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				About the Book

				Paris, 1909: a city of contrasts and ambition, of beauty and treachery . . .

				Maud Heighton came to Lafond’s famous Académie to paint, and to flee the constraints of her small English town. It took all her courage to escape, but Paris eats money. While her fellow students enjoy the dazzling joys of the Belle Époque, Maud slips into poverty.

				Quietly starving, and dreading another cold Paris winter, Maud takes a job as companion to young, beautiful Sylvie Morel. But Sylvie has a secret: an addiction to opium. As Maud is drawn into the Morels’ world of elegant luxury, their secrets become hers. Before the New Year arrives, a greater deception will plunge her into the darkness that waits beneath this glittering city of lights.

				The Paris Winter is a dark and powerful tale of deceit and revenge from a master storyteller.
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				PROLOGUE

				At the Académie Lafond oil on board 29.3 × 23.6 cm

				
This charming, loosely painted study shows a life-class in progress. The model is just visible on the left, but it is the students – bored, intent or nervous – who are the subjects of the painting. One seems to be blowing on her hands to warm them. Lafond began offering training to young artists, male and female, in 1875 and opened his first all-female atelier in 1890, seven years before women were admitted to the Académie des Beaux Arts. He managed his various studios in Paris with great success until his death in 1919. His students received a thorough training in oils and were encouraged to be both experimental and imaginative in their use of colour and in their composition.

				The tonal range in this painting is narrow and the colours cold, the model almost invisible and the students placed almost haphazardly in the frame. In this way, the artist gives an impression of a snatched, unstaged moment on a chilly morning. Note the middle-class appearance of the women in the portrait. Lafond’s fees for women were high, but his reputation was irreproachable.

				Extract from the catalogue notes to the exhibition ‘The Paris Winter: Anonymous Treasures from the de Civray Collection’, Southwark Picture Gallery, London, 2010

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Part One

				Saturday, 20 November 1909, Paris

			

		

	
		
			
				

				CHAPTER 1

				The news of the suicide of Rose Champion reached her fellow students at the Académie Lafond on a pale wintry morning a little before ten o’clock. The heat from the black and clanking stove had not yet reached the far corners of the studio, and the women on the outer reaches of the group had to blow on their fingers to make them warm enough to work. Maud Heighton was always one of the first to arrive each day and set up her easel, which meant she could have taken her pick of places on each Monday when the model for the week was chosen, but the Englishwoman liked to sit on the far eastern side of the room. The challenge of the narrow angle she had on the model throne and whatever man, woman or child happened to occupy it seemed to please her – and she returned to the spot week after week when warmer ones, or those with an easier angle of view were available.

				She was there that morning, silent and studious as ever, when the news of Rose’s death came tumbling up the stairs, so she was among the first to hear it. It was unfortunate – shocking even – that the news reached the female students so raw and sudden, but even in the best-run establishments, such things do occur.

				It was by chance the women painting in Passage des Panoramas heard so quickly and so brutally of the tragedy. One of Lafond’s male students, a young romantic Englishman called John Edwards, lived in the room beside Rose Champion’s in a shabby tenement hunkered off the Boulevard Clichy. It was an unpleasant building without gas or electricity, and with only one tap which all the inhabitants had to share. He knew his neighbour was a student in one of the all-female ateliers, but she was not pretty enough to attract his attention, not while the streets were full of French girls who made it their business to charm the male gaze; what’s more, he assumed that as a woman she would have little of interest to say about art. When he took up his residence, though, he noticed that Rose kept herself and her threadbare wardrobe clean and approved of that, then thought no more about her. In the month they had been neighbours they had had one short conversation on the stairs about the teaching at Académie Lafond. It ended when he asked to see her work and Rose told him he wouldn’t understand it. He had wished only to be polite and was offended by her refusal. They did not speak again.

				The walls that divided their rooms were thin and he happened to be awake and waiting that morning for the matt-grey light of the Paris dawn to filter into the sky. It was the hour and the season when the city looked unsure of itself. In the full darkness, the clubs and cabarets shone like the jewels. The city then was a woman in evening dress certain of her beauty and endlessly fascinating. The air smelled of roasting chestnuts, and music spilled out of every café, humble or luxurious, into the streets. In the full light of day Paris was chic and confident. The polished shops were filled with colour and temptation and on every corner was a scene worth painting. It was modern without being vulgar, tasteful without being rigid or dull. A parade of elegant originality. Only in this hour, just before dawn on a winter’s morning, did the city seem a little haggard, a little stale. The shutters were up and the cafés all closed or closing. The streets were almost empty – only the occasional man, purple in the face and stale with smoke and drink, hailing a cab in Place Pigalle, or the old women washing out the gutters with stiff-brushed brooms.

				Sitting in the window with a blanket round his shoulders and his pipe clamped between his teeth, John Edwards was thinking about Matisse, his solid blocks of colour that at times seemed ugly, but with an ugliness more honest than beauty. He pictured himself making this argument to the poets and painters who gathered at Le Lapin Agile in Montmartre; he imagined them nodding seriously then telling their friends they had found an Englishman of talent and wisdom. They would introduce him to the most interesting art dealers in the city, the most advanced collectors and critics. He would write a manifesto . . .

				He was enjoying the opening night of his first sensational solo show when he heard the sound of a chair overturning and the creak of a rope. There was no doubt where it came from. He dropped the blanket from his shoulders, ran into the corridor and started hammering at the door, calling her name, then rattling the handle. It was locked. By the time he put his shoulder to the door, the other residents of the house had emerged from their rooms and were watching, peering over the banister rails, their eyes dull with the new day. Finally the lock splintered and he tumbled into the room. She had hung a rope from one of the central beams. Her body still swung a little from side to side like a pendulum just before it stops completely. John had to scream in the face of the waiter who lived in the other room on this floor before he would help him get her down. It was too late. She was most likely dead even before he had begun shouting her name.

				They laid her on the bed and one of the women went to phone the police from Le Rat Mort on Place Pigalle. He waited with the body until they arrived. The misery in the room pressed on him, as if Rose Champion had left a desperate ghost behind her to whisper in his ear about the hopeless vanity of his ambitions.

