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			To Douglas

		

	
		
			The year is 1730.

			France is at peace and King Louis XV is a handsome young man of twenty, with all the promise and potential in the world.

			In Paris, at a fair on the edge of the great Bois de Boulogne, a young girl meets her destiny in the shape of a prophecy and starts a journey, one that will see her scale to heights few women have obtained, driven to depths few women would have dared to go.

		

	
		
			Act I
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			Reinette

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			The gypsy’s hair is as red as blood, I think in astonishment. She catches me staring and starts, rabbitlike, as though she recognizes me. But she does not, and I certainly don’t know anyone quite so dirty.

			“I pray you not to touch me,” I say as she comes toward me, but still there is something familiar about her. My mother bustles over, carrying a pastry in the shape of a pig, and pulls me back from the filthy woman.

			“Just look at those perfect eyes,” says the woman. She takes my hand, a coarse brown mitt over my own, and I smell a mix of smoke and sweat. “And that heart-shaped face. She is as pretty as a miracle, though no wonder with such a handsome mother. I’ll tell you her fortune.”

			“We have no need of counsel from the likes of you,” says my mother harshly and pulls me away into the crowd, almost colliding with a pair of shepherds reeling in a drunken dance. The fair is in full swing, a riot of festivity and noise billowing around us:

			“Fresh lemons and fresh lemonade, sugared or not! Fresh lemons, straight from Provence.”

			“A pair of dancing ducks! A pair of dancing ducks!”

			“Come see the white bear, only fifteen sous!”

			“No, no,” wheedles the gypsy woman, appearing once again at our side. “I will tell her future. I know it already.” She catches Mama’s curiosity and deftly pockets it. “But I have no need to tell you how special she is. A princess with a queen for a mother.”

			Mama inclines her head, softened by the compliment.

			“Come to my tent and I will tell you of the wondrous future that lies ahead for little . . .” She leers keenly at me, sees the engraved J on the porcelain pendant, tied with a ribbon around my neck. “Little Julie . . . Jo— Jeanne?”

			“Oh! But Jeanne is my name!” I exclaim. How did she know?

			My mother wavers. “No more than fifty sous, mind you.”

			“Eighty is my price, but none has ever been dissatisfied.”

			The two women stare at each other and I stomp my foot, impatient to be away and see the dancing ducks. I have no need for my future to be told, for what nine-year-old ever doubted their happiness? They reach an understanding and reluctantly I follow the red-haired woman into the gloaming of her tent. Something slithers in the dirty rushes at my feet and the foul odor of uncured leather swamps the air. Smoothly she pockets the coins my mother gives her and her hands, as coarse as bark, fold over mine again.

			“No cards?” asks my mother imperiously.

			“No need,” says the woman. The outside world fades and the gypsy seems to grow in stature and dignity. Brown fingers steal over my palms, and up and around my wrists.

			“Your daughter is a pearl.” She speaks as though in a trance. “So rare—open hundreds of oysters, but you’ll find only one pearl.” Soon we are lulled by the soft stream of her voice: “Your future extends even beyond the ambitions of your mother. You will be loved by a king, and be the most powerful woman in the land. Your future glitters like the stars. A little queen: I see it as though it passes in front of me.”

			She snaps out of her trance and smiles ingratiatingly at my mother. “And there, madame, the fortune of your daughter.”

			“How do I know it is true?” asks my mother, and her voice comes from far away; she is as spellbound as I.

			The gypsy snorts and spits neatly into the rushes. “Because I can see what is to come. This little girl is special. She will be the lover of a king.”

			My mother flinches. I know vaguely what a lover is: a nice man who brings gifts and compliments, like my Uncle Norman.

			“The way is not all clear,” the gypsy continues, stroking my palm lightly. “I see several great sorrows, three men on dark horses riding across the plain.”

			“None of that,” says Mama sharply. “She is much too young.”

			“Three is a number far less than most will know,” retorts the gypsy.

			We emerge back into the crisp sunshine of the October day, the world bright and noisy after the confines of the dirty tent.

			“Mama,” I ask timidly, uncertain of asking for a trifle after such momentous news, “can we go and see the ducks now? The dancing ducks?”

			My mother looks down at me and for a second it is as though she knows me not. Then she blinks and squeezes my hand.

			“Of course, darling. Of course. My Reinette,” she adds. “My little queen. What wonderful news! Come, let us go and see these ducks you have been pestering me about all morning. Anything for my little queen.”
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			That night Mama’s lover Norman comes to visit. Papa is away in Germany, disgraced for some business no one will explain to me, and it is Norman who takes care of us. Uncle Norman, as I call him, often spends the night. I’m not sure why, for his house is far grander than ours. We don’t keep a single manservant, only Nurse, and Sylvie in the kitchens. Perhaps he is lonely—he is not married—or his sheets are being laundered. Mama is very beautiful and Sylvie once said that we only live comfortably because of Mama’s friends. It is good she has so many.

			Mama and Uncle Norman closet themselves in the salon and I eat alone with Nurse and my little brother, Abel, who fusses and spits out his milk. I think of the fortune-teller and her hands, like dried old leather—how did they get so rough?

			“Marie, do you think our king is handsome?”

			“Of course he is, duck. The most handsome man in France, as is fitting.” We have a portrait of the king in the salon: a small boy, stiff in a magnificent red coat, with large eyes and thick brown hair. I think he looks sad, and quite lonely. He was only five when he became king. That must have been difficult, with still so much to learn, and who would play with a king?

			Of course, the king is older now—he turned twenty this year, more than double my age—and is married to a Polish princess. Sylvie says the queen looks like a cow and I imagine her to be very beautiful, with large, soft eyes and a peaceful expression. How lucky she is to be married to the king!

			Later that evening my mother comes to say good night. She pushes a strand of hair back into my nightcap and strokes my cheek. I love my mother with all my heart; the nuns at school say the heart in my chest is no bigger than a chestnut, but how can something so small hold so much love?

			“Dearest, your Uncle Norman and I have come to a decision.”

			“Oui, Maman.” I am fighting to keep my eyes open but what Mama says next opens them wide.

			“Jeanne, darling, we have decided you will not return to the convent.”

			Oh! “But why, Mama?” I sit up and duck her caressing hands. “I love the convent! And the nuns! And my friend Claudine, and what about Chester?”

			“Who is Chester?”

			“Our pet crow!”

			“Darling, these things are for the best. You must trust Uncle Norman and me.”

			“But why?” I ask, tears pricking my eyes. I love the convent and had secretly been counting the days until my return. Only twelve, but now that number has become forever.

			“Darling, you heard the gypsy woman. You have a great future ahead. My little Reinette.”

			“Why do you care what that smelly old woman said? It’s not fair!”

			“Reinette! Never speak like that about other people. No matter how dirty they may be. Now, listen, dearest. Uncle Norman has agreed to take care of your education. This is a wonderful opportunity and you will learn far more than the nuns could teach you.” My mother imparts her desires through her tightening grip on my hands. “He promises you will learn with the finest musicians in the land. We’ll buy a clavichord! And take lessons in painting, and drawing, and singing. Anything you desire.”

			“Geography?” I ask.

			“Certainly, that too, darling. We shall order a globe from Germaine’s. And elocution as well, I think. Though your voice is very pretty by nature.”

			Mama leaves and I snuggle down to sleep, happy, dreaming of my very own clavichord. I will write to Claudine very often and we will always remain friends, and they will take care of Chester and all will be well. As I drift down to sleep, I realize I forgot to ask why Uncle Norman is suddenly taking such a strong and expensive interest in my education.

		

	
		
			From Claudine de Saillac

			Convent of the Ursulines

			Poissy, France

			March 10, 1731

			Dearest Jeannette,

			Greetings to you, my esteemed friend, and thank you for the letter you have done the honor of writing me.

