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Praise for Sepulchre

‘Mosse’s gifts for historical fiction are considerable … Mosse does what good popular historical novelists do best – make the past enticingly otherworldly, while also claiming it as our own’

Independent

‘Ghosts, duels, ill-fated love and conspiracy … addictively readable’

Daily Mail

‘A compulsive, fantastic, historical yarn. Mosse’s skills lie in the precise nature of her storytelling’

Observer

‘Her narrative lyricism, beautifully drawn female characters and deft journey from the past to the present day, are a cut above’

Scotland on Sunday

‘A sure, deft momentum … the secrets begin to slip out thick and fast’

Daily Express

‘The Labyrinth author is back with another brilliantly absorbing story … Richly evocative and full of compelling twists and turns’

Red

‘The latest from the author of bestselling Labyrinth, this adventure will keep you engrossed’

Eve


To my wonderful mother, Barbara Mosse

(1931–2014),

for that first piano

And, as ever, my beloved Greg –

for all things present, past and yet to come
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Although Sepulchre is part of The Languedoc Trilogy, each of the three books – Labyrinth, Sepulchre and Citadel – was written to be read as a stand-alone novel. There are, however, a handful of characters, most notably Audric Baillard, who appear in two or all three stories at different times of their lives and each novel is a love letter to Carcassonne and its history.


SÉPULTURE
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	Si par une nuit lourde et sombre

Un bon chrétien, par charité

Derrière quelque vieux décombre

Enterre votre corps vanté,
	If, one dark, oppressive night,

A Christian, moved by charity,

Should bury your lauded corpse

Behind some ancient ruin,



	A l’heure où les chastes étoiles

Ferment leurs yeux appesantis,

L’araignée y fera ses toiles,

Et la vipère ses petits;
	As the eyes of the chaste stars

Let fall their heavy lids,

The spider will spin its webs there

And the viper lay its eggs;



	Vous entendrez toute l’année

Sur votre tête condamnée

Les cris lamentables des loups
	Season upon season

Your damned head will ring

With the baleful cries



	Et des sorcières faméliques,

Les ébats des vieillards lubriques

Et les complots des noirs filous.
	Of wolves and rawboned witches,

The groans of decrepit lotharios

And conspirators’ dark designs.



	CHARLES BAUDELAIRE, 1857
	TRANSLATION

© MOSSE ASSOCIATES LTD,
2007






L’âme d’autrui est une forêt obscure où il faut marcher avec précaution.

The soul of another is a dark forest in which one must tread carefully.

Letter, 1891
Claude Debussy

The true Tarot is symbolism; it speaks no other language and offers no other signs.

The Pictorial Key to the Tarot, 1910

Arthur Edward Waite


PRELUDE

March 1891
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WEDNESDAY, 25TH MARCH 1891

This story begins in a city of bones. In the alleyways of the dead. In the silent boulevards, promenades and impasses of the Cimetière de Montmartre in Paris, a place inhabited by tombs and stone angels and the loitering ghosts of those forgotten before they are even cold in their graves.

This story begins with the watchers at the gates, with the poor and the desperate of Paris who have come to profit from another’s loss. The gawping beggars and sharp-eyed chiffonniers, the wreath makers and peddlers of ex-voto trinkets, the girls twisting paper flowers, the carriages waiting with black hoods and smeared glass.

This story begins with the pantomime of a burial. A small paid notice in Le Figaro advertised the place and the date and the hour, although few have come. It is a sparse crowd; dark veils and morning coats, polished boots and extravagant umbrellas to shelter from the unseasonable March rain.

Léonie stands beside the open grave with her brother and their mother, her striking face obscured behind black lace. From the priest’s lips fall platitudes, words of absolution that leave all hearts cold and all emotion untouched. Ugly in his unstarched white necktie, his vulgar buckled shoes and greasy complexion, he knows nothing of the lies and threads of deceit that have led to this patch of ground in the 18th arrondissement, on the northern outskirts of Paris.

Léonie’s cheeks are dry. Like the priest, she is ignorant of the events being played out on this wet afternoon. She believes she has come to attend a funeral, the marking of a life cut short. She has come to pay her last respects to her brother’s lover – a woman she never met in life – to support her brother in his grief.

Her eyes are fixed upon the coffin being lowered into the damp earth where the worms and the spiders dwell. If she were to turn quickly now, catching Anatole unawares, she would see the expression upon her beloved brother’s face and puzzle at it. It is not loss that swims in his eyes, but relief.

And because she does not turn, she does not notice the man in a grey top hat and frock coat, sheltering from the rain under the cypress trees in the furthest corner of the cemetery. He cuts a sharp figure, the sort of man to make une belle Parisienne touch her hair and raise her eyes a little beneath her veils. His broad, strong hands, tailored in calfskin gloves, rest perfectly upon the silver head of his mahogany walking stick. They are such hands as might circle a waist, might draw a lover to him, might caress a pale cheek.

He is watching, an expression of great intensity on his face. His pupils are black pinpricks in bright, blue eyes.

The heavy thud of earth on the coffin lid. The priest’s dying words echo in the sombre air.

‘In nomine Patri, et Filii et Spiritus Sancti. Amen. In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Ghost.’

He makes the sign of the cross, then walks away.

Amen. So be it.

Léonie lets fall her flower, picked freshly in the Parc Monceau this morning: a rose for remembrance. The bloom spirals down, down through the chill air, a flash of white slowly slipping from her black-gloved fingers.

Let the dead rest. Let the dead sleep.

The rain is falling more heavily. Beyond the high wrought-iron gates of the cemetery, the roofs, spires and domes of Paris are shrouded in a silver mist. It muffles the sounds of the rattling carriages in the boulevard de Clichy and the distant shrieks of the trains pulling out from the Gare Saint-Lazare.

The mourning party turns to depart the graveside. Léonie touches her brother’s arm. He pats her hand, lowers his head. As they walk out of the cemetery, more than anything, Léonie hopes that this may be an end to it. That, after the last dismal months of persecution and tragedy, they might put it all behind them.

That they might step out from the shadows and begin to live again.

But now, many hundreds of miles to the south of Paris, something is stirring.

A reaction, a connection, a consequence. In the ancient beech woods above the fashionable spa town of Rennes-les-Bains, a breath of wind lifts the leaves. Music heard, but not heard.

Enfin.

The word is breathed on the wind. At last.

Compelled by the act of an innocent girl in a graveyard in Paris, something is moving within the stone sepulchre. Long forgotten in the tangled and overgrown alleyways of the Domaine de la Cade, something is waking. To the casual observer it would appear no more than a trick of the light in the fading afternoon, but for a fleeting instant, the plaster statues appear to breathe, to move, to sigh.

And the portraits on the cards that lie buried beneath the earth and stone, where the river runs dry, momentarily seem to be alive. Fleeting figures, impressions, shades – not yet more than that. A suggestion, an illusion, a promise. The refraction of light, the movement of air beneath the turn of the stone stair. The inescapable relationship between place and moment.