				By the time the police arrived, John Edwards was not young or romantic any more. Once the gendarmes had been and the morgue van had taken away the body, he packed his trunk and left the building for good. He called at Académie Lafond to inform his professor what had happened and of his decision to leave Paris, but his master was not there and the rather off-hand way Mrs Lafond spoke to him irritated his already over-strung nerves. Rather than leave a note he simply told her what had happened, perhaps rather more graphically than necessary and without regard to the fact there was a servant in the room. The latter’s shocked face haunted him as he prepared to return to his mother’s comfortable house in Clapham and resume his career as a clerk at Howarth’s Insurance Company in the City. There can be too much truth.

				The servant in the room was the maid who tended to the ladies in the Passage des Panoramas atelier. She left the offices in Rue Vivienne before Mme Lafond could tell her to keep the news to herself and so it escaped, awkward and disturbing and stinking of misery.

				Even though the women who studied at Académie Lafond paid twice the fees the men did, their studio accommodation was no more than adequate. The only light came from the glassed ceiling and the room was narrow and high, so that it seemed sometimes as if their models were posing at the bottom of a well. The stove was unpredictable and bad-tempered. Nevertheless it was worth paying the money to be able to study art. The rough manners of the male students meant that no middle-class woman could work in a mixed class – and sharing life models with male students caused ugliness. At the women-only studios a female could prepare for a career as an artist without sacrificing her dignity or reputation, and even if the professional artists who visited them did not spend as much time guiding their female students, at least they did come, so the modest women could make modest progress and their families could trust that although they were artists, their daughters were still reasonably sheltered. The suicide of a student put a dangerous question-mark over this respectability, and news of it would probably have been suppressed if it had been given privately. As it was, it spilled out of Lafond’s office and made its way up the stairs and into the room where Maud Heighton and her fellow students were at work.

				Maud, perched on a high stool with her palette hooked on her thumb, heard their teaching assistant exclaim and turned her head. Mademoiselle Claudette was making the sign of the cross over her thin chest. That done, she squeezed her almond-shaped eyes closed for a second, then helped the maid set down the kettle on the top of the stove. When it was safe, she placed a hand on the servant’s shoulder.

				Maud frowned, her attention snagged by that initial gasp. There was some memory attached to the sound. Then it came to her. It was just the noise her sister-in-law, Ida, had made on the morning of the fire. Her brother, James, had driven the car right up to Maud where she stood at the front of the fascinated crowd, her hair down and her face marked with soot. Ida had got out of the car without waiting for James to open the door for her, looked at the smoking ruins of the auctioneer’s place of business and the house Maud and James had grown up in, and given just that same gasp.

				Maud turned towards Mademoiselle Claudette the moment the older woman rested her hand on the maid’s shoulder. The assistant was normally a woman of sharp, nervous movements, but this gesture was softly intimate. Maud wanted to click her fingers to stop the world, like a shutter in a camera, and fix what she saw: the neatly coiffed heads of the other young women turned away from their easels, the model ignored, all those eyes leading towards the two women standing close together by the stove. The finished painting formed in Maud’s mind – a conversation piece entitled News Arrives. The shaft of light reaching them from above fell across Mademoiselle Claudette’s back, while the maid’s anxious face was in shadow. Was it possible to capture shock in paint, Maud wondered – that moment of realisation that today was not going to be as other days?

				Mademoiselle Claudette ushered the maid out into the hallway then closed the door to the studio behind them. The semi-sacred atmosphere of concentration still hung over the women, keeping them silent, but no one put brush to canvas again. They paused like mermaids just below the water, waiting for one of their number to be the first to break the surface, into the uncertain air.

				‘Rose Champion is dead!’ Francesca blurted out. It was done. A flurry of exclamations ran around the room. The high walls echoed with taps and clicks as palettes were put aside, brushes set down and the women looked at the plump Prussian girl who had spoken. Her eyes were damp and her full bottom lip shook. The high collar on her blouse made her look like a champagne bottle about to burst. ‘The maid said she killed herself. She was found hanged in her room this morning. Oh Lord, have mercy on us! Poor Rose!’ She looked about her. ‘When did we see her last?’

				‘Not since summer, I think,’ a blonde, narrow-hipped girl answered, one of the Americans whose French accent remained unapologetically Yankee. ‘She didn’t come back this year, did she?’ There was general agreement. ‘Did anyone see her about since then?’

				‘I saw her,’ Maud said at last, remembering even as she spoke. She felt the eyes of the women swing towards her, she who spoke so rarely. ‘She was in the Tuileries Gardens sketching Monsieur Pol with his sparrows.’ The other women nodded. Pol was one of the sights of Paris, ready to be admired just outside the Louvre in his straw boater, whistling to the birds, and calling to them by name. ‘It was a month ago perhaps. She was thinner, but . . . just as she always was.’

				One of the students had begun to make the tea and the boiling water splashed a little. The girl cursed in her own language, then with a sigh put down the kettle and produced a coin from her pocket to pay her fine. Claudette used the money to buy the little cakes and pastries the women ate during their morning breaks. When funds were low they fined each other for inelegant phrasing. In the Paris art world, Lafond’s girls were said to paint like Academicians and speak like duchesses.

				‘Poor Rose,’ Francesca said more softly. The women sighed and shook their heads.

				The room was filling with cigarette smoke and murmured conversation. ‘La pauvre, la pauvre . . .’ echoed round the studio like a communal prayer.

				Maud looked to see if any painting of Miss Champion’s remained on the walls. Perhaps once a month during his twice-weekly visits to his students, M. Lafond would nod at one of the women’s paintings and say, ‘Pop it up, dear.’ It was a great honour. Francesca had cried when Lafond had selected one of her pictures. He had not yet selected any work of Maud’s. She had submitted successfully to the official Paris Salon early this year – the head and shoulders oil portrait of a fellow student – but even if the Academicians approved of her worked, careful style and thought it worthy of exhibition in the Grand Palais, Lafond did not think she had produced anything fresh enough for his draughty attic classroom.