			Do you like my new handwriting? The nuns praised it—even Sister Severa! I am very sad that you will not be coming back. I miss you a lot a lot a lot. There is a new girl here, her name is Madeleine but the nuns made her change her name because Sister Severa doesn’t approve of Saint Magdalene, on account of her Sin. Well, she—Madeleine who is now called Marie—is very pretty but not as pretty as you.

			Chester is well but he lost one of his feathers. I wanted to wear it on my sleeve, but Sister Severa made me offer it instead to Saint Francis, though why Saint Francis needs a feather I don’t know. How lucky you are to have dancing lessons! Who plays the music? I am sorry your mother does not allow you the harp, but it is true that playing it will give you a hunched back.

			Write soon!

			I remain your most respected and esteemed servant.

			Claudine

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			A steady stream of tutors flows in and out of our house on the rue des Bons-Enfants. Apart from singing, my favorite subject is history. I now know that a lover is a mistress and I have studied the mistresses of kings past. My favorite is Diane de Poitiers, who was one of the most beautiful women in France. King Henri II loved her faithfully all his life.

			Imagine—one day our king will love me as King Henri loved Diane! When I am allowed to daydream, which is not very often—Mama says I am like a bird, always up in the clouds—I imagine the king . . . but it is hard to imagine what he does, when he loves me. He will want to kiss me, and perhaps pull up my skirts, but then . . . I am not sure what it is that men seek beneath our dresses. The garters that married women wear? Mama has a beautiful pair of cherry silk ones trimmed with beaver hair. Perhaps that is what they like.

			I do know that when a man loves a woman, he is very kind to her and will give her anything she wants. Last month Mama asked Uncle Norman for a new marble-topped table for the salon, and he was happy to buy it. If I were his mistress, the king would give me anything I wanted! I’m not sure what I would ask for; perhaps some new drawing books? Or, I think one day when I am in the kitchens and Sylvie is busy shooing away a beggar woman, I could ask the king to give all the poor people something to eat.

			On Wednesdays I cross the river in Uncle Norman’s carriage for dancing lessons. I love dancing—it makes me feel as though I am on a swing, flying high and free—but I do not care for the other girls, mostly relatives of Uncle Norman. His family is far grander than Papa’s, who was only the son of a butcher and who gave me my last name of Poisson, which means fish.

			The little girls—Mama says I must call them cousins even though they aren’t—sneer at me and make cutting comments.

			“Oh, it’s Jeannette Poisson. Do I smell something fishy?” asks Elisabeth, an older girl wearing an unfortunate mustard-colored dress. The others snigger, then remember they are supposed to be elegant, and titter behind their little fans.

			“Your dress is very beautiful,” I reply to Elisabeth. Mama says one must never return rudeness; instead swallow it whole and offer only charm in return. Lying is a sin, but it is far more important to be polite. In truth, Elisabeth’s gown makes her face the color of morning ashes.

			“A fish! A fish!” parrots Charlotte, a younger girl. She frowns, as though she wishes to add something, but cannot think what.

			“Why aren’t you in a convent?” accuses Lisette. She is very pretty and has a beauty spot shaped like a star, placed under one eye. I am envious, for Mama says I may not wear them until I am sixteen, four long years away.

			“I was at the convent at Poissy. My aunt is a nun there.”

			“The Dominicans at Poissy? My cousin there never mentioned a bourgeois fish.”

			“No, with the Ursulines,” I say softly. The girls say bourgeois as if it were a sin only to be mentioned in the confessional.

			“So bourgeois! So dreadfully common!” shrieks Elisabeth. “As common as a . . . as common as a . . .” She flounders, chewing her lip.

			“As common as a cold?” I say helpfully.

			“Yes, as common as a cold.” She glares at me and takes a step back, as if my humble roots are contaminating.

			“Your hairstyle is most becoming,” I reply in an innocent voice. Elisabeth narrows her eyes: thin frizzles of hair have escaped from their pins and one of her bows has fallen out.

			“Enough chatter,” says Monsieur Guibaudet mildly. “Form into pairs and walk in front of me. Demoiselles, two at a time, and one, two, three, and one, two, three . . . Mademoiselle de Tournehem, a little lighter on the feet! Mademoiselle de Semonville, do not bob your head so—you are a young lady, not a duck. Mademoiselle Poisson—beautiful, beautiful. The rest of you—notice the carriage of her head as she glides, arms at her sides, grace implied in every step.”

			I pass Elisabeth and the other girls and smile lightly.

			Back at home I run to Mama’s room, sobbing. Mama is on the bed with Abel, who is attacking our cat Freddie with his tin soldiers. I fling myself down beside them and burst into tears.

			“Why do I have to go there? They are so hateful. They look down on me!”

			“Now, dearest, no complaining. We are grateful to Norman for introducing you to his family, for they are very well connected.”

			“They called me a smelly fish.”

			“Even I will admit your father’s name is unfortunate, Reinette, but you must learn to bear cruelty with grace. The world can be a hard and hateful place.”

			I bite my lip. “I don’t want the world to be a hateful place! Why can’t they just be nice to me? I’m nice to them!” Well, mostly, I think, remembering Elisabeth’s hair. But she probably didn’t even know I was mocking her.

			“Don’t bite your lips, dearest, you will wear them away to nothing and then they’ll be as thin as Madame Crusson’s upstairs.” Mama sighs and runs her fingers through Abel’s hair. “I know how you like to be admired, dearest, but life is not always a fairy tale.”

			“We should change our name, and then they won’t make fun of me anymore.”

			Mama laughs, bitterly. “Never think that would change anything; they would just find something else to torment you with.”

			“Fish are excellent creatures,” observes Abel. “Silent, and smart.” Abel is seven and is as annoying as little brothers are wont to be.

			Mama leans over and fixes one of my pins back above my ear. “I fear you are too soft, dearest Reinette. But don’t worry, one day you’ll make a brilliant marriage and then you will change your name.”

			“I’ll probably marry a Monsieur Poulet—Mister Chicken,” I say glumly, thinking of my drawing master. I hate having a horrid name.

			“Reinette! Don’t be so sulky. Smile, please. Now, I must go and find Sylvie—it’s almost six.”

			Mama leaves but Abel stays behind and continues to besiege the cat with his tin soldiers. Despite his protests I grab one away and throw it on the floor, the hateful words of the girls still caught in my head. I chew my lips. And I have to go there again ­Wednesday.

			I lie back on the bed and think about crying, but then I think of the king and I brighten. Those silly girls, they aren’t called Reinette and they don’t have a special destiny like mine. And when I am the king’s lover, they will have to be nice to me, and won’t ever call me nasty names again.

			The clock strikes six and I roll over on the bed. Tomorrow the famous opera singer Monsieur Jelyotte comes for my singing lessons and I have four new songs to practice. He wants me to learn one hundred songs; I’m already at fifty-nine or sixty—I can’t remember which.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			I wear my best dress, so stiff and formal I feel like I am being hugged by an iron mother. Uncle Norman has arranged a special dinner with my godfather, the great financier Jean Paris de Montmartel, who is also a good friend of my mother’s. My father used to work for Montmartel before he was exiled. An escaped goat, Sylvie in the kitchens told me, but I’m not sure what that means, and besides, Papa used to sell grain, not animals.

			Uncle Norman is also in business with Montmartel; they lend people money and collect taxes, and own ships and companies. According to Uncle Norman, my godfather and his three brothers are so powerful they have all of Paris in their pockets. Montmartel is very rich and always splendidly dressed; tonight he wears soft white boots and a fine velvet coat embroidered with crimson lace. He brings with him the scent of a grander, more luxurious world.

			During the meal Montmartel compliments me on my table manners and the dainty way I eat my asparagus.

