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For Rosa




Ultimatum

Nice, 1939

Madame Matisse enters Lydia’s room, the prongs of the fork sharp in her pocket. Everything is tidy, in its place, the spines of the books aligned just so, three pears positioned along the windowsill at the most satisfying distance apart; all much as it was the last time she entered to look around. This woman has lived alongside Madame Matisse and her husband in Nice for the best part of a decade, but what, really, does Amélie know about the mysterious Lydia Delectorskaya?

Ever since that young woman joined their household back in the spring of 1932, Amélie has been relentless in her support of her. What was it that set Lydia apart from all the other girls? If Amélie’s memory serves her, there was a compliment about her hand-embroidered shawl, the eagerness with which the young woman jumped to accept the challenging role when another failed to impress, and then the way she turned up clutching fresh flowers. No one had done that before.

When Lydia first arrived – a strange twenty-two-year-old foreigner, down on her luck – she’d been just another in a long line of girls, hired to be helpful around the house, to support Amélie as her health deteriorated. Unobtrusive, efficient, sweet Lydia solved every problem without fuss or flapping – and what a pleasure it had been to find a helper who didn’t talk back or take liberties. That was rare. Then, as time went on, Amélie had been impressed with the Siberian’s resourcefulness, her initiative, her willingness to blend into their lives. Lydia had attended to Amélie, making her periods of confinement more bearable.

Henri had barely noticed her those first years. He didn’t want anyone interfering in his studio, and certainly didn’t aspire to draw the girl. She wasn’t his type. Amélie had assumed Lydia wouldn’t be interested in a man old enough to be her father – and that her husband wouldn’t form a bond with a woman a decade younger than his own daughter, Marguerite.

The Matisses had treated all their girls well over the years – paying wages higher than was necessary, bending the rules to make sure they had some stability. They’d been kind. But now, Amélie can see it clearly: this woman has preyed on her good nature, taken advantage of Amélie’s persistent ill health to infiltrate the fabric of their home, to make herself indispensable. Now Amélie sees her husband only at mealtimes, when they eat opposite each other in silence. He spends all his time with Lydia, getting up to who knows what …

She has had enough.

Amélie shuffles around the room, her cane knocking insistently on the floorboards.

The air is damp, which seems out of character for a resort such as Nice, famous for its blazing summers. Where sunbathers sizzle on the beachfront or loll in the sensuous sea. It has been a long time since Amélie indulged in any such pleasures herself. Her chronic illness, a bad back and pains in her stomach, alongside slumps of inertia and hopelessness, which have plagued her since the birth of her children, mean she must spend long swathes of time in bed.

Amélie stops and listens carefully for footsteps. Her hearing isn’t quite what it used to be, but her eyesight is as sharp as anything. When she’s certain nobody’s around, she props her stick against the wardrobe, stiffly kneels on the floor then pulls a briefcase out from under Lydia’s bed and places it on the eiderdown. Initials are embossed in the leather: ND. She wonders about the previous owner. A lover, perhaps, a man from Lydia’s past?

Briefly, Amélie experiences guilt for encroaching on her employee’s privacy in this way. Everyone has secrets, things they’d rather keep hidden; the worst sides of themselves, which never see the light. But Amélie shakes off the feeling. She needs to do this, needs to know once and for all what kind of woman she’s dealing with.

Amélie fiddles with the clasps on the briefcase – with a little luck, Lydia might have left it unlocked. But alas, no. Lydia guards her privacy with a ferocious intensity. In all the time Amélie has known her, the woman has rarely let slip even the smallest anecdote about her life outside these walls, or the time before she became an assistant to the Matisse household. Amélie has often wondered what it must have been like for the girl to grow up in Siberia, and how and why she ended up in France, alone.

