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			“This problem in dynamics gravely perplexed an American historian. The Woman had once been supreme; in France she still seemed potent, not merely as a sentiment, but as a force. Why was she unknown in America? For evidently America was ashamed of her, and she was ashamed of herself, otherwise they would not have strewn fig-leaves so profusely all over her. When she was a true force, she was ignorant of fig-leaves, but the monthly-magazine-made American female had not a feature that would have been recognised by Adam. The trait was notorious, and often humorous, but anyone brought up among Puritans knew that sex was sin. In any previous age, sex was strength. Neither art nor beauty was needed. Everyone, even among the Puritans, knew that neither Diana of the Ephesians nor any of the Oriental goddesses was worshipped for her beauty. She was goddess because of her force; she was the animated dynamo; she was reproduction – the greatest and most mysterious of all energies.”

			Henry Adams, “The Dynamo and the Virgin” in The Education of Henry Adams (1901)

			“I gave birth to the twentieth century.”

			Jack the Ripper, in From Hell by Alan Moore and Eddie Campbell (1989)
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			New York Tribune, March 1900

			By our special correspondent, Aileen Bowman

			 

			THE WIND OF CHANGE

			 

			We set sail on a French liner, along with a thousand other passengers bound for Paris, the city soon to be illuminated by millions of lights.

			By a curious coincidence, the Touraine is the last vessel belonging to the Compagnie Générale Transatlantique still to be rigged. While steam engines roar invisibly below, the ship’s sails cast their round shadows onto the metal deck. As we make our way towards the biggest world’s fair ever imagined – the Paris Exposition – those canvas sails remain as a sort of tribute to tradition, to a glorious maritime past. The white cotton of our South, the wealth of empires, with the black plume from the chimneys drifting up above it. The sound of the wind is drowned out by the whistling of the boiler. In tandem, these two very different powers propel the Touraine onward, the ship’s prow cutting relentlessly through the waves of the Atlantic.

			I had an old uncle – a rough pioneer from a vanished epoch – who would tell me stories about the heroic conquest of the American continent. All his tales would end in the same way: my uncle would smile and recite the words that – to me, as a child – had the ring of a magic incantation: “There’s only one direction in America: west.” And yet, for the next six months, the planet’s compasses will have only one pole, a shining and ephemeral north: Paris.

			For us citizens of the young American nation, this crossing to Europe is a journey back to our origins. Such ideas – or perhaps the ship’s sails – give rise to a surprising feeling as we voyage towards that gigantic exhibition of new technologies: nostalgia. A strange emotion, an attachment to something forever beyond our reach. The past. If memory were an apple, nostalgia would be the worm inside, devouring its own home.

			The evidence is there: by celebrating a new century, we will lock behind us the door to the century in which we were born. We feel threatened by the idea that progress, in its constant rush forward, will sweep away our memories. Among the passengers of the Touraine, however, not everyone is burdened by such doubts.

			There are entrepreneurs here, determined to take their place at the Paris Exposition. I listened to the opinions of a weaving-loom manufacturer, a Californian sawmill owner, and a Pennsylvania representative of the great Standard Oil Company. Despite their disparate backgrounds and interests, these men all had two things in common: the same smile when I asked them what they thought of the liner’s sails, and a refusal to be overawed by the achievements of European engineers. They all mentioned the brilliant inventor Thomas Edison, the unchallenged star of this Exposition, who alone has registered as many patents as ten German, French and British companies put together. “Yes,” they told me, “we’re going to Paris to make discoveries and seal deals. But anyone who thinks we’ll just be admiring visitors is kidding themselves. The western part of the world is American now. We are trading partners with Europe in our own right. I mean, our country is as big as their whole continent!”

			Some travellers are irritated by France’s paternalistic attitudes, but the French also have a nickname for us that should make us proud: they call us the “sister republic” of the United States of America, a budding Republic of Enlightenment. But doesn’t such a heritage imply a certain degree of moral and political responsibility? The United States is vast enough that we could rely solely on its domestic market, but what meaning would the principles of openness and tolerance enshrined in our Constitution have if we didn’t apply them? “We will satisfy those demands, we will meet this challenge,” the Californian businessman declares.

			And the proof, both symbolic and material, is this: our involvement in this unique event, the Paris Exposition, and the million-dollar budget approved by Congress, four times more than was invested in the previous Exposition of 1889 (memorable for the construction of the fabulous Eiffel Tower). Other than our French hosts, the United States will have more artworks and artists than any other country. Not to mention the wives of these distinguished entrepreneurs, arrayed in the most beautiful dresses from New York, Boston, and Chicago, determined to prove that Paris does not have a monopoly on high fashion and good taste.

