just to hear that!”

“That sounds just like Monsieur Auzello,” says Frank, and he smiles.

“Today, he taught me this expression that is circulating in Paris: ‘the brown plague.’ It’s the perfect way to describe it, the city is awash in brown shirts. We’re faced with a pandemic. The infection is running rampant. But I’m panicking, Frank.”

Frank pours himself a Martini.

“Of all the things I have here in the bar, a Martini is still the remedy for fear.”

“You’re right. Let’s drink.”

Finally, Frank steels himself to meet Blanche’s gaze. Every time he looks into those eyes, he feels the dizzy thrill of a boy who has fallen in love for the first time. But while he is soothing Blanche’s fears, people like Joanovici and Süss are advancing their pawns. In this deadly game, he must be constantly vigilant, and mistrust even those closest to him. How long will he be able to keep Blanche, Luciano, and himself safe? And how long can he carry on lying without sullying his soul?





FOUR

MAY 24, 1941

I am an exile twice over. Exiled from my native country. Exiled from my social class. This is what Frank wishes he could have confessed to Speidel tonight, but as a bartender, he is an ear, not a voice, and the colonel was more interested in talking about himself. Since his move to the Royal Monceau Hotel, Speidel’s visits to the bar are more infrequent, but when he does come, they invariably have an almost friendly conversation. The colonel has just come from an extravagant dinner at La Tour d’Argent with the celebrated German writer Ernst Jünger and is now sipping a pear brandy to dissolve his chateaubriand. It is late, the two men are alone, and the colonel is a little tipsy.

Just drunk enough to pour his heart out.

The colonel begins by delightedly telling Frank he has begun attending a salon hosted by Florence Gould, a curvaceous French American in her forties, a strong-minded woman with a passion for literature. She and her husband, a railway magnate, are well known at the Ritz. But her husband has been in poor health and is currently convalescing on the Riviera, while his wife has decided to stay in Paris at the Bristol Hotel.

“You have to understand, it is so much more than a society salon,” says Speidel, seeing Frank’s dubious expression. “It’s the center of culture for Franco-German intellectuals.”

At these salons, held over lunch on Thursdays, guests enjoy Roscoff lobster or skate with beurre noire, washed down with a vintage Pol Roger. The crème de la crème of Paris society can be found there: great writers like Léautaud, Jouhandeau, Giraudoux, and Céline, artists like Marie Laurencin, and even Captain Ernst Jünger, whom people say is Madame Gould’s lover. Conversations range from the beauty of the great gardens of Europe to Russian literature, from the temples of Angkor Wat to even the fear of death…

“You see—people discuss anything and everything,” Speidel says enthusiastically.

Frank nods, although he is not particularly impressed. It sounds very much like the now defunct Thursday Club that used to meet in his bar. And he can hardly tell Speidel that the most knowledgeable people, those who held everyone spellbound at those elegant soirées, are no longer welcome at the Ritz, or indeed at Madame Gould’s salons—he is thinking of Alfred Döblin, Heinrich Mann, and Walter Benjamin, three German writers and outspoken opponents of the Nazi regime, who were forced to flee.

While Frank is trawling through his memories, Speidel finishes his brandy and changes the subject. Tonight, he is eager to talk about Ernst Jünger and to boast about what he considers a personal triumph: he has managed to convince General von Stülpnagel to recruit the German writer. Jünger has been charged with not only monitoring German soldiers’ correspondence, but also with launching an investigation into the state of relations between the Wehrmacht officers and the Nazi authorities in Paris.

“A hero of the First World War, whose novels resonate far beyond the borders of Germany!” Speidel boasts.

Jünger is only a captain, but he makes an impression on those he encounters, as Frank learned when Stülpnagel brought him to the bar the week before. Jünger is charismatic. He wears his uniform with a rare elegance, his knowledge is encyclopedic, his smile enigmatic, and his presence is one of swaggering ease. He showed up carrying a first edition treatise on insects in Western Europe—a gift for Stülpnagel. “An occupied city, Herr General, is teeming with insects.” A visibly disappointed Stülpnagel nevertheless promised to give it his full attention and admitted that it would make a nice change from the crime novels now much in vogue in the Reich. Frank suppressed a smile: like Stülpnagel, he reads German crime novels, and they share a fondness for C. V. Rock’s Meurtre à cinq sous, which explores the dark underbelly of Berlin. “I can’t imagine how your little Treatise got past the Nazi censors,” said Stülpnagel, and he and Jünger burst out laughing.

Cultural life in Paris has greatly improved. The theaters are full to capacity, Sacha Guitry is provoking the censors, Léo Marjane is singing “Je suis seule ce soir” to the wives of prisoners of war. Even fashion is no longer taboo. Spurred on by his second pear brandy, Speidel struggles to conceal his childlike excitement at the fact that the Widow has invited him to accompany her to the autumn collection of Lucien Lelong, in collaboration with two fledgling designers, Christian Dior and Pierre Balmain. Frank is amused that Speidel can remember the names of the young French couturiers. “It’s mostly for my wife,” the colonel says defensively. What he is looking forward to is the dinner after the fashion show. He has been told that Arletty will be there. Speidel is fascinated by actresses—and by celebrities in general.

After a third brandy—this one on the house—the colonel divulges the machinations of Coco Chanel to regain complete ownership of Parfums Chanel. She’s written a letter to Xavier Vallat, the Commissioner-General for Jewish Affairs, and persuaded her lover, Baron von Dincklage, to arrange a meeting with Speidel.

Speidel listened politely to the baron’s explanation.

“Mademoiselle Chanel believes that she has been taken advantage of by her Jewish partners, the Wertheimer brothers, now living in exile in America. The brothers still control ninety percent of the shares in the company set up by the three of them in the 1920s.”

After the meeting, Speidel simply closed the file—he takes little interest in business matters, and he does not share the Nazi leaders’ obsession with Jews. But he kept a copy of the letter. And hundreds like them.

“I have to say I am amazed by how eager French people are to inform on each other,” he says. “We receive fifteen hundred letters a day. ‘My boss is Jewish, my neighbor is Jewish, my father-in-law sells butter on the black market.’ It beggars belief. But I will admit that it makes our job a lot easier.”

Frank can easily imagine these poison-pen letters written under the cloak of civic responsibility. Is it possible that someone will one day send a letter denouncing Luciano, or Blanche, or even him? Of course it is.

To dispel the uneasy atmosphere that has fallen over the bar, Colonel Speidel studies the photographs hanging on the wall. He stops in front of a portrait of Scott Fitzgerald and asks the name of this man with the intense stare. Frank hesitates. If he says it is a picture of an American writer, will Speidel order him to take it down?

In the end, he settles on a version of the truth: “An old regular here at the bar. He died of a heart attack last December.”



When, finally, he is alone, Frank finds himself struggling with the terrible melancholy he has managed to keep at bay since Göring arrived at the hotel.

“You have spent twenty years trying to overcome the grief of exile by inventing cocktails worthy of Vienna in all her glory,” Scott Fitzgerald once told him.

Fitzgerald is dead. My friend, my favorite gin drinker. He died far away from the Ritz, in an America that seems so distant, like a continent adrift, where war does not exist.

His passing marked the death of elegant parties and happier times.

Tears well in his eyes. Frank dreams of a Paris where the Nazis have been driven out, where Hemingway could come back to the Ritz to find it just as it was. Mr. Hemingway, another American, Georges’s idol. The barman experiences a sudden jolt, one of those curious moments when the future seems clear only for it to become obscure as soon as he tries to bring it into focus. Fitzgerald would have found the words to guide him. But those words died with the old world.

May your ineffable spirit rest in peace, old friend.

And Frank raises his glass.




Diary of Frank Meier

On nights such as these, memories of the sparkling soirées of the past are my only solace. My friends Scott Fitzgerald and Ernest Hemingway lived in a pretty little neighborhood popular with Americans in search of French authenticity. It was easy to see why; they were in awe of the avenues and buildings that were older than the country they came from. Even I, having lived in the city for decades, was regularly filled with wonder at the elegant beauty of our surroundings.

Fitzgerald once told me: “Americans in Paris are the best thing America has ever done.” It would become his catchphrase as he fell deeper and deeper in love with the city.

It was May 1928, and Scott and Zelda had just moved into their new apartment. Happiness seemed to spill out into the streets, and with it a devil-may-care attitude. They had arranged a housewarming and invited me to demonstrate my talents for their guests. I could never refuse them anything. I arrived a little before six o’clock with all my bartending equipment. Fitzgerald opened the door wearing a dressing gown over a white shirt, black tie, and tweed jacket. He ushered me into the living room, where he was writing a letter. He sat down at his desk, a piece of oak furniture adorned with gilded bronze ornaments with an ink-stained leather desk pad, made by Henry Van de Velde. It suited him perfectly. The great writer at his desk, a little like me behind my bar. He handed me a copy of Le Matin and, while I waited, I sat on a threadbare club chair and leafed through the paper. I can clearly remember that there was a long article about the German elections. Although the Republican bloc won by a landslide, the Nazi Party managed to take twelve seats. It was the first time that Hitler had succeeded in getting deputies elected to the Reichstag. That’s why I remember it. I said something about it to Fitzgerald and he laughed. He thought Hitler was a preposterous buffoon and was firmly convinced that the brutality of the Nazis would always inspire a profound disgust in the conservative bourgeoisie: “Germany, Frank, is a highly civilized country…”

A civility that undoubtedly echoed during that spring housewarming party on the Rue de Vaugirard. Zelda had laid out small Cuban mahogany tables adorned with white roses and forget-me-nots. The Baccarat crystal champagne flutes were cut with modern geometric designs, and the crystal cocktail glasses were rimmed with gold leaf. The art nouveau porcelain plates were painted with floral creations in shades of blue. With its subdued lighting, whorls of cigarette smoke, and the sound of jazz music playing in the background, the apartment offered a glimpse of New York in the heart of Paris. Posted at the bar with my bottles, my cocktail shaker, and my fresh fruit, I was in my element. The Fitzgeralds were transforming money into magic.

Zelda wore a silver lamé gown. The great actress Mistinguett wore a tunic of green crêpe trimmed with white pearls and feathers. Sara Murphy arrived in a white gown embroidered with multicolored silk. Josephine Baker opted for a ravishing black fringed dress embroidered in coral with an ermine collar, while Kiki de Montparnasse danced the Charleston in a flapper dress shimmering with sequins and fringes. For their part, the gentlemen all wore pale suits and affected a manly swagger. The throng of men included Hemingway, Gerald Murphy, Cocteau, Picasso, Matisse, Man Ray, and Brâncuşi.

Hemingway insisted that I experiment with all manner of concoctions—he wanted to invent a cocktail called Le Vaugirard as a souvenir of the party. All the guests seemed polished, without being remotely snobbish. They were amused by everything, even Frances Scott Fitzgerald, at the tender age of seven or eight, knocking back a gin fizz she mistook for lemonade. The little girl was drunk, but I was the only one who felt embarrassed for her. The hosts laughed to see their daughter staggering around the vast living room.

Towards midnight, Zelda decided she would jump from the balcony the same way she used to dive from seaside clifftops on drunken evenings on the Riviera, and it took all Hemingway’s considerable influence to dissuade her. Scott, who was drunk by then and captivated by the charms of a young dancer who had modeled for the artist Jules Pascin, scarcely noticed. A furious Zelda then insisted on taking the assembled company to the Dingo Bar on the Rue Delambre, in Montparnasse, leaving me alone with Scott, who wanted a nightcap. Sprawled on a sofa, he told me how, on sleepless nights, he loved to invent other lives for himself, imagining himself as a famous football player or a dashing captain of the cavalry. It is a game I have played myself. Scott was very like me, which is why I loved him so much. We both spent our lives making up stories in the dead of night to shake off the pain of disillusionment. Before I could even pour his dry Martini, he had fallen asleep, heavily intoxicated. I tidied up the living room as assiduously as if it had been my bar and carried Scott to bed. Then I headed home on foot, into the tender night.







FIVE

JUNE 11, 1941

“Gentlemen, I shall be brief: we are faced with a crisis of extraordinary magnitude…”

Marie-Louise Ritz has summoned Frank to her weekly Wednesday meeting with Elmiger and Süss. Such meetings are synonymous with coffee: real coffee—an increasingly rare commodity—which Marie-Louise serves in porcelain cups. The Widow wears a grim expression that has become second nature, but Frank cannot help but wonder whether she isn’t privately thrilled every time the situation gets complicated.

“I have a serious suspicion that Madame Auzello is a Jewess.”

Frank feels a cold blade ripping his insides.

“If this proves to be the case,” the Widow continues, “then Blanche Auzello has failed to register as part of the compulsory census.”

She turns to Süss.

“We must not be afraid to face the facts; we find ourselves in a deeply perilous situation. If this gets out, we could be accused of aiding and abetting.”

Frank’s throat is dry, his mouth cottony.

Why did she ask me to the meeting? How much does she know?

With a little pout, the Widow explains that, ideally, she would have asked Madame Auzello herself, but Blanche is still refusing to speak to her, and Claude is staying with his friend Frank Gould in Juan-les-Pins.

“I have therefore requested that Monsieur Süss carry out discreet investigations. I would hope that the two of you will help him get to the bottom of this matter as soon as possible.”

From the Widow’s tone, Frank can tell that the investigation is already underway. His heart is hammering in his chest, his head feels as though it might explode at any moment. Does she suspect anything of him? Probably not—otherwise he would not be here.

“To begin with, I must confess that thus far I have not been able to corroborate the allegation,” Süss says, pushing his spectacles back onto his forehead. “The claim was made by a chambermaid we hired ten days ago. It seems that she knew Blanche when she first arrived in France. At the time, the chambermaid was working at the Hôtel Claridge, where Claude Auzello was deputy manager. It was here, she claims, that she encountered a young New Yorker called Miss Blanche Rubenstein, who was hoping to make a career in the French film industry. It follows that Blanche Auzello is Jewish, something she has concealed through her marriage.”

“Monsieur Meier, you have known the couple for some time,” says the Widow. “Please, enlighten us.”

The first warning shot. Something inside Frank coils tight with fear. He struggles to draw breath, but on the surface he remains calm and meets the Widow’s gaze full on. He must not show any sign of dishonesty. It could mean Blanche’s arrest and even execution.

“I’ve always heard Madame Auzello say she was brought up Catholic. In fact, I think I heard that her father was a church deacon from Cleveland. So, I have to say I am very surprised.”

Marie-Louise eyes her barman suspiciously. Frank does not dare look at Süss, who is staring at him like an inquisitor. The detail about Blanche’s father came to Frank on the spur of the moment. It would not take long for the Widow or Süss to check it with the Auzellos.

You thought you could outsmart them, but you’ve just put yourself in danger for nothing!

“I guess we’ll wait to see what the investigation uncovers. But I would not dream of turning Madame Auzello in to the authorities!” the Widow says with her hand on her heart. “To do so would go against my moral principles. Besides, I have nothing against the Jews. But if the allegation proves to be true, it would be unconscionable to have the Auzellos stay under our roof.”

Elmiger has still not said a word. Clearly, he was not made aware of his deputy’s investigations, and from his scowl, it’s clear he is not happy about being circumvented. He turns to Süss with an unfamiliar sternness.

“This chambermaid… did she come to speak to you voluntarily?”

Süss nods and visibly stiffens.

For the first time, a rift has opened up between the two Swiss men.

“Why do you ask, Hans?” the Widow says sharply.

Baron Pfyffer’s nephew observes a moment’s silence, of the kind that sometimes precedes an act of bravery.

“I was not made aware of this allegation,” says Elmiger, “but I feel I should say that, over the past weeks, I have been alarmed to note the increasing eagerness of staff to denounce one another in the hotel.”

Marie-Louise stares at him in amazement.

“The presence of the German officers at the Ritz has led to staff receiving exorbitant tips, madame, and in the current climate of social score settling, many of our employees seem keen to, shall we say, make as much money as they can, sometimes regardless of the truth. I am sorry to have to put it so bluntly, but the fact is that every floor of our magnificent hotel has been infected by this poisonous atmosphere.”

“That sounds rather extreme, Hans,” the Widow blusters. “The hotel staff here have always had access to wealthy guests. And while your uncle praises your cautiousness, I would describe you as alarmist. You seem to get worked up about the slightest thing.”

“I respectfully disagree, madame. I’m telling you what I think in the best interests of the Ritz. We urgently need to nip this greed in the bud. The mood is quickly becoming toxic. Monsieur Süss here can corroborate what I am saying. I am particularly thinking of the staff in the restaurant, where we are worried there may soon be all-out war.”

The Widow turns to Süss, but he has closed up like an oyster. Elmiger, on the other hand, is standing straighter than usual. Relieved to have found a chink in his rival’s armor, he allows a look of smug authority to cross his face. As though dignity were back in fashion, Frank thinks. He is not remotely surprised by what he has heard: he sees the staff falling over themselves grubbing for tips every night at the bar. But a manager who actually knows what is going on is a rare phenomenon.

“The situation has been exacerbated by the increasingly frequent visits of lowlife gangsters who are making a fortune trafficking on the black market,” says Elmiger. “Doubtless you have realized this, madame, but the money spilling out of the pockets of these nouveaux riches has made even the humblest members of staff greedy, and their envy has turned them on one another.”

Marie-Louise is listening now. The very words “nouveaux riches” make her shudder.

“We saw an example just yesterday. One of the restaurant waiters was approached by a notorious collaborator named Lafont. This man offered the waiter a substantial bribe in return for calling him every day with the names of any Germans who would be lunching at the hotel.”

A simple ploy, thinks Frank. Getting a table next to Göring or Speidel would be a godsend for a racketeer.

“The reason I found out,” Elmiger says with a sigh, “is because the young waiter was denounced by a jealous colleague.”

“I want his head on a plate right now!” roars Marie-Louise.

“And I would gladly give it to you, madame, but perhaps it might not be a good idea to get on the wrong side of this man Lafont, who has close ties to the Gestapo?”

Elmiger shoots a glance at Frank, hoping for some support. Or some respite. Instinctively, Frank cuts in.

“If I may be so bold, I have to agree with Monsieur Elmiger. I know this man Lafont, he’s been a regular at the bar for some time now. The staff at the hotel admire him, he speaks their language, he is a working-class man who insists people call him ‘boss,’ and they love it. He swaggers around the bar as though he owns the place.”

As the Widow listens, Frank delivers the fatal blow:

“To them he is like Gavroche, madame, a street urchin who uses his wit and his wiles to make his way in the world. Far from being outraged, the staff are impressed by his shady dealings with Nazi dignitaries.”

“If more of the hotel staff were to collaborate with the Germans,” says Elmiger, “it would seriously tarnish the Ritz’s reputation as a neutral ‘Switzerland in Paris.’ And that’s not all.”

Who would have thought it? At the height of the story, the spineless Elmiger dons his captain’s uniform.

Marie-Louise sinks further into her Louis XV armchair. Süss has folded his hands and pressed his steepled forefingers to his pursed lips, as though to prevent himself from opening his mouth.

“I should, perhaps, also point out that one of our chambermaids is having an… intimate relationship with a German officer billeted at the Ritz.”

“Surely you are joking?” the Widow says, exasperated.

“Madame Delmas, the head housekeeper, tells me that, unfortunately, Mademoiselle Anna Jaouen has become the mistress of Captain Sommer in room 208. If this is true, I think it vital we let our chambermaids know that we will not tolerate such behavior. Our rules on the matter are crystal clear, and failure to punish them for breaking these rules would be interpreted as complicity on our part. I have therefore summoned Mademoiselle Jaouen to my office at noon and I am requesting your permission to dismiss her with immediate effect, so that she can leave as soon as possible. You must see, madame, while we will certainly proceed with our investigation into Madame Auzello, we must also be wary of the idle talk of our chambermaids.”

War changes people. The once refined staff of the Ritz have turned mercenary. Disconcerted, Marie-Louise stares out of the window at her beloved linden trees, whose pallid leaves are covered in gray spots.

They’ve been contaminated by the occupying forces too.

Leaving the Widow’s apartments, the manager and the barman find themselves alone in the corridor.

“The thing is, Meier, deep down, I’m a man of duty,” Elmiger says in a moment of unaccustomed compassion. “When you think about it, after darkness falls, the sky gradually becomes clearer and you can see the stars.”





SIX

What the devil can she be up to?

It is ten to four and there is not a minute to spare. In the staff cloakroom, Frank is pacing up and down. The acrid smell of sweat stings his nostrils, although they are numbed from the cigarettes he has been chain-smoking all morning.

For the hundredth time, the barman pats his pocket. In it is the note he hastily wrote as soon as he and Elmiger parted, a note warning Blanche of the danger she is facing and of his off-the-cuff lie about her father being a deacon in Cleveland.

As long as she sticks to the story, this whole thing will blow over.

But he needs to get the message to Blanche before Süss questions her. The idea of Frank going up to the Auzellos’ apartments, even on the pretext that they have ordered champagne, is unthinkable: the risk of being spotted is too great. He had racked his brains, frantically trying to think of a way to get the note to Blanche before it was too late. If only there were someone—anyone—among the staff he could depend on. Then he remembered Marie Sénéchal. He has helped and advised her in the past, he knows she trusts him; she will help him get the message to Blanche. After all, Marie used to work as chambermaid for the Auzellos. Claude and Blanche are fond of her. Frank feverishly checked the staff rota: Marie is due to start her shift at four o’clock. Five minutes from now.

Where the hell can she be?

Finally, the door opens and a light flickers on.

Hiding behind a wooden locker, Frank peers out to make sure that it is her, only emerging when he sees who it is. Marie Sénéchal gives a start.

“Monsieur Meier?”

“Hello, Marie,” Frank says in a whisper. “I needed to see you.”

Her surprised expression gives way to one of fear.

“Am I going to be fired?”

“No, no, not at all! Why would you think such a thing?”

“Something terrible happened today.”

Frank feels a wave of panic.

“What happened? Tell me.”

“Anna was dismissed. They accused her of being a German officer’s mistress.”

“Yes, yes, I know that,” Frank whispers, relieved.

“No, you don’t understand…” She bursts into tears. “It wasn’t Anna… it was me!”

“What are you talking about?”

“I’m the one who fell in love with a German, not Anna.”

Frank tries to get his thoughts in order. Ever since this morning, things have been moving too fast.

“Come on,” he says, taking her by the arm, “let’s get out of here. We’ll go to the pantry, there won’t be anyone there.”

As Marie Sénéchal walks on ahead, Frank can see that she is trembling.

“What is all this about?” he says in a low voice as they slip into the pantry.

“The head housekeeper Delmas, that old bitch, did it out of spite. The other day, Anna said she was going to complain to the manager about the drunk German officer who tried to grope her one night and Delmas told her to keep her trap shut. Anna called her a brothel madam and a bitch. They’ve been at each other’s throats for months. Madame Delmas has been pocketing the tips that are meant for us, and Anna had had enough. The rest of us told Anna to just let it go. Who cares if you’re being groped by some drunken officer. As long as you work hard at the Ritz, you’re safe. The stupid girl should have kept her mouth shut. Now she’s out on the streets. Please God she’ll find another job soon. Rooms are so expensive now in Paris.”

“But what about you? Who is this German officer?”

“Karl Sommer, General von Stülpnagel’s aide-de-camp. He’s a captain. I’m scared to death they’ll fire me too!”

Frank sits, flabbergasted. Marie puts her face in her hands and sobs even louder.

“You need to put a stop to this affair right away,” Frank orders gruffly.

“I can’t!”

“Why not?”

“I’m not a tart, Monsieur Meier. I really love Karl. He cares for me.”

Frank takes a deep breath and says sternly:

“Marie, you have to listen very carefully, do you understand? No one can know about you and this man. No one! You risk losing your job.”

“Yes, Monsieur Meier,” Marie hiccups, wiping her eyes.

“Now, I need to ask you a favor. It’s urgent and it’s very important.”

“Yes, Monsieur Meier.”

Frank takes the envelope from his pocket and holds it out to Marie.

“I’d like you to give this note to Madame Auzello as soon as possible. She likes you, she trusts you. I need you to give it to her in person. And no one can know I gave it to you, is that clear?”

“Yes, monsieur.” Marie looks a little puzzled.

Frank looks at her gravely.

“I’m relying on you, Marie. It is vital that Madame Auzello gets this note today.”

“I understand.”

“Off you go, then.”

“Yes, monsieur,” she says, and turns to leave.

Then Frank has a sudden idea.

“Wait a minute. You do the housekeeping for General von Stülpnagel, don’t you?”

“Yes…”

“Is he in the hotel right now? No one has seen him for some time.”

Marie hesitates. Frank watches her closely. She wants to say more, clearly, but she will need some gentle coaxing.

“You seem concerned, Marie. Is there anything else you want to share with me? Of course, if there is anything that poses a threat to the hotel, then you would be within your rights to tell me.”

“Yes, sir. Well, the general has been ill for the past week. There’s a doctor looking after him, but his fever still hasn’t broken. Me and the other chambermaids, we take turns sitting with him in the afternoon. It’s strange, usually he’s as stiff as a ramrod and his hair is impeccably combed. These days, he’s unshaven, his hair is a mess, his skin is yellow, and he’s a little delirious. I almost find myself getting to like him.”

“Do you ever chat to him?”

“We say hello and goodbye, but that’s all. Today he just dozed off.”

“I wish him a speedy recovery, Marie. Is that all?”

Marie nods.

“You look after yourself. And don’t breathe a word of this to anyone. Now, run off and give that note to Madame Auzello.”

“You can count on me, Monsieur Meier, I’ll go up right now.”





SEVEN

JUNE 21, 1941

Blanche received Frank’s note in time. When, with the Widow’s approval, Süss summoned Blanche to his office, she confirmed that she was the daughter of a church deacon. Marie Sénéchal came back and told Frank she had delivered the message.

General von Stülpnagel pulled through, and the Ritz lost two of its linden trees but regained some of its tranquility with the departure of Göring, the powdered ogre, who returned to Berlin. Frank’s greatest challenge in the bar now is how to rein in Lafont, his stooges, and his floozies. Frank can tell that Georges is seduced by Lafont’s manly swagger and his flashy suits, but a deep-seated respect for the Ritz still holds him back. Tonight, there was even a small victory. Coming from a meeting in one of the hotel lounges, Henri Lafont and Joseph Joanovici popped their heads around the door of the bar and stood there for a moment, hesitating about whether to go in, an instinctive reflex of their social insecurity.

Frank and Luciano were preparing an order and, stoically, did not even look up. Although he felt self-conscious, Georges did not say anything either and the bar guests carried on their conversation as though nothing had happened. The two racketeers sneered and retreated.

At closing time, Frank is whistling at the thought of Marie-Louise Ritz being forced to offer a groveling apology to the Auzellos after Claude sent an angry message to Baron Pfyffer yesterday morning denouncing the “odious investigation” Süss has been conducting into his wife. According to the report by Marie Sénéchal, Süss and the Widow almost came to blows, which delighted Frank no end. But when Monsieur Süss turns up shortly after midnight, stony-faced, Frank immediately realizes that the good times have come to an end.

Süss sits at the far end of the bar; he has not come to drink.

“I’m sure we can come to some agreement, Herr Meier,” he says by way of greeting.

Frank says nothing.

“Herr Meier”—he talks to me like the Nazis.

“As I’m sure you’ve already heard,” Süss says, “I’ve been reprimanded by Claude Auzello. The idiot ranted and raved and waved his marriage certificate in my face as though it were proof of anything. A very plausible document as it happens—almost beyond reproach, I would say. Miss Blanche Ross, born in Cleveland, Ohio. But there was one detail that immediately caught my attention. Why on earth is their marriage certificate dated 1931, when they were married in 1925?”

Frank’s jaw tightens.

“Needless to say, I was intrigued. So, yesterday morning I asked to see Madame Auzello’s passport on the pretext that the Gestapo now requires an identity document for all guests staying at the Ritz. And, can you imagine? Her passport is also dated 1931. Quite a coincidence, don’t you think? Of course, I made sure to note the name of the American consul who signed the marriage certificate.”

Süss pauses for a moment. Frank waits to hear what is coming next, though he already knows that all is lost. Süss slowly relates his story, reveling in the details of his investigation. He explains how he managed to get hold of the Texas-born diplomat, “now redeployed to London.” How he learned that the man was crippled with gambling debts. And how, for almost nothing, and without even having to set foot outside the Ritz, he was able to get all the information he needed from the man. “A little quid pro quo.” Süss now knows everything: that Blanche is Jewish, that Claude lied, and that Frank was involved.

“I should point out that I have not yet said anything about this to Madame Ritz,” Süss continues. “I have nothing against Madame Auzello personally, believe me. Let us just say that I would prefer to keep the information as an insurance policy and negotiate a deal that will give every one of us some peace of mind.”

The blood drains from Frank’s face as he takes it all in. Süss goes on to explain that, last winter, on the advice of Karl Haberstock, he met with an elderly Jewish surgeon, an art lover with one of the finest private collections in Paris.

“A very important meeting, one that provided me with contacts for notable Jewish families.”

Those contacts are critical to his mission: Göring, now returned to Berlin, has tasked Süss with tracking down art from Jewish artists to satisfy the appetite of German art dealers, a service the Widow believes is critical to the Ritz continuing to stay open and in favor.

But there is a hitch. “Göring’s greed is insatiable,” Süss says in a confidential tone. “He may no longer be here in Paris, but he left strict orders. He hoards, he loots, he pillages… You know, I believe I will have one of your cocktails after all. Could you make me a Pompadour?”

Frank is distraught, and he still cannot work out what Süss is driving at. While he mixes the cocktail, he is careful not to miss a word. The Nazis are plundering Jewish families of anything of value: paintings, sculptures, tapestries, instruments, clocks. And the pace has been increasing over the past month, ever since Haberstock’s surgeon introduced Süss to his solicitor, who is now acting as a middleman.

“The sort of individual you would never allow in your bar, Frank. Flabby and overweight, with bushy eyebrows and terrible facial tics. He’s filthy and he sweats like a pig. But every Tuesday I have to go to see him in a musty apartment where this disgusting individual breeds rabbits among the Renoir drawings and the Frans Hals studies. And it’s impossible to bypass him.”

As a middleman, the solicitor takes a ten percent commission on every sale. If only Süss could find a way to circumvent the solicitor, he and the Jewish families could share the commission without a word to the Germans. But this has proved impossible: the Jewish families have all insisted on dealing with him through the solicitor, even though he is not a Jew himself. Now, Süss has finally found out why.

“In addition to acting as a middleman, the solicitor also manages to acquire excellent fake passports for these Jewish families, allowing them to travel to Marseille or Lisbon, and from there to America. They sell their art exclusively through him, and he helps them escape.”

Frank says nothing, but hands the Pompadour to Süss, who raises the glass in a gesture of appreciation. The deputy manager takes a sip and carries on.

“So, what I was thinking, Frank, is that if I keep quiet about Blanche Auzello’s Jewish origins, you might be able to get me forged passports, safe-conduct passes, or birth certificates—to persuade the Jews to sell to me directly. Since you seem to have made some useful contacts in this matter. Or am I mistaken?”

For a moment, Frank is careful not to nod.

How much does Süss know about his diplomatic network? Does he know that, before the war, Frank was the official barman at all the grand balls hosted by the American embassy on the Avenue Gabriel? Does he know the Portuguese consul invited him to his daughter’s wedding at his home in Estoril? Does he know Frank taught the rudiments of the art of the cocktail to the military attaché of the Romanian delegation?

Whatever the case, Süss seems confident. He has thought this through.

“And as you are already in the habit of discreetly passing betting slips over the bar, the Germans will notice nothing.”

Süss clearly has spies everywhere.

Shaken, Frank pours himself a whisky and takes a quick gulp. Between them floats the possibility of a deal.

“You know what?” says Süss after a moment’s silence. “Göring would pay a king’s ransom for a sketch by Cranach the Elder, one of his favorite artists. The one who, and I quote, ‘best represents German genius.’ Oh, from time to time, he will buy a Picasso or a Monet, but only in the hope that he might later exchange them for a painting by a great sixteenth-century master. He stores them in the Jeu de Paume and calls them his ‘hostages.’ ”

Cranach versus Picasso, classical versus contemporary, this is the other battlefield in this war in which Süss is an unscrupulous mercenary. His eyes unmoving, he murmurs that he does not question orders, he prefers to lie in wait.

“I cover for you about Blanche Auzello, you get me some forged papers, and I pay you a commission. You have two days to decide. Good night, Frank.”

The barman is in shock. Can he trust Süss?



Do I really have a choice?

Alone with the enormity of this conversation, Frank isn’t sure. How does Süss know about the betting slips? His thoughts are racing, but it feels futile: the answers will not come. He closes the bar and slowly wanders home through the dark deserted city. At home, he paces his apartment, desperately trying to think of a plan, a strategy, but there is none. By the time he goes to bed, the sun is already over the horizon.





EIGHT

JUNE 22, 1941

When he is behind the bar at the Ritz, Frank is the boss. But today, as soon as he leaves, he is once again the son of a Jewish weaver from Łódź, the boy from the Tyrolean mountains, the penniless teenager lost in the Vienna of the belle époque. He has one foot in each world; he is no longer there, but never completely here. Who is he this afternoon, as he sits in the waiting room of an embassy where he has been for almost fifteen minutes? The callow youth or the man of the world he has become? A respected barman or a fool in love trying to defend someone else’s wife? He is all of these things, of course. This morning, he contacted Fersen’s office and, despite the fact that it is a Sunday, the Swedish diplomat immediately agreed to meet him. The two men have not seen each other since that night last October when Fersen came to the Ritz bar, but they hold each other in high esteem and both are sensitive to the weaknesses of men.

A portrait of Bernadotte, King of Sweden, hangs on the wall of the embassy. With its magnificent ceilings and the intricately carved cornices, everything here speaks of stability, of continuity, of peaceful times. Here more than anywhere else, Frank can see just how far he has risen in society, even as he contemplates the yawning chasm that will always separate him from the aristocracy.

Göring, Stülpnagel, Speidel, Baron Pfyffer, and Fersen were all aristocrats or upper class. No matter how much war might shuffle the deck, they will always remain at the top, while people like me, the Scheuers, the Süsses, even the Lafonts, struggle on as best we can while we wait for the axe to fall. César Ritz himself came from humble stock.

Although César Ritz rose far above his humble beginnings to be admired and respected, everything was in the hands of the bankers. And had he wanted to found a dynasty, he was doomed to fail. Marie-Louise spent years hiding the fact that her husband was in declining health so that she could take over the business; soon, she too will die and leave their Ritz to her only remaining son, Charley, who will sell it off because he is only interested in fly fishing.

Frank still holds his own fate in his hands. Süss has given him forty-eight hours; there are thirty-six left, and he has not yet decided what he will do. He could choose to do nothing: Süss might be bluffing, or Claude Auzello might find some way to silence him. Then again, the money Süss has offered might prove useful. But what does Frank know about the art market? Nothing. And then there is the question of his moral duty—does he have an obligation to help these frightened families obtain the papers they need to leave? He will take the next day and a half to mull over his churning thoughts. Among them: how long can he continue to live with his conscience intact, in glorious isolation at the Ritz, serving cocktails to Nazis, blind to the horrors outside the hotel?

“Monsieur Meier?”

Frank starts, but quickly regains his composure.

A civil servant leads him into the diplomat’s vast office, which overlooks a lush garden. On a rosewood console table, Fersen has placed a miniature pair of scales. A few Swedish krona keep it lined up with the horizon. A perfect balance.

“Sorry to have kept you waiting, my friend, it’s been a busy day.”

The greeting is commonplace, but the tone is sincere. Frank already knows he has come to the right door. He obliquely explains his situation; Fersen gets the picture, asks no questions, and proceeds in hypotheticals to put him at ease. Gentlemen implicitly understand each other.

The Swedish diplomat is as familiar with the gray area of forged papers as he is with international law, and is prepared to pull strings for people that he trusts. Needless to say, he would not do this himself, “but hypothetically, solutions exist…”

The conversation pauses for a moment and Frank glances at the scales.

“Money?” says Fersen with a smile. “Of course, there are some solutions that require Reichsmarks. But, since I am dealing with you, I would not stoop to imposing such a condition. Besides, if I understand correctly, you are still at the exploratory stage of your… project?”

“Exactly.”

“If there is any way I can be of help, it would be my pleasure. I know that you would wish to express your gratitude—and that does you credit. I am quite sure that, if need be, we could come to an equitable arrangement.”

In that moment, Frank realizes the enormity of what he is asking—and of the favor Fersen is proposing to do him.

“You should come to the bar from time to time,” Frank says, getting to his feet. “General von Stülpnagel is a regular and I think you might learn something interesting.”

Fersen smiles and extends his hand.

“My dear Frank, I know how valuable the conversations at your bar can be. But when it comes to politics, big or small, thankfully I have other networks.”

Beneath the faint Swedish accent, Frank hears the subtle irony characteristic of the Club des Élégants, an irony that impresses without ever insulting.

As he leaves the embassy, he feels as though a weight has been lifted from his shoulders, but the weight of decisions still to be made remains heavy. Unconsciously, he walks back towards the Ritz, he takes stock, hesitates, calculates the risks.

His head is spinning. It is no longer enough to talk and think; he will have to take off the kid gloves and get his hands dirty. Regardless of what he decides between now and tomorrow, he will find himself in a new world. A world where he will be more isolated than ever.

Turning into the Rue Cambon, he checks his watch. He still has thirty-five hours to decide.





NINE

JUNE 23, 1941

Having arrived in the early afternoon, Frank is propped at the bar, thumbing through yesterday’s newspapers while he waits for Georges. They need to come up with a plan to ensure they have an adequate supply of alcohol for the coming weeks. The situation in the hospitality industry has been rapidly deteriorating. Over the past few days, the story has made headlines on the front pages of Le Matin and Paris-soir. There have been urgent calls to regulate the sale of wine, as stocks are running low, and there are hopes that the new ration cards for tobacco will put an end to bootlegging and fraud.

The bar has hardly opened when Charles Bedaux strides in. He sneeringly jabs a finger at the newspapers on the bar.

“You can forget all that bullshit. We’re about to witness the grand finale! Can you believe it? Four million German troops crossing the Russian steppes: the greatest military invasion of all time, a total war that will exterminate the greatest enemy of Europe! Even Churchill ought to help us crush the Soviets and, once we’ve done that, we can find a way to make peace. Give me a whisky sour, Frank. Did you hear Joe Louis KO’d Billy Conn in the thirteenth round at the Polo Grounds in New York? What wouldn’t I have paid to have a ringside seat for that! I know the Nazis hate Joe because he’s a Negro, but I love the way he boxes. You ever see him fight? He’s got the most amazing reach. When he throws a jab, nobody can dodge it. That’s what’s going to happen to the commies, you’ll see. The Nazis will put the Russians on the mat in a matter of weeks.”

He knocks back his drink and gives Frank a conspiratorial look.

“Just between us, Frank, the Wehrmacht is like Joe Louis. It utterly destroys its opponent. You’re skeptical—you don’t have to say anything, I know! But after tonight, nothing will ever be the same again. You just need to be sure that you bet on the right side. You’ve always been partial to a little bet, haven’t you, Frank? This is the biggest bet of them all, one that involves the future of the world. You can take my word for it, I see the phenomenal power of the Nazis every day, and I can tell you nothing is going to stand in their way. You think about that, you old rogue!”

Frank Meier has never been a fan of communism, quite the contrary. As a self-made man, he is deeply suspicious of the idea of the class struggle. He thinks the Bolsheviks are a blight on society. Like Pétain, he despises commies. They are anti-French. Now, with the Germans invading the Soviet Union, he is disconcerted to think that he and the Nazis might have a common enemy.

“I’ll tell you this,” says Bedaux, “Operation Barbarossa is all anyone can talk about, and it has shifted the balance of power. I’m finally going to be appointed as an adviser to the Vichy government, I heard it from the lawyer Fernand de Brinon himself.”

The Nazi invasion of the USSR is confirmed by the small handful of Wehrmacht officers in the bar. There will be no crowds tonight. Georges and Luciano are not pleased: there will not be much in the way of tips.

Bedaux orders a second whisky sour and continues to prattle on to Frank. He rambles about his tiresome wife, the “bloody American passport” that still earns him suspicious looks from members of the Vichy regime, and complains that Coco Chanel has been pestering him again about her lawsuit against her Jewish partners.

