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A Note on the Wallpaper


This novel was very loosely inspired by Christophe-Philippe Oberkampf’s factory in Jouy-en-Josas, near Paris. Established in 1760, it produced wallpapers and fabrics known as ‘Toile de Jouy’. Translated as ‘cotton of Jouy’, these designs were characterised by floral or pastoral scenes, arranged in repeating vignettes to form a pattern; a style still popular today. Many of the chapters in this novel take their names from the designs produced at Oberkampf’s factory between 1760 and 1818.









Prologue


Paris, October 1793


The scene opens up before her as the tumbril rounds the corner. For a moment she imagines the view ahead could be printed, observes the way the high buildings lining the square darken the edges of her vision, creating a vignette, a pattern. She blinks hard.


She sees patterns in everything, still, momentarily wonders if this scene is real at all or simply another deception. She forces herself to focus upon it, waiting for it to vanish or change, to morph into something else entirely. But it does not.


The capital’s largest square – the Place de la Révolution – is thronging with crowds so dense it has swelled to bursting point, overflowing into the surrounding rues as far as the river’s edge. Her gaze travels beyond the mere size of these crowds, right to the heart of their common purpose. This mass of people is all sharp edges: splinters, spikes, snarls. Some break the skyline with pistols, some pierce it with pikes. Others wield a cruder arsenal: sickles, knives, shanks, items they have snatched up or quickly fashioned.


At this distance the scene might almost be pastoral, the high-held weaponry nothing more than meadow-grass, whipped and jostled by the wind. But they have gathered, she knows, to watch death come. Their hunger for it charges the air like a southerly storm.


And there, beyond them all, at the head of the square and high on the scaffold, there she sees it. Taller than two men and looming darkly in its own shadow. The Half-Moon. The Fanlight. The Machine. Le Rasoir National. The tocsin bell begins to toll.


The weather is strange, the woman notes, at odds with both the ghoulishness of the scene and the changing season, rendering the colours bright and extraordinary. The sky is a startling blue, as though some vast vat of indigo had upended in the heavens. In turn, the few clouds that punctuate it appear abnormally pristine. The unadulterated white of still-falling snow. Pure as a baby’s first breath.


The red only comes into view the closer to the scaffold the tumbril clatters, glimpsed through the hordes. That colour is not vivid. It is dull and stale, staining the boards beneath the great contraption like blooms of rust.


When she’d first been bundled onto the tumbril, a side of meat loaded for market, every judder of its progress had travelled deep into her bones, forced her to nod along with the motion, as if in perfect agreement with what was happening. As if her hands weren’t tied at her back, wrists grinding rope.


Now, as the tumbril rattles through the hemming crowds, its motion bothers her no longer. Nor does the sting of the objects people are flinging towards it: the grit and the animal dung, the rags soaked through with trough water and worse. She barely registers the mob either, their taunting, yelling and spitting skimming from her skin. It isn’t so much that she is calm, more that she has the notion of not really being here at all.


Papers are thrust towards her and one flutters to rest at her feet. It is printed with rows of names, the first of the day’s offerings to the Republic’s cause. She stares down at the last of them in recognition, and as her eyes pass across the patterns of ink, her attention turns back to the others in the tumbril alongside her. She had almost forgotten they were there.


The first, a boy, cannot be more than seventeen. His eyes are shut tight, his face pleated with fear. The second, an older woman, is a marquise, though you would never guess to look at her. Her hair, too, is shorn for the occasion; prickly scalp masked beneath cap. The marquise is damp-faced, grubby-frocked, reciting a prayer in desperate, rapid repetition.


The tumbril jolts to a standstill and the guards fringing the scaffold begin to beat their drums. Her eyes move to the objects positioned behind them: three straw coffins, waiting patiently to be filled.


Without warning, hands shoot over the sides of the tumbril and seize the boy, dragging him up the steps onto the scaffold. He thrashes uselessly against them, toes scuffing wood, impotent as a sprat on a line. He begins to call out, to cry, his tears hot and fast.


‘Ma mère! Ma mère!’


‘Maman! Maman!’ the crowd parrots back.


She recalls the slogan of the Revolution, those watchwords of progress. Liberté. Égalité. Fraternité.


The Executioner asks for the boy’s last words. ‘Quelque chose à dire?’


‘Ma mère!’ They are the only words his mind can find.


He is still writhing as they fix him, upright, to the bascule, secure the leather straps around his back, his legs and arms. He is still crying out as they slide him, like a length of timber for processing, into the instrument. Madame Guillotine. The lunette clicks shut around his neck.


When the Officiator raises one finger, the Executioner’s grip tightens on the déclic. The signal is given and – with a terrific, echoing clank – the blade drops.


An object, taken from the basket at the foot of the guillotine, is held proudly aloft. It is so small and insignificant an article that, for a minute, she does not realise what it is. Pistols fire as the boy’s head is presented to the crowd, the chant ‘VIVE LA FRANCE! VIVE LA FRANCE!’ splitting the sky.


‘Sauvages! Barbares!’ shrieks the marquise, her voice almost inaudible above the din. Her body solidifies when it becomes clear that she is next, and she is hauled onto the scaffold, the guards’ legs buckling against her weight. The marquise makes a noise, ‘Oh, oh, oh,’ over and over, enfeebled and birdlike, and the blade falls a second time.


Now it is her turn. The terrors of her final months, weeks, hours show sorely on her face.


‘Quelque chose à dire?’ the Executioner asks, leaning in close. His eyes slide to her dress, to the bloody stain that has blotted through the print of the fine fabric. He scowls, and she cannot work out whether it is the stain or the pattern itself that has prompted his distaste.


She pauses. Though her mouth is open, no words leave it. There is nothing left to say, she thinks, so she tilts her head to the sun and feels it warm on her face.


The Executioner huffs and ties a length of cotton about her eyes. Then she, too, is strapped to the bascule, and her breasts press sore at its surface. She tries to make out the wild thump of her heart against the wood, but cannot feel it. What she can feel is a square of something stiff against the fronts of her thighs. His letter, still unopened in her pocket-bag. Still unread. As the bascule is swivelled horizontal, the letter is released and drifts to the floor. A susurration faint, but unmistakable. The low crinkle of paper.


The paper.


The lunette encircles her neck and the Executioner’s glove creaks on the déclic. The crowds have fallen silent, drawn a collective breath, thrilled mute and motionless at that unseen precipice between life and death.


Then, from nowhere, a scream tears the air. A torrent of words. A familiar voice.


‘NO! STOP! ARRÊTEZ! She’s not on the paper!’


They are wrong, the woman thinks, they are mistaken, for it is hard to recollect a time when she has not been on that paper, in that paper. Has she not identified herself, printed indelibly into its pattern, innumerable times? Does the pattern not, even now, enswathe nearly every part of her body?


She remembers what it was like inside the circle of that room, as though enclosed in an exquisitely lined box. Some might have called such paper beautiful, yes, but it was also cluttered and frenzied and tight. Airless, each finger-width of it inundated by those repeating scenes. Mottled purple vignettes of figures and landscapes, tumbles of flora and fauna. Unhealed bruises from an earlier time. There had been no escaping them. Until now.


The changing patterns of those scenes start through her mind in hastening succession, in this precious, infinitesimal moment before release.









PART I
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Monuments of the South of France


Marseilles, October 1788


Sofi


‘Fi, if you really want to be as good a draughtsman as Pa, you will need to draw as well as observe.’


I scowl. My sketching lies abandoned on my lap and my sister has noticed. The wealthy visitors to the city have distracted me from my work. I have been watching them disembark from the packets and sailing ships, trailed by servants panting beneath the weight of their luggage like overburdened donkeys.


‘Pa always says observing is two-thirds of the skill,’ I return.


Lara’s voice, though mild, does not miss a beat. ‘You still need to practise the other third.’


I look at her, strands of blonde hair playing against her cheeks as she bends over her parchment, and consider how different we are. How all our mother’s looks have passed to her and all our father’s to me. How she is so fair and delicate and me so swarthy and tall. How our characters are quite the opposite, with Lara docile as Pa. I am the one marked by Mama’s temper.


