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For Nola




A Boy




My father was a master in the art of egg decapitation. People would come all the way to Versailles from Paris to watch him behead his boiled egg in the morning, but sometimes he didn’t get it right. Such was the case on the morning I was born.


Maman had been in labour for hours. Papa was nervous. He wanted another son. When his egg shell refused to crack in a fitting manner, bright yellow yoke squirted out on to his fingers. My father took a firmer grip on the egg and forced his knife in a straight line through its unwilling shell. The egg shot across the room, landing at the feet of a footman who had only started work at the palace that morning. The poor boy stood paralysed, not even daring to look down. The attendant crowd moved forward as one then stopped, remembering they were in the company of a royal presence. Silk tickled the silence.


A shout from the corridor, from the direction of the room where my mother was giving birth, floated towards the king. A vague, muffled noise, rather than an audible word. My father heard what he wanted to hear.


“A boy,” he whispered, looking down at where his egg should have been. He leapt to his feet, licking yoke from his fingers.


Unfortunately, I was not a boy.




October 5th 1789
The reign of Louis XVI


...sometimes known as Louis the Last




The women of Paris want bread. If they can’t have bread, they want to fry the queen’s liver. One of the women has brought a pan with her, just in case. Almost all of them have knives. They think it’s only fitting; a queen should at least be useful and, until now, this one’s done no more than take up good French space.


Some of the women grin. Others don’t. It is ten miles as the crow flies to Versailles. In a light carriage, with good horses, this distance can be covered in an hour. But the women don’t have a carriage and are slowed down by the canons they have brought with them from the Hôtel de Ville; their march takes a full six hours. To while away the time, children who have come along with their mothers count the crowd.


Million.


Billion.


Trillion.


The weather is interesting. There are rapid changes. A cloud, there one minute, is gone the next. Flashes of sunlight tease. But mainly, there is rain. Feet are wet; shoes have holes in their soles and holes in their uppers. Those too young to walk are carried on hips or nestled in crooks of arms, balanced alongside pikes and other sharp weaponry; some blades point straight to heaven, others curve or hook. What purpose a scythe when there is no wheat to turn into bread? The women of Paris are used to carrying heavy objects and they are used to empty stomachs, but now they’ve had enough of what they’re used to.


At Versailles, Madame yawns; it is a habit she has developed over time without noticing it. Whenever she is in the same room as Antoinette, she wants to hurt her. Yawning or sighing, is a way of dealing with this unpleasant feeling; unpleasant because she lost the power, long ago, to influence the queen, let alone cause hurt. She’s always happier after breakfast, once Antoinette has gone to the Petit Trianon and the king has set off on the hunt.


Every day, Madame walks right round the palace. She suffers from a pain in her knees she does her best to ignore. At fifty-seven, this is no easy task. Today, it is damp and the aches are particularly insistent. She finds ageing a perplexing process. Even though her knees creak and her joints ache, she wouldn’t say that she feels ‘old’. Her willpower is still strong. She has not become weak. If anything, she feels that her younger self was the weak one, that with age she has gained strength. But when she looks in the mirror, what she sees contradicts this theory.


Madame’s morning walk follows a different route each day, to ensure her appearance will not be anticipated by courtiers with dwindling regard for etiquette. Today is disappointing. When she arrives at the Galerie des Glaces everyone pays her the correct respects. No one is in such a hurry that they forget to slow their pace and pay attention to her rank. No wayward couple has dared to link arms. No one mutters ‘silly old virgin’ under their breath. Over the years, Madame has done all she can to make the word ‘virgin’ feel like an attribute. To make it something she wants to be. But there’s no getting away from it: in youth, virginity is something you have, something you hold. In old age, it is a mark of loss.


It is not until chapel, later, that Madame’s urge to find fault is satisfied. She discovers two ladies of the court kneeling on cushions when etiquette demands they should place their knees on cold stone. She creeps up on the women, and pulls the cushions from under them herself, even though bending down hurts her knees. After she has removed the cushions she notices that one of the women is pregnant. She feels no remorse.




25th February 1745
The Reign of Louis XV


...sometimes known as Louis the Beloved




There were twigs in my hair just a few hours before I first saw her. I caught sight of my reflection as I dashed past the mirrored doors in the Galerie des Glaces. When I left, servants were up ladders putting hundreds of fresh candles in the chandeliers. Now, the candles had been lit. The servants had vanished. The hall shimmered. Apart from the sound of my steps, it was silent.


I tried to pull the twigs out as I ran, but it didn’t work. It hurt. I almost sneezed.


Outside my apartments I stopped.


I wanted to get my breath back before I went in, but as I reached for the door handle, the door swung open.


