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To Helen Cutler and Emma Lloyd, who encouraged me to think this just might work . . .










Chapter 1


Paris, December 6th, 1846


There was a full house that evening at the Salle Favart of the Opéra Comique. The gilded auditorium brought to mind an aviary, filled as it was with the very best of Parisian society, looking like a charm of hummingbirds and chattering like a murder of crows. That evening’s performance was to be the premier of Berlioz’s new Damnation of Faust, but with moments left until the lights were dimmed and the curtain raised on the composer’s self-styled ‘legende dramatique’, the audience awaited the beginning of an altogether more interesting display.


Suddenly a murmur went up and all eyes were trained on a hitherto empty box to the right of the stage. Ladies and gentlemen both were transfixed as a footman helped a slender young woman to her seat. The woman was dressed in the most opulent fashion, in a deep-red silk dress that complemented her hair, so dark and glossy it was almost black. An Indian shawl fine as a cobweb slipped from her daringly bare shoulders. Her long neck was wound with a triple string of pearls fastened with a solid gold clasp studded with diamonds. Two more diamonds as big as quail’s eggs glittered at her ears. She was alone. Her companion – the owner of the booth – was absent for the evening, but everyone knew who he was and, by extrapolation, they knew the beautiful young woman’s profession. But how confident she seemed. How comfortable in her fine clothes and fancy jewels. How arrogant, some of the other women whispered.


‘I’d be arrogant too, if I was wearing those pearls,’ said the mistress of the young Prince Napoleon.


The girl sitting alone in the best box in the house was Augustine du Vert, born plain Augustine Levert in a fishing village in Brittany some twenty-three years earlier. The owner of the box was the Duc De Rocambeau, forty years her senior and wealthier than all the other men in the opera house put together. Augustine was his mistress.


She played the moment well. Augustine knew how to position herself to best effect. Picking up her opera glasses, she leaned forward over the velvet-covered barrier on the pretense of examining the stage, while in reality she was setting out her fine décolletage like a shopfront, the better to show the women her pearls and the men the fleshy assets that had captured the heart of one of the city’s wealthiest aristocrats. The women hissed at her brazenness. The men knew better than to say anything at all. Still, they gawped when they thought they would not be noticed and, when Augustine put a hand to her delicate white throat, more than half the room sighed with her.


Augustine du Vert held the audience so captivated that the first few bars of the opera went almost unheard. For the next two hours, some people paid no attention to poor Faust whatsoever, as they wondered instead what devilish sort of deal Augustine had struck to earn her earrings. When the curtain came down, Augustine applauded the artists and then, while the audience was still clapping, she got to her feet and looked around her as though she too deserved their congratulations. She cast her gaze around the stalls, taking in her friends, her rivals and those who disapproved of her all with the same steady smile. Until, that is, her eyes fell on a box almost opposite her own, and the young man inside it and the pretty blonde woman by his side . . . The young man looked back at her. He held Augustine’s gaze with an angry stare that spoke of his impotent fury.


Augustine steadied herself with one hand on the rail. With the other hand she brought out her Spanish-lace fan and quickly covered her face. Never had she seen such hatred as she saw in those beloved brown eyes that evening. Never had she felt quite so despised. He hated her. The man who once claimed she meant more to him than anything in the world had glared at her as though he wanted her dead. Augustine’s exit from the theatre was far less composed than her arrival. She picked up her skirts and half ran from the lobby to collapse, coughing hard, into the arms of her driver. Thank goodness the Duc had given her a carriage, with heavy velvet drapes at the windows for warmth and privacy.


As the Duc’s horses hurried Augustine back to her new home near the Champs Elysées, her only comfort was to know that there can never be true hatred without there first having been love.










Chapter 2


Paris, June, last year


The Friday afternoon Eurostar from London St Pancras to Paris Gare du Nord had the atmosphere of a party on rails. In my carriage alone there were two lively gangs: one of stags, one of hens, heading over to France to help their friends bid goodbye to the single life in style. They were starting early; passing around plastic tumblers filled with champagne (the girls) and vodka mixed with Red Bull (the boys) before the train even left the station. By the time the train manager announced that we were entering the Channel Tunnel, the two groups had become thoroughly intermingled and no one would have been in the least bit surprised if another marriage two or three years hence was the result.


Though the hens offered me a swig from their champagne bottle, I kept myself to myself. I settled into my seat by the window and got out my laptop, opening it like a shield. I had plenty of work to do. But it was hard to concentrate, though not because of the revellers. I had quite a bit on my mind.