Before long the bar is deserted; Frank sends Georges and Luciano home and Bedaux asks for one more drink for the road. Frank goes heavy on the Jack Daniel’s to loosen Bedaux’s tongue. Within a minute of taking his first sip, Bedaux lets slip a vital piece of information:

“With everything that’s been going on, I forgot to tell you about Monsieur Süss! I ran into him in the hotel lobby last night. The poor bastard seems completely overwhelmed. He’s been careering around the city like a madman and, from what I hear, he’s persona non grata among Göring’s entourage. Haberstock tells me that the Gestapo are very interested in what Süss got up to when he lived in Vienna. They’re wondering why he suddenly showed up in Paris three years ago. Was he running away from something? Is he anti-Nazi, a Jew, maybe even a communist? I tell you, that supercilious flunky is on his way out.”

How much truth is there in this rumor?

Frank begins to warm to the idea of accepting Süss’s deal. He is acting purely on instinct: if Bedaux hates Süss, he can’t be all that bad.

In that moment, he decides what he needs to do. He will protect Blanche and put the commission money aside to safeguard his future. Süss is right: you have to have connections. And Frank’s underworld connections are flimsy at best. Speidel is only a low-ranking officer; Georges is walking a tightrope between honesty and temptation; as for Claude Auzello, in his newly appointed role of stocktaker for the Ritz kitchens, when not in the hotel kitchens worrying about orders for jams or eggplants, he spends his time brooding in his apartments.

Better to live with remorse than regrets, Frank thinks. And while the decision affords him neither pride nor consolation, at least he might get a little sleep tonight. If I feel remorse, it will be for something I did. Regret would mean doing nothing.





TEN

JULY 15, 1941

Since June 23, the newspapers have been filled with articles about Operation Barbarossa, the Wehrmacht military successes, and the imminent defeat of Stalin, whom they claim has already fled Moscow. Only a few column inches are devoted to the food shortages in France.

But wine is in very short supply, even in Bordeaux and Béziers.

Hermann Göring, who is spending the weekend at the Ritz, is obsessed with what is happening on the Eastern Front. “In less than four months, the Soviet Union will collapse,” he tells anyone willing to listen.

Elmiger has been trying to assert his authority over the restaurant and room service staff; he has fired a handful of employees and is carefully monitoring the training of new recruits, leaving Süss to deal with the supplies.

At Frank’s bar, things are quieting. As always, his regular clientele has decamped to their summer homes by the sea. Travel to Normandy and Brittany is still forbidden, but many have managed to secure safe-conduct passes to travel to the Mediterranean.

Frank has remained in Paris. He is still getting very little sleep—for a whole week, he has been kept awake by a vicious toothache, but that’s almost a welcome distraction from his abject fear. Over the past three weeks, he has given Süss two fake passports and three safe-conduct passes.

He and Fersen worked out the details of their arrangement at the end of June in a bar in Saint-Lazare where there was no risk of being recognized. Each document will cost a few hundred Reichsmarks, all of which will go to the forger. Frank paid the up-front costs out of his own pocket since he could not bring himself to ask Süss for money. Fersen says he will take no commission, and Frank believes him. He plans to show his gratitude with a bottle of Denis-Mounié cognac or Château Cheval Blanc, which Fersen has not been able to get for far too long. When it comes to supplies, even diplomats do not have the same access as the Ritz.

The two men meet every second Sunday morning in the gardens of the Swedish embassy. The barman arrives with a duffel bag filled with banknotes. In exchange, the forged papers are delivered to cafés which, for a few Reichsmarks to the owners, serve as dead letter boxes. “It’s vital that no one sees us together,” insists Fersen, though he did come to the Ritz bar one night to meet General von Stülpnagel. When Frank was closing up, he found two safe-conduct passes for the Free Zone tucked in among the racing programs. As long as we keep things slow and steady, this should be manageable, thinks Frank. But he often breaks into a cold sweat, and is exhausted at endlessly having to lie to Speidel and Stülpnagel, who are now regulars, perched at the bar, as they were tonight.



“Can you tell me where Saint-Brieuc is, Herr Meier?”

“Brittany, Colonel.”

“Ah, so you were right, General.”

Speidel and Stülpnagel shared a supper of scallops from Saint-Brieuc flambéed in Armagnac, served with a 1937 Saint-Hippolyte, and are now at the bar sipping glasses of pear brandy. The comfortable life of a Wehrmacht officer in Paris. While Frank mixes two Bee’s Knees for Laura Corrigan and one of her friends sitting at the back of the bar, he listens to their conversation.

“Göring might only come to Paris for the occasional weekend now, but what he and his lackeys are doing has given the green light to the other looters,” Stülpnagel says. “A pack of scoundrels from our own ranks have turned Paris into a self-service shop, and the Nazi Party is covering for them.”

The colonel shrugs as if to say: what can we do?

“Don’t get me wrong, Speidel, I think it is only right and proper that we should profit. After all, it was France that crippled us with their Treaty of Versailles; now it has to accept defeat. But these day-to-day humiliations suffered by the people of Paris have been stoking their anger and resentment. Did you see last month’s parade marking the anniversary of our entry into Paris? A lot of the French women were wearing black ribbons in their hair. It was Jünger who finally enlightened me: they were in mourning, right under our noses! The captain was amused, but I did not find it funny.”

“Herr Meier, could I get another, please?”

Stülpnagel and Speidel make a point of speaking to Frank in French. Perhaps they have forgotten that his mother tongue is German and he can understand everything they say. Or perhaps it is simply that they are drunk. Stülpnagel is explaining that he recently gave orders for the house lights to remain on in cinemas during the screening of German newsreels, because under cover of darkness the audience would boo.

“The mood in Paris is increasingly hostile, don’t you find? We need to ease off a little. What would you do in my position, Speidel?”

The colonel evades the question by talking about an investigation he has entrusted to Jünger into the power struggles between the Wehrmacht and the Nazi Party dignitaries.

As for Stülpnagel, he is not prepared to wait. A single conversation with Jünger was enough: Nazi looting has to be curtailed, and quickly. Otherwise, the civilian populace will become incensed and cause trouble, forcing the army to crack down, triggering a vicious spiral.

“Jünger talked at length about the inability of the German aristocracy and old bourgeoisie to rein in the Nazis, who have turned brutish violence into a way of life…”

This is the true war, thinks Frank. A war that is fought within each camp, and within each and every one of us. He is still thinking of something that Süss said after coming back from an evening among the big shots at Lafont’s place: “This cruelty is part of the human condition.”

“The German upper classes were very useful to Hitler during his rise to power,” says Stülpnagel. “After all, they’re the ones who elected him chancellor. But they’ve become a stumbling block to him. Jünger thinks the reason we find it so difficult to curb the excesses of Nazi bigwigs is that our sense of propriety is no match for their rampant sadism. In a very real sense, my role here in Paris is to ensure a certain level of restraint. If by some misfortune we lose what little control we have over the SS, occupied France will quickly devolve into a lawless regime.”

Speidel looks bewildered. He drains the last of his brandy and is silent for a moment. Clearly, he is worried by what he has just heard.

“Is that also Captain Jünger’s view of Germany?” he says finally.

“I didn’t dare ask. Our discussion would have been more than enough to put us in a very difficult position if the Gestapo had overheard. After all, there are some who claim that Jünger is one of the Führer’s protégés. Damned if I can understand why, Speidel.”

Frank can hardly believe his ears. On the surface the Germans appear to be a highly disciplined wolf pack, an indissoluble unit. In reality, they are at each other’s throats.

The two men order some more pear brandy; Frank worries that they will finally realize that he can hear them, but Stülpnagel simply carries on. The conversation with Jünger has been playing on his mind for the past three days, he confesses. Something is changing in France, and his desire to go back to Germany is growing stronger by the day.

“What exactly are we doing here, Speidel? What have we been doing for the past year?”

“I can see our bookish agitator is having a taxing effect on you, Herr General,” says Speidel with a little chuckle.

This is the hour when brandy begets truth.

“Jünger? Yes, perhaps… I’ve been thinking more and more of a conversation I had with him recently. He was going on and on about Eumeninae, some small species of wasp. Known to be quite vengeful little creatures. He’s a strange man, fascinated by insects… but if I am honest, I have to say I’ve come to see us through Jünger’s eyes: a nest of greedy, retributive wasps.”

The general trails off, staring into his empty glass.





ELEVEN

AUGUST 27, 1941

Yesterday, Frank got a letter from his son, Jean-Jacques, who has tired of hearing about German advances on the Eastern Front and the North African campaign. His son ends with these words: “We want to be able to live in the here and now.” But, Frank thinks, in the here and now, protesters are being rounded up. In the here and now, people are being slaughtered. In the here and now, the walls of Paris are plastered with posters for an exhibition at the Palais Berlitz: Jews and France.



“The realists are doing everything they can to escape,” says a hoarse voice.

As ever, Blanche appears in the doorway just as Frank is about to close up. She is wearing a blue serge coat with a black fur collar, her smile dark. Her pale complexion is set off by a chignon held in place by a hairpin of carved ivory encrusted with gold and diamonds. The sudden wave of joy he feels initially catches Frank off guard, but then he understands. What attracts him to Blanche, much more than her beauty, is everything that, deep down, he seems to be lacking in these troubled times: her impudence, her sense of humor, her bluntness. She has a certain sangfroid in the face of hardship that Frank cannot help but envy.

Frank is pleased to see that Blanche is almost entirely her old self again, and even ventures out into the city from time to time. Tonight, she has come to talk to him about someone she met earlier this afternoon, a thin, elderly Jew from the Marais, a friend of Lily Kharmayeff. They met at the Café de la Paix because the man did not want Blanche to come to his home, so ashamed is he of the grinding poverty that now pervades the historic Jewish quarter. He lives on the Rue des Écouffes, in Saint-Paul, less than half an hour’s walk from the Ritz.

Blanche is still shaken by the encounter.

“His name is Joachim Ruderman, he is seventy-three, he lives on his own and he would do anything to go to his younger sister, who emigrated to Chicago fifteen years ago. He has never been outside Europe in his life, but now, he knows he has to leave. Everywhere he goes, he can feel the vicious hatred of the Jews, everywhere he goes he feels as though he were a hunted animal. A terrible catastrophe is looming and all he wants is to die in peace. Monsieur Ruderman told me that, ten days ago, a man who managed to escape from Zborów came to hide out in his building. One night, all the tenants in the building gathered in the living room of the Ackermann family and listened as this man, a peasant farmer, described the horrors he experienced this past summer. The Nazis marched into Zborów on July 4; three days later, they massacred every Jew in the city. The Einsatzgruppen forced them to dig their own graves, ordered them to lie down top to tail in the trench, and shot them one by one: six hundred people. They didn’t scream, they didn’t beg: they knew there was nothing they could do to escape death. The farmer said that he was requisitioned by the SS to lead Jews to the mass grave, where for hours they heard the groans of victims dying under the mass of tangled bodies. He saw a six-year-old boy crawling over the bodies to get to his dead mother; the child was sobbing his heart out until an SS officer in shirtsleeves, swigging from a bottle of schnapps, shot the child in the head to cheers and laughter from the others.”

How could anyone believe such a story? Is this man a liar? When he fought on the Somme, Frank knew men who made up all manner of horrors just to scare people. This peasant farmer could have been sent by the Germans to frighten Western Jews—it has become so difficult to distinguish fact from fiction.

Or what if Ruderman is right? Could such a thing be possible?

“I know it sounds unbelievable,” Blanche says, her face streaked with tears. “But if you had looked into his eyes, Frank! He wasn’t lying, I’m sure of it. And I wondered whether…”

Frank stops her with a gentle gesture. He knows where this is going. Right now, everyone is dreaming of acquiring a fake passport.

“He says he will not stay in France any longer,” Blanche goes on, “he fears the worst. I thought about asking Laura Corrigan, she’s supposed to be well connected, but I hate the woman. Oh, Frank, I’m begging you. You helped me stay; will you help this man leave? I’m begging you, if you know a way…”

Frank hesitates. No one other than Süss can know that he has connections who can supply forged papers. But he looks into Blanche’s eyes, and her gentle compassion melts his heart.

“I’ll see what I can do,” he says.

Frank already knows what he is going to do. He will get a false passport for Monsieur Ruderman from Fersen, at his own expense. Süss has finally paid him, and very handsomely, he cannot complain. His legs almost give way as Blanche leans over and kisses his cheek.

“You have such courage, madame,” he says.

Once again, she bursts into tears. Frank is overcome by Blanche’s tenderness. He dares to lay his hand on hers. His courage returns. Blanche stares at him intently. She grasps his hand and brings it to her face. The hand he uses to select bottles and mix cocktails awkwardly brushes against Blanche’s cheek. Frank wavers, his courage flailing. He does not know what to do. He can feel the soft warmth of her tear-streaked skin against his palm.

Overcome with emotion, he thinks about stroking her hair, wishes he could bury his fingers in her unraveling chignon. His head is spinning. Listen to your heart! He longs to kiss her, comfort her, embrace her. What the hell are you waiting for? Suddenly, a series of muffled thuds makes them start. Blanche sits up straight, pulling sharply away from Frank. It sounds as though a stack of empty crates in the cellar has toppled over. Warily, Frank turns round. He hears more crates falling.

“Who’s down there?”

The barman’s gruff tone masks his fear.

“Who’s there?”

As the cellar door creaks open, Blanche gives a frightened cry. She gets to her feet, takes a step back, and holds her breath. Frank is standing ramrod straight, his every muscle tensed, as he stares at the door. He glances towards the ice pick in the sink. Is it a Kraut?

Then, behind the dark half-open door, Frank sees Luciano’s pale face. Relieved, he relaxes his muscles and leans against the bar.

“What are you doing here, lad? It’s very late!”

“I forgot my penknife, m’sieur. You were talking and I didn’t want to disturb you.”

“You were spying on us!” says Blanche.

“I wasn’t, madame, honestly.”

The young apprentice blushes to the roots of his hair, clear proof that he overheard everything.

“Right, get off to bed!” Frank barks.

Not daring to look them in the eye, the boy bids a sheepish goodnight, pulls on his jacket and disappears into the hallway.

“I suppose you’re aware your apprentice probably thinks we’re lovers?” Blanche laughs and Frank feels a sudden flush of cold.

“Don’t worry, madame, I can vouch for his loyalty. Luciano is like a son to me. He won’t repeat a word, I can promise you that.”

For a moment, Frank considers telling Blanche that Luciano is also a Jew but changes his mind. Never break the golden rule.

But still, I’ll need to have a quiet word with the boy tomorrow night.

Blanche decides to go up to her apartments. She puts on her coat and heads for the door. Frank can see that she has been shaken by this incident and unsettled by what almost happened between them tonight.

Did it almost happen? Or did I imagine it? If she turns round again before she leaves, I’ll find the courage to kiss her someday, he bargains.

On the threshold, Blanche pauses and turns back. Frank holds his breath.

“Good night, Frank.”

“Good night, madame…”

He listens to the click of high heels on marble as she walks down the hall.

Frank lights a cigarette, watching the smoke spiral towards the ceiling as he slowly exhales. He leans back against the bar, troubled, confused, pathetically hopeful.






PART FOUR [image: ] WAR OF ATTRITION

FEBRUARY–JULY 1942






ONE

FEBRUARY 20, 1942

German U-boats are sinking oil tankers in the West Indies. Japan has invaded Singapore, threatening British interests; the United States has joined the war in the Pacific. “THIS IS NOW A WORLD WAR” reads this morning’s headline in Le Matin. In Paris, no one pays any heed; it is the dead of winter and they have more serious worries. Every night, it freezes hard enough to split the stones. Cats are gradually vanishing from the streets, but not because of the cold: because the people in Paris are starving. The newspapers do their best to warn of transmissible disease from the animals, but it makes no difference.

At the beggar’s banquet, we spread our bread with cat pâté.



While Paris sinks into cold and hunger, at the Ritz bar, business is booming. The hotel is sold out every night, or almost. People drink, laugh, toast, and twirl in the warmth. Süss, who makes no attempt now to hide his morbid irony when he joins Frank after closing time, calls the Ritz “the glamour bunker.”

While Frank is still supplying Süss with forged papers, it is becoming impossible to hide the disappearance of the vintage wines he has been giving to Fersen, so the diplomat has asked for some spiritual nourishment instead: Zweig, Freud, Kessel… the list of banned authors has been growing, and Fersen is an avid reader. Together, they have already helped some thirty Jews escape. For Frank, it means there is money coming in. Standing in front of the mirror in the morning, he sometimes wonders if that makes him a profiteer. He is not always sure of the answer.

Georges Scheuer is unaware of what is going on behind the bar. Georges has adopted the Nazis’ obsession with bodybuilding and regularly goes to a gym. The Widow approves; Frank simply sighs.

Tonight, the bar is packed and Frank is busily slicing lemons and decanting maraschino cherries.

“Monsieur? General von Stülpnagel is coming,” says Luciano.

Back in December, the general would come down several times a week—like a predator at a watering hole, he came to quench his thirst for gossip and kill the day’s fatigue. Now, he comes less frequently. This is his first appearance in more than ten days.

Frank abandons the lemons and the cherries and rushes out from behind the bar to show the general to his favorite table.

“Guten Abend, Herr Meier. Could I have a Royal Highball, please, and… perhaps a glass of champagne for yourself, if you’d care to join me for a moment,” says Stülpnagel, taking his seat. Seeing the wary look on Frank’s face, he continues: “I shall be leaving Paris the day after tomorrow, so I’ve come to say goodbye, and to thank you. I have asked to be relieved of my duties.”

“Why is that, General?”

“There are decisions that have become too difficult for me to make. I would rather give the responsibility to a younger general officer who is better equipped for such an onerous task. Actually, a cousin of mine will be taking over. Carl-Heinrich von Stülpnagel. And you should be happy—he is much more sociable than I am. A lively young man.”

“I’m flattered.” Frank raises his glass.

“What shall we say… to health and prosperity?”

“Thank you, Frank. To your good health, and may providence watch over you.”

Frank feels a pang of loss at the news and instantly regrets it. After all, this is a man who had a hundred Jews shot last Christmas.

Stülpnagel found some decisions too difficult to make? That didn’t stop him making them.

He goes back behind the bar and watches Speidel, who has joined Stülpnagel at his table. Relieved of duties? I bet! The evidence suggests the general has been forced out in a palace coup that revealed deep rifts in the Nazi High Command, which, as Stülpnagel so aptly described, is run by sadists. Frank feels a great weight settle on his shoulders. It has taken him so long to get his bearings in the regime, and now he will have to start afresh.

Do I even have the energy to try to win over this cousin of his?

Frank realizes that—in a rare lapse—he forgot to add an olive to the dry Martini he has just made.





TWO

FEBRUARY 28, 1942

Luciano is sitting on a beer barrel in the cellar whittling corks with his Swiss Army knife when Frank asks him to go lend a hand in the restaurant.

Orders from Elmiger.

The boy cannot believe his eyes when he arrives in the kitchen to discover more than 100 pounds of frozen meat. Packed in zinc crates filled with ice, the pieces are hard as granite. German officers and a health inspector are supervising the chef, who has been ordered to cook the meat that evening. It takes a moment for Luciano to work out that the Wehrmacht is testing freezing techniques in order to supply the Eastern Front.

The bar is about to open when Süss enters. Frank notices that, like the meat, the deputy manager’s face is frozen and deathly pale. After making sure that Georges and Luciano are not there, he takes a seat at the bar. He looks very shaken. Frank thinks this may be due to Göring’s imminent return. Unless Süss has heard from the sleazy solicitor they cut out from their forged papers scheme? For the past eight months, Frank has worried that the former middleman will show up demanding his commission.

Süss orders a cognac.

“I’ve just come from Picasso’s studio,” he says.

Over the past week, Süss has barely been able to sleep, so frantically has he been rooting out works of art in advance of Göring’s return. He has already managed to get his hands on a Manet and a Velázquez, and, two days ago, in one of the galleries that still holds clandestine exhibitions, he confiscated an Utrillo canvas.

Picasso has hardly shown his face since the Germans marched into Paris, but a meeting was finally arranged through the good offices of Jean Cocteau. The maestro opened his door wearing a full-length beige sheepskin coat, Süss tells Frank. He did not respond to Süss’s greeting, but his wide eyes silently studied him. “He clearly enjoyed making me feel uncomfortable,” Süss observes. After a moment, Picasso ushered the man inside, saying he was honored to welcome “the emissary of the Great Huntsman” to his modest home. He knew precisely why Süss had come to visit his studio on the Rue des Grands-Augustins. “Make yourself at home,” said Picasso, stepping aside, “since it appears you make yourselves at home everywhere.”

“I wish I’d made some witty comeback,” says Süss, “if only to earn a little respect. But nothing occurred to me.”

Picasso and Cocteau immediately disappeared.

“I found myself alone, surrounded by his paintings, and—could you pour me another brandy, Frank? Just a little one. I still have a lot of work to do. Anyway, there I was, surrounded by these canvases, and, I tell you, it was a revelation. I don’t know whether I was amazed or disturbed by the power of his work. There were dozens and dozens of them, some hanging, others leaning against the wall, and it just exploded in my face. All the horrors of war were there. The twisted forms, the deconstructed faces, the brutal colors, it was unbearable. And suddenly it dawned on me why Göring loathes Picasso: the truth is that he fears him as though he were the devil himself.”

Süss picked out two canvases: a woman reclining on her sofa, a small painting that he hid in his apartments, and a larger one of a woman weeping that he sent to join the Reichsmarschall’s “hostages” in the gallery at the Jeu de Paume.

“It’s only fair that we make a little money while helping the devastated humanity I saw in those Picasso paintings, don’t you agree? So, anyway, I—Oh, good evening, Georges.”

“Good evening, sir.” Georges nods at Süss and slips in behind the bar.

Süss drains his glass and leaves the two men to open up. As Frank prepares to silently welcome a host of other eminent collaborators, he thinks about what he has just heard.

Who would have thought that even Süss could have doubts about this war?

If this cold-blooded animal has decided to take a more moral approach to their clandestine business, it might alleviate Frank’s nagging toothache. But his intuition tells him that he is not yet done grinding his teeth in his sleep.





THREE

MARCH 4, 1942

The bombs rained down for over an hour. To the west of the city, Billancourt, Neuilly, and Clamart are plunged into fear and grief. War has reached the gates of the city, hammering loud and hard. During the night, RAF Bomber Command shelled the Renault car factories, leaving hundreds of people dead and more than a thousand wounded.

A complete bloodbath.

It’s the only thing people are talking about in the Ritz bar tonight. In a state of shock, the upper class instinctively huddles together. They need somewhere safe and comforting to ask the question on everyone’s lips: how could the Nazis have let the British air force get so close to Paris?

“Next time, maybe they’ll target the Ritz,” says Laura Corrigan with a mischievous grin. “What better way to wipe out the Nazi top brass!”

“Don’t say such things,” snaps Florence Gould, “you’ll bring us bad luck! But there has to be an explanation—I must have a word with Speidel or Jünger.”

Florence adjusts her moiré silk wrap and swallows the last of her champagne in one gulp to fortify herself. Next to her, Barbara Hutton has not said a word, nor has she touched her glass of brandy. Her slender face, haloed by a chignon of blonde hair, is so pale and perfectly still that she looks like a waxwork. Serge Lifar, on the other hand, downed two whiskies in the space of ten minutes, and has just ordered a third. Only Sacha Guitry still has the strength to fight dismay with wit:

“If the Great Scythe should gatecrash our little party, my friends, our nerves will be sorely tested. I find it is easier to think about death in the morning; at night, it is too terribly dreary…”

Frank watches as the wave of fear unfurls before his eyes. Since the beginning of the war, the well-heeled have believed themselves completely safe. They had money, excellent company, and privilege: surely they were shielded from danger? But bombs are a very different matter. Any soldier who has been in the trenches is familiar with the rain of steel; it is something he will never forget. He knows a bombing raid is a lottery. One stroke of bad luck and it’s lights out. And that constant whistling of the shells is enough to drive you mad. At noon, Maréchal Pétain was on the radio, assuring listeners that he was mourning with the rest of Paris. No one at the Ritz found his speech moving. What is Pétain’s government doing to protect the city from being bombed? If Charles Bedaux were still here, they would ask him, but yesterday he finally left to go to Vichy, where his appointment has been “imminent” for several months now.

The evening is foundering in futile recriminations when a voice that has not been heard in the Ritz for more than six years roars:

“Mesdames et messieurs, bonsoir!”

Everyone in the bar suddenly freezes, as though the two women who just walked in were parachuted from an RAF fighter.

Frank is the first to regain his composure.

“Miss Kharmayeff, Madame Auzello. Welcome.”

Lily Kharmayeff is back. She has tucked her tight chignon under her beret and come dressed as a man, sporting a tailored blue suit, a white dress shirt set off with a black velvet polka-dot tie, and a pair of leather loafers. With her defiant air and the cigarette dangling from her lips, she looks like Marlene Dietrich. Standing next to her is Blanche Auzello with an equally steely gaze. Her porcelain complexion is sharply accentuated by her black tailored suit.

“Good evening, Frank.” Blanche flashes him a smile. “Lily surprised us by turning up unexpectedly. What a thrill!”

“Absolutely. And how are you, Miss Kharmayeff?”

“I have no idea how I’m feeling, Frank. What would you recommend for a mood somewhere between despair and fury?”

“That calls for a classic. I would recommend a dry Martini.”

Behind them, the bar begins to empty.

Everyone knows that Lily Kharmayeff is persona non grata at the Ritz. The former dancer goads her detractors with a cheery goodnight. Guitry is the only one to respond. He comes and kisses the hands of both women, but even he feels it wise to leave.

“I can see nothing has changed,” Lily says with a peal of laughter. “Spinelessness is still in fashion. Such a fine bevy of lackeys.”

“You can see why I was not prepared to come alone,” says Blanche.

“Of course, chérie. What about you, Frank? Aren’t you afraid to see me here in your bar?”

The Martinis are ready.

“Why would I be afraid, mademoiselle?”

“Because the Widow will hear that I popped in for a drink,” she says with a giggle. “You do realize that you could be in serious trouble for not having me kicked out.”

“Everything seems fine so far,” the barman says calmly.

“You are a real gentleman, Frank. Your good health!”

A gentleman heading for a whole bunch of trouble. How could the Widow possibly ignore this deliberate insult? He has not had Kharmayeff thrown out quite simply because he cannot refuse Blanche anything. But he is on the alert and discreetly signals to Luciano, who takes up position at the door, so that if Süss or Elmiger shows up unexpectedly Frank won’t be completely unprepared.

In the meantime, Lily has drained her glass and is staring into the distance. Suddenly, there is absolutely nothing provocative about her.

“Since we’re among friends, I’d like to thank you for agreeing to help Monsieur Ruderman,” she says, her tone suddenly serious. “Such a pity, that…”

She trails off.

Like everyone in Paris, Frank knows that several hundred Jewish notables were arrested shortly before Christmas. Monsieur Ruderman had delayed his departure and was caught in the roundup with other retired magistrates.

“Have you heard about the Jewish internment camp in Compiègne?” says Blanche.

“I’ve heard of it, yes.” Frank keeps his tone even; this is not the time or place for such a conversation.

“The people there are French Jews, Frank! And the conditions they’re being held in are appalling. Tell him, Lily.” Blanche nudges her friend, who lowers her voice and begins to speak.

“Joachim Ruderman managed to get a letter to me. He could be executed just for sending it. What he wrote was horrendous. Thirty people are housed in barrack rooms built for fifteen, they have to sleep on lice-ridden straw mattresses on iron bedsteads. All the windows are broken, allowing the icy wind to blow in day and night. Many of them have fallen sick. Their food rations are inadequate. They are terribly emaciated and covered in sores from the lice. The toilets are filthy, and during the night, they are forced to use old feeding troughs as urinals. In the three months they have been there, they have only been allowed to shower once. We wouldn’t treat animals like that…”

“Can you imagine, Frank?” Blanche interjects, furious. “And no one is talking about it—certainly not your man Pétain. These people are French citizens, for God’s sake!”

“I know, madame.”

These days, Frank prefers not to think about the maréchal. His admiration for the man has waned significantly. He wonders how Lily managed to receive a letter from Ruderman when Süss has told him that even the wealthiest Jewish families are complaining that they have had no news of relatives interned in Compiègne.

She must have very good contacts.

When did she come back to Paris?

And why? Could Lily Kharmayeff be a Bolshevik?

By tomorrow, everyone in the hotel will know the two women were in the bar tonight. Just as things were finally beginning to calm down, Blanche has given the Widow the perfect excuse to get rid of her. Then there is Claude Auzello. The reason the Nazis tolerate Claude’s open hostility—it isn’t every day one refuses to shake hands with a general—is because, within the confines of the Ritz, he and Blanche are harmless. But Kharmayeff? She is a very different matter. He polishes the Baccarat champagne flutes to keep his hands busy and ease the dull anxiety he can feel welling inside.

“Have you heard about this, Frank?” says Blanche, interrupting his thoughts.

“I’m sorry, madame, what were you talking about?” Franks picks up another spotless champagne flute and begins to polish it with a dry cloth.

“Joan Fontaine and Olivia de Havilland. Did you know they are sisters?”

“I had no idea.” He replaces the glass, selects another.

“So, last week, they were both nominated for Best Actress at the Oscars in Los Angeles,” Blanche confides in a hushed tone, “Joan won and then blatantly refused to accept her elder sister’s congratulations. Everyone in Hollywood is talking about it!” Blanche is reveling in this piece of gossip. She must be missing America, Frank muses.

“Family is a prison, Blanche,” says Lily Kharmayeff. “You have to know how to escape, how to break your chains.”

“I’d rather not think about it, I have enough on my mind,” Blanche says with a sigh. “Poor Olivia. Life is brutal. But I have not been to see a film in a long time. I miss it. I’m told the cinemas are packed. I suppose people go because at least the place is heated.” Blanche is suddenly sullen.

“Why don’t we go tomorrow afternoon? I would love to see L’Âge d’Or starring Elvire Popesco. A comedy that pokes fun at the nouveaux riches.”

“A film about us, in a sense.” Blanche gives a small smile.

“It seems so. Frank, could you mix us two more Martinis, please?”

“With pleasure, Mademoiselle Kharmayeff.” Frank picks out two Martini glasses, gives them a quick wipe, and begins to work his magic.

As he mixes the drinks he helplessly watches the two women. Lily Kharmayeff holds Blanche in her thrall, even as the stakes mount higher and higher for both of them.

He watches as they laugh, as though they were still happy.




Diary of Frank Meier

We have all changed since this war began. I wish it wasn’t so… but haven’t I always been a man of secrets? Those of my past, my Jewish heritage? But those very same secrets that might once have been innocent, if uncomfortable to share, now dictate whether I live or die. What a fearful man I have become, my very life depending on how well I can convince others I am the upstanding Catholic bartender I pretend to be.

Blanche, too, has her secrets, but it wasn’t always so. She’s become someone I barely recognize at times. So heedless of her safety. Her eagerness to put herself in harm’s way leaves me speechless and makes me miss the times when she laughed freely.

I remember one evening in August 1939. France was yet to declare war on Germany. Blanche was perched at the bar, keeping me company as I attended to the needs of the beau monde. She always flirted a little with the customers but that night she seemed more interested in talking to me. She never could get enough of my time in New York. And she had her stories too, tales of acting in silent movies, life with her many siblings. I was, of course, an eager audience, imagining her as a young woman, with the world laid out at her feet. She was, and still is, such a beauty. The silver screen would have wrapped itself around her.

More charismatic than anyone I have ever known, she captivated me completely. I knew my affections for her had grown into something deeper. I would do anything she asked of me, anything at all. Wasn’t I already supplying her with the morphine she so craved?

But I had already begun to suspect there was little chance she would return my affections, despite our brief kiss weeks earlier. I kept waiting for a sign that she might return my feelings—a lingering touch of her hand, a gaze held a moment too long. Perhaps I had made too much of our moment together, but I could no longer extinguish what she had ignited in my heart. I loved her. Hopelessly.

As the hour crept past midnight and into the early hours of the morning, she finally tired, drained her glass, slipped a green silk shawl over her shoulders, and chastely kissed me goodnight. I felt the imprint of her lips on my cheek long after she left.

I no longer see the same light in Blanche’s eyes, the same lust for life. These days, when I greet her, it’s almost as if we are separated by glass, able to see each other but unable to touch, to feel each other’s warmth. A spark is missing. And though I still yearn for her, yearn for the intimacy we once shared during those long nights in the bar, she feels far beyond my reach. What will happen as this war rages on? How much further will she slip away from me?







FOUR

MARCH 10, 1942

In the waiting room outside the Widow’s office, Frank, seated in a fine rococo armchair, is leafing through the American newspapers on the glass coffee table. Is there a war going on? It is hard to parse, here in Marie-Louise’s lamplit antechamber, with its soothing tones of ocher and red. Regardless, he must open the bar in half an hour and hopes that the Widow won’t keep him.

There is an article in the New York Times giving a detailed account of the trial currently taking place in Riom, south of Vichy. “Maréchal Philippe Pétain seeks to convict those responsible for France’s defeat.” The defendants before the supreme court include Édouard Daladier, General Maurice Gamelin, and former prime minister Léon Blum. Pétain argues that the French military collapse was due to the previous government’s incompetence and negligence. That they entered France into a war unprepared and ill-equipped. But, according to the article, Blum so dazzled the judges that he managed to turn those in the public gallery of the court against the Vichy regime. In a speech of extraordinary eloquence and heartfelt patriotism, the former President of the Council condemned the political choices of Maréchal Pétain.

Frank’s reading is interrupted when the Widow appears to say that she is ready to speak to him. Somewhat disconcerted by the American reporter’s admiration for Blum, he gets up and joins her in her study.

“Sit down, Frank. Would you care for a chocolate?”

“No, thank you, madame.”

“You should try one, they are excellent. I have to say, you look a little off.”

Since this war of attrition began, what Frank has found most exhausting is the uncertainty. He expected the Widow to summon him to her office the day after the much talked about visit from Lily Kharmayeff, but for a whole week nothing happened. Then today, just before the bar was due to open, she sent for him and greeted him with a cordiality she had not shown him since the summer of 1936.

I have to admit, the Widow can keep you on your toes better than Churchill.

Frank immediately broaches the subject of Kharmayeff’s visit to make it clear that he is not playing the fool. The Widow waves away his excuses.

“I am well aware of what happened, Meier. I ask only that you be vigilant; I trust your judgment.”

She looks at him shrewdly; there is a hint of contempt in her tone.

What the hell is going on?

“This afternoon, Fernand de Brinon informed me that the German High Command has decided to host a reception here at the Ritz to mark the opening of the Breker exhibition in mid-May. Are you familiar with the work of Herr Breker?”

“Is he a painter…?”

“Come, come, Meier, you really should get out more! Arno Breker is a brilliant sculptor, an extraordinary stone carver. His exhibition will be the talk of Paris this spring! You will meet him in the bar shortly; he has been staying with us for the past three days. I would like you to come up with a signature cocktail, one of your dazzling creations, to be served at the reception. An exquisite cocktail that will be as striking and memorable as Breker’s art.”

The Widow shows him the exhibition catalog. Colossal statues of modern men in the ancient classical style. They have the proud look of little boys, and the flat stomachs and bulging biceps of libertines.

“My husband César used to say that if you wish to make an impression, you cannot overlook a single detail. So I would like you to come up with two or three new cocktails for me to sample, and I will choose your best. Let us just say this will be an opportunity for you to play your part and make amends for your leniency towards certain customers.”

The Widow rubs her hands: she is thrilled to be hosting this important reception, and happy to have taken Frank down a peg or two.

“Speaking of our guests,” she says, “have you heard that Coco Chanel has finally managed to secure the release of her nephew, André?”

Everyone in the hotel has heard the news, but Frank cannot bring himself to spoil the Widow’s fun and feigns a look of surprise.

“She was so happy she wept tears of joy—a joy I hope to turn to my advantage by persuading her to launch her new collection with a fashion show here at the Ritz. Do you think perhaps you might have a quiet word with your friend Monsieur Guitry? I am sure he could persuade her to take up her scissors and her measuring tape again…”

The brazen opportunism of this woman knows no bounds—and that’s her great strength.

Frank knows he has no choice but to have a word with Guitry. He also knows that Guitry will laugh in his face.

“I wonder what Chanel could possibly have given to the Germans to secure the release of her nephew…”

Over the past few days, Frank overheard some of the Wehrmacht officers in the bar saying that, on a recent trip to Berlin, Coco Chanel had done a very special favor for some high-ranking Nazi officer. There have been no more details but, like the Widow, Frank suspects that André Palasse’s return to Paris has involved some quid pro quo. Marie-Louise Ritz cannot help but lay it on thick.

“Perhaps those same social skills will help her snatch her perfume company back from the Wertheimers?”

In spite of himself, Frank chuckles at the Widow’s sheer malice.

Marie-Louise flashes him a beaming smile.

“A laugh from Frank Meier? Well, well… and to think I’ve already managed to make Claude Auzello smile this morning. This is definitely a red-letter day. Would you believe it? My erstwhile manager has proved very useful. I have put him in charge of supplying the kitchens. He’s been drawing on his personal contacts with farmers, fishmongers, and winemakers! The whole of France is working to make sure that the Ritz lacks for nothing.”

Frank realizes why the Widow has been so uncharacteristically forgiving about Lily Kharmayeff’s visit.

As he walks back through the Galerie des Merveilles towards the Petit Bar, Frank lights a cigarette. He is forever worrying that he smokes too much—it affects his sense of taste and smell, it could ruin his livelihood—but he feels that if he did not smoke, he would go mad. Thankfully, here at the Ritz he can buy all the cigarettes he likes. He cannot help but wonder how other people have coped since tobacco rationing started two years ago.

And the price of a pack of Caporal has gone up again…





FIVE

Frank hoped that the rest of the evening would go smoothly, but shortly before eight o’clock the Widow’s surprise guest makes his appearance: Arno Breker, sporting the expression of a pretentious intellectual, arrives accompanied by his wife, a tall, dark-haired Greek woman, and Ernst Jünger.

With his three-piece suit in tartan tweed, immaculate pocket handkerchief, and his captivating smile, Captain Jünger is the epitome of sophistication. Compared to him, Breker has little more than his unearned vanity. Frank entrusted Luciano with the task of making the Bloody Marys, but Breker and his wife have sent them back, demanding that their cocktails be made “by the barman personally.”

Loathsome.

The decor, on the other hand, seems to please them.

Breker, who is very much at ease, speaks louder and louder. He talks about the Eastern Front and the persistent rumors of Jewish massacres. Jünger suggests that “certain butchers in Ukraine and Belarus have liquidated entire villages,” then goes on to tell a curious story. A group of wounded Russian soldiers had been lying in agony for hours, pleading for help. A German platoon passing through the forest spotted them and were about to take them prisoner when the Russians opened fire on the very men who might have eased their suffering.

“This just demonstrates the extent to which this war has degenerated into something bestial,” says Jünger. “When a wild animal is wounded, it lashes out at anyone who tries to come to its aid.”

As Frank approaches the table again a few minutes later, a curiously garrulous Jünger is telling Breker and his wife about his trip to the Comédie-Française last night to see Molière’s Les Femmes Savantes. Frank suspects the remarks are intended for him, as though Jünger is secretly including him in a conversation with people he finds tedious.

“What I found most striking was that the whole audience, French and German, had precisely the same reaction to Molière’s humor.”

Then Jünger turns pointedly to the Brekers.

“So, tell me, do we really have to hate each other?”

Breker and his wife are dumbfounded. As for Frank, he smiles at the writer and silently thanks him for giving this war a little nobility.





SIX

APRIL 6, 1942

Yesterday, British bombers destroyed the rubber factories at Asnières. How many people died? No one knows. The newspapers are gloating about Soviet losses on the Eastern Front, predicting bumper harvests during the summer, and celebrating the victory of French cyclist Émile Idée at the Vélodrome d’Hiver. The smartly dressed newsagent manning the kiosk near the Place de l’Étoile looks sad. Weary and starving, the people of Paris watch German soldiers on leave dragging handcarts piled high with gifts for their families on the far bank of the Rhine.

