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			Praise for The Queen’s Fortune

			
				“History, romance, and the dangerous intrigue of revolution combine to make coming of age a high-stakes game in Allison Pataki’s richly reimagined account of a woman seeking not only to manage her circumstances but to triumph over them and rise to the throne of a country that will become her own. This was a piece of history I knew very little about. Pataki’s latest effort brings a fascinating time and place fully to life.”

				—Lisa Wingate, #1 New York Times bestselling author of Before We Were Yours

				“Allison Pataki brings the story of Napoleon’s first love, Desiree Clary, out from behind the shadow of Napoleon and Josephine’s love affair. With fascinating insight into the lives of Napoleon and the Clary sisters, Pataki weaves a gripping tale of love, betrayal, and family loyalty. Desiree’s story leads us from her origins as a merchant’s daughter in pre-Revolutionary France through the intrigues of the Napoleonic era, and ends with her becoming the ancestress of the Swedish royal family. We can learn so much from the wonderful strong voices of women in history, finally being heard and inspiring us today. The Queen’s Fortune is an enthralling tale, and one I thoroughly recommend.”

				—Sarah, Duchess of York

				“I absolutely loved The Queen’s Fortune, the fascinating, little-known story of Desiree Clary—the woman Napoleon left for Josephine—who ultimately triumphed and became queen of Sweden.”

				—Martha Hall Kelly, New York Times bestselling author of Lost Roses and Lilac Girls

				“In The Queen’s Fortune, Allison Pataki chronicles Desiree, the secret lover of Napoleon Bonaparte. When Napoleon chooses Josephine over her, the heartbroken Desiree finds herself entangled with Napoleon, Josephine, and the new ruling class. Pataki deftly weaves a tangled web of passion, deception, and intrigue, set against one of the most tumultuous periods in history, making for a heady cocktail that readers will devour.”

				—Pam Jenoff, New York Times bestselling author of The Lost Girls of Paris

				
				“Allison Pataki is a masterful historical author at the top of her game. From the very first lyrical lines of The Queen’s Fortune, I was wholly swept into the entrancing world of Desiree Clary Bernadotte. Painstaking research and page-turning prose placed me directly at the side of this remarkable yet lesser-known figure, journeying from innocent girlhood to seasoned royalty, a survivor of guillotine threats, palace politics, and strains of the heart. I absolutely loved this book from beginning to end.”

				—Kristina McMorris, New York Times bestselling author of Sold on a Monday and The Edge of Lost

				“The Queen’s Fortune takes you deep inside the life of this little-known historical figure, and will make you feel as if you’ve stepped back in time.”

				—PopSugar

				“Readers will find that Clary’s trajectory is one we often don’t see in history, and is reminiscent of a new generation of royals—like Meghan Markle and Kate Middleton.”

				—Bustle

				“Allison Pataki weaves a glittering spell around the mythical affair between Napoleon and Desiree. This enterprising young woman rose to the heights of glamour as Napoleon carved his path to power. Pataki imbues their fateful story with the yearning of a country reeling in the aftermath of a savage war and with the fierce heart of an ambitious girl who must survive at any cost.”

				—C. W. Gortner, bestselling author of The Romanov Empress

				“It’s not everyone who’s jilted by Napoleon and winds up queen of Sweden. Allison Pataki provides an intimate portrait of a tumultuous time—and of an ordinary woman who captivated two of the great men of her day and became the mother of a dynasty.”

				—Lauren Willig, New York Times bestselling author of The Summer Country

				
				“This impeccably researched, expertly rendered historical from Pataki gloriously re-creates the personal dramas surrounding Napoleon Bonaparte….Pataki’s skill in chronicling Napoleon’s transformation from an idealistic young soldier to a ruthless, callous leader drives the story, and her sumptuous scenes allow the reader to easily examine the political machinations and extreme luxury of the monarchy. Readers who enjoy Elizabeth Chadwick will want to take a look.”

				—Publishers Weekly

				“Pataki’s ability to flesh out imperial grandeur and foibles with telling detail, on full display in her Habsburg novels, is equally evident here.”

				—Kirkus Reviews

				“There’s no question that the events of the novel are worth dramatizing, that Desiree’s is a unique point of view on them, and that Pataki is an experienced novelist who keeps the plot and descriptions moving at an entertaining clip.”

				—Historical Novel Society

				“Desiree’s story is beautifully told by Allison Pataki, who immerses us in a love story so full of drama and heartbreak that we feel it on every page. I do have a soft spot for historical fiction, especially when it takes place at a French court, and this book did not disappoint—from the setting to the characters, I was hooked from the start. The Queen’s Fortune is lavish and wonderful…and just a fabulous tale to be lost in for hours.”

				—Bookreporter
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			Stockholm, Sweden

			December 1860

			WHEN THE SNOW FALLS AT midnight, blanketing the empty cobbled streets, sugaring the gothic bell tower of Storkyrkan Cathedral, it becomes easy to imagine. For me, a girl from the south, where the breeze carried with it the warm seaside brine and the faint scent of the hillside lemon groves, the sudden appearance of these white flecks never fails to dazzle and disorient.

			“Kring kring,” they all say. Kring kring. Round and round. It’s one of the only phrases I’ve bothered to learn in Swedish: kring kring. “Round and round she goes, our mad old queen, riding through the snow and the midnight streets, imagining herself back in Paris.”

			I smile to myself, burrowing deeper into the plush seat of the enclosed coach, nuzzling my cheek against the silver fox fur of my cloak. How mistaken they are. I don’t ride through the darkness of Stockholm, dazed by the snow, to imagine myself back in Paris. I don’t ride through the wintry night to imagine him or his empire or the gold-emblazoned eagles or the brazen spire of Notre Dame, rising up from beside the Seine, a man-made finger of stone, defiant, poking the eyes of God.

			No, no. Kring kring. Round and round I ride to see her once more: the girl whose name meant Desire. The girl from that other life, across the frozen sea and the war-scarred continent. Desiree. Before they renamed me, their queen, their Swedish mother, their Desideria.

			
			I suppose he does appear in these midnight musings—I suppose they all do—but only as he relates to her, the girl he loved, the girl who brought the young, rough Corsican soldier to his knees. The girl he might have chosen. Could I have sated his hunger, rather than fueled it? Could I have prevented it all, thwarted the insatiable beast that would consume everything in its wake—his crown, his empire, his continent, his very life?

			At night, encased in my snow-covered royal carriage, I think of her. The girl who might have saved him. Saved us all.

			Kring kring. Round and round they go—these thoughts, these memories, these spectral phantoms who won and destroyed whole empires. A swirl of silk, steps gliding across the parquet of the dance floor. Dark and determined eyes, strong arms, the shifting colors of the officer’s uniform. Crowns laid in place amid pomp and ceremony, only to be yanked off just as unceremoniously. Laughter, hers. His as well. Shouting and champagne toasts and song, always so many words. They’ve all fallen away, both the words and their speakers, and yet here I am. Only I remain.

