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Part One

Sèvres, France, 1896



Chapter 1

The house was tall, regular, grey. It sat with dull confidence a little back from the road where the funeral bier waited, rocking gently as the horses moved in their harnesses. A half-hearted wind moved through the plane trees that lined the pavement, starlings fussing in their branches.

In the first-floor window a figure was watching. Still and solid, framed in silhouette by the gas lamps that lit the room behind her, even though it was not yet midday. From her window, Odette noted the flat sky and formless clouds. It was an unremarkable day in which to send her father into nothingness.

Inside, the house was filled with unaccustomed noise. She could hear voices below; perhaps the undertaker and his men, come to seal the dreadful coffin and fetch the body away. A great clatter from the kitchen was muffled behind the heavy doors that separated it from the rest of the house, but she could tell nonetheless that the cook and housekeeper were excited. For days, provisions had been arriving at the yard entrance: pigs’ heads were being boiled so that their cheeks might be lifted and placed on porcelain platters; all manner of fruits were peeled, candied and poached; little vol-au-vent cases had been filled with creamed cheese and spiced minced meat. She had heard the two women shriek at the maid who had been brought in to clean, chop, stir and, later, to serve at the wake.

Upstairs the passageways were dark, their dust undisturbed, for Odette was now quite alone. No one had troubled her since the brisk knock on her door, days before, when the housekeeper, Madame Dendron, had arrived, eyes shining, to tell of her papa’s sudden death. A failure of his heart, she had said, and gone quickly away. No one had appeared since, save for the coal boy, a blank young man who brought food and lit her fire and lamps with averted eyes. So, she had been left alone with her shock and distress, turning them over like stones as she tried to make sense of what was unfolding. Her mind slipped and shifted, at times smart and tight, at others furred and blunt. But most of all, she was afraid, for Odette had no idea what would happen to her now.

She focused on the black bier, which seemed to be crouching in wait, shining and rudely muscular. When it had appeared an hour ago, she could not quite believe it. She knew that he was being buried today, but at the same time, she had not understood it until then. Men in their mourning garb began to arrive. They milled about, greeting one another with nods or quick handshakes, chatting with tight mouths. They looked so very sure, she thought, certain of their right to be there. Occasionally, one glanced up at her, looking quickly away when they realised that the dark shape behind the glass was her, the daughter. Of course, they knew she wouldn’t come down. Everyone knew that.

After half an hour there was quite a crowd, and the horses were fidgeting. One or two women had appeared on the arms of their husbands, but they weren’t dressed for processing, so she guessed they would go home once the coffin had set off. She spied her neighbour, a tall man of about thirty, with a slender face and black hair. He stood quietly, back pressed to the laurel hedge. None of the others addressed him, nor did he seek their company. She scanned the faces again. Apart from him, she knew not one of them. They were, she supposed, the good men of Sèvres, come to do their duty by one of their own.

She heard the front door open, and a bolt of fear ran through her. She caught the top of a black silk hat and saw the front edge of the coffin held aloft. She could not look and closed her eyes, hands balled into hot fists on her lap. When she opened them again, her father’s valet was standing by as the casket was loaded into the carriage by six pall bearers, who lined up to pass it along with a rhythmic precision that spoke of an awful professionalism. Hand after hand towards oblivion.

They slotted him in, and one of them reached forward to ensure all was quite secured. Satisfied, he shut the glass door. Odette let out a small cry. She should go. Surely, she should go? Could she let these servants and strangers lay him to rest?

She got up, shaking; sweating, even though it was February and the room was cold. She felt giddy and her heart was thumping fast, so very fast. But what to do? In a moment he would be gone forever, and she wanted to go too, to stand by the grave as he was lowered into the dark hole from which he would never emerge. But she had no idea how to do it, how to step out of that front door, because she had not left the house for ten years.

She pulled at the bell, knowing that it would startle the kitchen since she rarely dared summon them. She looked down at her feet, at the felt slippers she wore as her habit. She could not go out in these. She rang again, turning to see the bier begin to move and the crowd fall into a loose column behind it. A wave of distress rolled upwards from her belly, and she clutched at herself. When she heard the familiar tread of the coal boy, she flung the door open. Her look must have alarmed him, because his usually implacable face twitched.

‘I wish to attend. That is, to go. To his funeral.’

‘Mademoiselle?’ he said.

‘I don’t care what people will think. How do I do it? How do I go?’

She could almost see his mind turning; clearly, she couldn’t follow the coffin on foot, and anyhow, it had now rolled out of sight.

‘You want the carriage?’

‘I suppose so. Yes.’

‘I will tell them.’

As soon as he had turned away, she faltered. It was folly to think she could manage it, go outside. Of course she couldn’t. How could someone like her set out like that? But a few minutes later, she saw from her window that the horses had been brought round.

Her breath was coming in short, quick bursts and she feared she might collapse. She cast about her room wildly; what was she to wear? Mourners must wear black, that much she knew. But she had only three dresses, and they were loose-fitting linen smocks: two in grey and the other, which she wore now, in dark blue. It would have to do. Her only hat was the one she’d worn when she was ten and still able to make short sorties with her governess or go shopping with Madame Dendron. She didn’t even have a scarf with which to cover her head, and she certainly didn’t own a coat.