I was in the process of putting the final polish to a doctoral thesis I had begun some three years earlier. My subject was Luciana Giordano, an eighteenth-century Venetian noblewoman whom I had discovered to be the real author of a notorious anonymous erotic novel called The Lover’s Lessons. My research had taken me to Italy, of course, and there began a whole other story.


At the beginning of the year, I had spent almost two months in Venice, studying Luciana’s personal papers in the library of the Palazzo Donato, a spectacular private house on the city’s Grand Canal. I had expected to find confirmation of the erotic novel’s authorship there and I did. It turned out that the novel had much in common with Luciana’s diary and letters. They were definitely by the same hand. I had not, however, expected to find myself embroiled in my own curious epistolary love affair with the private library’s owner, Marco Donato, playboy heir to a vast shipping fortune. Rich, intelligent and handsome as any male model in the photographs I found of him online, Marco Donato was every woman’s dream of a lover, which made it all the more exciting that he seemed to be interested in me. Me! A Great British bluestocking.


Thinking about my time in Venice with four months’ and several thousand miles’ distance behind me, half of me wondered whether I had imagined the increasingly flirtatious emails and messages between me and Donato that had culminated with – I blushed to remember it – me agreeing to have virtual sex at the library desk, using a vibrator he had left there for me to find, while he sent instructions to my laptop. After that – and before that, actually – I had pushed hard for a face-to-face meeting but none ever came, despite his promises. He always seemed to be busy elsewhere. ‘Away on business’.


All this time later, I still oscillated between shame and embarrassment – convincing myself that Marco had got what he wanted when I stripped off and played with myself for his distant pleasure – and anger mixed with sadness. You see, I also had reason to think that Marco’s reluctance to meet me face to face was less about his having got everything he wanted without having to meet me than about his being afraid of my rejection if he did. There were aspects to the way things ended between us that quite simply didn’t add up.


I didn’t get to the bottom of it while I was in Venice. Perhaps I never would. I had not heard from Marco in all the time I’d been back in London. In any case, I had plenty of other business to grapple with. I had a thesis to edit and I was on my way to Paris to begin a new job. I’d been commissioned to complete some research for the producers of a historical movie. It was an exciting assignment that I hoped might lead to more interesting work in the film industry. That’s why I needed to get my thesis polished and sent off before too long.


While the stags and hens partied on, I turned my attention back to the glowing laptop in front of me. Having read her personal diaries so closely, I had grown to love my subject Luciana, but that evening, with so much change right ahead of me, reading the diary passages I had translated back in Venice couldn’t help but make me melancholy. When Luciana talked about the Venetian courtyard garden of her lesbian lover’s house, for example, I could picture it only too clearly, because that house was the Palazzo Donato, where I had spent so much time. And when I thought of the Palazzo Donato, I couldn’t help but think of Marco. Or at least the image of him that still lived in my heart. An image based on old photographs and encouraging words blinking on a screen.


Closing my laptop again, I gazed out of the window at the vast flat expanse of Northern France, speeding by at 175 mph. But I wasn’t really seeing the farmland and the pretty provincial church spires that punctuated the endless fields of green. My mind’s eye saw only the courtyard garden in Venice. I was remembering plucking a single white rose on my very first trip there and how that petty theft had led Marco to tease me into telling him how I lost my virginity. A rose in exchange for a defloration.


I told Marco Donato more about myself than I had ever told anyone. Over those weeks when we wrote to each other – sometimes dozens of emails a day – we shared our childhood joys and pains. I shared my hopes for the future. My deepest fantasies.


And though we had never met in the flesh, I felt as though Marco knew my body intimately. Long before we had cybersex together, he had infiltrated my dreams. I’d stared at photographs of him for long enough to be able to imagine him well. And in my dreams, Marco was my ideal lover. He was dominant but always careful and tender. Sometimes he asked me to do things I wasn’t sure I wanted to do, but I always found that I enjoyed myself when Marco took control. I liked to imagine the strong grip of his hands round my wrists or my ankles, holding me in place as he forced me to take my pleasure, teasing me with his soft lips and his warm tongue on my nipples or my clitoris until I could take it no longer and begged him to enter me while my entire body vibrated with desire. When I imagined him inside me, it was as though fireworks had been lit in my head. I couldn’t get enough of him. I would grab his buttocks with my hands and try to force the pace. I wanted to feel him flood me with his passion. I wanted to see him be as swept away by the moment as I was. I wanted him to give in to me and buck and thrash with an energy he could not conquer. I wanted him to be mine.