We have brought our drawing things to the harbour, where I have been attempting to capture the likenesses of the fishermen as Lara sketches the morning’s catch. The crabs and squid, the slippery ribbons of seaweed brought up in the nets. My sister and I always set about it this way – Lara drawing the wild things she loves so much, me concentrating on the passers-by. We hope to work for our father before long, to create the designs for his sculptures and plaques, for the scrolling curlicues and Grecian heads he conjures from rough lumps of stone. We want it desperately, to see Lara’s talent for creatures and mine for figures to combine in a finished piece, a product someone would be happy to part with their coin to own. Yet whenever we are out sketching, something will always snag my attention and it will be time to leave before I know it, and Lara will have made a good handful of sketches and me none.


Mama, of course, has no idea we are here at all. She would likely boil herself out in a rash if she knew we were at the harbour, even now Lara is sixteen and me fifteen. ‘Too dangerous,’ she carps. Heaven knows what she thinks might happen. But we dressed in stealth before dawn and tucked a supply of parchment and charcoal into our pocket-bags. Crept from the house whilst the old quarter was still quiet and tiptoed under the letters carved large above its entrance.


L. THIBAULT. STONEMASON.


We cannot stay long. It is the same when we go to the tree-lined boulevards on the city’s outskirts, where Lara sketches the geckos. Or the high rocks above the coast, where red-streaked cliffs meet bright blue sky and brighter, bluer, foam-streaked sea. We time our outings carefully, ensure we are back at the house before Mama misses us and starts to make a fuss.


At the dock, a débardeur hacks a dusty ball of phlegm onto the cobbles and curses. He has the appearance of a wrung-out cloth, thin and spent, the grime from the coal he’s just hauled from a barge deep in the lines on his face. Behind him, a portly gentilhomme is hoisted into a monogrammed carriage, kerchief clamped to his nose. Nearby, an old woman has passed out from exhaustion in a huddle of sack-cloth, naked from the knees down. She must have come here to beg, her small body little more than skin drawn over bone. When I look back at my lap, I see I have been gripping my stick of charcoal so tight it has crumbled onto my parchment, blackening it like the skin of that débardeur.


Lara regards my expression and her face falls. She sees the rest of it, too. ‘I really think Pa will let us help with one of his commissions soon,’ she says, forcing brightness. ‘There was an enquiry yesterday from Le Roucas Blanc.’ She looks at me earnestly, shading wide eyes from the sun.


Le Roucas Blanc is one of the wealthiest stretches of the city, the rock from which it takes its name as white and unsullied as the hands of the people who dwell on it, with their vast mirrors and well-stocked cellars and parterres overlooking the ocean. And although working alongside my sister for Pa is all I’ve ever wanted to do, the notion suddenly seems wrong. Crafting fine objects for the rich. What good is such business to the poor and the vulnerable? It might keep the wolf from our door, but it won’t stop him from slinking through theirs, devouring the likes of that old, sleeping woman. The thought strikes me that she might not be sleeping at all but already dead, slipped away in the time we have been here and nobody to mark it. It makes me want to cry.


‘Did I hear Pa say you would be going on the wagon with Guillaume soon?’ I ask Lara, glancing at her parchment in an attempt to break my thoughts. She is drawing a duck, charcoal arching over the page to map its likeness, the motion light and precise. On my own sheet floats a disembodied head, all the progress I have made with my fisherman, peering out from dense clouds of smudged charcoal.


‘Next week, I think,’ my sister replies.


A pause.


I have seen the way she looks at Guillaume, cannot believe she is not counting down the days until she is on the wagon with him, the first time they will ever have been alone together.


‘You think?’ I blurt. ‘Come, Lara, surely you know he is sweet on you?’


‘What? No!’ she counters hastily, not lifting her eyes from her parchment. But I note the hint of self-conscious mirth in her expression.


Guillaume Errard, a year or two older than my sister, is a local blacksmith’s apprentice who drives Pa’s wagon now and then to help with his deliveries. He’s lately started to wear a short black beard, and I wonder whether this is just his way of disguising that thin scar that runs between his nose and lip, the one that seems to give him his slight lisp. If so, I think it a shame. I have never once seen Guillaume out of temper. He is as gentle a soul as my sister. In a way, they are perfect for each other.


‘You like him, too, don’t you?’ I ask, suddenly unable to hide the flint in my voice.


She makes no reply, continuing to form the bill of the duck with her charcoal.


‘Go on, admit it!’ Irked by her coyness, I elbow Lara’s drawing arm, turning duck’s bill into elephant’s trunk and regretting it immediately.


‘Sofi!’ There is an unusual edge to her tone and she darts a look at my drawing. ‘Do not speak so when you only see half the story. Why do you always fixate on circumstances that do not concern you, when you could be improving your own? You keep saying you want to work with Pa. You have the talent. Well, now is the time to put in the practice.’


She has never spoken to me this way before and her outburst quietens me a moment. Then the realisation I must have hit a nerve hooks my anger.


‘Has Mama worked out that you’re soft on Pa’s delivery boy? She wouldn’t like it – you know how she is about such things.’


Lara’s grey eyes remain focused on her parchment, but she has stopped drawing.


‘There is nothing for her to work out,’ she replies. ‘If he didn’t help Pa I should not have cause to see Guillaume at all. I do what Mama asks of me, complete all my chores. I don’t see why any of that should displease her.’


I do not remember a time when Lara’s goodness did not irritate me, yet neither do I remember a time when it did not make me love her all the more. But I know, too, that as good and diligent as Lara is, there is something about her which always does seem to displease Mama, and I find it a mystery I cannot unravel.


‘I’m sorry,’ I murmur and plant a quick kiss on my sister’s cheek. ‘I should not have spoken so.’


She smiles and continues to sketch, already managing to make the mistake in the duck’s bill look as though it was always meant to be there. ‘That head’s very good, you know,’ she says, nodding at my parchment. ‘You should finish it.’


I contemplate my work and try to locate the fisherman I’d been drawing, when out of nowhere, a shape swoops down on us, seizing Lara’s arm.


‘I knew I’d find you here!’ Our mother’s face is sheeted steel. ‘What is all this? What are you doing?’


‘Drawing—’ I start.


‘Drawing?’ Mama flares. ‘Loitering, more like. What kind of impression do you think that gives these … ’ her lips twist, ‘these men.’ She spits this last word, eyes flicking to the dockers. ‘Men don’t need any encouragement where young girls are concerned.’


‘Mama,’ Lara begins, ‘we did not mean—’


My mother’s grip tightens on my sister’s arm, and I sense people starting to stare at this bony woman wrestling her daughter by the wrists, seething and scolding over nothing. ‘I presume sneaking to the harbour was your idea?’


The question, directed only at Lara, pins my sister like the sharpened end of a pike.









Carving in Stone


Sofi


Back at the house, Mama steams silently for the rest of the day, waiting for Pa to stop work like a dog straining at its leash. She presumes he will punish us, but I already know she is mistaken.


‘Surely they were doing no harm,’ our father says when he finally appears. He goes to put a hand around Mama’s shoulders, but she steps out of reach.


‘I do not want them sprawled at the harbour like street girls,’ she cries. ‘It isn’t decent!’


Pa rubs the dark shadow of his chin. ‘Decent?’ he repeats wearily. ‘Come, Margot. They’ve done nothing—’


‘I don’t like them lingering there alone, you know that,’ Mama flares. She pauses, straightens her back. ‘Too many gulls for one thing. Peck your eyes out sooner than look at you.’


I wonder why Mama will never say what she really means when Pa is present. That, as she has made clear to Lara and me, it isn’t the birds that worry her.


‘Any drawing to show me today then, girls?’ Pa asks. ‘Shells, scales and lobstermen, perhaps, if you’ve been at the harbour?’ He attempts to hide a smile from Mama and lays our parchments over the dining table.


‘Not now, Luc,’ she snaps. ‘I need to set for supper.’


‘At least we have supper, Mama,’ I snap back, annoyed by her chiding.


I remember that old woman at the harbour, the things Pa has told us over the past months. About the country’s droughts, the failing crops, the hunger. About the people he sees along the roadsides, begging for work and for food. So thin they look like they might have been hollowed with spoons.


Pa hushes me. ‘Very well, Margot, we’ll take this to the workshop and out of your way,’ he says. ‘Just for a few moments.’ He scoops up our papers, winks and shepherds us to the door, and we are down the stairs before Mama has the chance to object.


