

[image: image]





[image: image]







This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.

Copyright © 2024 by Tatiana de Rosnay

Reading group guide copyright © 2026 by Tatiana de Rosnay and Hachette Book Group, Inc.

Cover design by Evan Gaffney. Cover photo of Marilyn Monroe by Ernst Haas/Getty Images. Cover photo of horses by Adobe Stock. Cover copyright © 2026 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.

Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.

The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

Grand Central Publishing

Hachette Book Group

1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104

grandcentralpublishing.com

@grandcentralpub

Originally published in 2024 by Albin Michel in France

First US trade paperback edition: April 2026

Grand Central Publishing is a division of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The Grand Central Publishing name and logo is a registered trademark of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to hachettespeakersbureau.com or email HachetteSpeakers@hbgusa.com.

Grand Central Publishing books may be purchased in bulk for business, educational, or promotional use. For information, please contact your local bookseller or the Hachette Book Group Special Markets Department at special.markets@hbgusa.com.

Library of Congress Control Number: 2025932833

ISBNs: 9781538770979 (trade paperback), 9781538770986 (ebook)

E3-20260121-JV-PC-REV






Contents


	Cover

	Title Page

	Copyright

	Dedication

	Epigraph


	    Sunday, January 30, 2000

	    Thursday, January 20, 2000

	    Saturday, January 29, 2000

	    Sunday, January 30, 2000

	    Summer 1960

	    1946

	    Summer 1960

	    1952

	    Summer 1960

	    1956

	    Summer 1960

	    1956

	    September 1960

	    1957

	    December 14, 1957

	    October 1960

	    November 1960

	    Reno, Nevada

	    Mayfair, London

	    Reno, Nevada

	    Friday, February 4, 2000


	Acknowledgments

	Discover More

	Playlist

	Bibliography

	Reading Group Guide
 
	Discussion Questions



	About the Author

	Also by Tatiana de Rosnay

	Praise for "Blonde Dust"






	Cover

	Table of Contents





Page List


	iii

	iv

	v

	vi

	vii

	viii

	ix

	x

	xi

	xii

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31

	32

	33

	34

	35

	36

	37

	38

	39

	40

	41

	42

	43

	44

	45

	46

	47

	48

	49

	50

	51

	52

	53

	54

	55

	56

	57

	58

	59

	60

	61

	62

	63

	64

	65

	66

	67

	68

	69

	70

	71

	72

	73

	74

	75

	76

	77

	78

	79

	80

	81

	82

	83

	84

	85

	86

	87

	88

	89

	90

	91

	92

	93

	94

	95

	96

	97

	98

	99

	100

	101

	102

	103

	104

	105

	106

	107

	108

	109

	110

	111

	112

	113

	114

	115

	116

	117

	118

	119

	120

	121

	122

	123

	124

	125

	126

	127

	128

	129

	130

	131

	132

	133

	134

	135

	136

	137

	138

	139

	140

	141

	142

	143

	144

	145

	146

	147

	148

	149

	150

	151

	152

	153

	154

	155

	156

	157

	158

	159

	160

	161

	162

	163

	164

	165

	166

	167

	168

	169

	170

	171

	172

	173

	174

	175

	176

	177

	178

	179

	180

	181

	182

	183

	184

	185

	186

	187

	188

	189

	190

	191

	192

	193

	194

	195

	196

	197

	198

	199

	200

	201

	202

	203

	204

	205

	206

	207

	208

	209

	210

	211

	212

	213

	214

	215

	216

	217

	218

	219

	220

	221

	222

	223

	224

	225

	226

	227

	228

	229

	230

	231

	232

	233

	234

	235

	236

	237

	238

	239

	240

	241

	242

	243

	244

	245

	246

	247

	248

	249

	250

	251

	252

	253

	254

	255

	256

	257

	258

	259

	260

	261

	262

	263

	264

	265

	266

	267

	268

	269

	270

	271

	272

	273

	274

	275

	276

	277

	278

	279

	280

	281

	282

	283

	284

	285

	286

	287

	288

	289

	290

	291

	292

	293

	294

	295

	296

	297

	298

	299

	300

	301

	302

	303

	304

	305

	ii







To Nicolas








Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.





Tap here to learn more.




[image: Grand Central Publishing logo]








In loving memory of Eric D, my cousin.

1957–2023




[image: image]














“How do you find your way back in the dark?”

“Just head for that big star straight on. The highway’s under it; it’ll take us right home.”

—Arthur Miller, The Misfits









SUNDAY, JANUARY 30, 2000
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Virginia Street, Reno, Nevada

To see the Mapes again. To gaze at it one more time, and to watch it fall. The hotel had been in full construction on the corner of Virginia Street and the banks of the Truckee River when Pauline arrived in Reno in 1946 at the age of seven. She’d seen it go up brick by brick and reach its culmination for its grand opening in December 1947 when it proudly dominated the small town as the western United States’s first-ever skyscraper after the war. Dazzled, Pauline, a little French girl, had never laid eyes on such a magisterial and pristine building.