The coal boy came back to tell her that the coach was ready. His voice was flat, but he looked anxious. He turned to leave, but she put her hand up.

‘I will need help. Can you help me?’

‘Yes.’

‘Can you go with me down the stairs and out to the carriage? I’m not used to – well, I’m not used to this and I’m afraid I might fall.’

He nodded.

Odette knew that time was running on. She must screw up any courage she could muster and leave her bedroom. ‘I don’t think I have any boots,’ she said.

‘Wait,’ he replied, and was gone.

Odette sank onto her bed, and the mattress heaved. She put her face in her hands and pressed them hard against it, so that she might stop them from shaking and force back the tears that were close. She wasn’t sure why she felt she must go. It certainly wasn’t out of any sense of propriety, because she cared nothing for the society that had long ago abandoned her. She knew what they said about her, had heard Madame Dendron and Cook gleefully repeating the gossip. That she was grotesquely fat and unsavoury; that she needed to be lifted up and down the stairs; could eat a whole veal calf in one sitting; that she preferred beer to claret, sang to herself and stared out of the window for hours on end. Ah, poor Monsieur Huré, they said, what a trouble he’d had to bear. How fortunate that his wife had died young and had not lived to see this.

No, it was not for any thought of them that she would go. It was a need to feel that she and her father had mattered to each other. That some kind of thread had bound them, even if it had been of gossamer. The two of them had lived together in this house, and yet she barely knew him. He had been a man between doors, no sooner arriving than leaving, always in motion. She could go for days without catching a glimpse. But she had heard him, in the early mornings and evenings, and something about his muted treads had calmed her. She knew then that he was close by, and that had been something. But now, all that was lost. She was alone in this house, with a handful of servants who wanted nothing to do with her.

She picked up a blanket from her bed and drew it around her head and shoulders like a shawl. The coal boy returned with a pair of leather boots, stiff with age and too small, which she struggled to lace. When she stood, they pinched painfully. She began to shuffle forward, and he went to wait by the stairs.

It took a while for her to descend, and every creak felt like a taunt. Her sweating hand slipped down the banister, but eventually she stood just inside the open front door and could see the carriage. She hesitated, but the coal boy stepped outside and turned to wait for her, so she followed. She moved slowly because her body felt as if it had detached from her mind, and she could not control her trembling. Up close, the carriage was alarmingly high. The driver was sitting ready at the front, but he looked quickly at her, and his eyes were not unkind. She could see now that he had placed a little set of steps on the pavement, but even these could not have enabled her to get up and in through that little door.

Seeing her falter, the man jumped down and moved quickly round beside her. He took her by the elbow, and she started at being touched. With some force, he got her onto the first step. He pushed once more and she gained the second; then, to her horror, he put his shoulder to the back of her thigh and heaved. She pitched in, landing heavily on the leather seat. The carriage rocked.

Madame Dendron came rushing down the front steps, alarm on her tense face because this was not the way of things. But if she intended to stop Odette, she was too late, and the driver flicked his whip as the horses strode out. She was on her way.

It had been a long, long time since she’d been exposed like this and her limbs were becoming liquid, flooded with fear. She squeezed her eyes shut, not wanting to see herself looked at, but she did like how the wind felt on her cheeks, and parted her lips to catch a taste of the air. She could smell the mighty River Seine, which separated the town from Paris to the northeast. After a few minutes, she dared look, narrowing her eyes to stop them from watering because the driver was pushing the horses on, and they were moving ever more quickly.

Sure enough, folk were staring as she passed, and she felt shame pulse. She turned her face away and tried to think of her father. But she could only see his dead body, stuffed and rigid, his face grotesquely fixed. That cadaver had no connection to the quick, tight man she’d known.

She pushed the image aside and concentrated on the town as it shot by. Buildings she had never imagined existed sprang suddenly in and out of view: a row of modern villas lined the end of her road and the bakery at the bottom of the hill now had bow windows and a sign in gold leaf over its doors. The last time she had seen this shop, she had been a little girl, and it had sold only bread and pies. They halted as a tram rattled across their path, the passengers crowded together, some standing. She watched two young women nodding and chatting. They looked like friends.

She felt wonder and sadness. All this that she had missed, all this life that had been burgeoning as she sat in her room. People had built lives as she had shut hers down, retreating at first from her father’s indifference, and then the world’s scorn. She did not matter to them; she had nothing to offer, no connections or stories to trade. Hers was a life unseen.

They arrived outside a pale stone church with a tiled black roof. The horses threw their heads. She could hear singing – what she supposed must be a hymn. She had never been to church, and she would not go inside now. The driver seemed to know that, so they sat, he upright, motionless, she in the back, trying to hold down her fear. Nothing seemed safe and the sides of the carriage, the floor and even the huge coping stones of the church seemed to be flowing in and out of existence. She didn’t think she could stand it, but after a few minutes, the doors opened and the priest appeared, wearing a small box-like hat with a tuft on top and a long black cloak fastened at his neck, so that he looked like a chess piece. He moved as if on wheels, across the threshold and out onto the street. Behind him came the coffin, draped now with a black cloth. The bier appeared and they loaded it up and set off for the cemetery, the mourners behind them.