Whenever he has a moment to spare, and often when he does not, Pa will sit patiently with us in his workshop, teaching us everything he has learned himself. How to observe in minute detail the exact line needed to capture the tone and form of a thing, how to scale up images in squares, create a repeat and use negative space to a design’s advantage. Sometimes he will make a mark upon the page and ask us what we see in it, tell us to transform his random scribble into a drawing or a pattern of its own.


Pa’s workshop is my favourite place in the world. Situated below the parlour, it takes up the entire lowest floor of our house and is dominated by his huge working table, each nick and dent on its surface a slip of one of Pa’s tools, the rest worn smooth as sea-stones beneath his hands.


He unfurls my parchment first, the sketch of a fisherman with the rough outline of a body I’d added like an afterthought. ‘Very good!’ Pa remarks as my cheeks redden guiltily, unworthy of such praise. ‘You’ve captured the movement just right, alsghyr, he leaps from the page!’


Even though I shall never tire of his nickname for me – ‘little one’ in Arabic, which was his father’s tongue – I am already certain he will have more praise for Lara. He always does.


‘Well indeed, exceptional work once more,’ Pa tells my sister. ‘Carry on like this and you’ll make a fine draughtswoman for me before long, I’ve no doubt.’


It is my sister who colours now, pride large on her face, while I feel the same keen swell of hurt I do whenever Pa tells Lara she will work with him, but never says the same to me.


I cross to Pa and put my arms around his waist, despite myself. He laughs and squeezes me back, and I take in the peculiar smell of him. Apron leather, cut stone, a hint of sandalwood. And as I stand there feeling the solid beating of his heart, the breath strong in his chest, I think, This is all I need. There is no cause to worry about any of it, about Mama and Lara, or the people starving in the streets. About the fact that it feels like something huge and ominous is just over the horizon and it is impossible to see where it will begin or end. As long as Pa is here, everything will be all right.


A sudden clip of footsteps sounds from outside.


‘Luuuc!’ The man stretches Pa’s name long, making it creak. It is not a voice I have heard before.


‘Baron de Comtois!’ my father says with surprise. ‘Please, come in.’ He makes a hasty attempt to clean a chair, wiping the dust away with a cloth.


I recognise the name then. De Comtois. Not just our landlord, but landlord of almost the whole region, his pockets lined thick with his tenants’ coin. I wonder why he has come here himself and not sent a clerk. He has never done so before.


De Comtois smirks at Pa’s invitation, as though my father had said something embarrassing, his gait as he enters absurd. He takes such pains to avoid the dust and stone flakes on the floor, it is as though he is trying to pick his way across a sewer.


‘May I introduce my daughters, Baron,’ says Pa, pressing our shoulders into a curtsy. ‘Here is Lara and her sister, Sofia.’


De Comtois, dressed from head-to-toe in the pale blue of a pearl, studies Lara for longer than is decent. I have seen other men do the same. This one’s eyes are just as beady, but a flat grey, as though someone had sucked the colour from them like marrow. His face is tapered, chin pointed as an arrowhead. As he appraises my sister, a muscle quivers in his cheek.


‘Charmed,’ the man drawls, gaze falling from Lara to our drawings, still spread across the table. ‘And what do we have here?’


As he picks up the parchments, his thumb smudges our work and I know he is doing it on purpose. I try to shoot out a hand to snatch the papers from him, but feel my father’s preventing it.


‘Hmm,’ de Comtois muses, ‘a little practice required, I think.’ He flicks a finger at Lara’s drawing. ‘That is, after all, a rather strange-looking rabbit—’


De Comtois discards the pages carelessly and my forehead prickles with anger. ‘That’s a duck,’ I say. ‘Are you blin—’


‘Baron, might I help you with anything?’ Pa cuts in.


De Comtois’ lip curls in irritation. Mine does the same.


‘I regret, Thibault, that I come bearing some … ’ he hesitates, ‘unpalatable news.’


My father’s face drops. ‘I see,’ he replies. ‘Girls, go and find your mother, I’m sure she’ll be in need of your help.’


Reluctantly I trail Lara to the stairs, lingering at the threshold. On the other side of the door de Comtois’ voice is sticky as treacle. My father’s questioning, disappointed.


‘I’m afraid so,’ de Comtois is saying. ‘I have no choice but to raise your rent by twenty livres. With immediate effect.’


‘A month? But Baron, that is over a third of what I earn in that time—’


‘You are doing well enough, though, are you not? You will surely be able to make the extra work up, somehow.’


It is now that I understand why the man came himself instead of sending a clerk. The amusement in his voice is plain. He is taking pleasure from this, from watching his tenants fret and squirm.


My father does not answer, and there is a long moment of silence before de Comtois speaks again. ‘You know, Luc, I heard only last week how prisons like the great Bastille are filling up with men unable to pay their way—’


‘Sofia!’ my sister hisses from the top of the staircase. ‘It is rude to eavesdrop!’


I do not have time to object before Lara has dashed downstairs, taken hold of my hand, and pulled me up to the parlour.


I strain for more, but hear nothing. 









The Lights of Marseilles


One week later


Lara


It’s been a strange sensation today, riding up front on my father’s wagon. Everything has looked clearer, somehow. The colours more intense, the sun warmer on my face, the sky more dazzling, a vast, enveloping blue.


Perhaps it is because I am sitting next to Guillaume, who is helping with Pa’s deliveries, steering the ponies along the track. Every bump and dip in the road sends our thighs momentarily pressing together, something which neither of us mentions. I have never been this close to him before.


‘So his father came here before he was born?’ Guillaume asks.


He is talking about Pa, who is back home, labouring in his workshop. Despite the lateness of the hour, he will remain there for many more yet. Since the rent was increased, he has had little choice.


‘Yes,’ I nod, ‘from Algiers. He met my grandmother at a dance, they married a few years later. Her family has lived in Marseilles for generations.’


‘I never realised that Luc was short for anything,’ Guillaume comments. ‘Luq-man.’ He sounds Pa’s name out carefully. ‘But your last name is French?’


‘Pa’s father changed it not long after he moved here. He thought it best to have a family name that sounded French. Before the war, my grandfather had a good job in Algiers. That changed when he came here, of course. But my grandfather taught Pa to read and he us.’


‘I’m impressed,’ Guillaume says. ‘I wish I could read and write.’


‘You can shoe a horse,’ I reply. ‘That’s just as good. Better, even.’


I think of Guillaume helping his uncle in the smithy every day, beating out the metal from the furnace, helping to craft many of Pa’s tools.


‘So, how did your parents meet?’ He turns to me and, as he does, the wheels on his side of the wagon drop into a rut, sending me sliding towards him. We part quickly and both look away, making a show of admiring the view in opposite directions.


‘They met when Pa was a mason’s apprentice, coming from the quarry one night. He saw Mama walking home. She used to work at the soap factory.’


‘The one de Comtois owns?’


‘That’s right.’


I think of Mama, making her way back with the other factory girls, in a cloud of lavender-scented air from the flowers they poured in the soap mix. I remember the hints Pa has dropped over the years, without meaning to, about how different Mama was then. Softer, freer, laughing easily. When Pa spotted her at the edge of the woods she had been singing with the others, petticoats hoisted, tanned legs skipping beneath. It’s hard to picture her like that now.


‘She left her job at the factory when she knew she would be having me,’ I say. ‘Then Sofi came along not two years later.’


‘I like Sofi,’ Guillaume says amiably, ‘very much.’


‘She can be headstrong,’ I reply. ‘But she means well. Remind me, how many brothers and sisters do you have altogether?’


He laughs. ‘Too many.’ His fingers flick out from the reins he holds, as though counting them off. ‘I’m the oldest at home. Five younger there as well … two boys, three girls. Then there’s my eldest sister, Agathe. She was like a mother to me growing up, since Mama was always busy with the littler ones. Agathe lives up near the capital now with her own family. Her husband’s a clerk.’


‘Goodness,’ I say, ‘so many. I’ve an aunt near the capital too.’


We proceed around a bend in the road, about a mile or two from home, and the lights of Marseilles twinkle thickly ahead. We are not far from the tavern, and hear the noise of its patrons long before we see them. As we draw closer, the men clustered at the entrance come into view, conversing raucously, laughing into the dusk and clanking drinking vessels.


‘They’re having a fine time,’ Guillaume remarks, and for the briefest second transfers his attention from the road to me.


‘Careful!’ I cry, my hands flying to the tops of his, to seize the reins. Ahead of us a man, heavy with drink, has stepped out right before the animals, making them jump and whinny.


