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        August 1792
      

      It is often said that an educated woman is an abomination in the eyes of God. Since I am such a creature, my belief is that God is far too busy to worry about such things and that it is only in the hearts of men that women like myself engender such extremes of feeling. It is, however, discouraging to be constantly reminded that many of my own sex, my pupil Amelia Wainwright for example, have no wish to be other than a decorative accoutrement to hang on a husband’s arm.

      Barely a breath of air enters the stuffy schoolroom and my hair weighs heavy on my neck as I pace the floor, reading aloud to my pupils from Johnson’s Lives of the Most Eminent English Poets. I can bear it no longer. I go to the window and open it wide.

      Down below in Soho Square four horses drawing a landau trot by, the iron-rimmed wheels clattering and grinding over the cobbles. The scent of hot horseflesh rises up to the window along with the raucous cry of the knife grinder. Two sedan chairs are carried by in quick succession, followed by a boy driving a squealing herd of pigs.

      My gaze is drawn to the garden in the centre of the square. The gravel paths and the green lawn with its central fountain appear cool and inviting. All at once I’ve had enough of the confines of the schoolroom.

      ‘Come along, girls!’ I say, gathering up my books.

      We hurry down the staircase, chattering like a brightly coloured flock of birds, and out into the dusty street.

      A moment later I’m sitting on my favourite bench in the dappled shade of a lime tree with my pupils in a circle at my feet. They make a pretty picture. Nine girls on the verge of womanhood, their cheeks delicately flushed in the warmth, their hair glossy, their brows smooth and, as yet, untouched by care.

      A nursemaid runs past, calling to a small boy rolling a hoop, and a couple of scarlet-coated soldiers watch us as they loll on a bench a few yards away; otherwise we are alone in the garden. A warm breeze, delightfully scented with honeysuckle, teases my hair as I begin to read aloud again. But sixteen-year-old Amelia Wainwright is not listening. As slender and delicate as a young doe, she twists a strand of sunlit hair around her fingers. Her rosebud mouth is slightly open and her lips moist as her languishing gaze rests on the infantrymen, who laugh and josh with each other.

      ‘Amelia!’ I say, sharply.

      Reluctantly, she turns her face towards me, eyes unfocused and dark with longing.

      I had hoped that Johnson would be sufficiently interesting to capture the attention of even the shallowest of my pupils but it seems I am to be disappointed. I put on my most severe expression and hold out the book to her. ‘You may continue, Amelia.’

      Pouting, she begins to read, glancing at the soldiers all the while.

      One of the infantrymen laughs and nudges his companion, who pulls a booted foot on to his knee the better to display one elegantly turned calf encased in tight white breeches. Really, he’s no better than a cock robin displaying to a female of his species! The other girls begin to toss their hair and smooth their skirts and it’s perfectly clear to me that they are not in the mood to improve their minds.

      After a while, the two young men rise from the bench and swagger past, their swords jingling and brass buttons glinting in the sun.

      Mouths turned down in disappointment, the girls watch them go and even I must confess the sight of them is enough to set any young female’s heart aflutter. Silently, Amelia hands the book back to me and I resume the lesson.

      An hour or so later a number of carriages roll into the square and draw up outside the three-storey townhouse that is my home and which accommodates my father’s Academy for Young Ladies. The sound of a handbell, vigorously shaken, drifts out of an open window and my pupils scramble to their feet and brush grass off their skirts. I close my book with a snap. School has ended for the day.

      Arm in arm, the girls hurry through the iron gates in a flurry of muslin and silken ribbons.

      My mother and the school’s dancing master, Signor Brunetti, are on the front steps making sure that their young charges are safely stowed into their carriages or returned to the care of their maids. When they have all left, Signor Brunetti kisses my mother’s hand with a flourish and bows to me before tripping off home to his own mother.

      Mama links her arm through mine and we go inside.

      I find Papa standing beside the open window in his library, pouring wine into three glasses. ‘Ah, Madeleine chérie, there you are!’ he says, a smile creasing the lines around his eyes.

      He hands me a glass of wine and the sun catches the gleam of the gold signet ring with its shimmering moonstone that he always wears.

      ‘The schoolroom was so hot we went into the garden,’ I say, in French. We always speak in Papa’s native tongue when we are alone, but generally revert to English when Mama is with us.

      ‘Sometimes it is necessary to enjoy the moment.’ He sits down with a sigh of contentment.

      Papa is dark and lean, the same height as myself, which is short for a man but tall for a woman. His high-bridged Gallic nose and penetrating brown eyes give him an uncanny resemblance to an eagle. People say that I look like him, though my eyes are an unusual shade of violet and, thankfully, my nose is less pronounced than his. Mama, fair-haired and blue eyed, was an only child and became estranged from her family before I was born, but she tells me that none of them had violet eyes. Papa, however, has always refused to discuss his family so my curiosity about my looks remains unanswered.

      This infuriating obduracy of his fuelled wild fantasies in me throughout my childhood and now, at twenty-two, I consider myself perfectly mature enough to accept the truth, however unpalatable, but still they remain silent. What terrible act could have caused my parents to reject their families? Or did my mother and father do something so dreadful that their relatives cast them out? Papa’s gravitas and natural elegance of bearing used to make me wonder if he was perhaps some by-blow of royalty, never to be acknowledged.

      I am determined I will discover the truth one day.

      Mama pushes open the library door and Papa rises to his feet, his eyes shining. Whatever may have happened in the past, the love my parents have for each other remains undimmed by the passage of time.

      ‘How was your day, Philippe?’ asks Mama.

      ‘I had a visitor.’

      ‘Mr Jephcott? I spoke to him briefly on my way to oversee the drawing class but he wouldn’t tell me his business. He was most insistent that he would wait until he could speak to you.’

      ‘He has a proposal for us and I am not sure what to make of it,’ says Papa.

      ‘What did he want?’ I ask, curiosity getting the better of me.

      ‘Mr Jephcott is a teacher of science and mathematics with an interest in philosophy, both natural and experimental.’

      Mama raises her eyebrows. ‘And he is seeking a position in our school? I’m not entirely sure that it’s a good idea to disturb the minds of our young ladies with philosophy, natural or otherwise.’

      ‘But why not?’ I ask. ‘There is no inherent reason why a girl’s mind should be any less fit for such subjects than that of a callow youth, is there?’

      Papa frowns. ‘Not so sharp to your Mama, Madeleine.’

      ‘I beg your pardon but you know my opinion.’

      ‘We do,’ says Papa with a wry smile, ‘since you so frequently remind us of it.’

      ‘But you do not disagree with me,’ I say indignantly. ‘The whole ethos of this school is to allow the girls’ minds to flourish.’

      Mama reaches out to touch my arm. ‘But we must never forget that whilst a girl’s natural intelligence must be cultivated, she will also need to find a good husband.’ She smiles. ‘Just as you will.’

      I open my mouth to retort that once a girl has a nursery full of babies it doesn’t matter how much Greek she knows, she’ll never have time to continue her studies of the Classics, but Papa holds up his hand and I subside.