Maman was standing on the other side. My governess and my elder sister, Henriette, were standing behind her.


Henriette glittered in her silk and jewels, the perfect princess. “You’re late,” she said.


I stared at her. You’re late, I mimicked her words in my head. My sister had a talent for stating the obvious; for looking as if butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth; for being right.


I wasn’t just late, I was a serious kind of late; late for my brother’s wedding ball.


“What are you wearing?” My governess, Madame de Tallard, bustled towards me as she spoke, a familiar, greedy light in her eyes. I wanted to flinch away from her, but I forced myself to stand firm.


My brother’s old cape kept me warm. He didn’t need it anymore. Was there a good reason why I shouldn’t wear it?


Not as far as I was concerned.


I avoided de Tallard’s gaze. I focused on Maman. She was angry with me too, I knew, but I trusted her anger. It didn’t have anything to do with how my behaviour made her look.


Maman stepped towards me. She gently parted the folds of my cape. Maman was never rough, whatever she thought of my actions. Still, I trembled slightly.


“Where are your paniers, Adélaïde?”


I wanted to pull the cape back round me, I felt so exposed. I hated my body and the way it had changed in the last year. Growths had emerged from nowhere, rudely, without warning. You have breasts, I had been told. Well, I didn’t like breasts, and now, because I had been running, I was worried they might not be entirely inside my dress. I tugged the cape back across my chest, hoping Maman wouldn’t open it once more. I answered her question with a shrug.


I knew exactly where my paniers were. I had left the whalebone cages that supported the sides of my skirts hanging in a tree. The palace grounds were dotted with ornamental glades, fenced off, meant only to be admired from outside. It was easy to climb through a fence. And behind the fences was another world. Behind one particular fence, was my world, a world I had been going to since I was a small child. No one ever set foot in here except me. My secret forest.


“You haven’t been stick-sword fighting again, have you, Adélaïde?” My sister giggled and emphasised the word stick in a way that let me know she thought what I’d been doing was childish.


Of course I had been stick-sword fighting. I had asked Papa for a real sword so many times, but he had refused, so I had to content myself with a stick. Each time I arrived at my secret forest, I would find the stick I had hidden away, hitch up my dress, reach inside to loosen my stays, then pull at my paniers and remove them from under my skirts. I rarely managed to get them back on again, but I didn’t care. The day I’d realised Papa was never going to buy me a sword, I had started collecting different identities for myself to make me brave during my imagined battles. Jeanne de Danpierre, Charlotte d’Orleans, Jeanne de Belville, Isabelle de Castille, Maude d’Anjou and, of course, Jeanne d’Arc. One day I would be as strong as these women. One day I would get my hands on a real sword. For now I contented myself with pretending.


Even though my sister had been trying to provoke me, Maman’s expression remained neutral.


“Go and get dressed properly,” she said.


Without a word, I turned and walked in the direction of my bedroom, head down. I could hear Madame de Tallard following behind me.


There were two young servant girls waiting in my bedroom. I felt sorry for the one who had to pull the twigs out of my hair in a hurry, trying not to hurt me as she worked.


“It’s all right,” I told her.


‘No, it isn’t,” said de Tallard, who was standing so close I could feel her breath on my neck.


Unable to control herself, she reached out and pulled at a twig.


“Ow!”


I wanted to reach out and hurt her back but, of course, I didn’t.


“Soon, I will be leaving you. Soon, you will have a lady-in-waiting, instead of a governess. Have you learnt nothing in all these years? Once I am gone, you will have to look after your own reputation.”


My reputation had started following me around like a lost dog. It had first shown its face almost a year ago when my monthly bleeding started. The bleeding, the pain, apparently meant that I was a woman. I felt it an ominous sign that womanhood started with something so unpleasant and messy. Despite the fact that I was looking forward to de Tallard departing from my life, I was more than a little worried about what, and who, would come in her place.


“Do you understand what I am saying, child?”


I didn’t reply. I looked down at the ground, wishing I were somewhere else.


We appeared from behind the mirrored doors that opened into the Galerie des Glaces, a burst of royal glory; except that Papa wasn’t with us. He was going to come to the ball later, his arrival part of some kind of special surprise.


Two footmen stood ready. When the nod from Maman came, the men glanced at each other, then opened the doors so smoothly, they could have been a machine.