			Historic rivalries prevented some countries from taking part in the 1889 celebration of the centenary of the French Revolution, but this year’s Paris Exposition will bring together all the nations of the world, a symbol of a new era of collaboration. That is the central message from all the conversations I had aboard the Touraine, a French liner that is, in spirit, international.

			Aboard a ship still lit by quaint, old-fashioned oil lamps, the enthusiastic, determined representatives of the new America are en route to connect with the electrified world.

		

	
		
			1

			At the businessmen’s table, Aileen was treated like a whore at a family dinner, tolerated only because she was a journalist. The first dinner, in the main dining room of the luxurious Touraine, had been enough to convince her that she was aboard a floating circus, transporting only animals and clowns, with the troupe’s real artists presumably on a different ship.

			In her presence, husbands did not let their wives speak, probably out of fear that they would stupidly, inadvertently express the curiosity they felt for this scandalous woman: the woman in trousers, the New York Tribune socialist, the notorious redhead Aileen Bowman.

			When the conversation turned to Thomas Edison, she mentioned the current war between Tesla’s alternating current and Edison’s direct current, and how Edison – to prove the dangers of his rival’s invention – had eagerly promoted Brown and Southwick’s electric chair. Aileen asked whether anyone at the table had attended one of Edison’s demonstrations, which had taken place at fairgrounds all over the United States and involved the electrocution of dogs and orang-utans using alternating current. Then she described the execution of William Kemmler at Auburn Prison – the first use of the electric chair on a human being, and the subject of one of her first published articles. The smoke pouring from the condemned man’s blackened orifices, the muscles convulsing, the tendons snapping, the smell of burned flesh. Aileen declared that she was also going to Paris to hear Edison’s phonograph. America had to export its greatest inventions.

			Afterwards she started drinking, ignoring their hostile arguments, and distracted herself by mentally undressing the women at the table. She imagined their breasts, in all shapes and sizes and ages, swaying from side to side above the flower-patterned porcelain plates in time with the pitching of the ship. The young wife of the Standard Oil man glanced contemptuously at the two undone buttons on the journalist’s blouse, perhaps wondering what the bust of a 35-year-old spinster who’d never breastfed a baby would look like. Aileen sat up tall when their eyes met. The young woman had been the only moment of love in that entire evening.

			The greatest scandal of all was her loneliness.

			 

			When they arrived in Le Havre, Aileen waited on deck, leaning on the rail and observing the other passengers as they rushed towards the station to catch their trains to Paris.

			It had a bigger effect on her than she’d imagined. Was she the only one feeling the nostalgia that she’d described in the article she would telegraph to New York as soon as she reached land?

			Forty years earlier, her parents had made this journey in the opposite direction, with no idea that they would meet each other over there. They’d never talked about this continent as a place they wanted to see again. Aileen was following the tracks they’d attempted to cover.

			They had died that winter, both of them within the space of a few months, as if the new century had forbidden them entry. Arthur had gone first, an old and weakened man, followed by Alexandra, who couldn’t go on without him. Aileen had thought her mother would become a serene widow, grateful for the past but continuing alone. She’d imagined her inexhaustible energy carrying her into the coming years, imagined her managing the ranch and fighting her political battles. But she had died very soon after Arthur. Their love had proved fatal.

			One year earlier, Aunt Maria and Uncle Pete had also departed this world, frozen together in Oregon by the great blizzard.

			The Fitzpatrick Ranch, which her parents had founded, had from its beginnings been a refuge for immigrants, deserters and fugitives, a tribe brought together by chance and adoptions. Her tribe, swept away in a single year. In the West, which ground down bones and teeth, winter made quick work of tired old pioneers.

			All these deaths and memories were carried in the knapsack on her shoulder and the little travelling bag at her feet on the deck of the Touraine, and they suddenly felt too heavy.

			Her father’s past was a mystery kept intact by his long, silent life. Like the ranch employees and the people of Carson City, all she knew of his military career were a few snippets of information, and the fact that he’d been a sergeant in the East India Company. His body and face had been covered with terrifying scars. He’d had fingers missing. But his silence was the symptom of his real pain. He’d been a policeman in London, after leaving the Company, then he’d boarded a ship to America. Aileen imagined her father, before he met Alexandra, as a ghost wandering the globe.

			Alexandra and Arthur had built their ranch by the edge of Lake Tahoe. An estate torn from the grip of the wild Sierra Nevada, taken from old Indian lands. The ranch was all that remained of Alexandra’s idealistic dreams, a golden prison for her husband’s nightmares of war.