Publicity about Reno’s new hotel flourished in all the local gazettes, raving about the orange-red hue of the Art Deco façade, its twelve floors, three hundred rooms and forty suites, air-conditioning, two restaurants and two cocktail bars, casino, barber shop and beauty salon, but especially the Mapes’s crown jewel—the famed Sky Room right at the top with its bay windows offering unrivaled views of the Sierra Nevada mountain range. There, noteworthy evenings ensued with wining and dining, concerts, performances, and after-dinner dancing.

Pauline still remembered the odor floating in the Mapes’s vast lobby: a distinctive combination of cigarette smoke, felt fabric, and room fragrance called Sweet Desert Rose, which tyrannical Mildred had sprayed there morning, noon, and evening. She also recalled the less pleasant aromas, in spite of Sweet Desert Rose, persisting in the main floor restrooms where she cleaned up: whiffs of drains, bleach, and scouring products, not to mention the often-excruciating reek left by hasty guests who didn’t cast a glance her way, while others bestowed her with a smile, a word of thanks, or a coin.

In those days, Mildred Jones—the one they dreaded, housekeeper in charge of the twenty or so maids hired by the Mapes Hotel—had been her boss and the cause of the pit in her stomach each morning for three years. Would she be there today? Pauline wondered. How old would she be now? Back in 1960, Mildred was in her forties, so she would be well into her eighties now. She might very well be there, after all. Just as Kendall Spencer might be there too, a septuagenarian with tribe in tow—a frosty wife who would look askance at her even after all this time, and their children and grandchildren, those well-to-do, respectable Spencers.

Today, with her dear friend Billie-Pearl by her side, Pauline knew she would undoubtedly identify figures from her past within the throng amassed to watch the Mapes’s spectacular collapse. And, she wondered, Why had they all planned to come? To remember, to rejoice, to get closure? Or, like her, to pay one last homage?

The entire district around the Mapes had been cordoned off. East Second Street, Center Street, and North Sierra Street were closed, but Billie-Pearl managed to cross the river through Arlington Avenue and, at the last minute, was able to park by West Liberty Street. They hurried along to join the crowd gathered by the south banks of the Truckee River. From there was a perfect view north over Virginia Street Bridge toward the doomed hotel.

They had to elbow their way to reach the forefront, about two hundred feet from the Mapes. Pauline couldn’t get over the number of people: How many, a couple of thousand? Much more, offered Billie-Pearl, just as impressed. She pointed out numerous television cameras and reporters on site. The fall of the Mapes was a public affair, thought Pauline. Everyone wanted to see it.

Facing the camera, a journalist explained in detail how the Mapes was coming down. A hundred pounds of explosives had been inserted through four hundred holes drilled into support columns on five floors. The building, which stood tall at one hundred and thirty-three feet, was going to dissolve in midair. The crowd listened, awestruck.

Here and there, with a quick pang, Pauline spotted a couple of familiar faces, but felt incapable of putting names to them. She settled for sharing a smile or a nod.

Next to Pauline and Billie-Pearl, a young woman wearing a blue beanie seemed tearful. She told them her father worked at the Mapes Casino for a long time, and she used to accompany him when he picked up his paychecks. A historic chunk of Reno’s past was to vanish forever and deserved better than turning into a pile of rubble.

“It’s such a pretty building,” she almost sobbed. “Look at it! Preservationists fought till the bitter end,” she added. A cluster of them were there, still shouting, “Save the Mapes!” minutes away from its destruction. A wake with a bagpiper had even been organized.

Another woman behind them shrugged and sighed as she eavesdropped—she was in favor of letting go of the past. The decrepit old Mapes had been shuttered for twenty years. It certainly wasn’t pretty anymore, and it was time for a fresh start for this part of Reno! A nearby group of friends added they had come up from Auburn, California, especially for skiing, the Super Bowl, and the implosion.

“It’s going to be phenomenal!” tittered one of them. “Better than the movies!”

Pauline noticed a number of people proudly brandishing large red bricks and certificates of authenticity bearing the Mapes’s cowboy logo she immediately recognized: two cowboys riding mustangs. They were going like hotcakes for a dollar each on the street corner.

“Do you want a brick as a keepsake?” asked Billie-Pearl.

“No,” murmured Pauline, wondering if she shouldn’t be saying yes.

All around them arose snippets of conversation caught in flight: Remember?… What floor were we on?… On the seventh, there!… No, more like the fifth… My, oh, my, those unbeatable Coffee Shop milk shakes… I preferred the Coach Room vibe.… That’s where we celebrated Kathleen’s thirtieth.… Oh, it was such fun!… And that nice Addie, who worked with the operators.… Thank God Miranda is no longer with us, she’d be in tears… Barbara and Josh’s wedding reception was a ball, we partied all night… Such a classy place… Remember when Rick got a lucky hand at the Casino?… I’ll never forget!…

It was impossible not to listen to them, each and every one, like the old lady clutching her caregiver’s arm, pointing a wobbly finger up to the Sky Room, saying she met her husband there for the first time, at a prom ball. Pauline noticed a dignified elderly man standing alone, clutching a red rose to his heart. He observed the façade in silence. What was his story and why had he come here today?