The first question Amélie wants answered, definitively, is what claim Lydia thinks she has to her husband. The two of them have grown very close and are fools to think she hasn’t noticed. Only an astute observer would recognize it, but the woman is ruthless, always on the hunt to extract whatever she can, from anyone she can, while Amélie has been pushed further and further to the sidelines until she has become a stranger in her own home. At every turn, it’s the trace of Lydia she confronts, Amélie’s own truths erased. Outwardly, Lydia claims it’s all about Henri, his needs, his precious schedule. He must have no diversions or distractions – which seem to include his wife. But inwardly, Amélie knows, it’s a battle for control. Well, this is a fight she’s not prepared to lose.

Everyone around her seems to have forgotten one crucial fact: Amélie is formidable. She may be sixty-seven years old, with a head of fading hair, hips thick and slow, but she’s not just some silly woman who’ll be pushed into the footnotes of another man’s story. It’s true that she may have lost something over the years, but at her core, she has a constitution of fire, at her most competent and dynamic when the house is burning down around her. Ultimately, Amélie has survived it all, and together she and Henri have achieved the impossible, against all the odds.

Amélie tried broaching the subject with Henri last month, but he persuaded his wife that Lydia was essential to his art. At the time, she let it go, but she won’t do the same again. Marguerite, his own daughter, told Amélie to look for evidence, something to support her concerns. Marguerite has never liked Lydia and is equally suspicious of her father’s reliance on another. Do what it takes, she said. Amélie is not proud of it, but she has been searching Lydia’s room for weeks, trying to unearth anything that might make Henri take her – and her suspicions – seriously. She hasn’t found anything, except that damn locked briefcase under the bed. What is that woman hiding? Letters from Henri, promising her the world? Drawings that he has given her, or that have perhaps been taken without permission?

Or something altogether more worrying?

So, this time, while Lydia is out running errands for Henri, Amélie has come prepared. She takes the utensil from her housecoat to prise open the lock. She eases the tips of the fork into the clasp. She tenses her wrist. So close …

There’s an intake of breath, and at first Amélie thinks it’s her own, before the hairs rise on the back of her neck. She turns to see Lydia, standing at the threshold of the room.

‘Don’t you dare,’ Lydia warns, her eyes burning on the case.

But even though Amélie has been caught in the act, she won’t back down.

‘If my husband is writing to you, giving you gifts, I have a right to know.’

Lydia sucks in a breath. ‘Don’t insult me,’ she replies.

‘It wouldn’t be the first time he’s broken my trust,’ Amélie adds, ‘so forgive me if I refuse to close my eyes to my suspicions this time.’

‘Your suspicions are unfounded with me.’

‘Why not open the case and put my fears to rest?’

Lydia shakes her head.

‘Then I will form my own conclusions, if you don’t mind.’

Amélie jiggles the fork in the lock, just to try her luck before she is forced to leave, and this time there’s a click, like a heartbeat. She seizes the moment. Without taking her eyes off the younger woman, she flips the catch, and eagerly opens the case. Lydia leaps across the room and tries to seize it, but Amélie holds on, her fingers tight around the handle, battling to get even the briefest glimpse of what’s inside. There appear to be reams of papers, official-looking documents, in French and another language. She can’t quite get a satisfying look and yanks the case determinedly again, making the papers shift and slide.

Beneath, there’s a glint of metal. ‘Good Lord,’ Amélie gasps. ‘Is that a gun?’

If there’s a gun in this house, that changes everything.




Part One

 

AMÉLIE
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Paris, 1897

Of all the people she could have been seated next to at the wedding feast, this unkempt young man, all red hair and rough beard, is the last person she’d have hoped for. Amélie approaches her seat at the head table, which is strewn with crystal decanters, fine china and flowers in full bloom, and averts her eyes before he can strike up a conversation. Light bounces off the polished silver and cut glass and gemstones worn by the long-necked, high-haired women seated around the grand hall. The effect is dizzying and Amélie takes her place with determination, although inwardly she groans.