It is Frank’s day off, and he is heading to Bagatelle to dine with Speidel. With his Ausweis in his pocket and job at the Ritz, he has no real worries, but he still has a conscience, which begins to nag at him as he passes the Porte Dauphine and sees the haggard faces of those with empty bellies.

In their shoes, I would despise a man like me, he thinks, as the sky darkens. Sometimes I despise myself. But he earned his position at the Ritz. His privileges have been hard won. Still, a nagging guilt continues to dog him.

Has Speidel really nothing better to do than to invite the Ritz barman to dinner? All right, he promised to invite me back in 1940, but is this the kind of promise you keep when bombs are raining down every night?

The maître d’hôtel greets Frank warmly. The restaurant is already crowded and Speidel is sitting in an alcove at the back. Bagatelle is the meeting place for the glittering stars and directors of French cinema. Unlike at the Ritz, the customers here are almost all French—one could almost forget the Occupation were it not for the large table of Wehrmacht officers quaffing magnums of Pommery. When Speidel sees him come in, he gets to his feet.

“Frank! How are you?”

As always, Speidel greets him in a pristine uniform, with a firm handshake and a polite smile. Frank notes the lack of a five o’clock shadow; Speidel obviously paid a second visit to the barber early this evening. And yet, beneath this polished veneer the colonel seems preoccupied.

“Would a simple champagne suit you, Frank?”

“Of course.”

Solemnly, the colonel orders a bottle of Krug 1911. Frank gets the message. The virtue of a vintage is that it can betray emotions. And 1911 is a great year.

“Did you see that double rainbow when the rain stopped just now?” says Speidel. “It was magnificent. Here, smell this.”

From an envelope he had in his pocket, the colonel takes out a flower.

“A crocus from my garden back in Mannheim. It has been traveling in this envelope for the past six days, and it still exudes the perfume of spring.”

Frank brings the crocus to his nose.

The colonel is right, there is magic in that lingering scent.

“My wife posted it to me. Perhaps spending time with Captain Jünger has rubbed off on me; I find myself paying attention to the smell of lilacs, I am sensitive even to the whisper of the wind in the linden trees at the Ritz.”

The bottle of Krug 1911 arrives. What will he want to drink to? Frank has to admit that, in the two years he has been in Paris, Speidel has made his life considerably easier. He has oiled the wheels, charmed the Widow, and restored a certain dignity to the bar. It is to Speidel that Frank owes his safe-conduct pass. He has become a sort of protector—and he has never asked for anything in return.

“Your good health, Frank!”

“Prost!”

Speidel orders a croustade of oysters followed by côte de boeuf with artichokes in a cider and pepper sauce. Frank decides on poached eggs comtesse followed by crab pilaf with curry sauce. As the German officers become increasingly raucous, the table of French film stars feign amusement and raise their glasses. The general uproar fosters a propitious atmosphere for secrets, since no one can overhear. The colonel picks up his glass but does not raise it to his lips.

“My friend, I won’t beat about the bush, as the saying goes. I shall be leaving Paris on Wednesday. I’ve been transferred to the Eastern Front.”

So that is why he invited me.

Frank no longer has the slightest desire to drink his Krug. What he feels is not joy or sadness, but an all-consuming rush of fear. Back in the trenches, any increase in soldiers’ rations invariably came before a fresh assault, making it impossible to enjoy the extra slice of bacon without thinking of the coming slaughter. He should have known the vintage bottle of Krug was a bad omen.

The Nazi officers have now launched into a rousing chorus; this is the perfect moment. Frank takes the plunge.

“What are you really thinking, Colonel?”

“Berlin plans to increase the number of civilian executions in France. You know how I feel about that, as does the High Command. It is probably the reason I’m being transferred to Russia.”

“Do you think things will be any different on the Eastern Front?”

“I’ve come to see my time here as a means of confronting the real goal of this war. We have to destroy the Judeo-Bolshevik front, my friend, it is the mission of the twentieth century.”

Does he really believe that?

Frank simply nods.

“I have some regrets about leaving Paris, but I am glad to be able to go to the Eastern Front to see what war is really like. To experience the heat of battle again, to give meaning to these stripes I wear. To be counted among the liberators.”

“That is the true vocation of every soldier,” says Frank. “Tell me something, Colonel, have you heard any rumors from the Eastern Front?”

“Rumors… Are you talking about the vast so-called ‘slaughterhouses’?”

“In the bar of any great hotel, you hear all sorts of things.”

Speidel stiffens, suddenly ill at ease.

“It’s complete nonsense. How could anyone believe our glorious leaders would condone such atrocities?”

Frank glances over, but the colonel avoids meeting his eye.

Which of us is he trying to convince?





SEVEN

APRIL 8, 1942

Where the devil has Luciano got to?

It’s been a quiet night at the bar and Frank has been looking for the boy to ask him to wash some glasses and wipe down the bar before they close. Eventually he finds him in the cellar, sitting on the same oak barrel, concentrating hard. When he sees Frank, the startled boy does his best to palm the cork in his left hand and slip the penknife under his leg.

“What are you making?”

“I’m not making anything.”

“Then what are you hiding?”

“Nothing, I told you.”

“That’s enough, Luciano! Open your hand.”

Sheepishly, the young man splays his fingers. Frank picks up the champagne cork and, in the dim glow of the bare bulb, he is astonished to see a caricature of Speidel carved into it. Luciano has given the colonel the face of an owl and even used the wire from the cork to make the tiny pair of round glasses perched on his beak.

“Do you really think we need pranks like this in the bar? Are you trying to get us killed? Show me what you have in your locker.”

As Frank suspected, his apprentice has a whole collection of caricatures stashed away. Otto von Stülpnagel as a buffalo, Ernst Jünger as a cricket, Lieutenant-Colonel Soehring as a horned antelope and Günther von Dincklage as a sparrow. He can’t believe his eyes, though he has to admit that the parody of Captain Jünger is very true to life: the face of the little cricket masks a slightly supercilious aesthete. Frank slips the entire menagerie into his jacket pocket.

“I’m going to throw these away. How could you be so stupid?”

Then, moved by the misery on the boy’s face, he softens.

“Who knows what might happen if one of those German officers discovered what you’ve been up to? You have a real gift, but you’re playing with fire!”

Luciano bursts into tears but manages to stammer his gratitude. Frank puts a tender arm around the boy’s shoulders and suggests they go and close up.

As he’s wiping down the surface of the bar, Luciano plucks up courage. “Monsieur Meier? I never dared ask before, but…”

“But what, lad?”

“Why do you keep me on? You and Georges could easily run the bar without me, and it would save the hotel money…”

Frank masks his embarrassment by stacking empty bottles in a crate. Luciano stares at him.

“Well. You know I’ve known your mother for a very long time. We met when we were young, working in a hotel in New York. An Austrian boy and an Italian girl, we were both a little lost, a little homesick. We comforted each other as best we could, and Sofia became very dear to me.” Frank remembers their kiss, 1904, at the New Year’s Eve Ball. Sofia’s dazzling smile. “After we came back to Europe,” he continues, “we wrote to each other every Christmas. She told me she was marrying your father in Livorno. It was a good marriage. She was able to stop working. Then she wrote to tell me that she was expecting you.” He glances around to make sure they are truly alone and drops his voice. “When Mussolini passed the racial laws three years ago, Sofia sensed that things would get worse, so she asked if I would take you on as an apprentice here at the Ritz. I keep you on now because I made a promise to your mother, Luciano, and because I have grown very fond of you.”

Luciano, who has been hanging on Frank’s every word, dares to ask another question.

“What about you, Monsieur Meier, are you Jewish?”

“No.”

“Do you think I’m in danger?”

“As long as you’re with me, no. Don’t forget that you are protected by your passport. You are a Swiss citizen, like César Ritz himself. Do you understand?”

As Frank watches Luciano empty the ashtrays, his shoulders shaking with suppressed sobs, he thinks of Jean-Jacques, and the love he was never able to give his son. From down the hall comes the sound of whistling.

Luciano goes over and peers into the hallway.

“Monsieur…”

“What is it, Luciano?”

“Captain Jünger is heading this way.”

“Good grief. Is he alone?”

“Yes.”

“Get back behind the bar.”

“Herr Meier, am I too late for a nightcap?” asks the captain.

“Not at all, Captain Jünger, it would be my pleasure.”

It would be much more than a pleasure—now that Colonel Speidel is leaving, it’s vital that I get myself into Jünger’s good books.

“I’ve just come from dining with Cocteau at Lapérouse. I had a little too much to eat and I’m feeling bloated. I am placing myself in your hands: what should I drink to aid my digestion and sleep like a log?”

“I know precisely what you need. A trou normand, a shot of Calavados over crushed ice—there is no better digestif.”

Frank Meier feels curiously intimidated by Jünger. The captain is one of the few people his barman’s instincts have failed to analyze. It occurs to him that he has only ever seen Jünger in the company of other officers. This is the first time he has spoken to him alone. He hands Luciano the ice pick, scans the shelves, chooses a Calvados from the Pays d’Auge, and tries to think of something to say.

“So,” he says, “how was good old Cocteau?”

“In a foul mood. He is furious that people have been sabotaging the performances of his plays. Someone let live rats loose in the stalls, creating absolute havoc, so now no one wants to come.”

“Poor Cocteau, Parisians are so ungrateful.”

“Why do people dislike him more than Guitry?” says Jünger.

“I have no idea, Captain. Every play by Guitry is a triumph, and no one has ever sabotaged a performance. He’s still very popular, which perhaps raises questions about his morals.”

Jünger picks up his glass, bites his lower lip, and turns towards Luciano. The boy is staring at him intently and toying with his Swiss Army knife. Frank glares at him: Stop imagining his face on a champagne cork!

Jünger senses something.

“Where did you get that magnificent penknife, son? The handle is ivory, if I’m not mistaken…”

“Yes, it was carved from the tusk of a warthog. My mother gave it to me, Captain.”

“And where does your mother live?”

Frank’s blood turns cold.

“In Switzerland, monsieur.”

Don’t panic, Luciano. Just focus. Think of it as a game.

“It seems everyone in this hotel is Swiss,” Jünger says with a laugh. “And what does your mother do?”

“She… works for a family as a maid,” Luciano says, and attempts a smile.

“So, you’re Swiss?”

“Yes, monsieur. I’m Swiss.”

The boy is doing well. Keep it up.

“And where does she live, in this beautiful country?” Jünger probes, his eyes fixed on Luciano.

“In Zurich, monsieur.”

“So you speak German, then?” Jünger raises an eyebrow.

“Very badly, I’m afraid. I was born and raised in Lugano. I speak Italian.”

“Lugano, quella città e tanto bella! And then you came to Paris?”

“Yes, Monsieur Meier took me on as an apprentice three years ago,” Luciano says with a flourish and a smile directed at Frank.

Jünger too smiles and, suddenly, the atmosphere is more relaxed. He takes another sip of his drink.

“You were lucky, it is a very prestigious job.”

“I do my best to live up to it every day,” the boy says bravely.

That’s the stuff, Luciano! You’re a credit to your fake passport!

“Be sure to keep that knife safe, young man,” says Jünger. “Your mother knows that one day it may save your life. I’m going back to Germany tomorrow to see my son. I will give him a penknife just like yours.”

Frank can’t contain himself.

“What? You’re leaving too?”

Jünger smiles.

“Only on a short furlough to spend some time with my family. I miss my wife.”

“You had me worried.”

“I will be back in three weeks. Now, I think perhaps I should get to bed, I am catching the first early train from the Gare de l’Est tomorrow morning.”

“Good night, Herr Jünger. And bon voyage.”

Captain Jünger has the sort of charm that infuses those around him, the way Darjeeling infuses hot water.

How would Fitzgerald describe him?

Does he even know who Fitzgerald is? He asked about his picture on the wall.

Did he instinctively pretend not to recognize him to avoid embarrassment? No, it’s not a matter of instinct, more a matter of strategy…



“Luciano… Could you find out Captain Jünger’s address in Germany? If you can get it quickly, we can have a bottle of Calvados delivered to him to enjoy while he is on leave. And, if you can, find out his date of birth, I’m interested in that too.”

“I’ll do it first thing tomorrow morning, monsieur.”

Luciano puts down the Baccarat coupe he is polishing, gently setting it among the rest of the empty glasses behind the bar.

“Right, now get to bed, it’s late. Good night, Luciano.”

On an impulse he does not quite understand, Frank suddenly ruffles the hair of the sweet boy, a young man with everything it takes to become a great barman—and an honorable man, even when surrounded by Nazi soldiers.

Just hang in there, you’ll learn to swim with the sharks, he thinks as he watches Luciano pick up his jacket and head out the door. Frank feels a surge of pride.

It is almost eleven o’clock and Frank Meier is exhausted. He sighs at the prospect of the half-hour walk home. He has an appointment at the Café de la Paix at 7 a.m. tomorrow to pick up a batch of forged passports. So, he decides to sleep behind the bar. As he lays out a makeshift mattress, he thinks about Luciano, about the Jewish families he is helping to supply with papers. And about himself, and the money he will make from this deal. Since he and Süss started the scheme last year, Frank has managed to save a pretty penny. A small fortune which he has not even touched, but which reassures him.

If the day comes when I have to escape, I’ll need every centime.

Unlike Ernst Jünger, Frank’s knowledge of life doesn’t come from books, but he has learned at least one thing from crime novels: going on the run is an expensive business.





EIGHT

MAY 6, 1942

Süss let him know he would be arriving late. “A little business to attend to,” he explained. The bar is closed and, while he is waiting, Frank flicks through the latest edition of Paris-soir. The Japanese Army seems to be winning the war in the Pacific, the Luftwaffe is once again bombing the English coastline, Hitler and Mussolini have been meeting in Salzburg to reaffirm the solidarity of the Axis powers. There are advertisements for “beauty powders” to tackle pale complexions, “anti-anemics,” and sugary supplements intended for children. Frank turns to the sports page.

Ah, at last, Süss has arrived.

He is wearing an elegant, tailored, beige trench coat, though it is covered in dust and cobwebs. His patent-leather shoes are scuffed. Frank has never seen him in such a state. Süss slips off his coat and tries to dust it down but quickly realizes it is futile.

Where on earth has he just come from?

Frank asks no questions.

Süss hangs the coat on one of the brass hooks under the bar.

“How was your little party with Madame Ritz?” he says mischievously.

Earlier that afternoon, Frank held a tasting so that the Widow could sample the three cocktails he has devised for the opening of the Breker exhibition. Frank had carefully prepared his drinks. The first of the three is a little daring, the second an absolute classic, while the third, “the Siegfried,” is a delicate balance: aquavit, lemon juice, cane sugar, and a dash of Cointreau. The Widow would have chosen it for the name alone. She tried to persuade Elmiger to take a sip, but he demurred: “I never touch alcohol while I’m on duty.” The dowager shrugged, rolled her eyes heavenward, and sighed contemptuously.

Although not invited, Bedaux gleefully crashed the event, unable to contain his excitement at recent changes in the Vichy government. Since Maréchal Pétain reappointed Pierre Laval as prime minister, Bedaux has been convinced that his long-coveted ministerial role is within reach and now spends his time parroting the government’s insidious propaganda. “Let us move forward hand in hand with Hitler; it is the future of France,” he babbled after one cocktail like a trained parrot. It is the same refrain Frank has read in the newspapers, whose editors insist that France’s salvation lies within “the New Europe,” the Europe of the Krauts.

“Madame Ritz appreciated the cocktails. Her favorite was the Siegfried.” Frank allows himself a small smile, which Süss returns.

“And what does Monsieur Elmiger think about the forthcoming celebration of Herr Breker?” says Süss.

“I leave that to your imagination…”

Both men are well aware that the hotel manager deeply disapproves of this event. The tradition of the Ritz is one of discretion, whereas this reception is the height of ostentation.

The growing friendship between Süss and Frank fills the void that Frank must admit has been left by Speidel’s and Jünger’s departures. Setting down his glass of cognac, Süss slips a hand into his inside pocket and produces a well-stuffed envelope: Frank’s commission for the past few weeks. He holds it across the bar, but when Frank tries to take it, Süss does not let go and looks the barman in the eye.

“They are about to pass a law requiring Jews to wear the yellow star. There has been talk about the idea for a while now. This time, I know it is true because the SS has placed an order for the fabric. This will put serious pressure on our business. We need to be ready to speed things up.”

Frank nods.

“All the great Jewish families are desperate to get out of the Occupied Zone before the end of the month. And they are prepared to spend a fortune to get forged papers. Have you heard of a man called Carl Oberg?”

“The name rings a bell.”

“He is the Higher SS and Police Leader, and he’s come to Paris to track down the Resistance networks. And the Jews. He has been sent here on the orders of Himmler’s chief lieutenant, Reinhard Heydrich, who has spearheaded the persecution of the Jews since Kristallnacht. You will meet them both in a couple of weeks at the reception for Breker. Believe me, Frank, compared to Oberg and Heydrich, that old ogre Göring looks like a charming windbag. The Jews need to get out of France, and quickly.”

Frank feels a shiver run down his spine. It occurs to him that, since the departure of General von Stülpnagel, the Ritz bar is no longer a place where secrets are shared. Although the cousin who replaced the elder von Stülpnagel has been in his post for two months, he has not set foot in the bar. Göring has not been back either, although, from Süss, Frank knows that he has returned from the Eastern Front.

Süss pauses for a moment.

“Would you believe me if I told you that a tunnel links the basement of the Ritz to the galleries of the Jeu de Paume?”

Surely secret passageways are the stuff of adventure novels? Though it would explain the dust on his trench coat and the scuffed shoes.

“This underground passage dates back to when the gallery was built in the Tuileries gardens,” Süss explains.

“How did you find out about it?”

Süss leans closer, as though afraid of being overheard.

“Spending so much time in the gallery on Göring’s behalf, I struck up a friendship with one of the museum’s curators. She told me that, in the nineteenth century, when Napoleon III was emperor, he wanted to be able to discreetly visit his mistress, the Countess of Castiglione, who lived at the Hôtel de Gramont, which stood where the Ritz now stands. So, he ordered that a tunnel be dug beneath the Rue de Rivoli, from the Jeu de Paume all the way to the Place Vendôme. Tonight, when they were closing up the gallery, I had one of the staff lock me inside.”

“So where does the tunnel come out?” asks Frank.

“In one of the cellars, the one we use to store suitcases and trunks for long-term guests. You can access it via an oak door behind a stone column fitted with a tiny spiral staircase. It’s dank and fetid because the Seine is so close, but it’s still quite passable. I came across a few rats, but, armed with an oil lamp, I got through without any problems. In an emergency, you can escape through the tunnel, Frank.”

“What kind of emergency?”

“Who knows—in wartime there are lots of emergencies… Listen, over the years, many people have helped me. Now it’s my turn to help others.”

The stark sincerity is heart-wrenching. Süss seems exhausted as much by loneliness as fear. Frank longs to ask the question but is terrified that Süss will ask him in return.

No one can know, that’s the golden rule.

A silence falls over the bar.

“Do you know that Lafont wants to be Oberg’s assistant?” Süss says after a moment, “Only yesterday I heard that lowlife crook offered his services to the SS to help track down Jews, in exchange for a share of the spoils. With a lunatic like Lafont prowling around, no one is safe. That’s why I’m telling you about this tunnel.”

Frank wonders whether it would be safer to put an end to their scheme, but he knows it’s too late.





NINE

MAY 14, 1942

Frank glances at the menu for this evening’s reception: beef tenderloin in sauce financière, chicken Mireille, and bombe Coppélia for dessert.

Do they not realize that the people of Paris are starving?

It is ten o’clock, and those who attended the reception for Arno Breker are streaming into the restaurant.

Back in the bar, they can only wait for the motley hordes to descend for after-dinner drinks. There will be a lot of them, and they will already be very drunk. Frank feels as though he has aged ten years since the evening began.

Georges, on the other hand, is propping up the bar with a cigarette and a smile.

“You see? Pétain was right…” he says casually. “The grand old man kept his promise.”

“What do you mean?”

“Things are fairer than they used to be. Pétain has made it possible for anyone to succeed. Every man in France can demonstrate their willingness to serve the country.”

“Are you joking?”

Georges walks over to Frank and adds more quietly:

“Just look at the reception tonight: all the people here have earned their place. They’re not here because they were born into some upper-class family, they’re here because they’ve proved their worth. They’re just like us, they acknowledge us—have you seen the tips they give? Bet you’ve never seen tips like that before, huh? They show their appreciation—not like your old-world bourgeois intellectuals…”

Frank raises an eyebrow. “Bourgeois”: this stubborn tendency to put people into distinct camps. He bites his tongue.

“Well, aren’t you going to say something? Come on, you have to admit the old world was rotten to the core. We have to rebuild France, my friend! And I’m sick to death of these moody silences of yours! I’m going out for a breath of fresh air.”

The atmosphere in the hotel is fraught. Elmiger popped in a few minutes ago for a glass of Saint-Raphaël. Ashen-faced, he leaned across the bar and in a hushed whisper told Frank that he felt the event was spiraling out of control. Tonight, the hotel is heaving with Nazi officers clicking their heels, shouting to each other across the room, hooting in German, French, and Italian. The Widow switches effortlessly between languages as she basks in her success. In her gown of ocher velvet, she moves from group to group like a lion, tossing her silvery mane. She pirouettes, she praises, but she is careful not to touch anyone, to keep her distance. All manner of curious specimens have flocked to this extravagant gala: wealthy racketeers in three-piece pinstripes chewing on cigars; elegant socialites hatted and perfumed by Lanvin; Nazi bigwigs in full dress uniform, sporting fake monocles; French politicians in formal evening dress with slicked-back hair; movie starlets whose diamond necklaces tinkle every time they laugh; colonels from the Wehrmacht flirting with prostitutes showing lots of cleavage; and, center stage, Arno Breker and his wife. A vast panoply of vice and corruption, the Third Reich at the height of its power, being celebrated at the Ritz.

In an ironic twist, the event is being held on a Thursday night. Frank thinks back to the Club des Élégants which used to meet here on Thursdays, where aesthetes were not only inspired by the spirit of the Ritz, but contributed to it with their erudition and wit. Those gathered here tonight loathe that highbrow spirit.

Your bourgeois intellectuals… Where are they?

Since 1940, even the bourgeois intellectuals have been seduced by the new regime. Some, out of a sense of decency and honor, shunned the temptations of the Vichy cesspit, but they are few, and live in seclusion or in exile. No one speaks of them anymore. The others, motivated by expediency and, more importantly, the fear of losing their privileges, have adapted to the exigencies of the times.

The French bourgeoisie has failed; it has crumbled.

Years ago, when he came back from the trenches, Frank believed, like Georges, that the upper classes had had nothing but contempt for the sacrifices made by those fighting on the front lines. They had exploited wartime conditions to get rich. Now, having spent twenty years behind this bar, Frank has learned to identify the subtle distinctions between the privileged elite. There are many different types of French bourgeois: the exile, who has lost his social standing; the Catholic, anxious to honor his duty to charity; the intellectual, guided by his guilty conscience; and the socialist, obsessed with an ideal of justice.

In the end, the French bourgeoisie were mostly fighting among themselves.

Now there is only the ceaseless racket of looters and scavengers. The vandals have destroyed everything. That was their goal: to establish a new order. Natural selection. Survival of the fittest.

But, over the past two years, what has the Vichy regime done to alleviate the suffering of the French people? Pétain pledged to have all French prisoners of war repatriated from Germany, but only a handful have returned.

If that were not enough, before the dinner, Frank found himself being personally congratulated for hosting the event by members of Pétain’s inner circle: Ambassador Brinon and even Pierre Laval. Close friends of Marie-Louise Ritz, needless to say. Claude and Blanche Auzello were seated between Bedaux and two French journalists who supported the Nazi cause. The Auzellos could not decline this invitation without offending the Widow and putting themselves at risk. Poor Blanche, Frank thinks, she must be on the verge of a nervous breakdown. As for Claude…

“Monsieur,” Luciano calls from his post by the door, “there’s someone coming. I think it’s the new General von Stülpnagel.”

“Is he on his own?”

“Yes.”

The cousin is finally going to show his face.

“Guten Abend, Herr Meier.”

So, he knows my name.

“Good evening, General.”

“I had to get away from that interminable dinner. I hate it when these things drag on. So, I thought I would get a head start on the cognac.”

“You are clearly a keen strategist. Louis XIII or Rémy Martin?”

“I’ll leave it to you.”

Speidel was right, Frank thinks, as he selects a brandy glass. Carl-Heinrich von Stülpnagel is charming and much more affable than his cousin. He has a magnetic presence; his eyes are mesmerizing: dark green irises speckled with blue. Behind his blond mustache, he looks to be about the same age as Frank, perhaps a little younger. Certainly more athletic. Tucked into the belt of the general’s dress uniform, Frank sees a swordstick carved from African serpentine with a pommel of buffalo horn inset with an ivory cameo emblazoned with a coat of arms. A magnificent object.

“I should have come to see you sooner, my friend. Do you know that, in his letters, my cousin often wrote about your bar? I imagined something much bigger, but in fact it is very small.”

“Perhaps your cousin was being too generous, General.”

“It’s not the size of a church that matters, but the charisma of the priest and the way he celebrates the Eucharist.”

Frank smiles.

“Let’s just say the cocktail is my communion wine, my patrons my flock.”

“Then we shall forget about the cognac and you will show me what you do. Perform your sacred rite.”

The general is a little tipsy, but Frank can see a new glow has appeared behind his misty eyes. How long has it been since Frank felt so comfortable in his role as barman? Perhaps it is because he finally seems to have found a worthy congregant. He shakes himself—he must remember, this man is not his friend.

“Did you know that every officer in the Wehrmacht, regardless of where they have been posted, dreams of visiting your lair? How do you put it: a haven of peace, while war rages outside—”

He is interrupted by the ear-splitting wail of a siren. An air raid. Von Stülpnagel gives an irritable sigh.

“I’m sorry, General, but regulations require me to close the bar.”

“Damn the bloody British! Just pour me a cognac. I’ll drink it in the cellar.”

“With pleasure, sir. Here you are.”

“Good night, Monsieur Meier. I shall be back, I promise.”

Frank gives him a grateful nod and asks Luciano to accompany the general to the bomb shelter.

“You go too, Georges. I’ll be there in a minute.”

Georges gives Frank a slightly mocking smile.

“What a pity, and just when you were getting on so well with the new general.”

“Give it a rest, Georges. Now hurry and get down to the cellars.”

“Yes, sir!”

Standing behind the bar, Frank listens to the cries of panic echoing around the hotel. He closes his eyes for a moment. There are people running through the hallways and down the staircases. Those who came for the reception are desperate to leave, since there is not room for everyone in the cellar. Frank hears angry cries, terrified screams, orders barked in German. Over the wail of the sirens comes the distant rumbling of Spitfires.

Not quite the fireworks the Widow had planned as the evening’s finale.

When Blanche enters the bar, Frank, for a moment, forgets the chaos around him.

She is wearing a black dress and long satin gloves. Her face is covered by a veil, as though tonight she has decided to mourn the world she once loved. She looks paler than usual.

“You wouldn’t believe what’s happening there in the lobby!” she says in a rush. “The hideous faces that appear when the masks slip. Coco Chanel is running around like a headless chicken with her personal maid, who has to carry her gas mask on a velvet cushion. It’s surreal.”

“I can’t say I am surprised. But shouldn’t you be down in the shelter, it’s not—”

“Could you pour me a drink?” she interrupts.

There is an intensity in Blanche’s eyes that Frank has not seen for a long time.

“I… I have to close the bar, madame.”

“You could decide not to,” she says daringly. “Are you afraid, Monsieur Meier?”

“No,” says the barman without taking his eyes off her.

“So, what would you say to drinking a glass of champagne with me while the bombs rain down?”

In that moment, Frank is aware of the power Blanche wields over him. The sense of danger only magnifies his desire for her. Just the two of them, alone, as the whole world crumbles.

The bar is lit only by the dim glow from under it. In the half-light, Frank stares at Blanche, who seems more beautiful and more unsettling than ever.

“Have you mislaid your husband?”

“Claude is down in the shelter.”

“He never comes to the bar. I never see him anymore. How is he?”

“It varies from day to day. He feels cooped up here—he’s been champing at the bit.”

“Someone said that he has been put in charge of supplies?”

“He is utterly devoted to fruit and vegetables,” Blanche says acidly. “Claude spends all his time on the telephone making orders. The Widow is very grateful. Yesterday, she even invited him to her apartments for tea. Can you believe it?”

“With Madame Ritz, you never know what to expect. She always manages to catch people off guard.”

“She knows how to wield power; it is her one great talent. She constantly contradicts herself, that way no one knows what she really means, so they are always on guard. It’s the basis of her authority.”

“You are absolutely right. A glass of Pol Roger?” Frank is already reaching for the champagne and the glasses.

“Perfect, thank you, Frank. To your good health.”

“And yours, madame,” he says, placing the fizzing coupe before her.

He watches as Blanche presses her carmine lips to the rim of the glass.

What’s been stopping me from telling her how I feel all this time? Is it humility, or too much self-esteem? It is more likely to be fear of disappointment. But tonight… Alone with her in the empty bar, as British bombs fall on the streets of Paris, he feels a newfound courage.

“I have something important to ask, Frank.” Blanche is suddenly serious and Frank realizes he has made a mistake once again.

He wonders if she will ever come to visit when she does not need a favor?

“I’ve been hiding a British pilot up in the attic,” she announces, as though she is informing Frank that the bubbles in her champagne are flat.

Frank is silent, trying to make sense of what she is saying.

“A pilot? In the attic of the Ritz?” he manages, finally.

“His plane was shot down near Asnières, and the poor man suffered a terrible wound to his leg. He found his way to Lily somehow and she came to me in a terrible panic and asked if I would take him in. We smuggled him in by the entrance on the Rue Cambon… What else could I do? Abandon my friend and this poor man to the tender mercies of the Nazis?”

“No, instead you decided to hide him here among them!” Frank has regained some of his composure, but his outrage is evident.

“Please, Frank, don’t be angry. The pilot is much better now, we just need to help him get out of Paris. I need some fake papers.” Blanche averts her eyes from Frank’s and drains her glass.

“Oh, madame…”

There is an awkward silence. Frank cannot believe what he has just heard.

“Pour me another glass, I’m a little on edge.”

“So, he’s up there right now?” Frank doesn’t pour her another glass. He is incapable of movement.

“Yes, in a crawl space above a false ceiling in one of the maid’s rooms. Please, Frank, help me!”

Blanche slides a gloved hand towards Frank’s, but he subtly recoils.

“Who knows about this?”

“Only Lily and me. And now you.”

“God almighty.” Frank swipes a hand across his brow.

This woman is going to kill me.

“Are you going to help me or not?” Blanche reaches for the bottle of Pol Roger herself and tops up her glass.

Frank thinks for a moment. He knows only too well that he can refuse Blanche nothing.

“Give me a couple of days.” Frank sighs heavily. “But, let me be clear, this is the last time I help you. If anyone finds out about this, you’ll face the firing squad. And I’ll be there beside you.”

At the very least, Frank wants her to understand the enormity of the risk she is taking. She wants to play the hero, but in a hotel like this everyone knows everything. How long before the chambermaids realize they’re sleeping next to a British pilot? And how much longer before one of them turns him in?

“We need to work very quickly, madame. Do you have a photograph?” Now that he has decided to help, he gets down to business.

“Yes, of course. Here you are.” She draws a small photograph from where it is tucked in her handbag. “He had it with him.”

“Does he speak any French?”

“No, not a word.”

“I’ll get him a Swedish passport. Most of the Swedes speak fluent English. Come back to see me on Sunday night. Now, don’t say another word. I can hear people coming.”

And indeed, there is a faint murmur. Like a heart beginning to beat again, the Ritz is coming back to life. Luciano pops his head around the door.

“It was a false alarm, Monsieur Meier. I couldn’t find you down in the cellar, so I came to let you know. The people from the reception are all leaving through the doors on the Place Vendôme, it’s complete chaos. Madame Ritz has retired to her apartments. I think you can probably go home to bed.”

“Thank you, Luciano. You get to bed too. See you in the morning.”

The boy closes the door. Blanche, who ducked behind the bar when she heard Luciano coming, gets to her feet and starts to giggle. She takes a liberal gulp of champagne and slams her glass down on the counter before turning on her heel, leaving Frank in the echoing silence of the bar.





TEN

JULY 14, 1942

Two months have passed and no one has died—at least no one at the Ritz. The British pilot was successfully smuggled out, but Fersen made it clear to Frank that he would not always be able to help in such emergencies. As Süss predicted, the demand for forged papers has soared: since June, all Jews in Paris have been forced to wear the yellow star.

On the Eastern Front, the summer weather has allowed the Wehrmacht to advance into Russia. In the south, the battle for Bir Hakeim is over; German troops have routed the 1st Free French Brigade and retaken Tobruk. There are times when Frank almost wishes that the Germans would win.

If only to put an end to this bloody uncertainty!

Frank feels utterly shattered. He cannot confide in anyone and almost regrets his divorce. He no longer has any contact with Maria; he does not even know where she lives. Fortunately, he has just received a letter from Jean-Jacques, which made him happy, and eased his loneliness. In the letter, his son told him that his cousin Pauline had joined him in Nice, where they were sharing an apartment and supporting each other.

For the third time, there will be no Bastille Day celebrations at the Ritz. For the past three years now, the little satin tricolors have been moldering in cardboard boxes. Despite the lack of celebrations, Frank’s bar is packed on July 14. Barbara Hutton is wearing a new necklace of extraordinarily large pearls. She’s got so thin she looks emaciated. It’s terrifying. Next to her, Laura Corrigan is singing Lucienne Delyle’s latest hit, “Mon Amant de Saint-Jean,” in a New York accent. Leaning on the bar, Charles Bedaux, armed with a toothpick, is trying to skewer the olive in his dry Martini, with as little success as he has had landing a ministerial role in the Vichy government. Sacha Guitry mockingly whistles the Marseillaise in muffled tones while he polishes his spectacles. His play at the Madeleine, N’écoutez Pas, Mesdames!, has been a roaring success. At the table behind him, two recently arrived young German officers are playing backgammon and giggling like children.

Sitting alone at her table, Florence Gould has spent the past hour writing—is it a letter to her husband, or maybe to her lover Captain Jünger? Serge Lifar is quibbling with a journalist about republican decadence and moral bankruptcy. The journalist proposes a toast to Maréchal Pétain, Bedaux raises his glass. Jean Cocteau is sketching in a notepad, while his laughing friends try to guess what he is drawing. Their amusement seems to be irritating the elderly Wehrmacht commander with the balding pate who is sipping his glass of Veuve Clicquot at the far end of the bar. This is the third time he has come to the bar this week, without ever saying a word to anyone. Frank is convinced that he is listening to everything.

Nearby, Coco Chanel is sitting at a table with her uniformed lieutenant and some young woman Frank does not recognize. Like a strange doll with heavy makeup. A blonde-haired creature with porcelain skin, delicate features, an aquiline nose, and sparkling eyes. There is a cat on her lap, a copper-eyed Chartreux that she is languidly stroking. As he listens intently, Frank catches just a hint of a German accent in her otherwise impeccable French. She is talking about having seen the Breker exhibition earlier today, and about the amusing prank that Pierre Laval’s daughter, Josée de Chambrun, played on some friends she invited to her home on Tuesday. She announced to her guests that Arno Breker “had gifted her with an original” and promptly had an athlete stride into the room, naked as the day he was born. Coco Chanel laughs. The woman with the cat shoots Frank a meaningful look.

That’s the second time. Who is this woman?

He will not get the chance to find out as, just then, the telephone rings and Luciano beckons him.

“Monsieur Elmiger has asked to see you in his office right away.”

“We close in less than an hour. Tell him I’ll come and see him then.”

“He was very insistent, monsieur. He wants to see you immediately, he says it’s urgent.”

What could possibly be so urgent? Elmiger has spent so long walking a tightrope that now he sees danger everywhere.




Diary of Frank Meier

The worst has happened. Did I secretly suspect that it was inevitable? One way or another Blanche’s loose tongue was going to get her into trouble.

Elmiger was pale when I entered his office. One cigarette dangled from his lips while another burned out in the ashtray. Never had I seen him so serious. I was instantly on my guard. What did he know? Who had he been talking to? He gestured for me to take a seat in the chair opposite him. But I remained standing, so great was my panic. I felt small beads of sweat gather on my forehead, but I dared not wipe them away. I didn’t want Elmiger to see my fear.

“What’s happened?” I said, my voice not my own. Do I have time to run should it come to that? Or are they already on their way to arrest the Jewish barman?

“Please, Frank, sit down.” Elmiger gestured once more to the chair and I all but fell into it.

“Blanche Auzello has just been arrested by the German police,” he announced. The ground beneath my feet seemed to disappear. They had not come for me, then, but for Blanche.

“Tell me what happened,” I asked him, barely audible. Something strange had happened to my voice. Elmiger sighed, took a long pull from his cigarette and began to speak. I leaned forward, concentrating to catch every word.

“She and Lily were having dinner at Maxim’s,” Elmiger explained. “They ordered champagne and langoustines. The waiter told them they had run out of langoustines, but ten minutes later, he served a German colonel a seafood platter piled high with them. Blanche flew into a rage and lashed out at the maître d’hôtel: ‘I see there’s only food for Krauts here in town,’ and so on. You get the picture. Then she raised her glass and shouted ‘Vive la France!’ ”

My God. What is wrong with Blanche? It is a question I have asked myself a million times.

“They were asked to leave. Outside, two officers of the Gestapo were waiting and they were taken away in a van. About an hour ago.”

It was hard to believe, to understand. The Gestapo! Arrested! Would I ever see her again?

Elmiger went on to tell me that he had been informed of the news by the maître d’hôtel from Maxim’s, but that no one else knew yet, including Claude. Then he asked the question I feared most: “Frank, you know Blanche, is there anything that might put us at risk if she were to talk?”

Elmiger was staring at me, as though trying to read the answer in my face. I prayed my face was as blank as the snow in winter. And then, without waiting for an answer, he jumped out of his seat, fury in his eyes.

“She’s a Jew, isn’t she? Tell me the truth, Frank!”

Oh dear God.

“No!” I almost shouted, also getting to my feet. Elmiger and I were watching one another, like two lions, each waiting for the other to pounce. But then he seemed to deflate and sat down again.

“Monsieur Meier,” he said, his calm restored. “Do you really think I don’t know what goes on in my hotel? And then there are the rumors of the Englishman in the attic! Can you imagine? We searched and searched, of course, but we didn’t find anyone. Do you know anything about that? Madame Auzello could have got caught up in this whole affair by her friend Kharmayeff’s Bolshevik connections.”

Tell the customer whatever he wants to hear: it never occurred to me that life as a barman would have prepared me for an interrogation. I too had regained my composure by that point.

“Madame Auzello would never do anything that might jeopardize her husband,” I said, firmly.

He was intent on informing Madame Ritz, but somehow I persuaded him to hold off for the moment. The women were drunk, they’ll sober up and the Krauts will let them go, I reasoned. Thankfully, Elmiger agreed.

As I stood to leave his office, I felt a blade of terror in my stomach. Terror and rage. I needed a drink, something strong, but I couldn’t face the crowd at the bar. I wandered the hotel corridors until I could walk no longer and slumped onto a sofa in a hallway.

Blanche in the hands of the Gestapo! How could she be so stupid—insulting the Germans at Maxim’s! What will they do to her? Will they torture her?

Never did I imagine that the end of our story could come so abruptly.







ELEVEN

JULY 17, 1942

Blanche was released from custody this morning. Frank heard the news when Elmiger briefly took him aside at lunchtime, and is still trying to take it in.

For the past three nights, Frank has not slept a wink, but every evening at the bar he has had to keep up appearances in front of the customers, who are thankfully few. He worries most about the news leaking to Luciano, for fear of scaring the boy; and Georges, who has been singing the praises of the Laval administration. It was Georges who told Frank that the thousands of Jews who were rounded up yesterday are being held at the Vélodrome d’Hiver.

Where are they going to be sent?

To Germany, according to Georges.

“Laval is just negotiating, Frank, that’s all. He’s negotiated the return of French prisoners of war in exchange for workers to carry out forced labor. And most of these Jews are foreigners anyway.”

“Workers? Are you joking? You know what I saw this morning? An eight-year-old boy taking the hand of his five-year-old sister to help her onto a crowded bus. These children are not workers. It makes me sick to my stomach. Do you know what, Georges, I’ve had it up to here with you.”