There were a few more men than before, and not all of them were wearing formal attire. One who hung back a little with his son wore plain black clothes, an ill-fitting coat and felt hat. The man’s face was coarser, broader than the others, and she wondered if he was someone from her father’s factory. To her horror, as he passed, he looked directly at her and paused. Then, as if he had worked something out, he frowned in the most awful way, made as if to speak, but shut his mouth and hurried off. Whoever he was, he didn’t much care for the look of her.

The driver waited while the cortège disappeared and then began to follow – this time slowly, which made the horses stamp.

At the cemetery, they turned onto a wide gravel path and drove to a spot two hundred yards or so from the grave, at which the priest and mourners had gathered. The coffin was on a trestle to one side, the cloth now removed. The driver had positioned the carriage under a great yew tree, and she inhaled its deep aniseed scent like smelling salts.

The factory man was standing apart from the main throng, bowing his head respectfully, while the boy stole looks at her. Behind them, even further back, in the shadow of a second yew, was the handsome neighbour. Seeing him, there and yet not in the mêlèe, gave her the notion that she might go closer too, stand nearer to her papa as he was committed to God and ground. She reached for the carriage door and the driver dropped quickly down, placing the steps under it, holding out two big hands. She looked at his ungloved palms and hesitated, but she could not get down by herself. She took a breath and pitched forwards, and he caught her hands and braced, lowering her. She stood, swaying for a moment, gathering herself, because it had been years since she had felt anyone’s skin and the naked warmth of it was shocking.

Stepping off the path, she tried to locate safe ground with her toes, which had swollen up inside the boots. She moved unsteadily, swaying heavily first one way and then the other in slow-motion slides. The ground in the cemetery was alarmingly soft, as if it might give way and send her plummeting into the honeycomb of pits below. She felt absurd, inching along, her heart hammering, her bulk trying to unbalance her at every step. The mourners pretended not to look, scrutinising their service sheets with dipped heads. The priest was looking dismayed, his wide eyes imploring her to turn back, and he cast glances at the sky as if looking for assistance, his hat tuft quivering.

Odette did not get any further. At the second tree she collapsed, partly in grief, partly humiliation, and sank to her knees in the soft mud. She could not continue. The pale neighbour rushed to her. He knelt down. ‘Mademoiselle Huré, may I be of assistance?’ he asked.

But Odette did not want to be helped. It was too much. She shook her head.

‘Shall I keep you company?’ His voice was gentle, kind even.

Odette tried to say something, to offer thanks, but nothing came, so she simply shook her head again and waited, and after a while he moved a little away to stand not quite with her, not quite near the others, as if reluctant to leave her – or just uncertain where to be.

The spectacle over for the moment, the other mourners turned back to the task of laying Monsieur Huré to rest. In the end, it was a perfunctory affair, what with the time they’d spent waiting for her and the collapsing debacle, plus they were keen to repair to the house for sustenance. The priest rushed through the liturgy and soon the coffin was disappearing into the dark pit. Odette looked on in disbelief as her father was claimed by it.

The throng broke up quickly and they made haste to their newly arrived carriages. They lowered their eyes as they passed her, still on her knees. The valet hesitated but moved on. The factory man clasped his son by the wrist and tugged him quickly by. Only the kind neighbour stopped to offer help, but she waved him away again, not wanting any further witness to her humiliation.

It was very quiet in the cemetery after they’d gone. The mud was beginning to seep through her skirt and stockings. She felt as if she might never move from this spot. The sky was an empty space above the hole in which her father would lie for eternity. He had been such a fast man; must he lie still now forever? It seemed impossible to her. Everything seemed impossible.



Chapter 2

Her eyes flicked open. She was in her bed and it was still dark. The smoky, sour air was undisturbed, and outside, not even the birds had woken. Her thoughts were dull, indistinct, but underscored by a pattering terror. She plunged an arm down under the covers, feeling for skin, for her leg, the yielding softness of her thigh. There they were, her raised scars, which she stroked now with trembling fingers, as if reading her body like braille. She thought of her equipment – a wafer of a blade, stolen and stashed with torn cloths and ethanol under her washstand – and longed for it; suddenly alert, suddenly alive, the prospect of cutting herself reassuring. Because to relieve herself, even momentarily, of the pain of her existence these ten long years had been as necessary to her as eating.

But today she could not stomach the breakfast left outside her room, and lay on her bed, exhausted and bewildered, trying to imagine how her days might pass. She felt herself folding inwards, collapsing her mind, and put a note outside her door to say that she did not wish to be disturbed. Even her fire and lamps went unlit, so that she, like her father, was soon enveloped by darkness.

On Saturday she still hadn’t eaten, and heard Madame Dendron’s voice, and caught her name, but no one came. Then another day passed before she recognised once more the tread of the coal boy in the passage. He tapped on the door, and when she did not reply he stepped in.

She looked at him through salt-gummed lashes and saw the smell assail him. For three days and three nights she had cried, fretted and sweated in this room. Her chamber pot was full, her windows tightly shut, and grief was rising on pungent thermals. She lay slumped in her armchair and her bare feet stuck out from her skirt, blue with cold.

‘Mademoiselle Huré,’ he said, and moved forward.