My brother and his new wife, Marie-Thérèse, stepped into the crowd first. I watched them. I was happy for Louis; he had wanted to marry, but I hated him for it, too. I hated him for being grown up before me even though he’d always felt younger than me and, worse still, I hated him just for having been born a boy. As a child, I had often dreamt that Louis would die young and I would get to sit on the throne in his place (I had conveniently forgotten I had older sisters who might want to wear a crown just as much as I did). Now, as Louis walked towards the centre of the galerie, waddling slightly, I couldn’t help thinking of the day, years ago, when I had banned him from my secret forest. He had been much slimmer then, he must have been because I had found him, already through the lattice fence, creeping up behind a tree, intent on spying on what I was doing; intent on stealing my stick sword and on mocking me for not having a real one. Before he had a chance to say anything, I’d pinned him up against the tree and made him swear never to come to my forest again. That he had done as he was told had come as a surprise. It had also irritated me. For a week or more, I had waited for him, hoping for the chance to pin him up against the tree again. I was going to miss my brother’s company now, just as much as I had missed it when he had followed my orders to stay away. Even though he hadn’t stolen my stick sword for years, I knew now he would never do it again.


When my turn came to step into the crowd, I avoided looking at the people in front of me. My clothes itched. I didn’t know whether it was because they were new or because I’d had to get into them so quickly. I didn’t like the shade of blue I had chosen for my new dress. It had looked different in daylight and now the colour looked more grey than blue. It was too tight as well. Or maybe Madame de Tallard had just made sure that I was laced into it so hard I could barely breathe. I did like my shoes, but they were the only things I liked.


Despite the way I felt, I painted a radiant smile on my face. When I glanced at Henriette, who was at my side, I saw that she was smiling too. Her smile looked quite natural, but it was just as forced as mine. I knew because she was holding my hand and her fingernails dug into my skin. Henriette wasn’t actually a perfect princess. She had her fears, too.


“You’re hurting me,” I hissed.


Henriette pulled away. She hadn’t realised what she had been doing. I knew that, in her head, it wasn’t my hand she was holding, it was Louise-Elisabeth’s, her twin, married to a Spanish prince and sent away from Versailles.That Louis had brought his wife here when Louise-Elisabeth had not been allowed to stay surely made Henriette miss her more than ever, especially as Marie-Thérèse had come from the very court where Louise-Elisabeth now lived. If it had been me it would probably have made me dislike Marie-Thérèse, but Henriette was different from me, she had started to latch on to Louis’ new wife, instead. As soon as we started to lose sight of Louis and Marie-Thérèse, there was panic in Henriette’s eyes.


“Where’s Maman?” she asked, looking around for a familiar face.


Just as my elder brother felt younger than me, sometimes I found it impossible to believe that Henriette was older than both of us. I wondered if it would have been that way had Louise-Elisabeth stayed at Versailles.


However my sister might feel about it, I wasn’t planning to spend the evening with my mother, or with her. I’d thought hard about this.


I scanned the crowd. “Over there,” I said. People were starting to stare and nudge as we stood in the middle of the swarm. If I was going to escape, I had to act now.


“Come on.” Henriette reached out to grab my hand.


I took a step away. I shook my head. I took a second step.


Henriette gazed at me across the ever-widening sea of silk and skin.


“You go to Maman,” I said. “I want to look around.”


“Adélaïde … you mustn’t.”


I took advantage of the moment as the crowd swirled around me. I thought my sister might cry out, or call for Maman to come and get me, but she was as adrift as I was. I turned my back and walked away from her, casting off. The word ‘mustn’t’ echoed in my head.


On every side, I was jostled by Pierrots and shepherdesses, men dressed in long black domino cloaks, gods and goddesses. I was not in costume, as a princess, I could be nothing other than that. Heat and sweat rose from the clustered bodies. It felt strange and I didn’t know whether I liked it or not.


I caught snippets of conversation as I passed by. Princess or not, I had learnt to move fast and listen hard at an early age to catch people’s thoughts.


There’s the Dauphin. Isn’t he fat.


His wife’s a scrawny one. Where are the child-bearing hips everyone was talking about?


Poor Louis. He was a bit fat. More than a bit, actually. I peered into the distance at Marie-Thérèse. I couldn’t see her hips under her skirts, and I was quite sure that the women gossiping about her couldn’t either, but every time someone mentioned childbirth, I started to squirm just thinking about the idea.


Forget the Dauphin. Where’s that bourgeoise everyone’s talking about? The one who’s been chasing the king in her silly pink carriages.


What’s her name? D’Étiolles?


More like Poisson. Daughter of some old hag fish-wife. Married money for a name.


I stopped and looked around. Where was this woman they were talking about? What did the daughter of a ‘hag fish-wife’ look like?


Papa’s mistress, Madame de Chateauroux, had died not long ago. She’d been horrid to me, horrid to my brother, horrid to my sister and horrid to Maman, so I hadn’t exactly grieved. The last thing I wanted was for Papa to find another woman to come along and disrupt our lives.


