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It was the best of times, it was the worst of times, it was the age of wisdom, it was the age of foolishness, it was the epoch of belief, it was the epoch of incredulity, it was the season of Light, it was the season of Darkness, it was the spring of hope, it was the winter of despair, we had everything before us, we had nothing before us, we were all going direct to Heaven, we were all going direct the other way – in short, the period was so far like the present period, that some of its noisiest authorities insisted on its being received, for good or for evil, in the superlative degree of comparison only.


From A Tale of Two Cities by Charles Dickens




Part One


Paris, 1788




Chapter One


On the arm of John Morton she floated from the carriage and crossed a courtyard where fountains played amid cravat-sized strips of lawn. A pair of footmen in blue and gold livery bowed them into a marble-floored entrance hall, glossy under the thin soles of her slippers. Double doors were flung wide open, admitting them to a chamber filled with light; suddenly, sensationally, Asa realised that her entire life had been a preparation for the Paris of May 1788.


Sunshine flooded through a dozen windows draped with silk of palest eau de Nil, sparked off the crystal droplet of a chandelier, a gilt-framed mirror, a woman’s earring. Music trickled from a spinet, swagged skirts swayed and merged, and laughter trilled amid a scent of lilies and almond biscuits. Asa’s hand dropped from Morton’s wrist as other conversations faded and there was just one voice, over there by the window; one speaker, to whom all faces turned.


‘Has everyone heard about the events in Grenoble?’ His voice was low but emphatic and the gaze of his sky-blue eyes flashed from one face to another. ‘The people have risen in defence of their magistrates. They have refused to let the parlement be disbanded. The king has been foolish in attempting to force through his reforms without the parlement’s consent.’


‘Your support of the reforms does you credit, Didier,’ called a woman’s voice. ‘As such a fine lawyer, you are bound to be elected to the parlement one day. The old constitution would serve you well.’


‘What do I care about my own future, Madame de Genlis, if I could be rid of this old constitution? I would give everything I have – wouldn’t we all – to serve a new France?’


‘And in Grenoble? What was the outcome?’


‘The outcome was bloodshed, martyrs among the common people, some of whom could scarcely have known what they were fighting for, and casualties among the soldiers brought out to keep the peace. But just think, Grenoble hardly has a reputation as a seat of rebellion – what has happened there could happen anywhere.’


Asa, who had crept to the very edge of the group, was transfixed. Yes, this was it. This was being alive; to be amid people who were actually at the heart of tumult and change. She might have been a million miles from her home in Sussex, where even in the most heated debate at the Abolitionist Society nobody spoke with half such passion. This man, Didier, was vigorous and clean cut. A single slanting gesture from his hand opened a future of infinite possibility. And yet, as he ran his fingers through his unruly dark hair and clapped a friend on the shoulder, he also revealed himself to be boyish, perhaps scarcely older than Asa herself.


‘That’s my brother Didier. I told you about him, remember?’ A touch on Asa’s elbow; Beatrice Paulin, daughter of a professor at Caen university and Asa’s sole connection in Paris. ‘Look at the state of his clothes. He’s a disgrace. If he didn’t spend so much time at the Palais de Justice representing penniless clients who do nothing for his pocket or his career, he might be able to afford a new shirt.’


The sleeves and high collar of Paulin’s coat were indeed shiny with too much wear, his necktie askew as he tugged at it in the heat of the moment, his shoes worn down.


‘What does it matter?’ Asa whispered. ‘What do clothes matter? Surely he puts the rest of us to shame for caring about them at all.’


Meanwhile a young poet had unfurled a scroll with mock solemnity and was reciting a poem entitled ‘Liberty’, lamenting the fact that although the French people had helped to free America from the tyranny of British rule, they still found themselves under the heel of an absolute monarch at home, bankrupting themselves into the bargain. Asa could not help glancing back to the window, where Didier Paulin stood amid a knot of young men deep in conversation. He was at the centre of the group, talking very fast and gesticulating with scholarly fingers, favouring one listener then another with a glance from those astonishing blue eyes. Next time she glanced at him, Asa drew breath sharply, because he had caught sight of her and seemed to pause. She turned her head away abruptly so that a lock of burnished gold hair, in a shaft of sunlight, fell across her breast.


‘Come and meet Madame de Genlis,’ said Beatrice, leading Asa towards their hostess, who was holding court from a sofa near the hearth. Her corsage was of peach and white roses and her frivolous retroussé nose seemed at odds with the brilliance of her wide-set eyes.


‘So this is the little English scholar my dear friend Beatrice has been telling me about. You are most welcome, Mademoiselle Ardleigh. What do you think of our Paris?’


‘I think it is a city of extremes, madame.’


‘Indeed it is. But don’t be deceived by appearances. You might think it would suit some of us very well to rattle through the streets in our great carriages, oblivious to the suffering of those crushed beneath our wheels, but every right-thinking person in Paris longs for change.’


The ladies around her eyed Asa’s narrow waist and vivid complexion as they fluttered their fans in agreement. ‘Take my dear friend the Duc d’Orléans,’ added Madame de Genlis. ‘He may sometimes seem intent only on pleasure, and may not always find the appropriate words, but one shouldn’t be deceived. His was the lone voice that dared tell his wretched cousin, the king, that he could not force edicts on the parlement.’


‘Though she would say that,’ whispered Beatrice as she and Asa moved away, ‘since everyone knows the pair are lovers.’


Goodness, wait until I tell Caroline Lambert about all this, thought Asa, and she glanced nervously at John Morton, who had bustled over to them and might have overheard. Thankfully he had other matters on his mind.


‘You will not believe who’s just arrived; a relative of yours, Harry Shackleford. I met him earlier in the week and he said he might be here today. He wished to be introduced to you. If only your sister had been well enough to accompany us.’


‘What kind of a Shackleford is he?’ demanded Asa. ‘I hope he is not from the branch of the family who will inherit Ardleigh.’


‘That’s it, the Shacklefords of Compton Wyatt in Somerset. This is the younger brother, more’s the pity, but then the older is already married, I believe.’


‘Then I would rather not meet him, Mr Morton, if you don’t mind. Perhaps when Philippa is better …’


Too late; the young man, resplendent in coral-pink satin and looking very hot in his high boots and tight cravat, was weaving through the throng towards them.


‘My dear sister-in-law,’ said Morton, ‘may I introduce a young man who is very anxious to make your acquaintance: your cousin, Mr Shackleford.’


‘Distant cousin,’ Shackleford corrected, gazing at Asa admiringly. ‘Miss Ardleigh, I can scarcely believe my good fortune in meeting you here in Paris.’


As he bowed over her hand Asa was treated to a glimpse of elaborately dressed hair and a whiff of citrus perfume. Meanwhile Beatrice had faded into the crowd. Oh dear God, prayed Asa, please let her introduce me to her brother before he leaves. ‘Mr Shackleford,’ she said coldly.


He spoke with the drawl of one educated at Eton and Oxford. ‘Delighted to make your acquaintance, Miss Ardleigh. I’m so sorry to hear that your sister is unwell. I had hoped to meet you both here and congratulate her on her marriage.’


Asa made a cursory bow. What right had he, a stranger – no, worse, a usurper – to pretend concern for Philippa?


‘Will you give her my kindest regards?’ he urged, still gripping her hand.


‘If you wish.’


‘How d’you find Paris?’


‘I am fortunate to be here.’ Asa withdrew her hand. Out of the corner of her eye she spotted Beatrice’s sea-green gown and beyond, still by the window, the brother, Didier. Had he noticed that she had been cornered by the most foppish man in the room?