      ‘Mr Jephcott,’ he says, ‘has nothing but praise for our Academy and wishes to invest in it. He proposes to buy the house next door and his plan is to use the drawing room as another schoolroom and to convert the attics and bedrooms into dormitories. He believes it would be beneficial for the pupils to board, affording us greater opportunities to mould their young minds.’

      ‘But if Mr Jephcott invests his fortune in the Academy, will you still be able to call the school your own?’ I ask.

      Papa smiles. ‘As always, my clever daughter goes straight to the heart of the matter.’

      ‘There’s a great deal to discuss,’ says Mama, looking doubtful.

      I glance at the clock on the mantelpiece. ‘Look at the time! Sophie will be waiting for me.’
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      My friend Sophie kisses me, her brown curls tickling my cheek. ‘I thought I might be late,’ she says as we hurry towards Grosvenor Street. ‘Henry didn’t want me to leave.

      ‘And is my little godson well?’

      ‘Bouncing with energy and asking when his Aunt Madeleine will come to see him.’

      Sophie Levesque is the sister I never had. Her parents belong to the silk-weaving Huguenot community and she became a pupil at my father’s Academy when we were both eight years old. Small and plump, her brown hair worn in tight ringlets, she greeted me that first morning with eyes sparkling with mischief. When she smiled I stared, fascinated, at the dimples in her cheeks. She’s very little changed, except that she rarely giggles any more and shadows are now ever-present under her eyes.

      ‘Have you heard the news?’ she asks.

      I shake my head. ‘I’ve been in class all day.’

      ‘King Louis is under arrest! A great mob descended on the Tuileries and killed all the guards. They wanted to break the palace down just as they did with the Bastille.’

      ‘I can’t say I’m sorry,’ I say. ‘King Louis has had every opportunity to change his ways and I can attach no blame to the revolutionaries when their children are starving and Queen Marie Antoinette wears diamonds and plays at shepherdesses.’

      ‘The royal family escaped when the mob broke in but they were brought back and imprisoned.’

      I’m still pondering on this momentous news when we arrive at Lady Georgiana Woodhouse’s imposing townhouse in Grosvenor Street, where she holds a fortnightly salon. Politicians, authors, artists and scientists regularly gather here to exchange ideas and opinions, and I eagerly anticipate the meetings.

      The front door opens and a footman admits us into the drawing room. A buzz of conversation arises from the twenty or so people already crowded together. I recognise the Honourable Charles James Fox, the Whig politician, holding forth to a rapt audience, Daniel Stowe, writer of abysmal poetry, and Mary Wollstonecraft, fearsomely argumentative author of A Vindication of the Rights of Woman.

      Lady Georgiana comes to greet us, her auburn hair curled over one shoulder and her Junoesque curves barely contained in diaphanous layers of damp and gauzy muslin tied with an emerald green sash. The slim silhouette of the garment is no more substantial than a chemise, quite unlike the full skirts most of the ladies are wearing.

      ‘The latest Paris fashion, Georgie?’ asks Sophie.

      ‘But of course!’

      ‘I understand that society ladies in France are choosing to dress simply so as not to inspire jealousy amongst the working women. Revolutionary fashion, in fact,’ I say, smiling at the pun.

      ‘But isn’t it pretty? And so delightful to be free from tight stays,’ Georgiana whispers as she kisses my cheek.

      Although a few years older than myself, Georgiana also attended my father’s school before she went on to marry a wealthy peer. I am gratified, however, that she has not allowed the demands of the nursery to constrain her thirst for learning and enlightenment.

      She slips her arms through ours and leads us towards a small group of people. ‘Knowing your great interest in the Revolution in France, I want you to meet Comte Etienne d’Aubery,’ she says, ‘one of France’s most eligible widowers. Utterly charming… but, be warned, there’s a whiff of scandal about him!’

      ‘How interesting!’ says Sophie.

      ‘It’s whispered,’ says Georgiana in an undertone, ‘that he murdered his wife.’

      ‘No!’ Sophie claps one hand to her mouth.

      There’s no time to discover more as we stop before an elegantly dressed man in a bronze brocade coat and close-fitting breeches. His hair is raven black and his olive skin darkened by the sun, unlike most of the aristocratic émigrés who are arriving in London with increasing regularity these days.

      ‘May I present Miss Madeleine Moreau and Mrs Levesque?’ says Georgiana.

      The comte is tall for a Frenchman, dark-eyed and with his curling hair cut short in the latest French style, to expose the firm angles of his jaw and long nose.

      ‘I no longer use my title,’ he says, ‘since the nobility was abolished in France.’ His expression is severe until he smiles, when his eyes seem illuminated from within. He speaks English with a light accent and, in spite of my dislike of the spoilt and frivolous French aristocrats, I find his looks extremely pleasing.

      Georgiana turns to his companions, a middle-aged woman with bewildered eyes and a corpulent man with pudgy white hands. ‘The former Marquis de Roussell and his wife are recent émigrés from the Revolution,’ she says. ‘Mr d’Aubery has accompanied them on their journey to London and is introducing them to society.’

      I can’t help studying his face covertly. There’s a curiously exciting frisson in talking to a man with a disreputable past. ‘So you are not an émigré, too, Mr d’Aubery?’ I ask.

      ‘Not at all but I often visit London.’

      Sophie and I make conversation, in French, with the new arrivals since they have a poor command of English. Mr d’Aubery, I notice, watches me carefully all the while I speak. I do not take to the marquis, who is altogether too ready to talk of his plans to join the émigré army and ‘whip the tails of the bloody revolutionaries’.

      ‘Too late for that,’ says Mr d’Aubery. ‘The interference of the Duke of Brunswick’s army only served to intensify opposition to the king.’

      ‘I’m beyond caring about the king,’ says de Roussell. ‘He’s a lost cause, anyway. But I want my estates returned to me.’

      ‘The émigré army is under-funded and poorly equipped.’ D’Aubery shrugs in that peculiarly Gallic fashion. ‘I see little chance of success for it. And in any case, it is impossible for you to return to France now without incurring the most severe of penalties.’

      De Roussell scowls. Sensing that the conversation is in danger of becoming contentious, Georgiana draws the marquis and his wife away.

      ‘If you will excuse me,’ says Sophie, ‘I must find Mr Stowe. Last week he promised to write an ode to my dimples.’ She flits off to the other side of the room where the poet is in earnest conversation with a red-haired man wearing a yellow waistcoat.

      I turn back to Mr d’Aubery, delighted to have his sole attention.

      ‘You speak French well,’ he says, ‘and your name is French, too. When did your family come to England?’

      ‘I was born here.’ I like the way he regards me so intently while I speak, as if he’s really interested. ‘My mother is English but my father is French.’

      ‘And he came from…?’

      I hesitate. How can I tell him I have no idea, without sounding foolish? ‘I have never been to France,’ I say, sidestepping the question and changing the subject. ‘Did you hear the news today? I understand that King Louis has been imprisoned.’