I couldn’t see anyone I thought looked like a ‘hag fish-wife’s’ daughter or who looked liked they would entertain Papa, so I pushed on through the crowd.


My body was more exposed than ever it had been before, but now, somehow I didn’t mind. No one was telling me how to stand or how to breathe; or how to smile. Everyone around me seemed to be behaving just as they pleased. Some people were masked, others were not. I was not, until I saw a discarded mask on the floor. I stooped and picked it up.


A man clad as a Chinaman, with a long, tragic moustache leered in my face. I pushed him away. A steeple-high black hat caught my hair as its owner walked by. A hand reached out of nowhere and caressed my shoulder. If I wasn’t identifiable as a princess I got a new kind of attention. Was this what it was like to be an ordinary girl? When the next hand tried to grope me, I stood on the owner’s foot.


I paused to watch a shepherdess attempting to beguile a pilgrim by thrusting her breasts in his face. Now I did shiver for a moment and wished I had my cloak to draw across my body. The shepherdess was making a fool of herself. She was trying so hard, she barely avoided tripping over her own skirts when she stepped out of the way of a passing drunk. She fell against the pilgrim as she lost her balance. He didn’t seem to be at all interested in her breasts.


When I turned and looked the other way, I saw my mother and my sister. My mother was deep in conversation with one of her ladies-in-waiting, my sister was settling at their side. I propelled myself into the crowd again, quickly. The wave of people had an almost unearthly force, picking me up and carrying me onwards.


I listened as I was moved by the flow.


‘Where is the king? When is the king coming?’ everyone wanted to know.


It wasn’t what Papa was doing that interested me. I had never before had so many new people to look at.


I was transported out of the Galerie des Glaces and into Maman’s chambers, which were open to the public. A new kind of chaos reigned here. The salon was where the food was laid out. It was Lent, but this had not stopped the palace kitchens from creating a prodigious feast. I had never seen so many different kinds of fish before.


Visitors stuffed themselves; some seemed to be preparing for leaner times to come. Scarlet lips gorged themselves on milky pink salmon. A giant pike’s sharp teeth may have protected it when it was alive, but they were of no use to it when faced with the ladies of Paris. Fricasseed cucumbers, eggs in wine syrup, marzipan tarts; they disappeared so fast, the dinner guests could have been wolves. The only person who seemed able to eat peacefully and slowly was a masked man dressed in a domino standing at the corner of a heavily laden table.


The Duchesse de Luynes, the self-proclaimed enforcer of court etiquette, came into the room. She stared at the greedy visitors, but not one of them took any notice of her. I giggled and took a step back, waiting to see what would happen next. Madame de Luynes was known for wandering the corridors of the palace with a measuring stick in her hand. She stopped fashionable young ladies of the court if she thought that the paniers they were wearing were too wide. She chastised them endlessly, but her words didn’t stop the fashion for skirts that grew ever wider. Her husband, the Duc de Luynes, was hovering behind her in the doorway, diary in hand, keeping his distance, making notes. The duke wrote in his diary every day, for posterity, he said. He had an uncanny ability to write and see absolutely everything that was going on, all at the same time.


Madame de Luynes went and stood beside a group of young Parisian men and women.


“Did you see the size of those diamonds?” said one of the women.


“Like fucking ostrich eggs,” said a young man.


Another woman, her make-up not quite straight on her face, laughed at him and nudged him so hard he almost fell over. “The biggest egg you’ve ever seen is a sparrow’s…”


Madame de Luynes moved closer and attempted to force her way between the Parisians, who ignored her completely. But even though no one looked at her, they knew she was there, for when one of the ladies raised her glass of wine to take a sip, her friend’s elbow rose too, and the contents of the glass flew over Madame de Luynes. She shrieked.


Now, everyone was staring at her. I giggled again and looked through the door to Maman’s bedroom. It was time to depart. As I shuffled quickly across the back of the room I wondered why Madame de Luynes was the way she was. How could someone become so obsessed with all the petty rules for life at court?


A group of young Parisian women were sitting on Maman’s bed, gossiping. By the window, some rough-looking men had formed a chain gang. They were working oranges out on to the balcony and throwing them over the balustrade.


I went outside and looked down. The cold bit into my flesh. More men, below, were catching the fruit. Even if they missed their target, the oranges were picked up, dusted off and loaded into small carts.


As I leant forwards for a better look, warm breath tickled my shoulder. I turned, feeling like I had been caught in a criminal act myself.


“They’ll sell at market in the morning, mark my words.” It was the Duc de Richelieu, Papa’s best friend. He shivered. “What are you doing out here? I’m freezing my balls off.”