A pudgy sexagenarian came up to her, politely asking if her name was Pauline. He had come with his wife and kids. Pauline had no memories of him, but pretended she did, so as not to offend him. His name was Nate and he worked back then with Max at reservations. Pauline vaguely recalled a Max. Nate made a face: But hey, in those days, he used to be in shape and had a head of hair! She laughed along with him.

“It’s coming back to me, they used to call you ‘Frenchie,’” clucked Nate.

“That’s right, I was born in Paris, after all,” replied Pauline, amused.

The sky, low and ominous, was loaded with fast-approaching snow; people huddled close to each other trying to beat the cold. Pauline glanced at her watch. It was coming up to eight o’clock. The inexhaustible Nate was going on about how the Mapes’s proprietors were on-site as well, inconsolable. They hadn’t been able to rescue their beloved hotel.

While Pauline was wondering how to give Nate the slip, a sturdy bearded man stationed himself in front of her. Elated, she recognized her half-brother, Jim. He had been positive he’d find her here, but she should have warned him, he protested, all smiles. Billie-Pearl intervened—this was her fault; she had dragged Pauline to Reno, a last-minute plan.

“How’s it going?” asked Jim softly, wrapping an arm around his sister. “Are you happy to be here?”

He was the spitting image of his late dad, Doug Hammond—same playful grin, light blue gaze, stocky build—and whenever Pauline laid eyes on Jim, she was reminded of the beloved stepfather she still missed. Doug burst into her mother’s life in the haphazard and tumultuous times following the liberation of Paris. She had no recollection of her own father, Jacques Bazelet, who died of cancer in 1939, the year she was born. Doug Hammond, her mother’s second husband, was the one who brought her up, here in Reno. Against all odds, the graft had been a success.

Jim lowered his voice to whisper in her ear—he wanted to warn her. She mustn’t turn around; Kendall Spencer was nearby. Pauline paid no heed to his words and looked behind her shoulder. It didn’t take her long to pick him out. He had certainly aged, but his blue-blood posture hadn’t. He still held himself upright with that complacent expression she hated. His thick hair was silver, and she had to admit he looked good. He always had. How young and gullible she had been then, and how naïve.

Kendall Spencer eventually sensed the gaze directed straight at him through the gathering. He seemed uncertain. Did he recognize her? Four decades was a long time, after all. She too, no doubt, had changed: The long brown hair was gone—now short and strewn with white. But she’d kept her slim figure. When Kendall’s eyes remained glued to her, she reckoned he had spotted her. Almost bashfully, he raised his hand.

“Forget it,” muttered Jim. “Don’t even go there.”

“Odious prick,” hissed Billie-Pearl.

They were interrupted by another TV crew. A few minutes from the event, a nonstop news network was seeking to interview more people who had worked at the Mapes.

“Hey! Here!” yelled Billie-Pearl, motioning toward Pauline. “Right here!”

A camera zoomed in on her and a mike was shoved under her chin before Pauline, taken aback, could protest. A young woman fired away:

“Hi, what’s your name?”

“Doctor Pauline Bazelet,” she faltered.

“Are you from Reno? What’s your current job?”

“I’m a vet. I live in California, but I grew up here in Reno.”

“When did you work at the Mapes Hotel?”

“Between 1957 and 1960.”

“And what was your position?”

“I worked as a cleaner on the ground floor and in the rooms. I was young, then.”

“And what’s it like to be here today and watch it go down?”

Pauline’s eyes flickered over the ramshackle Mapes looming above them with unfazed pride. Her throat felt tight.

“I can’t help feeling emotional. That hotel was like an entire world to me. So many of us worked there, and it was full of guests. It was the busiest place. There was always something going on.”

The journalist checked her notes.

“So you were there in the summer of 1960 when John Huston and his actors came for the filming of The Misfits?”

Why did Pauline’s lips tremble so? Undoubtedly stage fright.

“Yes, I was there. I remember it all.”

“We are minutes away from the hotel imploding. Could you briefly tell us what the Mapes was like in all its glory, when you worked there?”

Pauline hadn’t prepared a speech; she hadn’t expected to be interviewed. She felt tongue-tied. But much to her surprise, she managed to overlook the secret episodes in Kendall’s office, Mildred Jones’s hectoring, and the unpleasant smells left by customers in the main floor restrooms.

She only saw the curvaceous silhouette standing in front of the windows of Suite 614, champagne glass in hand.

And with a steady voice, she said, “In the summer of 1960, at the Mapes Hotel, I met someone who changed my life.”

“Great! Can you tell us more?”

“With pleasure.”

But the journalist was informed through her earpiece that the time had come. She was told to interrupt the interview and take it up again afterward.

The Mapes was about to fall.
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