			“Thank you, sir.” I smile—Mama always says a pleasant smile is the best of dress and should be worn on all occasions. “I admire the way you boned your duck.”

			The men laugh.

			“She’s no shrinking violet, is she?” says Montmartel to my mother. “And fourteen: what a delightful age.”

			Mama smiles at him, almost as widely as she smiles at Norman, and says that I am very independent, though soft when occasion demands. When the meal is over she turns to me and says, “Now, Reinette, as we prepared.”

			“Reinette—I always thought nicknames vulgar, but this one suits our little girl entirely.” Uncle Montmartel settles back with a spear of asparagus in one hand—he didn’t let the footman take the plate away—and a pinch of snuff in the other. Uncle Norman doesn’t like snuff; he says it causes excessive sneezing and he once knew a man who sneezed out his brains, right through his nose, and all because of too much snuff.

			“Dear sirs, I shall now sing an aria from Hippolyte et Aricie for your pleasure.”

			I stand and curtsy, then launch into the song, using my arms to declaim the most important lines, looking to Heaven and clasping my hands when I sing of my invincible heart.

			I note that the men are staring at me with parted mouths and glazed eyes; I hope I am not boring them. Oh no—Mama also looks worried.

			“Did I not do well?” I whisper when the evening ends and Norman is showing the great man to his carriage.

			“No, darling, you were charming. But that dress—it is getting a little tight.”

			I blush and turn away. It is true: I am starting to grow small breasts but I hoped no one had noticed.

			“And that,” says Norman, reentering the room, “was the most powerful man in France.”

			“Surely you jest, Uncle! The king is the most powerful man in France, and then there are his ministers, and all the dukes and princes? The cardinals?”

			Norman shakes his head and sits back at the table, popping a grape into his mouth. He takes a gold coin from his pocket and spins it on the cloth.

			“He certainly liked his asparagus, didn’t he?” says Mama in disapproval. “There’s hardly any left.” She takes the last stalk and drags it delicately through the spice dish before chewing it thoughtfully.

			“You see, Reinette, that man, that man who ate nearly all the asparagus, as your mother has so rightly pointed out, well, he and his brothers have more of these”—Norman catches the spinning coin, glittering in the candlelight—“than anyone else in France. Including our king. And so that makes him, and his brothers, the most powerful men in the country. Titles, birth, rank . . . those do not matter as they once did. Their power pales before the power of this here coin.”

			Mama shakes her head and pours herself a glass of brandy.

			“In my youth,” says Norman, flicking snuff grains off the tablecloth, “the great financier Crozat, as rich as Croesus but the son of a peasant, sold his daughter in marriage to the Comte d’Evreux. Poor girl—the comte refused to make, ah, I mean kiss her, saying he’d never debase himself with the daughter of a commoner. Though he did make full use of her enormous dowry.”

			“Oh! Poor little girl!” How horrible: her husband would not even kiss her, and just because she was not a noble. Like me. But while the little Crozat girl was a great heiress, I am penniless. As enchanting as a sunset, Uncle Norman likes to say, but I don’t have any money.

			“Those high nobles—they have their own way of looking at things. They are very resistant to change.” The old nobility are disdainful of the rich bourgeois like Uncle Norman, but also envious. Uncle Norman likes to say the starved old nobles carry their prestige and their birth around with them, as though it would feed and clothe them. Which it won’t, he always adds with a smirk. “But one day we will intermarry and rule, in a nobility based solely on merit.”

			“Oh, tush, Norman, you do talk nonsense!” says my mother.

			I am doubtful as well; everyone knows that rank and birth are very important. I think of the loathsome Poirot sisters at the convent and the special way the nuns treated them, and all because their uncle was a marquis with a position at Court. The way the nuns shunned the poorer girls. The shame I feel at the dancing lessons with the better-born girls.

			I explain these things to Norman, but he just guffaws and over my mother’s protests plies me with brandy that makes me glow and giggle.

		

	
		
			From Claudine de Saillac

			Convent of the Ursulines

			Poissy, France

			June 10, 1737

			Dear Jeannette,

			Greetings to you, my esteemed friend, and thank you for the letter you have done the honor of writing me.

			I am sorry to report that Chester flew away after that loathsome Julie Poirot forgot to close his cage. Now we have a new bird that Sister Ursula bought for us, but he has white feathers and is much smaller. Then he laid an egg. And he with no wife! Marie said that the Immaculate Conception might even happen to birds, but Julie said that if a bird has no soul, then how could it have an immaculate conception? No baby has come from the egg, yet, though we keep it warm in a nest of ribbons.

			I am to leave the convent in September and return to Honfleur. My sister is staying behind; she wishes to consecrate her life to God and my parents have finally agreed. How I should love you to visit me in Honfleur! What I wrote last summer about the leaking roof and how boring it was and the wolves that ate my dog, I didn’t mean it; it is really very nice there and you must visit.

			Write soon!

			I remain your most respectful and esteemed servant.

			Claudine

		

	
		
			From Madeleine Poisson

			Rue des Bons Enfants, Paris

			September 2, 1738

			Dearest Daughter,

			Norman will send the carriage for you and it will be in Honfleur by next Thursday. The coachman brings a box of candied chestnuts that you must present to Claudine’s mother. Do not be remiss in thanking them once again for their hospitality, and of course insist that we would be honored to host Claudine in Paris (though the news that she is now betrothed to her uncle makes that possibility rather remote).

			While you may be flattered that both her brothers have declared themselves to you and are threatening tears and more over your departure, you must not encourage them. We have higher hopes for you than a petty provincial family (and I am sure their parents have higher hopes for their sons than you). Assure the boys that if they write, their letters will be returned still sealed.

			Your brother, Abel, was fitted for his first wig last week! It was a very proud moment for myself and Uncle Norman—he is growing so fast. Abel, I mean of course, not Norman. He leaves for school next month, but you will be back in time to say goodbye. Try to bring him a shell from Honfleur that he may add to his collection.

			I must finish up; the candle is about to snuffle and Sylvie has already gone to bed. I wish you safe travels.

			With much love,

			Mama

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			There are private meetings and strangers visit the house. I catch whispers, fragments:

			“She is already nineteen and to look at her is to fall in love.”

			“You’ve been in contact with Montmartel; what does he say?”

			“De la Portaille’s cousin is a fine man and astoundingly rich, but he’s almost seventy.”

			The most important event of my life is being discussed: my marriage. When I think of my future husband my thoughts turn, as they often do, to the king. My mother bought us a copy of the king’s latest portrait and his face is so handsome I feel like crying when I look at it. My husband must be a Court noble who will bring me to Versailles, where the king will fall in love with me. And I with him.

			But of course the choice is not mine.

			Then I learn my husband is to be Uncle Norman’s nephew Charles, a young man only a few years older than me. As our wedding present, Norman is giving us land and a château, enough for the title of count.

			“And so you will be a countess, dearest! And such a beautiful name for the estate: Étiolles, almost like Étoiles—stars,” says my mother.

			I meet Charles; he is sulky and his father comes with him to register his disapproval. But by the end of our meeting Charles is enchanted with me and cannot stop declaring his eagerness for the match. Even his father is mollified: Norman has no children of his own and Charles will be his sole heir. We will have 40,000 livres a year, a great sum and large enough to keep us in all the gowns, instruments, and books I desire.

			After the meeting I retire to my chamber and stare blankly at the ceiling. Mama comes in and kisses me on the head.

			“You made a conquest today, my dearest.”

			I bite my tongue. A conquest—he’s just a boy. And an insignificant one at that.

			“He’s not very handsome,” I say finally. Charles is barely taller than I am and his small, fine features remind me of a rat. When he said goodbye he gave an awkward bow and stumbled over his words: Mill we tweet again. I think of my favorite portrait of the king—his curved mouth, the dark eyes and the kind elegance of his gaze. Charles has no position at Versailles and probably never will.