‘And Paris shares your sense of good fortune, Miss Ardleigh. Even had I not met your brother-in-law I would still have known you were in town. Everyone is talking about you.’


Asa lifted her chin. The name Shackleford was anathema to her at the best of times but here, in Madame de Genlis’s radical salon, she felt tainted even talking to him. Everyone must know that the Shackleford wealth came from slavery and this man exuded ill-gotten gains.


‘Mr Shackleford intends to be in Paris for several weeks,’ said Morton, ‘so we shall see a good deal of him, I hope. And then perhaps we shall meet up with him again in Rome. He is travelling. Mostly for pleasure, he says, and the culture. And some business.’


‘Business, Mr Shackleford?’ Asa said. ‘What kind of business might that be?’


‘My father’s business really. He expects me to be the family’s ambassador whilst I’m in Europe.’


‘And what might you be an ambassador for, exactly?’


Shackleford was watching her cautiously, as if he sensed she was waiting to pounce. ‘Trade. You know. Of various kinds.’


‘Various kinds?’


‘What I’ve found very disappointing, Shackleford,’ said Morton hastily, ‘is that so few people in Paris speak English. I have much advice to offer – I should so like to enlighten these fellows as to the merits of a well-run parliament – but I can’t make myself understood. I have to rely on my dear sister-in-law here.’


‘Mr Morton tells me you are quite the linguist, Miss Ardleigh,’ said Shackleford, still with a dewy-eyed look of fascination. ‘Now that I admire. My own French is stilted, my German and Italian worse.’


‘I am lucky to have had an excellent teacher since I was eight years old.’


‘Do you read in French?’


‘I do.’


Both Shackleford and Morton were regarding her as one might a performing dog. ‘And which is your favourite novel, Miss Ardleigh?’ said Shackleford.


‘At the moment, Goethe’s Werther, of course. Isn’t that the answer you’d expect of any young woman at present, Mr Shackleford? But I am also reading the Abbé Raynal.’


His brow lifted. Good, her comment had hit its mark. He could not be quite so foolish as he looked if he recognised her allusion to a writer who had made a scathing attack on the practice of slavery.


And then all other thoughts were driven from her head because Beatrice approached, gripping her brother’s hand. ‘Here is Mademoiselle Ardleigh, Didier. Her teacher in England is our father’s dear friend Mr Lambert. Do you remember, he stayed at our house in Caen when we were children?’


Paulin’s unpowdered hair was held back by a crumpled ribbon and his blue gaze concentrated on Asa as if the rest of the room were an irrelevance. ‘You need no further recommendation, mademoiselle, if you are a friend of Monsieur Lambert.’ His lips had a distinctive upward tilt at either end so that he seemed on the verge of laughter. Minutes earlier, as she had watched him talk about Grenoble, Asa had thought him impassioned and serious, but now there was a lightness to his voice and smile that was somehow heart-rending by contrast.


She had no choice but to introduce Morton and Shackleford. ‘Delighted to make your acquaintance, Paulin,’ said Morton a little stiffly – he had learned to be circumspect in the presence of carelessly dressed Parisian radicals.


‘I hear that you are a lawyer, Paulin,’ Shackleford said. ‘Thought of taking up the law myself but decided it would require far too much study. Curse of the younger son, to be without direction.’


Paulin raised his fine brows and replied in fluent English. ‘But there is so much to be done. How can anyone lack direction in times such as these? And if your family happens to have money, that always helps.’


‘Then we must dine together, and you can tell me what’s needed.’


Paulin shrugged. ‘We’ll dine, yes, if you like. But really, you don’t need instruction from me. Look about you, Shackleford. You’ll soon see that France is on its knees.’


The clock was striking six, which in England would have signalled the end of dinner, but in Madame de Genlis’s salon was the impetus for women to pick up their skirts and gentlemen to lead their ladies towards the door, as if some invisible force were funnelling them towards other important assemblies.


Morton was deferential in his leave-taking of Shackleford: ‘We will meet again on Friday next, at Figaro. And do call at our hotel, the Montmorency, where my wife’ – the word wife was spoken by Morton with a self-conscious smile that never ceased to infuriate Asa – ‘will be delighted to receive you.’


A lock of Shackleford’s powdered hair had lost its curl and hung over his cheek as he kissed Asa’s hand once more. By the time he’d backed away, with obvious reluctance, Didier Paulin was standing beside Madame de Genlis, arms folded, absolutely at ease as he inclined his head to offer her a confidence.


‘Didier is an affectionate soul,’ said Beatrice. ‘Some men would forget their family at times like this, but not Didier. That turquoise handkerchief he carries in his pocket used to be my mother’s. She died three years ago and he wears it in remembrance of her because she came from generations of silk weavers.’


‘Beatrice, we have so much in common,’ said Asa. ‘Except in my case it was different – it was my fault. My mother died giving birth to me.’


‘Then you have suffered the most,’ said Beatrice gravely. ‘I at least was brought up by my mother.’


The room was emptying. Any moment now Morton would offer to escort Asa back to the hotel. Paulin abruptly crossed the room and slipped his arm around his sister’s waist so that Asa, while rejoicing in his nearness, felt a pang that she did not have such a brother and that no male arm except her father’s had ever held her close.


‘Didier, I’ve not seen you for days,’ cried Beatrice, resting her head on his shoulder. ‘You must come to visit Father and me tomorrow, and eat a proper meal.’


‘What’s a proper meal?’ He pinched her cheek and kissed her. ‘You and Father would like to fill me up with foie gras, I suppose.’


Asa noticed Didier’s ink-stained fingers as they rested on the folds of Beatrice’s skirt. ‘How long have you been in Paris, mademoiselle?’ he asked her.


‘Over a month.’


‘And how much longer will you stay?’


‘I cannot be sure. I am here as a companion to my oldest sister on her wedding journey and our plans depend on my new brother-in-law, Mr Morton.’ Asa nodded towards Morton, who was still mercifully engaged in elaborate farewells.


‘Then I must hope to see you again soon.’ These words, like soft, momentous blows to Asa’s heart, were followed by a short pause. ‘I suppose you have visited Versailles, Mademoiselle Anglaise, like every other visitor to our city.’


‘Indeed I have.’


‘And?’


‘It filled me with dismay. So much money squandered on so few.’


‘Did you view the state rooms?’


‘We did, although my brother-in-law was more interested in the gardens since he is designing his own. I had no wish to glimpse the queen in a state of undress. They say her son is very sick and that makes me feel sorry for her. But is it true she orders a new gown every other day?’


Had she said the right thing? Was compassionate contempt for the monarchy an acceptable attitude? Apparently so.


‘Mademoiselle, I’m sure my father would like to meet a friend of Monsieur Lambert’s. I heard Monsieur Morton say you will go to Figaro this Friday. We shall also be there.’ Releasing Beatrice, he darted forward and took Asa’s hand.


‘Ronsard,’ he murmured, ‘do you know his work?’


She shook her head.


‘You should. I feel as if I recognise you because you are in every word he writes.’


On the brief journey back to the hotel, Morton talked exclusively about Shackleford: ‘Such a pity he’s only the younger son. He seemed very taken with you. Couldn’t keep his eyes off you, in fact, begged me to introduce you. Your dear sister will be sorry to have missed him. He has many acquaintances in Paris and says …’


Meanwhile Asa was reliving her conversation with Didier. Her blood surged with the recollection of every word, the slight pressure of his thumb on her palm. Ronsard. Why had Mr Lambert never introduced her to the poetry of Ronsard? How ignorant she must have seemed. Well, by the time she met Didier at the theatre next week she would have educated herself.