As maid of honour, she could have been consulted about the arrangements. The bride, her dear friend Juliette, now Madame Fontaine, the new daughter-in-law of the mayor of Bohain-en-Vermandois, knows she has her prejudices, her tastes. Amélie and Juliette bonded as friends at the Parisian boarding school their parents believed would bestow upon them a fine education. Could Juliette not have seated Amélie on the other side of the table, next to the groom’s brother? He looks approachable, without seeming too maniacal. At twenty-five years old, contrary to societal expectations and pressure from friends her age, Amélie isn’t desperate for marriage, just for some stimulating conversation for an evening. Although, if anyone were to catch her attention and dare hold it, she wouldn’t be opposed to more.

Ultimately, she wants to be made better by another person’s knowledge of her.

Amélie hadn’t failed to notice the red-headed young man during the ceremony, standing next to the groom, attempting to straighten his cravat as the bride walked down the aisle. He has the air of a prankster, of energy unearthed. In his badly fitting brown suit he resembles a clerk, one who likes to spark the wrath of his superiors. Amélie – the product of an expensive liberal education, daughter of socialist parents who nonetheless rub shoulders with the Parisian elite – has her own disdain for authority, but she isn’t keen on confrontation for confrontation’s sake. In her opinion, that marks a person out as a fool. If you’re going to burn the house down, better to light the match before anyone expects it of you.

Yes, Juliette should have seen to it that Amélie was placed next to an engaging, interesting young man, not this wild specimen, who keeps catching the arm of the waiter to ensnare another bottle of wine. There are already two, as yet unopened, concealed beneath the table between her chair and his. Her feet knock against them as she adjusts her position. Amélie carefully unfolds her serviette and places it on her lap.

‘Henri Matisse,’ the man repeats once she’s comfortable, holding out a hand. There’s no way to avoid him. She’ll have to swallow her standards and engage in conversation.

‘Mademoiselle Parayre,’ she says, with a small smile that does not attempt to conceal that she deigns to give him her attention. ‘Amélie.’

‘Amélie, are you a woman who likes her glass to be filled to the brim?’ he asks directly, addressing her informally, without invitation, forfeiting all manner of respectable convention, as he brings the neck of the wine bottle to the edge of the crystal. He looks her in the eye. ‘Or one who prefers just a small splash?’ He tips no more than a thimble’s worth of the ruby liquid into the glass. ‘So that she can give the illusion of restraint, and better enjoy the satisfaction of being refilled time and time again?’

He smiles again. She searches his features for something lecherous, or uncouth, to confirm her initial judgement of him, but his expression is warm and wide, his pale skin freckled from exposure to the sun, even though it’s a damp day in mid-October. His eyes are a deep blue, and kind, flickering with a mischief that is not unappealing.

How she hates to be in the wrong.

‘I’m a woman who prefers to pour her own,’ Amélie says decisively, taking the bottle from him, and adding more than a splash, less than a full measure.

She places it back on the table between them.

‘I see,’ he says, appraising the line as she takes a sip. He finishes his in one motion, the soft inside of his lips already stained with tannins.

Amélie smiles, despite herself. The meal will last a couple of hours, at most. She can endure. She always does. A waiter places a platter of oysters in the middle of the table, the flesh glistening. ‘How do you know the groom?’ she asks.

Henri reaches for one and swallows it with a flourish before he answers.

‘Ferdinand and I grew up together in Bohain; we went to the same lycée. From the moment we could walk, we schooled ourselves in evasion. His father – that man over there’ – he points to a round man with a heavy moustache, his jacket adorned with gleaming medallions – ‘has been the mayor for a long time. We were always terrified of him and quickly learned where to go and where not to go. We took our beatings, more than once. And it seems Ferdinand learned the intended lesson … Just look at him now.’ The groom, a handsome man beside his blooming bride, is surrounded by the great and good of Paris, money pressed into his pockets, connections forged. ‘Whereas I clearly did not.’ Henri smirks and swallows another oyster, while she helps herself to her first. It’s salty and smooth.