				Maud had written to her brother and sister-in-law about having the painting in the exhibition. Even in the north-east of England they had heard of the Paris Salon, but the reaction had not been what she had hoped for. If James had sounded proud or impressed, she might have asked him for a loan and used the money to spend the summer in Fontainebleau and recover her health out of the heat and dust of the capital. All the other women she worked with seemed to have funds to do so. Instead he had asked if a sale were likely, reminding her that she still owed him ten pounds. Her little half-brother Albert though had sent her a cartoon of a great crowd of men in hats grouped round a painting and shouting Hurrah! There had been no sale. Her portrait hung high on the walls, and surrounded by so many similar works, it went unnoticed.

				There was a canvas from Rose Champion. It showed the Place Pigalle in early-morning light. The human figures were sketchy and indistinct, blurred by movement. One of the new double-decker motor-buses, identifiable only by its colours and bulk, rattled along the Boulevard Clichy. By the fountain a few rough female figures lounged – the models, mostly Italian, some French, who gathered there every morning waiting for work from the artists of Montmartre and Pigalle. They were scattered like leaves under the bare, late-autumn trees. Rose had lavished her attention on the light; the way it warmed the great pale stone buildings of Paris into honey tones; the regular power and mass of the hotels and apartment blocks, the purple and green shadows, the glint on the pitch-black metalwork around the balconies. The American was right, Rose had not returned to the studio after the summer, but the picture remained. M. Lafond must have bought it for himself. Maud felt as if someone were pressing her heart between their palms. The girl was dead and she was still jealous.

				‘She was ill,’ the American said to Francesca. ‘I called on her before I left for Brittany this summer. She said everything she had done was a failure and that there was . . .’ she rubbed her fingertips together ‘. . . no money. I’ve never seen a woman so proud and so poor. Most girls are one or the other, don’t you agree?’

				‘I saw her a week ago,’ said an older woman, sitting near the model. Her shoulders were slumped forward. ‘She was outside Kahnweiler’s gallery. She seemed upset, but she wouldn’t talk to me.’

				Maud wondered if Rose had seen something in the wild angular pictures sold by Kahnweiler which she herself was trying to achieve but could not – whether that would have been enough to make her hang herself. Or was it hunger? More likely. Hunger squeezed the hope out of you. Maud held her hand out in front of her. It shook. I hate being poor, she thought. I hate being hungry. But I will survive. Another year and I shall be able to paint as I like and people will buy my work and I shall eat what I want and be warm. If I can just manage another winter.

				She looked up, possessed by that strange feeling that someone was eavesdropping on her thoughts. Yvette, the model for the life-class that week, was watching her, her dressing-gown drawn carelessly up over her shoulders as she sat on the dais, tapping her cigarette ash out on the floor. She was a favourite in the studio, cheerfully complying when asked for a difficult pose, still and controlled while they worked but lively and happy to talk to them about other studios and artists in her breaks. Yvette was a little older than some of the girls, and occasionally Maud wondered what she thought of them all as she looked out from the dais with those wide blue eyes, what she observed while they tried to mimic the play of light across her naked shoulders, her high cheekbones. Now the model nodded slightly to Maud, then looked away. Her face, the angle of it, suggested deep and private thought.

				Mademoiselle Claudette returned and soon realised that the news she had to give was already known. The facts she had to offer were simply a repeat of what Francesca had already overheard.

				‘Is there anyone here who knows anything of Miss Champion’s people in England?’

				‘I believe she had an aunt in Sussex she lived with as a child,’ Maud said into the silence that followed. ‘But I have no idea of her address. Were there no letters?’

				‘We shall discover something, I hope. Very well.’ The woman looked at her watch. ‘It is ten to the hour. Let us return to work at ten minutes past. Monsieur Lafond asks me to tell you that in light of this unhappy event he will reserve the pleasure of seeing you until tomorrow.’ There was a collective groan around the room. Mademoiselle Claudette ignored it, but frowned as she clicked the cover back onto her watch and turned to the tea-table.

				‘Does he fear a plague of suicides if he tells us we are miserable oafs today?’ Francesca said, a little too loudly. The students began to stand, stretch, make their way to the pile of teacups and little plates of cakes.

				‘My darlings, good day! How are you all on this dismal morning? Why is everyone looking so terribly grim?’ Tatiana Sergeyevna Koltsova made her entrance in a cloud of furs and fragrance. Maud smiled. It was a pleasure to look at her. For all that she was Russian, it seemed to Maud that Tanya was the real spirit of Paris, the place Maud had failed to become part of: bright, beautiful, modern, light. She would chat to Yvette or tease Lafond himself and they all seemed to think her charming. Not all the other women students liked her, no one with looks, talent and money will be short of enemies, but Tanya seemed blissfully ignorant of any animosity directed towards her.

				Francesca straightened up from the tea-table where she had been leaning. ‘Be gentle with us today, my sweet. There’s been a death in the family.’

				The Russian’s kid glove flew up to cover her pretty little mouth. At the same moment she let her furs drop from her shoulders and her square old maid bundled forward to gather them in her arms before they could pool onto the paint-stained floor. Maud watched as Francesca lowered her voice and explained. The Russian was blinking away tears. That was the thing about Tanya. She could be genuinely moved by the sufferings of others even as she threw off her cape for her maid to catch. She arrived late every day and one could still smell on her the comfort of silk sheets, chocolate on her breath. Then she would paint, utterly absorbed, for two hours until the clock struck and the women began to pack away. She would shake herself and look about her smiling, her canvas glowing and alive with pure colour.

				Yvette tied her dressing-gown round her then clambered down from the model throne on the dais and passed the table, dropping the stub of her cigarette on the floor and grabbing up a spiced cake in the same moment. As she chewed she put her hand on the Russian’s elbow and led her away into a far corner of the room. The movement seemed to wake Maud. She stood and went over to the food and helped herself, trying not to move too urgently nor take too much. She ate as slowly as she could.

				The Russian materialised at her side like a spirit while she was still licking her lips. ‘Miss Heighton?’ Maud was startled, but managed a ‘Good morning’. She had never had any conversation with Tanya, only watched her from a distance as if she were on the other side of a glass panel. ‘I know it is not the most pleasant day for walking, but will you take a little stroll with me after we pack away today? I have something particular to ask you.’