For, in truth, this story begins not with bones in a Parisian graveyard, but with a deck of cards.

The Devil’s Picture Book.


PART I

Paris
September 1891
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CHAPTER 1
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PARIS
WEDNESDAY, 16TH SEPTEMBER 1891

Léonie Vernier stood on the steps of the Palais Garnier, clutching her chatelaine bag and tapping her foot impatiently.

Where is he?

Dusk cloaked the place de l’Opéra in a silky blue light.

Léonie frowned. It was quite maddening. For almost one hour she had waited for her brother at the agreed rendezvous, beneath the impassive bronze gaze of the statues that graced the roof of the opera house. She had endured impertinent looks. She had watched the fiacres come and go, private carriages with their hoods up, public conveyances open to the elements, four-wheelers, gigs, all disembarking their passengers. A sea of black silk top hats and fine evening gowns from the showrooms of Maison Léoty and Charles Worth. It was an elegant first-night audience, a sophisticated crowd come to see and be seen.

But no Anatole.

Once, Léonie thought she spied him. A gentleman of her brother’s bearing and proportions, tall and broad, and with the same measured step. From a distance, she even imagined his shining brown eyes and fine moustache and raised her hand to wave. But then the man turned and she saw it was not he.

Léonie returned her gaze to the avenue de l’Opéra. It stretched diagonally all the way down to the Palais du Louvre, a remnant of fragile monarchy from when a nervous French king sought a safe and direct route to his evening’s entertainment. The lanterns twinkled in the dusk, and squares of warm light spilled out through the lighted windows of the cafés and bars. The gas jets spat and spluttered.

Around her, the air was filled with the sounds of a city at dusk, as day gave way to night. Entre chien et loup. The clink of harness and wheels on the busy streets. The song of distant birds in the trees in the boulevard des Capucines. The raucous cries of hawkers and ostlers, the sweeter tones of the girls selling artificial flowers on the steps of the Opéra, the high-pitched shouts of the boys who, for a sou, would blacken and shine a gentleman’s shoes.

Another omnibus passed between Léonie and the magnificent façade of the Palais Garnier on its way to the boulevard Haussmann, the conductor whistling on the upper deck as he punched tickets. An intoxicated soldier with a Tonquin medal pinned to his breast stumbled back and forth, singing an old army song. Léonie even saw a clown with a whitened face under his black domino felt cap, his costume covered with gold spangles.

How could he leave me waiting?

The bells began to ring out for evensong, the plangent tones echoing across the cobbles. From Saint-Gervais or another church nearby?

Léonie could delay no longer. If she wished to hear Monsieur Wagner’s Lohengrin, then she must take her courage in both hands and go in alone.

Could she?

Although without an escort, by good fortune she was in possession of her own ticket.

But dare she?

She considered. It was the Parisian premiere. Why should she be deprived of such an experience because of Anatole’s poor timekeeping?

Inside the opera house, the magnificent chandeliers glittered. It was all light and elegance, an occasion not to be missed.

Léonie made her decision. She ran up the steps, through the glass doors, and joined the crowd.

The warning bell was ringing. Two minutes until curtain up.

In a flash of petticoat and silk stockings, Léonie dashed across the marble expanse of the Grand Foyer, attracting approbation and admiration in equal measure. At seventeen, she was on the verge of becoming a great beauty, no longer a child, yet retaining a glimmer of the girl she had been. She was fortunate to have the fashionable good features and nostalgic colouring held in high regard by Monsieur Moreau and his Pre-Raphaelite friends.

But her looks were misleading. Léonie was determined rather than obedient, bold rather than modest, a girl of contemporary passions, not a demure medieval damsel. Indeed, Anatole teased that while she appeared the very portrait of Rossetti’s La Damoiselle élue, she was in point of fact her mirror image. Of the four elements, Léonie was fire, not water; earth, not air.

Now, her alabaster cheeks were flushed. Thick ringlets of copper hair had come loose from their combs and tumbled down over bare shoulders. Her green eyes, framed by long auburn lashes, flashed with anger.

He gave his word that he would not be late.

Clutching her evening bag in one hand, as if it was a shield, the skirts of her green silk satin gown in the other, Léonie hurtled across the gleaming floor, paying no heed to the disapproving stares of matrons and widows. The faux pearls and silver beads on the fringe of her dress clipped against the steps as she rushed through the rose marble columns, the gilded statues and the friezes, towards the sweeping Grand Escalier. Confined in her corset, her breath came ragged and her heart pumped like a metronome set too fast.

Ahead, she could see the flunkeys moving to secure the doors into the Grande Salle. With a final spurt of energy, Léonie propelled herself forward to the entrance.

‘Voilà,’ she said, thrusting her ticket at the usher. ‘Mon frère va arriver …’

He stepped aside and permitted her to pass.

After the echoing caverns of the Grand Foyer, the auditorium was particularly quiet. Filled with hushed murmurings, words of salutation, enquiries after health and family, all half swallowed by the thick carpets and row upon row of red velvet seats.

The familiar flights of woodwind and brass, scales and arpeggios and fragments of the opera, increasingly loud, issued up from the orchestra pit like trails of autumn smoke.

Léonie composed herself and smoothed her gown. A new purchase, delivered from La Samaritaine this afternoon, it was still stiff from lack of wear. She pulled her long green gloves up above her elbows, so that no more than a sliver of bare skin could be seen, then walked down through the stalls towards the stage.

Their seats were in the front row, two of the best in the house, courtesy of Anatole’s composer friend and their neighbour, Achille Debussy. To left and right, as she passed, were lines of black top hats and feathered headdresses and fluttering sequined fans. Choleric faces of red and purple, heavily powdered dowagers with set white hair. She returned every look with a cordial smile, a slight tilt of the head.

There is a strange intensity in the atmosphere.

Léonie’s gaze sharpened. The further she went into the Grande Salle, the clearer it became that something was amiss. There was a watchfulness in the faces, something simmering only just beneath the surface.

She felt a prickling at the base of her neck. The audience was on its guard. She saw it in the darting glances and mistrustful expressions on every other face.

Don’t be absurd.

Léonie had a faint memory of a newspaper article read aloud at the supper table by Anatole about protests against the presentation in Paris of works of Prussian artists. But this was the Palais Garnier, not some secluded alleyway in Clichy or Montmartre.

What could happen at the Opéra?

Léonie picked her way through the forest of knees and gowns along the row and with a sense of relief sat down in her seat. She took a moment to compose herself and then glanced at her neighbours. To her left were a heavily jewelled matron and her elderly husband, his watery eyes all but obscured beneath bushy white brows. To her right, with Anatole’s empty seat making a barrier between them like a country ditch, sat four scowling and bearded men of middle years with sour expressions, each set of hands resting upon undistinguished boxwood walking sticks. There was something rather unnerving about the way they sat in silence, facing forward, an expression of intense concentration upon their faces.