‘I’m a failure at every turn,’ he continues. ‘As a son, I’m my father’s greatest disappointment, for I refused to take over the family business. I never had the makings of a seed merchant. My hands are too delicate.’ He shows her. They are elegant and would be soft to touch. ‘As a man,’ he adds, ‘I flung away a promising career as a lawyer. And as a father …’ He sips his wine, shakes his head. ‘But I shouldn’t be telling you all this. A beautiful woman whom I have the great fortune of being seated next to for an evening of unbridled celebration doesn’t want to hear the misfortunes of a resoundingly unexceptional man.’

He stops a passing waiter and intercepts another bottle for his stash beneath the table. ‘Oh, don’t look so concerned – I won’t drink all of these at once,’ he says, as he notices her narrowed eyes. ‘They’ll be smuggled out, to share with my friends. Our cupboards are bare.’

He brushes his hands together and she notices that he does not wear a ring.

‘So, what occupies you now, Monsieur Matisse, if not the law?’

‘I’m an artist,’ he sighs. ‘And not a particularly good one, if the opinions of my teachers and the Salon are to be believed.’

She almost laughs. Amélie has always avoided artists; it’s another of her golden rules, along with men with beards. Too much trouble, not enough reward. Too much … ego.

And all that insecurity. A woman should not be expected constantly to bolster a man’s confidence, to reassure him as he strives for a greatness that may always be out of reach. Artists, she knows, are forced to search their soul at every turn. She cannot abide such indulgence. She’s about to say as much, when there’s a hush of conversation around them as waiters bring in the next course: sizzling plates stacked with tender duck breast, leafy vegetables, wedges of potato dauphinoise.

There’s a clatter of cutlery before the volume rises again.

She lifts her knife and fork.

‘An artist?’ she says, politely, trying not to raise her eyebrows. ‘My family entertained a great number of artists during my childhood in Beauzelle, in the south. My father used to be the editor of an activist newspaper. Now he works for the wealthiest couple in France. As you can imagine, we’ve always had an eclectic mix at our table.’

‘Well, count yourself lucky. My childhood was all seeds and sawdust. Until the age of twenty, I’d not even heard the word artist, let alone met one or understood it was possible to be such a thing. It was Mother who first pressed a box of paints into my hands. I was in hospital recovering from appendicitis, bored out of my mind. She thought it would help me pass the time. As soon as I took up that brush …’ He pauses, looks at her out of the side of his eye. ‘Instantly, I felt that art was worth dying for, that I would throw everything I had into pursuit of it. My instincts were correct, as here I am, approaching thirty, with nothing left to show for it at all.’ He raises his glass in mirth, but there are clearly strong feelings beneath his words.

‘You can’t be that bad,’ she says.

‘Take a look for yourself! I gifted Ferdinand a still life I made in Belle-Île. It’s very conventional. Apples.’ He rolls his eyes. ‘Tell me, who wants to look upon apples all day?’

‘Ferdinand, I hope.’

He looks at her and laughs.

‘He’s not as uncultured as that,’ he continues. ‘Ferdinand has an eye, an appreciation for such things. I even gave him that very first painting I made using my mother’s paintbox. Maybe it will make him rich one day, owning original work by the great Matisse, that unappreciated fool.’ He spreads his arms. ‘I’ll paint my next one for you, how about that?’

‘You must promise the subject matter will be more exciting than apples,’ she says.

He feigns a wounded heart, before miraculously reviving to pluck another bottle from the tray of a passing waiter.

‘I could paint you,’ he says, expanding as he tests the limits of his boldness. ‘You have beautiful shoulders.’ He delicately traces the exposed curve of one with the tip of his knife. The moment feels molten with danger. Then Henri abruptly changes tack, setting down his cutlery and wiping his mouth. ‘Or how about these flowers?’ He reaches over and takes a stem of white baby’s breath – as delicate and luminous as a constellation – from the bouquet in the middle of the table, which earns him a disapproving glance from Juliette’s mother. Henri doesn’t notice. He holds the long stem between his teeth, smiling like a circus clown.

‘You’re a silly man,’ Amélie concedes, rubbing her skin. She takes the gypsophila from his mouth and returns it to its vessel. ‘You must strive to be taken seriously one day.’