			They’ll say what they will about me, their beautiful queen. Their cunning queen. Their kind queen. Their mad old queen. I’ll let them. They’ll put these words on me and they’ll take others off. So many different cloaks and crowns and names have I worn. But not one of them can deny what I’ve known all along. I’ve known not only how to rule men and kingdoms—any ambitious schemer with an army can manage that. But me? I know something more. I know how to survive.

			Even now, even when I sense that each misting of foggy breath might be my last, I know that I have one last chance to surprise them all. And so I shall. And it all starts with the fierce heart of a young girl whose name meant Desire.
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			The Convent of Notre Dame, Southern France

			Summer 1789

			SOMETHING WAS VERY WRONG. I could see it that morning in their pinched faces, the way the nuns flew up the corridor, their heels clipping angrily against the cold, ancient stones of the abbey. Whispers skittering to and fro, hesitant and erratic, like the fragile flicker of the candlelight that just barely illuminated their hurried steps.

			My stomach growled and I pressed my fist into my gut, willing my thoughts away from the hunger. “We haven’t had a harvest this poor in decades,” the nuns kept telling us all summer long. Equal parts resignation and censure, as if we’d somehow brought it on ourselves. “God is testing our faith.” God’s test lasted for weeks, then months. Months that, to a hungry girl of eleven years, stretched out with the vastness of eternity. “We must pray for the poor souls who are suffering. We pray for the poor, for the hungry,” the nuns told us each night at vespers, and then again at the morning lauds. The hungry? I wanted to rail back at them. Am I not starving? But I knew better, of course, than to answer the Sisters with anything more than a doleful nod, eyes lowered piously to the floor. I didn’t need my backside to ache along with my empty belly.

			In the convent, the only place where we got enough food was the sick ward; it was something we all knew as fact. When my sister, Julie, fell sick last winter, laid up on a pristine cot, tucked in between crisp, white sheets, I’d practically skipped through the halls to the nursing ward. I’d forced myself on her, pressing my lips to hers. Like a stag in rutting season, she’d gasped, her eyes wide with shocked and offended modesty as she chided me with one of Maman’s well-worn scowls.

			
			It had worked—I’d gotten myself gloriously sick, far sicker than Julie even. It had been two weeks of gluttonous eating, weeks of luxuriating in my warm cot, dozing even as I heard the bells chime for matins and the other girls, exhausted, stomachs empty and groaning for bread, shuffling down the dark halls to the freezing chapel for the predawn services. I’d stretched that illness for days, even after my throat had healed and my lungs had cleared. Not only had I lied, but I had lied in order to commit the dual sins of gluttony and sloth. I’d relished every minute of it.

			But that morning, the morning when I was certain I was in trouble, it was not because I had feigned sickness. It was not because I had lied to get more food or sleep. No, that morning I had sinned far worse. Thou shalt not steal. I knew the commandment, and yet, I’d stolen. Perhaps not stolen—hidden. Sister Marie-Benedictine had been struggling across the yard during our morning recess when her wheelbarrow had toppled over, her dazzling supply of plump melons rolling across the small patch of parched, yellow grass. She’d enlisted us to help retrieve her bounty, but I’d stepped in front of one and kicked it quickly into a bush and out of sight. I’d just been so famished, and that melon had appeared so ripe and juicy—and so near. I’d felt a momentary pang of guilt, for Sister Marie-Benedictine was one of the kind ones, but my hunger pangs had quickly quashed that lesser discomfort. After Sister left, limping her cart across the remainder of the yard toward the kitchen, I’d enlisted Julie to help me move the melon farther from sight, tucking it away in the back of the yard. Our own treasure.

			But someone must have seen. Someone had snitched, and now Mère Supérieure knew. I was certain of it. “Does it hurt?” I asked my sister as we shuffled down the long, dim hallway that led to our dormitory.

			“What?” Julie asked.

			“You know,” I whispered.

			Julie shrugged.

			“The beating,” I groaned, my voice betraying my panic.

			
			“How would I know?” Julie frowned. Of course she would not know; she had never committed a transgression like this. Or, perhaps more accurately, she’d never been caught committing a transgression like this. She was far too cautious, her judgment far too sound. I had always been the reckless one.

			“I just know they found it.” I gnawed a piece of skin off my finger, the tinny taste of blood seeping into my mouth.

			“Stop chewing your fingers,” Julie scolded. Six years stretched between us, half my lifetime. Usually she was more a mother than a sister.

			“Why else would they have disrupted our lessons and ordered us back to the dormitory?” I asked, certain of our fate, my hand falling limply to my side.

			“Ah, the Clary girls, there you are. Julie. Desiree.” Mère Marie-Claude raced toward us down the corridor, a flurry of white, her wimple fluttering around her face with each hasty step.

			Horror of all horrors! Mère Supérieure, Mother Superior herself, here to administer our punishment! God, I will never steal another melon, as long as I live. Please spare me your justice this once. I beg for mercy. Oh, Holy Mother, please intercede with your Son.

			But when I glanced back at Mother Superior’s face, it wasn’t anger I detected on her weary features. No, I knew that look, because it mirrored how I myself felt in that very instant; Mother Superior was afraid.

			“Girls, your family has been notified to fetch you immediately and take you home, back to Marseille.”

			Neither Julie nor I spoke, so stunned were we by this sudden declaration.

			“Fetch us?” Julie asked after a moment, my ever-dutiful sister forgetting the proper formality of speech in her confusion.

			“Prepare your things at once,” was all Mother Superior offered by way of reply. An image of my own mother’s face, seared with anger—or was it her permanent disappointment?—blurred my vision. What would she say to this?

			“Mother Superior, please.” I fell to my knees, the unyielding stone floor receiving my joints with a vicious smack; I’d have bruises, to be sure. I ignored that, raising my hands in supplication: “The fault was entirely mine! I deserve to be sent from school, but not my sister. She played no part. I beg you to—”

			
			“Hush, Desiree.” Mother Superior lifted a long-fingered hand, her face stitching into an impatient scowl. “Quiet, for once, you foolish girl. You will return home, as will all the girls whose families can arrange for safe travel. The others…those whose families are abroad, well, we aren’t certain how we shall…” Mother Superior exhaled aloud, an uncharacteristic display of some internal strain. “But never mind that. You girls are fortunate. Your family is close. They shall come and take you home, where you will be far safer than at this convent.”

			“But…take us home? Why? We are not on holiday.” Julie’s voice betrayed the same confusion I felt. Why were we suddenly unsafe here, in the convent? I wondered.

			“War,” Mother Superior said, her eyes softening, if only for a moment, as she saw our puzzlement. “You girls must pray. For…for all of us. And for France.”

			“War?” I repeated the word, incredulous. The sound was alien, the statement as outlandish as if Mother Superior were telling us that the Virgin Mary sat in the dining hall waiting to have bread and milk with us that very instant. “War with whom?” I asked.

			Mother Superior frowned. “Ourselves. It’s a revolution.”

			Julie took my hand, her palm clammy and cold, as Mother Superior continued: “The people have risen up.”