			During the winter of 1865, at the end of the fiercest, deadliest and most absurd civil war ever fought, two brothers – having deserted the Northern army – had crossed the mountains and hidden at the ranch, curled up in the warmth of manure inside a barn: Oliver and Pete Ferguson. The first in a long list of marginals, poor criminals and rebels to spend a few days, weeks or months at the Fitzpatrick Ranch. Oliver and Pete stayed longer than most. Alexandra, the utopian, and Arthur Bowman, the insomniac veteran, had protected and adopted them once the war was over. Aileen had been only one year old at the time.

			Pete Ferguson became her favourite uncle and she became the princess of that kingdom. Uncle Pete hated everybody except for his younger brother and this adopted niece. He burned and broke everything he touched. He made too many enemies in the county, then fled the ranch. Three years later, after a long journey, he returned; Aileen was ten. That part of his life, like Arthur Bowman’s past, became one of the mysteries at the heart of that community of misfits.

			Pete had been in a state of exhaustion when he returned, crippled in one leg, his body covered not with scars but tattoos. But Uncle Pete had not come back alone. He was leaning on the shoulder of a young Indian woman who spoke an unknown language, Guatemalan Spanish and a smattering of English. Maria – her Aunt Maria – wanted nothing to do with that white family. And so the two of them, too marginal even for the ranch, had found refuge with some other homeless Americans, in the last resort possible for a deserter and an exile: an Indian reserve. Warm Springs, Oregon, where they had frozen to death.

			Uncle Oliver had remained at the ranch with his wife Lylia and their three children – those cousins whom Aileen barely knew. They had been the branch of the family that had taken root, notable people whose fortune – as dictated by the American Dream – had made their humble origins unimportant. When Aileen saw them for the last time, at Alexandra’s funeral, they had looked at her from a distance, she and they isolated by their thoughts and the clouds of steam that escaped their mouths. It was Oliver’s family now who ran the ranch.

			The Ferguson brothers had given birth to two distinct dynasties of Americans: the majority strain of solid entrepreneurs and defenders of property law, and the minority strain of confined nomads.

			After her mother’s funeral, Aileen – now an orphan – had returned to New York with a settlement that made her a rich woman and the horrible feeling that the ranch, the lake, the horses and even Alexandra and Arthur were now nothing more than a child’s dream.

			Perhaps nostalgia, at first so painful, would end up becoming a remedy, once the past had been recycled into oblivion.

			 

			Le Havre was bathed in sunlight. Crowds swarmed along the wharf and cranes leaned over the moored ships. The houses on the seafront, tall and narrow and squeezed close together, looked like cabaret dancers, elbows joined in a chaste but joyful line dance. Aileen imagined the houses’ legs high-kicking to show a flash of thigh, suspenders and knickers to the calm, imperturbable sea. The weather had been perfect during the crossing and she regretted not landing in France with her hair dishevelled and the liner in a state of disarray after facing the wrath of the Atlantic.

			The Standard Oil man’s wife went down the gangway. Aileen waved and the young woman became entangled in the folds of her long dress.

			She decided that Paris could wait another day. She would spend the night here, eat in the city’s best restaurant and sleep in a room with a view of the port.

			 

			The tide was high. That evening, the swell increased and the waves crashed onto the jetty. The wind blew salty spray against the houses’ windows, bringing a scent of seaweed and splashed granite. Aileen ate seafood with her hands. Her greasy fingers left smears on her wine glass. The Exposition would open its doors in less than a week; all the restaurants and hotels within 120 miles of Paris were fully booked. But for a woman travelling alone, they found a room and a table. She changed her dollars to francs.

			She listened curiously to the customers and the waiters and was surprised when she understood them. She was anxious to know if she could answer them correctly. She had only ever spoken French with her mother, who was born in a village in Alsace. Since Alexandra’s death, Aileen had forced herself to think in French, out of fear that she would forget what her mother had taught her. Growing up in a country where they were the only two people who could understand each other, Aileen had imagined herself the last guardian of a secret language. But, here, everybody spoke it.

			The existence of this mysterious land had confirmed what little Aileen always supposed: that she was a princess from another world, and her mother a sorceress who had chosen Arthur Bowman, the strongest of men, to be her husband on this earth.

			And this evening, she was finally here. In the place she’d come from.

			This was why she’d persuaded her employer to send her to Europe. And Whitelaw Reid, owner of the New York Tribune, was not the kind of man who was easily influenced. He campaigned for an opinionated press, but was not at all keen on dialectics unless he got the last word.

			“Royal Cortissoz will already be there. There’s no point having two of you.”

			“There’s no comparison! Royal is a stubborn man who can only speak New York English. Who will cover what’s happening in Paris when he leaves France after the inauguration?”

			“Two weeks is enough to get what we need. Nobody cares about the rest of the Exposition.”

			“I’ll stay there six months and write in-depth articles.”

			“Six months? Are you crazy? That would be a gigantic waste of time and money.”

			“I’ll stay until 1901. The start of the new century.”