			“Now, Reinette, since when does beauty in a man matter? You will be married, dearest. An important first step in your life, and one that we hope will lead to greater things.”

			“He stepped on my skirt when he bowed goodbye,” I continue. “And what was that awful orange coat he was wearing? It looked at least a decade old.”

			Mama softens and takes me in her arms. “We could not work miracles, even though you are known throughout Paris as the most desirable and accomplished of young women. We wish for a dazzling match for you, but we must also face reality.”

			“He stutters. Couldn’t even say one sentence correctly.”

			“Enough, Reinette! We must all do things we do not wish,” she says crossly. A hard look passes over her face; I wonder what past hurt she is considering. Mama keeps her pain bottled up inside her and always says sorrow is never to be shared.

			“Oui, Maman,” I say in defeat and hold my smile until she leaves, when I burst into tears.

			After the wedding Charles and I move to Uncle Norman’s house on the rue Saint-Honoré, just around the corner from my mother’s house. Our private life is not very satisfactory; I am not sure that we have accomplished all that we are supposed to, for there is some impatience on his part and I cannot bear to assist in any way. Besides, fumbling and stickiness outside is infinitely preferable to being probed and parted by heavy fingers, or worse, it would be like searching for meat inside a crawfish tail.

			When he sleeps—he insists on sleeping in my chamber—I listen to him snore and think how strange it is, this thing that men and women do together. Mama and Uncle Norman have done what I do now. Or at least what we are trying to do now. How extraordinary. And this is what I will do with the king, when I become his mistress. It will be different with the king, of course; more like the mating of angels described by the poets. It must be.

		

	
		
			From Madame de Tencin

			Rue Quincampoix, Paris

			June 15, 1741

			My dear Comtesse d’Étiolles,

			Let me be the first to congratulate you on your marriage. Your husband is a man of fine family, and your accomplishments are known far and wide. The singer Jelyotte, a good friend of mine, cannot stop boasting of your talents.

			I would be honored if you would attend one of my little gatherings. Nothing grand, but a place of good wit and conversation, fine manners and bold discourse. If I may be so blunt, my salon boasts a more refined yet varied selection of society than the salon of Madame Dupin; the goal of my salon is to drive away the boredom, not encourage it.

			You may attend alone. Your uncle, though I love him dearly, is no asset to a gathering of wit and conversation, and your husband occupies that sad place where desire to sparkle outstrips talent, and it would be best if he stayed there.

			Wednesday next; many ladies enjoy dressing in an informal style.

			Please reassure me that you will attend, and do not doubt my sincerest regards.

			Tencin

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			At the Parisian salons all classes and ranks mingle—poets and peers, writers and dukes, beautiful women and young men with nothing more than their wit—and this raises the most important of questions: Why is a man inferior simply because he doesn’t have a title? Can one really say that the Marquis de Villemur, renowned for his stupidity, is a better man than Voltaire?

			Now that I am married, I may attend these gatherings and seek the answer myself.

			“You came! Wonderful. We must see this little gem that all of Paris is bubbling about,” says Madame de Tencin, running her closed fan over my cheek. She is an older woman with lively, darting eyes and a face as wrinkled as a roasted apple. A perfume burner sends wafts of lavender and geranium throughout the elegant room, papered with pastoral scenes for an enchanting effect.

			“Yes, yes, this is the future and she is here,” she says, laughing rather hoarsely. “Younger, blonder, prettier. Three words to sum it up.”

			“Ah, but, Madame, does she have the wit and the conversation? Youth and beauty are fleeting, but wit outlasts us all,” says the Chevalier de Rohan, coming to her side. They inspect me as one might a horse before purchase, Rohan stroking his sword handle in a slow, suggestive manner.

			“Well, that we shall find out, shan’t we, my dear?” says Madame de Tencin.

			I hide my nervousness as she takes my arm and leads me around, introducing me as the Comtesse d’Étiolles, niece of Monsieur le Normant’s, goddaughter of Montmartel. No mention is made of my husband or Mama. I meet Cassini, the astronomer, and Crébillon, whose plays I love, and a young British woman, reputed to be his lover, who sits with a yellow finch perched on her silken shoulder. An ancient gnarled man, introduced as the Duc de Broglie, claps his hands in delight and inquires, lustfully, as to who is paying me gallantries.

			“Why, no one, Monsieur. My husband is a wonderful man,” I answer.

			Tencin snorts, a delicate puff of air. “That won’t last long, darling, let me assure you.”

			“I shall be first in line once you decide to avail yourself of the joys of society,” declares the old duke gallantly, his eyes creeping down my bodice.

			“Then you must wait behind the king,” I say, unsure, but then the words feel natural and right. “I shall not deceive my husband with any man, unless that man is the king.”

			The assembled group twitters and snickers.

			“Well said, well said,” says Madame de Tencin. “A pleasant way of handling admirers, which you’ll sorely need. But don’t forget, little fish, fidelity is far too bourgeois for this crowd.”

			[image: ]

			I clamber into Mama’s room, flushed. “Oh! How I wish you could have been there.”

			“Dearest, you know how tired I am these days.” I do, but I only spoke kindly; Mama is not received in such places. She is of too low a birth, and is known to have had too many friends. Lovers.

			“I met Cassini! And the Polish ambassador said my eyes were spring skies before a storm. Apparently he is a poet. Though very shortsighted.”

			“And your gown?”

			“Quite suitable. Well, no one commented on it. Madame de Tencin’s gown was very plain, just some cream linen, and one of the other ladies wore a belt around her waist.” I finger the bow at my throat and remember how Broglie said my voice was a nightingale’s, one that he would like to fall asleep to. I sit down on her bed and kick off my shoes. One of them lands in the ashy fireplace.

			“You must be tired if you cannot scold me,” I say lightly, caressing her hair.

			Mama doesn’t answer, so I burble on about the conversation, the entertainment, and the food. “A pyramid of cream meringues in different colors! I never would have thought, but the combination was exquisite and so pretty! I must tell Cook. And so many compliments! The Duc de Broglie said I was as pretty as a peach, and that he would like to be my first lover! And the Marquis de Merquin compared my hair to a . . . well, I mustn’t repeat that.”

			I can’t stop myself; I feel alive and invigorated. To be at the center of ideas, expressions, writers, art! And attention.

			Later when I am alone I think back to the nasty undercurrents I missed or ignored at the time: the grain of jealousy in Tencin’s voice when she admired me; the desperate, quavering voice of the Comte de Nangis, whom everyone ignored and pretended they couldn’t hear. The overly sweet inquiries about my mother. So many people, so much self-importance. The Chevalier de Rohan sniping that the Polish ambassador was just a staircase wit, someone who only remembered the right words when he had already left and was in the stairwell. What had they said about me behind my back?

			Following my debut, scores of flowers and a fine painted fan arrive, along with several invitations. The next week I meet the great Voltaire. When he sees me he pretends to fall down in ecstasy, saying he has been struck with the gunpowder of love, for one must update Cupid’s arrow to our modern times. We are soon discussing what this new missile should be called. It is unanimously decided that Cupid now carries the rifle of rapture in his quiver.

			Soon I know I am a success by the train of admirers I attract, as well as by what I hear. Some of the rumors make me laugh, but others are more cruel:

			“So that’s the little bird reserving herself for Our Majesty? I’d say she was his type, she’s rather delicious really.”

			“Any type is his type—look at those Mailly-Nesle trolls.”

			“Beauty as well as substance; apparently she has brains, buried beneath the fluff.”