I had never had such strange dreams or such strong orgasms as I did when I thought about Marco. But of course it never came to anything more than that strange moment in the library. And now he was gone. He had retreated back into his private world, leaving me wanting more and without a hope of getting it. You can see why he had perhaps turned me slightly insane.


 


Soon the train was pulling in to the Gare du Nord. I got up quickly, grabbing my bag and heading for the door before the drunken stags and hens could start blocking the corridor. I was among the first off the train, walking quickly up the long platform and racing for the taxi rank. Compared to the bright new station at St Pancras, the Gare du Nord seemed old-fashioned and even slightly sinister. There was no one there to meet me as there had been in Venice, when Nick Marsden, my university colleague, came to take me to my flat in the city’s Dorsoduro area. This time I had just an address on a scrap of paper and the promise that the concierge would be there to give me a key. Providing I turned up in good time, that is; I’d been warned that the concierge wouldn’t hang around on my account. 


Reaching the front of the taxi queue, I showed the driver the street name. He nodded curtly and plugged the details into his satnav before resuming a conversation on his mobile phone. There was none of the friendly banter that was standard with the water-taxi drivers of Venice. Neither was there anything like Venice’s astonishing beauty to look at on the way. We drove through streets that were far from the picture-book fantasy of Paris to a grey-looking square in the second arrondissement. Standing in front of my new building with my luggage, I wondered for a moment whether I should have stayed in London.


What kind of adventure would Paris turn out to be?










Chapter 3


Paris, 1838


No girl had a more wonderful childhood than Augustine Levert. The only child of doting parents, she made it to the age of seven without considering for a moment that the world was run for anyone’s pleasure but her own. The Levert family lived in a small hamlet near the sea in southern Brittany. Augustine’s father Jean was a fisherman. Her mother Marie, a seamstress. Marie and Jean were childhood sweethearts, desperately in love with each other and utterly enthralled by the one small girl who was the result of their passionate attachment.


But good fortune was not to stay long with la famille Levert. Two weeks after Augustine’s seventh birthday, her father went to sea and did not come back. An unexpected storm had taken six vessels with almost all hands. One of only two survivors explained that Augustine’s father died trying to rescue his brother, so Augustine lost an uncle as well. Every family in the region was affected. The entire village was in mourning for months. Theirs was a close-knit community and people were always keen to help each other, but, like a sudden war, this storm had taken too many of the men. Poverty came hot on the heels of grief and soon everyone had to look out for him or herself again.


Marie Levert had not really worked since her marriage. In those short years of bliss, the real world had changed greatly. There was no work to be had in the village. Her elderly mother could not feed two more mouths for any length of time. There was nothing to be done: Marie and her daughter would have to go to Paris.


 


Augustine detested Paris. She had grown up knowing the freedom of village life and the refreshing breath of the sea. In Brittany, the Leverts lived in a cottage. In Paris, they lived in a single room: a stuffy chambre de bonne – or maid’s room – on the top floor of a big house. Marie had already lost her sunny smile when she lost her husband, and living in Paris seemed to leach the very colour from her skin. Seeing her mother so sad made Augustine determined that one day they would leave this wretched city and go home. She hated to have to live in a hovel with no view.


Neither did Augustine enjoy her new school. The city children teased her for her country accent and her unsophisticated manners. But it was more than that. The other girls were jealous. Augustine was as beautiful as an angel. Her brown hair was as glossy as the mane of a thoroughbred horse. Her skin was as smooth and even-toned as a porcelain doll’s face. Her eyes were a bright summer sky-blue, intelligent and alert. Even as a child, she aroused the envy of grown women, who spent hours at their toilette to impersonate Augustine’s natural glow.


Five years after leaving Brittany, however, Augustine was beginning to feel like a real Parisienne. She had the accent. She knew the slang. She knew the places to avoid. She didn’t talk much about Brittany any more. The only trace of that life that remained in their new existence was an oil painting of a fishing boat on calm seas. Augustine’s father had painted it as a courting gift for Marie. It hung above the bed mother and daughter now had to share.


‘If he hadn’t been a fisherman, he could have been a great artist,’ Marie often mused. ‘If he hadn’t been a fisherman then perhaps he wouldn’t be dead!’


Marie could have married again. She had her offers and there was no doubt that it would have made her life easier, but one of the things Augustine admired most about her mother was her fidelity to Jean Levert’s memory. Theirs had been a love truly worthy of the word ‘toujours’, which was engraved on the inside of the wedding ring that Marie would never take off.


Marie Levert often talked with pleasure about the day she and Jean would be reunited in a better place, but when she finally made the journey to Heaven, she would find the way there long and arduous. She died of consumption, over a series of many painful months. Her anguished coughing became more familiar to Augustine than her voice. When Marie finally died, Augustine was relieved. At least now she could remember the mother who had laughed and played, not the mother who only coughed and sobbed.