At the Montmorency they found Philippa collapsed against the pillows, nauseous and clammy skinned, insisting weakly that the source of her troubles must be last night’s veal. Morton wanted to call a doctor at once but was urged by his wife to wait until morning. So Asa, having bathed her sister’s face and combed her hair, spent an anxious, emotional evening in her own room. To her middle sister, Georgina, she wrote a long letter about her meeting with the notorious Shackleford. To her friend, Caroline Lambert, she described in glowing terms her meeting with sensitive Beatrice Paulin and her radical brother.




Chapter Two


Next morning the doctor made the astonishing diagnosis that Philippa might be expecting a child.


‘It can’t be true,’ cried John Morton, crimson with embarrassment and gratification. ‘We have been married barely six weeks.’


‘Nonetheless,’ said the doctor, ‘I believe it to be so. Thirty-two years old is, if you’ll excuse me, an advanced age to bear a first child. You must take great care of your wife.’


‘We shall go home at once.’


‘Certainly not. A journey at this time, particularly for a woman so afflicted by sickness, might be fatal to both mother and child. During these early, critical months I prescribe bed rest and no excitement.’


Asa, who had served as interpreter throughout this fateful conversation, therefore received a temporary reprieve from the dreadful prospect of an early return to England. For the time being, however, all sightseeing trips were at an end, so she devoted herself to nursing her sister, sitting at the window and supplying vignettes of the street scene below, reading aloud from The Vicar of Wakefield or writing letters home to Philippa’s dictation. The disturbing news from England was that Georgina had persuaded their father to take rooms in London for the summer: so that neither of us will miss you both quite as badly.


Philippa, in her weakened state, was fretful. ‘There’s no telling what will become of Georgina in London. Father won’t keep his eye on her. He hates London, she knows he does. I’d have brought her with me if I’d thought this would happen.’


‘For her sake I wish you had; for mine, I’m glad you didn’t,’ said Asa as she dabbed her sister’s pale temples with lavender water.


‘The point is, what use would she have been to me here? She’d have spent the entire time prancing about in front of the mirror or looking at fashions. Perhaps in London she’ll meet someone like my Mr Morton.’


‘Does such another being exist?’


Philippa opened one eye, revealing a faint gleam of humour, then turned her head wearily on the pillow. ‘I do hope she doesn’t do something rash.’


Morton spent his days bustling to meetings and salerooms. After a dinner with his Freemason friends he returned pop-eyed with news. Apparently the whole of Paris was talking about the possibility that the king would have to call an Estates General, the nearest equivalent to the English Parliament, in order to squeeze money out of his reluctant people by raising taxes.


‘I’ve told them,’ said Morton, ‘they must follow our English model and introduce an elected parliament. And there must be a fair system of taxation. In England we all expect to pay our way.’


‘Mr Lambert says that our system has a far greater impact on the poor than it does on the rich,’ objected Asa. ‘Everyone has to use salt and soap but the rich pay the same for these goods as the poor.’


‘That’s a very simplistic attitude, if I may say so,’ said Morton.


‘He says a tax on income or assets would be much fairer and more productive.’


‘And extremely intrusive. As if one could tolerate investigations into how much one was worth.’


‘Asa knows nothing about it really,’ said Philippa. ‘Mr Lambert hasn’t a penny to spare so perhaps he doesn’t know any better, but I really wish he wouldn’t bother the girls with such ideas.’


Since Morton did not expect women to have ideas of any kind, let alone financial or political, his daily walks with Asa, taken at Philippa’s insistence in the Jardin du Luxembourg, were tense occasions, especially as Asa was ever on the alert for a glimpse of Didier. Her hopes were dashed time after time, though a few days after Madame de Genlis’s salon a maid knocked on Philippa’s door and announced the arrival of Mademoiselle Paulin.


So excited was Asa at the prospect of seeing Beatrice again, and so full of hope that she might, after all, be accompanied by her brother, that she flew down the stairs with her hair unbrushed and her skirts flying. Beatrice, wearing a plain straw bonnet over her smooth hair, greeted her calmly and the pair took a turn or two among the potted plants in the hotel’s atrium. ‘I came to tell you that I shall definitely be at the theatre on Friday,’ said Beatrice. ‘Didier will accompany me if he’s free. Otherwise Father, who normally hates comedy, has promised to go with me because he says it would be a good opportunity to meet you.’


‘We may have to go home soon. My sister is very sick. I don’t even know if she’ll be well enough to go to the theatre.’


‘Perhaps if she isn’t Didier and I could collect you? In the meantime he sent you these books. Strange boy. Diderot I can understand, but Ronsard is quite out of fashion.’


The instant Beatrice left Asa raced up to her own room and closed the door. The volume of Ronsard had tissue-thin pages and was bound in faded blue calfskin. Within the front cover were inked a number of signatures, including that of D. Paulin in a flowing hand. Lying on her bed, Asa feverishly translated poem after poem. ‘Donc, si vous me croyez, mignonne, Tandis que vostre âge fleuronne … My darling, give me the flower of your youth …’


Her reading was interrupted after a short while by the announcement of another visitor: Shackleford. Again without bothering to smooth her hair, she went reluctantly down, the little volume of Ronsard tucked deep into the pocket of her skirts. Her visitor, in ice-blue satin, his hair immaculate, was watching ardently as she descended the stairs.


She did not spare his blushes as she relayed the news about Philippa. His response was a stuttered confusion of pleasure and concern. ‘If there’s anything I can do for your sister’s comfort, please tell me. Fruit? Wine? Flowers?’


‘Thank you. As you can imagine, her husband supplies all her needs. Besides, she and I have very simple tastes, Mr Shackleford. We were brought up in the country.’


‘Of course. I could tell at once … unspoiled, unaffected … But my dear Miss Ardleigh, you look a little pale yourself. Might I perhaps take you for a turn in the carriage?’


‘That is kind of you, Mr Shackleford, but I must stay here with my sister.’ Asa had conducted the entire conversation from the bottom step, as if to imply that every second away from the sickroom might constitute a threat to Philippa’s health. Shackleford gave a wistful smile and bowed himself out, turning one last time as he reached the door. Asa, feeling guilty at using Philippa as an excuse, spent the rest of the afternoon at her sister’s bedside, silently translating Ronsard while she slept.


The following day Shackleford called again, decked out this time in matching waistcoat and breeches of embossed gold satin, and a many-buttoned mid-blue coat. As Morton was absent from the hotel, Asa was again forced to spend a short interval with him.


‘I do wish you would come out and about with me, Miss Ardleigh. I’m quite at a loose end.’


‘It surprises me that anyone could be at a loose end in Paris.’


‘I’ve visited often before, and for long periods at a time. There’s much I could show you, Miss Ardleigh. It seems all wrong for you to be so confined on your first trip to the city. We could go to the races. Shopping. I could take you to the Louvre Palace …’


‘I am quite content here. How could I enjoy myself knowing that Philippa was suffering alone?’


‘Your devotion does you credit, Miss Ardleigh.’


‘You wouldn’t say that if you knew how much I owed my sister. When my mother died Philippa was barely thirteen, yet she dedicated herself – all her young womanhood – to my care. Can you be surprised that I wish to look after her now?’


Shackleford had an odd way of listening, with his head down, so that he glanced at her from beneath his eyebrows. ‘I should have liked a sister like that. I have one brother, Tom, and we were packed off to school very young. He was several years older than me and refused to acknowledge a cub of a brother so we’re scarcely acquainted.’


Surely he was not expecting her to pity him?