			Despite the fashionable whirlwind my life has become, when I am alone my thoughts still yearn for the king. What I would give for one day at Versailles, one day at the center of his world. At the salons I meet members of the Court; among others the Duc de Duras and the Duc d’Ayen, both intimates of the king. They are courtiers who straddle both worlds, attending the Paris Opéra and mixing with commoners in the salons, then returning to their gilded lives at Versailles.

			Though they proclaim my loveliness, I doubt they talk about  me to the king—why would they? To them I am just a lovely nothing. Sometimes in my glummer moments I think Versailles is the ultimate salon, but one to which I will never be invited. I am like a fly, on the wrong side of the glass.

			They say the king is very sad these days, for his mistress, Pauline de Vintimille, died giving birth to his son. I felt a flare of hope when I heard the news, but then quickly we hear the king is once again in the arms of her sister Louise. I think of Louise often—they say she is not very pretty but is kind, and the king treats her as both a lover and a nurse. Is it possible to be jealous of someone you’ve never met?

			Then we hear he is courting another Mailly sister, the youngest one, the cleverest and most beautiful one.

			Her name is Marie-Anne.

		

	
		
			From Emmanuel-Félicité de Durfort, Duc de Duras

			Hôtel de Duras, rue de Duras, Paris

			December 10, 1742

			My dear Madame d’Étiolles,

			I thank you, dearest Madame, for the invitation which you so thoughtfully made mine. Your château at Étiolles is divine, and the supper you hosted shall long remain in my memory. What a time it was! The carp in jelly broth—as without compare as your hospitality! The denseness of the liver pie—as sublime as your wit and conversation! And what a charming idea to match your dress to the yellow canaries that fluttered around the room as we dined. If I may be so bold, Madame, I would compare their fluttering to the fluttering in my loins as I beheld your perfection.

			And what a wonderful idea to put on a play in your little theater—it was as if the role of Ariadne was written just for you. What joy it would give me to perform with you one day, both on the stage, and off.

			My dearest Madame, you have the making of a great hostess, and soon you will be a threat to the grandest of the Parisian salonnières. I shall be the first to abandon the trite convention of their rooms, should you desire to start your own salon.

			I await the new year, Madame, that you might condescend to offer me the favor of your regard and the warmth of your embrace. We know of your fidelity to your husband, but hope rests in my soul as eternal as the waves and the winds.

			Your devoted admirer,

			Duras

		

	
		
			From Adeline de Villemur, Marquise de Villemur

			Château de Chantemerle, Loire Valley, France

			April 12, 1743

			My dear Comtesse d’Étiolles:

			How wonderful that you have agreed to be part of our little gathering next month here at Chantemerle! Society is an insatiable beast, constantly demanding new flesh and distractions, and what pleasure it would give me to host you. Our dear and mutual friend Monsieur de Montmartel—now what would I do without his little loans to insure me against the vagaries of the gambling table?—insisted I invite you and I am indebted, in so many ways, for his wonderful suggestion.

			Amongst our guests will be the Duc de Richelieu, an intimate of the king (we like to joke that he is an old friend of the royal family, for he was once found underneath His Majesty’s mother’s bed). I am sure we will become friends and so I offer you words of advice: Be wary of the duke and his designs. He is a charming man, but also known as the scourge of priests for his ways with women. But no doubt you have much experience fighting off your many admirers—I heard Duras complain last month that you remained unmoved, despite his presentation, bound in calfskin, of his entire illustrious genealogy, dating back to 1050.

			We will be performing Marivaux’s The Game of Love and Chance. In anticipation of our collaboration, I enclose the script; I have chosen the part of Sylvie for you.

			Your future friend,

			Adeline

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			The Marquise de Villemur greets me warmly and leaves me in the care of the wonderfully attentive Duc de Duras, a genial man with a small mouth who always declares himself in raptures when he sees me.

			Then I am introduced to the great Duc de Richelieu. The man who could be the key to my future, the man with a reputation for supplying mistresses to the king. He is shorter than I expected and his face is an interesting mixture of arrogance and charm. I remember everything I have heard about him, about all the wicked things he has done with seemingly all the women of France.

			“Madame la Comtesse d’Étiolles. Your fame has spread far and wide.” His bow is extravagant and obsequious.

			With those few words I dislike him; this is a false man, I think, as I curtsy and smile brilliantly at him. He regards me with lecherous eyes and doesn’t hide his appraisal of my chest or his examination of my waist. Suddenly I feel naked—a rather extraordinary feeling. I take a step back.

			He steps smoothly forward. “Madame d’Étiolles, I have heard so much about you. The most enchanting bird in all of Paris, they say.”

			“Thank you, sir. You are very kind.” I note his choice of words. A bird, if said in the right tone, could mean a loose woman.

			“Well prepared for this little trifle, are you?”

			“I hope my performance will not disappoint.”

			“Of course it suits you to act on the stage, being of a more humble caste than the other guests.”

			I accept the insult and realize that our dislike is mutual. But I must charm him; he must talk of me and praise me to the king. I open my eyes wide and give him the look that sometimes causes Charles to attempt improprieties in the afternoon. “Oh, but sir, it is a most enjoyable pastime, performing. You should try it.”

			“I? I do not think so. Indeed.”

			“But, Richelieu, my good man, it is well known that you love actresses,” says Duras, clapping him on the back. “And your less than illustrious ancestors included judges and lawyers; perhaps there were some actors in there too? I for one am acting, and am delighted to be doing so.”

			Richelieu accepts the gibe with a thin smile, then appraises Duras’ fussy pink waistcoat, embroidered with swans, that clashes with his yellow stockings. “Don’t tell me your eyesight is failing, my dear duke. Mercury and carrot juice! Just the thing.”

			“But my sight is fine,” replies Duras in confusion.

			“Come, gentlemen,” I say, smiling at both. “Put away your swords and let us see if Madame de Villemur has some supper for us.”

			The play is a decided success and afterward I am flush with triumph. I love acting: there is nothing finer than to be onstage, channeling beauty through words and song, escaping from my daily life into another world.

			“I would talk with you awhile,” says Richelieu the next day after Mass, offering me a blue sleeve trimmed with gold lace, the elaborate cuffs almost reaching his elbows. He steers me out into the gardens and down a path lined with hundreds of blooming rosebushes, all in various shades of cream and white. The gardens at Chantemerle are as generous and splendid as the rest of the château.

			“I have a friend, who I am sure would be delighted to meet you,” he starts.

			“Any friend of yours, dear sir, would be a welcome friend of mine.” We both know who he is talking about, and suddenly I want to jump in happiness and twirl in the roses. It is only with effort that I keep my stride sedate.

			“I have a house in town—to clarify, the town of Versailles. I could welcome you there and arrange for this great friend to meet you, perhaps even a little supper.”

			While I express my delight and thanks, inside I am sinking. A little town house in Versailles? A midnight assignation? I must not be brought into the king’s path like a little grisette from the streets, shameful and hidden away. How humiliating. But, really, what was I expecting? Richelieu helped put Marie-Anne in the king’s bed and wants to keep her there. He’s just looking for some added amusement for his master.

			Richelieu notices the change in my demeanor. “Is anything wrong, my dear Madame d’Étiolles? Did I say something amiss?”

			“No, of course not, Monsieur.” I stop and pick an enormous white rose and inhale its fortifying scent. “You see, my mother is unwell and I am not planning any more journeys this year. You understand?”

			“Oh, I do understand,” he says, his eyes glazed with hard amusement. “I understand perfectly. Perhaps my invitation will be considered in the future?” We stop before a statue, her stone eyes reflecting my distress. “You are just to the taste of my great friend, for he is a fine gourmand.”

			“Of course.”

			After we part I sink down on the bench by the statue and bury my head in my hands. How humiliating. And I have the distinct impression that for all his pretty words, I have not charmed him as much as I should have.