It passed through Léonie’s mind how singular it was that they should all be wearing leather gloves, and how uncomfortably hot they must be. Then one turned his head and stared at her. Léonie blushed and, fixing her eyes front, admired instead the magnificent trompe l’oeil curtains, which hung in folds of crimson and gold from the top of the proscenium arch to the wooden surface of the stage.

Maybe he is not late. What if some ill has befallen him?

Léonie shook her head at this new and unwelcome thought.

She pulled her fan from her bag and flicked it open with a snap. However much she might wish to make excuses for her brother, it was more likely to be a matter of poor timekeeping.

As so often these days.

Indeed, since the dismal events in the Cimetière de Montmartre, Anatole had been even less reliable than usual. Léonie frowned at how, yet again, the memory slip-ped back into her mind. The day haunted her. She relived it endlessly.

In March, she had hoped it was all over and done with, but his behaviour was still erratic. Often, he disappeared for days on end, returning at odd hours of the night, avoiding many of his friends and acquaintances and throwing himself instead into his work.

But tonight he promised he would not be late.

The chef d’orchestre walked onto the rostrum, scattering Léonie’s thoughts. A round of applause filled the auditorium, like a volley of gunfire, sudden and intense. Léonie clapped with vigour and enthusiasm, all the stronger for her anxious state. The quartet of gentlemen beside her did not move. Their hands remained motionless, perched on their cheap, ugly walking sticks. She threw them a look, thinking them discourteous and boorish and wondering why they would even bother to come if they were determined not to appreciate the music. And she wished, although it irritated her to acknowledge such nerves, that she was not sitting so very close to them.

The conductor bowed deeply, then turned to face the stage.

The applause faded. Silence fell over the Grande Salle. He tapped his baton upon his wooden stand. The blue jets of gaslight in the auditorium spluttered and flickered, then dimmed. The atmosphere became charged with promise. Every eye was upon the chef d’orchestre. The players straightened their backs, lifted their bows, raised instruments to their lips.

The chef raised his baton. Léonie caught her breath as the opening chords of Monsieur Wagner’s Lohengrin filled the palatial spaces of the Palais Garnier.

The seat beside her remained empty.
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CHAPTER 2

[image: image]

The whistling and catcalling began almost immediately in the higher tiers. At first, the majority of the audience paid no heed to the disturbance. But then it became more obtrusive, louder. Voices were heard in the circle and from the stalls also.

Léonie could not quite make out what the protesters were saying.

She kept her eyes fixed resolutely on the orchestra pit and attempted to ignore each new hiss or whisper. But as the Overture continued, an increasing restlessness stirred through the auditorium from top to bottom, sly and insidious. Unable to hold her tongue any longer, Léonie leaned over to her neighbour.

‘Who are these people?’ she whispered.

The dowager frowned at the interruption but answered all the same.

‘They call themselves the abonnés,’ she replied, behind her fan. ‘They oppose the performance of any but French composers. Musical patriots, they would claim. In principle, I have some sympathy, but this is not the way to go about things.’

Léonie nodded her thanks and sat back in her seat, reassured by the woman’s matter-of-fact manner, though the disturbance seemed only to be growing.

The closing bars of the Overture had barely faded when the protest commenced in earnest. As the curtain rose on a scene of a chorus of tenth-century Teutonic Knights standing on the banks of an ancient river in Antwerp, a louder commotion began in the upper dress circle. A group of eight or nine men leapt to their feet in a cacophony of whistling and booing and slow hand-clapping. A wave of disapproval washed along the rows of the stalls, the upper tiers, countered by other outbursts of objection. Then taunting from the protesters, a chant that at first Léonie could not properly distinguish. A crescendo of noise, and it became unmistakable.

‘Boche! Boche!’

The protest had reached the ears of the singers. Léonie saw darting glances pass between the chorus and principals, alarm writ large on every face.

‘Boche! Boche! Boche!’

While not wishing the performance to be disrupted, Léonie could not deny it was exciting. She was witnessing the sort of event that in usual circumstances she only heard about in the pages of Anatole’s Le Figaro.

For, in truth, Léonie was thoroughly bored by the restrictions of her daily existence, the ennui of accompanying Maman to dull afternoon soirées at the drab town houses of distant relations and former comrades of her father. Having to make painful small talk with her mother’s current friend, an old military man who treated Léonie as if she was still in short skirts.

What a story I shall have to tell Anatole.

But the mood of the protest was changing.

The cast, pale and uncertain beneath their heavy stage make-up, continued to sing. Indeed, they did not falter until the first missile was thrown onto the stage. A bottle, narrowly missing the bass taking the role of King Heinrich.

For an instant, it seemed as if the orchestra must have stopped playing, so deep and suspended was the silence. The audience appeared to be holding its collective breath as the glass spun, as if in slow motion, catching the harsh limelight. Then it hit the canvas scenery with a thump, fell and rolled back into the pit.

The real world rushed back. Pandemonium broke loose, on stage and off. There was an upsurge of noise. Then a second missile soared over the heads of the stupefied audience, bursting on contact with the stage. A woman in the front row screamed and covered her mouth as a foul stench filtered out over the stalls.

‘Boche! Boche! Boche!’

The smile faded from Léonie’s face. She felt sick to her stomach. This was ugly, frightening, not an adventure at all.

The quartet to her left suddenly leapt to their feet as one and began to clap, perfectly in time, slowly at first, baying like animals. Their faces were cruel as they chanted their anti-Prussian leitmotif, now taken up in every corner of the auditorium.

‘In God’s name, sit down, man!’

A heavily bearded and bespectacled gentleman, with the sallow complexion of one who spent his time with inkwell and wax and papers, tapped one of the protesters on the back with his programme.

‘This is neither the time nor the place. Be seated!’

‘No, indeed,’ agreed his companion. ‘Sit down!’

The protester turned and delivered a glancing blow across the man’s knuckles with his stick. Léonie gasped. Taken by surprise, the man howled and dropped his programme. His companion leapt to his feet as beads of blood sprang up along the line of the wound. He attempted to grab hold of the protester’s weapon, seeing now that there was a metal pin deliberately lodged in the head, but rough hands pushed him back, and he fell.

The conductor attempted to keep the orchestra to time, but the players were throwing fearful glances all around and the tempo grew ragged and uneven, at once too fast and too slow. Backstage, a decision had been taken. Stagehands in their blacks, their sleeves rolled to the elbows, swarmed from the wings and began to usher the singers out of the direct line of fire. The musicians began to pack up their instruments.

The management attempted to drop the curtain. The weights clanged as they flew up too fast. The heavy material tumbled through the air, then caught on a piece of scenery and stuck.

The shouting intensified.

The exodus began from the private boxes. In a flurry of feathers and gold and silk, the bourgeoisie made hurried exits. The rows behind Léonie were also emptying into the aisles. From every part of the Grande Salle, she heard seats snapping shut. At the exits, the rattle of the brass rings on their rails as the heavy velvet curtains were pulled roughly open.