			The words I’d heard so many times in recent months raced across my mind: We haven’t had a harvest this poor in decades.

			Mother Superior’s voice pulled me back to her, back to this dark corridor in the damp stone convent. “They seem to believe that the enemies come from the nobility and…and the Church. We are not safe here. They are sacking monasteries and setting fire to convents all over the country—stabbing priests, defiling nuns.” She raised her hands, clasped them before her breast in a gesture of prayer. “But I’ve said too much. You girls don’t need to know…I do not have time for this.” She blinked, looking at Julie and then turning her eyes on me. “Go to the dormitory at once. Prepare your things. You shall leave this night. I shall pray for you.” Her eyes held mine for a long moment, her expression seeming to indicate a mixture of concern and something else. Was it sadness? Or perhaps fear for my suddenly uncertain future? But then the stern woman pulled her shoulders back, straightening to her full height, and with that, Mère Marie-Claude turned and strode briskly away, offering not another word or backward glance in our direction.

			
			“Revolution,” Julie said in the nun’s sudden absence, her voice barely a whisper. “Killing priests. Burning convents. How shall we ever make it home alive?”

			I took my sister’s hand and gave it a squeeze. “Papa will get us back safely. Or else Nicolas. Julie, don’t worry, we shall be home by this time tomorrow.” I sounded confident as I said it, and I was, so complete was my faith in our father and our elder brother. And besides, no matter how terrible the news may have been for our countrymen and our clergy, I could not ignore one glorious, welcome truth: at last, we were going home.
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			Marseille, France

			1794

			WHENEVER THEY BEGAN SHOUTING I’D slip out the door, undetected but by Cook, whose sideways glance and barely perceptible grin always assured me that my secret would be well kept.

			“Shh!” I lifted my finger to my lips, my eyes wide and imploring as I stepped delicately past the warm kitchen. Cook nodded, sniffed, and turned back to chopping her pile of fat yellow onions.

			And so I did slip out the door that morning, humming to myself as I hopped through the doorway and into the gardens. There, I blinked, looking around. It always struck me as remarkable, a bit dizzying, really, to pass from the close and upholstered interior of our home—drawn damask drapes, muffled arguments, Maman’s complaints of headaches—into the bright, fragrant refuge of our walled gardens. A sudden burst of color, the lilt of birdsong skittering along the mild air. I did not know then, would not understand until later, that it was a precious gift, and rare, to hear birds warbling all year long. To smell the earthy exhale of plant life, thick leaves unfurling under plump pearls of morning dew. But then, only a girl, I couldn’t understand all that, even if I did have sense enough to savor my stolen hours in those gardens, where the warm breeze glided through the trellised hibiscus, carrying with it shifting slants of sunlight and the nearby cries of the gulls and the fishmongers, the horn blasts of massive ships pulling into port at our Mediterranean harbor.

			
			There’d been much fretting since Papa’s death just a few months earlier, but lately, it seemed to have worsened. Maman had come apart, the frayed edges of her nervous strain unraveling into outright panic, daily lamentations that we would surely follow Father’s fate. “He did not die from the Revolution. He did not face the guillotine,” our brother, Nicolas, would reassure Maman whenever she began her prophesying. Nicolas, seventeen years my senior and now our Clary patriarch, wore our family’s fatigue and fear in the grim set of his jaw, in the rutted lines, newly etched, that crossed his brow. But he never lost his mild, reassuring calm, never snapped at Maman the way I would have, had I been in his trying position. “No tribunals have denounced us, Mother.”

			“Yet!” she’d answer, her cheeks mottled, her hands clenching and unclenching in a fitful rhythm.

			A patient sigh from Nicolas. “Father’s was a natural death, Mother.”

			“Natural death? Nothing natural about it,” Maman would groan in reply, repeating the fears she’d voiced so many times: “It was the worry that felled him. The fear of the guillotine did it, sure as any blade. He knew we were all at risk.” Whenever Maman began speaking like that, Julie would find my eyes with her own. Not a word, my sister’s gaze would command. Remain silent, and this shall pass.

			“We’re far too wealthy,” Maman moaned every day, her complaint a statement that a few years prior would have sounded absurd to any listener. “We’ve managed to survive far too long—they shall come for us.”

			I was young and naïve, a sheltered, coddled sixteen, but I knew enough to understand that Maman’s lamentations weren’t without reason; a madness stretched across our nation, a terror that pulled tighter than any hangman’s noose. It was a rotten time to be alive in France, a time of fear so thick you could smell it in the streets, you could see it in the faces of those who passed. They’d killed both our king and queen, beheaded them in Paris before an angry mob, an ignoble fate previously reserved only for vile criminals and traitors. Louis and Marie-Antoinette, God’s anointed vessels on earth—or so we’d always learned at the convent, before God himself had been banned from the nation, replaced by the Supreme Being—were now headless corpses tossed in the ground beneath a nameless grave, their rotting forms feeding the worms along with the petty thieves and other damned nobles. What had replaced them? The Committee, but more accurately, the Terror. We were to have no more nobility in France, no more of our ancient religion. Anyone who even whispered a kind word toward an aristocrat—or God—fell guilty under the new Law of Suspects.

			
			So Maman held tighter to us these days, especially now that Papa was gone. My brother in particular; her eyes watched Nicolas with the ferocious love of a cornered she-wolf. She was convinced that the revolutionary tribunals—denied their justice on our rich papa by his sudden death—would enact their justice on his wealthy son and heir. We Clarys were of the haute bourgeoisie, the highest class of merchants. And though Papa had been born common, not of the noble class, his flourishing trade in silk and soap and coffee now belonged to Nicolas, and that made my brother one of the wealthiest citizens in the south of France. Wealthier by far than many of the aristocrats who had already lost their heads. This gave Maman much reason to fret and weep, and though Nicolas and Julie would try to console her, their efforts only seemed to further stoke her anxieties.

			The best way that I, the youngest, found to navigate those trying days was to seek some small measure of refuge in my own solitude. I would hide, removing myself from their crying and cosseting, and so there I stood on that warm spring morning, my face upturned to the sunlight in our quiet gardens. I did not deny the Terror; I did not forget for one moment the fear that I knew reigned just outside our spacious family villa. I’d passed the city center and that dreaded new contraption—the guillotine—countless times when walking to the market or the seaside or to services at what used to be our church, now called our Temple of Reason. I’d smelled the sawdust that carpeted the ground around the executioner’s perch; I’d seen the tumbrels carrying the damned figures to the square—or, worse, their lifeless, headless corpses away from it. I didn’t deny the hell in which our countrymen and women were living. Even then, thinking of it, I shivered, my entire body trembling in spite of the warm morning sunlight.

			And yet, I suppose I knew how powerless I stood against it all—how futile it would be for me, a young girl, to imagine myself of use in a time when even kings and queens were rendered powerless. I knew that Maman and Nicolas and even Julie had a far better chance of steering events in our favor, of keeping our family safe. I’d gleaned long ago that the best thing I could do for all of us was to stay out of the way and not add to Maman’s list of lamentations. So that’s what I did, there in the sanctuary of our villa’s walled gardens, where somehow all seemed to remain quiet, undisturbed, and unsullied.