But now Augustine was an orphan. She had no one to turn to in the world and nothing to her name except the little seascape and the sewing skills she had learned from her mother. Well, perhaps that wasn’t the entire sum of her assets; but her most significant blessing, her beauty, was not to be without its downside.


The orphaned Augustine’s plight raised pity in the heart of her landlord, Monsieur Laurent Griff. Though he could not afford to let the young girl pay no rent, he was able to help find her a job with his brother, Claude, who had a garment atelier nearby. Augustine was good at sewing; she could make stitches as small and neat as a spider’s. Moreover, she was diligent. She was neat and polite. She was always on time. She kept her mother’s small-town ways in that respect. It was important, Marie had always told her, to make the very best impression. You never knew who might be watching.


Unfortunately for Augustine, the person watching her most closely at the atelier was Delphine Griff, daughter of the proprietor. Delphine had seemed friendly enough at first, but that soon changed.


Claude Griff was a little too effusive with his praise for Augustine’s sewing. Delphine – who considered herself to be the best seamstress in Paris – found it hard to believe her father had been moved to such loud admiration by Augustine’s embroidery alone. She got it into her head that her father had fallen in love with the teenager from Brittany. She told her mother. An argument ensued and Augustine found herself out of a job.


It got worse. Monsieur Laurent Griff’s wife put pressure on him to ensure that not only did Augustine lose her job, she also lost her lodgings. It would not have been seemly for them to continue to house the girl who had tried to wreck his brother Claude’s marriage. They had to stand by their family. The girl would be fine on her own, said Madame Griff. She clearly had an aptitude for gold-digging.


And so Monsieur Griff informed Augustine, with great regret, that she would have to leave the room she had shared with her dying mother. He was about to offer Augustine a return of her last month’s rent to help her on her way when Madame Griff arrived and insisted on watching Augustine pack her bags.


Not that Augustine had much to take with her. The furniture in the room, like the room itself, was rented. Her mother’s finest clothes – and some of Augustine’s – had already been sold to pay for Marie’s funeral. Augustine had just two dresses, both plain and sober as a nun’s. She had her rosary. She had her hairbrush. She had the small seascape her papa painted all those years ago. She packed these few things into the battered leather bag that had once belonged to her grandfather.


Madame Griff – who was every bit as jealous and fearful of Augustine’s beauty as her sister-in-law had been – put it about that Augustine left the building spewing curses. In fact, Augustine left quickly and quietly, with an undeserved sense of crushing shame. She found it hard to believe that people could be so cruel without provocation and thus assumed that she must be somehow at fault. She thanked Monsieur Griff for all his kindnesses and apologised for causing him trouble. While Madame Griff was busy crowing about the steps she had taken to avenge her sister-in-law, Monsieur Griff found time at last to press a few sous into Augustine’s hand.


News of her eviction had come upon Augustine so unexpectedly that she had not the slightest idea where next to go. She knocked on some doors advertising rooms to rent but was turned away from them all; Madame Griff’s unfair opinion of her had already spread far and wide. After seven or eight knock-backs, Augustine took herself to a café. She counted her money beneath the table and tried to calculate how long she might survive. If she found lodgings, she still had the problem of finding employment. How would she find employment without her last employer’s recommendation? She could hardly go to Claude Griff and ask him for a letter. Not now.


Augustine came to the conclusion that the only possible course of action open to her was to return to the one place she had truly called home. She would go back to Brittany, where people knew her and would think the best. She thought her grandmother was still alive, but if she was not able to take her in, then surely a cousin would. Family was the most important thing in the end. Augustine’s travails were simply God’s way of letting her know that truth. The more she thought about it, the more appealing a return to Brittany seemed.


Augustine finished her modest meal and laid a few coins on the table. It was growing dark. She must make her way to the station at once. She went to ask the café proprietor if he could point her in the right direction. It was while she was asking for the quickest way to the station that one of the café’s other customers lifted her purse. Poor Augustine was quite unaware until she came to buy a ticket.


A weaker-hearted girl might have given up at this point but Augustine was resolute. She would walk to Brittany. She did not care how long it would take. She would beg her way home if she had to.


By midnight, Augustine had found her way as far as the Bois de Boulogne. She spent the night shivering beneath a tree, too scared of what might happen to dare to sleep. In the morning, however, exhaustion overcame her and she could stay awake no longer. She curled up with her bag beneath her head and fell into dreams.