				Maud said she would be pleased to do so. Tanya smiled at her, showing her sharp white teeth, then turned to find her place amidst the tight-packed forest of easels. Maud steered her own way back to her place on the other side of the room and stared at the canvas in front of her, wondering what the Russian could want with her. The model was once again taking her place on the raised platform. She glanced at Maud and winked. Maud smiled a little uncertainly and picked up her brush.

				An atmosphere of quiet concentration began to fill the room once more – Rose Champion already, to some degree, forgotten. The food seemed to have woken Maud’s hunger rather than suppressed it. She closed her eyes for a moment, waiting for the sting of it to pass, then set to work.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				CHAPTER 2

				‘Vladimir! We are ready for you!’

				Maud thought Tanya would speak to her on the pavement where the covered arcade of Passage des Panoramas gave out onto the wide, tree-lined expanse of Boulevard Montmartre, but instead she put her arm through Maud’s and waved her free hand at a smart blue motor which was waiting, its engine idling, under the winter skeleton of a plane tree. It rolled smoothly towards them and stopped precisely by the ladies. Maud noticed as the chauffeur hopped out of the machine and went to open the automobile’s rear door for them that his livery matched the dark blue enamel of the car itself. Tanya’s maid clambered into the front with the painting gear while Tanya herself ushered Maud into the back seat and said something in Russian to the driver. Maud heard the words Parc Monceau and the driver bowed before closing the door on them and returning to his seat.

				‘I hope you don’t mind, Maud – by the way, may I call you Maud? Good. I need a little greenery after being shut up inside all morning. We shall run you to wherever you want to go later on.’ The Russian pulled off her leather gloves and lay back with a sigh against the heavily upholstered seat. Maud made some polite reply and looked out of the window as the car pulled away into the stream of other motors, carriages and motor-buses. What did this princess want of her? Did she perhaps have a drawing pupil for her? Pupils were hard to come by in a city packed to its heaving gills with artists, but if she did, a few extra francs a month would make all the difference to Maud. She felt the curl of hope in her belly under the hunger.

				Paris ate money. Paint and canvas ate money. Maud’s training ate money. Paris yanked each copper from her hand and gave her back nothing but aching bones and loneliness. It was as if she had never quite arrived, as if she had stepped out of the grand frontage of the Gare du Nord, and Paris – the real Paris – had somehow retreated round the corner leaving all these open palms behind it. She was on the wrong side of the glass, pressed up against it, but trapped by her manners, her sober serious nature, behind this invisible divide. She spent her evenings alone in cheap lodgings reading and sketching in poor light. Her illness last winter – she had been feeding herself too little, been too wary of lighting the fire when the damp crawled off the river – had swallowed francs by the fistful. She must not get ill again, but she had even less money now. Sometimes she felt her stock of bravery had been all used up in getting here at all.

				Even with winter closing in, the boulevard was full of activity – the shop girls in short skirts running errands with round candy-striped hatboxes dangling from their wrists, the women with their fashionable pinched-in jackets being ushered into restaurants by bowing waiters.

				‘Tell me,’ Tanya said, ‘did you know Miss Champion well? I thought, perhaps, you both being Englishwomen . . .’

				Maud shook her head; her thoughts were loose and drifting and it took her a moment to recall where she was. She blinked and found herself looking into Tanya’s large black eyes. She thought of Rose, all sharp angles and anger. ‘Not well at all. I found her rather . . . rather cruel, as a matter of fact.’

				Tanya drew a small metal compact from her purse and examined her complexion, brushing away a little loose powder with her fingertip. Most women in Paris went into the world masked with heavy white foundation and their mouths coloured a false glistening red. Tanya’s use of powder and paint was subtle by comparison, but brought up as she had been, Maud found it rather shocking and was embarrassed by her own unworldliness. She had thought herself rather wise in the ways of the world until she came to Paris. Every day that passed, she was in danger of thinking a little less of herself.

				‘I’m glad you say that,’ Tanya said and snapped the compact shut again. ‘Lord knows I am sorry anyone gets so desperate they hurt themselves, but she was terribly mean. I once asked her to comment on a study I was doing – it was my own fault really, I didn’t want her opinion, it was simply I admired her and wanted her to praise me – and her advice was “stop painting”.’

				Maud laughed suddenly and covered her mouth.

				Tanya grinned. ‘I know! I said it was my own fault, but still – what a thing to say! She painted beautifully, I think, and in fairness she was not vain about it.’

				‘Yes, if one dared to say anything to her she looked as if she despised one,’ Maud replied. ‘She didn’t think of any of us as artists at all. Perhaps she was right.’

				‘Nonsense,’ Tanya said firmly and Maud blushed. ‘There are some women at Lafond’s who will do nothing more than paint nasty still lifes. There are others who are serious. You are serious, Maud. So am I. About my work at least.’ The compact went back into the little embroidered bag over her arm. ‘Now I shall be quiet for a minute and let you look out of the window.’

				The sensation of being driven was very pleasant. Maud had been in her brother’s motor a few times before, but she couldn’t see why he liked it. The thing rattled your teeth and shook, and was forever making strange banging noises. This motor though was quite different; they seemed to float over the streets and the engine’s regular fricatives made Maud think of contented pets. For the past few weeks, walking through the city between her classes and her lodgings had been a bleak necessity rather than a pleasure. The cold was bitter and Maud could not afford a coat thick enough to keep it from getting into her bones, and you needed money to rest in the pavement cafés, heated with braziers and defended from the winds with neat barriers of clipped box-hedge. Now though, Maud was snug behind the window seals of the motor-car, her legs covered with a rug lined in fur, and Paris unrolled in front of them like a cinema film.

				The car argued its way through the traffic under the fifty-two Corinthian pillars and wide steps of the new Eglise de la Madeleine, then swung up Boulevard Malesherbes past the dome of Saint-Augustin. All movement and variety. Street-hawkers and boulevardiers, women dragging carts of vegetables or herring. The charming busy face of Paris a thousand miles away from Maud’s draughty room in one of the back alleys around Place des Vosges, in a house just clinging to respectability, with its paper-thin sheets and the miserable collection of failed businessmen and poor widows who gathered around the landlady’s table in the evening and tried to pretend her thin soups and stews were enough to sustain them.