			
			When I looked to the ground, I noticed the nest for the first time. It had rained the night before—hard, wrathful rain, the sort of storm that would have shaken this nest loose from the nearby juniper. I crouched low. There, beside the felled nest, I saw the shattered eggs, the shards of their shells a speckled blue, more perfect than our clear southern sky.

			I leaned closer, my heart pierced not only by the shattered eggs, but by the perfectly whole nest right beside them, now empty. The nest had somehow survived the storm and the fall from the juniper, because the cozy space remained intact. I studied it, noting each twig woven with such care, a safe bowl from which to nurture and welcome and draw forth new life. A task of painstaking anticipation and preparation. Hope. The irrefutable fact of love. And then beside it, the shattered eggs, the worms already writhing all around, feeding off the wreckage of the lives no longer encased within. Where were the parent birds? Where would their love go now?

			Perhaps one or two eggs remained, having survived the fall intact, I thought. I could find them and bring them indoors, where Cook would help me keep them warm and protected. Preserve those fragile little lives. My mind was bent toward that purpose, my hands scouring through damp earth, when Julie found me.

			“Goodness, what is it now?” I heard her voice. “Head in the sky, hands in the dirt. Really, Desiree, must you always act like such a child, and today of all days?”

			I turned, caught unaware both by Julie’s sudden appearance and by the sting of her words. I sat back on my haunches, blinking up at my sister. “What is today?”

			Julie ignored my question, waving a dismissive hand. “Inside. Maman wishes to see you.”

			
			My eyebrows lifted, a mild protest: Couldn’t Julie cover for me, as she so often did? Couldn’t she simply offer some excuse, saying she hadn’t found me?

			But Julie had no patience. “Desiree, now. You didn’t hear any of that? Maman so upset? Are you really so oblivious to the world around you?” Her tone, the clear sharpness of it, served its purpose, and I rose at once, patting down my rumpled skirts, trying my best to shake the dirt from my lap.

			“What’s today?” I asked once more, but the question landed at my sister’s back, for she had already turned and was hurrying toward the house.

			Inside, the drapes were drawn against the bright sun, and a cool, eerie hush pulled tight over the large, empty rooms as Julie marched me through to the drawing room. There, in a plush armchair of upholstered cranberry satin, Maman sat, her legs propped on an ottoman, her entire frame drooping and lethargic. Even the features of her face sagged, weighted down with worry. There was no sign of Nicolas; he’d probably grown frustrated and excused himself.

			“Desiree, my girl.” Maman extended a hand, beckoning me toward her. That was unusual—it was Nicolas or Julie on whom Maman leaned, but rarely me. I edged closer, my steps hesitant as she took my hand in her tight grip. “My darling girl, perhaps you alone might be our salvation.”

			It sounded maudlin, even for Maman. I shifted on my feet, remaining silent.

			“Our family needs you, my girl.”

			I turned from our mother to Julie. “Needs me…what for?”

			“You must go to town,” Maman said, and I was certain that my face revealed my shock.

			“To town?” It was the exact opposite of what Maman had told us on every other day. You are to avoid town. You are to avoid La Place. You are to stay away from the guillotine, avoid the crowds.

			“Yes,” Maman said now, massaging a slow circle on her temple. “To the Hôtel de Ville.”

			“To the town hall…but why?” I turned to Julie, confused.

			Mother began to weep, and Julie stepped forward, her voice hushed. “It’s Nicolas,” my sister explained. “He’s…he’s been arrested.”

			
			Mother’s chest heaved with a loud sob. I stared at my sister, my eyes widening. “Nicolas—arrested?”

			Julie nodded.

			“Why?” I managed to ask, but I knew the question was foolish. Did one ever receive a proper answer to such a question these days? Why was my brother arrested? Why not? He was wealthy and he was alive in France during the Reign of Terror. He was the heir to a vast mercantile fortune. People were arrested every day for far less.

			“It’s worse than I feared,” Maman said, blotting her face with a kerchief emblazoned with Papa’s initials. “Your father, he’s left us with more trouble than I knew.”

			I looked from Maman to my sister, confused by this.

			“Your papa…” Maman pushed back against her distress, swallowing before she continued: “He had petitioned the crown, several years ago. He’d sent in the funds for a generous gift, along with a request for ennoblement. We were to…to become…noble. Before it all…well, before all of this.” With that, Maman lost her last shred of fortitude, her face crumpling into her palms.

			Julie stepped forward, pressing a hand on my shoulder, and I turned to my sister. “But I don’t understand what it is that I might do?” I asked, my mouth going dry. “What can I do?”

			“Maman believes that you have the best chance of success,” Julie answered, her face softening as she took my hands in hers. “You are to go to the town hall and petition on behalf of Nicolas.”

			The enormity—the very futility—of this task struck me as absurd, stunning me a moment before I asked: “Me?”

			“Yes, you.” Julie nodded.

			“You are to try first, my child.” Maman fixed her gaze on me. “You are young. Look at you—hard would be the heart of the man who didn’t presume you to be innocent.”

			I crossed my arms. “I cannot do it, Maman. I’m not…” My words trailed off even as my mind spun.

			Maman frowned, impatient. “What is it, girl? Out with it.”

			“Only, it’s that…” I said what I’d always believed to be the truth: “I’m not smart, not like Julie. Send her instead.”

			
			Maman raised her hands, swatting my words away. “Oh, what does wit have to do with anything, you foolish girl? You are beautiful, Desiree. More beautiful than Julie. You are to be sweet and soft and beseeching, do you hear? Look into their eyes in the same fearful way you now look at me—any man would leap to grant your wish.”

			My thoughts writhed in a tangled knot. Never before had Maman spoken in this manner. She did not mean to compliment me, nor to insult Julie, of that I was certain. She was simply desperate to have her son back; I could feel that, could feel the coiled urgency of her fear. But how was it that she thought me capable of this monumental task?

			I looked down at myself. It was true that I was young and lovely—I knew it from the looks that the men now heaped on me in the street. Something had changed, only recently. Before, their eyes would pass over me, unpausing; I was just another coddled, well-dressed girl, ambling innocently up the street in the authoritative presence of Julie or Maman or perhaps Cook or Nicolas. But now when they looked, their gazes lingered, returning again and staying affixed, captive. I was not blind to the way their eyes traced the soft and curving lines of my figure, resting on my waist or my décolletage with something akin to hunger. I knew, too, from the way my brother frowned when he studied my silhouette, muttering under his breath, “Papa had to leave us in the exact year that Desiree turned into a woman?”