‘Whoa!’ Guillaume calls. ‘Steady!’ He brings them to a halt not two paces from where the man is reeling.


I see from his clothes that the reveller is a gentleman, though why he should be drinking here I cannot guess. He takes off his wig and bows mockingly, making no effort to remove himself from the road. This goes on for many moments, before he teeters to the side.


‘You should be careful, Monsieur,’ says Guillaume as he gets the horses moving again. ‘You should not be walking on the lane in your state. Specially not after dark.’


The man only laughs, a wet, disdainful sound, and staggers into the night.


‘Good job the wagon was empty,’ Guillaume says. ‘We mightn’t have stopped so easily otherwise.’


When we arrive back in the old quarter, there is still a light showing in my father’s workshop.


‘Might he be able to finish soon?’ asks Guillaume, inclining his head towards it.


‘I don’t think so,’ I answer. ‘I should go and see if he has eaten.’ I squint at the house, notice Mama’s slender silhouette flickering against the parlour window.


‘Right then,’ Guillaume remarks, securing the wagon in the outhouse. ‘I’ll be heading home.’


As he says this my sister appears, greeting Guillaume and noticing the manner in which we are standing, faltering and awkward. ‘You’re welcome to some food, you know,’ she tells him.


My cheeks tingle with shame. ‘I’m sorry, I should have offered—’ I do not know if there is enough food even for us, but I know for sure that with his father gone and mother left with so many mouths to feed, there is less to go around at the Errards’ table.


‘No, I must go,’ Guillaume replies cheerfully. ‘Do not worry.’


He starts off along the lane and I suddenly remember. ‘Wait!’ I cry. ‘You haven’t been paid!’


Guillaume stops, glances at my sister and slowly moves to face me, hands clasped shyly before him. ‘I do not want money for today,’ he says. ‘Tell your father not to worry.’


‘But—’ I begin, confused, still sensing Mama’s gaze boring into me from above.


‘Company was enough,’ he mumbles and turns quickly away. ‘Bonne nuit.’


He heads off along the cobbles and down the next street, but before he does, dark though it is, I am sure I see him blush.









That Wallpaper Factory in Jouy


Several days later


Sofi


I should have known when my mother sent me to the market alone that something was amiss. Fetching the day’s bread is normally an errand my sister and I complete together. But Mama declared that I should be the one to go, straight there and straight back, telling Lara in the same breath she was needed for some vague-sounding task at home.


The house is unusually quiet when I return. I call out, enter the parlour to find Mama and Lara seated silently at the table. I drop my basket between them.


‘That is the best I could get,’ I announce. ‘I swear it gets blacker by the week.’


Neither Mama nor Lara respond. The loaf stares back at me from the bottom of the basket, looking foul. Several of Lara’s drawings, I see, lie a little to the side of it, together with a letter addressed to my aunt.




Mme B. Charpentier


The Oberst Wallpaper Factory


Jouy-en-Jouvant





Last time I saw my mother’s elder sister I cannot have been more than two years old. Aunt Berthé, a widow now, works as housekeeper to a factory-owner in the north. She and my mother aren’t especially close, but Mama will have Lara reply to Aunt’s letters from time to time. Unlike Pa, Lara and me, Mama never learned to read or write.


‘What news is there for Aunt Berthé?’ I say. ‘I did not know she had written to us recently.’


Mama does not answer.


I look at Lara, expecting her to break the ominous quiet, but her fingertips are blue-black with ink and her eyes red with tears.


‘Why have you written to our aunt, Mama?’ I ask, confused. ‘Is it urgent?’


Lara stifles a sob and my pulse begins to rise. I squint at the letter but, in a flash, Mama pushes back her chair and plucks it from the tabletop.


I think of stepping forwards, snatching it off her. ‘What is happening?’ I say instead. ‘Tell me, Mama!’


My mother shifts. ‘If you must know now, well … I’ve written to your aunt to ask her to find Lara a place.’


‘A place? What do you mean, a place?’


Mama clears her throat. ‘Your sister is sixteen now, Sofia. It is only proper that she find work. It is vital, in fact, given our landlord’s … ’ her voice trails, lips pursing as though the words were too sour on the tongue, ‘rise in rent last week.’


‘Find work? Why can she not find work here?’


Mama’s face hardens oddly, like this decision has been a long time in the making and her expression a long time in the rehearsing. Across the table, Lara hurriedly swabs her eyes.


‘I am nearly sixteen,’ I add, more feebly than I intend. ‘Does that mean next year I will be sent away too?’


‘Of course not, Sofia,’ Mama returns, too quickly. ‘And there is no need to worry about your sister, your aunt will look after her.’


‘But, why—?’ I rush to Lara’s chair and crouch beside it, gathering her hands into mine. ‘What is going on?’ I ask her, my voice lowered.


My sister glances nervously at our mother. ‘You heard what Mama said,’ she croaks. ‘I am to be sent away.’


‘I heard what Mama said, but not what she meant. Why should she do such a thing?’


Lara shrugs and shakes her head, dislodging a patter of tears onto her apron.


‘Is this something to do with Guillaume?’ I whisper, casting my mind back to the other night. How awkward yet intimate he and my sister looked, standing about in the street, with Mama watching from the window. ‘I told you she wouldn’t like it.’


‘It is nothing to do with any boy, man or anyone else,’ Mama clips.


I can tell that she is lying.


‘It is certainly nothing to do with Pa,’ I return. ‘For he would never consent to it!’ My gaze again lands on my sister’s sketches spread upon the table. ‘Why are your drawings out, Lara?’


‘I am sending a few of the best to your aunt,’ Mama answers for her. ‘A wallpaper factory is in the business of design, and it’s not as though Lara’s work isn’t accomplished.’


My mind starts to swim. This wallpaper factory is miles and miles from Marseilles, all the way up near Paris. If Aunt Berthé does find work for Lara there then I would not see her from one year to the next. There would be no more drawing together, no more of Lara’s calm words of encouragement. Worst of all, we would never be able to work for Pa as we always wanted.


‘It was a nice idea that you could both design for your father one day, but it would never have worked,’ Mama says, as if teasing the thoughts from my head. ‘People just don’t buy the work of girls. And by people I mean rich men, the ones who make decisions as they please, hold the purse strings and everything else besides.’


I want her to be wrong with every bone in my body. ‘So why can Lara and I not both find work here?’ I ask. ‘Why can’t you go back to the soap factory—’


Mama cuts me off in an instant. ‘Enough! If your sister can secure work in Jouy there will be no need for any of that.’


‘You cannot do this, Mama!’ I cry, blood roaring in my ears. ‘Why do you always have to be this way? It’s like you don’t love Lara at all.’


I am immediately seized by remorse, even though it is true. Mama’s face freezes as if I had just slapped her. There is a brief moment of quiet.


‘How … dare … you—’


‘What on earth is going on?’


I look up to see Pa standing in the doorway, rubbing the stone dust from his hands, his face tensed.


‘You had better ask her,’ I cry, jabbing a finger in Mama’s direction.


My mother draws herself rigid as the poker at her back, saying nothing.


‘She is sending Lara away!’ I go on, tears prickling my eyes. ‘To work at that wallpaper factory in Jouy where Aunt Berthé keeps house. She has the letter all written. She’s sending Lara’s drawings along with it!’


Pa’s mouth falls open. ‘Is this true, Margot?’


I was right, Pa didn’t know. I shoot Lara a look.


Mama bristles. ‘The extra coin Lara’s wages would bring is needed, is it not?’


‘Oh, Margot,’ Pa murmurs, and there is a strange crush to his voice that implies he had seen this coming. ‘We do not know for sure that we will not make the rent. It has hardly been a week.’ He sighs heavily. ‘Let us discuss it later. When I have finished my work.’


Moving to the table, Pa examines the bread in the basket. ‘Listen, how about you girls come out on the wagon with me this afternoon?’ he says. ‘I’ve just had word that my order is ready to collect from the quarry and should be glad of the company.’


‘You may take Lara,’ says Mama, fixing me with a glare. ‘But after her outburst Sofia will be going nowhere today. She will stay here. With me.’


I go to make some remark about what a terrible punishment that will be, but feel Pa’s hands on mine.


‘Be kind,’ he says, kissing my hair. ‘Stay here. Help your mother. Look after her for me.’