‘What are your favourite flowers, mademoiselle?’ he asks, pouring himself more wine. He goes to top up her glass, but stops himself, placing the bottle on the table in front of her, his hand gesturing an invitation that she help herself. ‘Roses? Lilies?’ he continues, looking at her shrewdly. ‘No, you’re not that kind of woman. Already that much is clear.’

‘Violets,’ she replies. ‘I’ve loved them ever since I was a girl.’

‘As a boy, I’d roam the fields around Bohain. I used to part the long grass looking for them. I’d collect as many as I could and bring them home for my mother. She’d put them in a jar, and there they’d stay on the table until the petals wilted.’

‘Beautiful things don’t last for long – that’s why we must appreciate them while we can,’ she says, looking around the party. ‘This second, like all the others that have come before it, will be swept away like so many petals and consigned to history.’

‘Well, I feel that I might want to press this particular moment between the pages of a weighty tome, and look at it from time to time,’ he says, his eyes searching hers once more.

Amélie feels a tingle of connection, a sense that Henri is urging intimacy between them. She can’t deny the attraction is there, at the edges, pushing to get in. She enjoys the challenge of him. It’s rare to find a man who is earnest without being contemptible, who seems to notice every detail about her, without being cloying. Who treats her as an intellectual equal, not a prize to be won and flaunted. It’s unnerving.

She regains her earlier thought process. ‘Even if you press flowers, they lose something of their essence,’ she replies, her words emerging slowly. ‘They might crumble, or fade. Their scent departs. The joy is in the knowledge that their beauty will be fleeting.’

He begins to formulate an answer, but the sound of a knife against cut glass makes everyone fall silent.

‘Well, here I go,’ he says. ‘Wish me luck.’ Henri takes a breath, looks at her with wide eyes, then reaches into his pocket and pulls out sheets of paper covered in ink, long illegible lines that she would struggle to decipher. ‘Now they expect me to shine,’ he says and winks before slipping on thin-rimmed spectacles, and standing to address those gathered.

Henri gently teases the groom, toasts the bride, and thanks both sets of parents, his eyes lingering on Amélie as he makes a second toast to the bridesmaids. He runs a hand through his hair, his shirt slightly untucked, his teeth stained with wine, but the exuberance of him, this bold glint of devilry that is visible to all, has charmed most of the wedding party.

While Henri speaks to Ferdinand, the groom’s mother – resplendent in grey silk, jewels hanging from her earlobes – sweeps over to Amélie with an alarming sense of purpose.

‘Mademoiselle, if I may? You’re clearly a well-brought-up young woman,’ she says, addressing Amélie respectfully, her accent polished, her eyes crinkling with the cruel kindness so particular to the upper classes. ‘So please, with respect and eternal patience, heed my word of warning.’ Her irises are green, clear like the emeralds on her fingers. ‘We’ve known Henri Matisse since he was a child. He comes from a good, hard-working family who have always wanted the best for him, and strived to help him succeed in life. But alas, in recent years, he has become the fool, gone off the rails and squandered his potential. I wouldn’t want to see him drag a good woman down with him.’ She pauses. When Amélie’s response doesn’t come, she continues: ‘Young Matisse is a careless man. I’m sure you’ve gleaned as much already. But it’s worse than that, I’m afraid. He has a child, out of wedlock.’ Amélie bristles, less at the revelation than at the indecency of this woman, spilling such privacies at this moment. ‘We heard recently that the child’s mother,’ she continues with a frown, ‘a young woman who we know modelled for his artworks – of no standing or material reserves whatsoever – has seen it in her own interest to leave him. That’s how bad it must have become! Can you imagine? His poor parents!’ The woman elongates the words to show the depth of her distress. ‘To be burdened with a son such as that …’

Amélie’s back stiffens in defiance. She hates this kind of goading concern, a thinly disguised mask for malicious gossip. ‘I appreciate your concern for my reputation, Madame Fontaine, but I must kindly insist that I make up my own mind,’ she replies, her words light but direct. Amélie realizes she feels more affinity with Henri Matisse than with anyone else in the grand hall. He’s unconventional. That’s what she’s used to. Perhaps it’s all those conversations she overheard at the table, growing up – her mind filled with the eclectic words of anarchists who’d lost hope, writers and poets permanently down on their luck, failed farmers and forlorn trade unionists – but she has always rooted for the underdog. She watches the mother of the groom sail back to her chair, no doubt convinced she has done her duty.