 


Augustine dreamed that a horse was gently prodding at her with its big warm nose. Its breath gave her a welcome blast of warmth in the coldness of the early day. Augustine touched the velvety muzzle. It felt like kindness itself. The horse snorted, warming her with its hay-scented breath.


‘Is she dead?’ came a human voice. High-pitched. Female. Cultivated.


‘I don’t think so, Madame.’


‘Then for goodness’ sake, Jean-Aude. Don’t let Alphonse eat her.’


The horse’s nose was duly pulled away.


Slowly, Augustine opened her eyes to see a pair of shining boots right in front of her face. Looking up the legs attached to the boots to see a man she did not recognise, she sat up suddenly and clutched the bag that contained all she had left in the world to her chest.


‘It’s all right,’ said the man. ‘I’m not going to hurt you.’


Augustine scrabbled along the ground until she had her back against a tree.


‘She’s not dead. Thank heavens,’ came the female voice again. ‘It was so cold last night. She must be absolutely frozen. What are you doing here, girl?’ The woman, who was speaking, or shouting, from the window of her carriage, addressed Augustine directly. ‘Did you sleep in the park overnight?’


Confused and fearful that she would not find the right answer, Augustine struggled for words.


‘You don’t look like a street urchin,’ the woman continued. ‘Are you lost? Where are you from?’


Augustine gave her address. ‘Until yesterday, Madame. I had to move out. All of a sudden.’


‘I know what that’s like,’ the woman said. ‘Where are you going?’


‘I’m going to Brittany.’


‘Ha! Brittany!’ The woman in the carriage let out a peal of laughter, as though that were the funniest thing she’d ever heard. ‘On foot?’


Augustine nodded.


‘Well, you’re heading in completely the wrong direction. Not to mention the fact it will take you three weeks at the very least to get there and I don’t think you’ve the wherewithal to survive another day. Have you any money?’


Augustine shook her head.


‘Come closer. Let me have a proper look at you.’


Augustine got to her feet and walked up to the cab. Getting a proper look of her own at the woman for the first time, Augustine decided that she had a kind face. Very pretty. She had softly curling fair hair and a generous smiling mouth. She was beautifully dressed in the very latest fashion. Augustine knew about fashion; she had stitched a very similar bodice just a couple of weeks earlier. In fact, the dress the woman was wearing so well might have been the dress Augustine herself had made.


‘Not bad,’ said the woman, when she’d finished her appraisal of the waif. ‘But you seem very young to be on your own in the world.’


‘I’m fifteen,’ Augustine confirmed. ‘My mother died last year.’


‘You poor thing. And your father?’


‘Years ago. At sea.’


The kindly woman shook her head. ‘An orphan! How terrible. What can you do? Have you ever been in service?’


‘I’ve been a seamstress.’


‘I often have need of a seamstress.’


The woman held out her arms to display her beautiful quilted sleeves as though they were ragged and in need of mending. ‘Come with me, little Breton girl. I think there is room for a girl like you chez moi.’


 


Augustine was too tired, cold and hungry to question the beautiful woman’s kindness. Instead, she allowed herself to be helped into the carriage, where she was seated next to the woman like a well-loved friend. When the driver had climbed back into his seat and they were on their way back into town, the woman, who said her name was Arlette, offered Augustine a share of her picnic. Augustine tried hard to remember her manners when faced with the food offered her, but it seemed like a feast after the past few months of grief and dry bread. She could not help gobbling. She let the food run down her chin.


Arlette smiled indulgently as she handed Augustine a napkin. ‘My poor child,’ she called her. She had Augustine tell the whole story of her downfall from the very beginning. When Augustine explained why she had lost her job, Arlette said, ‘I’m not surprised in the least.’


Augustine was offended, until Arlette explained the reasoning. ‘I’m not saying that you led the man on, dear. Far from it. But you are a beautiful young woman,’ she said. ‘Not only are you beautiful, you have the freshness of a newly opened flower. Every sensible woman should be envious of you. Have you not noticed men staring at you in the street? You are exactly what they want. And you are a virgin?’


Augustine was astonished and affronted at the question. ‘Of course I am,’ she exclaimed.


‘Then you’re all the greater prize.’


‘I don’t think of myself that way.’


‘I will have to see to that. Come along.’ She took Augustine by the hand. ‘You must have a bath and go to bed. Your new life begins tomorrow.’


 


The woman in the carriage confused Augustine. Arlette dressed like a wealthy woman – every finger sported a jewel as big as a cardinal’s ring – and yet she said she was unmarried. She was not old, perhaps twenty-five, but when Augustine asked whether Arlette’s father would mind her bringing a stranger home, Arlette simply laughed.