“Hang on a minute, I’m as disgusted as you are about the kids…”

“I’ll leave you to close up. I’m going home.”



Outside, the deserted street is still sweltering. A torrid summer night. It is so quiet that Frank can hear the creaking pedals of a bicycle patrol in the distance. A German soldier with a magnificent voice is singing “Lili Marleen.” Frank loves this song, although it makes him melancholy. He thinks of the thousands of poor souls imprisoned beneath the blue glass roof of the velodrome. He could be one of them, huddled next to his mother, lost and frightened…

Does the past always catch up with exiles?

Absorbed in his thoughts, he almost doesn’t hear the clacking of heels on the cobblestones in front of him.

“Frank! Good evening.” Blanche has stepped out from the shadows of a nearby building and is directly in his path. She is wearing a stunning blue damask dress, but her face is still gaunt and haggard. Frank’s heart aches looking at the sunken face, the strained smile. He is so overjoyed to see her that he cannot bring himself to say anything. “Are you crying, Frank? Would you like a little nip of gin?”

“No, thank you.”

“Go on,” Blanche insists. “Tonight, I am the bartender.”

A muggy Paris night, a park bench, a bottle of Gordon’s, and Blanche Auzello. Suddenly, Frank feels like a young man again, imagining the countless young lovers who he used to see embrace each other on benches just like this throughout the city. But Frank is not a young man, and the lukewarm gin does not even taste good. They are in Paris in July 1942, two Jews not wearing yellow stars, exhausted and shell-shocked by the roundup that has shaken the whole city.

“People say there are at least ten thousand of them,” Blanche says, staring straight ahead. “Ten thousand, not counting the children. And they were arrested by French police. There have been rumors of a roundup in Belleville for several days, but nobody believed them.”

Blanche carries on talking and Frank listens. Would he have believed the rumors if he were a Jew living in Belleville or the Marais? Blanche’s voice breaks. It is a tone with which Frank is only too familiar.

Is she back on the morphine?

“What the hell were you thinking, doing what you did at Maxim’s on Tuesday night?”

Even Frank is surprised by the bluntness of his question. And by Blanche’s answer.

“I was completely lost. I was drunk, I couldn’t take it anymore. But don’t worry, Frank, spending three days in a jail cell has knocked a lot of sense into me. One night, while we were there, Lily asked me a strange question.”

“What did she say?”

“ ‘If God exists, Blanche, what would you like him to say when you finally stand before him?’ Strange, isn’t it? What about you, what would you want God to say when your time comes?”

“Let me think. I’d like him to say to me: ‘Sorry, Frank, the place is full, come back later.’ That would suit me just fine.”

Blanche’s laughter warms Frank’s heart, which has been frozen hard despite the sweltering summer.

“So, you’re saying you’d like a second helping of life?”

“Sort of. What about you?”

“I’d like God to say: ‘You did as much as you could, Blanche, you can come in now.’ ”

“Your answer sounds a lot wiser than mine, even if you did manage to get yourself arrested by the Gestapo for incitement. And now you’re sitting on a bench with a bottle of gin at eleven o’clock at night, long past curfew!”

“Oh, please, Frank, don’t lecture me, I’m exhausted.”

“Come on, get up,” Frank says, offering her his arm. “I’ll walk you back to the Ritz.”

She clings to his arm but refuses to meet his eyes. Frank can tell she is drifting off course again. She reminds him of the crescent moon barely visible in the sky: there is a thin sliver of Blanche Auzello shimmering in the darkness, like an illusion. The rest is plunged into shadows, invisible to everyone else, even Frank.

Just before they reach the Ritz, Blanche stops and stares down at the pavement.

“I don’t suppose you know anywhere I could get a fix for tonight?”

He could have bet on it. The morphine has won out.

“No, Blanche. It wouldn’t be doing you any favors.”

For the first time this evening, she looks him in the eye.

“Oh, don’t call me by my first name, I’m not a child anymore!” By the end of the sentence she is shouting. The fragile intimacy between them dissolves into the skies over Paris. A passing police officer stops.

“Is everything all right, madame?”

“Good evening, Officer,” Frank says. “Everything is fine.”

“Could I see your curfew passes, please?”

“Here you are.” Frank holds out his pass. “I was just walking Madame Auzello back to the Ritz.”

“Well, it looks to me as though Madame has arrived safely. You’d better go home, Monsieur Meier, it’s late.”

“Of course, Officer. Goodnight, madame.”

Blanche shoots him the same angry look she did in the summer of 1939, when she could no longer stand the fact he had become a reminder of her relapse. At times like these, Frank knows she hates him. Now, he is crippled by fear and sadness. And guilt. If Blanche becomes hooked on morphine again, it will reawaken the demon that fuels her worst excesses. To say nothing of the part he played, the part he felt powerless not to play. He can’t truly judge Blanche for her lack of willpower, when he is partially responsible. Didn’t he, after all, feed her bottomless cravings?

“I am so sorry, madame,” he says, but Blanche is already walking away.

Standing on the pavement of the Rue Cambon, in the dim glow of the streetlamps that have been painted blue to fool the British Spitfires, Frank Meier watches her shadow receding.
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ONE


Nice, January 31, 1943

Papa,

I received your letter and the money order today. Thank you. It could not have come at a better time. I am completely broke. Now that Wehrmacht troops have been stationed in Nice, I’ve lost my job. Hotel Le Negresco was requisitioned by the German High Command and all the staff were laid off. I’m completely disheartened. Things are pretty dire here, Papa. There are rumors that Laval is going to pass a law to send young Frenchmen like me to work as forced labor in Germany. But I refuse to go. So I have a favor to ask, and I won’t pretend it isn’t part of the reason I’m writing this letter. I’d like to come and live with you in Paris. Maybe it would be easier for me to find a job there? And it would give us a chance to make up for lost time. What do you think? I know that we have never been very close, but, as Pauline says, it’s never too late. And your niece would like to come with me, if that’s all right with you. She was working as a personal secretary to the manager of the Negresco, so she has lost her job too. She’s a wonderful, hardworking woman. I think you would like her. And she would love to see you again. It’s been so long since we were all together.

Would you have room for both of us? We won’t be any trouble, I promise. I hope this letter will resonate with you. I am your son, Papa, and I am asking for a little help. I hope you are doing well in these strange times. When will it all end? Pauline and I send our love and look forward to hearing from you.

Affectionately,
 Jean-Jacques



Frank stands, dumbfounded, his eyes brimming with tears. He never expected Jean-Jacques to come back into his life. In his solitary existence, where every move is dictated by the Germans and he is constantly at the mercy of the times, being called “Papa” has shaken Frank to the core. He is heartened by the idea of reconnecting with his son. As for Pauline, he has not seen his niece in almost twenty years, but loved her as a child… Her proud, gentle eyes. Her iron will. Frank smiles. Having them with him would be a real luxury. He sets the letter on the table and looks out of the window. The street is swathed in the darkness of late afternoon.

An elderly woman is slowly walking along the opposite pavement, shivering in a thin coat and pulling a woolen shawl tight around her neck. Frank looks away. His coal-fired stove produces almost too much heat. He thinks of Jean-Jacques’s letter: “It would give us a chance to make up for lost time.”

He feels a niggling sense of irritation. His son has always known how to tug on his heartstrings whenever he’s needed something. He’s his mother’s son, a smooth talker. Instantly he feels guilty for this shameful thought. He reads the letter three times, then, taking his Montegrappa fountain pen from the table in the hall, he looks for a sheet of paper. He will write to his son now. Jean-Jacques and Pauline could move into the Birenbaums’ apartment upstairs on the sixth floor. And Pauline will be a buffer between us. Although he cannot say why, he feels reassured by the prospect of having a woman around. He immediately sets about writing the letter.




Diary of Frank Meier

I had arrived home from the bar just after midnight. It had been a long shift, and a busy one. We got through all the olives, so keen was the thirst of the German officers for dry Martinis. I was about to make myself a hot chocolate, a rare treat, courtesy of the Ritz, when the bell to my apartment rang. My first thought was Blanche. My second, the Gestapo. But whoever it was, they weren’t going away—the bell gave another long peal.

I am ashamed to say I felt relief and a little disappointment when I opened the door to my son and niece. Relieved it wasn’t the Gestapo, relieved Jean-Jacques had made it safely to Paris, and disappointed it wasn’t Blanche.

A tall, good-looking young man, Jean-Jacques stepped into my apartment and gazed around the room before we hugged. An awkward embrace—I had not seen him in years and years, and even when he was a child, we had never been truly close. I had failed him as a father, absent, selfish in my own ambition, and we had grown apart.

But still, he is my son, and he needs my help—and I am proud to have a home to offer him. Yes, Jean-Jacques has made little effort to reach out to me other than those times he has needed money, or, as now, a place to live, but I take full responsibility for our strained relationship. And I now have a chance to make up for all the years of silence.

My niece Pauline kissed me and thanked me over and over. She had brought some Turkish delight, a tiny box. Heaven only knows how she got hold of it, but it was a touching gift.

“You have finer sweets at the Ritz, no doubt, Papa,” said Jean-Jacques with a smirk. Was he goading me?

“But Turkish delight is the finest, son,” I said.

“Tell me, Papa, how many Nazis do you serve in a typical evening?”

Jean-Jacques clearly did not like me working at the Ritz and I could not blame him. While Resistance fighters pushed back against our invaders, I was making them cocktails.

“Have you seen your mother?” I asked, desperate to change the subject.

“I have. She is well and sends her good wishes.” I didn’t believe that. Maria and I had parted on bad terms, disgusted as she was by my fraternization with the bourgeoisie, and it seemed that my son had adopted some of her distaste.

How much greater would Jean-Jacques’s aversion to my work be if he were to learn of his Jewish origins? I have never told him I was born a Jew, believing myself so distanced from my heritage that it had no impact on him. But now, having a Jewish father would put him in danger with the Gestapo. It is up to me to keep this secret, for both of us. I thank God I have never shared my secret with anyone, including my own son.

The evening got better after we opened a bottle of wine and shared the Turkish delight. My son’s job at the casino provided almost as many amusing anecdotes as mine at the bar and soon we were laughing as if there were no war outside this apartment.

It was gone 2 a.m. when I showed them upstairs to the Birenbaum family’s now empty apartment, where they would live. Would the Birenbaums mind that I had requisitioned their home for my son? They had trusted me to take care of it, and I reasoned putting my family there would ensure that no other occupants could invade their space.

I fell asleep that night a little dizzy from the wine, a little jumpy from the sugar, but all the same happy that my son was sleeping under my own roof for the first time in years.







TWO

MARCH 5, 1943

Like Napoleon’s Grande Armée before them, the Wehrmacht have become mired in the bitter cold and the snow. At the battle of Stalingrad, German arrogance was dealt a blow that has echoed all the way to the Ritz. Tensions have been rising and, with them, violence. When he comes down to the bar, Stülpnagel the Younger is the most affable of customers, yet he has no choice but to carry out Hitler’s orders. All the Jews who were rounded up in Paris in July have been deported to Poland. On the orders of prime minister Pierre Laval, this included children. Because the bastard didn’t want to separate the little ones from their mothers. Yeah, right. The hypocrite. In the Ritz bar, everyone knows the fate reserved for these people, but no one dares mention it. What does Stülpnagel really think about it? Frank can sense his reluctance, but the general does not talk about his feelings. Walls have ears, especially at the Ritz, and the slightest sign of weakness is immediately punished.

Children! Children rounded up like animals and wrenched from their homes. I am surrounded by murderers and every day I have to serve them drinks.

Hitler needs fresh blood on the Eastern Front. Over the past month, the Reich has been sending a steady stream of officers from Paris to the Soviet front. Yesterday, Marie Sénéchal’s “little captain” packed his bags and headed for Kharkov, where German troops are launching a counteroffensive. The heartbroken chambermaid stood on the Rue Chambon crying her eyes out, alternately bringing a white handkerchief and a pomander to her nose. Her Karl clearly left her well provisioned with Guerlain perfumes.

Lines of people snake endlessly along the pavement past empty shop windows. There is no butter now, no cheese, no eggs. Mothers bring stools because they have to wait so long for a measly hunk of bread or a thin slice of bacon. The theaters and the café-concerts are still packed. Every night at the Casino de Paris, Mistinguett sings her pre-war hit “I’m Looking for a Millionaire.” Now, midway through the song, she croons into the microphone that she is also looking for a leg of lamb, and gives her address in the ninth arrondissement. The audience howls with laughs, but Sacha Guitry told Frank last night that some of her admirers have had meat delivered to her on the sly.

Jean-Jacques and Pauline are still living in the Birenbaums’ flat above Frank’s. Pauline, who is pretty and well-mannered, has got a job as a sales assistant at Vuitton. It is more difficult to find a place for his son, but Frank is keeping an eye out.

The balance of power is shifting in the bar, too. Georges is much less enamored of Pierre Laval and Maréchal Pétain since the introduction of the Compulsory Work Program. And while Luciano has learned to mask his emotions while working behind the bar, his seething anger has not dissipated.

The Petit Bar is in full swing. It is an hour until closing and Frank is tired and longing for his bed, to give himself over to oblivion.

“Bitch,” spits Luciano.

“Luciano!” Frank has never heard the boy use bad language before. “What’s the matter with you?”

“Marie Sénéchal. I hate her!”

“Keep it down, please,” Frank snaps. “What’s this about Marie?”

“I just ran into her outside the lockers. She was crying, saying that everything was the fault of the kikes and the commies and they need to be exterminated. All she cares about is getting back into bed with her Nazi. I know she’s been sleeping with Stülpnagel’s aide-de-camp; I saw them at the Trocadéro on New Year’s Day. That’s why she’s spent all morning sniveling. I told her she was nothing but a Nazi whore.”

“You didn’t!”

“I did.”

“You’re a complete idiot!” says Frank in a tone that makes Luciano flinch. “Don’t draw attention to yourself, and don’t wind people up—we can’t afford that luxury. Do you understand?”

Luciano sniffles like a stubborn child.

“Tomorrow, you’ll go and apologize to her. Just do what I tell you and keep your mouth shut. Control yourself, damn it, that’s the rule. Now get to work.”

How could he be so stupid as to insult Marie! What if she tries to take revenge?

Frank knows Luciano will quickly come to his senses. He is angry about the world around him. In the kitchens he hangs around with older boys and sometimes tries to act the tough guy, but he has a good heart.

Luciano is standing by the door, sulking. Suddenly, his face lights up.

“Monsieur! Captain Jünger is here.”

It is almost six months since Ernst Jünger was posted to Russia, and Frank was beginning to wonder whether the writer hadn’t died at the front, his corpse frozen on the icy steppes.

“Guten Abend, Herr Meier!”

“Good evening, Herr Jünger. Welcome home.”

Jünger looks radiant. He has the twinkling eye and the beaming smile of the survivor.

“Thank you so much for the bottle of Calvados you sent me, Frank. It was such a thoughtful thing.”

“You’re very welcome.”

“Thanks to you, I managed to impress the gallery of generals on the Eastern Front. From time to time, I would serve them a little glass after dinner. And believe me, a thimbleful of the Ritz is very precious when you’re camped outside Voroshilovsk.”

“What was it like there?” Frank says as he deftly uncorks a bottle of Perrier-Jouët.

Jünger heaves a long sigh.

“We were on the verge of being wiped out. The soldiers had been sapped of their strength, their bodies had no reserves left. A little graze from a bullet could mean death.”

“Was it worse than Verdun and the Somme?”

“Much worse, Private Meier. These days, war is waged by engineers who regard human beings as little more than vermin. We have sunk to the level of insects. Herr Meier, human life is worthless.”

For a moment there is a deafening silence.

“What about the Ritz, Frank, what’s new on the home front?”

“The last few months have been fairly quiet. Except for the arrest of Charles Bedaux.”

Jünger’s eyes light up.

“Bedaux has been arrested?”

“Oh, yes,” Frank says, pleased by the impact of his news. “He had been posted to Algeria where the Vichy government wanted him to construct an oil pipeline, but then the British and the Americans landed in North Africa and Bedaux was caught like a rat in a trap. The funniest part is that, because he has an American passport, he is being charged with high treason. It smells like trouble.”

“A particularly ironic twist of fate. I suppose we can only pity poor Monsieur Bedaux. All that effort to serve in the Vichy government, only to get taken prisoner at the first opportunity…”

Frank likes the way Jünger looks at the world. Almost enough to like Jünger himself. But as he looks past the general, out over the privileged throngs of the Third Reich who have replaced his regulars, he feels his stomach twist. Despite these moments of camaraderie, despite the apparent ease he assumes behind the bar… he is still a cornered animal.





THREE

APRIL 1, 1943

Finally, a night off! Frank invited Jean-Jacques and Pauline to dinner in his apartment. He cooked a leg of lamb with beans and, from the chef at the Ritz, he got a free Camembert and the remains of a bottle of Gevrey-Chambertin that had been opened the night before. Waste not, want not. There is enough for each of them to have at least one glass—the perks of working at the Ritz. But such luxuries come at a price, and it is one Frank is finding increasingly difficult to pay. This afternoon, as he was walking home along the Boulevard des Capucines, he spotted an old man in a suit fishing a cigarette butt out of the gutter. Their eyes met and the man looked away, ashamed. Frank considered offering him a cigarette, but immediately felt self-conscious at the thought of being seen to flaunt his privileges. So he decided not to. Like a coward.

Tonight, the newsreader on Radio-Paris announced that Léon Blum, “former President of the Council responsible for the defeat of France,” had been transferred to Buchenwald prison in Germany as a political hostage.

Handing Blum over to the Nazis? Is that how low we’ve sunk? We should be ashamed!

The clock has just chimed the half-hour and there is still no sign of Jean-Jacques and Pauline, who said they would be here at seven fifteen. Frank is beginning to panic; these days, whenever anyone is late, you cannot help but worry, especially since the introduction of the Compulsory Work Service. Jean-Jacques has been at risk ever since the decree that all men born between 1920 and 1922, regardless of profession, could be enlisted for forced labor. If that weren’t bad enough, the police and militiamen track down those who refuse to comply and mount raids outside Metro stations. Frank has given Jean-Jacques a fake work permit, but he’s so scatterbrained he’s probably forgotten it. People say that any young man who is stopped and unable to prove his status is immediately posted to Germany, without even being allowed to go home to pack a bag. If that were to happen, Frank could always use his connections at the Ritz to protect his son, but he would prefer to keep his powder dry.

When they finally arrive at a quarter to eight, Jean-Jacques does not even apologize.

“We went to the cinema, but the show dragged on. We saw The Murderer Lives at Number 21. It was amazing.”

“You know Suzy Delair, the actress who plays Mila Malou, don’t you?” Pauline says to Frank.

“Not really. She sometimes comes to the bar. She’s a little stuck-up.”

“Oh, I don’t care about that!” says Pauline. “In the movie, she’s honest and happy-go-lucky.”

Honest and happy-go-lucky, as Blanche used to be.

“Come on, let’s eat. Otherwise, everything will be overcooked.”

As he carves the leg of lamb, Frank thinks about Pauline’s thirtieth birthday at the end of the month. The children deserve something. Like a good black-market dinner. And a little money. But Jean-Jacques sees things differently.

“As we were walking home along the Rue Cardinet, we saw ‘1918’ and ‘Stalingrad’ chalked everywhere on the walls. The tide is turning. You need to think about the future, Papa.”

Frank puts down his fork.

“What do you mean by that?”

“I mean, you need to save your money. And try to keep your distance from the Nazis.”

“Working at the Ritz makes that a little complicated, I think you’ll agree.”

Frank realizes that Jean-Jacques has been brooding over this for some time. It warms his heart to know his son has been worrying about him.

“Be careful, Papa. If things were to change, you could be in a very sticky position.”

“I know, son. I get through every day as best I can. It’s impossible to sacrifice the present for the future; that’s how it has been these past three years. You have to be wary of everyone.”

“Yes, even your own wife,” says Pauline.

Frank turns to her, bewildered.

“During my shift at Vuitton today I heard a terrible story,” she says. “The secretary of one of the bosses, a woman whose husband is a POW, heard that he was finally going to be released, so she sent one last food parcel to Germany. But the husband was released earlier than expected and when he turned up at Batignolles, he found his wife in bed with some curly-haired guy. Meanwhile, back in Germany, his former prison mates were sharing the picnic basket. Four of them died: the secretary had put arsenic in the butter.”

Frank thinks for a moment, then turns to his son.

“One thing is certain: if the Nazis are forced to flee, Pairs will be full of people hungry for revenge.”

“That’s why you have to watch your back, Papa.”

Right now, Frank does not see what he can do. But he promises Jean-Jacques that he will think about it.

Who knows what will happen?

How could I possibly leave the Ritz? Abandon Blanche?

Frank has barely seen Blanche Auzello since that night in July, and when he has, they have exchanged nothing but politeness and pleasantries, the kind that make his heart ache. But he’s seen the sheen on her skin, and heard the rumor circulating that Blanche is drunk, crabby, and depressed, and once again holed up in her apartments.

Morphine.

Is Claude Auzello blind, or is he just a great actor?

Frank watches his son and niece cut up the Camembert, and is moved by their mere presence. Their company has been good for him. He is sleeping better. Blanche is not so lucky; for her there are no distractions other than alcohol and morphine. She has betrayed the number one rule of the nouveaux riches: to climb the social ladder, one must have an iron will.





FOUR

APRIL 13, 1943

“Good evening, Frank.”

“Monsieur Auzello! What a surprise.”

Since the war began, Claude Auzello has not once set foot in the bar.

In times past, we would often have a late-night drink.

“Oh, Frank, it is a disaster.”

“What has happened, monsieur?”

“The Gestapo have come to arrest Blanche.”

“Again? What is it this time? Another of Lily Kharmayeff’s stunts?”

“They have accused her of leaving the kitchen lights on all night, allegedly to help British bombers find their target in the city center…”

“My God!”

Frank’s racing thoughts are crashing together.

“How is she? Where have they taken her? Do you believe she is capable of such a thing?”

“I have no idea! I don’t know who she is anymore, Frank. These days Blanche acts with an arrogance I’ve never seen in her. The bastards who came looking for her were rude and aggressive. But Blanche was calm. She just patted me on the cheek and told me it would all be fine. She was drunk. I suppose you know that she drinks too much.”

Claude’s voice cracks. Frank hands him a glass of triple sec, which he drains in a single gulp.

“Who knows about this?”

“Elmiger and Madame Ritz. They immediately called General von Stülpnagel’s room. But the SS reports to no one but Himmler. There’s nothing he can do.”

For a moment, both men fall silent. Blanche’s absence seems to fill the whole space.

It is Claude who finally speaks.

“If she talks, I’m a dead man. Look, I know I can tell you anything. I know you’ve been trafficking forged papers for Jews, so, if you inform on me, I’ll inform on you.”

Frank feels an icy chill in the pit of his stomach to be threatened so casually by a longtime friend. How has it come to this? Frank is like a rat in a cage.

“Don’t look at me like that, Frank. You know what this place is like. At the Ritz, everyone knows everything, but no one says anything. That’s the way here, isn’t it? Elmiger thinks I’m breaking my back trying to keep the restaurant kitchens supplied with fruit and vegetables, but do you know what I’m really doing?”

Frank shakes his head slowly. “Please, Claude, be careful what you say. You’re upset and—”

“Be careful what I say? I’m talking to you, to my friend, the man who once saved my wife.”

But now you openly threaten me. There should be a new word for friendship in wartime.

Frank nods and shows Claude his palms, inviting him to go ahead.

“I’m keeping the British informed about the comings and goings of our guests.”

For the second time tonight, Frank is dumbfounded. How could the barman of the Ritz not know that something like this was going on right under his nose?

“I’ve assigned the names of fruits and vegetables to Wehrmacht generals and various Nazi bigwigs. When I’m on the telephone, anyone would assume I am placing orders. Actually, I’m talking to a friend, a railway worker in Switzerland, telling him the times and dates certain people will be here.”

Seeing Frank’s amazement, the ghost of a smile plays on Claude’s lips.

“If Göring is going to spend three nights at the Ritz, then the day before his arrival I order three crates of turnips. If Jünger books a table for dinner, I order a basket of asparagus in the morning. And if the venerable writer is dining with his friend Stülpnagel, I add some cauliflower.”

“I have to say, I did think…”

“Think what?” says Claude, toying with his empty glass.

“… that there had to be something going on behind all this talk of greengrocers and wholesalers. That’s just the sort of thing I would expect of you, monsieur. As for your wife, she would never betray you. She is a woman of honor.”

Claude spreads his palms.

“Do any of us really know what we might be capable of if we were tortured?”

Frank feels a shiver run down his spine. He wishes that Claude had said nothing—but he knows the man is right. Blanche might well be interrogated, even tortured.

Unspeakable images appear on his closed eyelids. Blanche’s delicate features bruised beyond recognition, her frail body broken. Who could possibly withstand torture by the Gestapo?

She’s already told her husband that I’ve been trafficking in forged papers.

She might tell the Gestapo too. What can I do? Throw in my lot with Lafont in the hope he can get his SS friends to intervene? But if that doesn’t work…

What would happen to Jean-Jacques and Pauline?

And Blanche, they can’t just take her away. Not Blanche.




Diary of Frank Meier

This time, they’ve taken you away from me for good.

It has been a whole week since you disappeared. Where are you, Blanche?

These past six nights, I haven’t slept for tossing and turning.

The second I doze off, I see your disfigured face.

Your swollen cheeks, your bloody lips, bruises on your forehead.

Or I suddenly hear your voice, crying out for help. It haunts my nights.

And when I am so utterly exhausted that I fall asleep, I hear you screaming my name. Begging, pleading.

And I wake with a start.

During the day, I can manage to put on a brave face. But as soon as night comes… the night belongs to you.

I lie awake in bed, I think about praying to I don’t know who.

As I wait for dawn, your cries fill my ears.

I’m helpless.

I’m scared.







FIVE

APRIL 27, 1943

Before he even steps into the Widow’s office, Frank knows that there is something gravely wrong. Elmiger’s face is ashen; Süss’s eyes are rheumy. Only Marie-Louise Ritz, her face gaunt, remains ramrod straight, undaunted in the face of adversity.

The worse things are, the better she seems.

“Monsieur Meier,” she says, flashing him a brief smile he cannot quite interpret. “Please, take a seat. Would you care for a cigarette?”

“No, thank you, madame.”

There have always been two Frank Meiers. The one who seeks refuge in deference and discipline. And the other, who flirts with rebelliousness and insubordination. He knows that he is not alone in this. The poisonous circumstances into which fate has plunged him these past three years have only exacerbated this old duality. One day, he finds himself doing favors for Nazis, the next, he is helping Jewish families escape.

The atmosphere in César Ritz’s office is oppressive; now everyone knows they could be arrested.

It is Elmiger who breaks the silence.

“Frank, we have just received some deeply troubling news that concerns us all: this afternoon, Blanche Auzello was sentenced to ten months’ imprisonment by the German military courts.”

Ten months. An eternity.

Frank forces himself to stay strong.

“On what charge?” he manages to ask.

“Consorting with communists.”

“That’s ridiculous!” Frank protests.

“Not really, Frank. They had already arrested Mademoiselle Kharmayeff, and two days ago Moscow newspapers ran furious headlines about the ‘arrest of a great Russian dancer in Paris.’ That was proof enough for them. Poor Claude is in shock and has locked himself away in his apartments. He knows that, in the best interests of the Ritz, he needs to keep a low profile. And, with time off for good behavior, his wife might be back with us by Christmas.”

Christmas, is there still such a thing as Christmas in this world?

“We find ourselves in a very difficult position,” Elmiger says. “The Gestapo are more than a little angry about this business of the kitchen lights being left on all night. They consider it an act of sabotage. So now we are all under suspicion, and we have to prove ourselves very quickly.”

“What has that got to do with me?” says Frank.

“I’m getting to that. Henri Lafont has just been promoted to the rank of SS commander, and this morning he called to say he wished to celebrate his new appointment here at the Ritz. Forgive me, but I see this as a blessing. We thought perhaps you could make your bar available to him as a token of our friendship.”

Disconcerted, Frank Meier says nothing.

Hand over my bar at the Ritz to Lafont. My bar.

“He’s a man who has great influence with the Nazi authorities. You take care of everything, and in return we will give you ten percent of the takings for the event. That could be a lot of money. You need to pull out all the stops. His group of thugs and gangsters will all be there, and—”

“Hans!” the Widow interrupts. “That’s no way to describe Monsieur Lafont’s entourage.”

“I apologize, madame. I stand corrected. You will be organizing a lavish reception for Henri Lafont and ‘his dearest friends.’ There will also be a number of SS officers in attendance, including Helmut Knochen, commander of the Security Police in Occupied France. A very big gun. He must be made to feel at home, do you understand?”

The whole of the Ritz is capitulating. This is not a reception, it’s an invasion. But with Blanche in the hands of the Gestapo, what choice do I have?

Frank sighs.

“I agree.”

“We never doubted that you would, Frank. Especially since our offer is more than generous. These days, everyone needs money…”

“That’s very true. And, on that subject, I’d like fifteen percent.”

The Widow almost chokes.

“I beg your pardon?”

“I need to get my staff involved. I think they will be more willing to serve members of the Gestapo if I promise them a little butter for their parsnips.”

“You have some nerve, Meier!” the Widow protests, without much conviction.

“I think Frank has a point, madame,” says Elmiger. “We need all hands on deck to give Monsieur Lafont an evening he won’t forget.”

“If you say so,” the Widow snaps.

“Is it a deal, Frank?”

“It’s a deal, Monsieur Elmiger.”

Frank glances at Elmiger. How much does he know about what has been going on these past months? Perhaps nothing. Perhaps everything. Frank would rather not find out.





SIX

MAY 5, 1943

For some days now, Frank has been puzzled by the presence of a dozen old bicycles mounted on chocks at the back of the hairdressing salon. One of the bellboys tells him that Elmiger has hired a team of cyclists, their bicycles connected to generators, to power the hairdryers of women getting a perm. A real stroke of genius. There are power cuts all over Paris, but here at the Ritz the guests can still get their hair done. Outside, Jews are being hunted down, children are being shot at Mont Valérien, and people are starving to death, but when it comes to hair curlers, a luxury hotel has to be faultless.

The Ritz, a palace of illusions.



Süss disappears into the shadows. Following close behind, Frank gropes his way through the cellars of the Ritz. Last night, on the telephone, Süss had sounded worried when he arranged to meet Frank in the cellar they used to store luggage, but he gave no other details—except to be as discreet as possible.

“Monsieur Süss?” Frank calls, muffling his voice with his hand. “I can’t see you, are you there?”

What a weird place. At once sinister and serene. Not a sound from the outside world, the place is dry and dark, the walls impossibly thick. It is like a crypt. Many of the Ritz’s guests fled Paris in the spring of 1940, leaving their belongings behind. All these trunks and suitcases piled up like coffins, a graveyard of memories. They have not been opened for years. What has become of their owners? Where do they live today? In New York, Rio, or London? Are they dead or alive? Will they ever get their items back? The Nazis have not yet poked their noses into these treasures of the past.

Down here, at least, there is no war. There never was. Such peace… Up there, people are looting, raiding, and killing; in the cellars of the Ritz, the past sleeps peacefully.

Süss leads him towards the hidden door, the entrance to the tunnel.

In the glow of the flashlight, Frank can see that he’s even paler than he was last week. No sooner have they arrived than Süss blurts out his story.

“I’m in a hell of a lot of trouble, Frank. I’ve just heard from a reliable source that, for the past three months, the Gestapo have been investigating me.”

“On what grounds?”

“The SS suspect me of spying for the British.”

“But… you’re not, are you?”

“They think the fact I’m close to Göring is just a cover. After all I’ve done for that fat pig!”

“Do you think Göring’s henchmen are trying to get rid of you?”

“It’s something I’ve considered. But the truth is, I don’t know.”

“Why haven’t they arrested you?”

“Because I’m part of a wider investigation. The SS are convinced that there’s a whole network of spies in the Ritz.”

Frank is thinking fast. This is bad news.

“How did you find out about all this?”

“Through Bedaux.”

“Charles Bedaux?”

“He negotiated his freedom with the Allies in Algiers. He’s now working for them. I swear, with Bedaux, betrayal is a character trait.”

“And you trust him?”

Süss’s sly half-smile tells Frank that he still has a lot to learn about what is going on outside his bar.

“We’ve been in contact since last summer. He’s bought a dozen artworks from Jewish families, at a fair market price, not at a discount. He was really helpful. He’s paid out a fortune and he’s never complained. His arrest was a real blow.”

“But Bedaux loathes the Jews!”

“Let’s just say he was covering his back. And he wasn’t wrong.”

“I feel sick to my stomach…”

Süss’s hopeless smile broadens.

“How is it possible that you are still so outraged by the injustices of this world, Frank? Regardless of his actions, Bedaux warned me that the Gestapo have been spying on us.”

Clearly, there will never be an end to this war.

“Meier, come closer to the pillar and lean down to your left.”

Frank curses his increasingly arthritic joints.

“Right there, at the bottom, can you see the small cabinet embedded in the stone?”

Frank had not noticed the little door embedded in the sandstone column. Granted, there is little light in the cellar and the cabinet is well hidden. It is made of bronze and gilded brass with a central bas-relief of Christ, hand raised, head surrounded by a golden halo, that looks as though it dates back to biblical times. Frank opens it carefully, revealing a small alcove.

“What can you see?”

“There’s a red silk scarf.”

“If I have to flee, I’ll take it with me. So, if I suddenly disappear, come and check. If the scarf is gone, you’ll know that I’m safe and that I escaped through the tunnel. And you’ll know that you need to be very careful.”

“Where would you go?”

“It’s better for both of us if I don’t say any more. One other thing, Frank: it was Blanche Auzello who left the lights on in the kitchen. I caught her red-handed.”

“And you turned her in?” Frank says incredulously.

“Of course not! Why on earth would I? What I mean to say is, now that Blanche is in the hands of the Nazis, she’s a loose cannon.”

“But if you didn’t turn her in, who did?”

“Who do you think?”

Frank hesitates.

“The Widow?”

“Yes, I’m pretty sure.”

As he stares at the alcove, Frank silently begs Blanche to hang on.

She always dreamed of being a heroine, now she has the chance to show the world what she’s made of. If she can survive this ordeal, there is a chance that I will get through this. If not…

“Do everything you possibly can to make Lafont’s reception a success,” Süss advises. “Be passionate, be charming. You won’t get another chance. Prove your loyalty to them. Protect yourself, Frank!”

As Frank sees Süss carefully hang a little oil lamp on the wall, he realizes that his mind is made up. He is saying goodbye. Frank is overcome with emotion.

“I want to thank you, Monsieur Süss, you’ve given me a great deal of moral support. You’ve shown me a path through the chaos.”

As he makes his way back to the kitchens, Süss flashes Frank a smile.

“That’s the solidarity of the wandering soul, Frank.”





SEVEN

MAY 15, 1943

It is almost 10 p.m. and the hardest part is over. Lafont’s reception is in full swing, Frank has control of the bar, and Lafont is strutting around as his sleazy horde rejoices among the dark-purple dahlias and orchids. The gaudy extravagance was the most discreet way Frank could think of to mock the hero of the day. As soon as he discovered that the newly minted commander was passionate about flowers, Frank decided to put them everywhere. And since he has often heard Lafont proclaim his admiration for Hitler, he has hung a portrait of the Führer on the wall.

In his role as barman, he has created a few new cocktails. But while one of the officers has shown interest in his Siegfried, most of the others have been fueled by champagne.

Süss was right: everyone is here. He sees the Paris chief of police cozying up to a group of Gestapo officers; Nazi collaborators rubbing elbows with war profiteers; criminals mingling with the political elites of Paris. Needless to say, there are also a few “countesses,” but they checked their titles at the cloakroom and left their fishnet stockings at home.

Frank is watching Georges, who seems very uncomfortable among the same thugs he was once so quick to idolize.

He dreamed of being like them, but it’s not in his nature.

He is held back by his moral code—and perhaps a little cowardice. Georges is not cut out for a dog-eat-dog world. Frank can sense his friend’s shame and frustration. He is not angry that Georges has finally come to realize that this world is much more corrupt than the last. These people do not rob, they “requisition.” They don’t burgle; they “confiscate.” They don’t extort, they “file a complaint.” Even words have been appropriated.

“Monsieur?”

“Yes, Luciano.”

“There’s a woman at the door. She doesn’t have an invitation, but I’ve seen her here before. With Mademoiselle Chanel. She had a cat with her.”

“Ah! The strange little doll with too much makeup…”

“The what?”

“Don’t worry. Ask Monsieur Lafont, he makes all the decisions tonight.”

What’s a woman like that doing at a reception like this?

“And two seats at the bar, please!”

Henri Lafont is laughing, proud and delighted to welcome the newcomer. Frank has to admit that the young woman looks even more spectacular than he remembers. Ash-blonde hair with iridescent highlights, a milky complexion, eyes of opaline, and very voluptuous. The green, belted satin dress gives her the figure of a cabaret singer. A doe among wolves, but one who keeps them at bay. Purring beneath her pale-yellow silk glove, the cat is as snooty as his mistress.

Who on earth is she?

“Frank, my friend, pour this little Fräulein a glass of Roederer!”

“Right away, Monsieur Lafont.”

His right hand caresses the small of her back.

She doesn’t react. Are they lovers?

“Your champagne, mademoiselle. I’ve added a raspberry; just let it soak up the alcohol and save it for last. You’ll see, it’s divine.”

She delicately reaches out a hand to take the gold-rimmed glass.

“Thank you. I admire your restraint. It is a mark of true elegance.”

“You flatter me. What is your cat’s name?”

“Raimund. Like Ferdinand Raimund. An Austrian playwright of the last century. A confectioner turned writer who took his life at the age of forty-six because he thought he had been bitten by a rabid dog. I like to imagine that he was reincarnated as a cat.”

The young woman’s gaze is hypnotic; on her lap, the Chartreux cat looks ready to get his claws out.

Hold it together, Frank.

“My dear Inga,” Lafont cuts in. “May I present Helmut Knochen, head of the Gestapo in Paris?”

“Pleased to meet you, Herr Standartenführer. I am Inga Haag, secretary and niece of Admiral Canaris.”

Admiral Canaris, the head of German military intelligence! What is his niece doing here?

“Your uncle’s work has been invaluable in helping us to track down the terrorists who come to France to spread their propaganda,” says Knochen.

“He works on it day and night, believe me.”

“The French are easily manipulated by Allied propaganda, and it is up to us to, let’s say, help them understand that the British are our enemies.”

Inga Haag gives him a provocative smile.

“Let us toast the victory of the Third Reich!” Lafont suggests.

“God hear you, Lafont. Heil Hitler!”

“Heil Hitler!”

Just what kind of game is this woman playing?

Behind them, the wolf pack, deprived of its leader, is beginning to grow impatient. The thugs are demanding a trip to the One-Two-Two, Lafont’s favorite brothel.

Helmut Knochen finally gives the signal to leave.

“Herr Meier, thank you for this magnificent evening.”

“It was a pleasure, Herr Knochen.”

Lafont also gets to his feet.

“It was perfect, Frank.”

“Thank you, Monsieur Lafont.”

Frank can feel Inga Haag staring at him.

He suddenly feels ashamed of being so affable towards this man he despises.

“Fräulein Haag, enjoy the rest of your evening.”

“Thank you, Frank. Oh, one more thing—I hear you give excellent racing tips. Could you include me? I adore horse racing.”

“It would be a pleasure, mademoiselle.”

The woman wants something from me, that much is obvious.

Frank is disconcerted by her charm.

Calm down, Frank.

The reception went off well, Lafont and Knochen are delighted, mission accomplished.

“Luciano! Escort Monsieur Lafont to his car!”

“Yes, monsieur.”

Now the only people left in the Ritz bar are two weary war veterans. Georges is morose. Pétain promised to get France back on its feet; instead he handed it over to thugs and pimps.

The maréchal, more than anyone, has betrayed us.

Frank lays a hand on his old friend’s shoulder. They look at each other, then they look around this bar with its ridiculous clusters of purple dahlias and the comically oversized portrait of Hitler in pride of place and burst out laughing.

“Shall we do the sums?” Frank says, as though to cheer himself up.