			It had startled me how swiftly my body had transformed in just these recent months. There had been the arrival of my monthly courses, and then the gowns of my girlhood no longer fit, my newly ample bosom overspilling the top of my corset, my arms and legs turning plump and soft. When I looked in the mirror, my dark eyes stared back from the glass with some newfound power, my brunette hair falling in glossy waves around a face both alluring and yet slightly startled by its own appeal. Was I more beautiful than Julie, the sister six years my senior? Perhaps, I conceded. Yes. She had the same brown hair and eyes, but her figure was sharper, with angular edges where mine was supple and round. Her face, though it resembled mine as only a sister’s could, was nevertheless longer and narrower, her features perhaps less pleasingly arranged.

			And yet, I had no idea how to wield this newly acquired power, these potent but unfamiliar feminine charms. And certainly not in a task as monumental as the one set before me, the task of saving my brother’s life. I turned to my sister, willing her to see these thoughts of mine.

			
			“I shall come with you,” Julie said, nodding. “I’ll walk with you to the Hôtel de Ville. You shall speak, you shall lead the petitioning when we are inside, but I shall be with you.”

			“Good.” I sighed, feeling a slight slackening of the tightness in my shoulders. “Thank you.”

			“And you will take this,” my mother added, pulling a bulging silk purse from the folds of her gown and passing it to Julie. “Whatever the price, it does not matter. If that’s not enough, you sign a bill of credit and you tell them that we shall deliver the rest. There is no limit, you understand? If the entirety of the Clary fortune must go to buying clerks and bribing guards, I do not care. Only bring me back my son.”

			Julie nodded, taking the purse from Maman before returning to my side. “Ready?” she asked.

			I wanted to say no, but then Maman looked from Julie to me and I saw in her expression that I had no other choice. At long last, it was time for me, Desiree, to step in and take a part in the steering of my family’s fragile fate.
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			Outside, the midday sun fell bright and hot, and we blinked beneath our bonnets as we exited our front gate, hands entwined. Our home was just steps from La Place Saint Michel, in one of the wealthiest quarters of the city and only a short walk from the Marseille town hall.

			I’d known the streets of the Vieux Port, the old city center, my entire life, and yet the smells that pulsed throughout our town never failed to make their impact on a hot day. I rarely left the house at this time, the harshest hours of southern sunlight, the time for napping. I crinkled my nose against the onslaught of aromas as we wove through the crowds and the limestone buildings: fish and saltwater, horse dung, overripe fruits and vegetables spoiling on the tables of the outdoor vendors.

			Just recently, other aromas had settled over our ancient port city as well; like so many others, our town now reeked of blood and sawdust. My stomach grew queasy as we approached the square, where the daily executions drew crowds of hundreds. I fixed my eyes straight ahead, away from the raised platform, away from the tall tower shape hulking under a cloth, its blade wiped clean after that morning’s spectacle.

			
			Instead I turned my eyes out over the horizon, toward the shimmering expanse of aqua-blue Mediterranean, its surface strewn with cargo ships, passenger vessels, and small fishing craft. I blinked against the sunlight and saw the massive stone structure rising up out of the nearby island, the ancient Château d’If—built as a naval fortress centuries ago but now functioning as a revolutionary prison. I felt the bumps rise to my flesh in spite of the warm day and turned away from that squat, impenetrable structure, willing myself not to think of the miserable wretches clinging to life on the other side of those thick stone walls.

			Our port’s other distinguishing structure, the massive Notre Dame de la Garde basilica, rose up behind the city out of the seaside cliffs, like some hulking creature perched atop our rocky shoreline. No, I thought to myself, it’s no longer a basilica. It’s now a structure in the service of the State.

			We had not heard the ringing of Notre Dame’s bells in years, not since a band of revolutionaries stormed the place and climbed its tower, seizing the ancient chimes and boiling them down to make bullets for the revolutionary army.

			“Well now, citizeness.” A gruff-looking man, his leer revealing gaps where teeth had once been, whistled from the other side of the narrow, stinking street. “Lookin’ for something you can’t get in those fancy drawin’ rooms? I gotta blade for you right ’ere.” He made a lewd gesture toward his breeches and I stopped midstep, stunned by the fact that it was me to whom he spoke. Such brazen vulgarity in broad daylight. And how dare he insult a Clary lady in such a way?

			“Ignore him.” Julie paused beside me, one hand clutching the money purse out of sight in the fabric of her skirts, the other hand squeezing my own. “Come. Now.” She picked up our pace, spitting the words under her breath: “Les cochons. Pigs taking over this city.”

			We wove our way through the busy square, past the young girls in white linen bonnets who sold flowers; past the young men who milled around the square’s benches, their loose breeches styled in the practically required sans-culottes mode of the revolutionary patriot, pamphlets and books in their fists as they debated politics; past the tired mothers with dirty faces, their hands lifted and begging for a sou, babies suckling or sleeping on their exposed breasts.

			
			We approached the grand civic building, the Hôtel de Ville, where the tricolor flag of the Republic hung limp on this windless day before the elaborate baroque exterior. A row of tall arched windows flanked a cavernous doorway. My heart lurched in my chest, the enormity of my task slowing my steps. My sister noted my hesitation. “Come now. It’s for Nicolas,” she said, her voice low and determined.

			We crossed the threshold from the bright Place into the government building. City clerks and government bureaucrats buzzed about the massive, high-ceilinged space without noting our entry. The air was cool, the hall filled with a sense of purpose. “Where do we go?” I turned to my sister, immeasurably grateful that she stood beside me. I had been inside this building only a handful of times, always with Papa, never for anything this significant.

			“There?” Julie pointed toward a long queue, where petitioners—apparently from all across the south of France, based on the number of people—stood lined up before a window, a faceless bureaucrat apparently turning the wheels of justice from behind that partition, though it appeared he did so at a crawling pace.

			“We won’t see anyone until Christmas,” I gasped, frowning at the interminable line. “Where is Nicolas?”

			“I don’t know, Desiree,” Julie answered, her voice betraying a hint of frustration—or was it perhaps the same fear I felt? “I know nothing more than you do.”

			“Excuse me?” I turned to a nearby guard who stood before a side exit of the building. He looked at me, offering no reply. I continued: “Our brother has been wrongfully imprisoned, and we are here to post his bail. Would you be so kind as to direct us toward an administrator who sees to prisoner releases?”

			The guard studied me, then Julie, then turned back to me. His mouth spread into a smirk as his eyes traced a clear line down the length of my figure. I clasped my hands in front of my waist, thrown momentarily off-balance by the bald, unmasked desire in his eyes. “You want my help, sweetheart, what’re you going to do to get it?”

			
			My mouth fell open, prompting this guard to snigger. Before I could stammer out a reply, Julie was beside me, her frame rigid in defiance as she declared: “We have means.”

			The guard turned to Julie, amused. “I guessed as much, based on the dresses.” As he spoke, I could smell the sour-wine reek of his breath. “So did Citizen Capet,” he said with a chortle, his street accent coloring the derisive nickname he gave to our dead king. “Fat lotta good it did ’im, eh?” He grunted out a laugh, scratching the groin of his stained trousers with a lone finger. “You’ll wait your turn, citizeness, just like every other free man and woman.” With that, he jerked his stubbled chin toward the long line of petitioners snaking away from the clerk’s window. “Don’t care if you got the fanciest gowns in the building. Just means some guard might want to get rich tearing ’em off your posh skins.”