But the protesters had not yet achieved their goal of stopping the performance. More missiles were hurled at the stage. Bottles, stones and bricks, rotting fruit. The orchestra evacuated the pit, snatching up precious music and bows and instrument cases, shoving through the obstacles of chairs and wooden stands to exit under the stage.

At last, through the half-gap in the curtain, the theatre manager appeared on stage to appeal for calm. He was sweating and dabbed at his face with a grey handkerchief.

‘Mesdames, messieurs, s’il vous plaît. S’il vous plaît!’

He was a substantial man, but neither his voice nor his manner commanded authority. Léonie saw how wild his eyes were, as he flapped his arms and attempted to impose some sort of order upon the mounting chaos.

It was too little, too late.

Another missile was thrown, this time not a bottle nor some acquired object, but a piece of wood with nails embedded in it. The manager was struck above the eye. He staggered back, clutching his face with his hand. Blood seeped through his fingers from the wound, and he fell sideways, crumpling like a child’s rag doll to the surface of the stage.

At this last sight, Léonie’s courage finally deserted her.

I must get out.

Terrified now, she threw desperate glances around the auditorium, but she was trapped, hemmed in by the mob behind her and to the side, and by the violence in front. Léonie clutched at the backs of the seats, supposing she might escape by scaling the rows, but when she tried to move, she discovered the beaded hem of her dress had caught in the metal bolts beneath her seat. With increasingly desperate fingers, she bent down and tried to pull, to tear herself free.

Now, a new cry of protest filtered through the auditorium.

‘À bas! À bas!’

She looked up.

What now? The cry was taken up from every corner of the auditorium.

‘À bas. À l’attaque!’

Like crusaders besieging a castle, the protesters surged forward, waving sticks and cudgels. Here and there, the glint of a blade. With a shudder, Léonie realised the protesters meant to storm the stage and that she was directly in their path.

Hysteria swept through the auditorium. Lawyers and newspapermen, painters and scholars, bankers and civil servants, courtesans and wives, all stampeding towards the doors in their desperation to escape.

Sauvez qui peut. Every man for himself.

The nationalists moved on the stage. With military precision, they marched forward from every section of the auditorium, vaulting seats and rails, swarming over the orchestra pit and up onto the boards. Léonie pulled at her dress, harder, harder, until, with a ripping of material, she freed herself.

‘Boche! Alsace française! Lorraine française!’

The protesters were tearing down the backcloth, kicking over the scenery. Painted trees and water and rocks and stones, the imaginary soldiers of the tenth century destroyed by a very real nineteenth-century mob. The stage became littered with splintered wood, torn canvas and dust as the world of Lohengrin fell in the battle.

At last, resistance was mustered. A cohort of idealistic young men and veterans of past campaigns came together in the stalls and pursued the nationalists to the stage. The pass door separating the auditorium from the back of house was breached. They charged into the wings and joined forces with the opera-house stage crew, who were advancing upon the anti-Prussian nationalists between the flats and the scenery dock.

Léonie watched, appalled yet transfixed by the spectacle. A handsome man, not much more than a boy, in a borrowed evening suit too big for him and with a long, waxed moustache, launched himself on the ringleader of the protesters. Hurling his arms around the man’s throat, he attempted to pull him down, but found himself on the ground instead. He shrieked in pain as a steel-capped boot drove into his stomach.

‘Vive la France! À bas.’

Bloodlust had taken hold. Léonie could see eyes wide with excitement, with frenzy, as the violence escalated.

‘S’il vous plaît,’ she cried in desperation, but no one could hear and there was still no way through for her.

Léonie shrank back as another stagehand was thrown from the stage. His body somersaulted over the abandoned orchestra pit and was caught on the brass rail. His arm and shoulder hung loose, twisted. His eyes remained open.

You must move back. Get back.

Not more than five feet from where she stood, frozen to the spot, a man was crawling on hands and knees, his waistcoat and jacket trailing open. He left a smear of bloody handprints upon the wooden boards of the stage.

Léonie tried to call out a warning, but shock stole her voice. Down the weapon came. Made contact. The man slipped, falling heavily on his side. He looked up at his attacker, saw the knife and threw up his hand to protect himself as the blade came down. He howled as the knife was withdrawn and plunged again, deep into his chest.

The man’s body jerked and twitched like a puppet in the kiosk on the Champs-Élysées, his arms and legs flailing, then was still.

Léonie realised she was crying. Then fear rushed back fiercer than ever.

‘S’il vous plaît,’ she shouted, ‘let me pass.’

She attempted to push through with her shoulders, but she was too small, too light. A mass of people stood between her and the exit, and the central aisle was now blockaded with crimson cushions. Beneath the stage, the gas jets had sent sparks showering down onto the sheets of music left abandoned and lying on the ground. A splutter of orange, a hiss of yellow, then a billowing as the wooden underside of the stage began to glow.

‘Au feu! Au feu!’

At this, a new level of panic swept through the auditorium. The memory of the inferno that had torn through the Opéra-Comique four years ago, killing more than eighty, took hold.

‘Let me through!’ Léonie shouted. ‘I beg you.’

No one heeded her. The floor beneath her feet was carpeted with abandoned programmes and feather headdresses, lorgnettes and opera glasses.

Léonie could see nothing but elbows and the bare backs of heads, yet she kept moving forward, inch by painful inch, succeeding in putting a little distance between herself and the worst of the fighting, from the smouldering fire.

Then, at her side, she felt an elderly lady stumble and begin to fall.

Afraid she might be trampled, Léonie shot out her hand and caught hold of the woman’s elbow. Beneath the starched fabric, she found herself gripping a spindly arm.

‘I wished only to hear the music,’ the woman was weeping. ‘German, French, it matters nothing to me. That we should see such sights in our times. That it should come again.’

Léonie stumbled forward, taking the entire weight of the old lady, staggering towards the exit. The burden seemed to become greater with every step. The woman was slipping into unconsciousness.

‘Not much further,’ Léonie cried. ‘Please try, please’ – anything to keep the old woman upon her feet. ‘We are nearly at the doors. Nearly safe.’

At last, she glimpsed the familiar livery of a flunkey.

‘Mais aidez-moi, bon Dieu!’ she shouted. ‘Par ici. Vite!’

The usher obeyed at once. Without a word, he relieved Léonie of her charge, sweeping the old lady up into his arms and carrying her out into the Grand Foyer.

Léonie’s legs buckled, exhausted, but she forced herself on. Only a few steps more.

Suddenly a hand grabbed her wrist.

‘No,’ she cried. ‘No!’

She would not let herself be trapped inside with the fire and the mob and the barricades. Léonie struck out blindly but connected only with air.
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CHAPTER 3
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‘Léonie, c’est moi. Léonie!’

A man’s voice, familiar and reassuring. And the smell of sandalwood hair oil and Turkish tobacco.

Anatole? Here?

And now strong hands were circling her waist and lifting her up out of the crowd.