She heard his voice and tried to focus, to heave her bruised attention towards him. He repeated her name, and she felt a thread twitch inside her consciousness but didn’t much care whether she surfaced or not. After a long while she noticed that he was still there, hands loose, eyes unfocused, just waiting, and in the end, she whispered, ‘What is your name? I’ve never known it.’

‘Merry.’

‘Merry? The English word for “happy”?’

He shrugged. How had he come by such a name? As her mind spiked with curiosity, she started to return to the room. She looked about and noticed that her curtains were still drawn, even though the promise of sunshine slipped between them. A blanket had fallen off her bed and lay sprawled on the floor. She put a hand to her face. Her cheek was greasy and hot. Her unwashed hair itched.

She tried to think. Merry remained still. He must have been about seventeen; four years younger than her. How did he live? Perhaps Madame Dendron took care of him. Maybe he had friends. She had never had a friend. What would it be like to have someone seek your company, to confide in, to laugh with?

‘Do you have friends?’ she asked.

But Merry shook his head, and when she crumpled anew at this she felt his consternation rise. Then, as if he had remembered something important, he stepped quickly towards her. She drew back a little, but he reached into the pocket of his coal-smeared gilet and pulled out a little box with holes made in the side, and she leant forward to see.

Gently he opened the lid and there, curled in a whorl of wool, was a little brown mouse. The tiny creature raised its head, and two bright eyes looked directly at her. She laughed so that Merry scooped the creature from its nest and held it out for her to take. Tentatively, she extended her hand, and the mouse scrambled onto it. She felt the heat of its small body, the softness of the fur and the rapid beating of its heart, like a current running through them both. She sat up and bent to smell its odour, which was rich and straw-like.

‘Can I have him?’ she asked.

Merry hesitated.

‘Is he yours?’ she asked.

He nodded but then said, ‘Take him.’

Delight pricked in her. ‘Thank you.’ She felt tears close, and he must have sensed that because he said quickly, ‘Will you eat now?’

‘Food?’

‘Yes.’

‘Perhaps I could.’

He stood, waiting, and after a while she added, ‘I will take a little soup. A bisque of some sort. And perhaps some slices of beef. Ham too, if we have it. Perhaps a piece of Comté. Soft rolls. Apple galette for pudding and a glass of rosehip syrup. Yes, that’s what I think I might be able to eat.’

‘All right, mademoiselle,’ said Merry, looking relieved, and went to find the cook.

Odette looked at her filthy feet, smoothed her dress and blew her nose on a discarded napkin. It was time to wash, to put on her stockings and slippers and a clean dress, and to replait her hair; to begin again and face whatever this new world would bring. She looked at the little box on her lap and felt a sob rising. But this time it was gratitude.

The next morning she had received a missive from Monsieur de Reignas, who was apparently her father’s lawyer. He had requested a meeting that day about the will. She had the letter open on her lap as the mouse ran across it, searching for crumbs from the brioche she was nibbling. He was a brave little creature, and when a shrieking fox had pulled her from a foetid sleep, she turned over and saw him there, on the nightstand, his curious eyes searching her face. She decided to name him Polo. The explorer.

She looked again at the lawyer’s letter. She did not want to know of such things as wills, nor to have to meet him, because she understood that something would inevitably be required of her, and that she would disappoint. She simply wanted to play with Polo and eat tasty things. But she also suspected that these kinds of people did not go away, or at least not until they had got what they needed.

At a quarter to twelve, filled with dread, she heaved herself up from her chair, slipped her new little companion and his tiny wool nest into the pocket of her dress and steadied herself. Even leaving her room seemed too much, but slowly she made her way down the wide wooden staircase and into the salon.

It was almost an elegant room, with tall windows on two sides throwing late-spring light onto the oriental rugs and over the single painting, a small Canaletto, but there was too much fussy cornicing for it to be entirely confident. She had rarely been in here and there was little furniture, since her father had had few visitors. Looking anxiously about, she opted for the curved walnut sofa to the left of the fireplace and sank into it. She then settled herself, folding her hands in her lap, tucking her feet under her skirt and picking out a spot in the garden at which to stare. A squirrel made staccato rushes to the top of the chestnut tree, and she wondered what it might be like to sit up there, beyond reach. After a few moments she heard Madame Dendron go to the front door and then voices.

Monsieur de Reignas was a slight man, who walked with a limp because his left leg was considerably shorter than his right, despite wearing a built-up shoe. He carried a heavy black leather bag in his right hand, as if to better balance himself. He nodded at Odette and perched on the edge of the dark-blue sofa opposite. Distress rose anew; she had no idea what to expect, nor how one was supposed to behave in such circumstances. She wanted to go back upstairs.

The lawyer set about his business without niceties. Odette felt him looking at her, sizing her up.

‘Mademoiselle Huré,’ he said, ‘I will not bother you with the intricacies of this document,’ and he waved a sheaf of paper at her. ‘My purpose today is merely to acquaint you with the essence of your father’s wishes relating to the disposal of his estate – that is, his assets. Do you understand?’

Odette nodded and he continued. ‘As you know, your father was the proprietor of a substantial business. I refer, of course, to the factory for the manufacture of women’s hosiery, which is situated in Rue Brancas. You are aware of it?’

Odette nodded once more. He made stockings, she knew that.