I studied Richelieu. I didn’t really want to know about his balls. But I liked the way he talked to me, as if I wasn’t still a child.


“How did you recognise me?” I asked.


Richelieu lifted the edge of my mask, peering inside. His touch made me feel odd.


“Your body language and your choices, my dear. You walk like a prince, not a princess, and only you would come out here into the cold in your finery, watch your own family being robbed, and be quite delighted by the crime.”


“I’m not delighted.”


“Yes, you are. I can tell by the way you’re standing.”


He was right, of course. Watching the market traders steal the oranges my father had probably had shipped in from far-away lands at great expense was the most exciting thing I had done so far that night.


It was only when Richelieu left me outside in the cold and made his way back into the palace that I realised he was dressed as the devil. I called out to him, wanting to know why, but he didn’t hear.


Down below, one of Papa’s ushers appeared and started arguing with the traders about what they were doing. I could see from the way he approached them that he was nervous. He stuck his nose in the air when he spoke as if he were trying to make himself taller than them. It didn’t work, for they were both quite a bit bigger than him. The traders ignored him for as long as they could and when one of them finally bothered to speak all he said was, ‘He don’t need ’em’, and gave an upwards nod of his head.


It was true, Papa didn’t even like oranges. He just thought they looked nice.


The traders turned their backs and got on with their work. The usher disappeared, shrugging, looking over his shoulder with a scowl that wouldn’t have frightened a cat.


There were some women working with the traders in the chain gang, too. They wore dresses, just like I wore a dress, but they could move properly in theirs. They wore stays, but they were loose, and there wasn’t a panier in sight. The women were laughing and making jokes. There were some girls a few years younger than me a little way from the carts the oranges were being loaded into. A pair were playing catch, another one was juggling. She could keep five oranges up in the air at once. What would my life have been like if I had been the daughter of a market trader? I imagined juggling those oranges. I imagined the feel of their shiny dimpled skin.


If I looked from the other side of the balcony, I could see a worming queue of carriages depositing their passengers at the foot of the staircase leading into the palace. A woman was carried outside to be revived from a fainting fit. In the distance stretched the road to Paris. Torches lit up the route, which was bottlenecked with carriages, all pressing their way towards Versailles. It was beautiful, but winter was beginning to get a grip on my lungs. I started to shiver and went back inside.


Now I understood why the woman had fainted. Intense clammy warmth wrapped itself round me like a massive sheet, and made me want to giggle. I returned to the room where the food was. The man in the domino was still eating, munching rhythmically, but there was nowhere to sit. I went back into the hallway and finally sunk on to a wooden bench against a wall. Next to me, an old woman, head hung almost to her waist, was snoring. I hoped she wasn’t going to end up leaning on my shoulder. Beside her sat a small boy, who looked lost.


“Are you all right?” I asked him.


“I’m waiting for my maman,” he said.


“Oh.”


He nodded towards some heavy velvet curtains. The curtains wriggled and behind them, a woman giggled. The boy and I looked at each other, but said no more.


Two women passed us. One was dark, with hunting dog cheeks and a slight waddle. She was dressed as a shepherdess. The other woman was dressed in gold, as the goddess Diana, and she was armed with an elegant bow and arrow. Tall and dark blonde, I didn’t get a look at her face because she walked ahead of her friend, her step almost a stride, but when she laughed, I got up and followed.


It was the laugh that did it more than anything. More than the golden dress, or the pretty colour of her hair. The sound of a perfectly made bell. No high tinkle, no parrot’s squawk. It was like tapping the side of a glass from which you would be able to drink forever.


I followed the women at a distance, shy of being seen. A crowd of Parisian shepherdesses got in my way and I nearly lost them, but they stopped to peer into the Galerie des Glaces, so I caught up. Just like everyone else, I supposed, they must be wondering where the king had hidden himself. As they walked, the two women joined hands. It was such a casual gesture, it shocked me. I noticed some other heads turn, too.


I followed the women all the way to the other side of the palace and out into the gardens. I hesitated to step back out into the cold. I hesitated for a moment too long, because although light shone brightly from all the windows on this side of the palace, fairly soon, the gardens became dark. I saw my two ladies disappearing into the night. I was annoyed; I wanted to know more about the woman in gold. I waited. Maybe she would come back.


As my eyes grew accustomed to the dark and the new surroundings, I saw figures scampering around on the boundary between light and dark. I went closer to find out what they were doing. In amongst the yew trees, those who had no access to palace privies, or for whom the queue had proved too long, were exposing their bare haunches to the freezing elements, struggling not to relieve themselves all over their best clothes when their fingers were so numb from the cold, they kept dropping their silks and brocades whilst attempting to balance, squatted, on high heels.