		

	
		
			From Charles Guillaume le Normant d’Étiolles, Comte d’Étiolles

			Caen, Brittany

			August 20, 1743

			Dear Wife,

			I trust this letter finds you in good health. Thank you for the news of the party you hosted at Étiolles last month and of your performance of Agrippina. You know well I wished to see you act, but I suppose it is true that September is too cold and you could not wait for my return.

			Please write to me more often, wife. Bardot, Uncle Norman’s man here in Caen, says his wife sends him notes daily, informing him of her devotion and duty, and it would give me much joy were you to do the same.

			I leave at the end of next week. I will bring you a present, a very handsome cheese I am convinced you will enjoy, though the smell leaves something to be desired.

			No, I did not give Bardot my orange coat as you suggested. I have told you, many times, that it is quite my favorite coat and it is not embarrassing, as you claim. Coats cannot be embarrassing.

			Here I enclose a verse that I composed. It is efficient in portraying my emotions for you:

			Darling wife,

			You are my life

			I will return to you

			For now, adieu

			I remain your faithful servant and devoted husband.

			Charles

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			Charles does have one redeeming feature: our estate at Étiolles is in the Forest of Sénart, one of the royal hunting grounds. This is the forest where the king hunts when he stays at the nearby Château de Choisy, and any of the gentry that live in the forest or surrounding areas may follow the royal hunt.

			Now I understand better the choice of Charles for me.

			Geography will provide an alternative to Richelieu’s insulting proposition and smooth sneers. It is here, I decide, it is here in the forest that I will meet him. He would be alone, chasing a magnificent stag and intent on his quarry. Then he would come across me, wandering along a sun-dappled forest path, and I would look up and . . .

			I shake my head. Time to stop daydreaming and time to start preparing: September approaches and that is when the hunting in Sénart is at its best.

			I have a new chestnut mare I name Carnation, her long white mane a few shades lighter than my own. I twine apricot ribbons in her hair to match my dress. Norman gifts me a charming little chaise in the modern style and I have it painted blue with apricot trim on the wheels.

			The king arrives at Choisy and this year the deer are abundant and the royal party hunt almost daily. The local gentry are out in force, all of us trying to catch a glimpse of him but seeing only his beaters and hound handlers.

			In the evenings I return home dejected, imagining what the king is doing while I sit in front of the fire, eating my supper: Stopping for a drink at the lodge at Mongeron? Riding in a carriage with his mistress Marie-Anne, now the Duchesse de Châteauroux? Yesterday I caught a glimpse of her, her perfect face partially obscured by a gauzy cream veil in the Venetian style. All of Paris buzzes with their affair. They say the king has never been so in love, and that she is wrapped around him as tight as a swaddling blanket.

			Even if I am at Étiolles and the Court is at Choisy, not a few miles away, I must accept the sad truth that distance is not always measured in miles.

			Then, a break in the clouds and a ray of hope. The young dauphin joins his father at Choisy and one of his equerries is a distant relative of Uncle Norman. This man Binet writes to let us know that father and son will be hunting on Wednesday, and he promises to do his utmost to guide the king to a clearing by the stream that runs past an old mill.

			On the designated day I drive through the forest to the little clearing by the river, the old stones of the ancient mill lining one edge. I pull up and wait and Carnation leans down to pick at the wildflowers by her feet. Something so long anticipated—could it ever come true?

			I wait. And wait. Clouds threaten and an insistent breeze heralds a coming storm. It must not rain. Please, God. My nerves are frayed as the wind whips the ribbons on my hat. Please, no rain.

			Then the sound of hooves to mimic the pounding of my heart. Binet canters out of the forest, followed by another man. That it is the king I have no doubt: his face is at once both wonderful and familiar.

			“Well, if it isn’t the charming Madame d’Étiolles. What an excellent surprise!” declares Binet, as if I am the most unexpected thing he has ever had the pleasure of seeing. He performs an elegant half bow from his saddle.

			“Sire, might I introduce you? The Comtesse d’Étiolles.”

			“Madame d’Étiolles,” says the king, bringing his horse up alongside my chaise. “So, Binet, this is the doe you thought had come this way.” His voice is low and husky, the tone amused. “Delightful.”

			“Indeed, Sire, this is the lady that is enchanting Paris, as well as these forests.”

			“And I can see why. A singular beauty,” murmurs the king, looking at me with intense dark eyes. I am staring at him openmouthed. The face I gazed upon constantly . . . he is even more handsome than his portrait.

			“You make a most charming picture, Madame. A veritable Flora.”

			“A Flora to serve Your Majesty as she did Hercules,” I say, fighting to keep my voice steady and light. I want nothing more than to reach over and touch him. He’s here, not two feet distant. He’s here. My king.

			Thunder in the distance, bringing the storm closer, then the sound of a hundred hooves as the rest of the hunt closes in. A passel of bloodhounds bursts from the forest, barking loudly. The king’s horse wheels around and my horse snickers at the scent of the kill they bring with them.

			“All will be wondering where you are, Sire,” says Binet, winking at me.

			The king canters back to my side and reaches over to take my hand, the suede of his green hunting gloves as soft as moss. He presses my pink-gloved hand to his lips and I can see him inhaling the rose oil I have rubbed over the leather.

			“A pleasure, Madame. I do hope we shall meet again.” His grip lingers and we stare at each other, holding hands like two little children.

			“As do I, Sire.” I can barely breathe, or blink. An understanding passes between us, or do I only imagine it does?

			Then he releases my hand, catches my heart and spurs his horse. The two men canter out of the clearing, followed by the blood-crazed dogs, calling out to the rest of their party.

			Carnation whinnies to be gone but I am frozen as if in enchantment. I am trembling inside and though I want to dismount from my carriage to jump in joy, I fear my legs would not support the weight of my emotions. I do hope we shall meet again, he said. I bury my face in my hands and take great gulps of air to satisfy the tightness in my lungs. Something so longed for, so anticipated . . .

			Too soon darkness closes around us and reluctantly I turn back to Étiolles. I will remember this day, every detail and every minute sensation of it, forever, even if . . . even if I never see him again.

			But such a thought is unthinkable.
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			The next day a brace of hare arrives, their little feet bound with a thick crimson ribbon, a short note attached. Bearing the compliments of the king, with a scrawl under the formal words—his signature? I run the ribbon through my hands and sniff the silken skeins, read the note again and again. Was he thinking of me when he signed it?

			Cook braises the hares with onions and I lock the ribbon and the note in a small box. My first gift from him. But not the last, I am determined.

			Mama is delighted and Uncle Norman is in touch with Binet and others he knows at Versailles, working to find out if the king is talking about me.

			Charles is the only one who does not share our delight. One evening he catches me daydreaming by the window, twining the red ribbon in my hands. I smile at him and try to hide my irritation; Norman has promised me that soon he will return to Brittany.

			“You’ve quite lost your silly little head.” I don’t like it when he calls me silly. I am smarter than he is, and certainly more educated. “He sends such a parcel to all he greets. Do you think he selected the ribbon himself? Do you think he chose four of the hoicest chare, choicest hare, and bound them with his own hands?” As always when he gets flustered, he fumbles his words.

			“Darling, jealousy doesn’t become you.”

			“I am not jealous!” explodes Charles. “I am simply tired of this endless talk of the king.”

			“Then I shall talk no more about our king, if you so wish,” I say primly.

			He sinks down into a chair and tugs ineffectively at his cravat. “When are you going to give up this childish fantasy, Reinette?”

			“It’s not a fantasy.” From the beginning I have been clear with Charles. I will never be unfaithful to him, except with the king. He knows about the gypsy and the prophecy, and all my hopes.

			Suddenly a harder, meaner man emerges. “Prophecies like yours are as common as fleas,” he spits. “Was she going to tell you that you’d marry a fishmonger?”