They line up the stacks of banknotes on the bar, as they have done since they first started out, set aside a share for Luciano, put what is due to the Ritz back in the register, and divide the rest between them—in the name of what they lived through together a lifetime ago.

Money. At least they have that.





EIGHT

JUNE 3, 1943

Inga Haag, perched on a stool opposite Frank, is the only customer in the bar. A breath of fresh air. Tonight, she is wearing a cotton sundress of mimosa yellow with white checks. Inga and Frank have established a little ritual. The moment she walks through the door, he pours a glass of Roederer and adds a raspberry. Then he walks around his bar and takes her hand as she settles herself on the bar stool. Her magnificent cat has also found his own place—curled up next to the cash register. He sleeps with one eye closed, the other warily observing the barman. For the past twenty minutes, Frank has been listening, a little awestruck, as Inga recounts tales of her childhood in Berlin, her expensive boarding school in London, her mother’s matchless beauty, and her beloved father, an investment banker and collector of rare books. As she reminisces, Inga runs a polished fingernail over the rim of her empty champagne glass. Frank is mesmerized by her. But what about Blanche? Blanche, who at this very moment is probably going through hell… As he pours her more champagne, Inga glances at the framed portrait of Fitzgerald.

“I would love to have spent an evening with him,” she murmurs.

“Not very long ago, he was sitting on that very bar stool.”

Inga looks stunned; Frank swells with pride.

“Did you know him well?”

“I think I can say that we were friends.” Frank smiles, remembering his fond exchanges with the great writer.

“Really?” Inga is sitting up straighter, genuine awe in her eyes. “But that’s amazing!”

“I miss him.”

How I would love to be serving him drinks again, him and the old crowd. Will those days ever return?

Inga Haag purses her lips. She looks moved. Then she talks about her secret passion for American literature. Before the war, she devoured all Fitzgerald’s novels. Frank is stunned; there are not many people in Paris who have read The Great Gatsby. Knowing this beautiful woman is familiar with Fitzgerald’s work entices him even more than her smiles. He watches as she raises the glass to her lips.

How I’d love to take her in my arms, hold her close, bury my face in her neck, and inhale the intoxicating scent of her golden skin.

For God’s sake, just do it.

Blanche can never be yours. She’s a married woman. What are you waiting for? In times like these, any one opportunity may be my last.

Frank’s nervousness is palpable and Inga seems to have sensed his discomfort.

How long has it been since I last slept with a woman?

Inga smiles at Frank and gently strokes her cat’s head.

“Do you know how I learned French?” asks Frank, with a touch of bravado.

“No, tell me.”

“By reading and rereading Stendhal’s Le Rouge et le Noir.”

“Really!”

“I admire the audacity of Julien Sorel.”

“Men always think of Julien Sorel as a romantic hero, but isn’t the novel about his failure?”

Inga’s words course through Frank like a torrent, and he is shaken. Failure. He never thought about it like that. Has the devastating fall from grace of Stendhal’s hero been playing on his subconscious mind for thirty years?

The bar clock chimes. It is nine o’clock.

“Monsieur!”

Frank is startled.

Overcome by his emotions, Frank had completely forgotten that Luciano was at the door acting as a lookout.

“Monsieur Lafont is coming.”

“Is he alone?”

“No, there are two German officers with him. Gestapo.”

Inga Haag immediately slips her cigarette case into her leather evening bag, gets to her feet, tucks her cat under one arm, and gives Frank a wink.

“I won’t hang around, Frank, it’s getting late.”

“Of course, madame.”

Lafont enters the bar, all swagger and sneer.

“Good evening, Frank! Well, well, Mademoiselle Haag… what a pleasant surprise!”

“Good evening, Henri.”

“Leaving so soon?”

“Unfortunately, yes. But we shall see each other on Tuesday, at Admiral Canaris’s house.”

Frank can sense the young woman’s unease. She is running away.

Who is she afraid of? Lafont or his two henchmen?

The two Gestapo officers do not say a word. Inga Haag gives Luciano a little wave as she leaves. Meanwhile, the three men seat themselves at the bar.

“Three Martinis, Frank.”

Lafont is playing the bigshot.

“Of course, monsieur.”

“So, you are a friend of Mademoiselle Haag?”

“I have that honor,” Frank says guardedly.

Lafont’s coarse chuckle startles him.

“Be very careful, Frank, her husband might take a dim view. He is an officer in the Wehrmacht.”

She’s married?

But she calls herself Fräulein, and she’s so flirtatious…

Frank feels heartsick. But he catches himself.

Where is Blanche right now? Why is he pining over another married woman?

She is no doubt in some dark cell, watched over by thugs like these three bastards…

Frank stumbles, overwhelmed by guilt, and ashamed to have been so tempted by Inga. Will he have the courage to ask Lafont, even casually, what has become of Blanche?

His all-consuming worry for Blanche hits him in the face.

Inga was right, Le Rouge et le Noir is the story of failure.





NINE

JULY 12, 1943

The telephone in the bar rings and rings, but Frank refuses to answer it. He knows it is Elmiger. He knows why he is calling, and he doesn’t know what to say.

Süss has disappeared.

Frank suspected as much last night; he really was saying goodbye. When he arrived at the Ritz earlier today, Frank’s suspicions were confirmed: the red silk scarf was no longer in the little cabinet at the base of the sandstone column.

And the oil lamp that was hanging on the wall is gone.

Süss is once again a wandering soul.

The relationship between the Ritz and the Gestapo will not be helped by his escape. Frank is dreading the inevitable interrogation. His soul feels heavy, his heart is pounding, yet he feels an almost aching sense of impatience to be done with this. He dreams of a summer stroll along the banks of the Seine at twilight, breathing in the fresh air and thinking of nothing in particular. Unafraid. But he is trapped behind the bar, which is due to open in ten minutes. Once more, the sound of the phone ringing echoes through the air. Frank feels like smashing it against the wall.

“Aren’t you going to answer, Frank?”

“My God, Sacha! You gave me a fright…”

Sacha Guitry nods towards the telephone with an air of amusement.

“Who could be calling that you are so desperate to avoid?”

“The manager, probably. The deputy manager has been missing since last night and nobody knows where he is.”

“Monsieur Süss has vanished into thin air? You look worried, Frank. Were you close friends?”

“Let’s just say we have got to know each other a little over the past few months.”

Guitry pauses for a moment before taking a seat.

“Perhaps it is Süss calling to tell you that he is on his way to Lisbon, where there is an airplane waiting to take him to Caracas.”

Frank smiles at the thought.

“You amaze me, Sacha. How do you always manage to see the positive side?”

“I don’t know… Be light-hearted, Frank—frivolity is the root of all wisdom. Now, I know it is a little early, but why don’t you pour me a gin and tonic, and we can toast the liberation of Sicily before the Germans get here.”

Guitry truly has a talent for getting to the heart of the matter.

Frank thinks of Süss again. A self-taught aesthete and a free spirit. He will miss the man’s pragmatic worldview. Frank realizes he is already thinking about Süss in the past tense.

The telephone rings again. Guitry gives Frank a pointed look. Frank takes the hint and picks up the receiver.

“Hello, Frank?! Elmiger here, where the hell have you been?”

“Down in the cellar. Luciano and I have been doing the stocktaking.”

“Have you heard from Süss?”

“Not a word.”

“Damn! The Gestapo are furious about his disappearance. They suspect him of double-crossing the art dealer, Haberstock. Do you know anything about that?”

Frank swallows hard. He suspected this confrontation was coming.

“About Haberstock? I know nothing, monsieur. Why would I?”

“I don’t know. I don’t know anything anymore.” Elmiger sounds dejected. “I’ve been summoned to the Avenue Foch at 9 a.m. tomorrow morning. Call me if you hear anything.”

“Of course, sir. And bon voyage.”

“Excuse me?”

“Sorry, I was just saying goodbye to a guest who is leaving for Lisbon.”





TEN

JULY 26, 1943

How did Luciano hear about it?

Frank did not ask, he is simply happy to be able to celebrate with the boy. Italy’s old aristocracy, terrified by the Allied troops’ advance, has ousted Benito Mussolini.

Il Duce was arrested by order of the king.

The first blow to the fascist camp.

Luciano was moved to tears at the thought that he might get to see his mother again before the year was out. He has been living in Paris now for five years—an eternity, for a boy of twenty. And an eternity for a mother to be separated from her son. For the first time ever, Frank hugged Luciano and felt tears well in his eyes. He promised that they would have a glass of Veuve Clicquot when the bar closed that night. He even told the boy he could start work an hour late, so that he could share the moment with a friend, a boy from Naples who works in the kitchens.

“Don’t forget that you’re a Swiss citizen from Lugano!” he was about to say, but Luciano had already dashed off. Is this Neapolitan friend fooled? It hardly matters. They share a hatred for the occupying forces, and, being so far from home, their mother tongue is their homeland.

Mussolini behind bars.

Frank still cannot believe it.

Will Hitler and Pétain suffer the same fate some day?

The atmosphere is explosive. By noon, a thick plume of gray smoke has blotted out the blue sky over the Place de la Concorde. Dozens of onlookers are gathered behind the gates of the Tuileries gardens. Elmiger tells Frank that the Germans are burning looted paintings in the gardens of the Jeu de Paume: “works by degenerate artists,” they announced, “from which France must be purged.” Frank thinks of the Picasso Süss bought from the Spanish maestro.

Was that burned too?

Will they burn everything before they leave, as a final punishment?

But before the end comes, there will be many days of doubt, many days of dread. And days with Inga Haag, who has just appeared, cradling her cat in her arms.

“Hello, Frank, would you have a bowl of water for Raimund?”

“Of course. Unfortunately, I have no raspberries in the bar. I haven’t had a chance to get down to the kitchens.”

“It doesn’t matter. I’m in the mood for a dry Martini today.”

“Coming up.”

He focuses on his cocktail shaker and tries to think of something to say. Should he mention the arrest of Il Duce? How does she feel about it? Earlier this week, Jünger taught Frank a little trick for probing the person you are talking to. “Never be afraid to broach sensitive subjects,” he said. “Like the German stalemate in the battle of Kursk, for example. If they say there is still time to turn things around, or opt for a ‘tactical silence,’ you know exactly the kind of person you’re dealing with and can move on to polite small talk. If not, then it could be the beginning of a beautiful friendship. Though you need to be wary in case they are pretending.”

“Your Martini, madame.”

“Thank you.”

Frank cannot help but be fascinated by the way Inga Haag brings the glass to her lips. It is high time he found out what kind of game she is playing.

“What’s your secret, Frank?”

“What do you mean?”

“I’ve never had such a delicious Martini anywhere else in the world. What’s your secret?”

Relieved, Frank gives her his most charming smile.

“Well, it’s all about the ice. The ice cubes in the glass must be at a precise temperature: between minus sixteen and minus seventeen degrees. It stimulates the gin, that’s the trick.”

“It’s wonderful. You are a true artist.”

The more Frank makes things up, the more people believe him. Who could believe that ice cubes in a bucket could be kept at a constant temperature? Inga Haag is not his only victim. Over the past weeks, Frank has become an expert in the art of deception; he is training for a possible interrogation.

He is weighing where to take the conversation next when Georges suddenly comes into the bar, his face red and beaded with sweat.

But this is his day off.

“I-got-here-as-quick-ly-as-I-could!” he splutters, gasping for breath.

“Calm down, what’s happened?”

“I need to talk to you. It’s urgent!”

Frank turns and asks Inga to excuse them. She gives a little wave and lights a cigarette. Frank leads Georges down into the cellar.

He looks like he’s seen the devil.





ELEVEN

“Where’s Luciano?”

“In the kitchen, talking to Gianni. What’s going on, Georges?”

“One of the guys in Lafont’s entourage just told me. Someone at the hotel has been to the Gestapo to tell them that Luciano is a Jew. They’re on their way to check right now. They’re going to ask him to drop his trousers.”

“What? Who denounced him?”

“Who cares, Frank—just hurry up and warn the kid. He needs to get the hell out of here and fast, or they’ll cart him away. And you with him, my friend!”

“But how…”

“For God’s sake, hurry up! Go on, I’ll hold the fort at the bar.”

Frank regains his composure.

Take a deep breath, shoulders back, smile, Frank!

Before he leaves the cellar he bends down to tie his left shoelaces.

Above all, don’t rush. Look normal. Think about what comes next. Deep breath. Shit, they’re here already.

Three men with slicked-back hair wearing black leather greatcoats have just appeared at the far end of the Galerie des Merveilles. There can be no doubt that they have come to arrest Luciano.

Smile, Frank.

“Good evening, gentlemen.”

“Good evening.”

“How can I help you?”

“We are looking for the bar run by Monsieur Meier.”

“I am Frank Meier. Pleased to meet you. The bar is at the end of the corridor, just past the Cartier display on the right. Make yourselves comfortable, I shall be right there.”

To think that on any other night, Luciano would have been posted at the door. It’s just possible that the downfall of Mussolini will save his life.

If Frank wants to avoid being arrested, no one can see him with Luciano. So, he cannot just walk into the kitchens. He decides to hide in the laundry room, leave the door ajar, and wait for his apprentice to walk past. That way he can swear to Elmiger and the three Gestapo officers that Luciano simply did not show up for his shift. How much cash does he have on him?

One thousand five hundred francs, that’s not too bad. As long as Luciano has got his papers on him. I just hope that— But Frank doesn’t get to finish his thoughts. Luciano has appeared.

“Luciano!”

“Monsieur? What are you doing in here?”

“Shhh! Get in here, quick. There are three officers from the Gestapo at the bar. They’ve come to check whether you’re circumcised. You’ve got to get out of here, lad, right now! I have a way to get you out without anyone seeing. Have you got your papers on you?”

“Yes, monsieur, always—”

“Thank God for that! All right, listen. No one can see us together. You go first, and I’ll meet you at the door down to the cellar where we store the luggage.”

Luciano, bewildered, stares at him blankly.

“Go through the back of the hairdressing salon, there will be no one around at this hour. Do you understand?”

“The… the hairdressing salon. The cellar where the luggage is stored.”

“I’ll meet you there in five minutes. Now go, get a move on!”

“Yes, monsieur.” The shock is beginning to catch up with Luciano, draining the blood from his face. He looks as though he may be sick.

“And Luciano… walk, don’t run. Just act normal. I’ll see you in a minute.”

The boy’s palpable terror is heartbreaking. What’s going to become of you, Luciano? Frank cannot hide the boy in his apartment, with his neighbors, it would be too risky.

A quarter past seven. And here’s Marie-Louise Ritz coming down the grand staircase. Damn! Smile, Frank.

“Good evening, madame.”

“Why aren’t you behind the bar, Meier?”

“I was just going into the kitchen. I’m out of raspberries.” Not untrue.

“We had six punnets delivered only this morning, which I think is all we need. Try to look a bit more cheerful, Monsieur Meier, with a face like that you’ll frighten off the guests.”

Must remember to go into the kitchen and pick up those bloody raspberries later. Frank bites the ball of his thumb. He feels a sharp pain. There is a knot in the pit of his stomach, his palms are sweaty and he feels a twinge in his heart.

Who could have turned the boy in? No time to worry about that now, better get an oil lamp from the storeroom… Frank finds the storeroom empty, a small blessing. He pulls a lamp from one of the long shelves and heads for the cellar.

I’ll send Luciano to Biarritz.

Frank has a friend who works in a bar there who he feels sure would give the boy a hand.

“Ah! There you are. Good, follow me.”

Luciano is standing in the middle of the cellar, but he is pale as death.

“Who told you, m’sieur?”

“Georges.”

“I’m sure it was that bitch Marie Sénéchal who squealed.”

“Why do you say that?”

“She’s got a new Kraut in her bed and she’s been giving me the stink eye for a week.”

“Why?”

“Someone drew a K on the door of her locker.”

K for Kollabo. Frank understands immediately.

“Don’t tell me…”

“She doesn’t know it was me; nobody saw me.”

Luciano bursts into tears.

“Listen, son, we don’t have time for tears right now. Look, right there, behind the pillar, can you see the door?”

“Yes.”

“Slide along the wall and lean against it. Go on!”

“I can’t open it. It’s stuck…”

“What do you mean, stuck? Put your back into it!”

“It won’t open, it’s locked on the other side…”

“What? Get out of the way.”

Frank turns on his flashlight and points it at the lock. Luciano is right: the latch on the other side has slipped. But this is their only hope. Luciano cannot risk going back upstairs. And he cannot hide down here: if the Gestapo search the cellar, they will shoot him like a rat.

“I’ve got my pocketknife. I can try to slide the blade through the gap and lift the latch…”

“Good idea, son. Give it a go.”

Didn’t Jünger say that the knife might save his life?

He slides the blade in. Too high. Too low. Nothing but empty space, then suddenly the door opens.

“Good work, lad!”

“What do I do now?” Luciano stammers.

“Go in and follow the tunnel. It comes out under the Jeu de Paume, the gallery in the Tuileries gardens, you know it?”

“Yes.”

“Good. Then you wait until it gets dark, all right?”

“Yes.”

“If there’s a night watchman, you’ll have to wait there until dawn. If not, get out as quick as you can, go straight across the gardens and climb over the railing next to the Orangerie, and make sure to keep a lookout for patrols. Have you got that?”

“I’ve got it.”

“After that, you’re on your own—you need to head south and get as far as Biarritz, walk all the way if you have to, understood?”

“Understood.”

“When you get to Biarritz, go to the bar in the Hôtel du Palais and ask for Charles, he’s the head barman. He used to be my apprentice. Tell him I sent you. If he asks for proof, give him the recipe for the Happy Honey cocktail—he was the one who invented it. Will you remember all this?”

“Er, yes?”

“Do you remember the recipe for the Happy Honey?”

“Two ounces of brandy, one of grapefruit juice, and half a measure of acacia honey. Oh—and two drops of Tabasco.”

“Perfect. Don’t say you’re Jewish. Not to him, not to anyone. Have you got that?”

“Got it.”

“Then you ask Charles to help you get a place on a fishing boat bound for Spain or Portugal. Tell him I’ll pay him back. From there, you head south and find some way to get to Algeria or Morocco. I need you to do exactly what I’m telling you, is that clear?”

“Yes, monsieur.”

“If you get stopped by Krauts along the way, show them your papers, they’re in order. Tell them you were working in Paris, but you’re a Swiss citizen from Lugano and you are going to Italy to fight to get Il Duce back into power, yes?”

“Yes.”

Frank reaches into his jacket pocket.

“This is fifteen hundred francs. It’s all I’ve got on me. Keep as many as you can for when you get to Algeria. If you need more, ask Charles. When you get to Biarritz, ask Charles to send me a postcard with a cocktail recipe on it. As few words as possible—you can’t be too careful. As for you, it’s important that you don’t write to me as long as the Nazis are still in Paris, got it?”

“Got it.”

“Here, take this money clip too. I bought it in New York when I was about your age. Give it to Charlie, he always loved it. It’s proof I sent you.”

Luciano stands still, fat tears rolling down his cheeks.

“Don’t cry, son. If you run through the night, I promise we’ll see each other again. Now, go on, and don’t look back. You need to be tougher than they are. Go on, run! And make sure you’ve latched the door!”

“Yes, monsieur.” Luciano’s voice is muffled behind the hidden door.

“Bon voyage, Luciano. I will always be with you, never forget that. Goodbye, son.”

Frank hears an inarticulate murmur and the sound of retreating footsteps. Then nothing. Luciano is in the tunnel.

Frank didn’t even hug him.





TWELVE

JULY 27, 1943

The Office of Jewish Affairs, 31 Avenue Foch, in the sixteenth arrondissement. A heartbroken fifty-nine-year-old barman has arrived to undergo his first interrogation by the Gestapo. My name is Frank Meier, I have been head barman at the Hôtel Ritz for twenty years, I fought at Verdun, and I am an Ashkenazi Jew. Frank has pulled out all the stops: black alpaca jacket, white shirt with a dickey, gray silk tie, mother-of-pearl cuff links, black patent-leather shoes. This morning, Jean-Jacques asked if he was going to a funeral. He considered lying, but he felt that his son and niece needed to know. The moment he uttered the word “Gestapo,” his son fell apart and Pauline started to sob.

Frank reassured them as best he could and promised they would have news before lunchtime.

It is 11:10 a.m. and Frank is patiently waiting his turn. Dignified. Standing stiffly upright. He thinks of Elmiger, who is in the interrogation room right now. The poor bastard: this isn’t the first time he’s been questioned, though he likely knows nothing about the clandestine activities going on in his hotel. Probably for the best. He has been in there for over an hour, leaving Frank to stare out of the vast, gold-framed window at the birds perched in the trees of the park. He spots a pair of collared doves, a wood pigeon, three song thrushes, a couple of finches, a great tit, some greenfinches, and a hedge sparrow. A childhood spent in the countryside is never forgotten. The long wait is probably part of the interrogation process, designed to lower his defenses. But the birds have given him strength. They are free, safe from the Nazis, oblivious to the war. His nose pressed against the glass, Frank wonders where Luciano is right now. His heart aches.

“Herr Meier?”

“Ja.”

“Guten Morgen. Kommen Sie bitte herein.”

“Danke schön.”

Jean-Jacques warned him they would question him in German—the language of the Reich, Ich bin Frank Meier, zwanzig Jahre lang Chef-Barkeeper im Ritz, ich habe in Verdun gekämpft, und ich bin ein aschkenasischer Jude. Frank wishes he could have seen Elmiger coming out, to get some clue, something in his eyes, but the interrogation room is empty. Elmiger must have left through the other door.

At a glance, Frank registers the furniture: a glass-fronted Louis XV cherrywood bookcase, a lamp with a lacquered metal shade, a three-legged pedestal table, a large wool rug with crimson circles like poppies on a green background, a marble coffee table: it looks for all the world like a typical Parisian living room but for the lean, short-haired SS officer sitting behind the elegant Sormani desk.

“Please sit down, Herr Meier. I know you speak perfect German, but I would rather we conduct this interview in French. Do you have a problem with that?”

“No, as you wish.”

If the interrogation is being conducted in French, it can only be because there are members of the Gestapo listening who do not speak German. Who is eavesdropping?

Perhaps Henri Lafont himself, who knows? He must be livid at the thought that his glorious SS reception was organized by a Jewish barman.

“Standartenführer Knochen thinks very highly of you, Herr Meier. He asked me to send his regards.”

My name is Frank Meier, head barman at the Ritz, I fought at Verdun, and I am an Ashkenazi Jew.

“I’m flattered. Give him my regards.”

“He is nonetheless curious to know whether you knew that you have been harboring a dangerous little Jew.”

I would like to spit in this man’s face. What a scene that would make.

Frank speaks, his voice steady. He can feel his shirt sticking to his back.

“If you are referring to my young waiter, he is not a Jew. Nor is he dangerous.”

“How did you meet this young man?”

“I met his mother in New York many years ago. Her name is Sofia Baresi. She’s a devout Catholic. The boy does not have a drop of Jewish blood, believe me.” Frank is sitting perfectly still, his hands in his lap; he can feel tension mounting in his body. Right now he would like to stretch, to run away, but he is captive in this room. With this Gestapo officer.

“But his name is Luciano Levi,” the officer says, as though he is surprised that Frank doesn’t know.

“No, monsieur,” Frank says smoothly. “His name is Luciano Baresi. He never knew his father.”

“Is he your son?”

Frank sits up straight, prepared for a confrontation.

“Absolutely not. He was my apprentice.”

“Where does his mother live?” The questions are coming faster.

He wants to catch me out, the old dog.

“In Zurich. She works as a housekeeper for a middle-class family.”

“Don’t you find it strange that she has not seen her son for five years?”

Frank takes a moment, as if to consider.

“But there is a war on, Herr Oberstleutnant.”

“I saw my daughter at Easter. Yes, there is a war on, but there is nothing to prevent this woman coming to Paris to spend Christmas with her son. Unless she is worried about being arrested at the border?”

Frank does not rise to the bait.

“Sofia and I both work for other people. We have very little free time. I have been working at the Ritz for more than twenty years. The hotel is my life. I live to serve.”

“To serve, I see… You became a naturalized citizen in 1923, is that correct?”

“No. In 1921.”

“You were born in Austria, in…”

The SS officer pretends to look through the paperwork scattered over the desk.

“… Kirchberg, on April 3, 1884.”

“That’s correct.”

“In August 1914, you were posted with the 1st Foreign Regiment to Morocco. You volunteered to fight against Germany to serve France. I have your file here. In August 1941, the police carried out a detailed investigation into you. Being the barman at the Ritz, you would be in contact with our most senior officers of the Reich, so we needed to be sure that you were trustworthy.”

“I understand.”

But I am not trustworthy, so your investigation isn’t worth the time you spent on it.

“To be completely honest, we were a little surprised that an Austrian should choose to fight for France in the Great War. We began to wonder whether perhaps you might be Jewish.”

Frank’s heart is hammering so hard he almost thinks he can hear it echoing around the walls of the office.

“Excuse me?” he sputters.

“Are you a Jew, Herr Meier?”

“I am not, Herr Oberstleutnant! I am Catholic, baptized by our parish priest in the Tyrol.”

“Yet your name does not appear on any parish register in Kirchberg, or in Vienna. Curious, don’t you think?”

“I don’t know what to say.”

“That said, your name does not appear in the Jewish registers of the Tyrol either. Given your reputation, we have given you the benefit of the doubt for the last two years. But you must surely realize that employing a Jewish apprentice casts a very different light on the matter.”

Frank marks a momentary silence, then adopts a different strategy.

“Do you really think I am stupid enough to hire a Jew to wait on the highest-ranking generals of the Wehrmacht?”

“Then why did the boy run away?” says the officer in a matter-of-fact tone.

The chess match has begun.

“I have no idea, perhaps he was scared.”

“Scared of what, Herr Meier? Surely the only people who are scared of the police are criminals?”

Frank looks at the man but says nothing.

My name is Frank Meier, head barman at the Ritz, I fought at Verdun, and I am an Ashkenazi Jew.

“When did you last see him?”

“Early yesterday afternoon. We were setting up the bar for the evening.”

“And then, he just took off. I imagine someone warned him that we were coming. Do you know who?”

“No.”

The officer studies Frank for a moment, then leafs through the documents in front of him.

“And this other man… Süss. You were friends, I believe?”

“No, not really.”

“Have you heard from him?”

“No.”

But I wish I had.

“Another Jew?”

“No, I don’t believe so.” Frank wonders if the officer really believes Frank will admit to knowing Jews were employees of the Ritz.

What a waste of time.

“There are a lot of suspicions circulating about you, Herr Meier.”

Another brief silence in which Frank’s heart rate slows. If this is the end, so be it.

“Listen,” says Frank calmly. “You talk about suspicions—there is nothing I can do about them. For the past three years, I have been faithful to my post. I have made no distinction between my past guests and my present ones. I have served German officers with the same pleasure and the same dedication as I’ve always brought to the bar.”

“Nobody can complain about you. In fact, you’re so popular that Standartenführer Knochen refuses to give you a medical—”

“Tell him I am prepared to undergo a medical examination at any time. I am not circumcised.”

“What is your relationship with Mademoiselle Haag?”

“Polite acquaintances, nothing more.”

“Is she your mistress?”

Frank heaves a sigh and meets the officer’s eyes.

“No, absolutely not.”

“But she regularly comes to your bar, does she not?”

“She is a regular, yes. As are Captain Jünger and General von Stülpnagel.”

“Do you get the impression that she listens in on conversations?”

Does the Gestapo think she’s a spy?

“Not particularly,” Frank says.

“I have to say, you are not particularly forthcoming.”

“I’m sorry, but I’m simply telling the truth.”

“The truth!” the lieutenant-colonel growls irritably. “Don’t make me laugh! Nobody tells the truth anymore, Herr Meier. There is no truth anymore!”

The officer seems to have one last card up his sleeve. He glances at the documents one last time, then wearily pushes them to the edge of the desk.

He is silent for a moment, then smiles broadly and adopts an almost friendly tone.

“I am getting married again next month to a French woman. The wedding reception is to take place at Monsieur Lafont’s estate in Neuilly-sur-Seine. I would appreciate it if you could join us and share your cocktail skills with my guests…”

Frank is caught off guard. To say that he was not expecting this would be an understatement. But he manages to pull himself together.

“It would be a pleasure, Herr Oberstleutnant. Though obviously I will have to get permission from the management.”

“Herr Elmiger has given his blessing. He and I have come to an understanding.”

“That’s perfect, you can rely on me.”

“That is excellent news. You are dismissed. And please, don’t hesitate to let people know that the Gestapo is capable of demonstrating courtesy and intelligence.”

The officer walks him to the door. They are about the same age; they probably fought against each other thirty years ago, in the Argonne or the Ardennes.

The least he could have done was show respect for a former soldier!

But Frank is grateful nonetheless; the interview could have been worse. There could have been an arrest, torture.

Instead, this Jew has been hired by the Gestapo to host a wedding reception.

Frank could almost laugh. Almost.
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ONE

FEBRUARY 2, 1944

Paris is in the throes of a blizzard. It snowed heavily all night. Gusts of wind have piled snowdrifts high on the boulevards and still the snow falls. It’s been bitterly cold these past few days. Behind the wheel of the Ritz’s little van, Hans Elmiger drives with the utmost caution, his nose pressed to the windscreen of the Citroën T23. In the passenger seat, Frank Meier is in a fog, devastated by his own inaction.

His battle is going nowhere. You cannot fight a war alone. Süss and Luciano are gone. Blanche is still in prison. Having no news of her is agony. Marie Sénéchal, the chambermaid, has been fired, so he can’t even distract himself with plans of revenge for her betrayal of Luciano. Frank managed to stay strong for a few days, until the Gestapo’s suspicions of him were dispelled, then he crumbled. Engulfed by a terrible sense of grief, he has lost the will to act. His courage has grown stiff with age and cowardice has prevailed. For a while, he clung to his regular visits from Inga, but after the summer she went back to Germany. She left him a vintage edition of Goethe’s poems as a souvenir. He still flicks through it sometimes but finds in it more sadness than comfort. He can no longer even tell himself that at least he is helping Jewish families: since Süss left, he has not provided a single forged passport. Fersen suggested it might be prudent to stop, that the risks were too great now that the Vichy government is controlled by pro-Nazi French. For months now, Frank has been resigned to his fate, like the haggard young men he knew back in the trenches who had to be shaken out of their apathy when it was time to go over the top. His son has tried to get him to talk, but to no avail. Jean-Jacques and Pauline are worried. Every morning, it is a little more difficult to get out of bed, and every night, as he opens the bar, he loses a little more of his soul. Meanwhile, the Germans are holding strong. No matter what happens in the outside world, there they are in his bar, every night. It is getting harder and harder to pretend. Frank needs to get a grip on himself, but there is nothing he can do, something inside him is broken… He works like an automaton, going through the motions. In the twenty minutes they have been driving, he and Elmiger have not exchanged a word, and that suits Frank just fine. He can no longer tell how he seems to other people. Like a dead man walking, probably.



“We’re here.”

Frank sits up in his seat, and, through the fog, he can just make out warehouses on the Rue Lecourbe.

“I’ll go and talk to them while you park the van, monsieur,” he says to the hotel manager.

“Thank you, but I would prefer that you wait for me before going in.”

Frank has not set foot on the Left Bank for almost a year. They are here now because the Germans have decided to inspect all the stores and depots owned by the Ritz, looking for weapons or explosives hidden by “terrorists.” Mostly, it seems to be an opportunity to commandeer anything of value that might have eluded them thus far. Elmiger had no choice but to agree. This morning, he has tasked Frank with a secret mission: while he shows the German guard around, he wants the barman to discreetly retrieve a few bottles of grands crus from the stores that he and Süss hid there for safekeeping just before the Nazis marched into Paris in 1940. Frank has always hated this neighborhood. Dirty, dreary and gray, it reminds him of the squalor of the Favoriten district in Vienna. A little way off, five boys are playing at war in a wrecked car.

What are they doing out in this cold?

And when did they last have a meal? They look emaciated.

The intensifying bombing raids and the damage to the streets have made it even more difficult for people to get supplies. Yesterday, Pauline arrived home saying that it was impossible to find a piece of meat in all of Paris. To say nothing of the fact that the price of a single egg has soared to twenty-five francs. Some mothers deliberately wound themselves in the hope of being hospitalized and getting food for their children.

The German officer salutes Elmiger and strides to the warehouse. Brandishing a bullwhip, he orders the hotel manager to open the trunks, one by one. Elmiger does as he is told. The lids swing open to reveal all manner of curiosities, treasures entrusted to the Ritz by the guests who fled Paris: a Fabergé egg of lapis lazuli, a tortoiseshell comb, an ivory shaving set, an ebony walking cane, an Hermès leather saddle, poplin dress shirts from Charvet, an antique book on wigs at the Court of Versailles, a Tuareg dagger in a sheath set with rubies…

Frank watches as the officers begin to realize that they will not find a weapons cache belonging to the Resistance and try to think of some excuse to requisition a few of the trunks. If he and Elmiger weren’t there, they would doubtlessly already have taken everything. While the officers are studying a snuffbox of carved buffalo horn inlaid with mother-of-pearl, the hotel manager gives Frank a wave. Time to slip away. He has five minutes, no more. He has room in his bag for four, perhaps five, bottles. A champagne, two white wines, two reds; that should be enough to replenish the Ritz’s reserves.

Frank was expecting to feel something at seeing his cellar again, but when he turns on the light, he feels overwhelmed. There must be at least a hundred thousand bottles here. He had forgotten there was so much, and only now remembers that it took them six weeks to transport everything over in the first place. If the three German officers were to see these treasures, they would undoubtedly commandeer them, even with Elmiger present. What to choose? Get a move on, Frank, trust your instincts. He starts with a Krug 1911, a vintage that has all but disappeared, a true museum piece. Then two bottles of Meursault. He carefully wraps these in brown paper so that they don’t clink, and places them in his bag. When he comes to the Bordeaux, he spots a 1921 Château Haut-Brion but settles for a 1909 Château Pétrus. In the two minutes remaining, he just has time to survey the Burgundies and finds a 1933 Romanée-Conti. Frank is about to go back upstairs when he hears the now-familiar guttural growl.

“And below, what’s down there?”

Shit. The short, stocky lieutenant has seen the entrance to the cellar. Frank feels a rising panic. What can he possibly tell the officers? A hundred thousand bottles—how can he explain that away? He feels the sweat trickle down his back. Breathe. The old wooden steps creak beneath the weight of the lieutenant’s jackboots. The man is wide-eyed.

“Mein Gott! Was ist das, Herr Direktor?”

“A wine cellar,” says Elmiger simply.

“From the Ritz?”

“Just so.”

“Sehr gut, you have hidden this from us. We’re taking all of this!”

Elmiger stops him with one hand, with astonishing calm.

“I am very sorry, Herr Oberleutnant, but that is not possible.”

“Ach, why not?”

“Because… this is Reichsmarschall Göring’s personal reserve.”

“Mein Gott! I had no idea!”

“Monsieur Meier is something of a personal sommelier,” Elmiger continues. “He is intimately acquainted with the Reichsmarschall’s tastes.”

“Jawohl, jawohl. Forget what I said…”

Elmiger smiles.

“A bottle for your lunch, Herr Oberleutnant? Just between us, of course.”

“Nein, danke schön.”

“Very well, then. Have we finished? Like you, I’m in a bit of a hurry.”



A few moments later, Frank and Elmiger are back in the Citroën T23.

“I managed to get five bottles.”

“Excellent.”

“And I have to say I was very impressed with your quick thinking. He froze as though Göring himself had caught him red-handed. That took nerve.”

Elmiger gives a modest smile and settles into the passenger seat. Frank gives him a sidelong glance as he turns onto the Boulevard Pasteur. Elmiger reminds him of those men in the trenches in the Ardennes who proved themselves in the baptism of fire. Many came to the front lines looking taciturn and anxious. Often schoolmasters or clerks, they had tears in their eyes and were desperate to go home. But, against all odds, their cautious temperament made it possible to survive. Under the sustained machine-gun fire, a moral strength was forged within them. They straightened their backs, tightened the straps on their helmets, and overcame their fears. As the days of shelling passed, the very men who had been quickly judged as cowards assumed a quiet self-confidence that reassured other soldiers. Many even led their men over the top.

“What are you thinking?” Frank says, wiping the mist from the windshield.

“I hear that you are in the business of false papers, Meier, that you can help people escape Paris.”

They come to a crossroads. The Citroën stops. Frank doesn’t answer but stares straight ahead. He senses trouble and finds he can’t move.

“Don’t worry!” Elmiger says, noticing Frank’s sudden discomfort. “Süss told me. Unbeknownst to you, you have already helped a friend of mine. A man who had been rounded up in Lyon and sent to the internment camp at Drancy. He bribed one of his guards with money that was slipped to him in a parcel, managed to escape and hid out in the attic of the Ritz for three weeks last December. Thanks to the papers you provided, he was able to make it to Spain. Now he is safely in London.”

“I’m glad to know that I have been helpful,” Franks says, allowing a small smile to cross his lips.

“Much more than that, Frank. You have been brave.”

Elmiger knew all along.

“Could I ask you a question, Monsieur Elmiger?”

“Please do.”

“Why did you fire Marie Sénéchal?”

“For her repeated indiscretions. She created such a scandal among the chambermaids, it was impossible to keep her on. It was complete chaos.”

“You didn’t sack her because she accused Luciano of being a Jew?”

“That wasn’t her! You don’t know?”

Frank almost missed the turn onto the Rue de Vaugirard.

“Do you?”

“Of course I know. I thought you did too. It was one of our former fishmongers, Bertrand Barterote.”

“Barterote? I can’t put a face to the name…”

“Early thirties, from Cherbourg. He was standing next to Luciano at the urinal in the staff toilets and saw that he was circumcised. Straightaway, he called one of Lafont’s thugs in the hope of getting a tip. Three days later, the bastard resigned to join the French Gestapo at the Rue Lauriston.”

Shit. I’ve been such a fool. He had almost taken his revenge on an innocent woman.

“Marie Sénéchal is a good girl, really,” Elmiger says as though reading Frank’s thoughts. “She’s just in the market for a husband, and she is prepared to take whatever she can get. All the young Frenchmen are either in Germany or in the Resistance, so she has little choice. We shouldn’t be too quick to judge her.”

Frank can think of nothing to say.

“So, have you had word from Luciano?”

“No, nothing.”

Last week, Frank finally decided to send a telegram to the Hôtel du Palais in Biarritz, but he has yet to receive a reply.

“Is there any news of Monsieur Süss?”

“No. He has completely disappeared,” Elmiger says after a moment. “It’s just you and me now, in the middle of a snowstorm.”

A snowstorm that has swallowed up my friends. Who else will be swept away before this damned war is over?





TWO

FEBRUARY 20, 1944

Blanche is coming home!

Frank is overjoyed at the news and admits to himself that he was unsure he would ever see her again. The news of her impending release arrived moments ago, leaving just enough time for the staff to gather in the Rue Cambon lobby to welcome her home.

What does someone look like when they’ve spent ten months in the hands of the Gestapo?

The Widow is absent, claiming she is in pain from her sciatica. The chambermaids whisper among themselves, the waiters look grave, and the kitchen porters have their hands in their pockets. Georges is standing between the head waiter and the sommelier. Frank has taken up a discreet position near the door. From here, he can see just about everyone, even the two uniformed Nazi officers mingling with the staff. They are very young, no older than Luciano, and look like innocent little boys. But that has not stopped them from observing Blanche Auzello’s return to the Ritz so they can file a report later. Suddenly a ripple goes through the crowd. They are here. At first, all that can be seen are shadows framed in light: a woman, thin and fragile as a bird, hanging on the arm of a man in a hat with a cane. The extent of Blanche’s emaciation becomes more shocking as the Auzellos step into the lighted lobby. Her pale face has hardened, her skin is a sickly yellow, and the dark circles under her feverish eyes are so large that her eyes have all but disappeared. She moves slowly, clutching her husband’s arm as though if she were to let go, even for an instant, she would fall.

Blanche is surprised to see so many people, but when she realizes that this is a silent tribute, a testament of friendship, a shy, childlike smile appears on her bruised face. A few people applaud here and there but quickly fall silent. They are afraid to show their support too loudly, when the walls have eyes and ears. When Blanche finally meets Frank’s gaze, she finds the strength to give him a little wink. Frank slips away and races down to the cellar, before anyone sees his tears. He has never known such relief. Such gratitude. He gives silent thanks and wipes his eyes.