				Tanya grew quiet and let Maud enjoy the view until they reached Parc Monceau and the motor-car came to a gentle halt near the colonnade. Tanya sprang out before the chauffeur had time to open the door for her. ‘Actual trees! Don’t you feel like a butterfly pinned up in a case in Paris sometimes?’

				Maud followed her onto the path. ‘A little, I suppose. Though butterflies in cases are meant to be looked at, and no one looks at me.’

				‘I wish I could go out and about without being watched sometimes,’ Tanya said casually, then turned to her maid and said something in Russian. You could try being poor, Maud thought. The conversation with the maid became a long and passionate debate that ended with Tanya stamping her foot and the maid crossing her arms over her bosom and frowning. The chauffeur had returned to the car and stared straight ahead the whole time, his face immobile.

				‘My maid Sasha is convinced still water is unhealthy,’ Tanya said, taking Maud’s arm and flouncing with her towards the little lake. ‘She swears if I get typhoid she will not nurse me! You would think I had said I was going to swim the length of the Seine before lunch rather than take a little walk with you.’

				Tanya’s indignation had made her eyes shine and she held her chin high. She reminded Maud suddenly of little Albert, six years old and always right, and always shocked at the gross stupidity and moral turpitude of his elders. ‘She had care of you when you were a child, perhaps?’

				‘Yes, and I was a sickly infant. Now I must spend hours every day convincing her and my aunts that I am sickly no more. You are not too cold?’

				‘Not at all, Miss Koltsova.’

				‘Oh, I am Tanya. Call me that. I love to walk here. It is the most respectable park in Paris, so my old cats can’t complain, even if Sasha does.’

				‘Old cats?’

				‘My two aunts who live with me and make sure I am kept comme il faut. Vera Sergeyevna can tell you the order in which any company should come in to dinner within five minutes of entering a drawing room – she is an expert in all forms of protocol – and Lila Ivanovna, my late mother’s sister, is here to agree with everything she says. Papa would not let me come to Paris without them! Lord, the weeping I had to do to make him let me come at all. They are my guardian angels, apparently. Guardian gargoyles, they seem to me.’ She paused and Maud wondered if she was about to tell her what she wanted to hear: about rich pupils who wanted long lessons in warm houses. Instead she went on, ‘The best families in Paris send their nurses here with their little babies for their fresh air.’

				Tanya walked on with a slight swaying step as if on the verge of breaking into a skip or a run; her long straight skirt swung and rippled round her. Maud began to think she had been wrong about the drawing lessons. Something like that could have been discussed while walking through Passage des Panoramas surely, and there was a nervous edge to Tanya’s chatter. Well, she would ask eventually. In the meantime Maud had never been to this park before, so she looked about her with pleasure and saw full, mature trees and pathways that wandered in curves; it made the Tuileries seem a desert.

				The lake was edged with a semi-circle of Corinthian columns, not on the monumental scale of the Madeleine, but with the same classical decadence, narrow trunks topped with stylised foliage. Great swathes of ivy had been allowed to clamber over them in romantic festoons. It made Maud realise how ordered, how constructed Paris in general could appear. The grand boulevards seemed like a demand for order, the tree roots ringed with gratings as if they might escape. Here nature was controlled with a lighter touch. A handful of smartly dressed women read novels on scattered metal chairs, their faces hidden by the swooping brims of their hats. Maud looked at them, the angles of their necks and hands, the physical body in the world. A formally dressed gentleman complete with silk top hat looked out over the surface of the lake and smoked his cigar, creating a personal fog-bank. A dozen nourrices in their high white muslin caps and long cloaks pushed prams along the gravel paths, nodding to one another like society beauties in the Bois de Boulogne.

				‘It is possible to see how rich the baby is by the quality of the cap and cloak of his nurse,’ Tanya said, watching one young woman pass them with her little nose in the air. ‘Look at those ribbons! The baby is either a prince or an American. Which here amounts to the same thing, of course. I am sure they are all shocking snobs, these girls.’

				Maud wanted very much to say something light and clever in reply, but she was becoming tired and every woman here made her feel shabby and afraid. There was some trick of dress taught to every Frenchwoman in the cradle, it seemed. The trottins who fetched and carried for the dressmakers and milliners could be no richer than Maud, yet they seemed to know how to look neat and fresh. One of Lafond’s male students told her that the French gendarmes said they always knew the nationality of a suicide pulled from the river by their clothes; the English girls were always badly dressed. Maud had not been sure what reaction the young man had been expecting, but he saw something in her face that had made him apologise and back away quickly.

				‘If I say something to you, will you try very hard not to take offence at it?’ Tanya said.

				Maud’s heart sank. It did not sound like the opening of a conversation about drawing pupils, and if the Russian did say something offensive to her now she would have to leave at once, painfully hungry and further from home than she had been at the studio.

				‘I will try and take anything you say as it is meant,’ she replied quietly.

				‘Very well, dear.’ Tanya patted her arm. Maud glanced at her. Her face was shadowed by the brim of her hat, but one could still see the long clean line of her jaw. Her hair was beautifully black. She could not be more than twenty-two. ‘I am a little worried about you, my dear Maud. You are looking too thin and too pale for a girl about to face a Paris winter. I am afraid you are spending money on colours you should be spending on food.’ Maud felt herself blush and she straightened herself. Tanya was talking quickly, looking forward. ‘There’s no shame in it, naturally. The men behave as if poverty alone can make you a genius, but it is easier for them. So many girls come to Paris and find it rather more expensive than they had bargained for – it is Paris, after all. I am forever signing cheques to charitable foundations who are trying to get them back home before any greater harm comes to them!’

				It was a sign of her hunger and the truth of what Tanya was saying that Maud’s discreet good manners were not enough to stop her tongue. ‘You wish to pay my fare home before I hang myself or take on a gentleman protector, Miss Koltsova?’