      ‘It is a worrying time,’ says the former comte. ‘Whilst I support the Revolution in following the principles of freedom and equality, I fear that the working men are allowing their passions to become so inflamed that they no longer see reason.’

      ‘It’s a time of great change for France,’ I say. ‘But who can blame the people if they demand equality?’ I’m on my favourite hobbyhorse now, my views formed from endless discussions with Papa and other members of the French community in London. ‘It’s patently unfair if the poor are those paying all the taxes while the aristocrats, who do not, flaunt their luxurious life style in their Parisian homes, leaving the workers on their estates to starve.’

      Mr d’Aubery’s well-defined mouth tightens. ‘It isn’t always like that.’

      ‘The French nobility stunt the growth of society,’ I say firmly. ‘And the clergy are greedy and over-privileged. I can only believe it to be of benefit to the people that Church property has been confiscated and the proceeds used to strengthen the economy.’

      ‘Whilst there may be an element of truth in what you say, Miss Moreau, do you not think it arrogant of you to make such statements as if they are fact when you have not only never lived in France, but not even visited the country?’

      Heat floods my neck and burns in my cheeks. ‘Perhaps distance lends perspective.’ I can hear the vinegar in my tone.

      His eyes glitter, as cold and hard as jet. ‘Then we must agree to differ, Miss Moreau.’ The comte makes me a stiff little bow.

      Mortified, I watch him walk away. How disappointing that one so well-favoured should be so haughty. Still smarting from his comment, I seek out more comfortable company.

      Sophie is talking animatedly to the man in the yellow waistcoat. His copper hair is carefully tousled and he runs his fingers through his disordered curls while his gaze rakes up and down my friend’s figure and comes to rest on her plump breasts.

      ‘Madeleine, this is Mr Jack Fielding,’ she says. ‘May I present Miss Moreau?’ Sophie lays a hand on my arm. ‘Mr Fielding is an artist and has just completed his portrait of Horace Walpole’s cousin.’

      ‘How very interesting,’ I say.

      Jack Fielding doesn’t return my smile but reaches out for one of Sophie’s curls and winds it around his finger. ‘There are intriguing chestnut lights amongst the brown and your olive skin tones are so much more interesting than the milky-white complexions of the native English.’ He studies Sophie through half-closed eyes. ‘Yes, I really think I must paint your portrait, Mrs Levesque.’

      ‘Oh, would you?’ Sophie gasps.

      ‘I shall call on your husband tomorrow to make the arrangements.’

      A quiver of unease runs down my spine as she smiles foolishly back at him and I remember that I saw just the same expression earlier that day on Amelia Wainwright’s face while she was eyeing up the infantrymen.
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      ‘Again, Aunt Madeleine!’ Henry’s voice is high-pitched with excitement.

      I glance at Sophie and she shrugs and looks away. ‘Once more,’ I say, ‘and then you must play quietly while I talk with your mama.’ Grasping the string around the spinning top, I give it a sharp pull. The top, gaily painted in red, blue and yellow, starts to spin and the colours blur together into a rainbow as it hums and twirls upon the polished floor of Sophie’s drawing room.

      Henry shrieks with laughter but Sophie is staring out of the window and jumps when I touch her arm. ‘What is it?’ I ask.

      She turns to watch the spinning top until it begins to wobble increasingly violently before finally falling over.

      Henry looks up at me hopefully.

      ‘No more,’ I say.

      I wait until I’m sure he’s absorbed in arranging his soldiers into battle formations before asking Sophie again. ‘What is it that troubles you?’

      ‘It’s Charles,’ she whispers, glancing at her son’s dark head bent over his toys. Slowly, she pulls back the lacy frill of her sleeve and I gasp to see the ugly bruises on her forearm.

      Before I can say anything, there’s a quiet knock on the door and Henry’s nurse enters. ‘I came to see if Master Henry would like to go for his walk now?’ She has a broad country face with a smattering of freckles on her nose.

      Henry scrambles to his feet. ‘Can we feed the ducks again, Betty?’

      Sophie is smoothing down her sleeve, hiding the bruises again. ‘But you must take care not to fall in the water.’ She kisses Henry and he runs off hand in hand with the nursemaid, chattering excitedly.

      ‘Betty has been with us for four months now,’ Sophie says as soon as the door has closed behind them. ‘Henry adores her.’

      ‘Sophie, never mind the nursemaid! Why did Charles do this to you?’

      ‘He’s taken another mistress,’ she says, her voice devoid of expression. ‘My dressmaker let it slip. It seems that I share her services with my husband’s new fancy piece. You can imagine the humiliation of it; the beastly girl was sticking pins into my hem and darting spiteful little glances up at me from under her eyelashes to see if I knew.’

      ‘Oh, Sophie!’ But I’m not surprised since it’s well known that Charles Levesque is a philanderer. What does surprise me is that for such a thick-set man with eyebrows that meet over his nose and little small talk, he appears to have no difficulty in finding women who are happy to climb into his bed. Four years ago I begged Sophie not to marry him but her family and the Levesques had common business interests and she succumbed to familial pressure.

      ‘Of course, I pretended that it doesn’t concern me,’ says Sophie unhappily. ‘It’s not that I care that he has other women… well, not particularly as we’ve never pretended it’s a love match… but he always becomes so wretchedly fault-finding with me when he has a new mistress.’

      Anger makes me speak sharply to her. ‘And so he hurts you and soothes his conscience by persuading himself you drive him to it.’

      ‘That’s it exactly!’ Sophie wipes away a tear. ‘It’s not as if I’ve ever refused him in any way…’ Her voice trails off as her cheeks blossom scarlet. ‘But now that I’ve given him the son he wanted, I’m of no further use to him.’

      ‘Change your dressmaker at once and keep out of Charles’s way until his passion for this strumpet wanes, as it surely will.’

      Sophie sighs. ‘Still, Charles is so preoccupied with her that he did agree to commission Mr Fielding to paint my portrait.’

      I say nothing but there’s something about Jack Fielding that makes me uneasy.
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      Children’s voices call to each other across the garden and the evening sun slants through the lime trees, highlighting my mother’s hair with gold.

      ‘An evening such as this is a gift,’ she says, threading her needle with vibrant turquoise silk for the kingfisher’s wing that adorns the waistcoat she’s embroidering for my father.

      I rest my book on my knee. ‘September is always a poignant time. It’s hard to imagine that it will soon be winter.’

      There’s a footfall on the gravel and Mama moves her sewing basket so that Papa can squeeze between us on the bench.

      ‘I have been to Harold Jephcott’s chambers,’ he says, ‘to further our discussions. I am inclined to consider his proposition favourably but since we would all be working closely together, I suggested that he should meet you both. He has invited us to be his guests at Vauxhall Pleasure Gardens next week. There is to be a masquerade and fireworks.’

      ‘A masquerade!’ A thrill of excitement runs through me.