Léonie opened her eyes. ‘Anatole!’ she cried, throwing her arms around his neck. ‘Where have you been? How could you!’ Her embrace turned to attack, as she pummelled his chest with furious fists. ‘I waited and waited, yet you did not come. How could you leave me to—’

‘I know,’ he replied. ‘And you have every right to rebuke me, but not now.’ Her anger left her as quickly as it had come. She let her head fall forward onto her big brother’s chest.

‘I saw—’

‘I know, petite,’ he said softly, running his hand over her dishevelled hair, ‘but the soldiers are outside already. We must leave or risk being caught up in the fighting.’

‘Such hatred in their faces, Anatole. They destroyed everything. Did you see?’ Léonie felt panic building inside her. ‘With their bare hands, they—’

‘You can tell me later,’ he said sharply, ‘but now we must get away from here. Vas-y.’

Léonie came back to her senses. She took a deep breath, wanting to be brave.

‘Good girl,’ he said, seeing the determination return to her eyes. ‘Quick now!’

Anatole used his height and strength to forge a path through the mass of bodies fleeing the auditorium.

They emerged through the velvet curtains into the chaos. Hand in hand, they ran along the balconies, then down the Grand Escalier. Slipping, but never quite losing their footing, they reached the glazed doors and were out into the place de l’Opéra.

Instantly, behind them, came the sound of glass breaking.

‘Léonie, this way!’

If she had thought the scenes inside the Grande Salle impossible, on the streets outside it was worse. The nationalist protesters, the abonnés, had taken possession of the steps of the Palais Garnier too. Armed with sticks and bottles and knives, they stood in lines three deep, waiting and chanting. Below, in the place de l’Opéra itself, rows of soldiers in short red jackets and gold helmets knelt with rifles trained on the protesters, hoping for the command to fire.

‘There are so many of them,’ she wailed.

Anatole pulled her through the crowds in front of the baroque façade of the Palais Garnier. He reached the corner, and then turned right into rue Scribe, out of the direct line of fire. They were carried along for almost a block by the mass of people, their fingers laced tight so as not to be separated from one another, borne like flotsam on a fast-flowing river.

But for a moment, Léonie felt herself safe. She was with Anatole.

Then the sound of a single shot from a rifle. The tide of people halted briefly, then, as if in one single movement, pushed once more. Léonie could feel her slippers coming unfastened from her feet and was aware of men’s boots snapping at her ankles. She struggled to keep her balance. A volley of bullets erupted behind them. The only fixed point was Anatole’s hand.

‘Don’t let go,’ she cried.

Behind them, an explosion ripped through the air. The pavement shuddered. Léonie, half twisting around, saw the dirty mushroom of smoke, grey against the city sky, rising up from the direction of the place de l’Opéra. A second blast reverberated up through the pavement. The air around them seemed first to solidify, then fold in on itself.

‘Des canons! Ils tirent!’

‘Non, non, c’est des pétards.’

Léonie grasped Anatole’s hand more tightly. They surged forward, no sense of where they would end up, no sense of time, driven only by an animal instinct that told them not to stop, not until the noise and the blood and the dust were far behind.

Léonie felt her limbs tire as fatigue took hold, but she kept running, running, until she could go no further. Little by little, the crowd thinned, until at last they found themselves in a quiet street, far removed from the fighting and the explosions and the barrels of the guns. Her legs were weak and her skin flushed and damp with the night.

Coming to a halt, Léonie reached out with a hand to steady herself. Her heart was thudding feverishly. The blood was hammering in her ears, heavy and loud.

Anatole stopped too, leaning back against the wall. Léonie sagged against him and felt his arms go protectively around her shoulders. She gulped at the night air, trying to regain her breath, then pulled off her stained gloves, discoloured by soot, and let them drop to the pavement.

Anatole smoothed his fingers through the thick black hair that had fallen down over his high forehead and sharp cheekbones. He too was breathing hard, despite the hours he spent training in the fencing halls.

Extraordinarily, he seemed to be smiling.

For a while, neither spoke. The only sound was the rise and fall of their breath, clouds of white in the cool September evening. At last, Léonie drew herself up.

‘Why were you late?’ she demanded, fear making her petulant.

Anatole stared at her in disbelief; then he started to laugh, softly at first, then more loudly, struggling to speak.

‘You would scold me, petite, even at such a moment?’

Léonie fixed him with a look but quickly felt the corners of her own mouth starting to twitch. A giggle burst out of her, then another, until she too was shaking with laughter and the tears were rolling down her grimy cheeks.

Anatole removed his evening jacket and draped it across her bare shoulders.

‘You are really the most extraordinary creature,’ he said. ‘Quite extraordinary!’

Léonie contrasted her dishevelled state with his elegance. She glanced down at her tattered green gown. The hem hung loose like a train behind her, and the remaining glass beads were chipped and hanging by a thread. Despite their headlong flight through the streets of Paris, Anatole looked all but immaculate. His shirtsleeves were white and crisp, the tips of his collar still starched and upright, his blue dress waistcoat unmarked.

He stepped back and looked up to read the sign on the wall.

‘Rue de Caumartin,’ he said. ‘Excellent. Supper? You are hungry, I suppose?’

‘Ravenous.’

‘I know a café not far from here. Downstairs is popular with the performers, and their admirers, from the cabaret La Grande-Pinte, but there are respectable private rooms on the first floor. Does that sound acceptable?’

Léonie beamed with delight. ‘Perfectly so.’

He smiled. ‘That’s settled then. And for once, I shall keep you out late, well past a reasonable bedtime.’ He grinned. ‘I dare not deliver you home to Maman in such a state. She would never forgive me.’
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CHAPTER 4
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Marguerite Vernier disembarked from the fiacre at the corner of the rue Cambon and the rue Sainte-Honoré, accompanied by General Georges Du Pont.

While her escort settled the fare, she pulled her stole around her against the chill of the evening and smiled with satisfaction. Voisin’s was the best restaurant in town, the famous windows curtained, as ever, with the finest Brittany lace. It was a measure of Du Pont’s growing regard for her that he had brought her here.

Arm in arm, they walked inside. They were greeted by discreet conversation. Marguerite felt Georges puff out his chest and raise his head a little higher, aware that every man in the room was jealous of him. She squeezed his arm and felt him return the gesture, a reminder of how they had passed the last two hours. He turned a proprietorial look upon her. Marguerite granted him a gentle smile, then parted her lips slightly, enjoying the way he coloured from beneath his collar to the tips of his ears. It was her mouth – her generous smile and her full lips – that elevated her beauty. It carried both promise and invitation.

His hand went to his neck and he pulled at his stiff white collar, loosening his black tie. Dignified and entirely proper, his evening jacket was skilfully cut to disguise the fact that, at sixty, he was no longer quite the physical specimen he had been in his army heyday. In his buttonhole were threads of coloured ribbon signifying the medals he had gained at Sedan and Metz. Rather than a waistcoat, which might have accentuated his prominent stomach, he wore instead a dark crimson cummerbund. Grey-haired and with a full and bushy cropped moustache, Georges was a diplomat now, formal and sober, and wished the world to know it.