Two days later, they have a meeting in the Tuileries gardens. Blanche issued the invitation via a note left on the bar. The gardens, buried under the snow, offer a kind of neutral ground. Frank arrives early and sits on the edge of a fountain that has been drained for the winter. The icy breeze whips his face and the air in his lungs burns like a swig of vodka. The chestnut trees and Chinese elms are covered in hoarfrost, and the place is deserted but for a few birds in search of a meager meal. Frank shivers. What will they have to say to each other?

In the distance, the church bell of Saint-Germain-l’Auxerrois rings out, a slow, grave toll, then silence descends once more.

Suddenly Frank sees her.

He would recognize that profile among a thousand people, even now, as she walks warily, arms folded over her chest, staring at the ground. She is wearing a Russian lynx coat that may once have been in vogue but is now hopelessly old-fashioned.

She looks exhausted, as though her months in prison have aged her ten years.

Frank’s eyes mist over.

Pull yourself together, Frank.

If she could stand her ground against the Gestapo, he can at least prove himself worthy of her courage.

“Hello, Frank. I’m sorry to meet out here in the cold, but I felt the need for fresh air and a little patch of sky… I know you understand.”

She has come so close that he can smell the perfume she has dabbed behind her ears: Jean Patou, her favorite.

“I spent ten months wearing a filthy, smelly, lice-ridden bathrobe and a pair of wooden clogs,” she says with a wan smile. “So today I have opted for elegance.”

“Shall we take a little walk? Here, take my arm.”

“I’ll be fine. If I feel faint, I’ll let you know. Let’s walk down the central path.”

Shivering next to him, Blanche does not meet Frank’s gaze. Her breath comes in short gasps.

“It’s funny being here this morning. Do you know what my fellow prisoners called me?”

“Tell me.”

“Snow White. Because I was so pale.”

“You’ll soon get your color back.”

“At least I’m sober now. Ten months without a drop of gin, a glass of champagne, or a pinch of morphine. Quite an achievement! I hope you’re proud of me…”

“You’re the strongest woman I’ve ever met, madame. Did you suffer much?”

“Mostly at the beginning. Those perverts plagued me with questions about the ‘clandestine activities at the Ritz.’ They’re convinced the hotel is harboring a nest of spies. They would keep me awake all night and shout at me all day. More than once, they threatened to pull my fingernails out with a pair of surgeon’s tweezers they loved to wave under my nose. Sometimes they slapped me hard, but I wasn’t truly tortured. I could hear the screams of the people who were, and that was very different, believe me.”

Frank clenches his fists in his pockets.

“They quickly realized that I was suffering much more from my various addictions than from their beatings. No alcohol, no opiates; that was torture. I came to every interrogation bathed in sweat. I suffered agonizing migraines—I was completely incoherent. One night, I had such terrible stomach pain that I started writhing like a snake in the chair. More than once, I soiled myself in front of them. In those moments, I could see myself, my clothes stained with excrement, and I didn’t even feel ashamed… Those bastards just laughed. They even promised me a bottle of cognac if I confessed. But I wouldn’t speak. I got a few extra kicks in the kidneys for that. I thought I would die. It carried on like this for weeks. Then, one day, they left me alone. They must have decided I didn’t know anything.”

As she finishes her story, she slows her steps, utterly exhausted.

“Your bravery does you great credit, madame.”

“You would have done the same, I’m sure. You are a good man, Frank.”

The “good man” feels his stomach heave under the weight of his shame. All he can picture is Blanche’s emaciated body curled on the ground, clothes soiled with her own excrement. As in a nightmare, this image merges with those of the corpses he saw during the Great War. Frank feels as though he is choking.

Blanche could have denounced him and Monsieur Süss to spare herself this suffering, but she refused. Frank is not sure that he would have been capable of such bravery. And while Blanche was locked up, what was he doing? Standing behind his bar, getting rich. Earning tips, taking bets, trafficking in false papers: he was looking out for himself—he could not even save Luciano from having to flee. He feels pathetic. Frank dreamed of greatness, but his dreams have only eaten away at him inside. Before the war, Frank believed greatness was Hemingway, bottle of champagne in hand, berating the crowd of aristocrats at the Petit Bar for their privilege—but in 1944, true courage is Blanche Auzello’s refusal to confess, and Frank is not ready for that kind of greatness.

“Did you know that Süss caught me turning on the kitchen lights?” says Blanche as they stroll down the Allée de Diane.

“Yes, he told me.”

“I knew he wouldn’t turn me in to the Nazis because I caught him leaving them on too. Do you know something? I think that good old Monsieur Süss wanted the bloody Ritz to be bombed at least as much as I did.”

This had never occurred to Frank. Blanche was always more perceptive.

“He found himself caught in his own trap, and a British bomb would have set him free. Claude thinks the Nazis executed him, weighed down his body, and tossed it into the Seine. Have you heard anything?”

“Nothing, I’m afraid. He disappeared without a trace.”

“I often thought of him during the interrogations to stop myself from cracking. He was arrogant, I loathed him, but he didn’t turn me in. I had to be at least as noble.”

“He was a truly remarkable man.” Frank says this almost unthinkingly, surprised to feel a hint of jealousy. He would have liked Blanche to take refuge in thoughts of him when she was surrounded by wolves.

“Frank, I have one last favor to ask.”

Her voice is so feeble…

“Why ‘last’?”

“I want to go home. To leave Europe. Could you help me get back to New York?”

The question is like a knife in Frank’s chest.

“Well…”

He thinks for a moment. All forms of transportation to the United States and Britain have been suspended. The only way to get to New York would be by ship, from Lisbon or Casablanca. And what papers could she use? Her American passport is much too risky. A French passport would be just as suspicious. So, a forged foreign passport? Frank has not been in touch with Fersen for months, but for the wife of Claude Auzello, the Swedish diplomat might make an exception. Besides, Frank cannot imagine saying no to Blanche. Certainly not after all she’s been through.

“I’ll get the papers,” he says at length. “For you and Monsieur Auzello.”

“No. Just for me. Claude doesn’t know I want to leave. He plans to stay here. I can understand, he sees this as home. But I’ve made up my mind. Have you seen what they’ve done to me?”

“A few weeks in America, and you’ll be your old self again. You’ll be able to spend the whole summer in the Hamptons.”

“If you only knew how much that moves me, Frank… Every night in my cell, I would lose myself in memories of New York to escape the pain. It all seems so long ago. Those days in Manhattan were glorious. The excitement, the fun, we were so daring… Now all our friends are dead and everything we knew has disappeared.”

“Not everything. You are still just as daring.”

She looks at him and her eyes fill with tears.

“I love you so much, Frank.”

It is true, thinks Frank, she does love him, but not in the way he loves her, or she would have rushed into his arms on her release. She would have wanted him to come with her back to New York. He can finally accept that friendship is all he has ever had with Blanche, all he will ever get. He feels a sense of contentedness spread like a warmth through his body.

Let this winter walk with her last a lifetime.

She puts her arm through his, she is walking a little unsteadily, clearly in pain.

And so, Frank slowly walks her back to the Ritz, each of them in their own worlds, conjuring up a future in which the other plays no part.





THREE

MARCH 5, 1944

“Have you heard that Charles Bedaux is dead, Frank?”

Frank pours Elmiger a glass of gin.

I’m in no mood to make cocktails.

“No. What happened?”

Elmiger remains stone-faced, but his tone carries a hint of irony.

“The Americans transferred him from Algeria to Florida to be debriefed by US intelligence services before his trial. According to Stülpnagel, while in a cell in Miami, Bedaux conveniently committed suicide. A massive dose of phenobarbital. I have to say that I can’t really see a man like Bedaux, who’s convinced he’ll get away with anything, killing himself. I suspect he may have been helped along the way; his extensive files on upright American citizens clearly did not please everyone.”

Their discussion is brought to an abrupt halt by the wail of sirens. The air raid sirens have been endless lately. The bombing raids now come as soon as it gets dark. The strikes are still some distance from the Ritz, but they are getting closer. Since the sixth arrondissement was bombed last week, the atmosphere in the hotel has become darker and the revelries more subdued. The socialites have abandoned their affectations, their grooming and preening neglected.

The reign of elegance ushered in by César Ritz is ending in utter squalor.

Obeying the call of the sirens, Frank, Elmiger, and all the guests head down to the cellar, donning their gas masks. Coco Chanel, wearing an alpaca wrap, is complaining that Elmiger has refused to heat the bomb shelter to save money. Tired of her whining, her lover is vainly trying to start up an old gramophone player despite the inconsistent electrical supply. Elmiger spends his time angrily scribbling in his moleskine notebook, to keep himself from putting Mademoiselle Chanel in her place. The Auzellos sit on the Regency sofa without so much as acknowledging Marie-Louise Ritz. The two women have successfully kept their distance since Blanche’s release, but now they are squashed against each other. Claude is unshaven, and under his jacket his shirt is rumpled and he wears no tie. Blanche, in a terry cotton dressing gown, looks as frail as ever. When she came in, Frank immediately glanced at her, expecting a questioning look about the papers he promised, but he saw only an immense weariness. She does not know that he has finally been able to get in touch with Fersen. She dozes off shortly after sitting down, while Claude gently supports her neck.

The sight of a couple united in the face of adversity reminds Frank of his terrible loneliness. Blanche, who only days ago seemed closer to him than ever, is clinging to her husband, whimpering faintly with her eyes closed.

Last come Guitry and Jünger, impeccably polite, and as elegant as if they were in the bar.

Having been forced to come down to the shelter, the two men lean against the makeshift bar Elmiger has set up in the hope of making the bombing raids more bearable.

“I’m not feeling terribly well, Sacha,” Jünger confesses. “I’m positively fading away.”

“You’re not drinking enough champagne, my friend.”

“Are you joking? Our lifestyle will be the death of us. We spend all our time sitting around eating and drinking.”

Millions would like to be able to say the same, Frank thinks.

Captain Jünger has resolved to take long walks to keep himself fit. Guitry pretends to be horrified at the prospect but nonetheless allows Jünger to give him a detailed account of his latest trek, from Suresnes to Neuilly, among the fishermen, the birds, and the dilapidated suburban churches.

“Great heavens,” says Guitry, “just listening to you I’m exhausted enough for both of us…”

Eavesdropping without appearing to be listening is another vital trait among the world’s greatest bartenders. Frank takes comfort in listening to the guests’ conversations. Coco Chanel claims she almost passed out at the Comédie-Française during the eleven-hour performance of Paul Claudel’s The Satin Slipper. “Just as well it wasn’t a pair of slippers,” quips Guitry with a broad grin. Jünger has been to see Anouilh’s Antigone at the Théâtre de l’Atelier and was astonished that the censors allowed the play to be performed.

“The atmosphere in Paris is poisonous,” he says in a low voice. “Can you believe it, Sacha? Last night the military commander of the Wehrmacht here in Paris came to see me in my study. The moment he walked into the room, he disconnected the telephone. He seemed very uneasy, as though he thought people were spying on us…”

Frank manages to overhear a few snippets of Jünger’s story. There is mention of “the Fatherland in danger,” a “catastrophe” and of “Anglo-Americans.” From this he works out that certain officers in the Wehrmacht—did he hear Stülpnagel’s name?—want to negotiate with the Allies before they attempt a landing in France.

The first notes of a Beethoven sonata warble into the air—the gramophone player is finally working, though not smoothly.

“An assassination attempt?” Guitry whispers, his eyes wide.

“Keep your mouth shut,” Jünger growls.

Frank avoids looking at the two men lest they realize that he can hear.

My god, he thinks as he pours champagne into Coco Chanel’s glass, are the general and other officers planning to assassinate Hitler?

The gramophone record skips again, and Frank can only catch one last sentence.

“There are so many spies in Paris, even here at the Ritz, I’m sure Himmler will know what I’ve decided even before I do.”

As Georges walks over, Jünger gestures to Guitry, and the two men hurriedly change the subject. The whole conversation lasted barely a minute.

Frank serves Marie-Louise Ritz a Guignolet and keeps a watchful eye on Barbara Hutton. She is drunk, her hair is greasy, and she is lounging in a silk kimono, killing time filing her nails by candlelight, oblivious to any sense of propriety, though by this point no one is shocked.

How many among the Wehrmacht top brass are hoping for the Führer’s death?

As crazy as it may sound, Frank finds himself hoping.

What if there really is a conspiracy?

What if they were to succeed? What if Hitler were killed?

But, as a barman knows better than anyone, if wishes were horses, beggars would ride.





FOUR

MARCH 19, 1944

Frank has heard nothing more about the possible assassination attempt; he is beginning to wonder whether he may have misheard. Then again, the possibility of an Allied landing is on everyone’s mind.

As for Georges, he is being less and less careful. He can sense the end is near, and it is fueling a kind of nervous excitement. He seems prepared to believe any rumor that might inspire even a flicker of hope.

“Have you heard what they’re saying about old Adolf?” he asks as they set up the bar.

“No.”

“Rumor has it he’s gone completely insane and the Nazis have locked him up in the Berghof. Can you imagine? They say the guy in the German newsreels is a double.”

Frank sighs.

“That’s rubbish, Georges.”

“Probably, but it confirms that the tide is turning. We could make a fortune! Think about it: no one is in charge anymore, the whole thing falling apart. We can do whatever we like, Frank. We could run a second set of books, what do you say?”

Frank looks at him sternly, but Georges is undeterred.

“Who’s going to check the orders, the inventory, the invoices, the expenses, the receipts? Nobody, Frank! The whole world is going to hell.”

“It would mean stealing from the Ritz, Georges.”

Ever since he came to work here in 1921, Frank has been loyal to the hotel. Except for the three weeks in the summer of 1939, when he supplied Blanche with morphine… Even when he desperately needed money to pay for the fake passports, he was careful not to run two sets of books—that is a line he refuses to cross.

“No, Frank, it just means taking advantage of a terrible situation and making money off the backs of the filthy rich. You’ve always loved money.”

“You’re wrong, Georges. I’ve never loved money. I love the freedom it affords me.”

“Look, whatever you say, it’s now or never. If the Nazis leave, we’ll go back to being the lackeys for the bloody bourgeois bastards. This is our one chance. You cut me in for twenty-five percent and we can make a fortune while the going is good. At least say you’ll think about it!”

Poor Georges. Frank knows that his friend has always aspired to be more than a humble barman; he dreams of being a boss, a high roller, a “bourgeois bastard” himself. He put his faith in Pétain, and then Laval and, after him, Lafont, and every time he has been disappointed. Who next? De Gaulle? Frank is deeply wary of the scheming of his old comrade-in-arms, but he does not want to provoke him, certainly not tonight. Georges is his only bastion against loneliness here in the bar. And he saved Luciano’s life, something Frank will never forget.

“Strange doll coming this way!” says Georges, as he finishes lining up the bottles. “It’s only half past five, should I let her in?”

“Go on.”

“She’s got a real thing for you, hasn’t she?”

“Georges!”

But it is a valid question. Inga Haag is back at the Ritz with her cat, flirtatious as ever, as if she has only been away on holiday for a few days. She and Frank have resumed their ritual of trading sardonic quips about the latest grim news of the war. But her intentions remain opaque as ever.

Here we are flirting while bombs fall and Resistance fighters are being executed.

Since Inga’s return, Frank has been trying to decipher what she’s up to. He has tried to correlate her visits with those of someone else, but he hasn’t been able to find any kind of pattern. He wondered whether she might be on a mission for her uncle—no way of knowing. The one thing that is certain is that she has never been here on a night when there was a bombing raid. But that could well be coincidence. She comes about every three nights, stays for an hour, then leaves. Frank is wary of her now, even if their connection bolsters his self-esteem and alleviates his loneliness.

This is the first time she’s come before the bar has opened.

She is wearing a sheath dress under a white fox fur coat, and for once her cat is not with her.

“Good evening, Inga. A glass of Roederer with raspberries?”

“No, thank you, Frank. I’d rather have a Martini.”

“Coming up.”

Clearly there will be no flirtation this evening. Inga looks troubled; she has a wan smile and a faraway look.

“Where’s Raimund?”

“I’ve just come from a meeting where he wasn’t welcome.” Inga takes her cigarette holder from her leather handbag.

“Can I give you a light?”

“Yes, please.”

She draws deeply on her cigarette.

“Could you deliver a letter to General von Stülpnagel from me?” she asks hesitantly, her voice dropping to a whisper. “The thing is, I’m married, Frank, and so is the general… so I have to avoid being seen with him in public.”

“Oh… Yes, of course, I understand.”

Inga Haag is the younger Stülpnagel’s lover! The realization hits Frank like a slap in the face.

“I know that you’re extremely discreet, Frank. Would you be prepared to be our… how do you say it? Our dead letter box?”

“Of course, madame. I’m silent as the grave.”

He can no longer call her by her first name.

“Thank you so much, Frank.”

“Your Martini, madame.”

He watches as she brings the glass to her lips, but the image no longer has the same frisson. He tries to imagine her in bed with the general, but it is impossible. Even though he is the younger of the two Stülpnagels, he is still quite an old-fashioned, traditional type. So, she came here not to catch herself a humble barman but to harpoon a Prussian general. Has Inga been using him to track her prey? Is she a spy for Russia or for the British? Worse still, could she be working for Himmler? Or maybe she wants to trap Stülpnagel and sabotage his plans?

“There you go,” she says, handing him a slip of paper no bigger than a coaster. “I would be grateful if you could give him this note.”

“I will do so as soon as I see him, never fear,” Frank says, slipping the note into the inside pocket of his jacket.

“I know he will be here sometime this evening. Thank you again, Frank. Now, I really must be off, I’m due at the Lutetia. How much do I owe you?”

“Oh, nothing. You’ve hardly touched your Martini.”

“Are you sure?”

“Of course. Have a good evening, madame.”

“See you soon, Frank.”

She waves to Georges and disappears.

What on earth is she playing at?

She has not even put the note into an envelope, it is simply folded in half.

Spy or lover, why so few precautions?

She knows that Frank will be able to read it, and of course he is longing to do just that. Slowly, he unfolds the note. One word appears: Sehnsucht—“Longing.”

It is a poem by Goethe:


This will not be the final tear

That burns and swells the aching heart;

With ever new and sharpening sear,

It soothes by pain that won’t depart.



Frank’s first thought is: Is that all?

Then again, what was he expecting? State secrets, or a scandalous invitation?

“Did she give you a little love note?” Georges says with a lascivious grin.

“Not really…”

“So, what is that?”

“A poem for General von Stülpnagel.”

“Are the two of them involved?”

“I’m not sure,” Frank murmurs.

“This bar of yours is getting really weird.”

Georges is right. Frank has been a fool.

A complete clown.

He is angry that he didn’t notice. He feels a cold fury welling up inside.

“You know what?” he says, “I’ve thought about it: we’ll run a second set of books…”

“Really? Are you serious?”

“I get seventy percent, you get thirty.”

Georges’s face lights up.

“Count me in. They all drink like fish. We’ll make a killing. A small fortune!”

A small fortune…

And old Widow Ritz can go to hell.





FIVE

MARCH 26, 1944

Was there ever a plan to try to assassinate Hitler?

Frank Meier no longer thinks so. If there was a plan, it has obviously failed, since the Führer is still very much alive. The war rumbles on, and every day it gets uglier. Ordinary life has become impossible. Four or five air raids a day. There is increasingly strict rationing of gas and electricity. The food supply, once carefully regulated, has devolved into anarchy—everyone is out for themselves.

The people of Paris are panicked, occupiers and occupied alike. The Nazis are terrified that an ambush lurks around every street corner—soldiers are no longer allowed to wander about the city and the officers are all on edge.

The only distraction now is the news. Every day, newspapers provide new details of what they have dubbed “the Petiot affair.” Frank pretends to be uninterested, but, deep down, he is just as fascinated by the macabre story as everyone else.

On March 11, on the Rue Le Sueur, the neighbors of Dr. Marcel Petiot, alarmed by the foul stench in the neighborhood and a thick pall of gray smoke, called the police and the fire brigade. When the emergency services arrived and entered the palatial mansion they discovered the remains of twenty-seven dismembered human bodies in the basement. It seems that the doctor would invite people being hunted by the Gestapo to his home, promising them safe passage to Argentina. It was a trap. When these desperate men and women arrived at his house, they were slaughtered and their bodies burned. The newspapers say that the alleged murderer was a war veteran who was wounded by a grenade in 1917 and was later confined in Fleury-les-Aubrais hospital for psychiatric problems. From the descriptions of the bodies in the press, Frank has no doubt that the man is psychotic. To make things worse, someone at the bar told Frank that Petiot had a peephole fitted into the steel door of the cellar so that he could watch the death throes of his victims. How do we possibly come back from something like this? Frank is anxious. Especially since Petiot seems to have vanished into thin air and is still at large. Some people are saying that he has contacts in the police. Frank does not know what to think.

There are even some who claim that Henri Lafont personally discovered the mass grave and blackmailed Petiot before helping him escape. The only thing that’s certain is that the victims include a number of Jews who sought papers from the murderous doctor to cross the Spanish border. The very thought makes Frank shudder. Who knows, but for his scheme with Süss, the families they saved might have ended up in the doctor’s cellar. Only yesterday, Frank was thinking of relaunching the venture, but Fersen dissuaded him. The Swedish diplomat agreed to provide one last forged passport for Blanche, but said that, going forward, they had to be very cautious. All that remains is to find Blanche a Scandinavian name.

We’re on the edge of a precipice.





SIX

APRIL 3, 1944

Today Frank turned sixty. He was thirty when the Great War began in 1914. Two wars in one lifetime—not something he would wish on anyone.

This splintered, shell-shocked century is mine, and I will drink it to the dregs, he thought this morning as he ran a fresh razor blade over his sunken cheeks. Tonight, despite the increasingly turbulent environment of the city, everyone has gathered in the bar to celebrate his birthday. Ernst Jünger arrived with Florence Gould, Elmiger with his wife, Josée de Chambrun with her husband. Sacha Guitry is here, of course, as are Arletty and Cocteau. This is no surprise party: it was Frank who came up with the idea, aided by Georges and a few regulars. But he didn’t expect so many people.

Even Fersen came, just after the bar opened. He gave Frank an old French edition of Ibsen’s play When We Dead Awaken. The diplomat discreetly murmured that the real gift was on page 84. Frank did not need to look to understand: inside is a passport in the name of Alba Hoffsen, with visas for both Spain and Portugal. Frank has decided he will give it to Blanche tonight.

But when Blanche finally arrives on Claude’s arm, he sees only a blank expression, as though she has forgotten what she asked him to do. As though she has forgotten him. He hides the book containing the passport in the cellar, masks his feelings, and thinks of Inga Haag. She has not arrived yet—will she come? She and General von Stülpnagel are still exchanging messages. Regardless of their content, her relationship with the general has changed the bond between her and Frank. The sense of camaraderie, even if it was only ever superficial, has faded. All that remains is a barman’s courtesy to a regular customer.

Frank consoles himself by gazing out at the large crowd and enjoying the scowl on the face of Marie-Louise Ritz, who has not even deigned to come and shake his hand.

But there is someone missing behind the bar. Where are you now, Luciano? Frank has still not received a postcard, but he continues to hope. Some days ago, unable to stand it any longer, he called the hotel in Biarritz and asked to speak to his friend, Monsieur Launay. “Monsieur Launay has not been with us now for more than a year,” Frank was told. “He left for Casablanca.” Who knows, maybe Luciano did go to the Hôtel du Palais and discovered that Launay was no longer working there but managed to get work. He could even be working there right now. For a split second, Frank considered asking the receptionist to put him through to the new head barman, or asking her whether there was a young Swiss apprentice… But he didn’t dare. Will he ever know? In the long months since Luciano left, Frank has been doing his best to keep up appearances, but his heart is no longer in it. His illicit activities these days are reduced to delivering love notes between a possible spy and a Prussian general, and shamefully skimming off the profits of the bar, fed by those who have washed up at the Ritz. He still sets aside ten percent of his share for Luciano, in case he ever sees the boy again. In the meantime, now that he has no apprentice, Frank has to crush the ice himself, like he did when he first started out. Just as he is about to swing the ice pick, he hears a welcome voice rise above the clamor.

There is a grim seriousness about Colonel Speidel as he comes to shake Frank’s hand. Speidel is now a fearful man. Is this because of what he witnessed on the Eastern Front?

What’s he afraid of?

“What a pleasure, Colonel! What brings you here tonight?”

“I was appointed chief of staff to Field Marshal Rommel, so I am back on the Western Front. And then I heard about your little birthday party…”

“Are you staying here at the Ritz?”

“No, we are based in La Roche-Guyon, near Giverny. We’re staying at the Château des La Rochefoucauld.”

They are immediately joined by General von Stülpnagel, who is smiling broadly.

“Guten Abend, Herr Meier! As you can see, I brought you Speidel—a perfect gift, don’t you agree?”

“Absolutely, I am delighted to have him back among us. What can I get you?”

“A Royal Highball for Speidel, und ein Happy Honey für mich, bitte.”

As he turns away to prepare the cocktails, Frank gives a little shake of his head.

One day, I will tell people that a colonel from the Wehrmacht unexpectedly showed up at my sixtieth birthday party. What sacrilege for a French war veteran!

“Ladies and gentlemen, if I could have your attention, please!”

Clutching his Happy Honey, Carl-Heinrich von Stülpnagel has just taken command of the evening’s events.

“I would like to propose a toast to our dear Frank. Tonight, I raise my glass to him on his sixtieth birthday, which happily coincides with a break in this dreary weather. A birthday made more splendid by the flowers of spring, but also, as Captain Jünger pointed out to me this morning, by the sight of pretty women once again strolling through the streets of Paris. We know how sensitive Frank is to the beauties of nature. Frank Meier, to your health! On behalf of all those here tonight who cherish you, I wish you a very happy birthday!”

Well, well! All this applause for a little kike who serves drinks to his enemies like a coward.

The commander-in-chief of the occupying forces has offered his best wishes, and anyone who is anyone in collaborationist Paris is giving me a standing ovation. I don’t know whether to laugh or cry. Smile, Frank. Make eye contact, bow and nod and say thank you.



The evening is going perfectly. People are drinking, laughing, talking.

Why don’t you all go away and have dinner somewhere? I can’t bear this anymore!

But now Stülpnagel is coming over to talk to him.

Smile, Frank.

Before he sits down, General von Stülpnagel glances over his shoulder and makes the most of the loud and crowded bar to discreetly lean a little closer.

“Have you got a note for me, Frank?”

“Not tonight, sir, I’m afraid. Mademoiselle Haag has not been to the bar for several days.”

Stülpnagel looks peeved. Frank senses something is amiss.

“I understand that she was recalled to Berlin yesterday by her uncle, Admiral Canaris,” says Stülpnagel.

Frank does not bat an eyelid.

“Problems?” he asks.

“I would rather think not. But, whatever the case, you have been a wonderful ally to us, Frank. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

“I may ask you to act as a dead letter box again, if you don’t mind…”

The general trails off, as though to allow the barman a moment to think. Playing letter box could cost him dearly. Frank tries to gauge the situation. Were Stülpnagel and Inga Haag really lovers? Not very likely… A plot by the Wehrmacht against the Nazi big shots? Possible.

At the far end of the bar, beneath the portrait of Fitzgerald, Sacha Guitry is proposing a toast: “To Frank Meier, the best of us!” It is a welcome distraction. His mind still racing frantically, the barman raises his champagne glass to acknowledge the playwright and his little group. What should he say to Stülpnagel? He surely cannot refuse to help—he’s been acting as a dead letter box for Inga Haag, after all. Frank’s instinct, despite his reservations, is to accept. In the nest of German spies that Paris has become, he would still rather be on the side of Stülpnagel.

“That would be fine,” he says at length.

Stülpnagel smiles, then goes off to say goodbye to two officers about to leave. He adopts a jovial air, but Frank will not forget the dark glint he saw in the general’s eyes. The same grim look he saw in Speidel’s eyes earlier tonight.

Who knows what those two are up to?

Frank would rather know as little as possible. Tonight, he turns sixty, surrounded by Germans and overwhelmed by his own weakness.

Who are my real friends in this crowd? All of them seem to want something from me. The Widow, Elmiger, Inga, Stülpnagel… and Blanche? Blanche only measures how useful I can be to her. Am I a mere pawn in this game of war, or will I come out of it a better man? And what of my son? I couldn’t invite him into this nest of vipers. He wouldn’t have come anyway. But what is a birthday without family?

Franks falls asleep with these thoughts churning in his mind. Six decades on this earth and yet he feels utterly adrift.





SEVEN

APRIL 27, 1944

“Vive Pétain! Vive le maréchal!”

Paris has not seen such a commotion in years. Yesterday, for the first time since June 1940, Maréchal Philippe Pétain visited the capital with prime minister Pierre Laval. The two came from Vichy to Notre-Dame cathedral to attend a funeral mass in memory of the victims of the latest bombings. More than a thousand dead in a few short days. The Allied bombers targeted the railway depot at La Chapelle, turning the surrounding streets into heaps of rubble. Never have death and destruction come so close to the heart of Paris. Everyone is terrified; no one knows what might happen. And so, yesterday, the whole city turned out for the maréchal.

People are scared stiff of what might happen should they not appear for this grim procession; that’s the only reason they’ve come out to cheer the maréchal.

Twenty-four hours later, Frank is summoned to the Widow’s office.

Elmiger is there. He looks utterly exhausted by the increasingly perky Marie-Louise Ritz. The office is thick with the scent of lilies, which Madame Ritz adores but makes Frank want to sneeze. Although the Paris outside the Ritz continues to slip deeper into poverty, the Widow still has fresh flowers brought in every day to fill her vast collection of porcelain vases.

“Dear Monsieur Meier, congratulations, your birthday was a great success! All those people, all the people in Paris who matter, here in our bar! It gave me a little idea.”

Frank suppresses the urge to sneeze. He waits for what comes next.

“I thought perhaps we might organize a similar party for the birthday of Mademoiselle Arletty on May 15. What do you say?”

Who can think about planning another party after the death and destruction of the past few days?

“And, naturally, you would get a share of the takings.”

To his right Frank can tell that Elmiger is seething. With a sidelong glance, the hotel manager pleads with him to prevaricate.

“Oh!” Marie-Louise says. “I would not count on your getting the support of Monsieur Elmiger, he heartily disapproves. I want your opinion, Frank.”

“Well… things are changing, madame.”

“Not at all! Did you see the maréchal’s triumph yesterday? The people of this country do not want a British or American France. All their bombs do is murder innocent civilians. They are the monsters!”

The Widow’s cheeks are flushed. Elmiger leans forward.

“If I may, madame: we need to think about the future of the Ritz.”

“The future?” Marie-Louise snorts. “And what future is that, Monsieur Elmiger?”

“I am afraid I would not be able to say, madame. No one can. But given the uncertainty, I firmly believe we must remain neutral. Swiss neutrality has been our greatest asset in this war and may be our only chance of preserving the hotel. If German forces are driven out of Paris in the coming months, we will need to be able to prove to their successors that we were victims of the Nazis, that we suffered under the Occupation. If not, believe me, the Ritz could be taken away.”

“Over my dead body!”

“Then perhaps it would be wiser not to throw a party for someone who has been notoriously sympathetic to the occupying forces… I should add that rumors of an Allied landing are spreading among the German officers. You have heard as much in the bar, haven’t you, Monsieur Meier?”

Frank nods. Marie-Louise Ritz flutters her hands in front of her face as though to dispel a bad thought.

“You are both exasperating,” she says. “You seem determined to ruin my fun. Very well, no party for Arletty. But my orders remain for you to continue to treat our guests with the utmost courtesy! Regardless of our future, our present, gentlemen, is with the Germans.”

Elmiger is right, Frank thinks as he leaves the Widow’s office. When the Germans are gone, they will have to do everything they can to rid the Ritz of the stench of evil. And bouquets of lilies will not be enough.

He is stifling another sneeze when he bumps into Blanche Auzello, whom he has not seen since his birthday.

For the past three weeks, he’s been carrying Fersen’s forged papers in his jacket pocket, waiting for the chance to give them to her.

“Good morning, madame,” he says, reaching into his pocket. “How are you—”

Blanche immediately interrupts.

“Oh, Frank, I never came back to talk to you about the papers I asked you to get so I could go to America. When I was released from prison, I felt so weak. I don’t know why I thought about running away. What would I do in America on my own? My life is here in Paris. I belong here.”

Frank stands, frozen, for a moment. Never has he felt more like a puppet, his strings yanked about whenever he can be useful, and dropped just as easily.

“I’m so happy, madame,” he manages to say.

“Really? From that long face of yours, I almost thought you wanted me to go. But I’m not afraid anymore. America is coming to me, Frank. Chin up!”

She lays a hand on his shoulder, then hurries down the corridor towards the front door.

When Frank Meier eventually heads back to his bar, he avoids looking in the mirrors of the Galerie des Merveilles. He doesn’t want to look into the eyes of Blanche’s plaything. It was no small favor he did for her, but she shrugged him off so easily. And he can’t blame her. Not at all. He has come running whenever she has needed him, for papers, for morphine, and, yes, for friendship.

He takes a deep breath to pull himself together before entering the bar and fixes a smile to his face. Before long, he is once again lost in the bustle of mixing cocktails for Nazis.





EIGHT

MAY 18, 1944

The Allied landing is expected any day now. Every morning brings the same newspaper headlines: the Allies are bombing, and the Germans are executing “terrorists.” At the Ritz, time stands still. They are waiting. In the west wing, the French guests languish amid the last vestiges of opulence and luxury; these days they take what little comfort they can in comparing their lives to those outside or in listlessly sipping cocktails at the bar. In the east wing, the Germans are in a frenzy, fearfully spying on one another. Their allegiances have splintered under the threat of the looming siege. They too are drinking a lot—Frank’s reserves of schnapps have almost run dry.

Amid these sad scenes, in the greatest secrecy, encrypted messages are being passed over the bar. There are half a dozen people taking part in these exchanges, some uniformed, others in civilian clothes. They arrive just as the bar opens, or when it is at its busiest, but always with the utmost discretion. Frank is the middleman. There are a few poems, but most contain cryptic phrases or a series of numbers intended to imitate betting odds. To his surprise, the betting has started up again; Frank is convinced that someone issued an order so that the flurry of betting slips being passed over the bar would hide other messages.

There are fewer and fewer leftovers to be had from the kitchens.

When not on duty, Frank wanders the streets of Paris, hands in his pockets, fists clenched, his heart aching. Jean-Jacques spends all his free time with a new girlfriend—Frank does not know her name, only that she works as a salesgirl at the Galeries Lafayette on the Grands Boulevards. Frank misses his son, misses the first inkling of a filial relationship. But children grow up, forge their own lives, and move away. Just as he had done.

In recent days, Frank has been thinking a lot about his mother. What would she have thought of her son’s behavior during this strange war? Holed up in comfort at the Ritz, incapable of telling a woman he loves her. He thinks she would have accepted that there are mitigating circumstances. Perhaps she would even have been able to convince him that he has done his best.

After he left for New York, Frank never went back to visit his parents in Vienna; he genuinely believed at the time that he had left forever, which has proved to be more or less true. His mother died of tuberculosis at the age of forty-one, three years after his “escape.” For weeks, he’d cried like a baby in his little Manhattan room. His father died a few years later in 1912, aged fifty-two, an alcoholic in a Favoriten slum. By then, Frank was back in Europe but was so swept up in his new life that he did not even go to the funeral. To this day, he does not know where his parents are buried. Probably in paupers’ graves. He has never been back to Vienna, though he has had the opportunity many times since he began working at the Ritz. Wracked with guilt, he has been nursing his grief for the past forty-five years. Perhaps this sense of abandonment is the price he has paid for his achievements.

It’s also been the driving force behind my success. I’ve always known that.

As he crosses over to the Left Bank, Frank leaves the Palais Bourbon behind and smiles wistfully as he thinks about times past. He ended up living in Batignolles by chance, after his divorce. How many boxes has he never unpacked? Recently, he feels as though he has been living alongside Jean-Jacques and Pauline, despite the floors separating their apartments. Not that he is complaining: his relationship with his son is calmer now, and his niece has turned into the lady of the house. She sometimes teases him about his unpacked boxes, but how can he confess to her that he lives in a state of perpetual uncertainty?

Always ready to flee in the middle of the night. Forever an exile.

Turning onto the Boulevard Saint-Germain, he sees a mass of German troops marching in formation. Are they marching towards the English Channel for the final battle? The caterpillar tracks of the panzers shriek across the boulevard in a sinister symphony. Opel Blitz trucks trailing gun carriages are filled with young soldiers headed for damnation.

Frank is still lost in thought when a woman’s voice calls to him from across the street.

“Monsieur Meier! What are you doing here?”

It is Marie Sénéchal. Frank gives her a smile.

“What about you, where are you headed with that suitcase?”

“To Montparnasse train station,” she says. “I’m going home to Quimper.”

“To visit your mother?”

“Yes. And then to take shelter. Please, monsieur, you must take care and keep safe. The Yanks are coming!”

Her face is illuminated on the boulevard.

“What do you know about it?” asks Frank.

“I’ve got another German boyfriend, and take my word for it, the Krauts know they’re coming soon. I’m scared stiff.”

“So where is this boyfriend?”

Marie shrugs.

“I haven’t told him I’m leaving, I didn’t want to have to deal with goodbyes. No thanks. But he’ll get over it. I was never in love with him the way I was with Karl. You know I never heard a word from that little rat again? It was devastating. I was heartbroken, you know.”

She sniffles vengefully, as though this new German soldier she is leaving has to pay for the way she was treated by her “little captain.”

“It’s funny seeing you like this,” Marie says. “Just this morning, I saw Madame Auzello on the terrace of the Café de Flore with her friend, that Russian woman. And I often think about poor Luciano. Have you had any news of him?”

“Not a word.” Frank shudders.

“We used to fight a lot, but he had a good heart. And I swear it wasn’t me who informed on him.”

“I know, Marie. I know.”

“You really should go back home too,” Marie continues. Frank says nothing, but bows his head to her.

“Well, my train leaves in forty minutes.”

“You be careful, Marie.”

“You too, Monsieur Meier.”

Go back home. But where is that? That’s the problem.





NINE

JUNE 7, 1944

Rumors of an Allied landing had been circulating for so long that many people in France had begun to lose hope.

But, finally, they arrived.

They landed unexpectedly on a stormy night.

“The Yankees really pulled it off!” Georges says. “They made their landing in a howling gale on the beaches of Normandy where they were like sitting ducks. Who would have thought?”

“We should have taken bets on it,” Frank says, nodding to the empty bar. “We’d have made a lot more money than we did tonight.”

“It’s not going to be easy. They may have taken part of the west coast, but they’ll have to fight to get through the Krauts’ defenses. Ten thousand dead already, according to the papers. I just hope they don’t get pushed back to the ocean… But you’re right, there’s not a soul here tonight. How much have we got in the register?”

“Fifty thousand francs,” says Frank. He does not even need to check.

Georges rolls his eyes.

“What do you say we each take twenty-five thousand, to celebrate the landings?”

“No.”

“Why? You know as well as I do we won’t have customers any time soon. Come on, Frank! Shit—no one’s ever going to know!”

Frank shakes his head, first side to side, then up and down.

“All right then,” he says finally. “Fifty-fifty.”

“All’s fair in love and war!”

Georges is laughing like a little boy at Christmas when suddenly the telephone rings. Frank starts, as though he has been caught red-handed.

“It’s the Widow, she’s been spying on us,” Georges complains.

“Shhh!” Frank hisses irritably before he picks up the phone. “Hello?”

It is Elmiger.

The blood drains from Frank’s face as he listens to the hotel manager tell him that Blanche has been arrested by the Gestapo for the third time. She and Lily Kharmayeff were at the Café de Flore, where their display of outright contempt for the Germans went beyond the pale.

Hopeless, the pair of them.

A third scandal. A third arrest. Likely the last.

I’ll never see her again.




Diary of Frank Meier

You did it on purpose, Blanche. Deep down I know you did this on purpose. You’ve thrown yourself to the wolves again. It’s suicide; you won’t get off this time. In a sense I think that’s what you and Kharmayeff have always wanted.