				Tanya came to a sudden halt, and looked at Maud with wide and frightened eyes. ‘Lord, is it that bad? I only thought you were beginning to look a bit unwell! You’re not about to do either of those things, are you?’

				‘Certainly not, but—’

				‘I’m very glad to hear that! What a ghastly thought!’ She looked so shocked that Maud suddenly laughed. One of the readers lifted her eyes briefly from her novel. Tanya gave a great sigh and hugged Maud’s arm to her again. ‘Oh, you mustn’t tease me like that, I shall have nightmares.’

				‘I did not mean to tease you. I meant to tell you to mind your own business, but you rather cut me off.’

				Tanya looked a little guilty. ‘Yes, I suppose I did. I am sorry. Do you wish to tell me to mind my own business now?’

				Maud shook her head. ‘No, I find the wind has gone out of my sails rather. But I still have enough money to buy my fare home, so I need not apply to one of those charities you mention. I do not want to go home, Tanya. I find life here . . . difficult, I admit that, but I have so much more to learn and no chance of learning it back home. I’d have to live with my brother and he’d try to marry me to one of his chinless friends.’

				‘Urff, we have those in Russia too. When I marry, I shall choose a nice modern American. They are so beautifully clean.’ She came to a halt and put her hand to her forehead. ‘I have said things the wrong way about, then rattled off in the wrong direction. I had a terrible education, you know, and now I say what I think! That would never do in England, would it?’

				‘Certainly not,’ Maud answered, thinking of her sister-in-law Ida, mistress of the pointed euphemism.

				‘Thank goodness I am in Paris where they see me as an eccentric and think it charming. My eldest aunt is far worse. She tells the women they all dress like prostitutes and she has become quite the social success as a result.’ Tanya began walking again, pulling Maud alongside her. ‘I think I might be able to help you, and I did not mean to suggest you should go home, but do you really think you have so much left to learn? I mean, the sort of things that are taught rather than found in oneself, through work. I think your painting terribly accomplished. Perhaps you just need to learn to trust yourself. Be a little more free. Don’t you think that Manet and Degas have broken off our shackles? We must learn to stretch our limbs.’

				Maud’s head was beginning to swim rather and to concentrate on her answer took effort. ‘Then I hope that can be taught, because I do not trust myself now. I think . . . I think if I could stay in Paris until next summer, then perhaps . . . But I cannot take charity, Miss Koltsova, however kindly meant. I would hate myself.’

				It was as if Tanya had not heard her. ‘Have you visited the Steins in Rue de Fleurus near the Luxembourg Gardens? Oh, I must take you there this evening then. Such paintings they have on their walls! All wildness and change and new ideas. There are no rules left, it seems. I think while those painters charge ahead like bulls, sweeping everything away before them, they make some space for us to paint as we like.’

				‘Tanya . . .’

				The Russian paused again and blushed. ‘I asked you to walk with me because I want to take you to see someone this afternoon. Her name is Miss Harris, and she has a house in Avenue de Wagram for English and American girls who find themselves destitute in Paris. Oh, don’t bridle up again! She has a free registrar for work, and yes, I have contributed to her funds in the past. I am sure she might have something of use to you – English lessons or some such. You know, many ladies in Paris pay good money for a few hours’ conversation a week. Now, you cannot be offended by that, can you? We shall go there at once.’

				The idea of asking for help, even if it were just a recommendation from a charitable English lady, made Maud shrink away. Her pride flared up. She had got this far by her own efforts, why should she start becoming obliged to people now? What would her brother say, if he knew she was reduced to begging for a few hours’ teaching English? If Tanya had asked her to teach some young relative or friend, then Maud could have felt the benefit of the extra francs and convinced herself that she, Maud, was the one granting the favour. To go and see this woman would be an open admission of failure. She felt as if all the activity in Parc Monceau had been frozen, as if everyone there, the ladies with their novels, the nurses with their pampered little charges, was staring at her to see if she would admit defeat. Whether by accident or design their conversation had carried them round the perimeter of the lake and they were once again beside Tanya’s motor-car. The chauffeur had already stepped out and opened the door for them.

				Maud generally ate no breakfast on studio days, trusting in the little spiced cakes to see her through to lunchtime when for a franc she might get an omelette, bread and vin ordinaire at one of the cafés near the studio. That would then sustain her till evening, or nearly sustain her. There was no way to squeeze more nourishment from her coin, that she knew by long trial. She should have eaten that meagre meal almost an hour ago and she could feel her hunger turning darker and more threatening. The idea of going anywhere, doing anything with her stomach aching and a feathery weakness beginning to spread through her limbs was impossible, yet resisting or telling Tanya the urgency of her hunger was likewise unthinkable. She let herself be guided back into the car and heard Tanya give another address then sat in the car with her eyes downcast.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				CHAPTER 3

				Their destination was very close by. Tanya took her arm as they got out of the car and Maud felt herself sway against her. Tanya took the pressure for affection and squeezed her arm happily in return. Maud looked around her. They were in front of a good-sized building. The façade showed the familiar restrained elegance of Haussmann’s Paris. Classical, stately, like all the main avenues and boulevards, it gave no hint of the poverty or fear that might be hidden in the yards and alleys behind it. English manners in stone.

				Tanya pulled Maud up to the door with her, then looked up and, shielding her eyes against the grey glare of the sky, waved. Maud followed her gaze and saw leaning over the balcony of the second floor a woman of perhaps sixty, bright-eyed, bundled up warmly in a long dark-green coat and waving vigorously back.

				‘Miss Harris!’ Tanya called up even as she pulled on the bell. ‘We have come to see you. Are we welcome?’

				‘Always, dear!’ the lady shouted back cheerfully and the white head disappeared again as the front door opened. A maid, looking particularly fearsome in tightly fitting black and solid shoes, stood in front of them. Behind her was a black and white tiled floor and a steeply climbing staircase. Everything was clean and orderly. A woman dressed in a monkish style crossed the corridor with a pile of papers in her hand and somewhere in the house, Maud heard the trill of a telephone bell.