‘I am my own mistress,’ Arlette explained. ‘I will entertain whomsoever I please. Would you care to stay with me?’


When her other choice was the street, Augustine had to accept this stranger’s generosity. At Arlette’s house on the Rue de la Ville L’Evêque in the eighth arrondissement, Augustine was installed in a chambre de bonne. It was a tiny room, but it was a far better place to spend the night than on the road to Brittany. Over tea, Arlette persuaded her that her plan to walk all the way to Concarneau was as realistic as planning to fly to the moon in a Montgolfier balloon. Far better that she stay in Paris for a while, work as a housemaid for Arlette and save her wages. That way she would stay safe, warm and well-fed until she could afford a train ticket. If she still wanted to go, that is, Arlette added with a smile.


Augustine was certain she would still want to go back to her home town, but just a couple of weeks later, she was less sure. Living at Arlette’s house, she saw a side of Paris she had never before experienced. Here near the Palais Royal the streets were clean. The houses were well-kept. Some of them even had gardens. The other girls who worked in the house were kind to her. There were several; all were without family and very young. Arlette sometimes called the house her very own convent. That would make everyone fall about with mirth.


At first, Augustine thought Arlette must have come from a very wealthy family. Like the girls she employed, she had no parents, Augustine knew that. But she had a great many friends and Augustine’s eyes popped out of her head when she saw the names on the visiting cards of some of her employer’s visitors. Arlette entertained dukes and princes. Once, she even entertained Prince Napoleon himself.


‘How well-connected Arlette’s father must have been,’ Augustine remarked to Elaine, who was Arlette’s general maid.


‘Her father? Well-connected?’ Elaine snorted. ‘Are you trying to be funny? Arlette doesn’t even know who her father is. Neither did her mother, more to the point.’


‘But . . . The visitors?’ Augustine voiced her confusion.


‘You are a weird little thing,’ said Elaine. ‘You don’t know why they come here? You’re having me on. You never heard of Arlette before you met her? Honestly? You really never did?’


Augustine had to admit she knew nothing of her mistress but the stories Arlette herself had told her.


‘You’re as green as your namesake! Come with me,’ said Elaine. ‘Walk on your tiptoes and don’t say a word.’


 


Augustine followed Elaine through the labyrinth of corridors to the chambre de bonne on the very top floor of the house: the room that had been made up for Augustine. Not speaking and taking care not to make the floorboards squeak, the two girls entered the room. Elaine motioned that Augustine should help her roll back the worn silk rug. There, in the centre of the floorboards, was a hole where a knot in the wood had been knocked through. The hole sent a shaft of light into the dingy maid’s quarters. Augustine had never noticed it, though of course she had rolled up the rug when she was cleaning.


Elaine got down on her knees and put an eye to the hole. A smile spread over her face.


‘Just in time to see the finale.’


She indicated that Augustine should lie down on the floor beside her and take her turn. When Augustine was in position, Elaine slapped her playfully on the bottom.


‘Look, you goose. Here’s the reason why all them notable gentlemen come to pay their respects to our Arlette.’


The room beneath swam into focus. It was Arlette’s bedroom, the paradise of gilt and silk and chinoiserie that Augustine loved tidying most of all. Augustine let her gaze find the bed. It was a four-poster, with diaphanous muslin curtains, but Augustine could see that Arlette was sitting on the edge of it, with her legs dangling freely. Her stockings were round her ankles and her skirts were pushed up her naked thighs, white and smooth as alabaster. Between Arlette’s open knees knelt the general Augustine had admitted to Arlette’s salon an hour earlier. He had his face buried in Arlette’s mound of Venus and was making a great deal of noise as he busied himself with bringing her to a climax.


Augustine sat up and asked in anguish, ‘What on earth is he doing to her?’


‘What do you mean, what’s he doing? He’s licking her cunt!’


Augustine covered her mouth – open in shock – with a hand.


Elaine was delighted by Augustine’s horror. ‘He loves it. Can’t get enough of it. It’s all he ever wants to do. Can only get an erection if he’s nose-deep in her pussy.’


Augustine kept her hand clamped over her mouth.


‘Arlette says that’s why he’s one of her favourites. She only has to lie back and let him get on with it and while he’s getting on with it, he can’t bore her stupid with his war talk.’