			“Come, Julie,” I said, tugging on my sister’s hand, regretting that I had sought this brute’s assistance. We shuffled away across the hall, eyes down, our resolve sufficiently battered by the hostile disrespect we’d seen so far.

			“Look at the line,” Julie said, toneless. We walked quickly across the vast interior space, not toward any particular destination—we simply wished to be as far away from that awful man as possible. “It’s as you said, we shall be here for days and no closer to saving Nicolas. He could be tried and executed before we ever reach the clerk.”

			I nodded. I was so disturbed by all of it—by the glimpses of the prison and the church, by the guillotine, by the vulgar man in the street and now this vile guard, but mostly by the length of the line and our utter powerlessness to save Nicolas—that I did not even see the figure in front of me until I’d walked straight into him. Only the bulk of his body against mine plucked me from my troubled musings. “Oh, I am sorry, monsieur. I mean, citizen! I’m sorry. I wasn’t looking where I was going.” I kept my eyes fixed on the floor, fearful that this man might handle me as roughly as the others had.

			His answer was entirely unexpected: “A lady need never apologize.” The man’s tone was completely devoid of hostility; his remark carried no hint of malice or lewdness. I glanced from under the brim of my bonnet up into a broad, unfamiliar smile. The face into which I stared was dark and ruddy, not attractive, but his large eyes appeared kind. The tension in my body slackened, just a bit.

			
			“But then, a lady need never frown nor fret, either, and yet I see that you do both.” His accent sounded foreign—Spanish, perhaps? Though he spoke with the authority of someone in charge, he wore loose breeches and a simple jacket, not an administrative uniform or government robe. The tricolor revolutionary cockade was fixed prominently to his jacket, pinned over his left breast. He stood tall and broad-shouldered, and he appeared older than I was, in his mid- or late twenties. But why did he keep referring to me as a lady, rather than citizeness? And who was he?

			“Joseph di Buonaparte, at your service,” he offered, answering my thoughts. His cap already in hand, he swept it aside with a flourish as he bowed deeply before my sister and then me. “And you are?” His eyes held my own and I saw a glint of good cheer, perhaps even mischief, as he asked the question.

			“Desiree Clary,” I answered, lowering my eyes as I offered a quick curtsy. My sister did the same beside me. “Julie Clary.”

			“Ah, the famed Clary girls?” This man, this Joseph di Buonaparte, repeated our family surname, clasping his hands together. “Daughters of the late Francois Clary? A fine citizen. A man who made this port city rich.”

			Julie and I exchanged a glance, and I could see that she wondered the same thing: Who is this strange man with his easy smiles and his odd accent?

			“But please, you must tell me—what service can I render for the daughters of the late, great Citizen Clary?” he asked, eyes darting from me to Julie, then back to me, where they remained.

			I stood still, temporarily mute in my incredulity. Julie took a step forward. “If you are in earnest, and truly willing to help, citizen…?”

			“A Corsican never offers anything unless he intends to follow through,” he answered. “Unless, of course, he doesn’t wish to. But that is an entirely different matter.” He laughed, his eyes resting on mine, and I nodded, pretending to follow. Well, then, he was Corsican, at least that much I understood—the accent must have been Italian. But why did he speak as if he could actually help us?

			
			“In that case, I shall meet your kindness with candor, sir. Er, citizen.” Julie appeared to trust this strange man’s gregarious manners, and she addressed him frankly as she related the story of Nicolas’s imprisonment, leaving out the detail that Papa, a royalist, had made a generous gift to the crown just before the outbreak of the Revolution. Joseph di Buonaparte nodded knowingly as he listened, the confidence of his bearing not wavering in the slightest, even in the face of Julie’s clear distress.

			When Julie finished, he crossed his arms before his broad chest. Eventually, he nodded. “I understand,” was all he said.

			“We…we would be most grateful if in fact you could help us.” Julie lifted the purse from her pocket, just enough so he could see it. “And we would be happy to demonstrate our gratitude.”

			Joseph cast a look around the massive hall before leaning close and putting his hand on top of Julie’s. The gesture was overly presumptuous, bordering on improper, but there was no hint of lasciviousness or impropriety in it, simply an earnest concern as he said, “Please, Citizeness Clary, put away your purse.”

			Julie hesitated a moment, looking at his hand on hers, before heeding his request. “What you can do—” Joseph said.

			“Anything,” I offered, stepping forward, the hope evident in my tone. Joseph turned to me now as he spoke: “There is a nice café across the square. Why don’t you ladies go and have a seat on the terrace? Order me a glass of something cold. Perhaps even a glass of wine. I promise you that, before this office closes for the day, you shall be walking home with your brother.”

			Julie and I looked from this man, this incomprehensibly kind stranger, toward each other. Was he to be believed?

			Julie, surveying once more the interminable line of petitioners and apparently seeing no option other than to trust this Citizen di Buonaparte, looked from me back to him. “Sir, we put our hope in you. Thank you.”

			“You can thank me once I’ve brought him to you. Nicolas?”

			“Yes, Nicolas Clary,” Julie answered. “He was brought in this morning. We don’t know where he’s being held.”

			“Then I shall find out.” Joseph di Buonaparte nodded, winking once at me. “Now, please, out of here. To the café! There are far too many rogues in this building masquerading as revolutionaries. No place for a pair of ladies.”

			

			[image: ]

			Neither Julie nor I spoke as we sat at a table on the terrace, barely touching our cold lemonades. We were both wondering the same thing, I knew, and there was no need to voice the questions that neither of us could answer: Who was this Joseph di Buonaparte? Did he truly intend to help us? And, if his intentions were indeed to help, was he even capable of doing so?

			The clock in the square marched steadily around the minutes and hours, passing teatime, until suppertime approached. The government offices would be closing soon. I shifted in my seat, my fingers restlessly smudging the sticky moisture that clung to the cup of my untouched drink. I was lost in my thoughts, a sequence of morose musings. I was thinking of Papa on the last days I’d seen him. Weak, in his massive bed, drifting in and out of fretful sleep. Maman huddled beside him, weeping and praying, even though our prayers had been made illegal. I was dreading the walk back home to Maman.

			“By God.” Julie’s voice pulled me from my grim reverie, drawing my attention upward. “Look!” She pointed across the crowded square and I turned in that direction, my eyes darting past pigeons, students, housewives, dirty little children. There, two figures—one broad and tall, the other trim, well-dressed, familiar—emerged from the massive front doorway of the Hôtel de Ville into the early-evening light. They walked purposefully away from the town hall.

			I gasped. “Nicolas!” Both Julie and I were out of our chairs in an instant, scrambling off the terrace to race toward our brother. I was the faster runner and reached him a few paces ahead of Julie. We both gasped for breath as we collapsed into his arms.

			“Girls!” Nicolas welcomed our assault. I laughed, even as tears filled my eyes. “Nicolas, thank God.”