			“Out of the question. This Exposition is just a trumped-up tourist attraction. The French think it’s way more important than it actually is.”

			“They’re expecting millions of visitors. Princes from Asia, kings from Africa, politicians from all over Europe, the world’s greatest intellectuals will all be there. If you don’t have anyone there who can speak French, how will you find out anything that’s happening? Are you planning to reprint Mr Bennett’s articles from the New York Herald?”

			Whitelaw Reid frowned. Not only was the Herald his newspaper’s toughest competitor, but Bennett was his enemy. Aileen drove home her advantage:

			“I’m sure Mr Bennett has hired an army of reporters who speak French and English. Did you know he even has an office on the first floor of the Eiffel Tower, just like he did in ’89?”

			“Are you threatening to go and work for that purveyor of cheap thrills and bad news, Miss Bowman?”

			“No.”

			“No?”

			“No. Quite the contrary: I’m promising to be a thorn in his side. I can write articles in English for New York and French versions that can be shared out among the Parisian newspapers. That way, the Tribune will have a presence on both sides of the Atlantic.”

			She’d had him at the first mention of James Gordon Bennett, but Whitelaw Reid continued to argue just to save face.

			“I am not going to pay you to take a six-month vacation in that crazy city.”

			“I’ll pay half of my rent and expenses myself.”

			“Putting one over on Bennett is one thing, but I don’t want any of your incendiary, provocative articles. It has to be reasonable or I’m not publishing it.”

			“But if I find French newspapers interested in what you’ve rejected, I have carte blanche, right?”

			“Not under your own byline. As long as you’re in France, your name belongs to my newspaper.”

			“You’re right – I’ll choose a male pseudonym so I can write about women’s rights.”

			“Oh, don’t start!”

			“Until 1901?”

			“Wire me a weekly column, plus news articles if anything important happens.”

			“I won’t write about fashion.”

			“Agreed. You’d scare the poor designers. As long as Royal Cortissoz is in Paris, you’ll be his assistant for arts and culture.”

			“Absolutely not.”

			“Get out of my office.”

			 

			He watched her smile as she stuffed herself with oysters, which were already milky even though it was only early April. She congratulated herself on arriving in Paris a day late and provoking the wrath of Royal Cortissoz, who was never more ridiculous than when he lost his temper. Strong emotions revealed his inaptitude for passion, against which – as a champion of the most conservative American art (which imitated the most conservative European art) – he considered himself one of the last bulwarks.

			Aileen spread a thick layer of butter on her bread and poured herself more wine.

			Later, standing by her bedroom window and searching for stars in the cloudy sky above the Channel, Aileen cried as she thought about all the opportunities she had missed to visit her aged parents. She would have liked to write them a letter now, to tell them about the taste of the seafood and the port of Le Havre, from where, she’d been told, for a few days every year, when the air was pure and the sun at a certain angle, it was possible to make out the dark line of the English coastline – her father’s land. She went to bed late, worried that this stay in France would end up nothing more than a long, guilty period of mourning. “Tiredness does strange things to your mind – go to sleep,” her father used to say, even though his own nights were scarred by bad dreams.

			Would this mourning be like a drogue, holding her back, just as the ship’s old-fashioned sails slowed down the Touraine? It would be a sad way to celebrate a new century in Paris, but perhaps not an unreasonable one given that she planned to question the engineers here on the place that would be reserved, in their glorious future, for women like her and for people of mixed blood like her cousin Joseph.

			The Fitzpatrick Ranch had three heirs: Aileen Bowman, Oliver Ferguson and – following the deaths of Uncle Pete and Aunt Maria – their son Joseph.

			Of all the ranch’s offspring, Joseph, the bastard son of an Indian woman and a deserter, was the most tragic and the most dangerous in that lineage of dangerous men. He was also the one that Aileen understood best.

			After the burial, instead of going straight back to New York, Aileen had visited the reserve at Warm Springs. At the Indian Affairs Office, she questioned a government employee. The man hummed and hawed, so Aileen held a ten-dollar bill under his nose to convince him to look up Joseph Ferguson in his register.

			“He was hired.”

			“Hired?”

			“For a show.”

			“What show?”

			“Pawnee Bill’s Show.”

			“And where would I find that?”

			The answer to that question cost her another ten dollars.

			“It’ll cost you a lot more than that if you want to see the show! Because Pawnee Bill has hired a whole load of redskins to replace old Buffalo Bill in Paris!”

			“Paris, France?”

			“I think so, yeah!”

			“For the Exposition?”

			“The what now?”

			She took a train back to the east and spent the journey writing a list of reasons for travelling to France, in order of importance, and sketching out some arguments likely to convince the owner of the New York Tribune to send her there.