‘Perhaps soon your sister will be stronger and you’ll be able to ride out again,’ he said. ‘Paris is restless. It’s a remarkable place. Even I am fired by the atmosphere here.’


‘Even you, Mr Shackleford?’


‘I tend not to engage myself much with politics, but I am meeting people who talk about the subject all the time. There’s no avoiding it. Your friend Paulin, for instance, never talks about anything else.’


She paused. ‘He’s scarcely my friend.’


‘Really? I had assumed you were family friends. He speaks highly of you.’


‘Goodness, I’m surprised he even noticed me.’


‘Indeed he did. Praised what he called your astuteness.’ He twisted a leaf from an unfortunate miniature orange tree. ‘I saw him in action yesterday at the Palais de Justice. Afterwards we dined together. He believes the system is about to crack. The country is bankrupt, the peasants are squeezed for every penny while their landlords allow flocks of ornamental doves to strip bare a year’s crop.’


‘It seems to me that English landowners,’ said Asa, recovering her composure, ‘including my father in Sussex, are just as careless of their tenants’ crops when in pursuit of a fox. I should imagine that your Somerset huntsmen are scarcely more considerate.’


‘I can’t comment on that, Miss Ardleigh. Haven’t been home in months. Avoid the place, truth be told. And my father would rather be at a desk than on a horse. The Somerset hunt despairs of him, I’m sure.’


Asa was irked by his flippant attitude to his father’s business. Observing his polished boots and oversized buttons, she could not think how he held up his head, given that to allow him to buy his finery some tragic soul had been betrayed, whipped and enslaved. Abruptly she brought the conversation to an end.


However burdensome Shackleford’s presence in Paris might be, Asa consoled herself with the knowledge that because Morton had invited him to share their box at the Odeon, the outing to Figaro was less likely to be cancelled. Philippa was eager to meet Shackleford and was therefore determined to force herself out of bed for the occasion.


‘What a shame it would be,’ she said stoically, as a hairdresser attached ivory ribbons to her headdress, ‘if I’d not been able to wear my new pink bodice after all the trouble Georgina took with the ruffles. Which reminds me, Asa, I’ve been meaning to give you this.’ She took a little box from the dressing table. ‘Georgina has Mother’s wedding band. You shall have her engagement ring, now that I have my own.’


The ring, which was composed of three sapphires, each circled with small diamonds, had been much admired by Asa ever since she was deemed old enough to look at it. It fitted the third finger of her right hand perfectly, and when she felt its cool weight on her skin she had no words, could only kiss her sister’s hand.


‘There,’ said Philippa, dabbing the corner of her eye, ‘I think Mother would have been proud to see you now, Asa. You’re beginning to look a little like her, particularly when you take the time to dress your hair properly.’


With Morton and Asa’s support, Philippa descended successfully to the carriage. The short drive along the rue de Vaugirard was remarkably smooth with no sudden turns or jolts, and it seemed to Asa that the ring, as she stretched and twisted her finger to admire it, lent the evening even greater significance. Philippa was delighted by the theatre’s buttercup interior, the froth and flounce of the ladies’ gowns, and the roaring crimson and gold of the auditorium.


Shackleford, who was waiting for them in the box, bowed as he took Philippa’s hand and told her how delighted he was to meet her. ‘All these years I have been starved of relations and now I have found two. And how glorious you look in white, Miss Ardleigh,’ he said, turning to Asa. ‘Everyone will want to be introduced to you.’


She scarcely managed a smile. Didier would not be coming, she thought. It was absurd to think he would have time to view a frivolous comedy. The high-piled curls of the ladies, spiked with jewels and feathers, were distressingly garish; likewise Shackleford, whose shoes were adorned with monstrous steel buckles. Seated to her left, he kept turning to look at her face, as if to satisfy himself that she was enjoying the play.


During the second interval there was a knock on the door of their box, however, and Beatrice Paulin was ushered in, followed by her brother. Asa embraced her, then stood back as Didier greeted the Mortons. He gave her only a little bow of acknowledgement but she sensed from a touch of awkwardness that he was painfully aware of her. The play, the theatre, the company now seemed enchanting. How foolish Asa had been to think Didier would not come; he fitted in here as he would in the law court, salon or street because he was absolutely himself. And she could not help noticing that his eyes, when they at last met hers, were as full of anticipation as her own must have been.


Beatrice, as dark haired and clear skinned as her brother but with a smooth brow and dainty hands, linked an arm through Asa’s. ‘You know that Figaro was not performed in Paris for years? The censor lifted his ban only at the insistence of the queen. Even she had the sense to realise a play is more subversive when it is forbidden.’


‘The trouble is,’ said Didier, ‘that we all identify with the cheeky barber who outwits the corrupt nobleman.’


At that moment Philippa swayed, seized a chair-back, and began to fall. Asa and Morton sprang forward just in time and guided her to a seat. Paulin rushed away to fetch a glass of water. After she’d recovered a little it was decided that Philippa must of course return to the hotel escorted by Morton, if Shackleford would assist them down to the carriage. He might then come back and accompany Asa until the end of the play: it would be such a shame for her to miss it and the tickets had been so expensive. ‘But perhaps it would not be right for you to be alone in the box with Asa. Oh, it’s so difficult …’ murmured Philippa.


‘I am here,’ cried Beatrice, ‘and if you would prefer, Madame Morton, my brother and I will take your sister home in our carriage.’


Thus Asa was seated between brother and sister, with Shackleford, when he returned from helping the Mortons, banished to the far side of Beatrice.


For Asa the play was simply a gaudy backdrop to the man beside her, whose elbow at one stage brushed her arm so that she sat absolutely still lest he move away, and whose whole being pulsed with energy and pent-up excitement. Beatrice, tranquil and laughing, responded patiently to Shackleford, who occasionally leaned back for a glimpse of Asa, who in turn ignored him.


During the next interval Didier’s talk was sensational. ‘You watch, Mademoiselle Ardleigh. A hundred thousand Figaros are ready in France to stand up to the forces of oppression. The Estates General will be called and then we will seize our opportunity.’


‘That’s it,’ said Shackleford, who had drawn his chair closer. ‘There doesn’t seem to be a man in Paris at the moment who doesn’t wish to be involved in political change. Except for me, of course. I’m all for taking the long view. Plan carefully before you lift the lid, that’s what I say.’


‘The king’s ministers, Brienne and Lamoignon, are floundering,’ said Didier. ‘But it’s not yet known how delegates to the Estates General will be selected. There are three estates, Mademoiselle Ardleigh, the nobles and clergy, about half a million in all, and everybody else. At the moment this vast majority, twenty-five million people, has no voice at all. But even if the Estates General were to be called, the nobles and clergy would carry more weight.’


‘What about the women of France? Will they also prove themselves a force to be reckoned with, like Suzanne in the play?’ asked Asa.


‘I am surrounded by women even more radical than myself. You should hear my sister and her friends in her little salon in Caen. You would be very at home among them, mademoiselle.’


‘In England my friend Caroline and I attend political meetings with her father, Mr Lambert. We are abolitionists.’


Didier leaned closer to her. ‘I knew, when I met you, that our flame burned in you also. But then you are a friend of Monsieur Lambert.’ His breath fanned her neck as he whispered: ‘What did you think of Ronsard?’


‘Thank you for lending the book to me. I thought some of his poetry very beautiful.’


‘And the rest?’


Could she risk it? She turned her head and looked into his face, which was inches from her own. ‘Some of the poems were insipid. Others unreadable.’