‘Yes, Pa,’ I whisper, but I know that my father is wrong, that my mother is the last person who needs any looking after. And I make up my mind to slip from the house and meet his wagon when he returns. Whether Mama likes it or not.









The Gathering Dusk


Lara


As the limestone-weighted wagon groans around the bend in the lane, the tavern and the old horse-pond down the hill hone into view. It is strange to see so little water in the pond. I remember marking last week how depleted it was, reduced by the droughts to hardly more than a puddle. I’d been with Guillaume then, and have the sudden urge to be with him again and put my head upon his shoulder. I lean on Pa’s instead, feel the warm, safe mass of him beneath my cheek. He has promised that he will speak to Mama, try to find work for me here in Marseilles. But he has so little time at the moment as it is. My throat tightens, threatening tears, and I do my best to disguise them with a yawn.


‘Nearly home,’ Pa says, laying a hand on my knee. It is still there a few seconds later, when I see movement in the gathering dusk ahead of us.


I start, bolt upright. ‘Careful, Pa!’ A gaggle of men is idling on the lane. ‘One stepped out in front of the ponies the other evening.’


‘Whoa!’ my father calls, managing to slow the heavy wagon.


There are more of them tonight. Two sway unsteadily towards us, two more lingering closer to the tavern.


‘Look here!’ one of them guffaws. The smell of something sour and strong comes off him in waves as his eyes wander lazily over my father.


‘Bonsoir,’ Pa replies politely, attempting to move the wagon around the men. But one of them lurches at the horses, grabbing at a bridle.


‘Not so fast,’ he slurs. ‘Let us have a better look at you. And your pretty Mademoiselle. ’Tis not every day we see such a sight.’


I feel for the ponies. They shy at the men’s closeness and clumsy, unpredictable movements. Like the man Guillaume and I encountered, the voices of these strangers, though proper, are as unsteady as their bodies.


The figures obscured in the entrance shuffle together, snatches of their words drifting towards us. ‘I did,’ one is saying, the tone strangely familiar, ‘lost it all, every last sou!’


‘You and your card games, Édouard,’ the other replies, spluttering into laughter. ‘When will you learn?’


‘Ah well. ’Twas good sport, all in.’


I realise it is him, the man who came to Pa’s workshop, and see that my father has also recognised the voice of our landlord. The Baron de Comtois comes forwards then, swaggering into the low patch of light near the wagon. He blinks and presses a hand to his chest. ‘Thibault, it is you!’ he says. ‘I do hope you didn’t—’ He stops abruptly when he sees me.


The last man joins the others, bringing with him a torch from the tavern’s entrance. He holds it high, the flame cutting menacingly through the dark.


‘Not too close with that, gentlemen,’ Pa begins, ‘I beg you. My horses will take fright.’ Unease tightens inside me, more so when I detect it in Pa’s voice too.


‘He’s begging!’ the first man says, prompting laughter from the rest.


‘My, the skin on him!’ the second man dribbles, careening closer. ‘It’s as though he has eaten mud every day of his life!’


The others, with the exception of de Comtois, knock their glasses together and howl as though this is the funniest remark they have ever heard. The man with the torch staggers nearer to the wagon. He is waving the flame in earnest now, left and right, closer and closer to the ponies’ eyes. The worry is plain on Pa’s face and the animals are growing more agitated by the second. Their ears are flattened, heads high. They have nowhere to go, their reins and the wagon’s bulk keeping them in place.


‘Messieurs, please!’ Pa says, his voice firmer than before. ‘That is enough. Now let me pass.’


De Comtois looks on, a few paces behind the others, amusement twisting his lips. The horses begin to whinny in alarm, to contort their heads in one direction then the other.


Panic is rising in me now, the flame’s sweep through the murk making it seem like ten more of them are burning. I know I must say something.


‘Please, gentlemen,’ I begin, trying in vain to still the wobble in my voice. ‘We should be grateful if you could let us by.’


‘I’ll let you by my breeches,’ one quips, and the others wheeze with laughter.


Pa is about to lose his temper, I can tell, shaking with suppressed anger. But before he has the chance, everything comes asunder. The man holding the torch staggers drunkenly closer and trips. As he falls, the flame catches one of the ponies on the neck. The pony screams and bolts, the second animal taking fright along with her. One of the other men is almost toppled, leaping clear of the horses’ hooves just in time.


‘You mongrel!’ he spits after us. ‘You could have killed me!’


‘Whoa, whoa!’ Pa shouts. He is clinging fiercely to the reins, attempting to steady the wagon and right its direction. But it is veering out of control down the hill, the great weight of its cargo rendering it more and more unwieldy. The wagon swerves, approaching the place where the lane falls away to the horse-pond. Another swerve and it will come off the track altogether.


‘Lara! Jump! To the right!’ Pa shouts.


The wagon and the horses are thundering, and my father is trying to save them both. I want to shout back, to tell him to leave them, to jump, too, but no sound leaves my mouth.


‘NOW!’


I do as Pa says, and hurl myself sideways with as much strength as I can muster.


Plunging through the blurred and blackening landscape, it seems as though I am falling forever.









The Horse-Pond


Sofi


I have almost reached the tavern above the horse-pond when I see him do it. That man with de Comtois, deliberately putting his flame to the pony’s neck.


It all happens so quickly then. One second the wagon is there, the next it is not. The noise is deafening, the wheels and the hooves, the petrified whinnying of the ponies, and then an earth-splitting crash. The next thing I know, dust clouds have billowed from the ground, swallowing everything in their wake.


As I edge forwards, a shape looms large through these smothering gales of dust, a whirring thing, high as a monument. The wagon has toppled, come to rest upended in the horse-pond, its rear wheels still spinning and cast askance to the heavens. The full weight of the wagon’s load is trapping the ponies. They thrash in what is left of the water.


‘Pa!’ I shout. ‘Pa!’ I cannot see him. My ears start to ring, blind panic at what is unfolding shaking loose my senses.


I notice my sister then, a few paces away. She has an unearthly look on her face, like she cannot fathom where she is or what she is seeing, a hand held to the back of her head as though trying to free her cap. ‘Lara?’


‘Fi!’ Lara removes her hand and reaches out to me. Her fingers are slicked and dark.


‘You’re bleeding!’ I cry. ‘You’re hurt!’


‘It’s nothing,’ she utters distractedly and wipes the blood on her apron. ‘I jumped from the wagon. I must have hit my head when I landed.’


‘Where’s Pa?’ I ask. If Lara was able to jump clear of the wagon then surely my father was, too.


‘I … ’ Lara begins, ‘I don’t … ’


I become aware that a group of men is encircling my sister and me, scrambling down to the horse-pond and calling instructions between them. They must have made their way over from the houses dotting the lane, summoned by the commotion.


I don’t know how much time passes before one of them steps out of the chaos and comes towards us. It is Guillaume. He takes Lara’s arm, tries to guide me away with her, away from the horse-pond, but I do not want to move. Any moment, I think, Pa will emerge from the tumult. Dirty and stunned, but unharmed.


‘Ready, men?’ someone hollers. ‘One, two … heave!’


‘Quick, le médecin!’


The wail of a man in agony and then the sight of five others rising from the pond. They are carrying a broken thing in their arms, the water spilling from it the colour of poppies, and only when they lay the shape across the back of a cart do I realise. It is Pa.


‘Careful! Gentle, now!’


White bone glints from my father’s thigh. Down in the horse-pond, the sound of a pistol firing. Once, twice.


The journey back to the house seems to take an eternity. Lara goes with Guillaume, his arm around her, her folded cap pressed as a makeshift dressing against her head. More than once he tries to hold me, too, but I shake him away. I must be as close to Pa as possible. All about me I sense a confusion of noise, of hustle. But I can hear nothing save my father’s cries as the wheels of the cart snag on every stone and furrow, the way his breath bubbles in his throat.


When we finally reach the house, one of the men near the front puts his shoulder to the door. Inside the workshop, there is a tussle to light candles.


‘Has le médecin been summoned?’ someone demands.


‘Where shall we put him?’ shouts another.


‘Here!’ Amazed by the strength of my voice, I push to the front and swipe my arm across the long workshop table. Tools clatter to the floor. Several men remove their jackets and spread them out, laying Pa down upon them as gently as if he were a child. His blood eddies into the nicks of the tabletop, those marks made by his own hands for more than a decade.


‘That your ma?’ a woman asks.


I follow her gaze. There is my mother, frozen at the door to the parlour, pale and spectral. Her expression is more anguished than I have ever seen it.