      ‘Philippe!’ Alarm makes Mama grip my father’s sleeve. ‘You know how wickedly licentious these affairs can be.’

      ‘I promise not to leave your side, chérie.’ Amusement glints in his eyes.

      ‘But what about the rakes who might make improper suggestions to Madeleine?’

      Papa raises his shoulders and turns his hands palm up. ‘Our daughter will stand no nonsense from any young man. Mr Jephcott will bring his wife and daughter and hire a box where we can sit safely away from the rabble. I shall, of course, defend the honour of my womenfolk with my life.’

      ‘There’s no need to descend into melodrama, Philippe,’ says Mama, crossly.

      I’m delighted at the prospect of such entertainment. ‘I would so like to see the costumes,’ I say. ‘It will be as good as a play.’

      Mama sighs. ‘As long as we’re seated in a box and stay together, I agree that it would be entertaining.’

      ‘Then I shall send word to Mr Jephcott.’

      ‘And I’ll ask Sophie where we can hire costumes,’ I say, my mind brimming with visions of Greek goddesses, water sprites and ancient queens.

      ‘On a more sober note,’ says Papa, ‘on the way home from Mr Jephcott’s chambers I ran into Guy Foucault and Pascal Simonet. We repaired to the Cross Keys for a glass of wine. Simonet had the news that there was a massacre at the prison de l’Abbaye in Saint-Germain a few days ago.’

      ‘A massacre?’

      Papa is grim-faced. ‘An angry mob murdered twenty-four priests who were being taken to the prison. Then they forced their way inside to kill hundreds of the prisoners. The riots still continue.’ Papa sighs. ‘The ancien régime and the France of my childhood are gone for ever.’

      Although brought up as a Roman Catholic Papa rarely goes to church, though he never stops Mama and myself from attending. He’s always been reluctant to discuss religion, saying it’s up to each man to make peace with his own god.

      ‘Don’t you ever wish to go back to France?’ I ask.

      ‘There is nothing there for me.’

      ‘But don’t you want to know how your family fare since the Revolution?’

      ‘You know I never talk of them.’ Papa glowers at me.

      ‘But Papa…’

      ‘Enough!’ He pushes himself to his feet. Without glancing at me again, he walks back towards the house.

      ‘You must not worry him, Madeleine.’ Mama’s mouth is set in a disapproving line.

      ‘Worry him! Isn’t it my right to know about my family? What is so terrible that you make a conspiracy of silence?’ My hands are curled into fists and my nails bite into my palms.

      ‘I will not go against your father in this matter. The past is the past and we can never return to it. Besides,’ Mama reaches out to touch my hand, ‘we have each other. What more could we want?’

      I snatch my hand away and rise to my feet. ‘I need to know where I come from. Who are my grandparents? Do I have cousins, uncles, aunts? Tell me, Mama!’

      ‘I cannot speak of it,’ she murmurs, head bent again over her embroidery.

      My pleasure in the beautiful evening is all gone. Angry, I stalk away from her and set off along the street, hoping that a brisk walk will dissipate my annoyance.
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      The following afternoon the excitement in the air of Georgiana’s crowded drawing room is almost palpable.

      ‘So that,’ says Sophie, ‘is the end of the French monarchy.’

      All the talk is of how the Convention has declared France a Republic. The escalation in violence during the September massacres resulted in over a thousand prisoners being killed: clergy, nobles, common thieves and prostitutes all together.

      ‘The Princesse de Lamballe was dragged out of her cell in La Force and killed most horribly,’ says Georgiana. She leans forward to whisper. ‘She was the Queen’s close friend but that didn’t stop the mob raping her, cutting off her breasts and sticking her head on a pole. They held it up outside the window of the Queen’s cell, jeering and taunting her.’

      ‘That’s barbaric!’ I’m sickened by the thought of it.

      Sophie shudders theatrically and stands on tiptoe, scanning the assembly.

      ‘The princess was in Bath last year, trying to raise support for the French royal family,’ says Georgiana.

      ‘She’d have done better to have stayed there,’ said Sophie, peering over my shoulder. ‘Even if she did end up having to scratch a living making bonnets, like some of the other émigrés.’

      ‘As long as Citizen Louis Capet, as they now call the king, is alive there’ll be unrest,’ I say.

      ‘Oh!’ Sophie says, her cheeks flushing rose pink. ‘Excuse me.’

      Georgiana and I watch her as she hurries away to greet Mr Fielding.

      ‘He’s going to paint Sophie’s portrait,’ I say.

      ‘Is he now?’ Georgiana raises her eyebrows. ‘She needs to be careful of Jack Fielding. He breaks hearts.’

      ‘I’m sure Sophie is worldly wise enough to resist his blandishments.’ But as I see the way she is laughing at some comment Fielding had made, I have misgivings.

      I glance up as more guests arrive and recognise the Marquis de Roussel. He hasn’t brought his wife with him this time but the Comte d’Aubery is at his side.

      ‘Mr d’Aubery is here,’ I say. I feel an odd quickening of my pulse at the sight of the darkly handsome man who had discomfited me so on our last meeting.

      ‘He’s taken a house in Conduit Street until the end of the year,’ Georgiana says. ‘I understand he’s continuing to escort émigrés to our shores. Charming, isn’t he?’

      ‘I found him extremely self-important,’ I say, uncomfortably picturing the disdain for me in his eyes when we last parted.

      ‘I haven’t found him so,’ says Georgiana.

      ‘Tell me, did he really murder his wife?’

      She shrugs. ‘There was a deal of speculation over the matter, I believe.’

      But I forget Etienne d’Aubery as I watch how closely Sophie and Jack Fielding stand together as they talk.

      Fielding glances over Sophie’s shoulder and meets my eyes. He stares back at me, unsmiling, his fingers trailing over the bare skin of her arm as she gazes up at him.

      Then I become deeply involved in discussing education and the rights of women with Mary Wollstonecraft until Mr d’Aubery joins us. I stop talking in the middle of a sentence and stand stiffly, remembering our last encounter.

      ‘What is your opinion of recent events in France, Mr d’Aubery?’ asks Miss Wollstonecraft.

      ‘I am saddened that it has come to this. The end of the monarchy…’ He shakes his head sorrowfully.

      ‘But the people of France are free from tyranny now,’ I reply. I’m wearing new yellow satin shoes that have begun to pinch one of my little toes. I shift slightly from foot to foot. The shoes are very pretty but I’m still undecided if that compensates for the discomfort.

      ‘That, of course, is true.’ He regards me steadily with his dark eyes. ‘But I believe that losing the monarchy will release a terrifying beast such as the French people never imagined. The different factions are each so convinced their way is the correct way that I fear for the future of my country.’

      Miss Wollstonecraft glances over at Mr Fox, who is saying goodbye to Georgiana. ‘Please do excuse me,’ she says. ‘I must catch Mr Fox before he leaves.’

      I glance at Mr d’Aubery uneasily, not caring to be alone with him.

      ‘I must apologise,’ he says. ‘I believe I may have spoken sharply to you the last time we met.’