Elaine laughed and continued to elaborate. ‘The one she really hates is Girodin.’ This was the politician who had called the day before. ‘He’s the opposite of the general. As far as he’s concerned, it’s all about his cock. Which would be fine if he ever got a proper stiffy, but sometimes she sucks his prick until she’s got lockjaw and the bastard still refuses to come. And then he takes it out on her, of course. He gets angry and then he gets vile. Tries to stick it up her arse and ends up slapping her for being too tight. She’d have stopped seeing him ages ago but if he gets angry, afterwards he gets ashamed of himself and when he’s ashamed of himself, Girodin brings her pearls.’


Augustine sank back against her narrow maid’s bed for support. To think all this might have been going on right beneath her as she said her rosary before sleeping.


‘Don’t look so shocked,’ said Elaine. ‘It’s just the way of the world. And it keeps you and me safe and warm. Men want what Arlette’s got. All three of us – you, me and our mistress – want the money they give her in exchange.’


‘But . . .’ Augustine couldn’t begin to find the words to express her dismay. She didn’t have time. From downstairs, a bell rang to announce that Arlette had yet another visitor.


‘Arse,’ said Elaine. ‘That’ll be the poet. And the general still hasn’t gone. He’s taking his own sweet time today. I better go downstairs and keep the poet busy while the old warhorse finishes her off.’


Straightening her apron, Elaine returned to duty, leaving Augustine alone in the chambre de bonne. Augustine continued to sit against the bed for a moment, half paralysed with shock as she tried to take in the truth of the situation. Her mistress was a prostitute. She was living in a common prostitute’s house! It went against every moral teaching Augustine had ever heard. She could end up in the vile book – the police chief’s list of immoral women and their associates. And yet Elaine was right. Arlette’s sin had been Augustine’s salvation. Arlette had shown her great kindness and Augustine had come to love her as a small child loves an older sister.


What should Augustine do? For the good of her soul, she knew she should leave at once. She had saved a little money. She could catch a train halfway to Brittany at least and perhaps find work along the way. But how could she expect anyone to hire her when her last reference came from a kept woman?


Unable to articulate what moved her, Augustine paused in her fretting and put her eye to the peephole again. In the room below, the general was still hard at his labours. Augustine could see Arlette’s be-ringed fingers twisting in the general’s thin grey hair. She could see Arlette’s tiny feet – still in their elegant satin shoes – flexing and pointing with increasing agitation. She could hear the sounds of Arlette’s excitement floating up from below.


Augustine put her hand to her own breast. Much as she hated to admit it, something about the scene was stirring to her. She felt a curious blossoming begin to take place inside her. Though the sensation was very strange, it wasn’t in the least bit unpleasant. The skin of her décolletage was suddenly covered in goose pimples. Her nipples puckered underneath her chemise. She felt her own breath quickening in time with Arlette’s.


‘Oh! Oh! Oooohhhh!’ Arlette cried out.


Augustine was transfixed.


‘Augustine! Come on! I’ve been ringing the bell for ten minutes!’


Elaine was back at the door, panting with the exertion of having run up all the stairs.


‘For goodness’ sake. Stop peeping. I need you in the kitchen. The poet has brought a friend with him. They want us to get them some dinner.’


Augustine quickly rolled the rug over the peephole and followed Elaine back downstairs.










Chapter 4


London, last year


So, what happened between Venice and Paris?


I left Venice in something of a hurry. Towards the end of February, Marco had arranged a Martedì Grasso ball. I had expected to meet him face to face for the first time that night. On the one hand, it seemed odd to choose to make our first meeting so public. On the other hand, I couldn’t help but think it was a rather romantic idea. I imagined it like the ball scene at the beginning of Baz Luhrmann’s Romeo + Juliet, where Leo DiCaprio and Claire Danes find a quiet moment away from the revelries to discover each other properly and press their palms together. Hand to hand. ‘Holy palmers’ kiss.’ Wasn’t that the line? Everyone else just faded away. That was what I wanted.


In the event, it wasn’t like that at all, though the ball was amazing. The usually gloomy Palazzo Donato looked like the glittering set of a Hollywood fairy tale. Bunting hung from the gallery around the courtyard garden. There were liveried servants and a string quartet and blazing torches illuminated every corner. It was as though a wand had been waved over the place, bringing it back to life in a way that hadn’t been seen for a decade, according to the rumours around the city. The guests added to the evening’s enchantment. In their finery and their masks, everyone was beautiful and elegant. They seemed to find more poise as they left behind their modern cares and were transported back in time.