He grinned. ‘Don’t be too harsh on him, mademoiselle. He was stone deaf, you know, but above all a pioneer. He and his little group changed the course of French poetry. The book I lent you was my mother’s. It is very old. Take good care of it.’


‘Forgive me, Monsieur Paulin, I didn’t mean to sound ungrateful.’


He touched her arm. ‘I like your honesty. And it might be that our French poetry loses a little in translation. Mignonelette. Doucelette … How to convey the feeling in English?’ The tip of his thumb performed a tiny circle so that every sense was concentrated in that point on her arm.


At the end of the play Shackleford accompanied them downstairs. By now awash with happiness Asa regretted that she had not been kinder to him. His eyes were so warm and his manner so diffident that when he asked permission to call at the Montmorency the next day and enquire after Philippa’s health her smile was unguarded. As she took Paulin’s arm, she sensed that Shackleford was longing for one more glance.


In the carriage Beatrice talked about their childhood in Caen and explained that she and their father, the professor, had come to Paris for a holiday and in order to visit Didier, whom they’d not seen for nearly a year. Didier’s rented apartment, not far from the Montmorency, was too small to accommodate them, so Beatrice and her father stayed in rooms off the rue St Honoré.


Didier sat opposite, occasionally looking out of the window, often gazing at Asa. In the half-light of the carriage, as the beam of a street lamp swung between them, she caught his eye and smiled shyly. In return his sober gaze held hers as if he were committing her face to memory.


At the hotel he alighted, watched as Asa managed her gauzy skirts, then kissed her hand and drew her close by locking her forearm within his own. ‘When do you leave Paris, Mademoiselle Ardleigh?’


‘I don’t know. When my sister is better.’


‘Will you attend Madame de Genlis’s salon next week?’


‘If my brother-in-law chooses to accompany me.’


‘Otherwise Beatrice will come for you. I’ll see to it.’


He kissed her hand again, this time on the joint of her middle finger. When their eyes met she read him with absolute clarity and knew, even then, that he would demand everything from her.


She sat up late that night, describing the trip to the theatre in a letter home to Georgina; Figaro, Philippa’s sickness, Shackleford – the implication being that notwithstanding the trip to the play, it was somehow rather dull in Paris with Philippa so confined. To Caroline she began by writing that the king was bound to agree to the calling of the Estates General.


I am so grateful to your father for giving us an introduction to the Paulin family. Were it not for them, we would see only the Paris displayed for wealthy visitors. Thanks to the Paulins, I gain more than a glimpse of what is happening beneath the surface. The truth is, the state is bankrupt; the king must have more money but cannot get it without reform. At the moment, there is stalemate, but just you wait.


Beatrice Paulin is perhaps twenty-three or twenty-four, she adores her brother and is very gentle and considerate. She reminds me a little of you, perhaps because she too is learned and thoughtful, and has a slight otherworldliness about her. Her brother, younger by a year or so, although thinking a little too much of himself, shares all our passions. Oh Caroline you would feel so at home here amid the talk of equality and liberty, whereas my poor brother-in-law hardly knows how to respond when Didier Paulin shakes him by the hand. Didier is the new France, and Morton fears him as he fears the pamphlets that drift like snow at our feet whenever we visit the Palais Royal. But to be with Didier Paulin – and his sister – is to believe that everything could change.




Chapter Three


Philippa’s pregnancy was confirmed by a second doctor, who said that in a few weeks, when the most dangerous and distressing phase had passed, they should leave Paris and travel to Switzerland as originally planned. He said the mountain air would help to rebuild her strength.


‘I beg to differ,’ said Morton. ‘I shall not put my wife through the ordeal of yet another journey, particularly in these times of unrest. As soon as she is well, home we will go.’


With this brief exchange, Asa’s fate was sealed. The prospect of a prolonged trip was snatched away and a few weeks were all that remained. She certainly could not complain, had no voice in the matter, but it did seem harsh indeed that this, the greatest adventure of her life, should be curtailed, even by such joyous news. On top of that, she had to endure another five days before she would see Didier Paulin again. In the meantime, Morton took her to the gardens of the Tuileries Palace, to the dusty galleries of the Louvre, and shopping at the Palais Royal. On every excursion, Shackleford appeared as if by chance.


In the Palais Royal, Morton remembered that he had to run an important errand on behalf of his wife and suggested that Shackleford keep Asa company until he came back. At first she didn’t mind too much. The day was breezy and warm and it was pleasant to pause by the fountain, to walk along the avenues from shade to sunshine and to make a mental note, for Georgina’s sake, of the dozen ways a fashionable lady might arrange a strip of muslin – purportedly to cover, but actually to draw attention to, her bosom. Asa could not fail to notice admiring glances at her own new straw hat and the soft billows of her skirts. The borders of the gardens were planted with scented flowers and there was a hum of voices along the shadowy arcades. And because the Palais Royal belonged to the king’s obstreperous cousin, the Duc d’Orléans – the one member of the royal family who proclaimed himself for the people – and this same Orléans was intimate with Madame de Genlis, Asa felt herself a little nearer Thursday and the salon, when she would meet Paulin once more.


She expected the usual asinine conversation with Shackleford, but on this occasion he startled her.


‘Your brother-in-law happened to mention that you are an abolitionist, Miss Ardleigh.’


‘So I am. I’m surprised Mr Morton told you since he does not approve.’


‘I suspect he thought it best that I should know the worst.’ He gave her a quick, sideways glance. ‘I wonder; how did you come to be so radical?’


‘My closest friend is a woman named Caroline Lambert. Since a young age, we have spent many hours in each other’s company. Her father is a brilliant teacher and a minister. She and I have been guided by him.’


‘And the rest of your family, are they sympathetic?’


She was irritated by the hint of irony in his smile. ‘The rest of my family are glad that I have received, through Mr Lambert, an exceptional education, considering I am merely a girl. My father, as you may know, is a widower and was too preoccupied to see to my education beyond what my sisters could teach me. In any case, he has no money to spare. Neither has Mr Lambert, for that matter, but most of what he earns is devoted either to providing us with books or to charitable causes.’


‘Such as abolition.’


‘Not just abolition. Mr Lambert encourages us to confront injustice of all kinds. I have seen things, Mr Shackleford, that have made me unable to sleep at night. But you call abolition a charitable cause. To define it as such is to diminish it. I believe it is absolutely wrong for one human being to own another, and therefore an absolute necessity that slaving should be abolished.’


‘I admire your clarity, Miss Ardleigh, especially as I assume you haven’t encountered the iniquity of slavery yourself.’


She stopped walking. ‘You mean it’s much more comfortable not even to try to imagine the source of our tea and coffee. Mr Lambert would never allow such evasion.’


Shackleford’s enthralled gaze was fixed on her face. ‘Some evils, I fear, are easier to correct than others. I used to know a chap called Brissot in London. Met up with him again here, last week. He’s very hot on the idea of abolition. But he won’t find it easy, I suspect, to convince his fellow radicals at this point in time.’


‘Of course it won’t be easy.’


‘So I told Brissot. Nonetheless, he has persisted in setting up a society called Les Amis des Noirs, which happens to meet a stone’s throw from this very spot. It seems to me, most people will think abolition is a step too far. They’ll say that the French should concentrate on arranging some kind of elected parliament, then feed themselves, then free their slaves.’


‘Perhaps if you were a slave, Mr Shackleford, you would not be quite so eager for everyone to take their time.’


‘That’s certainly true. But I struggle, Miss Ardleigh, with how it might be done sooner. If we can’t achieve abolition in England, where the situation is relatively stable and most of the population isn’t starving, how can Brissot, in France? Fact is I’ve never seen so many hungry people.’