You would rather be in hell than adapt to what your life, our lives, have become. And you don’t care about the people who love you, the people who suffer in your absence. You don’t care about our pain because you feel nothing but contempt for us. Right now, as I write, Nazis are abusing you, beating you, starving you. As for me, every day I pretend I am alive, I put one foot in front of the other, I talk to customers. Every day I get dressed, I shave, every day I put on an act while you are howling in agony.

I will hide this moleskine notebook under the floorboards. I shall not write in it anymore. Later, as I often do, I’ll think about tossing it into the fire and watching the evidence of my life disappear in the flames. Here I am, fearing for myself when it is your life that is truly at stake.

I can only hope that one day, I may see you again.







TEN

JULY 10, 1944

Claude Auzello also no longer leaves his apartments. The chambermaids say he is as a broken man: he no longer washes, shaves, or even gets dressed. He wanders about in his wife’s dressing gown, he drinks from morning to night and doesn’t say a word. Elmiger fears that he may take his own life. What with the Widow’s sciatica, Coco Chanel’s own morphine addiction, and Barbara Hutton’s alcoholism, the Ritz feels like it’s filled with ghosts, all crying out in anguish.

Who will be next to fall? Will it be me?

Frank longs to release the pent-up tears, but his eyes remain dry. He has walled himself up inside, built a dam against the floodwaters of despair. He knows that if he should succumb, the torrent that would burst from his heart would drown him. Last winter, Blanche reappeared like a miracle, and now she has disappeared again. Like Luciano. Like Süss.

After years of trying to destroy herself, Blanche Auzello, née Rubenstein, may finally have succeeded.

It has been a month since her last arrest, and there has been no news. No one knows what has become of her, not even Claude, though he has moved heaven and earth. Blanche and Lily have disappeared completely.

Are they in some prison here in Paris?

Have they been deported to somewhere in Central Europe? Maybe they are already dead…

“Papa!”

“Yes?”

“So, what do you think?”

“I’m sorry, son, I wasn’t listening…”

Jean-Jacques shakes his head.

“We’ve got to get out of here, I’m telling you! When the Allies finally liberate Paris, you’ll be in serious trouble.”

“We’ve already talked about this, Jean-Jacques. I have done nothing to be ashamed of.”

Jean-Jacques doesn’t need to know how willingly I have fraternized with the enemy, the money I have made by helping my own people escape the Nazis’ wrath. What good would that do now?

“That’s not the point, Papa. You suffered much less than other people, you’ll have to answer for that.”

He’s not wrong.

Frank has to admit that the Ritz has been a cushy post for the war, despite the Nazi officers. He’s always had enough to eat; he’s never felt the cold—he’s even managed to save a sizable amount of money. But who could ever understand the losses, the secrets, and the risks he’s suffered during the war? He has been forced to hide his identity, he’s lost Blanche, Luciano, and what little remained of his illusions… Every day, he pays the price in grief.

“So, are you coming to Toulouse with us?”

“No,” Frank says. “I belong here.”

Despite the war, the Ritz is the only home I have. My life changed the moment I stepped behind the Petit Bar. The war changed very little for me, and now that it is almost over, why should I leave?

I belong here. Exactly what Blanche had said.

“So what the hell are you going to tell the Allies?” snaps Jean-Jacques. “That you worked as a lackey for the fucking Nazis?”

Frank feels a simmering rage inside him. He resents the war, he resents his son for not understanding what he cannot put into words. He blames himself for keeping his boxes always packed and ready to go, and for being unable to go now that Jean-Jacques and Pauline are doing what he would have done at their age.

“Uncle,” Pauline says in a pleading tone, “think about it. We’re leaving the day after tomorrow, please come with us.”

“I’m not going anywhere because I’ve done nothing to be ashamed of. In fact, I’ve done the opposite. I never said anything because I needed to protect you and Jean-Jacques, but I’ve helped people, and I can prove it.”

Pauline nods, but Jean-Jacques still seems to be spoiling for an argument.

“Prove what, Papa? That you brought home roast turkey for dinner because you were Göring’s favorite bartender?”

“Shut up! Who do you think you are?”

“Forget it,” Jean-Jacques says with a sneer. “You’ve been hanging out with Jünger and Guitry for so long you don’t see the poverty and suffering in Paris. You’ve become blind and selfish just like them. I’m going to bed.”

Frank gets to his feet, incensed.

“What about you? What exactly did you do to save France?”

In his anger, his words outrun his thoughts. “You sat around and waited, that’s what you did! All talk and no action. And you think you’re a hero? You should be ashamed of yourself, Jean-Jacques.”

“I don’t give a damn what you think. My conscience is clear. At least I’ve warned you.”

“That’s right,” Frank splutters as Jean-Jacques walks out and slams the door behind him. “Good riddance!”

Frank hates himself for not being more patient with Jean-Jacques. He is worse than his own father was. Instead of insulting his son, he should tell him how he feels. He would like to find the strength to apologize, if only to Pauline who is now looking at him with a twisted expression on her face, sad and scared. But he is just as stubborn as his son and saying sorry is too hard.

Tomorrow, Frank will be back behind the bar. He has always been this way: proud and obstinate. He can always say that he chose to risk his life by acting as a messenger for people plotting against the Führer. Two measures of duplicity, a dash of luck, and a healthy dose of cynicism: the Nazi Occupation cocktail.

After all, I’m still the head barman at the Ritz, I fought at Verdun, and I am an Ashkenazi Jew. A little Jew who has managed to hide from everyone, and whom no one will believe should he decide to tell his story after the Germans have left Paris.





ELEVEN

JULY 19, 1944

When Inga walks into the bar at closing time, Frank is happy to see her, until he catches the fear in her eyes, her trembling lips.

“Please, is there somewhere we can talk?” she hisses. The bar is almost empty and the only guests left are French citizens, but, to be safe, Frank guides her down into the cellar.

Once inside, Inga takes Frank’s hand; he can feel her elegant nails digging into his palm and pulls away.

“Madame, calm yourself. Tell me what is going on.” The panic in her face sends a wave of terror through Frank.

“Frank, please listen to me. It’s very important. You are no longer to act as the dead letter drop. Do not accept any more notes or messages.”

A slow horror creeps up Frank’s spine. Whatever game she was playing is clearly over.

“Stülpnagel’s worried that he’s been exposed, and that any future message could be a trap set by the Gestapo.”

As Inga explains what the notes, the poems, signify, Frank hears a buzzing in his head. And then, everything goes black.

Frank wakes to find himself slumped on the cellar floor, leaning against the door of the fridge, his jacket stained with blood. He is dazed. The skin behind his right ear is tender; he must have hit his head when he fell. He feels weak, everything around him is shaking, and he is struggling to breathe.

Is she still here?

She looked completely terrified. Did she see me pass out?

“How are you feeling, Frank?” Georges’s face comes into view, his expression and voice worried.

“Sorry?”

“You’ve must have fainted, my friend.”

“Is she still here?”

“Who?”

“Inga! Inga Haag!”

“No, no one’s here. Jesus, you scared the hell out of me, Frank. What did she say to you? You’re white as a sheet.”

Frank doesn’t answer him and tries to find the strength to get up, bracing his hands against the cold tiles of the cellar floor.

“Don’t try and move, Frank. I’ll go get a towel. You’ve split your head open and you’re still bleeding.”



So, it was true. The conspiracy he had suspected was revealed at last: a plot to assassinate the Führer. And Frank had been the middleman, the stooge between Stülpnagel’s men and German counterintelligence. The dead drop.

If the Gestapo know about this, I’m done for. This is the one thought Frank can formulate through the brain fog.

All that’s left now is to play dumb and pray.

“Here, hold this towel against your head. I ran it under the hot tap.”

“Thanks, Georges.”

“You’re bleeding a lot, but it’s not serious.” Georges pauses, looking at Frank curiously.

“So what the hell did she say to make you keel over like that?”

Frank knows he has to say something. Anything, it doesn’t matter what, just to get Georges off his back. “She was terrified, she said she was going back to Berlin and she’d come to say goodbye. I waved, and then everything went blurry, the room started spinning, and I went out like a light.”

“You’re completely exhausted, and you haven’t been eating enough. Sit here and I’ll get you a seltzer water with quinine.”

Is there any chance that the assassination might still happen? Breathe. Think. Look, it’s not as though I’ve got a million options: I either disappear tonight, head for Toulouse to join Jean-Jacques and Pauline, or stay here, keep my head down and destroy any evidence linking me to the whole thing.

One way or another, he will have to go back to his apartment. He still has two notes that were never picked up that he needs to destroy. But where did he put them? It all comes flooding back and, suddenly, the jigsaw pieces slot into place: Inga Haag’s first appearance when she crashed Henri Lafont’s reception, her thinly veiled flirtation, the cat, the glass of Roederer with raspberries… Frank remembers Stülpnagel’s beaming smile on the night of his birthday—and Speidel, standing at the bar, frantically whispering with officers Frank didn’t recognize. They used me. The whole bloody lot of them. And if Inga had not come by tonight, would any of them have warned me? He’s implicated by his actions—if the assassination fails, he’ll have to pay for what he’s done. He can hardly claim to have had no choice in the matter, even if that were the case.

He feels completely out of his depth; he wishes he could pass out again.





TWELVE

JULY 20, 1944

Frank Meier opens his bar at six o’clock, just as he always does. There is nothing else he can do. This morning, all alone in his apartment, he listened attentively to the radio but heard nothing about a possible attempt on Hitler’s life. He found the two incriminating notes in his desk drawer and burned them in the kitchen sink. What next? The idea of sitting around moping in his apartment was unbearable. So, he shaved, dressed his head wound, put on a starched white shirt, a black tie, patent-leather shoes, and headed for the Ritz, as he has done every day for the past twenty-three years.

The Ritz is just about all I have left.

Shortly after opening, he sees Colonel Speidel, grim and flustered, coming towards the bar. Frank puts on the white jacket he has carefully hung on the stool next to him and braces himself.

“Could I have a double vodka?”

“Coming up.”

“It’s very quiet tonight,” Speidel says.

“You’re my first customer.”

“The calm before the storm.”

Frank doesn’t dare say more, especially since Speidel has just knocked back his vodka faster than a fighter jet in a nosedive.

“Dutch courage… for tonight.”

Why is Speidel here tonight of all nights?

“Maybe you and I will soon be able to drink a toast to Germany’s recovery, Frank.”

Does he know I know about the plot? He must.

With a jerk of his chin, Speidel orders another. Frank pours him his vodka, but only a single this time, then pours himself a glass of cold water. Suddenly, the telephone rings. The colonel does not react. Nor does Frank. Speidel stares at the palm of his hand. It rings again. Speidel looks up intently, studies Frank, who holds his gaze. Time has stopped. The telephone rings a third time; Frank answers.

“Hello?”

A German voice, calm, grave and distant, asks to speak to Colonel Speidel. Frank nods and slowly hands over the receiver. Speidel feverishly seizes the phone, takes a deep breath, murmurs, “Hallo, Speidel,” then listens without saying another word. In the deathly silence, the seconds tick by. The colonel is expressionless; he is staring into the distance. Frank scans his face for some clue. Nothing. Speidel wordlessly hands back the receiver.

“It failed,” he says, his face ashen. “We failed, Frank. Hitler survived the attempt.”

A ringing fills Frank’s ears and he hangs on to the bar to keep from falling. Speidel gets to his feet.

“Dear God, what a disaster, Frank. Stülpnagel was so sure that Hitler would be killed that tonight he had more than a thousand of the SS officers in Paris arrested, including Knochen and Oberg. It was sheer madness. If I don’t disappear right now, by tomorrow morning I’ll be strung up with piano wire.”

Frank pours himself a shot of vodka and knocks it back. Speidel has recovered a little of his authority.

“Whatever you do, don’t abandon the bar. If you do, you’ll be signing your own death warrant.”

“You think so?”

“Plead ignorance, trust me. They’ll have other people to hunt down before they think of you.”

Frank grabs a bottle of Russian vodka from the shelf.

“Here, take this.”

Speidel slips the bottle into his knapsack, his eyes shining with gratitude. The two men stand face to face, two veterans of the Great War, and shake hands.

“Time to say goodbye.”

“See you soon, Colonel.”

“Your style never ceases to amaze me, Frank.”

Speidel leaves the bar without turning back and creeps out of the Ritz onto the Rue Cambon before disappearing into the darkness. Paralyzed by fear, Frank cannot help but wonder whether he too might be strung up with piano wire—the standard punishment for traitors.

What went wrong?

Down in the cellar, Frank turns on his radio. Radio-Paris is broadcasting a message by Adolf Hitler to the German people: “I do not know how many times an attempt on my life has been planned and carried out. I am speaking to you today to reassure you I am unscathed. A very small group of ambitious, unscrupulous, and criminally stupid officers plotted to eliminate me and to overthrow the National Socialist Party. They will be called to account in the way to which we are accustomed. Es lebe Deutschland!”

Once the bar has closed, Frank feels too weak and shaken to walk home. He wipes his forehead with the back of his hand, rolls out the mattress, and curls up under the bar. His throat is dry, his mind is racing. His white jacket feels like a shroud.





THIRTEEN

JULY 21, 1944

Frank is awoken by shouting. The door to the bar bursts open and SS officers stream inside. Frank starts and jumps to his feet. He hears more officers in the corridors outside, spreading out over the hotel, shouting to each other from one floor to another, vengeful, demanding access to every room. Frank is too panicked to think straight, to think at all. What will be will be.

But after a brief search of the bar, they move on to other rooms. So far, the SS do not seem to know about the letters, but it is only a matter of time. They warn him not to leave, and from the way Elmiger glares at him at midday, Frank realizes that the manager suspects something.

Georges arrives.

“What the hell’s going on?” his loyal second in command says worriedly. “Have you heard? People are saying that Stülpnagel and Speidel were in on the plot!”

“Yes, I heard.”

“Can you believe it? They must have been conspiring right under our noses, right here at the bar… Who knows, maybe Inga Haag was in on it too!”

“Of course she was, Georges.”

For a moment, Frank considers keeping his terrible secret, but he cannot bear it any longer. Maybe it’s a rash decision, but he is so starved for a confidant that he is prepared to risk it.

“And, to be completely honest, so was I.”

Frank immediately feels a huge weight lift from his shoulders. Georges staggers back.

“What?”

“In the beginning, it was just Stülpnagel and Inga Haag using me to pass a few messages back and forth. You thought Inga was flirting with me, I thought she and Stülpnagel were having an affair. Since last April, I’ve been a dead letter box for conspirators, although I didn’t really know what was in the messages I was passing back and forth.”

Georges tries to take it all in. He furrows his brow. He suddenly seems much older.

“And you’re still here?” he says frantically. “Get out, Frank, for God’s sake, get the hell out!”

“It’s too late. I’m forbidden from leaving the hotel until further notice. They’re keeping an eye on me.”

“We’re in deep shit and we need to leave as fast as possible!”

“You go,” says Frank. “Go before they come back. Leave before they lock you up with me.”

“All right,” Georges says, a little too glibly. “I’ll go, but I won’t be far, OK?”

“And you’ll be sure to tell the Yanks I wasn’t just a collaborator, right?”

Georges still finds the strength to smile.

“What is there to tell?”

Georges grabs his jacket, waits until the voices out in the corridor have faded away, then heads out. As he reaches the door, he turns back one last time.

“Victory is singing / Opening the gates / Liberty is guiding us / And from North to South / The war trumpet has sounded / The hour of battle…”

“Le Chant du Départ.” The song the boys in the trenches used to sing to give them courage. Georges taught it to Frank back in 1916.

“Tremble you enemies of France / Kings drunk on blood and pride,” Frank picks up the lyrics. “The sovereign people cometh forth / Tyrants, go down to your graves.”

The hair prickles on the back of Frank’s neck as he watches his old comrade-in-arms head towards the exit onto the Rue Cambon. Now he is alone against the enemy.

The future suddenly seems crystal clear. He will be arrested, jailed, and probably tortured. Fate has finally decided to give me a role to play, he thinks, trying to stave off his mounting dread. About time, too. No more spending the war sheltered behind this bar, I’m at the front of the action now. Someday, I’ll be able to say that I too languished in a Nazi jail—and if I die, Georges will remember for me. My honor is safe.

Honor, really?

Frank knocks back his drink, lights a cigarette, walks around to the other side of the bar, and slumps into a chair. He feels he has come to the end, tired of feeling scared, tired of watching his every action and reaction. Fate will either spare him or sacrifice him. All he can do now is wait.





FOURTEEN

JULY 23, 1944

It has been four days and three nights since Frank last left his bar. He has made it into a makeshift encampment; his shirt is creased, his hair is greasy, his stubble like sandpaper. He rations his cigarettes as though hunkering down for a long siege, washes his face in the sink down in the cellar, and rinses with Cointreau to mask his bad breath. This bar was his church; now it is his prison. The doors are closed and he is alone, isolated from the world. No one has come looking for him. Have the SS forgotten he exists? On the second night, in a dream, he saw himself as Christ crucified, but it seems that martyrdom has been denied him. He was expecting Judas to arrive, flanked by Nazi legionaries, but so far, nothing has gone according to plan. His ordeal has been deferred—or is he living through it now, a willing prisoner in an empty jail?

For the past two days, there’s been no sign of Elmiger, Claude Auzello, or even the Widow, and he hasn’t heard a single sound. Have they shut down the Ritz? If they had, the Widow Ritz would have denounced him a thousand times over. Frank lives in a twilight world, lit by the glow of a lone candle. His whole body aches. To ward off loneliness in the gloomy silence, he sometimes reads the book of Goethe’s poems that Inga Haag gave him: “Why, my eye, art downward turning? Golden dreams, are ye returning? Dream, though gold, I thee repel; Love and life here also dwell.” Every night, Frank tries to conjure the laughter and the wit of the Élégants at his Thursday Club. They are fading, but he can still hear the faint, distant echo of a bygone age.

It is almost six o’clock. To stop himself from going mad, Frank clings to his nightly ritual: he runs his face under the tap and slips on his white jacket, as though he’s expecting customers. He has not eaten for three days, except for some olives and a few fruit garnishes, and he is hungry and light-headed. He has not left the bar for fear of running into the Gestapo in the hotel corridors. Everyone seems to have forgotten about him, which, Frank decides, is a good thing. As he hunkers down, he remembers doing the same in the trenches, in the Great War, waiting for an enemy attack. A strange parallel to draw but fitting, Frank feels. He is safe here, in this moment of crushing despair.

He holds the candle up to the portrait of F. Scott Fitzgerald. He has done this many times, as though trying to decode the secrets behind that affable expression. Why do I find this picture so reassuring? It was taken in the spring of 1936—a thousand years ago. Since then, the world has crumbled. What would Fitzgerald have written about this carnage? Young Nick Carraway would probably have died on the beaches at Normandy… the American dream dying under Nazi gunfire.

Then, suddenly, he hears a voice.

“Frank? Are you in there?”

There is someone on the other side of the door. A man, whispering. Frank does not recognize his voice. He blows out the candle and hides behind the bar. Animal instinct.

“Frank,” the voice comes again, “it’s Captain Jünger. I know you’re in there.”

Jünger! Could he be the Judas who has come to throw me to the wolves?

Or is he a savior?

“I’ve just come to say goodbye. If you’re there, open up.”

“Just a moment, Captain!”

Instinctively, Frank decides to officiate one last time behind the bar. He relights the candle, lights two more, tidies the counter and heads for the door.

“Good evening, Herr Jünger.”

“Herr Meier! I was sure you would be here, faithful to your post. May I?”

“Of course. It is after six o’clock. Welcome.”

Jünger is dressed in a poorly pressed beige suit. He would look almost unremarkable were it not for his magnetic gaze. Even in the darkest of times, he seems to carry a certain unspoken charisma.

“It’s rather dark in here. Are you holding a wake?”

“Let’s just say I don’t want to be disturbed.”

“Ah,” says Jünger, as though this were completely normal. “Are you in hiding?”

“Yes and no. I’m waiting.”

Jünger silently studies the barman.

“What would you suggest for a man in your position?”

“Hmm… Calvados, I think.”

“I should have thought of that. Would you be so kind as to pour two glasses and we can toast our farewell?”

“Gladly. Would you be willing to crush some ice, Captain?”

“It would be my pleasure.”

“Come around this side, the ice pick is at the other end of the bar.”

Jünger does not need to be asked twice.

“So, now I’m your second in command,” the captain says. “That’s a funny twist of fate.”

Jünger stands behind the bar, where Luciano used to work. The boy would be amazed if he could see the captain doing his job. Jünger takes hold of the ice pick.

“I haven’t left this bar for four days,” Frank confesses as he opens his last bottle of Calvados de Pays d’Auge. “Have they closed the hotel?”

“Not that I know of, but there are no guests left. As I was coming here, it felt like I was walking down the aisle of a deserted cathedral. Strange times.”

Jünger attacks the block of ice with remarkable skill.

“If you’ve been in here, then I assume you don’t know what’s been happening?”

“Stülpnagel’s failed assassination plot? Yes, it was on the radio.”

“Have you heard what he did the day before yesterday?”

“No.”

“When the attempt failed, Stülpnagel was summoned to Berlin. He was instructed to take a plane but decided to go by car. As they were passing Fort Vaux, where he and his men fought so bitterly in 1916, he asked his driver to stop. He wandered away from the car, and suddenly two shots rang out.”

“My God!”

“Two bullets to the head, but the bloody fool missed.”

“Where is he now?”

“He was taken to the hospital in Verdun. Our doctors are doing everything they can to save him. They’re terrified of what might happen if he dies.”

“Why?”

“Because Hitler demanded that he be brought back alive and handed over to the Gestapo to be tortured.”

“That’s monstrous.”

Jünger nods silently and takes a sip of Calvados.

“Stülpnagel and I were due to have dinner the day before yesterday. Just before he left Paris, the general was thoughtful enough to telephone and cancel. Can you imagine? Even on his way to be executed, an aristocrat like Stülpnagel had courtesy and good manners.”

Frank simply nods. The barman cannot find it in himself to feel sorry for Stülpnagel: he is still angry at the young general for using him, and for spilling so much blood during his time in Paris. But Frank worries for Speidel.

What will happen if the SS catch him? An agonizing death, probably.

As though reading his thoughts, Jünger gives an apologetic laugh.

“Did you know anything about the plot?”

“Of course not, how could I? Stülpnagel and I got along well, and it’s no secret Speidel loved my bar. But I was their barman, nothing more.”

Jünger delicately raises an eyebrow.

“Your glass is empty. Would you like another Calvados, Frank?”

“I’d love one.”

“I’ll make some more crushed ice. How wonderful to be working by candlelight. It reminds me of my childhood, when I used to spend all night reading by candlelight. In the morning, I would be exhausted and unable to concentrate at school. I was a dunce!”

“I’m afraid I can’t believe that, Herr Jünger.”

“You’re wrong. I loathed school. I much preferred to wander in the great outdoors with my brother. We would study insects, collect pebbles or strange grasses. It was a wonderful life. It was so long ago… After that, I knew war before I ever knew a woman. I cheated death. Fourteen times, I was wounded. I found it exhilarating.”

Frank pours two more glasses of Calvados. Jünger swirls the liquid in his glass hesitantly, as if weighing his thoughts.

“And now, I’m plagued by doubt,” he says. “If I’m honest, Frank, I don’t believe in anything anymore. Not in good and evil, not in God, not even in mankind. For a long time, I thought that, behind the senseless chaos of war, there was an invisible order, something we could not grasp. But I was wrong. When this war is over, if I am still alive, I think I’ll disappear, leave this all behind. I see no other future for me.”

“Your health, Herr Jünger.”

“Prost, Herr Meier.”

They down their drinks in one, slam their glasses on the bar. They may never see each other again, but in this moment, a bond has been forged between the two men.

“I must leave you now, Herr Meier, and complete my farewell tour. Tell me, have you ever stayed here at the Ritz?”

“Oh no,” says Frank. “The rooms aren’t available to staff.”

Ernst Jünger points a benevolent finger at the barman.

“Well, if I were you, I’d make the most of it now. The whole hotel is empty. Go upstairs, find yourself a magnificent suite and have a long soak in the bath.”

“You make me laugh.”

“I am being perfectly serious. You’ve survived this far. Through all that Sturm und Drang, you’ve proved yourself resourceful. That’s quite an achievement, Frank.”

“I’ll think about it…”

“Please do. Give yourself a little treat. Auf wiedersehen, Herr Meier.”

“Goodbye, Herr Jünger.”

This war has been one long series of goodbyes.

Commandeer a hotel suite? Why not? A little touch of elegance. Glory be to Ernst Jünger!

Frank wonders if it is possible to be strong and, at the same time, vulnerable. He is tired of hiding himself, physically and emotionally. Tonight, he wants to fall asleep in a luxurious suite and wake up when the war is over.
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JULY–AUGUST 1944






ONE

JULY 15, 1944

Hôtel Ritz, room 202. Wool carpet, Louis XVI-style writing desk, a bust of Goethe on the mantelpiece, and opposite, an enormous bed with exquisitely soft pillows stuffed with goose down. A quilted bedspread, silk sheets—and beneath the sheet, the sleeping face of Frank Meier. He could happily sleep for hours still, when there comes a sudden burst of machine-gun fire outside his window. He wakes with a start, his heart pounding, gasping for breath.

Who on earth is shooting in the street in this part of Paris? Has the battle finally begun?

Through the gap between the curtains, Frank can see the blazing July sun. He does not know how long he has been asleep and has no idea what is going on outside. The shooting stops. There is silence once more. Frank tastes the softness of the sheets against his bare skin, and gradually the images come flooding back. Jünger in the bar, the last shot of Calvados, mounting the grand staircase in the deserted hotel, the open, empty suite. Before going to bed, he indulged in a long bath with vetiver-scented bubbles. Then he shaved; he still smells of cologne. He grimaces as he remembers seeing his emaciated body in the full-length mirror. The hunched shoulders, the dark rings around the eyes, the shriveled penis: a human body that has withstood four years of fear and dread. He has grown old and flabby. Who would want me anymore? Too prudish, too proud.

His stomach is growling. It has been at least four days since he had a proper meal. Perhaps more. He thinks about calling room service. Could he have breakfast sent up? Scrambled eggs, warm brioche, a litre of coffee… He pictures the look on the waiter’s face when he opens the door to find Frank Meier lounging on the sumptuous bed. Assuming there are any waiters left, of course.

Just then, there comes a knock at the door.

“Frank, are you in there?”

It’s not a waiter.

It’s Elmiger. How did he know?

“Frank, it’s the hotel manager. Are you awake?”

Awake, yes. But stark naked.

“Just a moment, monsieur!”

Frank leaps out of bed and runs into the bathroom. Hastily, he thrusts his head under the tap and pulls on a bathrobe. What can Elmiger possibly want? As he throws open the curtains, Frank is blinded by the sunlight. Why would his boss knock on the door instead of marching in and summarily kicking him out?

“Coming!”

For twenty-three years Frank Meier has been surrounded by luxury, but now that he’s been caught in one of the hotel rooms, he feels like the son of the Austrian factory worker he has always been. How will he explain his presence here? As he walks across the room, he considers saying that Jünger personally agreed to pay the bill.

But no, that’s ridiculous.

“Good morning, Monsieur Elmiger.”

“Hello, Frank. Can I come in?”

“Of course. Make yourself at home.”

Elmiger does not look angry. He is calm, and impeccably dressed in a three-piece tweed suit, a white shirt, and ascot tie held in place by a brass tiepin.

“The housekeeper heard you snoring last night,” he says. “Madame Bourhis knew the room was vacant, so she immediately informed me. We opened the door and found you sleeping like a baby.”

How strange. While I was hiding in my bar, the housekeeper was going about her daily duties. No Gestapo, no SS. All I had to do was step outside and ask for some food.

“I… I didn’t hear anything. I was woken up ten minutes ago by machine-gun fire out on the Rue Cambon.”

“Listen, Frank, we’re faced with something of a dilemma. A few days, or a few weeks from now, the Germans will be gone. What state will they leave the hotel in? I have no idea. But right now, I need to be planning for the arrival of Allied troops while managing our current guests. A real conundrum. The only possible solution is for you to reopen the bar for the Germans. Discreetly, of course.”

It makes sense to Frank. Alienating the Germans too soon could be disastrous for the hotel and its occupants. For the moment, they will walk a fine line in diplomacy.

“You mean a private bar?”

“In a sense. We will tell the Americans and the British that we had no choice. It’s a balancing act. What do you think?”

“I have to admit, it makes sense.”

“Very good. As far as the outside world is concerned, we need to give the impression that the bar is closed. So, for the duration, I suggest that you stay in this room and you run the bar on your own. Deal with the top brass as only you know how, flatter them, pamper them, that way they might leave me in peace. And in exchange, you get to stay here.”

Frank is now wide awake. He has clearly slept for more than twenty-four hours.

“What about the Gestapo?” he asks.

“The SS have more than enough to do right now, believe me. The Nazi police have initiated a brutal purge of the Wehrmacht officers, a real bloodbath. Over the past five days, many of your former customers have disappeared, but the Gestapo have made no attempt to find out where you are. Let us hope it stays that way.”

Frank nods.

“I won’t disappoint you, monsieur.”

“I am counting on you, Frank. As is Madame Ritz. And take off that ridiculous bathrobe, it looked much better on Barbara Hutton.”





TWO

AUGUST 2, 1944

There were two customers yesterday. Four the day before. All German officers who have come only to drown their sorrows. But Frank can hardly complain: every time someone walks through the door, he’s terrified it will be the SS coming to drag him away.

“Talking to yourself, Frank?”

“Sacha! Well, I never! I’m delighted to see you.” There is Guitry, slouching in the doorway with his typical insouciance.

“Are you open, my friend?”

“Officially, no.”

“May I…?”

“Of course. But lock the door behind you, please.”

The playwright makes his way over, leaning on the bar as he surveys the shelves of Frank’s ever dwindling inventory.

“Could you mix me up an Americano? It seems only appropriate.”

Guitry will have that same dry wit until he’s in his grave.

“There are dark times ahead, believe me, Frank. I had to walk all the way here from Odéon, can you imagine? The Place de la Concorde is surrounded by barbed wire, so I had to come through the Tuileries gardens. Have you seen what the Nazis have done? They’ve put sculptures around the walls to try to stop the Allies bombing them. The streets are completely deserted, and the time for settling scores is fast approaching.”

“There you go,” Frank says, setting a glass on the bar. “I hope you’ll forgive me, but there’s no slice of orange. America has not arrived just yet.”

Guitry flashes him a smile and sips his Americano with relish.

“I can’t even walk my dog anymore,” he says. “Do you know why? The German authorities are commandeering all dogs in Paris taller than eighteen inches.”

“What for?”

“Rumor has it they’re going to strap explosives to them and train them to crawl under the American tanks. Poor mutts. Even the animals have been caught up in this horrible war.”

Frank can still remember the terrified whinnying of wounded horses mingling with the groans of dying soldiers on the battlefield. The grisly choir of the wartime damned.

“It was the same during the Great War; the animals at Verdun suffered as much as we did,” he says. “They never asked to be there. Then again, neither did we. I still have fond memories of our horses…”

“I completely understand,” says Guitry. “I’m keeping my beautiful spaniel inside in the warmth.”

“Watch out for your concierge. Paris is crawling with informants.”

The playwright laughs.

“I have no fears on that count. My concierge is much more outraged by the roundup of pups than she was by the roundup of Jews.”

Frank cannot repress a contemptuous sneer. A year or two ago, he would have kept himself in check. But now, he finds himself unable to contain his emotions.

“I find humanity profoundly depressing,” says Guitry, impulsively picking up the newspaper on the bar. Le Matin is now reduced to a single double-sided page. There, after the lists of bombing raids, of arrests made by the collaborating French police and assassinations by “terrorists from the Resistance,” the classified ads are filled with business opportunities. On the bottom right of the page is an advertisement for the Libération, “the great political and literary weekly.”

“Censorship seems to be a little more lax,” he says tersely. “The truth is that Pétain should have gone to North Africa as soon as the Germans invaded the Free Zone. Once they broke the terms of the armistice, he could have left France, chosen to take a different path, joined forces with de Gaulle. But he didn’t. His decision to stay in Vichy with Laval was motivated by his vanity and his love of power. What a fool!”

Guitry was right. In November 1942, when the Allies landed in North Africa, the Nazis invaded the Free Zone, resulting in the division of France into two German-controlled territories, marking the end of the Vichy Army and Pétain’s loyalty to France.

Frank feels a twinge of pride that he and Guitry can speak so openly. Tonight, at last, he is going to abandon his neutrality as a barman.

“In the beginning, I believed in him, Sacha,” he confesses. “I thought Pétain would do a better job than any of the goons loyal to the previous prime ministers. Better than Reynaud or Daladier…”

“We all believed in him, Frank. We were deluding ourselves. We misunderstood the tide of history. Let us just hope the price we pay is not too high.”

“Do you think we’re in a difficult position?” Frank says.

Guitry shrugs.

“I don’t know about you. For me, things are a little different. I have a friend who says the purge is already being organized, and my name has frequently cropped up as a collaborator, or as a traitor to the motherland. There are calls for me to be executed…”

What can anyone possibly accuse Guitry of? Frank wonders. Doing his job? Believing in the maréchal?

Rubbing shoulders with the Nazis at the Ritz? Like me…

Is that enough to make us traitors?





THREE

AUGUST 9, 1944

The Widow summoned all the hotel staff for a meeting at noon. They’ve gathered in the Salon de Gramont. How many of us are left? Frank wonders. No more than twenty. This is all that remains of the Ritz. Five chambermaids with bags under their eyes, a weary head housekeeper with an unraveled chignon, the restaurant chef and his second in command in their stained aprons, the old commis chef, a washed-out maître d’hôtel, two pale bellboys, an anxious concierge now almost completely bald, a night porter who doubles as a barber, and a gloomy barman. The remnants.

The women are huddled together, whispering in hushed tones next to the French doors that overlook the large garden bathed in the midday sun. Frank can easily imagine what they are saying: they would happily desert the ship, but they’re terrified of what will happen when the Allies arrive. What will they be like? Will they want to exact revenge on the hotel for the role it played in the Occupation? Everyone is hoping that the hotel will close and grant them a few weeks off.

Sleep, and wait for peace to return.

“Good afternoon, everyone. Thank you all for coming,” says Marie-Louise. She is flanked by Elmiger and Claude Auzello, who simply nod.

The manager, in his three-piece suit, looks grim. He stands up straight, hands clasped behind his back. Claude stands next to him, and the staff can’t conceal their stares: he hasn’t been seen for weeks and is almost unrecognizable. His face is sunken, his cheekbones protrude. His shirt collar looks too big, as does his blazer. He must have lost more than twenty pounds. He is a shadow of his former self. He is clearly nervous, and he bears the scars of his despair. He stares out of the window to avoid looking anyone in the eye.

He loves Blanche so much…

What sort of state must she be in?

They have to close the hotel. Stop all this. Put an end to the charade.

Marie-Louise Ritz, dressed all in black, still wears her customary white gloves. She gives the women on her right a simpering smile and clears her throat.

“We are about to enter a period of great uncertainty,” says the Widow, “but we must never forget that we are a family. The great family of the Ritz. We must stick together. Hans Elmiger and I have sought the advice of Claude Auzello and the three of us have charted a course for the future…”

The great Ritz family—what a joke!

“We have decided to remain open, whatever the cost.”

There is a ripple through the assembled staff. The great salon bristles with protests. The head housekeeper, Madame Bourhis, is on the verge of tears. The disappointed chef nods and sighs. Marie-Louise Ritz bites her lip, which, Frank Meier knows, is a sign of mute rage at their reactions.

“Wait a minute! Just a moment, please. Listen to me! We coped with the Germans when they arrived, so surely we’ll be able to deal with the Allies too, won’t we?”

No one can think of anything to say. The Widow is quick to take their resignation as a sign of approval.

“Excellent,” she says. “In the meantime, three minor details.”

Here we go again…

“First, I need to inform you that, as of yesterday, General von Choltitz is staying with us. He is the new military governor of Paris and the new face of German authority in France. Please, I implore you, treat him with respect. We have a reputation to uphold.”

Silence.

Does she really think anyone here would spit in the face of a German general?

“Second, I have to say that I have been outraged by the unscrupulous greed of a number of our guests. I learned yesterday that, on Monday evening, a truckload of our priceless furniture left for Germany. After all our warmth and hospitality! It’s a disgrace! Consequently, I would be grateful if you could inform us of any signs of looting. Monsieur Elmiger will raise the matter directly with General von Choltitz. It is vital that we protect our heritage.”

Elmiger does not bat an eyelid. But Frank knows he is keeping his own counsel. How can the Widow ask him to complain to Choltitz when she knows full well that the order to strip the hotel came from Göring himself? The spoils are headed to his country house at Carinhall.

“Finally, having given some thought to the impending changes, I expect all vacant rooms to be spotlessly clean and ready to accommodate American officers. We must have sufficient supplies to serve them an elegant dinner. Be sure we are equipped to provide them with a haircut and a shave. Please check the supplies of eau de cologne. Make sure the bar is stocked with the spirits they like. You are familiar with American culture, Monsieur Meier. Could you discreetly set aside anything you believe they would particularly like?”

She turns towards Frank, who doesn’t bother to nod.

“The transition with the Allied Forces must be smooth, graceful, and effortless. I am relying on all of you!”

The Widow’s allegiances have turned.

I wonder if it was Claude Auzello who persuaded her?

Elmiger now steps forward.

“I would just like to add that Madame Ritz has generously offered to give each and every one of you a bonus of two thousand francs, payable at the end of each week until further notice, in recognition of your courage and your loyalty.”

A few thousand francs for everyone, but for her there are millions at stake. Frank thinks he hears someone hissing: Fuck you! In the deafening silence that follows, the hotel staff prepare to go back to their posts when Claude Auzello raises a trembling finger.

“Forgive me, Monsieur Elmiger, but might I add something?”

Elmiger takes a step back and gives an awkward wave. This clearly was not part of the plan.

“Good afternoon, everyone,” Claude begins. “I see familiar faces out there and it warms my heart. Hans Elmiger is quite right. If the spirit of this noble hotel has survived, it is thanks to your courage and tenacity.”

His voice quavering, the former manager is clearly overwhelmed. Although visibly weak, he stands there solemn amid the reverential silence. Elmiger holds his breath; he can tell that something is about to happen.

“I know each and every one of you. I personally recruited most of you. I shall always admire your loyalty to the hotel and your resilience in the face of such… challenges.”

People are nodding. They have lumps in their throats.

“In all of you I have seen a sense of duty and a willingness to work. A spirit of sacrifice and courage. Truth be told, you are the true heirs of César Ritz. He would be very proud of you, believe me! Please be patient. Soon we will be free again. We can already sense it, can’t we? We can feel it! The wolves have only three legs now. They are limping. Long live free France!”

There is a brief hush.

Then the room explodes. Even the Widow pretends to applaud.

“Bravo, monsieur!” roars an ecstatic André Brun, the maître d’hôtel. “Bravo, and thank you!”

Bloody Marie-Louise, Frank thinks. You’ll have to knuckle under, but you’ll come through this unscathed, thanks to Claude. Baron Pfyffer was right: keeping Claude Auzello was a safeguard for the future.

A future that now feels close enough to touch.





FOUR

AUGUST 21, 1944

Frank has not set foot outside the hotel for a week, but still he hears the rumors circulating in Paris. Elmiger told him that, in Gennevilliers, women accused of sleeping with Germans have had their heads shaved and are being paraded naked through the streets with swastikas drawn on their foreheads. Men who have felt humiliated these past four years are taking their revenge, not on the profiteers or the collaborators, but on their sisters, wives, and daughters. It’s pathetic. On the other hand, thirty-four boys who tried to join the Resistance were ambushed last night and coldly executed by the SS in the Bois de Boulogne. Most of them were under twenty.

In the waiting room outside the Widow’s office, Frank sees a copy of Combat set out on a nearby table. According to the front page, Allied troops are four miles from Paris and de Gaulle has landed in Cherbourg. It feels like the end.

Frank is racking his brains to figure out how a Resistance newspaper came to be lying on a coffee table here at the Ritz. He skims the headlines, not daring to pick up the paper lest the Widow suddenly appear. It is ten o’clock, and she has summoned him to yet another meeting. What does she want this time…?