      I stare back at him, coolly.

      The faintest tinge of pink touches his ears. ‘The situation in France is complicated,’ he says, ‘and I doubt anyone, native to France or not, can see the way clearly through the troubles of the present time.’

      I’m slightly mollified by his apology. ‘I concede that I have never visited the country of my father’s birth but I assure you I do keep abreast of the latest developments.’

      D’Aubery bows. ‘I have no wish to quarrel with you. In fact, since it has started to rain, perhaps you would allow me to convey you home in my carriage?’

      I hesitate, unwilling to feel beholden to him. ‘I came with my friend Mrs Levesque.’

      ‘Then, of course, she must accompany us too.’

      I glance at the window and see that rain is indeed running down the glass. It would be a shame to allow my new, if uncomfortable, satin slippers to be spoilt in the mud.

      Sophie is nowhere to be found in Georgiana’s drawing room. In the hall I see the door to the dining room is ajar and hear her infectious laughter, a sound I haven’t heard in a long while, coming from inside.

      I push open the door and discover Sophie and Jack Fielding with their arms entwined as they share a glass of wine.

      She starts and pulls away from him, colour rising in her cheeks. ‘Madeleine! I didn’t see you there.’

      ‘It’s raining and Mr d’Aubery has offered to take us home in his carriage.’

      Jack Fielding doesn’t acknowledge me and my hackles rise as he drains his glass.

      ‘Run along, Mrs Levesque,’ he says.

      Sophie pouts prettily. ‘But I shall see you tomorrow at two o’clock for my sitting, Mr Fielding?’

      He kisses his fingers to her. ‘Indeed you will.’

      Mr d’Aubery is taking his leave of Georgiana in the hall and a moment later we’re hurrying through the rain to his carriage.

      Sophie says little as we travel but stares out of the window with a half smile on her face, so that I must make polite conversation with Mr d’Aubery unaided by her.

      A short while later we stop outside the Levesque house and Mr d’Aubery holds an umbrella over Sophie as she ascends the front steps.

      He slams the carriage door behind him when he returns and brushes the rain off his broad shoulders. I cannot help but approve of his natural elegance.

      When we arrive at Soho Square he insists on accompanying me to the front step, shielding me from the rain with his umbrella.

      Papa opens the door. ‘Ah, Madeleine! I was in the library and guessed it might be you.’ He looks at Mr d’Aubery, his head on one side. ‘And you have brought a guest? A fellow Frenchman, I believe?’

      ‘Exactement.’ Mr d’Aubery bows to Papa.

      ‘Come in, come in!’ Papa beams and shakes hands with him vigorously. ‘I’ve just opened a bottle of good French wine and would welcome your opinion.’

      My heart sinks. Clearly Papa is under the illusion that I have brought home a suitor to meet him.

      We follow him into the library where we find Mama working on her embroidery.

      ‘Were you caught in the rain, Madeleine?’ she asks, without looking up.

      ‘Mr d’Aubery brought me home in his carriage,’ I say.

      Mama glances up at my companion and hurries to put aside her needlework.

      Papa and Mr d’Aubery become very animated as they swirl the wine in their glasses, holding them up to the light from the window to examine the ruby colour.

      ‘I like the look of Mr d’Aubery,’ whispers Mama. ‘Is he eligible?’

      ‘He’s a widower,’ I murmur, ‘but I have no intention…’

      Mama smiles to herself and pats my hand.

      Before very long the two men are arguing good-naturedly about recent events in Paris.

      ‘I see now how you influence Mademoiselle Moreau’s ideas on French politics,’ says Mr d’Aubery to Papa with a smile.

      ‘Never underestimate my daughter’s intellect and strength of will,’ he laughs. ‘I assure you, her ideas are her own.’ He shrugs and purses his lips. ‘But perhaps, having no son, I have encouraged her to assert her intellectual opinions in a way that is more French than English for a young lady.’

      ‘I like a woman to be interested in current affairs and to have more conversation than the choice of ribbons for her bonnet,’ says Mr d’Aubery, ‘even if we disagree.’

      Papa claps him on the shoulder. ‘A man after my own heart!’

      When Mr d’Aubery laughs his whole demeanour changes and, watching him so at ease with Papa, I wonder if I should revise my opinion of his character.

      ‘Which part of France do you come from, Mr d’Aubery?’ asks Mama.

      I look at my feet, wishing she wouldn’t interrogate him.

      ‘I have a town house in Paris but my estate is near Orléans,’ he says. ‘It was granted to my ancestor, Edouard d’Aubery, by King Louis XII in 1499.’

      ‘And your family?’ asks Mama.

      ‘My sister lives in America. My parents unfortunately died in a carriage accident three years ago and my elder brother drowned when he was eighteen.’

      ‘How very sad!’

      ‘We are a family beset by tragedy.’

      I notice that he doesn’t mention his dead wife.

      Papa uncorks another bottle of wine. ‘I’d be interested,’ he says, ‘to hear your opinion on this vintage.’

      ‘I wonder…’ says Mr d’Aubery to Papa. ‘I couldn’t help noticing your ring. Are you by any chance connected to the Moreau family of Fontainebleau?’

      I hold my breath. Am I finally to discover more about Papa’s relations?

      He pauses in the act of pouring another glass of wine for our visitor. ‘I have no family,’ he says. ‘Now tell me what you think of this.’

      I let out my breath in disappointment.

      ‘Well!’ says Mama a little later, after Mr d’Aubery has left. ‘Not only is your friend well connected, Madeleine, but he’s extremely handsome and has excellent manners.’ She smiles at Papa. ‘Much like you, Philippe, at that age.’

      He kisses Mama’s hand lingeringly and I leave them to discuss their day whilst I retire to plan tomorrow’s lessons.
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      Papa holds aloft a cane with a red ribbon tied to the tip; a prearranged method of ensuring that the Jephcotts will recognise us amongst the crowd of nuns, Roman gods and pirates milling around in the sunshine outside the gates of Vauxhall Gardens.

      I’m effervescent with excitement as Chinese acrobats tumble amongst us, while a dwarf dressed as Pierrot collects coins from the delighted onlookers.

      ‘How can they bear to be so energetic when it’s as hot as this?’ asks Mama, fanning herself.

      We look very fine. Papa is a cavalier of the last century, complete with extravagantly feathered hat, lace cuffs and a sword, while Mama makes a graceful Eleanor of Aquitaine. My own costume of Queen Marie Antoinette dressed as a shepherdess is far from original, I had seen three other shepherdesses and a milkmaid even before we entered the gates, but the costume suits me. We all wear black domino masks.

      A rotund Turk, brown-skinned and fearsomely moustachioed, pushes his way through the throng and claps my father on the shoulder.

      ‘Here we are, Moreau! I thought we might never find you in such a press.’ Mr Jephcott takes hold of the hands of the Queen of Sheba, a plump little woman with a ready smile under her mask, and a young woman dressed as a milkmaid. ‘Mrs Jephcott and my daughter Lydia.’