‘Then both evils must be cured, don’t you think? The starving in France and the enslaved abroad?’


‘You ask me what I think. I don’t have any answers. All too tricky.’


Asa bit back a scathing comment and walked on. He remained close to her shoulder.


‘We’ve been beating about the bush, you and I, Miss Ardleigh, but I’m sure you know my family wealth is built on slavery. I can’t help it, I’m afraid. My father and brother run the family business, I run myself, that’s how it goes.’


Asa gazed at him fiercely, her heart beating a little faster. ‘But don’t you see, now you’re in Paris and have listened to all the arguments, that you must act?’


He cocked his head and smiled at her devotedly. ‘Miss Ardeigh, it’s true, I’ve felt more purposeful of late. But the question remains, what should I do?’


‘Anything can be done, where there is a will,’ she replied sharply.


‘It’s all so straightforward to you, Miss Ardleigh.’


‘And is it so difficult for you, Mr Shackleford?’


‘It is, if you did but know it. Much simpler to stay on the move, turn a blind eye and get on with spending my father’s money.’


‘Yes, that’s certainly the easiest choice.’


‘But I’ve begun to feel that my ambition, or lack of it, has been transformed during the last few weeks. Oh, it’s not just Brissot and your friend Paulin. It’s you, Miss Ardleigh.’ He raised his hand as if to take hers. ‘I never imagined that I would meet a relative – even a distant one – such as you.’


‘Whereas I,’ she said, ‘would rather not be reminded of a connection that will one day leave me destitute, thanks to the entail on my father’s estates.’


‘Oh, my brother would never allow that to happen, I’m sure. And it need not be so. Miss Ardleigh, there is a way forward that is advantageous to us all. I have dared to think that with you at my side I could achieve anything.’


Appalled to realise that this was almost a declaration and that some kind of deal must have been struck between Morton and Shackleford, Asa said slowly and distinctly: ‘I will ask my friend Mr Lambert to send you pamphlets on your return to England. You could join the Society for Effecting the Abolition of the Slave Trade if you wish. But I wonder if you’re serious? It seems to me that, for the last half-hour, you have simply been using the subject to form a bond between us.’ She looked about for Morton and, there being no sign of him, sat at the end of a bench and turned her face away.


‘Miss Ardleigh, if you would just hear me out. Left to my own devices I’m a fool, rather weak, I admit it. I don’t know which way to turn. With you …’


He had dared to sit beside her, was craning forward to see her face, but she held up a hand. ‘Don’t you see, even so much as an acquaintance with you is a betrayal of all the values I hold dear. I cannot believe in the integrity of anything you say when every stitch you wear is bought by slavery. In my view you are irredeemable. I beg you, never attempt to raise this matter again.’


She was actually shaking as she registered the shock in his eyes. He got up and stood a little distance away, turning his modish, flat-brimmed hat in his hands and looking up at the sky until Morton came back.




Chapter Four


It was arranged that Professor Paulin and Beatrice would escort Asa to Madame de Genlis’s next salon. Having spent an hour dressing for the occasion, Asa presented herself to Philippa for inspection.


‘Well,’ her sister pronounced, ‘at least Paris has achieved what I never could: a well-turned-out young lady.’


This was a rare compliment and perhaps, Asa thought hopefully, something of an understatement. Georgina, by far the best needlewoman of the three sisters, though bitterly frustrated by Philippa’s marriage to Morton, had not allowed pique to get in the way of her love of fashion as she prepared her sisters’ travelling clothes. Asa’s gown was of dainty light blue muslin, the perfect backdrop to her mother’s sapphire ring.


‘Are you sure you’re not well enough to come with me?’ Asa pleaded. ‘I should so love you to meet Beatrice.’


‘Good Lord, Asa, she’d terrify me if she’s anything like your Caroline Lambert. I’ve been confined to these four walls for so long I’d have nothing to say.’


‘You always have something appropriate to say. You taught me all I know about how to behave in company.’


‘Nonsense. I don’t think any of us had enough practice at being in society, which is precisely why I’m so worried about what Georgina might be getting up to in London. Asa, you must make the most of every opportunity here in Paris. Perhaps Mr Shackleford will attend this salon and introduce you to his friends.’


‘I’ve never wanted any company other than that of you and Georgina, and Caroline,’ Asa protested, kneeling by her sister’s bed and burying her face in the quilt. ‘I feel so sad for you now; you are never able to go out even though all of Paris is waiting to be explored. How do you bear it?’


‘Asa, why these tears? I’m confined here for the best of reasons. Can’t you see how the prospect of becoming a mother means more to me than a few trips to a Parisian salon? Dry your eyes or you’ll have me weeping too, and what would Mr Morton say to that? It’s your job to have a marvellous time on behalf of both of us, and to tell me about it afterwards.’


Professor Paulin, who wore an old-fashioned black frock coat and whose eyes were a more faded blue than his children’s, smiled kindly at Asa. ‘My daughter has spoken highly of you,’ he said, ‘and I, of course, am delighted to meet any friend of Charles Lambert. Tell me how you came to meet him.’


In the presence of Didier’s father, Asa could scarcely utter a coherent sentence. ‘The Lambert family used to live in London but Mrs Lambert, as I expect you know, died of typhus and since Caroline, the only child, had also been dangerously ill, Mr Lambert brought her to Littlehampton, a seaside town within a few miles of my village. It’s typical of him that his first concern was to enquire about finding a suitable friend for her. He and Caroline simply called at our house – I was seven at the time and I remember these pale, sad strangers being received by my sister Philippa with great kindness. I had no idea then that they would come to mean so much to me.’


‘You were fortunate indeed if Lambert became your teacher. I spent time with him in Geneva and England as well as France and believe him to be a first-rate scholar.’


‘And yet so patient, even though we were only girls. He taught us Latin and Greek, as well as French.’


‘And, I don’t doubt, you learnt a fair degree of strong-mindedness, which is a common trait among young women these days, I find. If Beatrice is with her school fellows, the likes of Charlotte and Estelle, I hardly dare go near them for fear of being dubbed reactionary.’


When they arrived at the salon on the rue de Belle Chasse they were drawn at once into the clever, seditious talk.


‘We are in the absurd situation,’ said Madame de Genlis, ‘of being up in arms against the king because he wishes to reform our legal system – which is, of course, corrupt. We all know the parlements, our highest courts, are full of the richest and most privileged men instead of the most able. The parlements must be reformed. Unfortunately the king cannot see that, because he hates them, we find ourselves forced, through our antagonism to him, to love them.’


‘Madame speaks well.’ A voice by Asa’s ear, so close that her cheek was warmed by his breath. Didier. She had steeled herself for a long wait but here he was already. He drew her aside; his eyes were bright with joy. ‘You are here, Mademoiselle Ardleigh. That is all I ask. But there are wheels within wheels here. Madame de Genlis is on the side of her lover, the Duc d’Orléans, and he, gambler and womaniser that he is, makes a strange champion of the poor.’


‘Why strange?’ Asa was amazed that she could conduct a lucid conversation when it was as if a soft, thick cloak had been thrown over her.


‘The Duc d’Orléans is a philanderer. He loves the good life and possesses a fortune of seven and a half million livres. Yet he claims to be on the side of the people and has even been living in exile for the last year because of his radical views. Can one trust such a man not to be acting for the sake of expedience? It’s no secret that he thinks he would make a better job of ruling France than his cousin.’


‘And yet, if he were on the side of the king, you wouldn’t trust him either. What is the poor man to do?’