As I stood staring, the woman in gold came out from behind a tree and walked straight into my path. I had lowered my mask here in the dark, for fear of losing my footing with only eye holes to peer through. The woman frowned. She had seen my face before. She curtsied.


I did not respond. I could not. Instead I stared at her.


Confused, she went on her way.


I had never seen her before. To wonder how she knew me was naive; I was a princess, she could have visited the palace before, or she might have seen a painting of me, but still I did wonder.


I turned and watched her go. She rubbed her hands up and down her arms in an attempt to keep warm as she walked back towards the palace. She was freezing cold. And now that I had seen her face, there was something more; she was beautiful.


Her friend joined her and as they crossed the threshold back into the palace, I gave chase.


Inside, it was busier than ever, but my father had still not appeared. My goddess and her friend leant on a pillar as there was nowhere to sit. I crept up behind the pillar. I could see the curve of her long white neck, I could see how her hair pulled slightly at her scalp where it had been drawn tight to her head. I could see the string of pearls round her wrist, and the bow and arrow in her hand.


When I looked around I saw that, once more, I wasn’t the only person watching her.


We all heard the cries: “The king! The king!”


My golden goddess and her friend set off. As I came out from behind the pillar, they disappeared. I walked towards the Galerie des Glaces, half in a dream. When I got there, I had to push my way inwards, even to reach the fringes of the room.


“It’s the one with the green stockings,” whispered a man beside me, in a strong Parisian accent.


Another man leant towards him. “No, the king is the one with the red stockings.” This man spoke as if he had been born in the palace.


A woman, dressed in scarlet, joined in. “But they’re all wearing red stockings,” she complained. Another Parisian.


The man from the palace started jumping up and down to look. “No, we’re all wrong. They’re all wearing green stockings,” he said, catching his breath.


I tried to peer past them, to look at what it was that would make these creatures of two quite different worlds speak to each other – something they would normally never do. I caught a glimpse of something green.


The woman in scarlet, quite drunk, made herself taller by leaning on the man from Versailles’ shoulder, revealing two dark nipples in her enthusiasm. “No they’re not,” she shouted down to him.“They’re all wearing green stockings and red stockings.”


Fed up with listening to nonsense about stockings and seeing nothing, I pushed. I heard a small cry behind me. I forced my way through the sea of skirts, shoving bodies aside. Finally, I saw what all the fuss was about. My father and six companions had entered the galerie, all seven of them dressed as palace yew trees.


I laughed. I couldn’t help it. What was Papa doing dressed up as a tree? You could have placed him and his companions along the edges of one of the garden walkways, and the only difference would have been that these trees had legs.


The trees wore green stockings, piped with red. Some of the legs were muscular and athletic, others were skinny. I looked at the legs. Which ones belonged to my father?


One of my mother’s ladies-in-waiting was standing on a chair peering over the top of the crowd. She was reporting back to Maman, looking at the trees, then scanning the crowd for someone else.


I watched, as young ladies circled the seven yew trees, asking themselves the question I had just asked.


Which one is the king?


One rash girl, in vivid pink skirts, linked arms and walked away with a yew tree, one whose legs certainly did not belong to Papa. The remaining six yew trees started to fan out, three of them stuck more or less in a group, another three set out alone. The crowd was confused, until one of the solitary evergreens started to move with a particular determination.


Papa?


Whoever he was, he stopped and looked into the distance; at least, that is what I think he was doing, it was hard to tell because of his disguise.


A flash of gold caught my eye, a glow of warm, enticing light.


The yew tree walked towards the light, a ray of colour glancing across him, drawing him in. He moved slowly through the crowd, savouring the moment. If it was Papa, and I was now certain it was, I could guess what he was thinking. Everyone was looking at him, and he liked to be looked at, but he felt safe. Inside his disguise, he was protected from the attention that would have half embarrassed him had he simply appeared as ‘king’.


As Papa neared his goal, the crowd parted.


Under the dazzling light of the chandeliers, Diana, in her golden dress, emerged. She moved into the centre of the space left her by the crowd and curtsied before my father. When she spoke to him, she moved her arms, animated; she flowed.


I could taste honey.


Her eyes sparkled. They told my father that she loved him, they told him that loving her would be different to loving anyone else he had loved before.


She was perfect. Life pulsed through her. She was Diana, she belonged with the Gods, yet she was utterly mortal.


This was how I wanted to be, I realised, then almost choked on my idea, it seemed so shocking. I looked down at the floor, studying the toes of my shoes, poking them out from under my dress. They were indeed handsome shoes, but now I liked them less. Now, they seemed dull.