      Papa sweeps off his feathered hat and bows low.

      As we greet each other I see that my own delight in the occasion is reflected in Lydia’s shining eyes. She has her mother’s petite figure and a tumble of fair curls on her shoulders.

      There is some good-natured arguing between Papa and Mr Jephcott about who will pay the shilling each entrance fee and then we are admitted through the gates and into the Grove, the central area of the gardens.

      ‘How about that for a sight, ladies?’ says Mr Jephcott, opening his arms wide.

      The Grove is lightly wooded and surrounded on three sides by arcades forming fifty or so open-fronted dining alcoves. The magnificent pavilion designed for the Prince of Wales, so Mr Jephcott tells us, is situated on the fourth side. An octagonal building, Chinese in style, is set before us, several storeys high, with openings all around and illuminated from within. Lively music from an orchestra situated on the top floor of the building makes a merry background to the hum of excited conversation.

      Several allées open off the Grove, enticing us to explore.

      Lydia claps her hands. ‘May we walk around the gardens before supper?’

      We set off, full of anticipation, along the South Walk, one of the wide avenues through the wooded gardens, lined with elms and spanned by Italianate triumphal arches.

      More than a thousand other visitors are promenading in the early-evening sunshine and it’s impossible not to be entranced by the costumes and the general air of gaiety. Who can tell, under their dominoes, if these elegant ladies and their masked companions are lords and ladies or light-skirts and their patrons? Even Mama is charmed by the snatches of music and singing coming from a number of Greek temples secreted in the copses that edge the walks.

      ‘Oh, look!’ says Lydia, clasping my hand.

      Hurrying forward through the groups of revellers we exclaim in delight at the sight of picturesque ruins, arches and columns, with nearby a cascade tumbling over rocks into a pool edged with ferns.

      ‘We must take our seats for supper before sunset,’ says Mr Jephcott.

      The shadows are lengthening as the sun lowers itself in the sky and we make our way back to the Grove, now thronged with masked guests sitting in the dining alcoves. The aroma of roasting chicken is drifting on the air and waiters are hurrying hither and thither with trays of cold meat and pies held aloft.

      ‘The food is plain but good,’ says Mr Jephcott, as we place our order. ‘And we shall have a bottle of the best French wine.’

      I’m amused to see that the glue adhering his enormous black moustache to his top lip has melted in the warmth and it hangs awry.

      ‘Harold?’ murmurs Mrs Jephcott, touching her top lip and giving him a meaningful nod.

      ‘Jephcott, perhaps this is a good time for you to explain some of your new ideas for the Academy to my wife?’ says Papa.

      ‘But, of course,’ says Mr Jephcott, patting his moustache back into place. ‘I’ve long been interested in the education of women, who, I believe, are vastly underrated in what they can achieve.’

      ‘It’s so important to catch the girls while they are young and before their heads are full of foolish notions, don’t you think?’ says Mrs Jephcott.

      Mama nods in agreement.

      ‘I’m most impressed by the reputation of your school,’ continues Mr Jephcott. ‘But I believe it could be enhanced if you were to offer a boarding facility. This would allow you to foster more entirely an atmosphere conducive to learning. My dear wife would act as Matron and take responsibility for the girls’ pastoral care.’

      ‘Under Mrs Moreau’s direction, of course,’ says Mrs Jephcott. ‘And I would also be happy to give singing lessons,’ she adds.

      Her husband gazes fondly at her. ‘My dear Eliza has the singing voice of a nightingale.’

      She blushes rosily and smiles at Mama. ‘Mr Jephcott has a particular fondness for Italian opera.’

      ‘And our Lydia studies Latin and has an uncommon interest in natural science,’ he continues.

      On the other side of the Grove sits a boisterous group of young men in naval uniform, singing ‘The Lass Who Loved a Sailor’.

      Our waiter returns with a tray piled high with wafer-thin ham, cold chicken, salads and pies. My stomach begins to growl in anticipation.

      ‘They shave the ham so thinly here that you can read a newspaper through it,’ says Mr Jephcott, holding up a scrap of meat on his fork.

      The sun has almost disappeared behind the trees but it’s still very warm. I pluck at my mask, which is hot and sticky against my face since there is no breeze to dispel the humidity.

      ‘There’s a surprise in store for you, Lydia and Madeleine,’ says Papa, his eyes twinkling.

      It’s growing dark and there is a general air of expectation amongst the guests. The party of young men begins to bang their knives on the table and to chant, ‘The lamps! The lamps!’ Several of the other diners join in until it’s impossible to speak above the din. The orchestra ceases playing Handel’s Water Music.

      ‘What’s happening, Papa?’ I shout.

      Before he can answer a whistle blows and a great roar of approval reverberates around us as lights begin to glimmer almost simultaneously in the thousands upon thousands of lamps hanging from the trees and suspended around the buildings in the Grove.

      I catch my breath at the magic of it. ‘It’s like the Arabian Nights,’ I gasp. ‘How do they do that?’

      Mr Jephcott laughs. ‘A clever trick, don’t you think? A series of fuses lead from lamp to lamp and, upon a signal, men stationed all around the gardens set them alight.’

      ‘It’s as bright as day!’ says Mama.

      ‘So are you pleased you came, after all?’ asks Papa.

      ‘How could I not be? Although,’ she gestures to the young men, now becoming boisterous as they call for more wine, ‘I suspect it may not be a good idea to stay too late.’

      ‘But we must remain long enough to join in the dancing after supper,’ protests Mr Jephcott.

      The orchestra strikes up again, this time playing a jolly rendition of ‘The Lass of Richmond Hill’, and many of the diners sing along, all very merry. The festive atmosphere is infectious and I breathe out a sigh of contentment. Mama and Papa are in earnest conversation with Mr and Mrs Jephcott. I’m beginning to like the couple and am not at all opposed to their breathing new life into the Academy.

      ‘It’s very close, isn’t it?’ Lydia pushes away her empty plate and fans her face.

      ‘I shouldn’t wonder if there’s a thunderstorm later,’ says her mother.

      ‘May Madeleine and I take a little walk?’

      ‘Not now, Lydia. I wish to continue my conversation with Mr and Mrs Moreau so I can’t accompany you.’

      ‘But we won’t go far!’ she wheedles.

      ‘Perhaps if the girls stay in the Grove, in the light where we can keep an eye on them, it wouldn’t do any harm,’ says Mr Jephcott. ‘What do you think, Moreau?’

      Papa glances at Mama. ‘I believe the young ladies are too sensible to stray far away.’

      ‘Thank you, Papa.’ All at once the supper box is too stifling to endure another minute and I cannot wait to walk outside in the breeze. Besides, I want to mingle with the crowd.

      Lydia links her arm through mine and we stroll around the Grove, lost in the excitement of it all. There’s a full moon to add to the golden glow of the lamps. Everywhere we look there are amusing sights: a nun walking with an imp of Satan, Caesar laughing with Columbine, and two sailors and a host of nymphs shrieking with laughter at the sight of a pope juggling oranges. I cannot remember when I was last so entertained.