‘Since you are twenty-one and in your majority, the ownership will now pass wholly and in perpetuity to you.’ He paused and shook his head as if considering the folly of this. Then, remembering Odette’s presence, he coughed, and waited, but she stayed silent.

He went on, ‘It would seem that Monsieur Huré also owned a property in Paris, which he evidently purchased without availing himself of my services. I do not know its purpose. Perhaps you do? The address is …’ and he shuffled two sheets of paper quickly. ‘Yes, Six, Rue Jean Bart, Saint-Germain.’ He pursed his lips and looked at Odette. ‘Do you know of it?’

‘No, sir,’ she replied, her anxiety so loud she was barely registering.

‘Of course I am not acquainted with this area of Paris. He acquired the property on the eighth of February last year, so …’

‘That’s his birthday,’ said Odette with surprise, glancing quickly at him.

‘Yes, I see – indeed, you are right. Well, perhaps a coincidence; we may never know, because we know not what the nature of this property is, do we?’

‘No,’ said Odette, shifting miserably in her seat.

‘To continue: there is also this house, its contents and …’ he gave another little cough, ‘… his investments, plus a significant sum deposited at the bank. Yes, so that’s it, and aside from this small issue of Rue Jean Bart, all is in order and I and my firm are at your disposal, mademoiselle.’ He attempted a smile.

She hoped he’d finished. There followed another expectant pause, and she wondered if she was supposed to offer him something. But she stayed put, and Monsieur de Reignas closed his file with a snap. She jumped.

‘Have you decided what you will do with your business, Mademoiselle Huré?’

‘My business?’

‘Yes, the factory is yours – it requires oversight and direction. Will you be assuming that responsibility?’

‘Me? No!’ said Odette. ‘I have … nothing to … well, I can’t.’

Monsieur de Reignas looked down at his hands. ‘Perhaps you will give this some thought. Beauclerc will want to know soon enough.’

‘Who?’

‘He is your factory manager, mademoiselle. He has one hundred and thirty-two souls under his employ, so I suspect he will be eager to be appraised of your wishes.’

‘But I have no wishes.’

‘Well, he can’t very well ask your father, can he?’ he hissed.

There was a moment in which they both registered the shock of this cruelty. Odette must have looked like she might cry, because de Reignas stood up, bowed stiffly and exited the room at quite a pace for a man with a limp.

She shuddered with relief to see him go. He was a man who she suspected disliked mess. And women. But her ordeal wasn’t quite over because it seemed that this manager at her father’s factory would seek her instructions. The only decisions she made were which of her three dresses to wear and what she would like to eat. She knew nothing about her father’s affairs, and she had not laid eyes on the factory. Who was this manager, this man who would apparently want her to decide things? Well, it was ridiculous, that much she did know. She reached uncertainly for the embroidered pull hanging down the wall beside the sofa, took a breath and rang the bell. She wondered if someone might bring her hot chocolate, with soft macarons.

Sinking back into the sofa, she shut her eyes. De Reignas was right, no one could ask her father anything, ever again. It struck her now how simple death was. The moment of passing was just a whisper, so very small an act. She had once had a father. Now she did not. It was a straightforward situation, but when shot through with fear and grief, it became impossible to comprehend. The enormity of its meaning was beyond imagining.

She had hoped, she supposed, that her father would eventually turn his attention to her, direct her, and that in some way she might be given purpose. Of course, she did not expect marriage, nor children, because she knew that these things were not possible for her. They were the stuff of the lives of others, of fully realised women with accomplishments beyond her own endless reading; those who laughed easily and held their bodies lightly. She knew about such women, saw them from her window as they strolled by in fashionable skirts, patting their shining hair.

But if hers was never to be a life that followed the usual paths, then what? There had to be something, some way to find meaning in her restricted existence.

That evening, she had dinner in her room as usual. She thought about the day’s meeting and tried to bring into focus the fact that she was now rich. It meant very little to her since her needs were quite simple. So long as she had Madame Dendron, and Cook to produce her meals, and the boy, Merry, to light her lamps and make up the fire during the cold months, she would want for little. Her dresses would need repairing from time to time, and eventually she might need a new one sewn, but because she never went out, her shoes would last for years. In truth, she reflected, her existence was so bounded, money was of little use. At least not to her.

She was not naive; she devoured Le Figaro and Le Temps daily so knew about the growing number of poor in Paris. The City of Light was not without its darkness. She understood that the money she had at her disposal represented a rarefied status and conferred some power upon her. It’s just that it seemed absurd that status and power were things she could wield, for she wanted neither.

She considered her father once more. What had he wanted with all this wealth? She had no idea because she hadn’t been party to his thoughts, let alone his pleasures. He seemed to live an ordered, circumspect life. It struck her for the first time that it was perhaps a little odd that he had chosen ladies’ stockings as his metier.

With a sinking feeling, Odette realised that she would have to visit the factory. She must meet this Beauclerc, the manager, and make it clear that he could expect nothing of her. But in truth, she also hoped she might learn something about her father; the man with whom she had shared genes and a home, but about whom she knew so little. The irony did not escape her that only now that he was dead, he might reveal himself to her.



Chapter 3

Odette had written to Monsieur Beauclerc and had received a reply on company paper suggesting that she arrive at the factory at two o’clock on Wednesday. It seemed too soon. But she didn’t know how to explain that leaving the house for the funeral had almost destroyed her. Almost, but not quite.