			“No, thank Joseph di Buonaparte,” Nicolas replied, allowing Julie and me to squeeze him a moment longer. People passed by in the square, watching, familiar as they were with daily tears outside the town hall—though such tears of joyful reunions were far less common than the other sort.

			
			“Thank Joseph di Buonaparte indeed,” Julie said, turning to our improbable new benefactor. “But how can we ever?”

			The tall man bowed before us once more, his facial expression seeming to inquire whether we had dared to doubt him. Of course we had. And yet, here stood Nicolas.

			“Are you…free?” I asked, my voice hesitant. I simply wished to take my brother’s hand and pull him away from that building, away from those unseen prison cells, back into the safety of our family’s walled villa.

			“As you see me,” Nicolas answered.

			“Really?” I asked, hardly willing to believe it. “Clear of danger?”

			Nicolas tilted his head toward me. “As clear of danger as anyone in this nation can claim to be.”

			I hugged my brother again and Nicolas allowed it. “And all because it appears that my younger sister has charmed the heart of an important man,” Nicolas whispered into my ear, pulling out of the hug and pinching my cheek. Even had he not pinched my flesh, I have no doubt I would have flushed a shade of deep crimson, for I felt my entire face grow warm at the comment. My younger sister has charmed the heart of an important man. I swallowed, my eyes fixing firmly on the ground, away from the appraising stare of my brother, away from the expectant and eager smile of Joseph di Buonaparte.

			Julie stepped in, mercifully. “It’s more than we dared to hope,” she said, her voice level. “And we insist that we must repay you, sir, for your kindness.”

			“Please, Mademoiselle, er, Citizeness Clary, away with the money purse! You insult my Corsican sense of chivalry.”

			“If not with money,” Nicolas said, “then how?”

			I allowed myself to look up at this and saw Joseph clasp his large hands, glancing from my brother toward me, then back toward Nicolas. Now even he looked slightly sheepish, as he fidgeted with the hat in his grip. “If it’s not too bold…perhaps you might allow me to help you…escort your sisters safely home?”

			
			Nicolas nodded with half a smile, sliding his arm through Julie’s, leaving me unattended. “It would be our pleasure.” Nicolas turned his gaze toward me, his eyebrows lifting. “Isn’t that so, Desi?”

			I stared at my brother, at his expectant expression, and then saw Julie, her own features arranged in a manner in which I could not decipher her thoughts, an uncommon occurrence between us. Then I looked to Joseph; so eager and hopeful was his smile. I did not want the attentions of this bold man—so much older, so very forward—on me, and yet I knew that we were indebted to his kindness, and it was clear what Nicolas expected of me. “Escort us home? Of course. Certainly,” I stammered, breaking eye contact as Joseph strode giddily toward me, extending his thick arm for me to take. Together, the four of us turned our backs on the town hall and the crowded square and started toward home.

			I’d never been escorted home by a man before, other than my brother or my father. At only sixteen, and coming of age as I had during a time of war, I had never been courted. Papa and Nicolas were both far too protective to allow it, and, besides, young men of my class, if not imprisoned or dead, seemed far too busy with politics these days than to waste time on trivial matters like flirtation.

			But now, here I was, walking beside a man I’d known barely a few hours, following behind my newly freed brother as evening draped itself over the narrow streets of Marseille. I blinked, hardly able to understand all that had happened in just half a day. Nicolas and Julie clipped briskly ahead of us, a pace set by my brother, I guessed, in order to grant a bit of discreet distance between our two couples. I was uncomfortable on the arm of this relative stranger, shy and sheltered as I was, and thus grateful for the short distance back to our family’s home. I was also grateful that Joseph babbled away at my side for the entirety of the walk, apparently happy to tell me his thoughts on Corsica and Marseille without any need for my reply. “The city is called Ajaccio,” he said, describing his hometown. “You’ve never heard of it? Ah, but you must see it. Someday. The land! It’s not unlike this. We also overlooked the Mediterranean. But never in my whole life did I see my mother buy olive oil or wine, we had so much of it on our family’s land.”

			
			Ahead of us, Nicolas paused with Julie, turning as we approached the front gate of our home. “Citizen di Buonaparte, you must come in. Mother will insist on meeting my deliverer.”

			Apparently not one to decline any sort of invitation, Joseph assented with a hearty nod. “Indeed! I would like to meet the madame who produced daughters such as these.”

			“Careful, my good man,” Nicolas said, flashing a good-natured smile. “I may owe you my life, but that does not mean I will sit by to witness flagrant flirtation with my sisters.”

			“But I’m Corsican!” Joseph bellowed. “I can’t resist the opportunity to flatter a beautiful woman.” Joseph’s entire frame reverberated with his fulsome laughter, even as he held on to my arm and guided me through the gate onto our property.

			Maman’s joy at Nicolas’s safe return was as excessive as her despair had been earlier in the day. She wrapped her arms around him as if she might never let go. She ordered the footmen to bring us champagne. As the evening outside darkened, she called for the candles to be lit and the French doors thrown open, allowing in the balmy air and the nighttime sounds of the gulls and tree frogs. “A toast,” Maman said, lifting her glass toward the guest in our drawing room. “To a hero for our Clary family,” she said, smiling broadly at Joseph, who was clearly reveling in Maman’s attentions. All I wanted was to finish this glass of champagne, perhaps eat a quick bite of supper, and then slip upstairs with Julie, where we might discuss all that had occurred on this strange day.

			But Maman, overjoyed at having her son home safely, appeared intent on chatting with our visitor, her rare interest in playing the hostess as surprising as it was inconvenient to me. She ordered that our flutes be refilled. “But you have an unfamiliar accent, Citizen di Buonaparte. Are you Italian?”

			“Close, madame,” Joseph answered. “Corsican.”

			“Corsican,” Maman repeated, nodding slowly. “How…novel. I don’t know that I’ve ever met a Corsican.”

			“There aren’t many of us to meet,” Joseph said, his easy, good-natured smile drifting from Maman to Nicolas to Julie, before finally resting on me. “It’s just a small island of grapes and olives, after all. But it’s home. Or at least, it was home.”

			
			“Rather as unstable there in Corsica as we are here, isn’t that so?” Maman asked, ordering yet more champagne for our guest. I fidgeted, stunned by my mother’s loquaciousness, her sudden interest in Corsican politics. Her spirits soared higher this evening than I’d seen them in quite some time—certainly since before Papa’s death, possibly since before the Revolution’s outbreak. Her motives were clear to me: after months of fretting that Papa’s wealth and the favor of the nobility might mean our undoing, she finally believed that we had a protector in this di Buonaparte fellow, and she was giddy with relief. Dogged in her determination to solidify his good favor.

			“Indeed, Madame Clary is not only beautiful, like her daughters, but also well-informed. The island is terribly unstable,” Joseph answered. “And I fear that my family aligned with the wrong side. Hence, we are exiles. France is now home.” Joseph said the last part as if he were trying to convince himself of that fact.