				‘Miss ’Arris is not at home,’ the maid said, and began to close the door again. ‘If you wish to register for work, use the back-door bell. The refuge is full and the times of the free dinner and Bible study are marked ’ere.’ She pointed at a little box of pamphlets attached to a railing and fluttering damply in the cold breeze.

				Tanya flushed and put her hand on the wood of the door. ‘Nonsense, my girl. I have just seen Miss Harris on the balcony.’

				‘Miss ’Arris has been working since six this morning,’ the maid said darkly and not moving an inch. ‘Miss ’Arris is now taking the air. Miss ’Arris is not at home.’

				The lady called down from the balcony again. ‘Simone, do be reasonable. I swear I have been out here twenty minutes. I have had quite enough air! Do let the girls in and come and unlock the door so I can get back to my office.’

				The maid stepped out into the street and called up angrily. ‘Ten! Ten minutes only!’

				‘Simone . . .’ The lady’s voice had a hint of steel in it now. The maid threw up her hands.

				‘Very well! We shall let these women in, we shall let you work yourself to death and then we shall all starve in the gutter or go to be registered. Much better than letting these women wait or go to the side door – oh, much better!’ Simone stood aside to let Maud and Tanya in, then slammed the street door hard enough to make the vase on the hall-table rattle. She thrust open a door to the right that led into a small office with a table and chairs and several filing cabinets, and took them through into another room of about the same size, with one large desk and a number of rather sentimental watercolours on the walls. Most seemed to involve children and dogs. Simone picked up two dining chairs and thumped them down in front of the desk then stared fiercely at Tanya. ‘Ten minutes!’ she hissed, her finger raised and pointed. ‘Starve!’ Feeling her point had been made, she sighed deeply and removed a large key from the pocket of her apron, nodded over it sadly then left them.

				Tanya looked a little sheepish and normally Maud would have been amused, but keeping her wits about her was as much as she could manage. She took her seat, afraid she might faint. In a very few minutes Miss Harris joined them, pink in the face and unbuttoning her coat. She hung it rather carelessly on the coat-stand by the door, closed the door behind her then smoothed her skirts and put out her hand to them both. Maud wavered a little as she stood again and had to grab onto the back of her chair. Though Miss Harris was shaking Tanya’s hand with both her own, Maud thought her unsteadiness had not gone unnoticed. She shook hands with Miss Harris as Tanya introduced her and felt the quick appraising look from her small dark eyes.

				‘Sit down, dears! Sit down. My apologies for Simone. She always promises she will not lock me out then, hoop-la, as soon as my back is turned I find she has turned the key. She means well, of course.’

				The woman settled herself behind the desk. There was a little heap of messages left in front of her and, on either side of her, paperwork was piled into towers that reached as high as her own head. She rifled through the messages with one hand, while reaching blindly behind her to pick up a speaking tube fastened to the wall. Still reading, she whistled down it and on hearing a grunt at the other end spoke. ‘Beef tea and sandwiches, dear, quick as you can,’ then she stoppered the tube and clipped it back into place. Her right hand now free, she picked up a pen and began to make notes in very small handwriting on the papers in front of her. For the first time since she had met Tanya, Maud noticed out of the corner of her eye that the Russian looked a little unsure of herself. Miss Harris said nothing more until the fearsome maid arrived with the tray and set it down on the desk, directly in front of Maud.

				‘I am very sorry to have disturbed you, Miss Harris,’ Tanya said a little plaintively, ‘when you wish to eat.’

				‘Don’t be absurd, dear,’ Miss Harris replied evenly. ‘The food is for Miss Heighton.’ She smiled at Maud, wrinkling her nose a little as she did. ‘Eat up before you faint away, dear girl. Now, Tanya dear, to your left is yesterday’s Times. I wish you would read to me the correspondence page while I finish these little notes and Miss Heighton gets her wind back.’

				Tanya managed to pick up the newspaper while casting a look both shocked and a little offended at Maud. ‘Maud, why did you not say you were hungry?’

				‘What did you expect her to say?’ Miss Harris said sharply. ‘I am afraid I have had more chance to see the signs of hunger in a girl than you have, Tanya. Now do read, if you can manage the English.’

				‘Naturally I can,’ Tanya said, and while she read the various letters very carefully and in a clear voice Maud ate as slowly and steadily as she could. She could not remember the last time she had eaten good meat or bread that did not taste of chalk, and the beef tea seemed to enter her bloodstream like a drug, warming and comforting her. The room felt calm and secure as she ate everything that had been brought to her to the sound of Tanya’s pretty Russian accent and the scratchings of Miss Harris’s pen. When she had finished, she sat back with a sigh.

				Miss Harris at once replaced the cap on her fountain pen with a businesslike click and then rang the little bell beside her. The door opened immediately and the young woman they had seen crossing the hall earlier entered. Her dress was very dark and severe in its cut. She stood very straight and unsmiling. Her hair was scraped back from her face and she wore little round eyeglasses. Tanya shuddered.

				‘Charlotte, dear, do take the tray away, and here . . .’ Miss Harris piled her notes onto it next to Maud’s crumbs, ‘are the answers to the messages and notes from this morning.’ She shook her head. ‘I sometimes wish we had never thought to have a telephone installed. Is there anyone here for me, Charlotte?’

				The severe young woman nodded. ‘Two new girls and Mr Allardyce.’

				Miss Harris waved her hand. ‘Feed them and I will see them anon. The girls, I mean. I doubt Mr Allardyce would enjoy the beef tea.’

				Charlotte did not smile. ‘He is here to see if you have any unpleasant business for him this afternoon.’

				‘Certainly I shall. Well, you may send him in when I have finished with these ladies and look out the file on Miss Knight. I am sure he will help us there.’

				Charlotte made a note in her little book then gathered up the tray and swept out of the room again while Miss Harris settled back in her chair. ‘Dear Mr Allardyce! Such a useful young man. Miss Knight was forced to leave her luggage behind her in her last lodgings and her former landlord is being unreasonable about releasing it. When Charlotte went to demand it, I’m afraid she threatened him with hellfire and he laughed at her. Mr Allardyce will simply mention by name any number of officials he knows through his newspaper work and the landlord will be much more impressed.’