		

	
		
			2

			As they draw closer, each Exposition appears like a mountaintop from which we can look back over the distance already covered. The visitor emerges feeling reassured, encouraged and optimistic about the future. That joyful optimism – the prerogative, in the previous century, of a few noble minds – is now spreading much more widely; in this fertile cult, the Expositions appear as majestic but useful ceremonies, necessary for the existence of a hard-working nation driven by an irresistible urge to expand, like companies distinguished less by the material profits they offer than by the injection of vigour they give to the human mind.

			 

			Aileen studied the Exposition map, read the names of the main buildings, then put the booklet back on the bench. This extract from the official decree had made her ill at ease. There was something violent, naive and oppressive about the bombastic syntax. Something vainglorious, like wartime propaganda.

			Through the window of the train, as it rounded a long curve, she looked out at the vivid green Normandy countryside – forests, fields, fences, cattle – cut in two equal parts by the long curve of the shining railway tracks. The Pereire brothers had founded the Compagnie Générale Transatlantique, linking New York to Le Havre, and then the Compagnie des Chemins de Fer de l’Ouest, linking Le Havre to Paris. They had been inspired by the writings of Henri de Saint-Simon, who had laid down the blueprint for a peaceful, united world, run by benevolent scientists and industrialists; a dream shared by his peer, Fourier, who hoped to achieve it through hard-working communitarian companies where everything would be shared and human passions would exist in harmony. The Pereire brothers, paternalistic messiahs of the industrial age, building on the ruins of the past, had created a company to fund their theories: Crédit Mobilier, which invested individuals’ money in long-term public development projects. Their idealism and greed led this bastard bank into bankruptcy. After that resounding failure, Europe’s utopian dreamers focused on more modest objectives: communities that, although still ideal, were much smaller in size. Some of them, to escape the reactionary forces of their home continent, exported their visions to a new land with no past: America. Newspaper articles, speeches and adverts convinced hundreds of people to sell their goods and set off in search of adventure: followers of Saint-Simon and Fourier, apprentice sorcerers and bumbling messiahs went to build phalansteries in the United States. There, once again, some badly applied ideals and the betrayals of certain financier friends led to these communities falling into bankruptcy. One of these ephemeral towns, named Reunion, was located in Texas, by the Trinity River, and was created by two men: Victor Considerant, a graduate of the prestigious Ecole Polytechnique in Paris, and Jean-Baptiste Godin, a manufacturer of wood-burning stoves and a champion of human progress. After surviving for three years, the small town tragically collapsed. Aileen’s mother, Alexandra Desmond, aged nineteen at the time, had been one of the three hundred colonists who’d settled in Reunion in 1858, with her husband, who – weakened by malnutrition – caught a fever and died.

			As she stared out at the Pereire brothers’ railway tracks, Aileen tried to remember that Frenchman’s name. She had seen it once on the flyleaf of a book at the ranch. Alexandra’s first husband had written her a note: a few lines, scrawled in a cramped, slanting calligraphy, ending with the words “With all my love”, followed by the name that she couldn’t quite recall. “With all my love” . . . The first time she read that note, Aileen knew nothing about the Reunion debacle and wouldn’t have cared if Alexandra had told her about it then and there: she had just discovered that her mother had once loved another man. She’d discovered that it was possible to live more than one life.

			For a long time she was afraid of that book, which stood among others on a shelf in the living room, visible to everyone, but particularly to her father, like a horrible secret that she was forced to share with her mother. Later, Alexandra had explained that love is free, that it can die like everything else, but also survive. She told her daughter how Arthur, the ex-soldier, had arrived in the ruins of Reunion, carrying a book that he would read while carefully tracing the lines with his finger. She’d described how this terrified, terrifying man had become her new and last love. Arthur knew about the existence of that book, that note, that other man. “Don’t worry, it’s not a secret,” her mother had told her. “The real danger comes from me telling you about it. Because the rest of the world doesn’t like to hear about free love, passion, pleasure.”

			Jerome. Jerome Desmond gave his surname to Alexandra, who kept it afterwards, when she was with Arthur. The name came to Aileen after she abandoned her observation of the landscape and turned her attention to the passengers in the first-class carriage, some of whom glared back or looked away.

			The villages grew bigger and more closely spaced as the Le Havre express sped without stopping through the little suburban stations, whistling and smoking and catching the eyes of the curious locals as they waited for a slower train.

			 

			The men took the suitcases down from the luggage racks, the children stuck their snotty noses to the windows, and the women adjusted their outfits. Aileen jammed the sagging black wool hat further onto her head; she’d been wearing it ever since leaving Nevada for New York. She caught other passengers staring at her disapprovingly or curiously, perhaps imagining that she worked for one of those cowboy-and-Indian shows that Joseph had joined.