			I stare at him.

			“Or a lowly comte like myself?”

			It is the first time he, or anyone really, has spoken to me so harshly. “I see you think me a fool,” I say stiffly.

			“Yes, I do. You’re just a woolish foman, I mean a foolish woman, a deluded girl. From now on, I call you Jeanne. Or Jeannette, a common name for the common woman you are. Anything but that stupid, idiotic nickname, Reinette. I should never have put up with this.”

			Despite his cruel words, I soften. He has never been anything but good to me, and to be so trifling in all that he does must be difficult. And I have news for him. I waited to tell him in case he forbade me to ride out, but now my goal is accomplished and this news might keep him from my bed tonight.

			I clasp his hands. “Darling, enough of this talk that distresses you. I have wonderful news for us.” I whisper the words that will make him happy: “You are going to be a father.”

			My own emotions are uncertain.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eight

			I am enormously pregnant and I sit and knit and twine and brood and feel as though life is passing me by. I am already twenty-two years old, and here I am, as far away as ever from the king. Since the meeting last year, no word from Versailles. Norman talked with Binet, as well as with Monsieur le Bel, the king’s valet, but they had nothing to report—the king never inquired after me. We also heard that Marie-Anne, the Duchesse de Châteauroux, forbade mention of my name and even stomped on the slipper of the Duchesse de Chevreuse, hitting a painful corn, when that lady dared to mention me. But that is all.

			Norman is optimistic; he insists the seeds are planted and now we must seek only ways to water. Water, I think grimly, but how barren the earth is beneath my feet.

			Now the king is away at war and there will be no hunting this fall, no chance to see him again, no chance for him to clasp my hands and promise that we will meet again. Next year, perhaps, but then I will be another year older, another year more bitter and sad. Is it all over, my chance gone as surely as yesterday? Was that to be the height of my happiness?

			Foolish woman, said my husband. Foolish—perhaps I am. Was it foolish to believe in that gypsy woman, foolish to think myself destined for a king?

			My little daughter, Alexandrine, is born in early August but her birth does little to raise my spirits. Soon she is sent away to nurse. When I am well enough I visit her, walking through the forest to the village where she stays. I don’t daydream anymore, or even linger in the clearing where I met him.

			The king, far away in Metz, falls sick unto death. I pray for him, night and day, and wish with all my life that he not die. Then he recovers and the priests read aloud his confession in all the pulpits of France: he has repudiated his mistress, confessed his sins, and now intends to live honorably with the queen again. I allow myself to breathe and hope. Marie-Anne, gone. Cursed woman who has all that I long for.

			But then comes the shocking news that the king has renounced his sacred vow and she is recalled. Marie-Anne will return to Versailles. She is ink that cannot be erased, a mountain that cannot be moved.

			[image: ]

			I pull myself from the dark pit I find myself in. I must accept that my stage is Paris, not Versailles. I decide I will return to the city, enjoy the New Year’s festivities, and look to 1745 to bring me some happiness and cheer. And forget my foolish dreams of a destiny I don’t deserve.

			I gaze out the window at the swaying trees, their gnarled branches curled like the fingers of an old, old man. Cold rain splatters down and I shiver at the bleak landscape. A horse canters up the drive, narrowly missing a swaying beech branch. I note the colors but can’t place them.

			The footman enters with a letter. “From the Duc de Richelieu, Madame,” he announces with a bow. Richelieu. Of course, the white and red chevrons of the rider’s habit. What—a cruel note to rub salt in my wounds, to remind me I will never be at the king’s side?

			I tear open the seal and read the contents. The note slips from my hand and falls to the floor, and I follow it quickly in a faint. When I revive, blinking and disoriented, I remember.

			Marie-Anne.

			Marie-Anne is dead.

			I look at the letter again.

			I write this before her blood is even cold, says the hastily scrawled note. I wanted to be the first to tell you. She is dead, suddenly, from a high fever. The king is inconsolable, but the way is now clear.

			The way is now clear.
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			“There is no time to be lost. We must strike while the iron is hot,” declares Norman.

			“That is entirely the wrong metaphor.” My mother is lying on a chaise by the fire, swaddled in white woolens, her face wan and tired. “We are talking about a dead woman whom the king adored. He is no doubt in deep mourning, and will remain so for quite a while.” She coughs and I watch her anxiously; she denies all mention of her illness.

			“The king has a history of rebounding rather quickly,” Norman insists. “Wasn’t it only a few months after Vintimille’s death that this last one replaced her sister? And there are rumors he is back already with the fat one . . . what is her name?”

			“Diane,” I say. Not beautiful, but reputed to be kind and funny. It is only eight days since the news; surely he is not taken already?

			“Yes, Diane de Lauraguais—a whale of an enemy,” Norman remarks. His jest falls flat. “But with his predilection for that family, and his love of the familiar—”

			“What are they saying about Louise, the Comtesse de Mailly?” I ask anxiously.

			“Nothing, as far as we know; she is still in Paris and is excessively religious now. As is her sister Hortense, though she remains at Court.”

			A carriage rolls into the snow-covered courtyard. Charles is due to return this week and I do hope it is not him. A footman enters and announces the Duc de Richelieu.

			“Madame,” he says, bowing as the footman brushes snow from his enormous silver-furred cape. Richelieu is now my friend—his note showed that. When he said the way was clear, he could not have meant to his house in town, for I could have gone there anytime. After a few terse pleasantries, I decide the bold course is the best course.

			“And pray, sir, what do you think the right move is?” I ask.

			“Why, the opportunity is now,” Richelieu says. “As I indicated in my note. I do believe the king would be most delighted to meet you.”

			“And we are only talking about a meeting?” asks my mother sharply.

			“Certainly, to pique the curiosity.” His tone is as frosty as the night outside as he lays his gloves on the table. “But then . . . I am not sure what you expect.”

			The gauntlet sits, pristine and untouched, for all to see.

			“We expect the king to fall in love with our charming daughter,” says Norman mildly, as if anyone would be a fool to think otherwise.

			There is silence into which Mama eventually speaks: “They must meet in a proper fashion. Our Reinette is not to be treated as a little bit on the side.”

			Richelieu raises his brows but says nothing. He walks around the room, lifts a stuffed duck from the sideboard, puts it down quickly, runs a light finger over the wooden mantel. Presently he turns back to us: “I will be frank. There is no question of our dear Reinette being presented at Court, no question of any official liaison. Had I known that you entertained such lofty, and, might I say, deluded ambitions, I would not have wasted my time. Your daughter is delightful”—he bows to Mama—“and the king is a fine gourmand who makes it his business, and pleasure, to sample the most delicious morsels—”

			“Do not speak of my daughter as a piece of food,” interrupts Mama.

			“I speak in the metaphors you might understand, Madame Poisson.”

			“Are you suggesting,” continues my mother stiffly, “that Madame d’Étiolles is—”

			“No, no, no,” Richelieu interrupts with a voice as mild as milk. “You misunderstand me, Madame. I’m not suggesting she is a fishmonger’s daughter, or the granddaughter of a butcher. No—not at all. Did you hear me say that? I’m merely saying she is not of the nobility. Of that, there can be no doubt.” He raises his eyebrows. “Despite her current . . . what shall we call it? Title?”

			The atmosphere in the room has grown sour and poisonous. So Richelieu has not changed his mind about me. Cursed man. I notice for the first time how heavy his nose is, the row of moles stretching down his left cheek. If he were not Richelieu, he would not be the most attractive of men.

			“Sir, my mother is unwell, I do not think we need to discuss such things at this time,” I say, but my voice wavers more than I want.

			“No, Reinette,” says Norman firmly, raising his hand. “We do need to discuss this now. There can be no better time.”