‘Here, monsieur! In here!’ comes a call from the street.


It is only when he enters that Mama begins to speak. ‘Take him upstairs, please, we must take him upstairs,’ she burbles. ‘This is no place for him.’


‘He’s in too fragile a state, Madame,’ the doctor warns. ‘It wouldn’t be advisable to move him, not in his present condition.’


Mama falls quiet. One by one, the men file out into the street.


The doctor stays for what seems like hours, Lara and I passing him the dressings between us, the shining dishes and instruments, the tiny brown bottles with their sharp, astringent smells. Guillaume stays, too, bringing water, holding Pa as the doctor does his work.


At length, the man takes Mama to one side. ‘I have done my best to set the breaks and close the wounds, though I cannot say what other damage has been done.’


He seems like he might be turning to leave when I call out to him. ‘Wait! My sister is hurt, too.’ I pull Lara gently towards him. ‘She fell and hit her head when the wagon … ’


Embarrassed by the attention, my sister shuffles forwards while Guillaume stares at me, concerned. ‘It has stopped bleeding now,’ Lara mutters, ‘it is fine.’


The doctor studies her head, cleans the dried blood away. ‘A slight lump,’ he reassures her. ‘Nothing to worry about. You may have some headaches or dizziness, but that should all clear before long. A few days, perhaps, a week.’ He lifts his bag from the floor and moves to the door, pausing close to Mama. ‘If your husband can survive the night, we may rest a little easier,’ he says softly.


If he can survive the night, we may rest a little easier. Throughout the long hours that follow, those words twist, a sickening, desperate skein of hope, through my mind.









The Rag-Doll


Sofi


I wake suddenly, my eyes starting open. I am in my bed, I’m amazed to discover, my heart racing, my body clammy beneath my chemise. I blink into the darkness. Lara’s breath is warm on my neck and her arms are linked through mine as they always are when we sleep. I relax a little. What happened last night must all have been a dream, a horrible dream. But I’ve scarce emptied my lungs with relief when realisation rushes me like a fever. Not only am I still fully clothed, I realise, but so is my sister. It was no dream at all.


I scrabble from the bed, my heel knocking against something on the floor. When I reach down I see it is the rag-doll my father had given me a decade before. She must have slipped from her usual place on the nightstand. The doll had once been fine, adorned and clothed like a gentlewoman, but her yellow wool wig is thinning now and dress faded, the stitching coming apart, straw stuffing revealed at the seam of the neck. At this moment in time, I cannot decide whether she is a cruelty or a comfort.


I descend the stairs and enter the workshop, where Pa lies still on the table, a blanket over him. There is a shifting creak behind me and when I spin to face it I observe Mama, slumped in a pool of shadow, her eyes closed.


‘Pa?’ I whisper.


My father’s head twitches, very slightly, and I tuck my hand into his. It is warm.


‘Pa!’


‘Fi,’ he murmurs, his voice rasping and low. He tries to incline himself towards me, but the pain is too much. ‘Ah, you have brought ta petite poupée to see me, too.’


The rag-doll. I had not realised I was still holding it.


I want to smile, to reassure him that everything is going to be all right. But my face feels like it is being dragged to my knees. ‘Are you feeling better?’ is all I can manage. A ridiculous, childish question.


Pa’s lips slowly lift into a smile. ‘Of course I am, alsghyr. I just need to rest. I’ll be up and about in no time, you shall see.’


I notice a bowl of water and wonder if I should cool Pa’s head, swab more of the dried blood from his skin. But the liquid inside the bowl is the colour of diluted wine and I cannot bring myself to touch it.


‘What can I do?’ I ask, my voice sticking.


‘Go and rest,’ Pa whispers. ‘It will do no good if you are tired. I need you to be strong.’


I nod, kiss him carefully. But I do not leave. The smallest noise makes me turn, and I see that Mama isn’t asleep, after all. She is concealing her face with her apron, her shoulders shaking with sobs.


The doctor returns within the hour to examine my father and I can hardly believe the look on his face. ‘You are improved,’ he remarks and my heart hammers with hope.


My father attempts a laugh and winces. ‘Do not sound so surprised.’


‘How is the pain? I can give you more laudanum—’ Glass tinkles inside the doctor’s bag. ‘If you can rest now I shall return at first light. Then we may try and lift you upstairs, if you are up to it.’


Pa attempts a nod and the doctor takes Mama to one side. ‘There is hope,’ he murmurs. ‘There is hope.’


Relief surges through me. It is only when I try to move that I feel how tired I am, how all of me aches. I do not make it further than the door to the parlour stairs before I sink to the floor behind a stack of uncut stone and drift into sleep.


It scarcely feels like any time has passed at all when I become aware of movement, of lowered voices and a single yelp. When I wake, the chair Mama had been sitting in is empty. Daylight is falling aslant through the window and onto the workshop floor, illuminating the pattern of last night’s footprints on the flagstones. Rust-coloured forms, layering one over the other like fossils.


A chill hangs in the air and I see the door to the street is ajar. A sudden spike of annoyance. Why has the door been left open, with Pa growing cold upon the table? I close it and resolve to fetch him another blanket, make sure that he is warm.


As I do, I notice my father’s hand has fallen over the table’s edge. And not only that, but someone has drawn the blanket right up to cover his face. I stride forwards to remove it, before something stops me in my tracks. Instead of lifting the blanket, I reach for Pa’s hand, to guide it gently back to his side. It is frozen to the bone. The temperature is so unexpected I stand awhile, slack-jawed, trying to work it out.


‘Pa.’ My fingers clutch the rough edge of the wool. ‘Pa?’ Shaking, I tentatively draw the blanket down and the edges of my vision crash away like a landslide. A sound fills the room, raw, like a child in pain. It frightens me. Then I sense my own mouth open, a pressure like a dagger at my throat.


‘Sofi, is that you?’


Lara is calling me from upstairs. My pulse is thump-thumping in my ears and I feel faint, like I am going to keel over onto the floor and break like an egg, spill my insides all over the flagstones.


I race through the door and outside. I will not cry, I tell myself. I cannot. What was the last thing Pa said to me, the very last? I need you to be strong.


‘Sofi?’


I look down and see I am still holding the rag-doll. Adorned and clothed like a gentlewoman, cut from the same cloth as de Comtois. I grip it tight and, with purple knuckles, I squeeze.









The Palace of the Sun King


Versailles


Hortense


‘What kind of sorbet did you say it was? Inside the meringue? Some type of berry?’


Mama is putting a barrage of questions to a serving girl who is growing more befuddled by the second. She has been at this line of questioning for several minutes now, while the last course of our supper sits before us, waiting to be eaten. Vacherin, assorted pâtisseries, boiled quails’ eggs and a selection of marrons glacés.


‘Yes, Marquise, berry, Marquise,’ the girl answers.


‘I know it is berry, I just said as much, did I not?’ Mama squawks. ‘But which kind of berry is it, pray?’


If the colour the girl turns is any clue, I would hazard a guess at raspberry.


‘Orange,’ she replies.


Mama harrumphs like an affronted horse and raises her eyebrows. ‘Orange? Or-ange—?’


‘Yes, Mama, she is quite right,’ I cut in, a gauze of gratitude sweeping the girl’s face. ‘Orangeberry. Haven’t you heard of such a fruit?’


I smother a laugh with my serviette as the maid colours again, but Mama merely looks on, confused.


‘Good heavens,’ Papa comments, once the girl has gone. ‘Servants these days.’ He attempts to sink his fork into the pristine outer layer of his vacherin, but the curving segment of meringue is too hard and too smooth and so flies from his plate.


That Papa should be dining with us at all is an anomaly. His preference is to take himself elsewhere for his repasts, usually to the residences of the other gentlemen of the court, whose company he finds far more agreeable than that of his own wife and daughter. But I am well aware that he is here tonight for a reason. To raise a matter he would much rather not broach. He will finish his meal before he speaks of it, so that once he has done so he may scamper directly away for his armagnac, leaving Mama and me alone for the evening, as we have been since the last of my siblings married and left. Yes, all of them married off and out of Papa’s wig now, except for me. And so I’ll wager I know exactly what my father has to say to me tonight.