To make the evening more special still, Marco had sent me the most beautiful Christian Dior dress to wear. It was the most wonderful gift. The dress was made of pewter silk with a tight bodice that fitted exactly to my curves, flowing into a full skirt that fell like a waterfall of feathers. But he had also sent me a servetta muta, a type of masquerade mask that has no straps but is instead held in place by a button, which the wearer must clench between her teeth. I wasn’t sure what Marco had meant by sending me a mask that would render me unable to talk. That’s partly why I decided to let my friend Bea wear the Dior instead, disguising herself as me, while I put on the vintage red dress she had found in the dusty corner of a tired old dress agency.


I’d wondered ever since if that was the decision that changed everything: my swapping costumes with Bea so that Marco might mix us up for just long enough for me to observe him as a stranger. You see, later that evening, Bea had an unexpected encounter in the library of the palazzo with a man she thought might indeed be Marco. When she introduced herself, however, he claimed he was just the gardener, dressed up for the party. Not believing what she heard, Bea made a playful grab for his hand, only to discover that it was horribly burned and disfigured. She failed to disguise her shock; I knew all this as I had watched everything from the door.


Bea fled the room in tears but I caught up with her in the corridor. By the time she’d finished telling me the story, I was convinced that the stranger had lied to her and that he was Marco Donato after all. I raced back to the library but the stranger was already gone. How? I had no idea. There was only one door into the room and I hadn’t seen him come out of it.


It was an odd moment, but it made perfect sense of the fact that Marco had been so mysterious throughout our email relationship and so difficult to pin down to a meeting. Had he been disfigured in some accident? Was that why he hid himself away? Only the master of the house could have known how to get out of the library without being seen.


It struck me some weeks later that perhaps I was meant to wear the servetta muta so that when Marco finally revealed himself to me, I would not give myself away with a sudden exclamation of horror as Bea had done. Having the button clenched between my teeth would have given me time to consider my reaction, potentially sparing both me and Marco the agony of a misplaced word. But in any case, after the ball Marco claimed he was not at the house at all that night. He sent me an email, with a photograph attached. The photo was a view of Hong Kong from a hotel window many storeys high. He’d been called away suddenly on business.


Because I was sure he was lying, for reasons that were perfectly understandable if my hunch was true, I couldn’t see what choice I had but to pretend that I believed him and, after that, leave him alone.


But of course he had been on my mind constantly. I couldn’t put Venice behind me. Not while I still had to work on Luciana. I thought about him every single day and, even when I wasn’t thinking about him consciously, he still drifted into my dreams.


I missed our daily banter. I missed feeling that there was someone who cared to hear about the minutiae of my life. I wanted to tell him he need not be embarrassed if he was no longer the gilded Adonis of the 1990s photographs I had pored over for so long. It needn’t stop us being friends. Or more.


I drafted emails to that effect but never got round to sending them. I told myself I was respecting his privacy, but perhaps the truth was that it did matter. Perhaps the difference between how Marco had looked in those pictures and the way he might look now was more important to me than I thought. And now four months had passed.


 


Then, out of the blue, I got an email from Nick Marsden, the fellow academic who had helped me find a place to stay and study in Venice. It was entitled, ‘I think this one’s for you.’ It was a job description. His email continued:


 


This came to our department today, from some big shot Hollywood film producer no less. Wants to know if we’ve got anyone who can help him develop a film about a Parisian courtesan: Augustine du Vert. Mean anything to you? I’d be all over it but I’ve just been promoted, don’t you know? Don’t have time to do anything much with all the paperwork that involves. Flying between Venice and Oxford every other weekend. I’m starting to feel like an air hostess. Bea has other commitments too. Not least of which is that security guard she had a thing for. Remember him? The one with the Neanderthal brow ridge and the intellect to match? She’s meeting his mother this weekend. She’s gone and bought a knee-length skirt for the occasion. Must be serious. Anyway, I digress.


So, I thought of you. Have a read of the attached spec and tell me what you think. If you fancy a shot at it, I’ll put you in touch with the producer at once. It would be great to hear from you anyway. How’s life in the Big Smoke?


 


Life in London was really not all that – I was dossing on a friend’s sofa. The weather was predictably awful – and reading Nick’s email made me wistful for Venice. Nick and Bea may have been just colleagues at first, but they had quickly become very good friends and I missed the happy evenings we spent together in a little bar by the Ponte dei Pugni, gossiping over glasses of Venetian spritz. Bea had been a good sounding board for relationship worries. Nick had been something else. Though I wouldn’t have admitted it at the time, his quiet attention had gone a long way to making me feel better about myself. I still wondered why I hadn’t taken it further.


Actually, I knew why I hadn’t taken it further. I was chasing an imaginary love that had appealed to my romantic heart far more strongly than the possibility of a nice sensible relationship with another historian.
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