When Henri returns, Amélie is ready to top up his glass. He drinks from it gladly. After a few moments of comfortable silence, she stands and offers him her hand.

‘Would you care to dance, Monsieur Matisse?’

Henri turns his full attention to her, his eyes flickering with more of that boyishness that has been on show all evening, a smile tugging at the corners of his lips.

There’s something in her own recklessness that makes her feel strong.

‘The pleasure would be all mine,’ he replies.

He takes her hand. His is warm, pulsing. Amélie thinks of a paintbrush between his fingertips, of the canvas on which he conducts the paint. The way he changes the energy in the room. She knows instinctively that this man is a long way from being a serious prospect – all that drinking and unruliness. But she cannot deny that she’s intrigued and feels something akin to desire. She’s happy to throw off her own rules for once. She is her own surprise.

Together, they walk to the dance floor – the groom’s mother’s eyes widening in astonishment – as the band starts up a lively number.

But she cares not. For this moment and those to come, Amélie will enjoy the dance.
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Paris, 1897

Amélie’s dark hair is rolled up around her head in her signature style. She has inherited the delicate features and narrow bones of her ancestors, and she likes to add width, and a touch of gravitas, where she can. She was brought up in the heat of Beauzelle, in south-west France, close to the border with Spain. One would be forgiven for thinking there was more Spanish blood than French flowing through her veins. Those who came before her must have crossed the Pyrenees, carrying hope on their shoulders along with their food. As a result, she has very little in common with those dour northern types – their pale faces and red hair, rough hands and stern, stoical dispositions – who have grown up in a colder climate. Amélie and Berthe, her younger sister – by three and a half years – have been raised with the sun. Berthe decided at the age of ten that she wanted to become a teacher. No other romantic cause could sway her. She now works as a schoolmistress. They’re both dark-haired and full of passion, like all the women who preceded them. They do things their own way, without reserve. Berthe likes to say they’re from a family of ‘plucky people’. Amélie feels this to be infinitely true.

Henri, at the end of the wedding reception, had asked to see her again.

She’d been able to think of several reasons to refuse him, and perhaps it was the wine, or the words of the groom’s mother, but she found she wasn’t inclined to deploy any of them. So here she is now, waiting in a café opposite the Grand Guignol in the Pigalle district of Paris, a seedy part of the capital, but one that pulses with life, bright lights and painted ladies. Amélie has never been fazed by the kinds of things that set other women’s teeth a-chatter.

The theatre is open for the Saturday matinée. Already people are milling about in line for tickets, laughing, gossiping, pulling their coats closely around their bodies as they wait for the doors to open and the performance to begin.

Amélie is early, so cannot fault Henri for arriving after her, for he is not yet late. He’d suggested this café, one where the waiters are discreet and the coffee is strong enough to fuel penniless art students long into the afternoon. She reads a page of a novel to fill the time.

When she sees him, he’s a version of the man she remembers, but already, even after a week, he has taken on new proportions in her mind, and she has to adjust her mental image of him to match this real-life man; this figure who is hurrying along, weaving through the theatre crowd, his eyes intent on her, carrying something behind his back.

‘You’ll never believe it,’ he says, reaching her table. He hasn’t even said hello.

From behind his back, he gently produces a flurry of purple, held between his thumb and index finger. ‘I walked from the Louvre, and look, look!’ He holds the pinch of petals in front of her nose. She inhales and receives the most delicate scent: fresh and woody. ‘I found them growing from a crack in the paving stones on my way here,’ he continues. ‘Violets! Can you believe it? After our conversation at the wedding, it must be a sign!’