Acid rose in her throat as she made her way down the stairs once more on the day of the visit. She had put Polo in her pocket and Merry was there to steady her, but her breath was ragged, her head light as she moved to the front door. She was hot and cold all at once, and wet patches were staining the linen under her arms.

‘Is there a coat of some sort?’ she asked.

He returned quickly with a thick winter gentleman’s cape, which could only have been her father’s. It would not do up, but at least she could wear it around her shoulders and shield something of her leaking body.

She peered out to check that there was no one on the street and was heartened by a hopeful blue sky and chittering finches in the hedge. As she moved down the path, the horses dipped their heads, and she remembered a time when she would visit the stables. She had liked the warmth of their thick bodies, the smell of mashed oats and straw, and remembered now that they were called Napoleon and Lafayette. Did horses recall people? She had changed a lot since those days, becoming ever bigger, yet less substantial as she was increasingly abandoned, but perhaps the horses remembered the hopeful little girl she’d once been.

After a few minutes, she was sitting in the carriage again and they started along Rue des Binelles. Her heart was racing and she gripped the door handles, trying to hold her body still as the horses found their stride. Polo turned in her pocket but burrowed down and became quiet.

To her dismay, the driver had put the hood fully back, so she was lit by spring sunshine. A passing local started to tip his hat before realising that it must be the monstrous reclusive daughter, whereupon he faltered. She felt again the prick of humiliation and closed her eyes, concentrating on the extraordinary sensation of the cold air rushing through her hair, tearing strands from her tight blonde plaits so that they flew about her face like demented insects.

The factory was in the northwest of the town, close to the new railway station, and a short distance from the river upon which goods were shipped in and out of Paris. Odette had supposed her father’s workplace to be modest given his clipped nature, so she was unprepared for the building that hove into view as the carriage rounded into Rue Brancas.

It was magnificent: an edifice standing several hundred feet tall, its huge brick chimney soaring into the sky, spewing an urgent plume of grey smoke. The façade was neoclassical, with long symmetrical windows sitting in rows four storeys high. Exactly in the middle of the building was a wide, high arch with a pale stone pediment, into which was carved the name Huré Hosiery. The coach charged through the archway into a courtyard at least three hundred feet square, with windows looking down from all sides, and from some she saw that faces peered, and it occurred to her for the first time that the people whose livelihoods had depended on her papa might be anxious to see her there, and a new weight settled. She was not a person of any use.

The carriage pulled abruptly to a halt. Napoleon and Lafayette blew and snorted; perhaps they too felt nervous at having so many eyes upon them. Then, out from a black door to her right, she saw a burly man approaching. He had a square head with a ruddy complexion and thick, brown curly hair. He wore a leather jerkin laced up at the front and long black leather boots over tight breeches, like a character from a folk tale. As he neared, she recognised him from the funeral and her heart sank. It was him, the scowler. He slowed, halted and bowed quickly. There then followed a pause, and she wondered who was supposed to speak first.

‘Welcome, Mademoiselle Huré,’ said the man. ‘My name is Beauclerc,’ and he stiffened as if coming to attention.

‘Yes,’ said Odette, which seemed inadequate.

‘I will show you the premises, if you would be interested?’ His politeness belied his strained face as he offered a hand for her to descend. But Odette made no move because she needed more than a hand. When the driver appeared by the little door, she stretched out her arms and he took her full weight. As Beauclerc watched, she recognised distaste on his face and flinched. Once down, she steadied herself before setting forth carefully, feeling the stones through her soles as she moved, following his back towards the black door. Contempt streamed from him as they passed inside and along a network of musty passageways. The muscles in his thick neck twitched as he slowed every few moments to let her catch up.

They moved deeper into the building, and she began to feel a low heat and hear a roar rising. She felt fear stir. She could not place it: a rhythmic, mechanical bellow, underscored by a violent clanking that seemed to be rearing in front of them like a diabolical wave. Turning a corner, they came to the vast opening that led to the factory floor itself, and she clutched her ears in horror. Polo started in her pocket, and she lowered her hand to steady him.

Before her was row upon row of giant mechanical looms, like so many spiders spinning. Everywhere men and women moved at speed, adjusting and tending to the reels of threads that the machines spun, pulled every few seconds like strings of saliva between their metal teeth. In the ceiling, wheels were turned by black rubber belts, which stretched the length of each beam and ran down the walls. These then turned bigger wheels on each end of the machines, and many more wheels spun along the length of the looms. A young woman standing at one of the screaming machines looked up and caught her eye. She looked quickly away and continued her work, hands moving again and again across the machine as if they belonged to someone else.

Odette turned to find Beauclerc staring at her, as if unsure of what to do now he had got her here. Even he seemed reluctant to venture further into the maelstrom. He summoned a tidy man in brown overalls and whispered in his ear. Then, looking back to Odette, he shouted, ‘This is Dupont, he’s the foreman, he can answer your questions,’ and he jabbed a finger at the man hovering at his side.

But Odette had no questions; she had no idea what one might ask, and she just wanted to get away from the noise. She shook her head at Beauclerc, who held her gaze for a moment before jerking his chin up, dismissing Dupont.