				Miss Harris leaned forward and hunched her shoulders, speaking rather low. ‘Of course, our mighty Creator is our first and final help, but Mr Allardyce’s methods are certainly efficacious. He is himself an answer to a prayer. I asked God for some practical help, and the very next day Mr Allardyce appeared wishing to write something about our work for the American periodicals. I drummed him into service at once. I have no idea why anyone doubts the power of sincere prayer, I find it most reliable.’ She blinked brightly as if God were a trusted tradesman. ‘How is Yvette?’

				‘Quite well,’ Tanya said without any hint of the surprise Maud felt. ‘She sits for us at Passage des Panoramas this week.’

				Maud’s confusion must have shown on her face even if she did not manage to put it into words. Mrs Harris nodded briskly, setting a little gold cross at her neck bouncing, then gathered up another pile of papers from the tower next to her and began to go through them. ‘Yvette is a soul close to God, though she would laugh at me for saying so. It was she who first encouraged Miss Koltsova to favour us with her charity.’ Tanya snorted and Maud guessed that Yvette had phrased the suggestion a little more abruptly than that. ‘I have no doubt it was Yvette who told Tanya to bring you to me today, Miss Heighton.’ Tanya blushed a little.

				‘How did you come to meet her, Miss Harris?’ Maud asked. It was wonderful to feel the physical effects of a good meal. She began to see the details in the room more clearly, the light glimmering on the brass bell at Miss Harris’s elbow. The silver-framed photograph of Queen Alexandra hanging on the pale green wall.

				‘Yvette came to tell me an Italian with a nasty reputation was hiring out three young English girls as models from Place Pigalle. The oldest was twelve. Mr Allardyce and I went to see the gentleman and took the girls into our care. The Italian was most indignant. He had bought the three sisters from their parents for five pounds on Gray’s Inn Road in London. They were all adopted by a most respectable family in North Wales in the end, and they still send me postcards occasionally – some of which are quite well-spelled. Now, I think you have had sufficient time to gather your wits, Miss Heighton. What do you want of me, children?’

				Maud realised at last that all this chatter, the correspondence page of The Times, the praise of Mr Allardyce, had been undertaken solely to allow her to recover a little. She blushed and tried to answer but her tongue seemed to lock in her mouth. Tanya spoke for her.

				‘Miss Heighton needs a few hours’ paid work a week to see her through the winter. Nothing that will interfere with her classes at Lafond’s and she will still wish to study in the afternoons for part of the week at least. What do you have on your books that might be suitable? Someone requiring English lessons, perhaps?’

				Miss Harris drew back a little. ‘Oh my dear, I am afraid that Paris is awash with educated Englishmen and -women willing and eager to give lessons. All I have on my books at the moment are positions for governesses, shop girls and maidservants.’

				Maud bit her lip. She had not wanted to come here, but having come only to find herself useless and unwanted was humiliating. She thought of an artist she sometimes saw on Boulevard Saint-Michel, his corduroy jacket buttoned up to the throat to hide his lack of a clean shirt, selling oil sketches of the Luxembourg Gardens in violent pure colours. He would be there all day, hunched by his stand, selling them for a couple of francs a time. A woman doing the same would be stared at and mocked by the crowd, and avoided by the curious tourists who were his few customers.

				‘There must be something,’ Tanya insisted, almost affronted. ‘Does no old lady need a companion in the afternoons?’

				‘All the old ladies in Paris have their lap-dogs and the Bois de Boulogne,’ Miss Harris replied. Then she brightened suddenly like a lap-dog who has seen the shadow of a rabbit cross its vision, and began rummaging through the pile of papers to her right with more energy than care. ‘Now there was something I noticed the other day – Charlotte put it to one side for some reason. Companion . . . companion . . .’ Still pulling at the papers, she called out, ‘Charlotte? Charlotte, dear!’ The monkish female appeared behind them again and sighed at the tumble of papers. ‘Yesterday or the day before? Companion?’

				Maud thought the two women must have been working together for some time as this abbreviated communication seemed sufficient.

				‘Monsieur Christian Morel. A live-in companion for his younger sister, Miss Sylvie – a sickly young woman who wishes to spend her free hours sketching the Paris streets and must have some respectable person to accompany her. He asked for a lady with some knowledge of art.’ She turned back a few pages in her little black notebook. ‘Rue de Seine. Board and lodging. And a weekly stipend.’

				Miss Harris beamed. ‘Perfect then! Why, the dear Lord has managed everything once again.’ If the Deity had been present, Miss Harris would have patted Him. ‘Send Mr Morel a card, dear, to say a Miss Heighton will be calling to discuss the position on Monday afternoon.’

				Maud found her tongue at last. ‘But my classes . . . ?’

				Miss Harris waved her hand. ‘I’m sure the Lord has thought of that. You shall see. Give the ladies the address, Charlotte dear.’ A look on Charlotte’s pale round face seemed to give Miss Harris pause. ‘What is it?’

				‘He smiled too much,’ Charlotte said. She was frowning over her notebook as if she were afraid of being thought foolish. ‘And he is offering too much money.’

				Miss Harris folded her hands in front of her. ‘Miss Heighton is a sensible young woman. She will not allow anything to occur that might reflect badly on herself or us, I am sure.’



				The Dress oil on canvas 64 × 41 cm

				In contrast to the painting of the life-class at the Académie Lafond, this painting contains no human subject at all. Instead, the focus falls on a luxurious pink evening gown hanging by a mirror in a white dressing room. The setting is opulent: note the gilding on the room’s panelling, the chandelier just appearing at the top of frame, the amount of tissue paper and striped boxes on the floor around the mirror, and the glimmer of sequins on the dress itself. However, it is the emptiness that fascinates. Who will wear the dress that has been chosen? Any other painter might have made this scene one of feminine intimacy, yet despite the delicate colouring the image is cold and empty; the woman who should be the centre and focal-point of the scene has been removed and the image becomes one of hollow vanity and excess.

				Extract from the catalogue notes to the exhibition ‘The Paris Winter: Anonymous Treasures from the de Civray collection’, Southwark Picture Gallery, London, 2010
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