There are flashes of green in his brown eyes, she notices.

Amélie takes the flowers. ‘Oh, but you should have left them to grow,’ she says.

His shoulders lose some of their surety at the implication he has done something wrong. ‘Would you ever have believed me if you hadn’t seen the proof for yourself?’

‘Perhaps not,’ she admits. ‘It isn’t the typical season for them, but I suppose a seed can grow at any time, given the right conditions. Wild flowers in particular.’

‘Now that we have them, what should we do with them?’ he asks. He places the stems in a glass of water, and the hearts float like buoys.

She retrieves them and blows them dry on the tablecloth. They’re shades of purple, with streaks of yellow. The petals are tiny and delicate, and Amélie feels as if they could dissolve on her tongue like sugar. She knows instinctively that she doesn’t want them to be damaged or torn, so places them inside the pages of her novel, arranging the stems and petals to give the most pleasing effect. Henri watches her as she presses them with her fingertips.

‘Their colour will fade, and their scent will depart if you press them,’ he says.

‘Their beauty is certainly fleeting,’ she replies, recalling her words from the wedding. ‘But we must try to hold on to whatever brings us joy.’ It’s only now, faced with something she doesn’t want to lose, that she realizes the paradox of the sentiment. ‘Perhaps I’ll frame them,’ she adds, and considers how they might look behind a sheet of glass. An artist like Henri could capture them in pigment, painting their likeness so they might be remembered.

Henri orders coffee and pays the waiter when he delivers the cups to the table. ‘I must apologize for my behaviour at the wedding,’ he says, sighing at his confession. ‘I’m not usually so rambunctious. I was nervous before the speech and drank too much as a consequence. There was something wild and unleashed about me that night. But typically, I’m a restrained, serious man,’ he says. ‘I go to bed early, I wake early, to get the best of the day. I drink very little. Truly,’ he adds when he sees her glance of amusement.

Already, he seems more controlled and serious than he’d been at the wedding.

‘Drinking to excess is certainly a costly habit for a man,’ she replies. ‘And you don’t seem able to afford it,’ she adds, noticing the details of him that money does better to hide.

She’s aware that the artist is keen to reform her image of him.

But she must make up her own mind: which version is the real Henri Matisse?

‘It’s true I don’t have much. But I’m single-minded,’ he says. ‘Which you may decide is a good thing, or, like my friends and family, believe to be quite the burden. They regret that my focus is on art rather than the world of business or law. They believe I could be comfortable financially. They think in choosing art I’ve sacrificed my sanity, which is true beyond all doubt – but I didn’t feel I ever had a choice.’

‘What use is sanity, if it leads you not into temptation?’ she asks.

Amélie adds a sugar cube, stirs, then sips her coffee.

The theatre crowd has vanished, she notices. Now the street is dotted with maids and housewives, bread positioned in the crook of an arm, groceries in a basket, children in prams.

Henri looks at her curiously. ‘And what motivates you, Mademoiselle Parayre?’

‘One day, I want to open my own hat shop, as a way to stand on my own two feet.’

He’s choosing to present himself as steady and stable. She wants to highlight her initiative and drive. She can be an asset, an ally. Why are men so often threatened by that?

‘My mother, you know, made hats,’ he replies. ‘I was obsessed with her box of textiles and colour charts when I was a boy. When she let me, I’d help her by taking a sharp pair of scissors and cutting out the shapes she needed. It certainly was more fun than the back-breaking work in the seed store. I was bed-bound for most of my formative years, so there was no carrying hefty sacks for me, much to my father’s disappointment. I was lucky that my younger brother, Auguste, obliged.’ He pauses, sips. ‘You must have talent,’ Henri continues. ‘I’d like to see your designs one day. Perhaps I could be a model for you, although I’m not sure I’d attract the clientele you’d be hoping for.’

She raises her eyebrows to show her amusement.

‘My dear aunt already has a shop of her own, and it’s very successful,’ she says. ‘I work there most days, designing and making hats, and modelling them from time to time.’

