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When Lily stumbles across the ambitious young artist Andrien Charron at a grand masquerade ball at the Sylvain estate, she is intrigued by the hunger burning in his gaze. Regardless of their shared appreciation for the articulation of beauty, of the richness of the visible world, regardless that he makes something warm bloom inside her heart, she should have stepped back and turned away. She should not have led him to the hedge maze. She should not have risked that small lie. Lies are double-edged weapons. They pave the way for enchanted evenings—and perhaps also the fulfilment of tragic destinies.
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To all of the people and things I have missed during isolation.
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‘À mon seul désir’

(variously interpreted as ‘My sole desire’, ‘To my only desire’, 

‘By my will alone’, ‘Love desires only beauty of soul’)

— motto inscription on the sixth panel of La Dame à la licorne tapestry cycle
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The Lady of the Unicorn
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‘Hurry, Lily, or we’ll miss the party!’

I fastened Maman’s necklace around my throat, made some final adjustments to my white unicorn mask and gown, and hurried down the staircase after Florette’s flower fairy wings into the midst of the masquerade ball.

Flotillas of servants bearing platters loaded with refreshments weaved amongst the throngs of masked guests parading about the main hall and ballroom and beyond into the gardens, costumed as brightly and fantastically in concoctions by the most fashionable Parisian modistes as the salons and grounds themselves had been outfitted in gilt and silver encrusted with pearl and jewels, polished mirrors of Venetian glass, Sèvres porcelain on consoles and pedestals with ebony and ivory inlays, Florentine mosaics, cordovan leather, parquetry, high ornate ceilings and blazing crystal chandeliers, marble sculptures and columns, and the contrived graces of thick richly woven Persian rugs and Aubusson carpets, velvet draperies, satin, appliqued silk and damask upholstery, lace from Brussels, Alençon and Chantilly, and a vivid abundance of roses, infusing the air with their sweetness.

‘Florette, wait!’

Instead of pausing to marvel at the decorative wonder of our transformed surroundings, awash in music and loveliness, Florette bemoaned the crowds in frustration.

‘How will I ever find Bertrand in all this?’

A modest dinner party gathering of Papa’s business partners and trading associates had grown to become an annual event of increasingly extravagant proportions held at the Sylvain estate. This year, an invitation to a lavish masquerade ball in the midst of the splendour of the latest Sylvain perfumery rose varieties in bloom and the chance to view the private collection of artworks accumulated by Papa had attracted guests to pass beneath the armorial crest of the estate’s front gates, ferried from near and far in horse-drawn carriages from the most elite and affluent families.

There was a baron and a comte somewhere in the crowded ballroom with whom Florette was anxious to avoid renewing acquaintance, despite the fervent hopes and manoeuvrings of her parents, choosing instead to pursue the mysterious Bertrand, the latest bohemian of interest. When Florette announced that she would need assistance in finding this needle in the haystack, I did not require much persuasion since I was just as keen to avoid an arranged match of my own. Prior to heading out to his office on the previous morning, Papa had gone through the pile of calling cards left in the card-tray at breakfast and drawn my attention to the first one inscribed with ‘Lonnell de Fleury’, desiring that I welcome the De Fleury heir at the masquerade ball with special attention. The De Fleurys were not of noble stock but they were an old, respectable merchant family, immensely wealthy and well-connected through marriage, and shared many business interests with Papa. Papa had reminded me again of his directive this evening before he hurried away to discharge to his duties as host.

I had not seen Lonnell de Fleury for many years since he went abroad to study. He was the first boy whom I had ever brought home to meet my father. Golden-haired with deep-set merry eyes and pleasing considerate manners and generous laughter. Papa was extraordinarily pleased with Lonnell and had encouraged the match. When I beat Lonnell in a chess game, however, that had been the end of our courtship. I must have been about seven at the time.

‘What sort of mask and costume is this Bertrand wearing?’

My gaze roamed over the ballroom. It held no lack of magnificence and wild fancy: guests dressed as Harlequin, Columbina, Pierrot, Zeus, Poseidon, Ares, Aphrodite, Athena, Oberon, Titania, Mephistopheles, Nero, shepherdesses, Ottoman sultans, Oriental mandarins, Musketeers, wearing elaborate peacock headdresses, wings of butterflies, swans, griffins, leopard spots, mermaid tails...

‘Bertrand isn’t wearing any sort of mask. And he is in the costume of the Sylvain household livery.’

‘He’s one of the footmen?’

‘Only for tonight’s ball: he’s one of the waiting staff.’

‘But how—I thought you said he was a—’

‘Artists still have to eat and pay rent. I’m glad he wasn’t hired as a kitchen hand. That would’ve made it impossible to be discreet in seeing him.’

‘Why can’t we just ask—’

‘No, Lily, we can’t.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because a chambermaid to the mistress of the house, who grabs the opportunity to steal into a party in a gown borrowed from her mistress’s wardrobe, cannot simply summon an attendant hired for the evening out of the kitchen.’

‘Why would Bertrand think—’

‘Because I told him so.’

‘Florette!’

‘Don’t look so horrified. If my family intend to hand me over with the land and livestock to the senile Comte or the gouty Baron, then I deserve to snatch every available freedom whilst I have the chance.’

‘But—’

Florette pointed towards the revelry of merry-making masked guests spilling out through the French doors onto the terrace.

‘Come on, Lily! If I don’t find Bertrand before they are all sent out of the kitchen like dutiful little soldiers to serve your guests, he will be completely lost in the crowd and it will be a very dull party indeed. It will be even more so if your Papa catches you shirking your duty.’

Lonnell de Fleury had grown into a striking young man, broad-shouldered with a slim waist, impeccably dressed, his tawny gold locks curling elegantly to frame prepossessingly well-shaped features, his eyes and smile as merry as they had been as a boy, firmed with the gravity of intelligence and resolution. He was greatly admired and sought after by the socialites at the masquerade ball. When Papa brought Lonnell across the ballroom to meet me, Lonnell lost no time in claiming our old friendship and strove to atone for his boyhood error by demonstrating how much improved over time were his manners and solicitude.

Florette made light of Lonnell’s addresses and charmingly diverted his attentions away from pursuing the
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