Across the table, Mama pushes a whole peeled egg between her lips as though trying to recreate its laying in reverse. It is a truly revolting thing to behold. In the dishes surrounding us, stacks of eggs sit upon little nests of spun sugar, which I suppose is someone’s attempt at artful presentation. The sugar mounds look as disgusting as the eggs, like shorn and discarded clumps of private hair.


As the horrible, towering aviary in her salon can testify, my mother is obsessed with eggs and their layers. The food on this table is a veritable surfeit of them – the boiled quails’ eggs, the egg-whites in the meringue, the egg-laden pastries. I pick at one or two of the marrons glacés distractedly. They are the only part of this course I can stomach.


‘Does your dear dog not want an egg, ma petite?’ asks Mama.


Inwardly cringing at the name she still insists on addressing me by, I run a hand across the flossy russet back of the small Pomeranian dog in my lap. I might be Mama’s youngest, but I am seventeen now. I have not been a child for years.


‘Pépin cannot tolerate them, Mama, as well you know,’ I say. ‘The smallest bite and his farts are atrocious.’


‘Sulphur,’ Papa agrees. Another piece of meringue propels itself from his plate, this time landing in one of the spun sugar nests.


‘Hortense,’ chides Mama. ‘Language.’


Pépin gives a whimper and smacks his jaws, so I offer him one of the pâtisseries instead.


‘The servants were never like that in my day, you know,’ Papa tells us, keen to pick up his earlier thread and make conversation about anything other than why he is here. ‘If you asked them what one of the dishes was at supper, they could not only tell you but recite the rest of the week’s menu while they were at it. And look at them now, complaining of their pay, claiming they need tips to survive, as well as their wage … ’


Mama purrs her assent, too busy with her eggs to offer much of an opinion.


Word reached Versailles about the situation in Paris some time ago. I have overheard the exchanges in the great marbled corridors about the King’s financial crisis. Talk that the abnormally hot summers and deep-frozen winters have wreaked havoc on the harvests and caused the peasants to starve. As if that is anything to do with us, la noblesse. As if those in power are capable of holding any sway over the weather.


What a lot of people fail to understand is that the working classes are worse than we are. There are servants at Versailles still receiving travel allowances, as tradition dictates, even though the King and Queen no longer tour the country as they did. Yet the tradition must be maintained and, like the Bengalese tiger in the Ménagerie Royale, tradition is expensive to keep.


‘It is why this place is falling apart,’ Papa adds. ‘The view from in here this morning! Good job the daylight is fading by suppertime.’


‘Perhaps we should keep the drapes drawn,’ Mama adds, as though taking every meal in the dark was a perfectly sensible suggestion. ‘Or arrange to dine later.’


‘Perhaps we could become fully nocturnal,’ I say, but the remark does not register.


The aspect from this window has never been one of the palace’s finest. The best views – of the gardens, the canals and the grand fountains – are reserved for those with purer blood. Since my father is a marquis, and neither a prince nor a duc, the views from our apartments leave a lot to be desired. From this particular room we are confronted, in daylight, by the ramshackle town that has sprouted up around Versailles over the years like a spurt of fungi, to house the thousands of social-climbers whose desire it is to be received at court. But it grows more deserted by the day. The Palace of the Sun King, as this place was known a hundred years ago, is now on the wane. Versailles’ sun is burning itself out.


‘The court is going to wrack and ruin, too,’ Papa says. ‘It wasn’t like that in my day. This young crowd the Queen has installed, for one thing. All those confounded parties of hers.’


‘I pity Antoinette,’ I say. ‘The King is hardly a wit. She needs every diversion she can muster.’


Mama croons in agreement as she sucks another quail’s egg into her mouth.


My father glares at me. ‘The King is losing support from the older generations by the day due to his wife’s antics.’


‘It is always the woman’s fault, Papa,’ I offer sarcastically, but he simply continues.


‘The old guard doesn’t approve of such behaviour. And if the peasants grow more fractious, as some say they might, then the King will find there are few left willing to speak up for him.’


I think of the Queen, Antoinette. Of His Majesty, her plump and inane husband. Though they were scarcely more than children when they married, their union was unconsummated for years. On account, it is rumoured, of His Majesty’s impotence. Something that apparently troubles him no longer, Lord help the Queen.


If I was in her position, I would be tempted to make a midnight flit, pack up my trinkets and abscond to Venice. I have always wanted to go, and how agreeable the carnival would be. To wear a mask for extended stretches of time, to have one’s face concealed behind a moulded stud of jewels.


At the end of the table, Papa, having consumed the last of his vacherin, dabs the corners of his mouth with the tablecloth and clears his throat. Finally, here it comes.


‘Now, Hortense,’ he begins. ‘My man had word from de Courtemanche today … ’


As I suspected. Papa is here with the latest news on his attempts to marry me off. His infernal matchmaking, although under way for well over a year now, is still yet to bear fruit.


‘ … I’m afraid he would not hear of the match.’


‘Another rejection?’ Mama’s open mouth is a cave of partially masticated egg. ‘Why, that is the fifth! How dare the man, Hortense would make his son a perfectly exquisite bride!’


I exhale my relief into my serviette.


‘Which only leaves Dubois’ son,’ my father continues. ‘For every other young man at court is either married, betrothed, or else … ’ He glances at Mama. ‘Or else their fathers will not countenance a marriage to our daughter.’ Papa turns back to me. ‘Your reputation precedes you, my dear.’


My cheeks sting with frosty indignation.


‘Well, I—’ Mama counters, before stopping herself. ‘Dubois, you say? He’s been keen for his son to marry for some considerable time, you know, due to the boy’s … ’


Her words trail to nothing and I know exactly why. Because this Dubois’ son is a well-known simpleton. The Idiot of the Vast Village of Versailles. And even if he weren’t, I have no desire to be married to him or anyone else and never will. The very notion of it, of what such a union entails, turns my stomach.


As my father goes to push back his chair to leave, a crescendo of frantic twittering reaches us from Mama’s salon. The finches in their enormous cage are chirping madly, screaming as though a bird of prey had been loosed amongst them.


‘Hmm,’ Mama muses, with little real concern. ‘I wonder what has disturbed my birds?’


The stack of naked eggs closest to me catches my eye. The vile things are perspiring in the light from the candelabras, their skins greying and clammy. The food I have eaten begins to stir in my stomach. A stale, acrid swell—


Before either of my parents have the chance to speak again, I scoop up my dog and, pressing the fingers of my free hand to my mouth, hasten from the room.









Lost Time


Marseilles, several days later


Sofi


Time, since it happened, is rubber. Drawn long or else snapping by in an instant. One day might be over in little more than the blink of an eye, while each second of the next seems to last an eternity.


The void in the house is an agony. It yawns, inescapable, more of a smothering than an absence. It is as though a vast beast now dwells here, pressing its massive weight down on me and stopping my breath.


Mama ranges the house restlessly, forever seeking out a new task to occupy herself. I watch the hairpins she has been too distracted to properly secure, tinkling unnoticed from her cap to the floor. I mark the apron, still bearing yesterday’s stains, fastened back-to-front around her waist.


Lara, by contrast, moves as though she is struggling through treacle, pausing every few paces to clutch a wall for support, negotiating each stair as though a valley lay between them. I wish she would rest awhile, let her head heal, but like a spirit that won’t be laid she fusses me instead, brow netted with concern.


One afternoon, I enter our chamber to find my rag-doll gone, missing from her place on the bedside table. I hurl back the coverlet, tip the pillows and mattress to the floor, crawl beneath the bedstead, but still I cannot find her.


‘Sofia!’ Mama shouts up to me. ‘What in heaven’s name are you doing?’


Her question is followed by a tread upon the stairs, before Lara’s face appears around the door, eyes wide. ‘Sofi!’


Seeming to know instinctively what I am looking for, my sister rummages amongst a small stack of clothes, drawing the doll out.


‘Why do you have her, give her back—!’ I step forwards to snatch the thing, then stop. The doll is different, the seams mended, the cloth’s pattern meticulously patched, her wig filled out with fresh yellow wool.


‘I wanted her to be like she was when Pa gave her to you,’ Lara says. ‘So you can keep her forever.’


I pinch the soft back of one hand with the nails of the other, focusing hard on the sensation so I do not have to feel the stinging at my eyes.


‘Sorry, Fi,’ Lara murmurs. ‘I thought you would like it.’ She sits the doll tenderly on the window-ledge and drags the mattress from the floor, arranging the coverlet across it again as though nothing had happened. Then she brushes a stray hair from her cheek, awkward and apologetic, and crosses to the threshold so sadly I can stand it no longer. I rush over and fling my arms around her waist.