Following as quickly as she could along the dark passageways, she felt such humiliation that she gulped air to stem rising sobs. This was no place for her; it was hard and serious, while she was soft and ridiculous. After some minutes they emerged into a different, quieter part of the factory, one with large windows and smooth walls painted in rich cream. Here, women sat quietly, heads bent over their work. They too looked up briefly as Odette approached, and she saw that they were older than the women on the factory floor, with tense, hard faces. Some were wearing eyeglasses.

Beauclerc offered that these were the seamstresses and embroiderers who decorated the stockings, and there were skeins of coloured threads and pieces of lace scattered on each table at which they sat. On a large bench at the end of the room Odette saw a basket of finished stockings and moved towards it.

She could not help but run her fingers over one, picking it up carefully and holding it to the window. It was so light she could barely feel it, and it was the delicate pink of the inside of a seashell. A thin panel of ivory lace had been sewn into one side just above the ankle and she marvelled that it had been inserted without damaging the fragile silk. She stared at it. Neither Madame Dendron, Cook, nor her erstwhile governess sported such finery, and she had not seen any of the passing neighbourhood ladies wearing them. She turned to Beauclerc, who had remained standing in the doorway, and ventured to ask, ‘Where are these stockings bound for?’

‘Paris.’

She could not imagine the women who would own such things, could not conjure a life in which one’s calves wanted such artistry. She put the stocking back and selected another. This one was sewn with tiny intricate stitches, and she saw that the design was a swan that opened its wings up the leg, writhing in a kind of ecstasy, and she blushed, putting it down. What on earth did her father have to do with these shockingly exquisite items? As far as she could recall, his own hosiery had been of the grey woollen sort.

‘Monsieur,’ Odette said to Beauclerc, ‘would it be possible to see my father’s office?’ and she blushed anew, fearing that he would see her longing.

Beauclerc moved off smartly and she only just managed to keep him in sight. After a few minutes he pounded up a set of wide wooden stairs to stand in front of a handsomely carved pair of double doors. She began to climb. He made no move to help when she halted and gripped the banister to quieten the dizziness in her head. She felt Polo turn, which reassured her. She continued on until, when almost at the top, Beauclerc pushed the doors and they swung open, flooding the stairs, the walls and the passage below with golden sunlight. Odette felt her face bathed by it as she stepped over the threshold.

The room was long and generously wide, with four tall, ornately leaded windows, through which light pooled onto the floor. The colour of the wood was perfect – warm and rich and even. At the far end, in front of a wall plastered smooth and painted in a delicate blue wash, was a broad pale desk, its curved legs carved with fine-fingered leaves and sinewy vines. A dazzling crystal chandelier hung from the ceiling, and a pretty fruit tree, planted in a pot decorated with naked wood nymphs, trembled in the breeze from an open window.

Odette was bewildered; there was nothing here of the traditional brocades of their house on the Rue des Binelles, nor of the heavy furniture marooned on dark, fussy rugs. Here were things of lightness and joy; a painting on the left wall showed a peacock parading its glorious plumage in a verdant setting. Two tall lamps on the desk were gilded with wispy fern motifs, and their shades were of pleated ivory toile.

But most surprisingly, the desk was so covered with silks, thread and lace that it brought to her mind a nest for a faerie queen. She approached and felt the urge to kneel and plunge her face in among this glorious tangle. She noticed notebooks strewn about and saw that the pages of those that were open were covered with drawings in brown ink: detailed sketches of leaves and clouds and birds, of grasses and trees bending gracefully in the wind, of slender deer with noses turned up to the sky and little bell-like wildflowers bowing their heads. The draughtsmanship was elevated and sure. Whoever had made them had joy in their heart, and she could see that the drawings had poured from the pen. Odette looked at Beauclerc.

‘Who did these?’ she asked.

‘Who?’ he replied. ‘They’re his. Your father’s.’

She felt his words enter and move around her body like an electric shock. Turning to look at the books again, she tried to understand in that awful moment all that this meant.

Here was an altar to beauty, a tableau fit for a Renaissance painting, celebrating nature with sublime reverence. But there was also the disturbing presence of a poetic sexuality that was all the more disorientating because it had seemingly sprung from her papa. She felt crushed by the shimmering sensibility of it all. It was just so, so beautiful and represented all that she was not. But more than that, it had nothing to do with the version of himself that he had offered, in meagre portions, to her. At home he had been quick and tight and silent; a thin straight line of a man with scant capacity for emotions, let alone passions. In here, in this room, he seemed more a lark, soaring skywards trilling joy into the golden air as he penned glorious designs to adorn women’s calves.

Odette had to leave. She needed to get out before she was destroyed by it. Trotting and gasping, in a tumult of confusion, she headed for the stairs.

Beauclerc frowned. ‘What more do you want to see?’ he asked.

But she was not listening.

As the carriage thundered out of the courtyard, workers hurried to stand in short, respectful lines. She stared at them blankly and put her hand in her pocket, searching for the pitter-patter of a mouse’s warm heart. She cupped her small friend and held tight to the door handle with her other hand, not caring now that the coachman drove too fast, wanting only to be back inside her room with a soothing bowl of something warm. She felt fear and regret begin to infuse her. This had been a mistake. It had all been a terrible mistake. If she had been looking for her unknown and unknowable father, she had found more than she wanted to. He had remained closed her whole life, but now it seemed it had only been to her. The question was, did she have the courage to try to find out why?