			Aileen had interviewed William Cody, after he had started calling himself Buffalo Bill, at a time when the public was starting to take seriously his ridiculous version of how the West was won. But Aileen was no wide-eyed Fenimore Cooper fan. She’d grown up in the West. After that article, there was no way Cody would think about hiring her, despite her riding boots and trousers and her skill with a gun. Her father used to say, half-jokingly, that while it was better to live surrounded by friends, dying without a few enemies should be a source of shame. Aileen was glad to have the famous Buffalo Bill for an enemy.

			The train shook as the points slowed it down, the tracks converging on the station. The buildings lining the route were blackened by locomotive smoke. Behind the upstairs windows, she glimpsed the silhouettes of her first Parisians, indifferent to the rumble of the trains. The sky disappeared behind glass panes and a metal skeleton.

			She slung her knapsack – as tired-looking as her hat – over her shoulder and stood up. Made of waterproof oilcloth, its leather parts blackened by use and still smelling of horsehair, this bag did not contain any beauty products, hairbrushes or bicarbonate of soda to be smeared in her armpits. Aileen used it to carry her notebooks, pencils and books, a sanitary belt, a few changes of underwear, and a Smith & Wesson Ladysmith. The knapsack had belonged to her father. She’d always viewed it as a sort of magic bag from which he could pull whatever they needed while they were out hunting together in the Sierra. Ammunition, equipment for cleaning guns, water, bread, dried meat, a book to read by the fire, tobacco for the pipe that he let her smoke, and – when she was hungry and thought all their food was gone – always one last dried apricot or slice of apple. Arthur Bowman, a taciturn man, was obsessed by impermeability. One night, he told his daughter about a magnificent and perfectly waterproof powder horn, carved from ivory, the inside coated with rubber-tree sap, which had saved his life in India. As he was describing this fantastical object, little Aileen realised he was actually talking about something else, that her father was giving her advice about the way she should deal with the world: know when to shut up, keep your powder dry, always be ready. And be beautiful too, maybe. In the way that Arthur Bowman appreciated beauty: when it arose from a harmony between an object and its usefulness, from a person and the place she occupied in the world. Her father’s knapsack and her mother’s French were Aileen’s most precious heirlooms.

			The carriages juddered to a halt. She had pins and needles in her feet from four hours of vibrations. The riveted posts of the station kept moving backwards in a slow optical translation. She felt dizzy and her swollen heart seemed to bang against her ribs and the flesh of her breasts.

			On the platform, the other passengers streamed past like a fabric landscape behind a theatre stage. Her fingers fiddled with the paper at the bottom of her pocket, the address that she had memorised long ago: 14, rue Saint-Georges, in the ninth arrondissement of Paris.

			Before venturing into the streets, she sat down at a café terrace on the main concourse to catch her breath.

			“What can I get you, madame?”

			“A glass of red wine.”

			The waiter observed her outfit.

			“Madame is American?”

			“No, I’m French.”

			The waiter thought this a joke in bad taste. He brought her wine and told her the price: five centimes.

			The vast concourse, perpendicular to the platforms, was filled with sunlight. The brightness highlighted the contrasts between the dark suits and the garish colours of the advertisements that covered every surface. They were on pillars, over arches, on hanging signs, drowning out the smaller signs indicating platform numbers and destinations. The slogans extolled the taste of chocolates, the quality of furniture, the expertise of wine merchants, the elegance of shoes and gloves, the sophistication of restaurants and patisseries. The SALE sign above a large door competed with the huge letters, painted on the ceiling, of Galeries Lafayette. Posters were plastered everywhere, publicising all the new products available at the Paris Exposition: electric light bulbs and latex utensils, bicycles, hot-water tanks and hard-wearing fabrics. The coloured lettering gave the names and addresses of the buildings where these wonders could be found: the pavilion of agriculture, of mechanics and chemical industries, the pavilion of water, of fabrics and clothing, of metallurgy.

			Beneath this fireworks display of names and products, the fashion of the day – full-length dresses, corseted waists, sheathed backs – outlined the figures of the women more clearly than those of the men, who all wore long, shapeless coats. The women’s breasts were lifted by underwiring and crammed inside short jackets like the marble chests of classical statues. Rows of buttons rose up from valley-like bellies, passed between those steep mountainsides and continued up to the pale throats with their bulging veins; Aileen found herself wanting to unfasten them so those poor ladies could breathe.

			The women were designed to be picked up by their waists and spun around like tops. The more elegant they were, the more thoroughly their flesh and blood was enveloped and oppressed. As for the slumped, blurred figures of working-class women, they could almost be confused with the figures of men leaning on their walking sticks. That warlike accessory gave the men an elderly look, like schoolmasters ready to whack the bottoms of noisy children, or inspectors who might – with the steel tip of their cane – lift up a dress to check the number of skirts beneath. The men paraded around as if they each had the right to examine every woman they saw.