To please him, Marguerite had dressed modestly in a purple silk moiré dinner dress with silver trim and beads. The arms were full, drawing attention all the more to the tapered waist and full skirts. The neck was high, allowing no more than the slightest hint of skin, although on Marguerite this made the outfit all the more provocative. Her dark hair was twisted artfully in a chignon, with a single spray of purple feathers, showing to best advantage her slim, white neck.

Every bored matron and upholstered wife in the restaurant stared with dislike and envy, the more so because Marguerite was in her middle forties rather than in the first flush of youth. The combination of her beauty and figure, matched with the lack of a ring on her finger, offended their sense of fairness and propriety. Was it right that such a liaison should be flaunted in such a place as Voisin’s?

The proprietor, grey-headed and as distinguished-looking as his clientele, swept forward to greet Georges. General Du Pont was a customer of long standing, who ordered the best champagne and tipped generously. But he had been a less than frequent visitor of late. Clearly, the owner feared they had lost his custom to the Café Paillard or the Café Anglais.

‘Monsieur, it is a great pleasure to welcome you once more. We surmised that perhaps you had received a post-ing abroad.’

Georges looked thoroughly embarrassed. So strait-laced, Marguerite thought, although she did not dislike him for it. He had better manners, and was simpler in his needs, than many men she had known.

‘The fault is entirely mine,’ she said. ‘I have been keeping him to myself.’

The proprietor laughed. He clicked his fingers. While the cloakroom attendant relieved Marguerite of her stole and Georges of his walking stick, the men exchanged courtesies, talking of the weather and the current situation in Algeria. There were rumours of an anti-Prussian demonstration.

Marguerite allowed her thoughts to drift away. She cast her eyes over the famous show table of the finest fruit. It was too late for strawberries, of course, and, in any case, Georges preferred to retire early, so it was unlikely he would wish to remain for dessert.

Marguerite expertly stifled a sigh while the men concluded their business. Despite the fact that every table around them was occupied, there was a sense of peace and quiet comfort. Her son would dismiss the place as dull and old-fashioned, but she, who too often had been on the outside of such establishments looking in, found it delightful and an indication of the measure of security she had found with Du Pont’s patronage.

The conversation over, the proprietor raised his hand. The maître d’ stepped forward and led them through the candlelit room to a superior table in an alcove, not overlooked by any other diners and a long way from the swinging doors of the kitchen. Marguerite noticed the man was perspiring, his top lip glistening beneath his cropped moustache, and wondered what it really was that Georges did at the embassy that meant that his good opinion was so very important.

‘Monsieur, Madame, an aperitif to start?’ asked the wine waiter.

Georges looked across at Marguerite. ‘Champagne?’

‘That would be perfectly delightful, yes.’

‘A bottle of Cristal,’ he said, leaning back in his chair as if to spare Marguerite the vulgar knowledge of hearing that he had ordered the best in the house.

As soon as the maître d’ had gone, Marguerite moved her feet to touch Du Pont’s beneath the table and again had the pleasure of seeing him start, then shift on his chair.

‘Marguerite, really,’ he said, although his protest carried no conviction.

She slipped her foot from her slipper and rested it lightly against him. She could feel the seam of his dress trousers through her gossamer-thin stocking.

‘They have the best cellar of red wines in Paris,’ he said gruffly, as if he needed to clear his throat. ‘Burgundies, Bordeaux, all arranged in their proper precedence – the wines from the great vineyards first and the rest in their correct order down to the merest bourgeois tipple.’

Marguerite disliked red wine, which gave her terrible headaches, and preferred champagne, but she was resigned to drinking whatever Georges put in front of her.

‘You are very clever, Georges.’ She paused, then looked around. ‘And to find us a table. It is so busy for a Wednesday evening.’

‘It’s just a matter of knowing to whom to talk,’ he said, although she could see he was pleased with the flattery. ‘You have not dined here before?’

Marguerite shook her head. Meticulous, detailed, pedantic, Georges gathered facts and liked to parade his knowledge. She, of course, like every other Parisian, knew the history of Voisin’s, but was prepared to pretend she did not. During the painful months of the Commune, the restaurant had witnessed some of the most violent of the altercations between the Communards and the government forces. Where now fiacres and two-wheelers waited to ferry customers from one side of Paris to the other, twenty years ago had stood the barricades: iron bedsteads, upturned wooden carts, pallets and munitions boxes. She, with her husband – her wonderful, heroic Leo – had stood on those barricades, for a brief and glorious moment united as equal partners against the ruling class.

‘After Louis-Napoleon’s shameful failure at the Battle of Sedan,’ wheezed Georges, ‘the Prussians marched upon Paris.’

‘Yes,’ she murmured, wondering not for the first time how young he thought she was that he should give her a history lesson of events she had witnessed at first hand.

‘As the siege and bombardment deepened, of course there were food shortages. It was the only way to teach those Communards a lesson. It meant, however, that many of the better restaurants could not open. Not enough food, you see. Sparrows, cats, dogs – not a creature to be seen on the streets of Paris that was not fair game. Even the animals from the zoo were slaughtered for meat.’

Marguerite smiled encouragement.

‘So what do you think Voisin’s offered on their menu that night?’

‘I cannot imagine,’ she said, wide-eyed with perfectly judged innocence. ‘Indeed, I hardly dare to. Snake, perhaps?’

‘No,’ he said, with a satisfied bark of laughter. ‘Guess again.’

‘Oh, I cannot say, Georges. Crocodile?’

‘Elephant,’ he said triumphantly. ‘A dish concocted from the trunks of elephants. I ask you. Wonderful, really. Quite wonderful. Shows marvellous spirit, don’t you think?’

‘Oh yes,’ Marguerite agreed, and she laughed too, although her memory of the summer of 1871 was somewhat different. Weeks of starvation, trying to fight, to support her wild, idealistic, passionate husband, at the same time as finding enough food for their beloved Anatole. Coarse brown bread and chestnuts and berries stolen at night from the fruit bushes in the Jardin des Tuileries.

When the Commune fell, Leo escaped, and remained at large, hidden by friends for nearly two years. In the end, he too was captured and only narrowly escaped the firing squad. More than a week passed, during which Marguerite tried every police station and court in Paris, before she discovered he had been tried and sentenced. His name was published on a list posted on the wall of a municipal building: deportation to the French Pacific Colony of New Caledonia.

The amnesty for the Communards came too late for him. He died in the galleys crossing the ocean, without even knowing he now had a daughter too.

‘Marguerite?’ Du Pont said testily.

Realising she had been silent for too long, Marguerite rearranged her face.

‘I was just thinking how extraordinary that must have been,’ she said quickly, ‘but it says so much, does it not, for the skill and ingenuity of the chef at Voisin’s that he was able to make such a dish? It is quite wonderful to sit here, where history was made.’ She paused, and then added, ‘And with you.’