Didier smiled. ‘You’re right. In my eyes, he can’t win. Besides, we need all the friends we can get. But mademoiselle,’ again he lowered his voice, ‘later, if we can find a little privacy, may I have a moment of your time? I must speak with you.’


He was called away and for another half-hour they were apart, though not for a second was Asa unaware of him as he circulated through the crowded salon; his dark unruly hair, that mischievous smile, the sudden shout of laughter.


Eventually she came to rest by a window, ostensibly to watch the spinet player. Partially obscured by ornate drapery, she pretended to herself that she was not waiting for Didier. But soon he had worked his way across the room and was beside her, sitting shoulder to shoulder, so that both appeared to be intent on the music. The scent of him, an indefinable blend of soap and the musk of his skin, drew her closer.


‘My sister tells me you will be here in Paris only a short while longer,’ he said. ‘What are we to do?’


‘About what, monsieur?’


‘You are far too honest to pretend you don’t understand.’


She remained silent.


‘What are we to do? Even at the most unexpected moments, in the midst of a court case, my thoughts stray to you. There, I have said it.’


She ached with the wonder of his words but lifted her chin higher, staring blindly at the musician.


‘Will you meet me?’


Astonished, Asa turned her head and saw that he was very pale.


‘Please. If you don’t understand me,’ he said, ‘move away from me now. But when you look at me in that way … All I ask is that you will walk with me; that we should have time to talk to each other properly.’


‘A walk? Why, yes. That should be possible.’


‘Tomorrow, then. Four o’clock. I’ll come for you.’ His gaze dropped to her mouth.


This time he did not kiss her hand as he bowed abruptly and left her side, and it was that lack of a kiss, even more than the prospect of being alone with him, which ensnared her.


That night Asa was tormented by doubt. If she asked Philippa’s permission to go for a walk alone with Didier Paulin it would certainly be refused. If he simply visited her, they might perhaps sit together in the hotel parlour – that, surely, would be allowed. But it was impossible to imagine meeting Didier in that public space, choked by all they would be unable to say. And to walk with him on the Parisian streets, to see Paris through his eyes; how could she resist?


If only Caroline were available. Caroline, unequivocally radical in her politics, was equally clear in her principles.


Rousseau, Goethe, Shakespeare, all urge us to follow the dictates of our heart. Have we not always argued, Caroline, that we must love? cried Asa inwardly.


Not at the cost of duty, said the absent Caroline. You may meet Didier, of course, but why be so secretive?


Because we’re not like other people. We have no time for a slow declaration of our feelings. Already, I am sure that I love him.


Then tell Philippa.


She won’t understand. There’s no time. We’ll be leaving soon.


What is the alternative, Asa?


There was no dilemma after all, Asa decided. She would meet Paulin in the hotel atrium and take tea with him. Where was the difficulty in that?


Next day the weather was fine and Philippa sighed because Asa was indoors again. ‘If only Morton would come back and take you for a drive. Is there no chance that your friend Beatrice will call?’


‘If she did … perhaps she and I might take a walk together.’


‘Of course. That’s the solution. Why don’t you write her a note?’


So in the end there was no need for subterfuge. One Paulin was practically the same as the other. Philippa had given permission. If Didier happened to come, and there was always the dreadful possibility he might not, there could surely be no harm in walking a little way with him? At four Asa put on her bonnet and went downstairs. She saw him from the landing, pacing about by the desk, and her heart lurched with fear and longing. How astonishing that nobody else had remarked on his beauty; the turquoise handkerchief tucked carelessly into a pocket, the glossy tangle of his hair. He at once took her hand and placed it on his arm as if there was no question that it belonged there. ‘Shall we go out? Are you free? Should I perhaps go up and see your sister?’


‘My sister is resting …’


Outside, in the city, everything was sharply defined: a half-clothed beggar on the street corner too weak to raise a hand for money; a vendor of milk up from the country; the shadows of a man and woman linked together – Asa’s bonneted head close to Paulin’s shoulder. And where her ungloved hand, with its sapphire ring, rested on his arm, she felt a steady pulse.


‘In London,’ said Didier, ‘is it like this?’


‘I’ve been to London only once, though of course there are beggars everywhere, even in our little village. But in England few face actual starvation because the land is well managed. Here in Paris everything is so extreme. Even the heat of the sun feels cruel.’


At a crossroads they turned on to a road bordered on one side by a row of narrow houses, on the other by a high stone wall. ‘The Carmelite house of St Joseph,’ said Didier. ‘And there, number forty-seven, is my house. I have to collect some papers. Do you mind?’


His usually bright eyes were tentative and she trembled as she understood what he was asking, yet she could hardly wait on the street, so she followed him up a narrow staircase, by now almost blinded by terror and desire. At one point he paused until she was abreast of him and they stood only inches apart, catching their breath.


His apartment was shabby but airy and light with a long window overlooking the street. It smelt of coffee and of sun baking on to ink and parchment. And of Didier. In the monastery garden on the other side of the wall Asa could see a path fringed by beech hedges, beds of low-growing shrubs and a small stone building with no windows. The fact that Didier’s apartment stood opposite a religious establishment was reassuring; Asa grew calmer as she watched him search through a pile of files, apparently oblivious to her. His desk had a single drawer that was so crammed with papers it wouldn’t close. There were stacks of books and, partially hiding the bed, a varnished screen on which were folded various items of clothing, including the coat he had worn to the Odeon.


After he’d sorted his papers Didier cleared a chair for her and poured tepid coffee from an earthenware jug. Asa pretended that her attention was on the jug, which she thought the loveliest object she had ever seen, roughly glazed with a pattern of blue leaves on a translucent white background. In reality she was so aware of Didier that even his smallest action opened a seam of nerves along her skin. He drew up the only other chair and sat opposite, his knees nearly touching hers, elbows resting on his thighs. Though they rarely glanced at each other at first, gradually it became impossible to look away.


‘Tell me what you have been doing today,’ he said.


Asa’s lips felt thick and strange. ‘My sister is still unwell so I have been reading to her. But she was strong enough to sit in a chair by the window. I think we’ll be leaving in a couple of weeks.’


‘So soon?’


‘My brother-in-law is torn between fear of the journey and a longing to get her back to England.’


‘And when you are in England, will you stay with Monsieur and Madame Morton?’


‘No. I’ll go home to Sussex, where I live with my father and other sister, Georgina. She is ten years older than me. Georgina wanted very much to come to Paris, but she and Philippa don’t always see eye to eye and someone had to stay with Father.’


‘I must be grateful to your sister, then, that she chose you,’ and Didier’s knee, perhaps inadvertently, touched hers.


‘You see, Philippa had almost given up hope of marriage, but then she went to stay with an aunt in Guildford – it was Georgina’s turn to go but she hates looking after anyone and had a cold so Philippa went instead. John Morton happened to be in the area looking for a plot of land. Georgina feels she missed her chance. So now she has gone to London with Father, who will be miserable, I expect. He hates staying in a town.’


‘Three sisters. Your family is like a fairy story, mademoiselle. And your mother is dead, like mine?’


‘She is.’


‘But no wicked stepmother.’


‘None.’


‘Perhaps that is why we are so drawn to each other – we are alike. That, and our acquaintance with Mr Lambert.’


‘Do you remember him, then?’


‘But of course. He and my father met long before I was born, when they were students in Geneva. They shared a preoccupation with the meaning of freedom, not to mention a love of the French philosophers and an admiration for Rousseau, who, as you may know, your friend Monsieur Lambert was privileged to meet when Rousseau was in England. I was a very young boy when Monsieur Lambert came to our house, and yet he spoke to me as if my opinion mattered. He encouraged me in my studies and wrote me a letter of congratulation when I was granted a scholarship to study in Paris.’