Frank waits patiently; it is one of his many talents. He studies the small white marble fireplace. The Louis XVI trumeau is surmounted by an Empire mirror and an eighteenth-century pastoral scene depicting two aristocratic couples in the countryside, young nobles discovering the pleasures of chivalry. Frank has never really noticed the painting before. He realizes that it was here long before the Germans arrived and will probably be here long after they have left. A permanent fixture that puts the present into perspective. This thought fortifies him.

Suddenly, the door to the Widow’s office bursts open. Jolted from his reverie, Frank gets to his feet. Madame Ritz stands straight as an arrow in a three-piece pinstriped navy suit. It is a little unusual, but it makes her look younger. The outfit is new, probably from Chanel, a summer wardrobe utterly at odds with the Widow’s customary style. She looks as though she is about to set off for a tour of the hotspots of Cabourg or Deauville.

What is she up to?

The Widow has a wry smile, but there is a troubled look in her eyes. Frank is confused.

“Meier, please come in!”

“Good morning, madame.”

As soon as Frank steps into the sun-drenched office he notices two Louis Vuitton travel trunks standing in front of the window.

She’s leaving?

Instinctively, he heads towards the large polished cherrywood desk, but the Widow gestures for him to sit on the Louis XV settee, the one reserved for guests. Well, well… He sits where he is bidden and manages to hide his surprise. Marie-Louise Ritz closes the padded door and sits opposite him in the Louis-Philippe wing chair, friendly but clearly impatient.

So, what’s this about, then?

Frank notices a road map of the Paris area spread out on the coffee table. To the south of the city, there are a few blue satin flags.

“Have you read the copy of Combat on the pedestal table?”

“I glanced at it.”

“The Allies are at the gates of the city, Meier!”

Frank cannot work out whether Marie-Louise Ritz is delighted or concerned by the news.

Is she planning to take them on? Does she think she is Pétain, planning the Battle of Verdun from his headquarters in Souilly?

“According to my information, a number of patrols of the Third United States Army have already reached Meudon,” she says, pointing to the flags.

“I don’t understand—”

“I need you to help me, Meier. I want to get out of Paris and personally greet them.”

“Excuse me?”

Has she gone crazy from being cooped up in here?

Confidently the Widow outlines her plan. She cannot afford to stand idly by. She is convinced that, if she does nothing, she risks having the hotel commandeered as soon as the Allies arrive. She quotes her late husband, César Ritz: “To stand still is to die.” She wants to get to the Americans before they enter Paris and give them proof of her loyalty. And she has planned everything down to the slightest detail.

“You will come with me; you can drive the Citroën. I have had the van loaded with the last six cases of bourbon, and twenty-five bottles of champagne, also the last ones, I’m afraid. I hope you don’t mind.”

“But madame—”

“Let me finish!”

Annoyed, the Widow continues. The two Louis Vuitton trunks are filled with perfumes from Chanel, cigarettes from Balto, and chocolates from Debauve & Gallais, which she plans to give to the American officers as a thank you for the liberation. They will surely appreciate the risk involved in going to meet them. Frank cannot believe his ears.

“And I want us to leave within the hour.”

“Madame, I—”

“No, Meier, listen to me! You are idolized by the officers, you have lived in America, you know how to deal with them, you’re coming with me! They’ll be thrilled to see you—a little taste of what awaits them in Paris. Now, go fetch your various bits and bobs, you’ll mix them cocktails on the bonnets of their Jeeps and we will save our skins. I promise, I’ll make it worth your while!”

“Stop! Do you even realize what you are saying?”

Marie-Louise Ritz is stunned by Frank’s forcefulness.

“We’d never make it out of Paris, we would be machine-gunned at the first crossroads by Germans or insurgents.”

“We can at least try! You are a war veteran, Meier, have some guts!”

“No, madame! It would be a suicide mission. I’m not taking part in this. I’m sorry.”

Frank suddenly stands up, as does the Widow. She looks at him pleadingly, panic in her eyes.

“Madame, can’t you hear the gunfire everywhere? There are barricades on every street corner. We would be killed!”

“I would rather die than lose the Ritz.”

“Be reasonable, madame, it’s too late.”

She gives him a sneer.

“So, even at the bitter end you let me down, Meier. I’d forgotten what a coward you are. Get out of my office.”

Frank is dumbfounded. The Widow angrily sits down in the wing chair and, with a furious gesture, sweeps the map off the table and lets out a muffled scream of rage. She is reduced to a huddled figure, showing her age. Marie-Louise Ritz was ready to brave the battlefield to greet the liberators in order to save her life’s work… It is the act of a heroine. Frank almost feels moved. Out in the hall, he finds himself thinking that the Widow has never been more human to him than she was this morning. She dreads the fall she knows is coming, a feeling Frank knows all too well. The arrival of the Allies signals the passing of a world, the world of the ancient bourgeoisie who, for more than a century, have ruled with their wealth.

What will the new world be like?





FIVE

AUGUST 22, 1944

In Paris, all the shops are shuttered, the newspapers have stopped printing, and even the most basic supplies and services have been suspended. For the past three days, the sound of gunfire has surrounded the Ritz. Frank no longer even notices the stutter of machine guns. Early this morning, Monsieur Elmiger had to go to the Ritz warehouse on the Rue Lecourbe. What can he have been looking for there? He did not say. But when he came back, he was visibly shaken; he clearly thought he might be killed. As soon as he got back, he told Frank about the uprising of the people of Paris against the German Army and the French military collaborators: one France against the other France. The city is full of barricades. There are snipers crouching behind sandbags, aiming at anything and anyone. The streets are littered with corpses, a gang of urchins has attacked a panzer brigade with Molotov cocktails, and many war veterans have rooted out their old rifles. Resistance fighters are occupying the police headquarters, while plastered on every wall is an invitation to take revenge: “Every man gets his own Kraut.” The populace fears the Germans’ murderous retaliation. No one was surprised when Elmiger issued an order stating that no one could enter or leave the hotel. The grand finale has begun, and it will be played out behind closed doors.

In all this confusion, Frank is still behind his bar serving the hotel’s only two guests, who are drowning their sorrows with vodka and apple juice. For the first time in an age, they have come down for an aperitif. Barbara Hutton, in a long dress, fishnet stockings, and stilettos, puffs on her mother-of-pearl cigarette holder. Coco Chanel, for her part, is wearing her traditional summer outfit: a cream trouser suit, a white blouse, a six-strand pearl necklace, and a straw hat, with a cigarette dangling from her lips. They sit at the bar, pretending not to notice that the gramophone is playing Chopin’s “Funeral March.” For almost an hour, they have been forcing themselves to smile and banter, keenly aware that, at any moment, American troops may break into the Ritz.

Coco Chanel has a plan to cover her back: a sign reading “Free for liberators” is ready to adorn her boutique on the Place Vendôme, where she intends to offer bottles of Chanel No 5 to American soldiers.

“You’ll see,” she says, “they’ll all line up outside the shop and they’ll protect me.”

“But in the meantime, aren’t you scared?” says Barbara Hutton, with a quiver in her voice.

“Of what?”

“That the Americans will get here too late! That we’ll end up in the hands of the Resistance. If those savages get in here, they’ll shave your head like a whore, and mine too. And it could be much worse…”

Frank agrees with her. If the French Forces of the Interior decide to take over the Ritz, who knows what will happen to any of them? He can imagine himself being gunned down on the spot, and, all things considered, he thinks perhaps he might deserve it.

Where is he, the guy who signed up to fight in 1914? Here I am, serving cocktails when I should be tossing Molotov cocktails at the Germans fleeing the city. No, I am not part of the liberation of Paris. Instead, I am a prisoner of the Ritz and of my own inaction.

Despondent, with little to do, Frank can only wait to see what fate has in store for him. He wishes that he were braver. That Jean-Jacques could be proud of him when he comes back to Paris. Frank wishes he could fight, but he can’t—and not just because, after the Great War, he vowed never to pick up a gun again. Although he will not admit it out loud, the truth is he is scared.

“If we were captured by Resistance fighters, do you think we would have the courage of Madame Auzello?” Chanel asks provocatively.

“Talk about bravery, Coco!” spits the Woolworth heiress. “She defied the Nazis, and now she’s probably dead or dying in a cellar in Gestapo headquarters on the Rue des Saussaies…”

“Oh, no,” Chanel says with a haughty smile, “she is very much alive.”

“How would you know?” asks Barbara Hutton.

Chanel pauses for dramatic effect before she answers. The “Funeral March” is drawing to a close.

“I know because she arrived back today.”

“Back where? To the Ritz?”

“Yes.”

“Goodness gracious!” says Barbara Hutton.

Frank barely registers the rest of their conversation. He is finding it difficult to maintain his composure. What if Elmiger was lying? What if he wasn’t going to the Rue Lecourbe but somewhere south of Paris to pick up Blanche?

“They released her at dawn,” Coco Chanel says.

“What sort of state is she in?”

“I have no idea, Barbara. No one was prepared to confide in me.”

“Whatever she’s been through, she had it coming,” Barbara Hutton says spitefully.

The two women carry on talking. They loathe Blanche as much as the Widow does. Her disrespect for the codes of high society is intolerable. Coco Chanel especially hates her; while Coco embraced the constraints of the bourgeoisie, Blanche never stopped trying to break them apart. Her defiance is a personal affront.

Meanwhile, Frank’s facade is cracking. His nerves are shattered. Fat tears are rolling down his cheeks. To hell with dignity, with his code as a barman. Coco Chanel at least has the decency to turn away, but Barbara Hutton stares at him as though he were a freak in the circus. Yes, I’m crying, and fuck you.

Blanche is alive, nothing else matters.

Frank is furiously wiping down the counter when, all of a sudden, the telephone rings.

God, I can’t take the ringing anymore.

It is Claude Auzello with a message for Frank: Blanche would like to see him as soon as possible and has asked that he come to their apartments at seven o’clock tomorrow morning.





SIX

AUGUST 23, 1944

The Auzellos’ living room is standard fare for the Parisian bourgeoisie, with its period Empire furniture, grand piano, and crystal chandeliers. On the wall there is a dashing, full-length portrait of Claude in the uniform he wore during the Great War. But the man who welcomes Frank this morning looks nothing like the valiant soldier he once was. Claude Auzello is nervous and trembling. The shock of the previous day has only accelerated his recent decline.

“You can’t stay too long,” he says. “Blanche is very weak.”

“Of course.”

“The bastards were holding her at the prison in Fresnes. They released her without warning yesterday morning. She had to walk all the way back.”

“She walked from Fresnes?”

“Yes, with no shoes!”

“My God.” Frank pales at the thought. The prison must be hours from the city center on foot.

“She walked for six miles in rags before a crossing-keeper found her and telephoned me. It was a miracle. Elmiger and I went to fetch her in the Citroën. She had walked as far as the Porte de Vanves. Listen, I think I should warn you…”

“What?”

“She’s barely recognizable.”

Frank takes a deep breath.

“Why does she want to see me?”

“I expect you know better than I do, Frank.”

“I can assure you, I don’t.” Frank avoids Claude’s piercing gaze.

Claude spreads his palms in a helpless gesture.

“All right,” he says. “Follow me. I’ll take you to her room.”

Frank can feel his blood pounding in his temples. He can see in Claude’s eyes how shocked he is by his wife’s condition.

As they approach the door, Frank hesitates. He would rather not see her as she is now. Escaping reality is what he does best. When he thinks that, yesterday morning, Elmiger risked his life to drive through the pitched battles across the city to help Claude bring Blanche home—that’s where Frank should have been, in the Citroën T23, with them.

“I’ll leave you to it. Five minutes, Frank, that’s all she can handle right now.”

“Yes, monsieur.”

“The curtains are drawn; Blanche cannot bear the light. And please don’t let her talk too much. She’s exhausted.”

Frank steps into the room. It is pitch-black. He can just make out a bed on the right. He has an overwhelming feeling of dread; a piercing pain between his ribs. He closes his eyes and searches his memory for an image of Blanche’s sardonic smile, for fear that what he will see is death itself. He can hear her breathing; she is whimpering like a wounded animal.

“Frank? Is that you?”

“Yes, madame, I’m here.”

“I don’t want you to see me like this… But come a little closer.”

Recognizing her voice has calmed him. His eyes gradually adjust to the darkness. Even beneath the sheet he can see how skeletal Blanche is. He can make out her shaven head, her face furrowed by deep wrinkles. Her teeth are chattering. He shudders.

“We have to leave,” she says feverishly.

“I’m sorry?”

“I’ve confessed everything. Everything. That I was born in the Jewish district of New York. That my name is Rubenstein. I told them that you knew, that you helped me; Frank, you have to get out!”

This is why she needed to see him so urgently.

She is barely alive and yet her first concern is for him.

“Don’t worry, no one’s coming for us anymore.”

“What are you talking about? They’re everywhere, you have to get out!”

“The Nazis are on the run, you don’t have to fear them anymore. And neither do I. You just need to look after yourself.”

“I thought I was going to die… If you knew what it was like, being half drowned in a bathtub.”

Frank reaches out a hand to calm her, but he stops before he touches her skin.

“They stamped on my arm and broke it, they… When I heard the firing squads at dawn out in the yard, I hoped my turn would come soon.”

“Do you know why they released you?”

A muffled gasp, almost a laugh.

“I just made the most of the chaos. Yesterday, just after I confessed, a guard burst into the cellar to tell my torturers that the last truck was leaving. They ran like hell and left the door open. So, I set off for Paris.”

“You’re safe now.”

“I feel so ashamed.”

“You shouldn’t.” A tear has begun to slowly leak from her eye. With the utmost tenderness, Frank wipes it from her cheek as gently as he can.

“I’ve told them about the false passport you got for me, about leaving the lights on in the kitchen, about the British pilot… I just needed it to stop. I’m sorry, Frank. I’m so sorry.”

“You have nothing to be sorry for. You did everything you could.”

Her only answer is a weary moan.

“Give me your hand.”

Blanche’s hand is cold and trembling. Frank is shocked by how fragile her fingers feel against his. She is nothing but skin and bone. Very carefully, Frank massages her fingers to warm her, fearful that the slightest pressure might break the delicate bones. Finally, he dares to peer into the darkness to try to meet her gaze, but her eyes are closed.

That kiss stolen in the summer of 1939…

So many years lived in the shadow of a love that could never be.

I know that Blanche will never be mine. She belongs to Claude, to Lily Kharmayeff. Be proud of yourself, Blanche. You are magnificent. You are the daughter of Sara and Isaac, two German Jews, you are a woman with a big heart and a rebellious spirit.

From her shallow breathing Frank realizes that Blanche has fallen asleep. He bends down and kisses her forehead. Feels the softness of her skin against his lips. This second kiss brings tears to his eyes, but the sadness has gone. Only the beauty remains.

Claude knocks on the door. Time’s up.

I’m going now, Blanche, he whispers. I’m leaving you to your life. I love you more than I ever have, and that’s a secret I will carry to the grave, I promise.





SEVEN

AUGUST 24, 1944

In mid-August, the smell of a fire burning in the hearth comes as a surprise. It is dark, the door to Elmiger’s office is open, and Frank stares from the threshold. The director is kneeling in front of the fireplace, surrounded by scattered files.

“Come in, Frank!” Elmiger says without turning around.

“Good evening, monsieur.”

“Hurry up and help me!”

“What do you want me to do?”

“Hand me the registers.”

“But… but… What do you think you’re doing?” Frank is too stunned to move, looking out over the chaos of the room. Elmiger finally turns to him, glaring in frustration.

“I’m destroying all the records of the past four years. Come on, quickly!”

Frank shakes himself, snapping into action. He goes around the desk and to the bookshelf where thick leather volumes are lined up.

“Allied troops will march into Paris tonight or tomorrow,” Elmiger says, crumpling some papers. “We have to protect the Ritz.”

Frank carries over three thick files, dropping one in the process.

“Do what I’m doing, rip the pages out one by one, that way they burn faster.”

Elmiger astounds him: even in the midst of a raging storm, he is still trying to strategize. Frank stands and looks down at him. The manager is not simply exhausted, he is at the end of his tether. Even with all the windows open, the office is full of smoke that stings their throats and nostrils. The fireplace is stuffed with paper, blazing crimson and crackling like the Grand Palais did yesterday when it was destroyed by German bombs. The smell of burning permeates the Ritz. There is no need to leave the hotel to know that the atmosphere in Paris is apocalyptic. The whole city is ablaze, a fire that heralds the end. Terror has leached into every soul, but Frank is beyond fear. He no longer feels anything. He simply wants this to be over, come what may.

“Come on, Meier! Move it!”

The heat is stifling. Elmiger, in his shirtsleeves, with his tie loose and forehead bathed in sweat, is ripping up the registers and tossing them onto the fire to cleanse the hotel of its sins. The names of an entire compromised clientele disappear forever in the flames.

“No, not that one!” Elmiger stops Frank as he is about to open a new crate.

“What’s in there?”

“A number of envelopes left by Monsieur Süss.”

Frank recognizes Süss’s handwriting and, out of curiosity, flicks through the envelopes. They all bear Jewish names.

“Jewelery and money left for safekeeping by Jewish families,” says Elmiger.

“Safekeeping?”

Elmiger nervously nods.

“Just before the Nazis arrived, Süss suggested to some of our Jewish guests that they could leave their belongings with us to avoid them being confiscated. Some of them agreed and then fled and never came back to Paris.”

Frank does not know what to say.

“Come on, Meier, focus. Tear up those registers!”

Frank sets to work and watches, fascinated, as the names of living customers vanish in the flames, while the names of missing Jewish families remain safe in their envelopes. The former are burned out of a sense of guilt; the latter kept in the hope of making amends.

How many of those Jews are still alive?

Who will inherit their belongings?

Questions no one can answer.

“Did you know that Guitry was arrested yesterday?” says Elmiger, hunched over the fire, jabbing the coals with the poker.

“I had no idea.”

“His secretary called me this morning. Two armed men came and arrested him in his home.”

“Where have they taken him?”

“No one knows. His secretary called and asked me to intervene. There was nothing I could do.”

“The French Forces of the Interior?”

“Yes. I heard that Guitry was led out of the building with a gun to his head.”

“Dear God…”

Elmiger sits up and puts a fist on his hip. He is bathed in sweat. It is hot as hell in the office and Frank is sweating too. He wipes his forehead on his shirtsleeve.

Where is he now? In prison, probably—at least I hope so. Is Sacha dead?

“They didn’t even give him time to get dressed. Guitry was dragged out into the street in yellow pajamas and a pair of crocodile-skin slippers.”

“Did they try to lynch him?” Frank says worriedly.

“Probably not. But these mobs seem indifferent to celebrity.”

Nothing worse for Guitry, Frank thinks. He must have cursed them.

Sacha Guitry predicted this: he and all the regulars at the Ritz are now having to face their judgment for having spent the war socializing with the Nazis. Not one of them can feel safe in their beds tonight, including Frank. Barman, guest, or customer, they now face the consequences of the past few years. There’s not a single German officer left in the hotel: they have all moved to the Hôtel Meurice. Insurgents could burst through the doors at any moment, and everyone in the Ritz would be at the mercy of a vengeful mob. Elmiger knows this.

Who will get here first, the Resistance or the Allies?

The fate of the Ritz depends on the answer to this question. Elmiger burns as much as he can. Having thrown another bundle of papers onto the fire he pauses and stares into the flames as though searching for answers. Wistfully, he puffs on his cigarette.

Frank dares to ask an apposite question.

“Are you afraid, Hans?”

“There are different kinds of fear, Frank.”

This is no time for surnames.

“Are you afraid of dying?”

“Not really. I’m mostly afraid of what people will say about me when I’m dead.”

“That you sided with the Germans?”

“Well… Yes, they’re bound to say that, aren’t they? The heroes will be those who joined the Resistance. They will get the glory, and they deserve it. The rest of us will have to be content with keeping our heads down and being hypocrites. We allowed ourselves to drift with evil currents. Even if, deep down, I hope I’ve done my best.”

Frank now lights a cigarette. It feels like the last cigarette of a condemned man, but the firing squad has not yet arrived.

“What have you learned from all of this?”

“That we have to be more concerned with people than with flags. That, in the end, the only thing that matters is how we act.”

The manager heaves a weary sigh. Behind him, the incriminating evidence against the Ritz is ablaze. Frank remembers how much he underestimated Elmiger when he first arrived, how much he despised the man at the start of the war. It is a very different man who now stands here in this office. Or perhaps it is the same man, whose true nature was revealed by circumstances? Perhaps tomorrow he will be judged by the country’s new masters. Frank, on the other hand, will never forget that he was a mensch.

“What about you, Frank, what have you learned?”

“That, happy or unhappy, you have to love life as it is.”

“Now that is a true piece of wisdom.”

“It came to me too late. No life is completely made up of good times or of hardships. I try to remind myself of that so that I don’t go under.”

“That’s the danger all of us face.”

For a moment, the two men smoke and stare into the hearth.

“And how are you feeling tonight?” Elmiger asks.

“Not particularly resistant…”

The manager laughs.

“You’ve got a way with words!”

“Oh, it’s not my phrase. I stole it from Arletty. I heard her say it to Guitry one night.”

“Poor Arletty,” says Elmiger with a sigh. “She too has a lot to worry about.”

Frank is about to say something, but an animal instinct has alerted him to the strange silence outside. Suddenly, the air is filled with a deep, booming sound. Elmiger cups his ear.

“Is that… the great bell at Notre-Dame?”

“It sounds like it.”

“Oh my God, that means the Allies have entered Paris.”

Frank is in shock. He has waited so long to hear those words.

“Get me the last of the registers, quick!” Elmiger shouts. “We have to finish what we started!”

Frank cannot so much as lift a finger.

“Come on, Meier! Help me!”

In the darkness, a tenor bell tolls, and soon the tintinnabulation spreads from steeple to steeple. Every church bell in the city rings out. Frank feels the hair on his arms prickle. The bells of Paris are warning the Germans that their reign over the city is at an end. From Montmartre to the Gobelins, from Montparnasse to the Buttes-Chaumont, everyone in Paris knows what this means: the bells herald an imminent explosion of joy. Frank feels his whole body tingling, and is surprised to realize that at heart he is French, now and forever. Elmiger pays no heed to the tolling of the bells; his mind is completely focused on the Ritz. He tears out as many pages as he can, crumples them up into a ball, and tosses them into the fire, oblivious to the present, obsessed with the future.

Frank looks on without helping. One of the other things this war has taught him is that he is alone, as is Elmiger. Holed up in the Ritz, they retreat into themselves in the hope of finding some way to slip between the lines. But tonight Frank envies all those who will be celebrating the liberation of Paris tomorrow. He envies them, but he will not be one of them. Even if the Resistance allowed him to take part in the celebrations, he’s already decided that he has no place there. Back in 1918, he so despised the soldiers with cushy posts who celebrated the armistice that tomorrow he will stay away from the hugging and the backslapping.

It is a matter of honor.

Tonight, Paris is preparing to celebrate its liberation, but Frank must content himself with celebrating the fact that he is still alive.





EIGHT

AUGUST 25, 1944

The fate of Paris was decided in the early hours. For two days, the Allies had been stationed in Rambouillet, in one of those moments when history is at a tipping point. The Americans wanted to take a more circuitous route; the British were keen to advance on Germany and hasten the end of the war. General Leclerc, leading an armored division, was impatient. As for de Gaulle, he preferred to wait for a political agreement and to contain the communists before retaking the capital. Street battles and backroom deals: it all came together at the last minute, and, at dawn, the Allies set off. Hundreds of journalists from all over the world rode alongside, eager to cover the liberation of the City of Light. Among them are two men who have been engaged in a fierce battle of egos ever since the Normandy landings, an old hand and an ambitious young upstart, the power of the pen against the power of the image: Ernest Hemingway, from Chicago, and Robert Capa, a photographer from Budapest. They have taken different routes into Paris, far from the columns of soldiers. They both have the same goal: to get to the Ritz before the other.

Needless to say, Frank Meier knows nothing about this. Just as he does not know that Choltitz has planted landmines in Notre-Dame and beneath one of the bridges that spans the Seine, but in all other respects has defied Hitler, who demanded that the whole city be destroyed. The Nazi general wants to save his skin.

Paris will not burn.




Diary of Frank Meier

August 25, 1944

The Allies have marched into Paris.

I should be jubilant, but I am exhausted; I no longer recognize this world. And if I don’t recognize it, will it have a place for me? Deep down, I’ve always known that if I disowned my parents, it was because I was ashamed to be their son. It was how I saw them, more than anything else, that led me to despise them. How could my father have fallen in love with a woman who had no ambition? How could she have slept with my bastard of a father? It took me a long time to understand that I saw myself as living proof of their mediocrity. I had to run away from them, I had to keep them at a distance if I was to forget them and invent another life.

But now, to tell the truth, the ordeal of this Occupation has changed me. War has changed me—is that a cliché? I find myself thinking of my parents more and more.

I have begun to see things differently. The petty, disloyal, cowardly behavior I saw in the bar over the past four years has shown me that my parents were not bad people. They were simple people. Perhaps I am finally coming to terms with being their son, with being who I am, Frank Meier, head barman of the Ritz, veteran of Vimy, and the son of working-class Jews.

Did it have to take these years of serving drinks to collaborators and Wehrmacht officers to come to this realization? Did I have to try and fail to become a part of the ruling class in order to make peace with myself and my parents? Luxury isolated me and blinded me, just as it did Jünger and Guitry, to the hideous realities of this war. They were wrong, and so was I. And I have no one to blame but myself. Will the victors be merciful? I would like to be able to tell them how at the Ritz, between the wars, I witnessed the bourgeois values of honesty and dignity wither away.

I ask myself this question: can we curb our greed and once more rediscover the dignity of ordinary human life?

“You have to know that things are hopeless, and yet be determined to change them,” Fitzgerald told me before he left Paris in the autumn of ’38.

Those words sum up my whole life.







NINE

AUGUST 25, 1944

The clock has just stuck twelve. Frank is already behind the bar. He promised himself in June 1940 that, should the Occupation end, he would greet the homecoming of freedom here at his post. But does he still remember who he was then? From the walls of his bar, Fitzgerald and others still bear witness to the world of yesterday; in fact, his memories of the start of the Occupation have all but faded. In the beginning, no one could have imagined that all this would drag on for four years. No one could have imagined they would lose so many friends, neighbors, and loved ones. No one could have anticipated the roundups, the restrictions, the hunger, the despair, all the scourges that they experienced. Who could have imagined that it could go so far? Even those who had lived through the worst of the Great War had no idea that human beings could fall so far, a world away from the fighting on the front lines.

While he waits for the liberators, not knowing whether they are coming to drink or to arrest him, Frank reruns the film of this strange war in his mind. He sees Speidel, Bedaux, Göring, Guitry, and the others, Fersen, Stülpnagel, Jünger, Lafont, Knochen, Inga Haag, pass through his bar. He feels guilty now for burning the two notes from Inga in his sink—what was the point? All the people who came to his bar to plot against Hitler are either dead or on the run. There is no one left who can testify on his behalf—and anyone who found the two messages from Inga Haag would have seen only two poems, one by Goethe, the other by Schiller, two poems that could not prove anything. To the world at large, and the French Forces of the Interior in particular, Frank Meier spent four years as barman to the Nazis and the collaborators. It is an ironic twist of fate.

Although the sun is shining outside, Frank’s mood is dark. He thinks of Blanche lying in her dark room. He thinks of Luciano, of course. He may never know what happened to the boy. He may never know whether Süss survived. Just as he does not yet know that Hemingway and Capa are now in Paris.



It is twelve thirty when the first detachment enters the Ritz bar. They are British, trooping in in single file. A squad of laughing young men with haggard features and tanned skin, with rifles in their hands, helmets on their heads, dusty fatigues, and muddy boots. Most are in their early twenties, their eyes wide, as if to say: So this is the Ritz? The eldest among them is a redhead with sergeant’s stripes—he was probably still at school in the spring of 1940. What a stark contrast to the Germans who marched in four years ago. It’s not officers liberating the Ritz, but this gang of unruly boys. Still, they are a sight for sore eyes. They are handsome, vigorous, disheveled but proud. Little Lucianos, thinks Frank with a heavy heart. They greet the barman but do not stop to chat, impatient to be met by the crowds all over Paris. Claude Auzello and Hans Elmiger have already hoisted the French flag to replace the swastika that flew over the hotel. The British soldiers leave with a few ashtrays emblazoned with the Ritz logo in their knapsacks—the meager spoils of war, Frank thinks with a smile. There is nothing else to take, the Germans have looted everything.

The Ritz stands alone, immured in silence, awaiting its fate. From behind the bar, Frank can hear the crowds cheering the liberators on the Place de l’Opéra. What a racket! Cheering, clapping, singing, he can picture a great tide of humanity. From time to time, he hears snatches of people singing the “Marseillaise” at the top of their lungs. Frank goes out into the gallery to stretch his legs. He bumps into the head housekeeper, Madame Bourhis, and André Brun, the maître d’hôtel. They do not look too happy. Not a word, just furtive, worried glances, then Frank goes back to his post, waiting for the new army to arrive. Just like in 1940, he thinks. Everything is ready. The glasses are polished, the champagne is on ice. He even managed to find some strawberries and blueberries this morning.



The clock strikes two and Frank is sitting alone behind his bar, his hands shaking, his head spinning. He has not eaten since yesterday morning, and the nagging fear is still there that the hotel will be invaded by an angry mob. Let’s get this over with, Frank thinks. All the fear and the exhaustion of the past four years suddenly fall on his shoulders. He has done his best to stay calm, following his rituals: he has waxed his mustache, polished his shoes, tied his black silk tie. “You don’t wait for death, son, you prepare for it,” his mother used to say. If he is to be shot this afternoon by the French Forces of the Interior, he will look impeccable in his coffin. Then suddenly he hears someone coming. Hurried footsteps in the hallway.

Who is it?

It’s Georges.

“Hey, we kicked out those Nazi bastards!” he says, laughing, as though he has single-handedly rid the city of the occupiers.

“So they tell me.”

It has been more than a month since Georges hurriedly left the day after the failed assassination attempt. He looks much younger, with an optimism Frank fails to match.

“What the hell are you doing behind the bar? There’s a party going on out there!”

Georges adopts his signature cheery tone that could sometimes tip even a bad night at the bar into a good one. But Frank is not in the mood.

“I’m going to stay here.”

“Really?” Georges says, as though trying to wake him up. “Paris has been liberated, Frank!”

How can I explain? If I leave my bar today, especially today, it feels like my whole world will suddenly collapse.

“Get out, go on! It’s a beautiful day. There are lots of pretty girls and, let me tell you, they’re not shy either. You don’t want to miss it, believe me, it’s an amazing sight. There are people hanging off the lamp posts. People laughing, singing, crying, and kissing like there’s no tomorrow. Everyone is walking hand in hand, the crowds are joyful. The girls are climbing over Leclerc’s armored cars and we’re all waiting for de Gaulle, it’s going to be extraordinary!”

“What about the Nazis?”

“We got a few prisoners, people catch them and beat them. Come on! Now, wait, before you do anything pour me a glass of Perrier-Jouët, I’m dying of thirst, my throat is dry as the Sahara…”

“Coming up.”

“I’ll be right back, my bladder’s about to burst…”

Georges coming for a piss at the Ritz before going out to celebrate the liberation; life is back to normal.



Georges’s laughter is still echoing around the bar and, for a moment, Frank begins to glimpse a future. What if the Allies rush to the Ritz to celebrate their victory? After all, no one cares what went on in this bar over the past four years. That is the nature of a grand hotel: it is a fairy-tale palace, a place of dreams. The Ritz will remain a marvelous institution for whoever takes over. The Widow can go to hell, but Elmiger will come through and so will Frank.

Tonight, I will play the role of lord of the manor for the liberators, Frank mutters to the empty bar. And if all goes well, I might even escape unscathed with my spoils…

Luciano.

Frank can see his ghost in the doorway, and now that peace is here, he feels certain that he will never see the boy again. He would have sent a message by now. No tears, Frank. He failed to protect the boy and that is a cross he will bear to the bitter end. But he will survive. Frank has lived through two wars, and each has cost him loved ones. He has already learned: first you cry, then you find the strength to carry on. Tragedy has a short memory—for better or worse.

He thinks of Blanche. Blanche, a victim of her own demons. Blanche, who has been broken for a long time and encountered the worst that humanity has ever spawned. Blanche, whom he has loved so dearly, in secret. Frank smiles despite himself: in the midst of the chaos of these four years, at least he will have known, however briefly, what it means to love someone more than yourself. In the end, it does not matter that his feelings were not reciprocated; it is more precious to him than anything.

We’re born alone, we die alone, and in between, we do the best we can to ease the pain of loneliness.

Tonight, he will drink to the health of his soulmate.

May you find peace, Blanche. You have earned a little rest.

And if tears come, he will not hold them back.

Frank hears more footsteps in the corridor.

Is it Georges coming upstairs?

No. The door to the Rue Cambon has just been thrown open and there is a crowd milling in the lobby. Frank stiffens, then suddenly there comes a shout that is louder and deeper than the others.

“Raus les Boches!”

He recognizes that voice.

“Come on, boys!”

Could it be?

It is Hemingway’s voice.

Frank hears him, his pulse racing.

Don’t cry, not now, especially not now.

Everything is happening so fast. Life is picking up where it left off. Frank can hear Claude Auzello’s voice; newly reappointed as manager, he has come down to welcome Hemingway and the others.

Out in the lobby, people chattering, laughing. But it is a sound that a bartender recognizes better than anyone: the sound of a group of men who want to drink.

The door of the bar was already ajar, but Hemingway throws it open with his shoulder. He stands proudly in the doorway, his chest thrust forward.

“Hey, Frankie! How’s life?” he asks, as though they last saw each other only a month ago.

A broad smile spreads across Frank’s face. In this moment, it feels as though four years of hell have come to an end.

“Hello, Mr. Hemingway,” Frank says, and it’s as though a great weight has fallen from his shoulders. In its place, to his surprise, he finds hope, and the first inklings of joy.

“Jesus, it’s been a long time!”

“Oh, yes. Welcome to paradise.”






APPENDIX
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[image: A portrait of Carl-Heinrich von Stülpnagel from the chest up, turned slightly right. He has side-parted hair, a thin mustache, a serious expression, and wears a decorated military uniform with insignia and ribbons.]
1. Brought back from the brink of death at a Verdun hospital after his attempted suicide, Carl-Heinrich von Stülpnagel was taken to Berlin, where, on August 30, 1944, he was tried and sentenced to death for his part in the attempted assassination of Adolf Hitler in Paris. Later that same day, he was hanged from a butcher’s hook.



[image: A portrait of Otto von Stülpnagel looking left in a decorated military uniform and peaked cap with insignia. He wears a monocle, a thin mustache, and a Maltese cross medal at his collar with a serious expression.]
2. After the war, Otto von Stülpnagel was arrested in Germany and transferred to Paris in 1946. Two years later, a few days before he was to be tried for his role in the German Occupation, the first commander-in-chief of the occupying troops in France committed suicide by hanging in his cell in Cherche-Midi prison in the sixth arrondissement of Paris. It was on his orders that, in December 1941, the roundup of eminent Jewish citizens took place.



[image: A close-up portrait of German General Hans Speidel wearing glasses and a military uniform. A Knight’s Cross medal hangs around his neck, and he faces away from the camera with a composed, serious expression.]
3. Although he was arrested by the Gestapo on September 7, 1944, Hans Speidel withstood interrogation. He was one of the only ringleaders of the plot against Hitler to escape death. He was liberated by French troops on April 29, 1945. Despite his role in the service of the Third Reich during the Second World War, he continued his military career after the war in the Bundeswehr of the Federal Republic of Germany. He died in Bad Honnef in 1984.



[image: A close-up portrait of Ernst Jünger looking slightly left with a serious expression. He has short side-parted hair and wears a tweed jacket, collared shirt, and striped scarf against a dark, blurred background.]
4. After the German surrender, Ernst Jünger’s books were, rightly, banned from the Federal Republic of Germany for several years. He retired to a house in Wilflingen, Swabia, where he lived as a recluse for fifty years. A justifiably controversial figure, he nonetheless remains an influential twentieth-century writer. He died in his sleep in 1998, aged 102.



[image: A portrait of Sacha Guitry, facing the camera with a serious expression. He wears a textured robe over a collared shirt, one hand on his hip, with blurred flowers and framed artwork in the background.]
5. After spending sixty days in custody, Sacha Guitry was twice acquitted by the Courts of Justice of the Liberation. After the war, the playwright continued his celebrated career, albeit tarnished by suspicions that he had been a collaborator. He died of cancer in 1957.



[image: A portrait of Gabrielle “Coco” Chanel standing indoors, leaning against a wooden pillar. She wears a light tweed jacket, layered pearl necklaces, and bracelets, holding a cigarette, with ornate screens in the dim background.]
6. Arrested by the French Forces of the Interior in September 1944, Gabrielle “Coco” Chanel was interrogated by one of the committees of the Épuration légale (Legal Purge). She was quickly released due to lack of evidence at the time, and she and her German lover, Baron von Dincklage, went into exile in Switzerland. She returned to Paris in 1954 to relaunch her fashion house, with the help of the Wertheimer brothers. She died in 1971, aged eighty-seven, in her suite at the Ritz.



[image: A close-up of Elderly Marie-Louise Ritz with curly hair looks left while wearing a feathered dark hat and fur coat. She sits among a crowd, with blurred figures visible in the background.]
7. After the war, untroubled by the Libération, Marie-Louise Ritz focused all her energies on securing the future of her hotel, relying on her son Charles to ensure that the family line would continue. She died in 1961, aged ninety-four.



[image: Hotel bar scene with Georges Scheuer in a dark suit at the counter. Seven bartenders stand behind the curved bar, most in white jackets and bow ties, beneath a large mural with mythical figures.]
8. Georges Scheuer, having been dismissed from the Ritz in 1946, for reasons that remain obscure, left Paris and became a barman at the Hôtel Majestic in Cannes. He died in 1969.



[image: A circular-framed portrait of Hans Elmiger showing him from the chest up, turned slightly left. He wears a dark suit, white shirt, patterned tie, and pocket square, with a softly blurred leafy background.]
9. After the German Occupation, Hans Elmiger resumed his position as deputy manager to Claude Auzello. He left the Ritz in 1954 and was manager of the Grand Hôtel National in Lucerne, Switzerland, until 1970. He died in 1987.



[image: A office portrait of Hans Elmiger standing behind a cluttered desk with papers and folders. He wears a three-piece suit, holds an open document, and stands before a wall map and vintage office furnishings.]
10.



[image: A portrait of Blanche Auzello with wavy dark hair, looking directly at the camera. Soft lighting highlights her features against a shadowed background.]
11. After the Libération, Claude Auzello was reappointed manager of the Ritz. Blanche Auzello bravely battled her inner demons but never recovered from her imprisonment by the Gestapo. After the death of Marie-Louise Ritz, Claude repeatedly clashed with her son, Charles Ritz, about the future direction of the hotel. At dawn on May 29, 1969, exhausted by life and by his wife’s ongoing trauma, Claude Auzello shot Blanche Rubenstein with a revolver before taking his own life. They were found dead by their cleaning lady in the bedroom of their apartment on the Avenue Montaigne in Paris.



[image: A portrait of Frank Meier, pouring a cocktail from a mixing glass into a stemmed glass. He wears a white jacket, with an ornate bar backdrop.]

12. Frank Meier was arrested by police in the eighteenth arrondissement in late August 1944 and questioned by the committee of the Épuration légale. He was charged, together with his son Jean-Jacques and his niece Pauline Neumayer, of profiting from the German Occupation. All three apparently owe their release to a payment made by Frank Meier to the French Forces of the Interior of three hundred thousand francs.

The end of Frank Meier’s life is something of a mystery. It seems possible that he was dismissed from the Ritz for fraudulent activities after the war. The circumstances of his death in 1947 are unclear. Perhaps he was ill. For a long time, his final resting place was not known. We now know that Frank Meier is buried in Pantin cemetery, northeast of Paris, next to his ex-wife, Maria Hutting, and their only son, Jean-Jacques Meier, who died in 1979.

May Frank Meier, our most illustrious bartender, rest in peace.
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The recipes for cocktails, which may differ from modern ones, are taken from Frank Meier’s The Artistry of Mixing Drinks, Fryam Press, Paris (1936).
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