Georges smiled complacently. ‘Strength of character will out in the end,’ he said. ‘There’s always a way to turn a bad situation to one’s advantage, not that it’s something today’s generation has any knowledge about.’

‘Excuse me for intruding upon your dinner.’

Du Pont got to his feet, courteous despite the irritation clouding his eyes. Marguerite turned to see a tall, patrician gentleman with thick dark hair and a high forehead. He looked down at her with sharp, pinpoint pupils, black in eyes of startling blue.

‘Monsieur?’ said Georges sharply.

The look of the man sent a memory scuttling across Marguerite’s mind, although she was certain she did not know him. Perhaps about the same sort of age as she, he was dressed in the usual evening uniform of black jacket and trousers, but immaculately so, flattering the strong and impressive physique that lay beneath. Broad shoulders; a man accustomed to getting his own way. Marguerite glanced at the gold signet ring on his left hand, looking for clues as to his identity. He was holding a silk top hat, together with his white evening gloves and a white cashmere scarf, suggesting he had either just arrived or was on the point of making his departure.

Marguerite felt herself blush at the way his eyes seemed to strip her bare, her skin grow hot.

‘Forgive me,’ she said, throwing an anxious glance to Du Pont, ‘but do I—’

‘Sir,’ he said, nodding at Du Pont by way of apology. ‘If I may?’

Mollified, Du Pont gave a slight bow of the head.

‘I am an acquaintance of your son’s, Madame Vernier,’ he said, pulling a calling card from his waistcoat book. ‘Victor Constant, Comte de Tourmaline.’

Marguerite hesitated, and then took the card.

‘Most discourteous of me to interrupt, I know, but I am anxious to be in contact with Vernier over a matter of some importance. I have been in the country, only arriving in town this evening, and was hoping to find your son at home. However …’ He gave a shrug.

Marguerite had known many men. She always knew the best way to be, to speak, to flatter, to charm on a moment’s acquaintance. But this man? She could not read him.

She looked down at the card in her hand. Anatole did not confide much of his business to her, but Marguerite was certain she had never heard him mention so distinguished a name, either as a friend or as a client.

‘Do you know where I might find him, Madame Vernier?’

Marguerite felt a frisson of attraction, then fear. Both were pleasurable. Both alarmed her. His eyes narrowed as if he could read her mind.

‘I am afraid, Monsieur, I do not,’ she replied, struggling to keep her voice steady. ‘Perhaps if you were to leave your card for him at his offices …’

Constant inclined his head. ‘Indeed, I will. And they are to be found …’

‘In the rue Montorgueil. I cannot remember the precise number.’

Constant continued to look hard at her. ‘Very well,’ he said in the end. ‘Again, my apologies for intruding. If you might be so kind, Madame Vernier, as to tell your son that I am looking for him, I would be most grateful.’

Without warning, he reached down, took her hand from where it lay in her lap and raised it to his mouth. Marguerite felt his breath and the tickle of his moustache through her glove, and felt betrayed by the way her body responded to his touch.

‘À bientôt, Madame Vernier. Mon Général.’

Then he gave a half-bow and left. The waiter came and refreshed their glasses. Du Pont exploded.

‘Of all the insolent, impertinent scoundrels,’ he growled, leaning back in his chair. ‘Quite disgraceful. Who does the blackguard think he is, insulting you in such a manner?’

‘Insulting me? Did he, Georges?’

‘Fellow couldn’t keep his eyes off you.’

‘Really, Georges, I did not notice. He did not interest me,’ she said, not wishing for a scene. ‘Please do not concern yourself on my account.’

‘Do you know the fellow?’ Du Pont said, suddenly suspicious.

‘I said I did not,’ she replied calmly.

‘Fellow knew my name,’ he persisted.

‘Perhaps he recognised you from the newspapers, Georges,’ she said. ‘You underestimate how many people know you. You forget how familiar a figure you are.’

Marguerite saw him relax his guard at the careful flattery. Intending to finish the matter, she took Constant’s expensive card by the corner and held it to the flame of the candle set in the centre of the table. It took a moment to catch, then burned brightly and furiously.

‘What in the name of God do you think you’re doing?’

Marguerite kept her eyes on the flame, watching until it guttered and died away.

‘There,’ she said, brushing the grey ash from the tips of her gloves into the ashtray. ‘Forgotten. And if the Count is someone with whom my son wishes to do business, then the proper place for such matters is between the hours of ten and five at his offices.’

Georges nodded in approval. With relief, she saw the suspicion melt from his eyes.

‘Do you really not know where that boy of yours is tonight?’

‘Of course I do,’ she said, smiling as if letting him in on a joke, ‘but it always pays to be circumspect. I do dislike gossiping women.’

It suited Marguerite for Georges to think of her as discreet and reliable.

He nodded again. ‘Quite right, quite right.’

‘As it happens, Anatole has taken Léonie to the opera. The premiere of the latest work by Wagner.’

‘Damned Prussian propaganda,’ Georges grumbled. ‘Shouldn’t be allowed.’

‘And I believe he was intending to take her to supper afterwards.’

‘To one of those ghastly bohemian places like Le Café de la Place Blanche, I shouldn’t wonder. Crammed to the gills with artists and what have you.’ He drummed his fingers on the table. ‘What’s that other place on the boulevard Rochechouart? They should shut it down.’

‘Le Chat Noir,’ Marguerite said.

‘Layabouts, the lot of them,’ pronounced Georges, warming to this new theme. ‘Daubing dots on a scrap of canvas and calling it art: what kind of occupation is that for a man? That thoroughly insolent fellow, Debussy, who lives in your building? Chaps like that. Should be horsewhipped.’

‘Achille is a composer, darling,’ she chided mildly.

‘Always scowling. Banging away on that piano day and night – I’m surprised his father doesn’t take a stick to him. Might beat some sense into him.’

Marguerite hid a smile. Since Achille was a contemporary of Anatole’s, she thought it was a little late for such disciplinary measures. In any case, Madame Debussy had been much too free with her hands when the children were young and it had clearly done not the slightest bit of good.

‘This champagne is really quite delicious, Georges,’ she said, moving the conversation on. She stretched across the table and took his fingers, then turned his hand over and pressed her nails into the soft flesh of his palm. ‘You are most thoughtful,’ she said, watching the wince of pain turn to pleasure in his eyes. ‘Now, Georges. Will you order for me? We have been sitting here for such a time that I find I have quite an appetite.’
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CHAPTER 5
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Léonie and Anatole were shown to a private room on the first floor of Le Bar Romain, overlooking the street.

Léonie returned Anatole’s evening jacket to him, then went to wash her face and hands, and repair her hair, in the small adjoining closet. She stared at her reflection in the looking glass, tilting it towards her. Her skin glowed from their night-time chase through the streets of Paris and her eyes glittered brightly from the light of the candles. Now the danger had passed, in her mind, Léonie was painting the scene in bright, bold colours, like a story. Already she had forgotten the hate on the men’s faces, how terrified she had been.

Anatole ordered two glasses of Madeira, followed by red wine to accompany a simple supper of lamb chops and white creamed potatoes.