			Aileen finished her wine, left a coin on the table, and got to her feet. The back of her riding jacket, with its leather-patched elbows, only half covered her buttocks, moulded inside the jodhpurs she wore. Her riding boots snapped loudly on the ground when she walked. In this shopping arcade of a train station, whispers followed in her wake.

			People rushed along rue Saint-Lazare, and they ran on rue de Rome. She took refuge from the crowds in a nook within a wall, stood still and watched intently for long enough to transform these first sensations into a lasting memory, as she sometimes did for a sunset or a beautiful morning on a New York avenue. It wasn’t easy, to really look; to prevent this sun or that image slipping into the mass grave of indistinct memories; those drawers of the mind where all the pretty sunsets and landscapes end up, piled on top of one another, no longer truly seen or remembered but only accumulated.

			The pedestrians crossed the road by zigzagging between carts, omnibuses and hansom cabs driven by whip-happy men, while a few steam-powered vehicles made the horses jump. There were bicycles, tricycles and handcarts, hawkers and newspaper vendors, policemen blowing into their whistles. Here, too, advertisements covered every surface: newspaper kiosks, wagon tarpaulins, walls and buildings.

			She concentrated on what she was feeling, the sum of her impressions – of this architecture, of the sounds she could hear, of the presence, still invisible, of that unparalleled Exposition: everything making up the mental photograph taken by an Aileen Bowman who had never before been this woman leaning against this wall, with this sensation finding a new, yet oddly familiar pathway inside her brain. She felt at home in this strange city.
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			It was only a ten-minute walk from the train station to the offices of La Fronde, along rue Saint-Lazare, then rue de la Chaussée-d’Antin and rue de la Victoire. The three-storey building at 14, rue Saint-Georges was elegant, discreet and surrounded by other buildings in the same style and of the same size. Nothing on the building’s facade suggested that it was a feminist bastion or even a newspaper office. Aileen had imagined something in a working-class district, half-hidden near a factory perhaps, a single-storey wooden building where socialist pamphlets were printed in secret. La Fronde was situated at the end of a street in a prosperous neighbourhood. Inside the entrance hall, the walls were white and pale green, the lighting was electric, and the floor tiles shone. Behind the reception desk, a young woman was reading a book beside a telephone that looked just like the ones in the New York Tribune’s office. Behind her was a cloakroom large enough for two hundred coats, then some glass doors opening onto a reception room where some women were clearing away the remains of a party from tables standing in front of a theatre stage. From the entrance hall, Aileen could smell the mingled odours of wine and stale tobacco.

			“Is this the office of La Fronde?”

			The receptionist nodded. “How can I help you?”

			“I don’t have an appointment, but I telegraphed Mme Durand to say I’d be in Paris this week. She told me to come here as soon as I arrived.”

			“Your name, please?”

			“Aileen Bowman. I’m a journalist at the New York Tribune.”

			“Mme Durand will see you now. Her office is on the first floor. Second door on your left.”

			The walls were decorated not with front pages of the newspaper but with modern paintings: scenes from Parisian life, busy streets, markets, all of them populated with women. Aileen announced herself to a secretary as elegantly dressed as the receptionist downstairs, and who knocked at her boss’s door.

			The editor of La Fronde, a blonde woman with the smile of an actress, was dressed and bejewelled like a princess. Her appearance was enough to convince Aileen that she’d made a mistake. Their conversation would be the usual polite drivel about charity, moral principles, and the right of women to wear feathers in their hats.

			Marguerite Durand’s smile froze when she saw what her visitor was wearing.

			“My God, where have you come from?”

			“A ship and then a train.”

			“Without being arrested? Then again, the way you’re dressed, I imagine the police thought you rode here on a horse.”

			“I beg your pardon?”

			“I was under the impression that in New York, too, women are not allowed to wear trousers?”

			“Nobody ever stopped me. I grew up on a ranch, so I wouldn’t even know which end of a dress to put on first.”

			Marguerite Durand burst out laughing, then instantly composed herself.

			“Well, that’s a shame. With a bath and a change of clothes, you would brush up so beautifully that – on my arm at a fundraising party – you’d earn us enough money to keep the paper going for the next six months. Your French is remarkable. You should know, however, that the only women in our country allowed to wear trousers are those riding a bicycle or a horse. And, even then, they have to be those horrible puffed-up knickerbockers that don’t show” – here she waved a finger in front of Aileen’s abdomen and hips – “all that.”

			Mme Durand was a tall woman with broad, straight, handsome shoulders. Her blonde hair was darkening slightly as she approached her forties.