      Two highwaymen fall into step beside us, both masked and with pistols tucked into their belts.

      ‘Evenin’, ladies,’ says the tallest one. ‘Mind if we walk with you a while?’

      ‘Can’t stop you,’ says Lydia, pertly.

      Somehow the highwaymen are now one on either side of us, with arms linked through ours. Two Greek goddesses run past, screeching in delight as Harlequin and a pirate chase after them.

      I glance back at the supper box but Mama and Papa are deep in conversation with Lydia’s parents. I wonder whether I should give our new companions a sharp set down but really they aren’t doing any harm. The conversation is light-hearted and flirtatious. I find myself enjoying it.

      ‘If we’re going to walk with you, we must know your names,’ says Lydia.

      ‘Our names?’ says the taller of the men, gripping my arm. ‘Well now, that’s against the rules of a masquerade, isn’t it? Our identities must remain a secret. Let’s just say I’m Dick and this gentleman here is Tom.’

      Tom bows low and Dick kisses my hand. I feel the moistness of his lips against the back of my hand and I’m not sure that I like it. ‘And who might you be?’ he asks.

      ‘Antoinette,’ I say, ‘and my friend is Aphrodite.’

      Lydia giggles.

      Tom takes a bottle of wine out of his coat pocket and pulls out the cork with his teeth, never letting go of Lydia’s arm. ‘Here you are, Aphrodite,’ he says.

      After Lydia has sipped from the bottle she hands it to me. I hesitate briefly then drink some too. It’s vinegary, not at all like the pleasant wine we had with our supper.

      There’s a peculiar stillness to the overheated air and I see that Dick’s forehead under his highwayman’s hat is beaded with sweat.

      ‘Let’s take a turn down here, shall we?’ says Tom, swinging us around to walk into one of the avenues.

      We have walked a little way before I realise that it’s unlit here and, except for a few couples seeking solitude in the shadows, only a few other people are nearby.

      ‘I’m not sure…’ says Lydia.

      There is a rustling and a moaning in the bushes, and a peal of drunken laughter.

      ‘There are the ruins of a temple a little further on. We could sit there a while and talk,’ says Tom, persuasively.

      ‘It’s too dark here,’ I say, wondering what his face looks like behind the mask.

      A giggling nun, hand in hand with a satyr, walks past us and disappears into the dense blackness of the copse beside the avenue.

      A fat drop of water lands on my arm. I look up and see the moon veiled by cloud. Another raindrop falls on my upturned face and all at once I’m uneasy. We’re too far away from the bright lights of the Grove. ‘We must return, Lydia,’ I tell her.

      ‘Not yet,’ says Dick, his breath hot on my cheek. ‘You haven’t paid us for your wine.’

      ‘Paid?’ Lydia looks confused.

      ‘You need to pay us with a kiss,’ says Tom, imprisoning her into his arms.

      ‘Certainly not!” I say indignantly. ‘Come on, Lydia, let’s leave.’

      The rain begins to fall in earnest now and in a moment Lydia’s thin muslin dress is soaked and clinging to her figure, leaving little to the imagination.

      Dick grips my arm. ‘Not yet,’ he says, pulling me towards the shadows.

      I struggle against him, but every time I free one of his hands from my arm or wrist, he catches hold of me again.

      Lydia is thrashing around in Tom’s arms, turning her face away as he attempts to kiss her.

      Dick’s fingers press painfully into my upper arm.

      ‘Let me go!’ I cry.

      Lydia’s piercing scream is almost drowned by a monstrous clap of thunder.

      I shout her name but Dick silences me by pressing his mouth over mine. He tastes of wine and raw onions. His hands are all over me, pinching my breasts and cupping my buttocks. I’m revolted and frightened now, and when the bright flash of lightning comes it only serves to illuminate his face and show me his bestial intent.

      The rain begins to drum down on my head and shoulders, splashing up from the earth to soak my skirt. I hear Lydia shrieking as I scratch at Dick’s face, fighting him every inch of the way as he drags me towards the deeper darkness of the shrubbery. My feet slip and slide in the thin mud forming on the sun-baked earth and I’m full of disbelief that the magical evening could suddenly have become so terrifying.

      Dick pushes me against a holly bush and I scream as he lifts my skirt and then his hands are between my thighs. Twigs prick my back and spiny leaves catch at my hair as Dick grinds his hips against mine, fumbling at the buttons of his breeches as I squirm in his grasp.

      Just as I think all is lost there’s a great bellow of rage and Dick releases me so suddenly that I stumble and fall to the ground.

      Papa, his chest heaving for breath, holds Dick’s arms pinioned behind his back. Mama stands beside him, her eyes wide with apprehension and her hair sodden.

      Mr Jephcott runs up to Lydia and, with a yell, kicks her assailant’s knees.

      Surprised, Tom lets Lydia go and she runs sobbing into her mother’s arms.

      Mr Jephcott snatches up a stick from the ground. ‘I’ll beat you within an inch of your life,’ he roars.

      Thunder cracks again and Tom yells each time the stick slashes down across his shoulders and head.

      Dick erupts from Papa’s arms and punches Mr Jephcott on the chin. ‘Leave ’im alone!’

      Without a word, Mr Jephcott sinks senseless to the ground.

      Papa, raging in French, pulls his sword free and runs at Dick.

      There’s a flash of silver and Dick yells, ‘Damn your eyes, you’ve run me through, you bastard!’

      Papa jerks the sword out of Dick’s thigh and readies himself to strike again. ‘You have dared to attempt to dishonour our daughters and you will pay the price.’

      Dick’s knees buckle and he falls down, arms over his head, begging for mercy, while the blood spurts from his thigh into a dark pool on the earth.

      Tom rears up from the ground with rain and blood running down his cheeks in rivulets, his highwayman’s pistol levelled at Mama. ‘Get away from him, you damned Frenchie,’ he shouts, ‘or I’ll shoot her!’

      Ice cold with terror, I see how his hand shakes. ‘Don’t!’ I shout, but my voice fails me and comes out as a whisper.

      Stopped in his tracks, Papa looks at Mama and lets his sword arm fall to his side. ‘You are the scum of the earth, preying on women weaker than yourselves…’

      ‘Philippe, I implore you…’ Mama gasps as Papa kicks viciously at Dick’s supine form.

      Dick screams and Tom lifts his wavering pistol arm, pointing it at Mama.

      It all happens so fast. Papa, sword raised, leaps at Tom.

      Mama runs forward and clings to his back to restrain him.

      There’s a sharp crack and a blinding flash.

      ‘Philippe!’ screams Mama.

      Then there is silence, save for the rain falling from the black sky and hissing on to the ground.
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      I draw the curtains to close out the shaft of sunlight that falls across Mama’s face where it rests on the pillow. ‘Is that better?’ I whisper.

      She nods and I stroke her hair off her brow. Fever blazes in her cheeks.