Two days later, Merry informed her that her father’s valet had left. He had not come to bid her farewell. She didn’t mind; his absence felt like a relief, since, like his master, the man had seemed to both judge and hold her at a distance. Now, with them both gone, she decided to enter her father’s bedroom. It was a place she had never set foot in, even though it lay just across the passageway. So far as she knew it had always been kept locked, even when he was inside. She used to see him or his valet slip in and out, and Madame Dendron too, carrying armfuls of linens and dusters on changing day, but until now it had seemed perfectly natural to her that he should bar his private space from the world, and that the world included her.

But her visit to the factory had shifted something, and she was feeling the first flickers of anger. Beauclerc’s disdain had frightened her, but not as much as her father’s poeticism. For she now saw that the distance he had maintained between them was deliberate, a construction; it was not simply his nature. She had never questioned his reserve; she had accepted his avoidant eyes and buried any longings for his touch. And it had cost her much: a childhood lost to loneliness, as she retreated ever inward, hiding herself from others as her body ballooned and collected its scars.

The key turned with a quiet click, and she stepped in. It was as she had imagined: muted, restrained colours, with thick brown curtains framing the large window and dark-green wallpaper meeting a carpet the shade of burnt umber. There was a heavy mahogany dressing station in the corner by the window, with a functional small, round mirror and a shelf for brushes, clippers, tweezers and the like. Opposite the door stood a tall wardrobe and a handsome chest of drawers, with a modestly sized bed on the back wall, neatly made up with a green damask bedspread. Two small tables flanked it, each sporting a brass lamp, but what caught her eye were three silver photo frames on the right-hand one. She eyed them warily and the floorboards creaked as she edged forward.

Each photograph was of a woman. The first was young and nervous-looking, peering out from the frame with apprehension. Odette could tell that she had not wanted to be photographed. Her thin face was tilted slightly away, so that her small, pointed nose was partially profiled. Her chin too was sharp, and small lips pressed tightly together made her look as if she were holding her breath. Her skin looked white, flat. Only her eyes seemed alive, but there was worry in them and Odette looked away, as if she might add to her discomfort.

The woman in the middle was thicker-set and much older. Her hair was pinned back punishingly tightly, in the style of a bygone era. Her gaze was steady, and if not absolutely pleased to be catalogued, she was certainly willing to do her duty.

The woman to the right, closest to the bed and in the largest frame, was by contrast, spectacular. She was a Black woman, with shimmering dark hair framing a heart-shaped face with curls and wisps that licked her cheekbones like flames. Her skin was deep, dark, and her eyes blazed with an intensity that took one aback. Her lips were slightly parted in a shockingly intimate way, to reveal square white teeth – the kind that would want to bite. A heavy pearl choker sat upon her long, bare neck, and she wore what looked like a kind of kimono pushed back over her shoulders. Odette had seen nothing like her before. Not French, she thought. It was much to take in and she picked up each frame in turn and held them close to her face, searching for clues, but the more she focused, the less she understood.

She gathered them up and carried them out, determined to find out more.

She headed for the kitchen, making her way down the wide staircase and through the small door at the back of the dining room, which led in turn to a narrow passage and the domain of the cook and Madame Dendron. It had always been out of bounds. She had the three photographs held tightly under her arm, feeling her way along the unfamiliar walls with the other hand. Breathing heavily, she emerged into the bright, pungent kitchen and fixed her attention on the two women who were talking while peeling vegetables at a wide wooden table. Upon seeing Mademoiselle, they froze, the next glott of gossip disappearing on a quick exhale of breath.

The cook broke first, managing an almost polite, ‘What are you wanting, mademoiselle?’ and added, ‘Is the pull not working?’ looking up at the row of small brass bells mounted high on the wall above her. Madame Dendron looked furious.

‘Good evening,’ said Odette. ‘I have these,’ and she offered the frames forward. ‘I thought perhaps you could tell me who they might be?’ She hated the tremor in her voice.

The cook leapt up and craned her neck like a quizzical turkey. She looked at the images and then up at Odette with incredulity. ‘That one?’ she asked, jabbing a finger at the photo of the anxious, thin-faced woman.

Odette nodded. The cook looked back at Madame Dendron and then again at Odette. ‘But that’s Madame Huré, your mother, may she rest in peace,’ she said. ‘You must know that?’

Odette’s head grew light. ‘No,’ she uttered.

‘Yes,’ said Madame Dendron, who had got to her feet, hands on her belt, ‘she passed in agony, writhing and spitting, poisoned by an oyster. They have never been served in this house since.’

Tears began to well in Odette’s eyes, and she turned the frame away from the two women, hugging it to her stomach.

‘And that’s your grand-mère. Paternal,’ said the cook, pointing to the woman with tight hair. ‘She was an admirable lady.’

‘And who – who is this?’ asked Odette, tasting the salt of her tears in her mouth, holding out the third photograph.

‘I don’t know,’ the cook said quickly, and Madame Dendron shook her head. But Odette hadn’t missed the look that passed between them.

Later that afternoon, she rang the bell that summoned Merry. She offered him Polo to stroke before asking him to tell the cook that she would like palais
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