			“I’ve never ridden a bicycle, but I can stay on a horse for a day and a night before I need to soak my butt in a stream.”

			“An arresting image . . .”

			“I’ll let you get back to work. I think I made a mistake.”

			Marguerite Durand’s voice lost its urbane pomposity and she spoke in simple, clear tones. “I remember your telegram. You said that you were going to stay in Paris for the whole six months of the Exposition, and that you would be sending articles to New York, but that you were also looking for French newspapers who would be interested in publishing some more personal articles. If you leave before you’ve even told me what you want to write, how will I be able to offer you work at La Fronde?”

			“I don’t know what I’m going to write yet.”

			“How did you learn to speak French so fluently?”

			“My mother was French.”

			“Your accent is delightful, which is not always the case for your compatriots.”

			“Oh, I have an accent?”

			Mme Durand laughed like an actress again.

			“What do you have to offer me?”

			“What are you willing to publish?”

			“Let’s get things straight, Mrs Bowman.”

			“Miss, not Mrs.”

			“Miss Bowman. One of our employees here is the first woman in this country to have earned her living as a professional journalist. Our friend Séverine has contacts among politicians, judges and union leaders. Her opinion matters in the nest of vipers that is French politics and she is a fervent advocate of your American method of on-the-ground reporting. We have the first female doctor at a French hospital specialising in modern psychiatry. Walk through the corridors here and you might also bump into the first female lawyer ever allowed to plead a case in a French courtroom. We have the only female economics journalist in the country. We work with the woman who translates Charles Darwin. Some of our other contributors are critically acclaimed artists. A number of them have been fighting since I was a child to improve living conditions, education and work opportunities for women. We are all fighting, step by step, for a new law that will grant women the right to vote. Even though we don’t have that right at the moment, we present candidates at every election and publicly champion manifestos for the advancement of women’s causes, so that we can remind everyone of our presence and legitimise our arguments. The journalists at this paper are socialists, anarchists, libertarians, religious believers and atheists, married women, single women, young women, old women, women who love to dress up and women who are horrified by the idea of make-up. Nobody here loves to dress up more than I do, and I ask the women who work behind the reception desk to dress tastefully. I organise parties, concerts and shows that attract everybody who’s anybody, and I shower them with champagne. I’m the only feminist in France to be sent flowers by the most conservative cabinet ministers and businessmen. Since the start of the scandalous Dreyfus Affair, which I am sure you’ve heard all about, we have been among the few newspapers to demand justice for that innocent man. We lost half our readers over that issue, but I am a free-thinker and the first duty of all free-thinkers is to let others think freely too. Don’t make the mistake of imagining that I am not fully committed to our cause just because I have played ingénues at the Comédie-Française. I know how to put on a show. All the rest is a matter of personal preference. Do I reproach you for supporting women’s rights while dressing like a man? No. However, I do reproach you, my friend, for so inelegantly hiding your beauty, and I also worry – after hearing some of the things you’ve told me – that you spent your entire childhood suffering from colds after soaking your bottom in streams. I will publish everything you bring me if it’s up to standard and I can afford it. You’re not going to have debates with me, but with your colleagues at La Fronde.”

			Aileen’s teeth were still gritted. She was not going to apolo­gise for thinking that La Fronde was a cocoon for luxury mistresses, because it was. Nor would she admit that this little history lesson had impressed her, even if it was written all over her face. The editor smiled at the American’s stubbornness. Obstinacy was a character trait whose excesses did not diminish its usefulness.

			“Do you know where you’re staying?”

			“I’ll find a hotel.”

			“I doubt it. Paris is full. All you’ll find now are a few third-rate boarding houses. Things will calm down after the inauguration, but for now I would suggest that you take one of the bedrooms on the top floor of this building.”

			“I’ll pay whatever rent you usually charge.”

			“Nonsense! I’ll just take it out of your pay. We have a fencing room, a tea room, an art gallery and a library. You are welcome to use them all. Make yourself at home. But I must go now, as I have other meetings scheduled. Eloise will accompany you. Eloise?”

			The secretary entered, quick as a hunting dog.

			“Would you be so kind as to show Miss Bowman to the unoccupied room on the top floor? Miss Bowman is a journalist from New York. I’ve convinced her to work with us for the ­duration of the Exposition. One last thing, Miss Bowman. The police station in Paris can grant you an authorisation to wear trousers. The police commissioner, M. Lépine, is an acquaintance of mine and a regular guest at our soirées. I will make sure you receive that document very soon, but in the meantime would you please wear a dress? For your own protection.”

			“I don’t have one.”

			“Eloise will make the necessary arrangements. I hope you and I will find time to eat lunch together soon, so you can tell me all about the ranch where you grew up. Welcome to Paris, Miss Bowman.”
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