I open my mouth to tell her how grateful I am, while at the same time not knowing how to feel at all, not understanding why I am so heavy every hour of every day, so angry. I want desperately to explain to Lara how such anger frightens me. But no sound escapes my lips.


I wonder at Lara’s repairs to the rag-doll. How, despite her headaches and dizziness from the accident, she managed to patch in the exact shade of linen needed to restore the small gown. But although my sister lined up the pattern so the join is invisible, it isn’t the same doll Pa gave to me, isn’t the same cloth his hands touched and held. It will never be the same again.









Pieces


Sofi


De Comtois does send a clerk this time. The day after we bury Pa, no less. I see him from the window, dressed in black and skulking down the lane, hands clutched to his chest as though he was the one who had lost something.


I reach the door just as the man is passing Mama a letter. She unfolds it and appraises him blankly. ‘How am I supposed to know the meaning of this?’


‘Ah, of course.’ The clerk looks uncomfortable. Stupid, too. De Comtois employs men who are cheap, not competent. That way he has money to squander. The more he bleeds from his tenants, the more he has to gamble away, while honest folk work to their deaths, starve in the streets. What were men like him even doing, drinking in that tavern? Amusing themselves by fraternising with the peasants?


‘It is your notice, Madame,’ the clerk announces.


‘My notice?’


‘Now that your husband is … ’ The man breaks off.


A vice grips my chest.


‘Dead?’ Mama spits. ‘Is that what you mean?’


The man opens and closes his mouth noiselessly, looking lost for words. ‘Ah, a … a tragic accident, Madame.’


Accident. What an insult that word is.


‘What I mean is … the Baron de Comtois regrettably had no choice but to raise the rent on this property some weeks ago. Your husband, it seems, was not able to meet the sum.’


Mama’s hand tightens, scrunching the paper within it.


‘And now, with you finding yourself widowed … well, the Baron de Comtois trusts you will no longer be staying. That your needs would be … better accommodated elsewhere.’


Mama comes straight to it. ‘How long do we have?’


The man clears his throat. ‘A week. The Baron de Comtois trusts that will be sufficient.’


‘The Baron de Comtois’s very trusting, isn’t he?’


The clerk doesn’t seem to register Mama’s gibe. ‘He also asked me to inform you that the stock, materials and so on in the lower room are now his property, to be seized in lieu of the unpaid rent—’


‘Those things in the workshop belong to my father, he bought them himself! Your master has no right to any of them, just so he can drink away the proceeds of everything Pa worked for. He has no right at all!’ The words spew loudly from my mouth before I can censor them, leaving me shaking, my cheeks ablaze.


The clerk raises an eyebrow. ‘Madame, might I suggest you instil some manners into your dau—’


Before he can finish, my mother shuts the door.


‘What is it?’


Behind us, Lara makes her way slowly down the stairs, rubbing her temple. She had been lying down. The noise must have roused her.


‘Oh, Mama,’ she sighs when she reads the clerk’s paper. ‘What are we going to do?’


A letter addressed to Mama arrives a few days later. I catch her with it at the parlour table, recognising my aunt’s handwriting at once. Something sticking out from behind the paper snags my attention. A larger, square cut of fabric-like parchment, decorated with some sort of design.


I call my sister from the kitchen and Mama sombrely passes her the letter.


‘Well, what does it say?’ I urge, panicking briefly that our aunt is replying to Mama’s earlier correspondence, and writing to offer Lara work at the factory.


My sister scans the first page. ‘Aunt thanks us for letting her know about Pa. She expresses her sympathies … ’ Her words fade.


It had been my sister’s suggestion to write to Aunt Berthé and inform her of the accident. I don’t remember much of what happened in the hours after I came in off the street that morning, but I do recall Lara, feebly inking her pen and composing the message, squinting to make sense of the letters as the pain from her fall rang fresh in her skull.


Lara turns my aunt’s letter over and her lips part in surprise. She reads—


‘Sister, I have good news. After receiving your last dreadful correspondence, a notion came to me. I have spoken to the master, Monsieur Wilhelm Oberst, and have been fortunate enough to secure a position, not just for Lara, but for you and Sofia, too, all here at the wallpaper factory in Jouy.’


Wilhelm Oberst. The name sounds German. Austrian, maybe. Like our frivolous Queen. ‘That is the man Aunt Berthé keeps house for, is it not?’ I ask.


‘It is,’ Mama returns, staring at my sister in anticipation. ‘Carry on, Lara.’


‘The master was very interested to learn of your experience in the soap factory, sister, and offers you work in the dye-house with great pleasure. Monsieur Oberst is a fair man and a good master—’


Mama snorts. ‘As if there is any such thing.’


‘There are also,’ Lara goes on, ‘two positions for your girls here, if agreeable. Since the master thought Lara’s draughtsmanship so accomplished, he is willing to offer her work in the print-house, where the wallpaper is designed. There is work for Sofia, too, in the dye-house, assisting with the colours used in the printing processes—’


‘The dye-house?’ I interrupt. ‘Why is it Lara who gets the better work?’


‘Do not start, Sofia,’ Mama clips back. ‘We’re lucky to be offered work at all, with the country as it is.’


Lara continues. ‘Finally, Aunt Berthé writes that there is a cottage that comes with the position. The place is only small, but there is room for us all. She says to send word back as soon as possible and, if accepting, to arrange travel to Jouy-en-Jouvant forthwith.’


‘I see … ’ my mother begins and I’m astonished to observe that the corners of her mouth have started to rise.


‘Wait, Mama,’ says Lara, ‘there is a line added at the end. I include a sample of the wallpaper that is made here, showing one of the factory’s most popular designs.’


My sister lifts the sample out from behind the letter, the same large square I saw Mama holding earlier. The scene printed upon it shows a young woman in a room, sitting with her face turned away from the viewer. It is oval in shape, vignetted by a darkness that seems to hold the image in place.


I have never seen wallpaper this closely before and it is strange. The material is so thin that when held up for the light to shine through it, both sides of the paper can be seen together, allowing my sister and I different views of the same image. There is a grain to it, too, a warp and a weft, giving its deep red print the impression of dried blood on skin. I release my grip on the paper and push it away.


‘We must start to pack immediately,’ Mama announces. ‘There is much to be done.’


‘But, what—’ I hardly know where to begin. ‘What about Pa’s things? What happens to them?’


My head starts to swim. The thought of those objects, the ones Pa used every day, now lying neglected. The wooden parts of the tools worn to the contours of his hands, the leather apron moulded to the form of him. The pieces of stone he had already begun to carve. They are like pieces of Pa himself, the only pieces still left.


‘They will have to stay,’ Mama replies. ‘We cannot take them.’


‘But—’


‘Enough, Sofia! For goodness’ sake. Why do you have to fight against everything? Anyhow, as that clerk so helpfully pointed out, everything in your father’s workshop is now the property of the Baron de Comtois.’ She adds something more, lost against the racket of my thoughts.


I look at Lara, wait for her to object, too. But she is studying her hands on the tabletop, her face drained of colour. She has not spoken since she held up that sample of wallpaper.


‘Girls,’ Mama starts, ‘do you really think we have any choice? Jobs like these, and lodgings, too, they do not just grow on trees. ’Specially not nowadays. There are people just like us, all over the country, out of work, nowhere to live, no money to put food in their mouths.’


Her words, the uncharacteristic mellowness of her voice. With a clang it comes to me. She is glad to be leaving. No thought for the memories of Pa, for the life he lived with us here. No thought for any of it.


Mama inclines her head to Lara. ‘We must send word back.’


Her dictation blurs to a panic in my ears. I do not want to leave. I do not want to leave the place where Pa lived, worked, laughed. I can feel my heart drumming in my mouth, I cannot catch a breath. What if I forget? Memory is slippery, like water through fingers. It spills and swirls, drains before you can catch it. What if I forget him, forget it all?


My sister seals the letter and the room falls silent. It is not only Pa’s things we will be leaving behind, it is the hope of ever being able to design together, Lara and I, alongside Pa in his workshop. It is like all we ever wanted has been torn away. And that man has been the one to do it. De Comtois. He has destroyed everything.


I glance at Mama. She is staring at Aunt Berthé’s words as though they were the map and legend of a new world.
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