			Richelieu shrugs, irritation straining his features. “We cannot change birth, and we all know this modern talk of equality is just a fairy tale. There has never been a bourgeois mistress at Versailles, and there never will be. As the king’s oldest friend, I make his happiness my business. Your charming daughter would be just the thing right now to cheer him of his sorrow. But dreams of Versailles and something more official . . . never.”

			Norman is watching Richelieu with amused indulgence, a look that I can see lies sorely with the duke, who turns to me and continues: “I am sorry if I have misled expectations. I mean you no disrespect, Madame; I am one of your keenest admirers, but the reality is that you are simply not suited for Versailles.”

			My husband comes in, kicking the snow from his boots. “Six feet high, the drifts were uncommon, we passed a frozen cow . . .” Charles slows down, the tension in the room sharp enough to pierce his thick head. “Two, actually. Two frozen cows.” He looks around and stammers: “Gat is who-ing on?”

			“Nothing, I believe,” says Richelieu. “Absolutely nothing.” He reclaims his gloves and leaves without bothering to bow to my husband. Norman hugs me tightly as I lean against him, sobbing.

			“Don’t mind that trumped-up popinjay,” Norman says kindly. “We have powerful friends that the duke sorely underestimates. You must not worry, dearest.”

		

	
		
			From Jean Paris de Montmartel

			Quartier de Marais, Paris

			January 2, 1745

			My dearest Goddaughter,

			An exceptional alignment of the stars that would impress even the great astronomer Halley. The infanta arrives from Spain next month and there will be many festivities to celebrate her marriage to the dauphin. An invitation for one of the Court balls will be secured for you. There is no need to impress upon you how important this chance is, as the king struggles to overcome his sorrow and fill the hole left by the death of Châteauroux.

			Much is expected of you; we will support you in whatever way you require and we are confident that our investment in your education and upbringing will bear fruit. I dine at Norman’s on Saturday. If your time permits, join us that we may discuss this fortuitous development. I am envisioning a cozy dinner and there is no need to inconvenience your husband to attend.

			Yours respectfully,

			Paris de Montmartel

		

	
		
			Chapter Nine

			“No, no, no,” says Mama when she sees my intended costume. “Your colors are pale and pretty, Reinette. Black and white are colors of death and mourning! Do you want to remind His Majesty of his grief?”

			“Everyone else will be wearing light, pretty colors,” I say mildly. I must stand out. I am modeling myself on the mistress of Henri II, Diane de Poitiers, who always wore black and white. And Diana, the Roman huntress who so skillfully captured her quarry. A saddler has made me a supple leather quiver of silver cloth, which I will fill with real arrows.

			“Reinette is right,” says Norman, watching the dressmakers bustle around me. “I predict a surfeit of shepherdesses and nymphs. And birds, no doubt, wanting to nest in the royal tree.” Rumor from Versailles is that the king and his entourage are planning to dress as Yew Trees. “Mesdames de Brionne, de la Popelinière, de Portaille, and those are only the ladies of Paris. I needn’t remind you of Antin, Périgord, Rohan, not to mention that fat Diane and her sister Hortense.” He ticks them off one by one on his fingers. “They all have their sights set on the king, and they are all bound to be in some frothy light costume.”

			Norman’s predictions are soon confirmed; through spies and friends we learn that the Parisian ladies will be birds and shepherdesses. Our friends Binet and the king’s valet Le Bel provide us news from Court: the beautiful Marquise d’Antin, known as the Marvelous Mathilde, is keeping her dress a secret, but rumors abound she will be a Canary. Diane de Lauraguais is dressing as a Cat, and her sister Hortense as a Rosebush.

			We swear our dressmakers to silence and put out word that I will be dressed as a Pink Dove. I know I have planned correctly: simplicity is what will stand out. And, I remind myself, I do have some powerful friends.

			[image: ]

			Versailles, at last. I have been here for six miserable hours already, trying to keep sweat and flying wine from ruining my white bodice, and my arrows from being stolen. From my quiver I take a small bottle of scent to rub on my neck. The press is extreme, the rooms a fog of billowing silks, crushed flowers, and wax fumes from the thousands of candles burning in the chandeliers above.

			Versailles, at last, but I cannot even enjoy my first glimpses of the splendid palace: the richness of the rooms, the startling perfection and symmetry, the impression that one is walking through a world made entirely of crystal and gold. All is lost beneath the crush and scrum of a thousand people or more.

			A Turk pushes rudely past. A Potted Flower faints and is carried from the room by a Chinaman and a Roman. Three Dancing Nymphs look on in amusement as a stampede erupts: they have opened another buffet room. Through the enormous gold-­paneled doors I catch a glimpse of tables piled with food: all manner of fish dishes, for it is still Lent, and hundreds of cakes and sweet pastries, including, I overhear a rotund Cat say, some twenty-­seven varieties of pie.

			The king has not yet arrived. Only the dauphin and his new wife are here, dressed as a Shepherd and Shepherdess. The new dauphine is impressing no one with her looks or her stilted manners. I hear the nasty whispers that float around me, mostly about her aversion to rouge and her red hair she refuses to hide with powder.

			As foreseen, there are a great number of birds, including a particularly ravishing Yellow Finch, as well as a sense that time is running out—where is the king?

			“Come,” brays a Donkey softly. Binet? He guides me through to the Hercules Salon and pushes me through a door, concealed in the paneling next to the chapel entrance. I find myself in a small, dark room, no wider than my skirts. I sink to the floor, glad to be free of the crowds and the noise, terrified of what will happen next, or not.

			An hour or more passes.

			A Devil and a Cat crash through the door and the woman—at least I think it is a woman—shrieks in horror to find their tryst hole occupied. As they back away I can hear the commotion from outside—the king and his entourage have finally arrived!

			Then Binet opens the door of the little room to tell me that Madame de la Popelinière left gleefully with a Yew Tree—but she will discover only the Duc de Nivernois beneath the leaves. Another Yew was seen chatting with the queen; all agree that one couldn’t possibly be the king.

			“Don’t worry, charming one, we are taking care of you. Wait,” he says, then he is gone.

			The room is hot and dark and it closes around me. Can I trust Binet and Le Bel? What if they keep me here until the king, and my chances, are gone? I am about to go and find him myself when the door opens again and the Donkey trots back in, followed by another man holding a candle. He is leafy but unmasked, and instantly I recognize him.

			“Sire, as promised, the Huntress of Sénart.”

			“Flora from the Forest,” the king says, bowing low over my hand. “Now transformed into Diana the Huntress. How lovely you are.” His voice is a well of admiration, warm and honeyed.

			I have anticipated this, planned this, dreamed of this for so long; now all I can do is gaze at him in wonder. Binet leaves and we are alone with only a solitary candle flickering. Though we don’t speak, something passes between us: an understanding, a beginning, a destiny.

			He raises the candle closer.

			“I remembered correctly how beautiful you are,” he says in his glorious voice, rasping velvet. “You are ravishing, Madame.” Though he is as handsome as ever, I see sadness in his eyes.

			“You are not so well,” I say, and without thinking I reach out a hand to touch his cheek, then snatch it back in horror. He smiles and takes my hand, returns it to his face.

			“I think you may be my tonic,” he says, then brings my hand to his lips. Gently he takes one of my fingers in his mouth, and I want to faint at the sensation.

			Too soon there is a scratch at the door and this time it is Le Bel, dressed as a Bat. The king releases my hand and reaches over my trembling heart to pluck one of the arrows from my quiver. He whispers in my ear, close and intimate: “Until Paris.”

			“Until Paris, Sire,” I echo, and then he is gone and the force of anticipation and desire overwhelms me. I sink once more down to the floor. It is beginning. I’m going to faint, or—God forbid—vomit.
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