‘That is exactly Mr Lambert. The quality of a person’s ideas is all that matters to him, not whether they are rich or poor; man, woman or child. It never troubled him, for instance, that while he and Caroline are Dissenters, I am Church of England.’


‘And we are Roman Catholics, at least in name. I could hardly have studied at the College Louis le Grand otherwise. But I share with you, I’m sure, a belief in tolerance.’


Sipping Paulin’s coffee, watching the detail of him – a curl of dark hair on his forehead, the frayed corner of his cravat, the deep arch of the half-moon on his thumbnail – and listening to the words spilling from his eloquent mouth, Asa was conscious that an entirely different conversation was taking place; one so urgent that the words died on their lips.


At the end of half an hour a nearby clock struck five and Paulin reached for her cloak. ‘I am writing an article for an affiche – news-sheet, that is – on the imbalance within the Estates General. I must deliver it to the printer’s tonight.’


No need, then, for Asa to have felt so anxious. How foolish she had been not to trust him. But as she put on her cloak he reached over her shoulders and held the two edges together against her throat so that the length of his body was pressed to her back and his forehead to her hair. They stood thus joined as he whispered: ‘I have never spoken your name. Tell me your name.’


‘My name is Thomasina, though my sisters have always called me Asa.’


‘What shall I call you?’


‘Whatever you want. Anything.’


‘Thomasina. Thom-as-ina.’ Each syllable was like a kiss, and Asa thought his lips might touch her throat or cheek. But he broke away, took her by the elbow and ushered her from the room. In the street he said nothing at all and she almost had to run to keep up with him.


Outside the Montmorency he bowed and his thumb brushed her palm: ‘If I write, will you come to me again?’




Chapter Five


All that night and the next morning Asa was determined not to see Didier again. She was furious with herself for deceiving Philippa and betraying her upbringing, especially her friendship with Caroline, whose father she and Didier had used as a conversational hook and to whom she could no longer write with honesty. If Didier planned to marry her, he should court her by conventional means. Why not? In a few years’ time, when he was established as a lawyer, he would be able to support her. Never mind what her family would say if she told them she intended to marry a Roman Catholic French radical. Of course, there was no question of him coming to England and living at Ardleigh. He was needed in Paris. Well then, she must wait, she thought, like every other respectable girl.


But the blue and white jug had been so beautiful, as had standing at his window and seeing sunlight in the leaves above the monastery wall. It reminded her of lying in the shade of the beech tree at Ardleigh. This was the confusion – with Didier everything seemed familiar yet utterly strange. It had felt exquisitely significant to the point of physical pain to have sat in his little room holding a coffee cup between her palms, yet it also seemed as right as reading a book in the Lamberts’ parlour, as right as walking on the Downs with her father to inspect the sheep. So how could it be wrong?


For two tormented days she heard nothing more from Paulin. Why should he remember me, she thought, when he’s busy making plans to change France for ever? And in the meantime Asa was restricted to the Montmorency or the interminable walks in the Luxembourg Gardens with her brother-in-law, who had become more aloof since Shackleford’s withdrawal. Once or twice Philippa, who felt less nauseous by the day, said she might join them. Time was running out.


Didier’s note, when it came, said: Demain. À quatre heures. Chez moi.


Once again Asa’s feelings veered from ecstasy to an agony of indecision. The next day Morton had an engagement and Philippa said she would rest but perhaps get up later. All afternoon Asa walked about the hotel or sat in her room attempting to read while outside the window the city teased with its racket and energy. As the clock chimed three thirty and Asa was pacing her room thinking, Shall I go? I cannot, a maid knocked and announced that a gentleman was awaiting her in the parlour below.


Didier must have come to fetch her.


But it was Shackleford who stood amid the stunted orange trees, apparently fascinated by the little fruits and dressed in a mist-coloured riding coat with three collars.


‘Miss Ardleigh, forgive the intrusion. I wanted to enquire after your sister, and to say goodbye.’


He was infuriatingly hesitant. Time was passing yet Asa had no choice but to offer him tea. After dithering for a moment he said he would drink a glass of lemonade. Now that her chance of seeing Didier was under threat, she knew that the only thing that mattered was that she should run to meet him in the rue du Vieux Colombier.


‘I am going to Italy, Miss Ardleigh, and then farther afield, so I doubt you will see me again.’ Shackleford stood with folded arms, tapping the brim of his hat against his elbow.


Go, go, go, she thought.


‘I know you think very little of me, Miss Ardleigh. I cannot regret what I feel for you, but I regret what was said between us in the Palais Royal. It was far too soon. I hardly know what came over me that I should have pressed you so early in our acquaintance … that I could ever have expected …’


Asa took a sip from her glass and stared at her lap. Just go.


‘I wanted to say that I hope one day you and I shall meet on better terms. After all, we are cousins, of sorts.’


In her frustration Asa glanced at him suddenly, as if the directness of her gaze might force him to leave. He smiled wryly, and his features became more defined; a crease between jaw and cheekbone, and rather deep, complicated furrows in his forehead for a man said to be under thirty. ‘That’s why I came. That’s all; to ask you not to judge me too hastily.’


The clock on the mantel struck the quarter. ‘I wish you a very pleasant trip in Europe, Mr Shackleford.’


‘I shall probably not stay in Europe. Who knows? My father has all kinds of plans for me. Africa. The Americas.’ He paused, expecting her no doubt to ask further questions or even to berate him once more for his family trade. Again those unsettling eyes scanned her face. ‘I’ll be on my way, then. Give my kindest regards to your sister, Miss Ardleigh.’


If she didn’t say another word he would be forced to leave immediately. Sure enough he sighed, bowed and with only one backward glance, was gone.


In a flash Asa was up the stairs, had seized her cloak and bonnet and glanced in the mirror. She noticed that her cheeks were pink and her eyes burning. But as she crossed the Cherche-Midi, weaving between a couple of wagons, it occurred to her to look back – she thought she’d seen a man wearing a grey coat standing at the street corner as she emerged from the hotel. Yes, it was Shackleford, who had now clapped on his hat and was striding away. Surely he hadn’t caught sight of her. A horse obscured her vision and when she looked again he was gone.


She was nearly a quarter of an hour late. Didier was waiting for her at the street door and dashed forward to meet her, holding up his hand as if her excuses were an irrelevance. Again they climbed the stairs in silence, but this time, when they reached the middle landing, he took her hand and did not let go until they reached the apartment, where he again poured coffee from the leaf-patterned jug and sat a little closer, so that her knees were actually enclosed by his as they drank.


‘What have you been doing, Mademoiselle Ardleigh, since I last saw you?’


‘Very little. I am late because, just as I was leaving, my cousin Mr Shackleford came to call.’


‘Ah yes. I know him.’


‘His family wealth comes from slavery. I want nothing to do with him.’


‘You are a harsh judge, mademoiselle. Must a man be criticised for what his father has done? I have seen Mr Shackleford time and again in Paris. To his credit he has friends everywhere, among all types of people, and he admires you very much.’


‘When my father dies,’ said Asa, ‘Shackleford’s older brother will inherit Ardleigh. You see, our English laws are as unjust as the French. Because the property is entailed through the male line we three girls will have nothing and Georgina and I will be homeless. So not only is Shackleford the son of a slave trader, he will also be a cuckoo in our nest. Can you blame me for turning him down?’


‘You turned him down? In what way did you turn him down?’
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