			“Well, Joseph di Buonaparte,” Maman said, her voice warm as she finished off her second glass of champagne, “Corsica’s loss is our most fortunate gain—today you have been our deliverer, and you must allow us to thank you.”

			“Why do the Clarys keep insisting on thanking me? Does no one in France extend a favor without expecting some payment in return?” Joseph laughed at his own remark, and Mother waved a hand as she answered: “Ah, well, we are of the merchant class. You must forgive us our need to settle our accounts.”

			“Well, in that case, if a price is insisted upon,” Joseph said, his smile suddenly turning bashful. “There is one thing.”

			“Please do tell,” Maman said, an eyebrow arched, her entire expression expectant, poised to grant any request. None of us knew how, exactly, Joseph di Buonaparte had come into the power to see to Nicolas’s release, but clearly Maman wished to keep him as a friend.

			“Madame Clary, with your consent, please allow me to call on your daughter Desiree.”

			The entire room fell silent as Mother’s eyes careened toward me, her mouth falling open. Clearly, this was not a favor she had been expecting. But then I saw it—the shifting of her features, the understanding of the opportunity, her surprise turning into an expression of visible delight. Julie shifted in her seat. Maman smiled at me before turning back to our guest. “Of course. You must come again. We insist.”

			
			“Grazie! Then I shall come tomorrow, perhaps at—” but Joseph’s words were cut short, for just then we heard a strange shouting noise. The glass doors that ran the length of the drawing room were opened out onto the terrace and gardens, allowing a man’s shrill voice to float to us indoors. “Come out here, bastardo!” the faceless voice cried from the street, and even though only one of us in the room spoke fluent Italian, we all understood well enough.

			“Goodness.” Mother blanched, looking to our guest, embarrassed. “What a thing to hear. I…I…don’t know what to say. Usually, in this quarter, we don’t suffer the indignities of the mob. Some student, drunk, no doubt.”

			“I know you’re in there, figlio di puttana, you son of a whore!”

			“Heavens!” Mother’s eyes darted from Joseph toward my direction as she grimaced. “Desiree, shut the doors, would you? Nicolas, please have one of the servants inform the gendarmes. Some drunken troublemaker yelling obscenities around the entire neighborhood—it cannot be tolerated.”

			As I crossed the room toward the doors, Joseph lifted a hand and placed it on my arm. “No, wait, please.” He stilled me and then stood, making his way out onto the terrace. There, he did the last thing I expected him to do. He raised his hands and, veins bulging in his neck, yelled out into the dark night: “Bastardo, chiudi la bocca! O ti ucciderò!”

			Maman gasped. Nicolas frowned as Julie and I looked to each other, eyes wide. I had to clasp a hand over my mouth to stop the laughter. Then Joseph turned back to us, flushed, chuckling heartily. “He calls me a bastard, a son of a whore, but the fool doesn’t realize that the same insults then fall on him.”

			Not one of us offered a reply. I could all but hear Maman’s heart clamoring in her breast.

			Joseph chuckled again, his round cheeks flushed. “It’s nothing—only my troublemaker of a brother.”

			
			“Your…your brother?” Maman repeated, her warm, approving smile fading.

			“Yes.” Joseph nodded, replacing his cap on his head as if to leave, apparently unaware of the shock he’d caused. “We don’t call him Il Rabulione for nothing.”

			Nicolas, whose Italian was far better than my own, repeated the nickname. “Il Rabulione. The Rascal?”

			“That’s right,” Joseph said. “Always has been.”

			“Well, then. That’s that.” Maman gestured to Nicolas to see our guest out.

			“The Rascal,” I said, pressing my lips tightly together so as not to laugh at Mother’s pained expression. It really had been quite an unusual day. “And…what’s his real name?” I was impossibly curious about this young man who would stand outside the grand home of perfect strangers, hurling insults over their walls on the hunch that his brother stood inside.

			“His real name is Napoleone,” Joseph answered, turning as he reached the threshold of the room. “Until tomorrow.”

			With that Joseph bowed farewell, and my mother repeated her thanks one final time, but not her invitation for the next day’s visit. Standing in the room now with only my sister and Maman, I turned once more toward the opened glass doors, beyond which darkness covered the gardens. I narrowed my eyes; in the faint glow of evening, I could make out our front gate. There, though almost entirely obscured by shadow, I could just barely detect the outline of a lone figure.

			What an odd name, I thought. What had Joseph said? Napoleone. A most singular name. And, from the sound of it, a singular sort of man, too. I’d never known a Napoleone before.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 3
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			Marseille

			1794

			THE BUONAPARTE BROTHERS WERE TO become a sudden, surprising presence in our lives. Joseph called early the next morning—earlier than expected—and he did not come alone. I sat on the bright terrace finishing my coffee, Julie and Maman at the table with me, when the startled servant appeared and announced our two visitors. Fortunately we were dressed for the day, even if not yet entirely prepared to welcome guests.

			“Very well.” Maman sighed. “Show them in.” Under her breath, she added: “I wish he hadn’t brought that dreadful brother along. And yet, we are to be charm itself, girls. This di Buonaparte fellow, somehow, has the power to keep us safe. We shall not squander that, understood?”

			We rose as the two men entered, offering cordial greetings of welcome. Julie, I noticed, offered an uncharacteristically bright smile toward Joseph. My eyes went with curious interest toward the younger one. Napoleone, Joseph had called him. Il Rabulione. The Rascal.

			“Please, would you join us?” Maman gestured toward two empty chairs.

			“It would be our pleasure.” Joseph nodded as he and his brother accepted. “I am so pleased to find you all looking so well after the events of yesterday. The Clary ladies outshine the Marseille sunlight this morning,” he added with a flourish of his wrist as he removed his cap, the revolutionary cockade visible on its front, just as it was on his brother’s.

			
			I took a moment to survey our visitors: the two Buonaparte brothers were entirely dissimilar in appearance, and, I suspected, in demeanor as well. Joseph was built tall and broad, his wide face spread in an open, straightforward smile. His brother, Napoleone, did not appear to possess the same ease in our company, nor the same general fluidity of manners. He appeared stiff beside Joseph, his short and narrow frame clad in a pristine military uniform. His officer’s coat had a high neck and bright red collar, with freshly shined brass buttons down its front. Like his brother, he had dark hair, but his grew longer, falling on his shoulders, unbrushed, even slightly unkempt. His thin nose gave him the look of a Roman centurion, and his green eyes stared straight ahead, a surly expression with no attempt at a smile.

			While I had no idea of their ages, I guessed that Joseph must be the older of the two. And yet, I noticed as they sat that Joseph seemed to look to his brother as if for cues. It was evident in how Napoleone chose his seat first and Joseph reacted. How Joseph seemed to wait for Napoleone until he sat in his chair.

			I wiped my mouth, my face warming with embarrassment as I surveyed the place before me at the breakfast table with a heightened awareness of how it might appear to our guests: my bowl of coffee had a skin of murky white oil floating across the top from where I had dunked my buttered bread; scraps
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