Papa and his Diana began to dance. At first the crowd was still, as if made up of statues rather than human beings, all staring in one direction, without the ability to move. Then a head turned here, a head turned there, a word was uttered, a skirt smoothed, an armpit scratched, and life came back to those who had been turned to stone. Or to almost all of them. One or two had developed new angry twitches. I saw my brother glance across the room in irritation, but Marie-Thérèse kissed him and soon he forgot to disapprove. My brother might be heir to the throne, but he worried constantly that he would never get to sit on it. My own desire to steal it from him probably didn’t help. Any unusual occurrence unsettled him. In the days before Marie-Thérèse’s arrival, he had been plagued by the idea that the demi-Louis, one of Papa’s illegitimate children, might appear at their wedding ball. My reassurances that now he was to marry, no pretender would think it worthwhile even looking at the throne, had done nothing to make him feel more secure, it was as if he was scared of waking up in the middle of a gruesome fairy tale.


I turned the other way to see that Maman’s lady-in- waiting was still up on her chair peering around, looking agitated, although I suspected she was there more because she was enjoying the show than out of a great sense of personal indignation.


Apart from me, one other remained, all alone, watching the king and his goddess with the same intense concentration.


Richelieu.


He was almost opposite me. One moment, my view of him was obscured by Papa and his Diana in their dance, the next, they would glide away. Pain, humiliation and fury dug lines in his face. I didn’t understand what was the matter. I started to make my way over to him, but when Richelieu saw me coming, he disappeared into the crowd.


I went back to the food, but when I got there, I found I was not hungry.


The masked man in the domino was still standing at the table, still eating. Even if he was eating slowly, I could not imagine how he could fit so much food inside him.


I walked out of the room, into a corridor. It was cold in the corridor.


I came to a halt outside a door. Voices came from behind it. I opened the door a crack. The mystery of the dominoes was resolved. Inside were about a dozen men, all in identical cloaks. The Swiss Guard.


I stayed and watched for a while, without them noticing. They were rather drunk.


As I walked away, I saw another door, open wider than it should have been. A flash of pink silk drew me nearer. A yew tree costume lay discarded on the floor. The girl in the pink skirts didn’t seem to have minded that much when she’d discovered that the tree she’d gone off with hadn’t been Papa.


I moved closer. A strange noise accompanied the movement of the silken skirts. It sounded like someone eating a juicy pear.


As I started to inch my head around the door, another door slammed somewhere behind me. I jumped back and turned to look in the direction of the noise, but there was no one there. The silken skirts continued to rustle and now the owner of the skirts started to sigh.


I crept forward to try and peek round the door again, but as I did so I looked down at where the yew tree costume lay on the floor. What if it had been Papa inside it? I didn’t like the idea at all.


The woman’s sigh started to sound distressed. The man laughed. Was he hurting her?


Just as I thought he might in fact be a murderer, the woman laughed, too.


I turned tail and ran.


It was starting to get light before the ball came to a close. I went to bed, my head, my heart, cluttered. My ears could not get used to the silence of my room. The babble of voices, the dirt of Paris, had invaded my soul and won me over. I allowed the images to move at random before me. A flash of Pierrot, a leg raised high revealing under-skirts, honey-coloured silk, honey-coloured hair, a garish pink bow, scarlet lips and cheeks. Bad teeth. Bad breath. Sweet oranges bound for market.


Diana with her bow.




Louis the Last




The women of Paris are outside the palace gates.


Madame has already seen the pamphlets calling for revolution, so she isn’t surprised when Louis consents to seeing one of them about their request for bread. That the flower girl the women choose as their spokesperson loses her nerve and faints at the king’s feet surprises her even less. But that her nephew sends for smelling salts and helps the girl up with his own hands comes as a shock. Louis must be very frightened. That he calls Madame and her sister, Victoire, to join him, confirms her suspicions.


Crossing the Galerie des Glaces for the second time that day, Madame sees the looks of fear, of contempt; she sees the courtiers practising the Parisian walk. She and Victoire are freshly powdered, but it’s been done in a hurry, so there is powder on shoulders as well as in hair. Madame wonders whether the courtiers can sense the lack of proper preparation. Her lady-in-waiting has laced her too tightly into her stays. Her lungs hurt but it is her own fault, she’s always telling the girl to pull harder.


General Lafayette is with Louis. He has come, post-haste from Paris, to save his monarch from the women. Lafayette isn’t a popular man. It’s his job to make sure no one kills the king. He is obliged to be diplomatic, which means everyone thinks he is lying to them. Lafayette has come to Versailles in the company of over a thousand National Guards. These men are far less certain than he is that the king is worth saving. They might, at any moment, swap sides.