‘Pear soufflé to follow, if you are still hungry,’ he said, dismissing the garçon.

As they ate, Léonie related what had happened up until the moment Anatole had found her.

‘They are a curious lot, les abonnés,’ said Anatole. ‘Only French music should be performed on French soil, that’s the aim. Back in 1860, they pelted Tannhäuser from the stage.’ He shrugged. ‘It’s a commonly held belief that they do not care about the music in the slightest.’

‘Then why?’

‘Chauvinism, pure and simple.’ Anatole pushed back his chair from the table, stretched out his long, slim legs and took his cigarette case from the pocket of his waistcoat. ‘I do not believe Paris will ever again welcome Wagner. Not now.’

Léonie thought a moment. ‘Why did Achille make you a gift of the opera tickets? Is he not a fervent admirer of Monsieur Wagner?’

‘Was,’ he said, banging a cigarette on the silver lid to tighten the tobacco, ‘but is no longer.’ He leaned into his jacket pocket, pulled out a box of wax Vestas and struck a match. ‘“A beautiful sunset mistaken for a wonderful dawn”, that is Achille’s latest pronouncement on Wagner.’ He tapped his head with a mocking half-smile. ‘Forgive me, Claude-Achille as we are now supposed to address him.’

Debussy, a brilliant, if mercurial, pianist and composer, lived with his siblings and parents in the same apartment block as the Verniers on the rue de Berlin. He was both the enfant terrible of the Conservatoire and, reluctantly, their greatest hope. However, in their small circle of friends, Debussy’s complex love life attracted more notoriety than his growing professional reputation. The current lady in favour was twenty-four-year-old Gabrielle Dupont.

‘It is serious this time,’ Anatole confided. ‘Gaby understands his music must come first and that is, of course, most attractive to him. She is tolerant of the way he disappears each Tuesday to the salons of Maître Mallarmé. It raises his spirits in the face of the continuing drizzle of complaint from the Académie, who simply do not understand his genius. They are all too old, too stupid.’

Léonie raised her eyebrows. ‘It is my belief that Achille brings most of his misfortunes down upon his own head. He is quick to fall out with those who might support him. He’s too sharp-tongued, too ready to cause offence. Indeed, he goes quite out of his way to be churlish, rude and difficult.’

Anatole smoked and did not disagree.

‘And friendship aside,’ she continued, stirring a third spoonful of sugar into her coffee, ‘I confess I have some sympathy with his critics. For me, his compositions are a little vague and unstructured and … well, disquieting. Meandering. Too often, I feel that I am waiting for the tune to reveal itself. As if one is listening underwater.’

Anatole smiled. ‘Ah, but that is precisely the point. Debussy says that one must drown the sense of key. He is seeking to illuminate, through his music, the connections between the material and the spiritual worlds, the seen and the unseen, and such a thing cannot be presented in the traditional ways.’

Léonie pulled a face. ‘That sounds like one of those clever things people say that mean precisely nothing!’

Anatole ignored the interruption. ‘He believes that evocation and suggestion and nuance are more powerful, more truthful, more illuminating than statement and description. That the value and power of distant memories surpass that of conscious, explicit thought.’

Léonie admired her brother’s loyalty to his friend but suspected he was only repeating verbatim words he’d heard previously issue from Achille’s lips. For all Anatole’s passionate advocacy of his friend’s work, she knew very well that his tastes ran more to Offenbach and the orchestra of the Folies Bergère than to anything Debussy or Dukas or any of their Conservatoire friends might produce.

‘Since we’re trading confidences,’ he added, ‘I admit that I did return last week to the rue de la Chaussée d’Antin to purchase a copy of Achille’s Cinq poèmes.’

Léonie’s eyes flashed with frustration. ‘Anatole, you gave Maman your word.’

He shrugged. ‘I know, but I could not help myself. The price was so reasonable and it is sure to be a good investment, seeing as how Bailly printed only a hundred and fifty copies.’

‘We must be more careful with our money. Maman relies on you to be prudent. We cannot afford to run up any more debts.’ She paused, then added, ‘Indeed, how much do we owe?’

Their eyes locked.

‘Really, Léonie. Our household finances are not something for you to concern yourself with.’

‘But—’

‘But nothing,’ he said firmly.

Sulking, she turned her back on him. ‘You treat me like a child!’

‘You are still a child,’ he laughed. ‘When you marry, you can drive your husband to distraction with queries about your own household budget, but until that time … However, I give you my word that, from now on, I will not spend a sou without your permission.’

‘Now you’re making fun of me.’

‘Indeed, not even a centime,’ he teased.

Hating them to be at odds, she surrendered. ‘I shall hold you to it, mind,’ she sighed.

Anatole drew a cross on his chest with his finger. ‘On my honour.’

They smiled at one another, and then the teasing look fell from his face. He reached across the table and covered her small white hand with his own.

‘To speak seriously for an instant, petite,’ he said, ‘I will find it hard to forgive myself for the fact that, because I was late, I left you facing tonight’s ordeal alone. Can you forgive me?’

Léonie nodded. ‘It is already forgotten.’

‘Your generosity is more than I deserve. And you behaved with great courage. Most girls would have lost their heads. I am proud of you.’ He sat back in his chair and lit another cigarette. ‘Although you may find that the evening comes back to you. Shock has a habit of taking hold after the event.’

‘I am not so timid,’ she said firmly, pleased at having won his good opinion. She felt completely alive; taller, bolder, more precisely herself.

The clock on the mantelshelf chimed the hour.

‘But at the same time, Anatole, I have never known you to miss the curtain before.’

Anatole took a mouthful of cognac. ‘Always a first time.’

‘What did keep you? Why were you delayed?’

Straight away, she knew he wasn’t going to tell her the truth. He placed the broad-bellied glass on the table, then pulled at the waxed ends of his moustache.

‘Anatole?’

‘I was committed to meeting a customer from out of town. He was due at six but arrived rather later and remained longer than I had anticipated.’

‘And yet you had your dress clothes with you? Or did you return home before joining me at the Palais Garnier?’

He didn’t meet her eye. ‘I had taken the precaution of bringing my evening clothes with me to the office.’

Quickly, he crossed the room and pulled the bell, stopping the conversation in its tracks. Before Léonie could quiz him further, the servants appeared to clear the table, making any further dialogue between them impossible.

‘Time to get you home,’ he said, putting his hand on her elbow and helping her to her feet. ‘I will settle up once I have seen you into a carriage.’

Moments later, they were standing outside on the pavement.

‘You are not returning with me?’

Anatole helped her up into the cab and fastened the catch. ‘I think I’ll pay a visit chez Frascati. Perhaps play a couple of hands of cards.’

Léonie felt a flutter of concern. ‘What shall I tell Maman?’

‘She will already have retired.’

‘But what if she has not?’

He kissed her hand. ‘In which case, tell her not to wait up.’ Anatole reached up to press a note into the driver’s hand. ‘Rue de
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