      ‘Madeleine?’ she murmurs.

      ‘Can I fetch you something?’ If there is anything she wants I will go to the ends of the earth to find it, but nothing I can do will ever assuage my guilt. If I had not so foolishly allowed myself to be beguiled by the enchantment of that evening, I’d never have gone walking with strange men.

      ‘Madeleine, bury me next to my dearest Philippe.’ She loses control for a moment. ‘Oh, my Philippe!’

      ‘You’re not going to die!’ I grip her hand fiercely and pull it to my lips.

      ‘It’s too late for me, sweetheart.’

      In my inmost heart I know she speaks the truth but I cannot accept it. ‘You will get well, Mama!’

      ‘Papa’s ring… after I’m gone, you must wear it.’

      She twists his signet ring around her finger and I close my eyes to shut out the painful memory of removing it from his finger even before his body grew cold. The bullet had penetrated his heart and killed him instantly. Mama had been pressed so closely against his back as she tried to restrain him from attacking Tom that when the bullet had exited Papa’s body it had lodged in her chest. The surgeon had removed it but within a few days infection had set in.

      ‘Mama, should I write to Papa’s family?’

      Wearily, she shakes her head. ‘There is no one he would wish to contact.’

      ‘But surely…’

      ‘He always said that the past is past and we must look only to the future.’ A tear rolls down her cheek. ‘I know nothing of Papa’s family except that they came from near Fontainebleau,’ she says. ‘He always refused to talk about them to me.’

      Mama’s hand reaches out for me and as I curl my fingers around her wrist I feel the pulse there beating as fast as the wings of a trapped bird. Suddenly her face crumples in distress. ‘I always meant to make peace with my own parents before they died but I left it too late. My father was a good man but too proud to seek me out to forgive me.’

      ‘What happened between you?’ I hardly dare to ask but I must know.

      She sighs. ‘On the day I was to have married the man he chose for me, I eloped with your father, leaving my intended at the altar.’

      I gasp. The very idea of my gentle mother behaving so outrageously is inconceivable to me.

      ‘After Philippe arrived in England he came to work at Maitland Hall, my parents’ home, as my French tutor. We fell in love but Father refused to consider the match.’ Mama’s mouth twists into a small smile. ‘A penniless French tutor had no place in his plans. Don’t cry, sweetheart,’ she says. ‘I never regretted marrying your father.’ Weakly, she reaches up to touch my hair. ‘It is imperative now that I write to my lawyer.’

      To humour her, I bring her paper and ink and prop her up against the pillows. When she’s finished, I fold the letter and set it on the dressing table, amongst the medicine bottles, bandages and basins.

      There is a knock on the door and our maid Sarah beckons to me from the doorway. ‘Mrs Jephcott and Miss Jephcott have come to call upon you.’

      Mama’s eyes are closed.

      ‘I’ll be back in a few minutes,’ I say.

      She nods her head and I stand up carefully, so as not to disturb her.

      ‘Madeleine?’ Her voice is no louder than the rustle of dry leaves stirring in a breeze. ‘It breaks my heart to think of you alone, but I love you, sweetheart. Never forget that.’

      I kiss her hot forehead and wipe away my own tears.

      Hurrying downstairs, my footsteps echo as I cross the hall. The Academy has been closed since that dreadful night when Papa was murdered and the house is eerily quiet.

      Mrs Jephcott and Lydia are waiting in the drawing room.

      ‘We came hoping for better news of dear Mrs Moreau,’ says Mrs Jephcott.

      ‘The doctor called again this morning to dress the wound,’ I say, ‘but…’ My face crumples as the tears flow. ‘He says that the infection has spread and that she cannot overcome it,’ I sob.

      Mrs Jephcott murmurs condolences while Lydia hovers nearby.

      ‘We’ll come again tomorrow but send for us at once if…’

      ‘Thank you.’

      Mrs Jephcott hesitates a moment and then says, ‘Mr Jephcott went to witness your father’s murderers hang this morning. Both of them snivelled and wailed like the cowards they were but now they’ll never have the opportunity to prey on innocent young women again.’

      ‘I can’t find it in my heart to forgive them yet,’ I say.

      I return to the sickroom to find Mama moaning softly in her sleep. Her breath comes in shallow gasps and I whisper endearments to her until she quietens.

      She dozes through the night, waking only to mutter confused questions about Papa’s whereabouts. Her cheeks and chest are flushed with fever and the whites of her eyes are yellow.

      At last exhaustion overwhelms me and I rest my forehead upon our clasped hands and sleep.
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      The sound of a cart rattling over the cobbles below awakens me. Dawn light filters through the curtains as they wave softly in the breeze from the open window and dances upon the bedchamber wall. My neck aches from my awkward position hunched over the bed and I let go of Mama’s hand and stretch out my back.

      Her face is pale and I reach out to touch her forehead and find that the fever has gone and her skin is cool.

      The room is very quiet and Mama continues to sleep peacefully. All at once my heart begins to thud.

      ‘Mama?’ I stand up and lean over her, my hand to her nose. Not a breath stirs. ‘Mama!’ Her eyes don’t open when I shake her. Sobbing, I gather her into my arms but I know that my worst fear has come true. Both my mother and my father are dead and I am entirely alone in the world.
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      A gust of wind sweeps clouds across the stormy sky above the graveyard but then the sun emerges, making me squint in the unexpected brightness. My eyes are gritty from weeping and the unyielding black wool of my new mourning clothes chafes my neck. All the Academy staff, many pupils, their parents, our neighbours and a great number of the French community in London have come to pay their respects as Mama is laid to rest beside Papa.

      Silent tears blind me as I sprinkle a handful of earth upon her coffin. I shall never see either of my beloved parents again and a piercing stab of anguish makes me falter. Sophie grasps my elbow as my knees threaten to give way.

      After Mama is buried I lead the mourners in a silent procession back to the house where I stand, dazed, in the hall greeting the guests. A sea of faces passes in front of me but my eyes are blurred by tears as I accept their kisses and kind words. I wish that they would all leave me in peace. There is a hovering blackness on the edge of my vision and my eyes close as I begin to sway.

      A warm hand grips mine and a voice speaks to me in French. I blink as I realise that it is Mr d’Aubery’s dark eyes I see looking into my own.

      ‘Enough,’ he says, taking my arm in a firm grip and leading me to a chair. He raises a finger to the maid who is carrying a tray of wine glasses amongst the guests. Lifting a glass of red wine from the tray, he holds it to my lips. ‘Drink,’ he commands.

      Obediently, I sip.

      ‘When did you last eat?’ he asks.

      ‘Eat?’ I shrug. ‘Yesterday, perhaps.’

      He walks away and Signor Brunetti comes to offer his condolences. ‘What is to become of us?’ he asks, twisting a lace-trimmed handkerchief in his hands. ‘Will you close the Academy? I must think of my Mammina.’

      ‘I don’t know.’ I’ve been too shocked even to think about that.
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