Madame watches Lafayette as he talks to Louis. The general’s uniform is spattered with mud. He is standing on Louis’ favourite rug. When he came into the room, Lafayette told Louis that he had come to die at his Majesty’s feet. Madame saw her nephew look at his own feet, then at Lafayette’s, at the mud, then at his rug. Louis never did understand grand gestures. Still, just like all the others who doubt Lafayette, Madame is not quite sure she believes the general is prepared to die for his king. What he says next makes her even less certain.


The people of France would be in no doubt that their king loved them if he would move the court to Paris. If he would live in a place less removed from their lives than Versailles. The Tuileries, for example? Lafayette appears calm, but his foot is tapping rhythmically on Louis’ rug.


Madame is horrified by Lafayette’s suggestion, but all Louis does is alternately shake and nod his head. He has never been able to make up his mind. Madame knows that this is a dangerous characteristic in a king. She wishes she could resurrect her brother and put him on the throne instead. She is happy she kept her promise to him not to die before he did, but his death was inconvenient, to say the least.


Louis shakes and nods. Lafayette taps. Madame wonders whether, when she has tried to give Louis advice over the years, she has tapped her foot, too.


Madame looks past her nephew, over his shoulder. The queen, who has stayed in the background all this time, is also watching the two men talking. Madame catches the look of fear in Antoinette’s eyes. Just for a moment, it unsettles her. Antoinette’s anguish makes her look younger than her thirty-three years. It reminds Madame of when the queen first came to Versailles.


When Antoinette sees Madame watching her, she banishes the look of fear. She replaces it with a scowl. She looks away from Madame to Lafayette. She doesn’t like him. He doesn’t like her, either. Once, she laughed at the way he danced.


Madame wonders how it has come to this. Why today is the day chosen for it all to go wrong. Then she checks herself. There is nothing wrong, nothing that she cannot manage.


When Madame and Victoire return to their chambers, Louis has promised to give the women bread, but he is yet to find it. He is ignoring Lafayette’s further attempts to talk about moving the court to Paris.


The two women make their way back down a secret staircase and along a secret corridor, rather than through the Galerie des Glaces. They are told to go this way for their own safety, instead of taking a more public route. Madame doesn’t like using the secret passageways unless she decides to herself. She doesn’t like being told what to do.


Victoire catches her skirts on a splinter of wood sticking up from a tired floorboard. They stop. Madame bends to unhook the torn thread. Again, her knees hurt. When the thread does not come loose immediately she becomes irritated.


“It’s supper time.” The snap of her words is muffled by her proximity to Victoire’s skirts, but still she feels Victoire tense.


The thread comes loose.


Madame stands up straight and sets off again, leading the way. It is imperative that she and Victoire eat supper on time, just as they always do. The women of Paris might be outside the palace gates, but they will go away. Unsavoury characters have always come to Versailles in search of power. These new arrivals are hardly an unprecedented phenomenon.


When they get back to their apartments, Victoire goes to her bedroom. Madame hears her open a cupboard. She knows what she’s doing. She’s getting out the sweetmeats she hides for moments of terror. Victoire suffers from frequent moments of terror. Madame suspects that this one will make her sick and that, afterwards, she will not want to eat. This does not mean that supper can be any different from supper on a normal day, even if she, too, would like to go to her room, to lie down.


Madame goes over to the window and looks out. The courtyard is deserted. The absence of promenading courtiers is the only sign that something is amiss. She is about to turn away when the girl appears.


No more than six or seven years old, she is dressed in rags. She is carrying a basket. At first, Madame cannot see clearly what is in the basket, but as the child gets nearer she realises that the basket is full of eggs.


Madame stares at the eggs. For a moment she fears she might faint and steadies herself against the wall. Despite her unsteadiness, she peers at the child, leaning so far towards the window that the tip of her nose rests on the cold pane.


The child’s hair is blonde, the cloth of her ragged dress is blue. Madame thinks she has freckles, but she is not sure. She watches her as she crosses the courtyard. It appears she is walking on tiptoe, stepping on one cobble at a time, avoiding the cracks. By the time she has disappeared from view, Madame is shaking.


When she turns her attention back to what is happening in the room, a servant is laying the table. Madame likes her, she likes her sense of humour, but she is upset.


“Those are the wrong glasses. Are you blind?” she shouts.


She stands beside the table making sure the servant puts the right glasses in the right place. The servant also starts to shake.


Victoire returns to the room. She heads for her favourite chair. She has stuffed fewer sweetmeats than Madame expected. Madame glances over her shoulder and meets her eye. Victoire tries to smile, but it isn’t a great success.


The servant makes a final adjustment to the cutlery.


Madame gazes at the table. Something still isn’t right. She’s almost given up by the time she spots the error.
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