‘You could hand out my calling card with every purchase. “Your chance to be painted by France’s most esteemed artist, the inimitable Matisse.”’ He indulges the fantasy. ‘You would tell those women with their fancy hats to seize the opportunity before it’s too late, before he’s batting away commissions and has too much money to count!’ He leans back in his chair, as if this vision of his future has exhausted him. ‘You’re quite the combination, mademoiselle. A man with potential would be wise to snap you up,’ he adds.

He looks at her carefully, and she’s not naive to the implication of his words.

‘And how old is your daughter?’ she says, changing the subject to put distance between them. The remnants of his coffee spill. He dabs the splashes from his shirt.

‘Ah, little Marguerite, my daisy …’ he says, looking ambushed, forgetting that he’d mentioned her existence at the wedding reception. ‘My daughter is three years old. She’s a beautiful child, if a little sickly, but in that respect you could say she takes after her father.’

‘And her mother?’

With the tip of his shoe, Henri nudges a pigeon that is fossicking under the table.

Amélie doesn’t see why she shouldn’t ask simple, straightforward questions. Her father, when he worked as a journalist, encouraged her to ask difficult ones in the most direct manner. If people squirm, you’ll know you’ve hit a nerve, he’d say. That’s where the truth lies. She can still recall the glint in his eyes as he spoke these words to her. Armand Parayre, a man of dazzling intelligence and strong morals, thrives on bringing truths to the surface.

‘Marguerite’s mother left me,’ Henri says, and Amélie is relieved to know that he has spoken honestly, and that he has said the difficult thing, the one that does not paint him in the most flattering light. She nods, but leaves the avenue of conversation open, waiting for him to fill the gap – another trick she learned from her father.

‘We had a difficult relationship,’ he continues, taking a deep breath. ‘It was never a smooth union. In the end, much to my disappointment, Camille was unable to tolerate the precariousness of life at the side of an artist. Well, certainly not one as determined as I am to do things the wrong way – to create art that will challenge, not just appease those who select the most conventional pieces for the Salon.’ He shakes his head with a dash of resentment. ‘My attempts to bring a new way of seeing into the world were simply intolerable to her,’ he continues. ‘During our trip to Belle-Île over the summer, I’d paint every day, and she came to the conclusion that she’d rather be alone.’ He pauses, and Amélie is sure he’s back there, in his mind, that place of rocky cliffs, plunging seas and high winds, the woman he loved pulling away, packing her bags in tears. ‘I certainly tested her limits,’ he says. ‘I’m sad Camille left, that in her desperation she took our daughter with her. I’m nearly twenty-eight and it feels as if my life is in tatters. But, while I’m being candid, I’ll also say I was relieved, just a little. I need a woman by my side who’ll believe in my art as much as I do. Someone who’s prepared to sacrifice everything for it – all of life’s comforts, all of its certainties.’

‘Sacrifice?’ Amélie asks suspiciously, jumping on the word. ‘Must any woman you encounter be willing to diminish herself?’

‘There’s no weakness, in my eyes, in committing one’s life to the pursuit of something bigger than oneself. Only the strongest can devote themselves and survive.’

‘Women do that all the time, but it’s rarely recognized as anything resembling glory.’

‘Art is bigger than scrubbing floors and darning socks,’ he says, his tone teasing, seeing if he can get a rise out of her, falling back on such worn stereotypes.

‘You misunderstand what it is to be a woman,’ Amélie replies. ‘The power, the pain.’ She pauses to see if he’s taking her seriously. ‘I’m not a wife, nor a mother, but I can see that everything we know and need is built upon the work of women, the suffering they endure so that others might succeed. Yet our society barely acknowledges it.’

‘Very true, of course. It’s clear that we men are lacking and that we fool ourselves into thinking we can make up for our shortcomings by chasing higher pursuits,’ he admits. ‘And still, we try.’

‘But you’re saying a woman must align herself with some grand project in order to leave her mark? She must inspire? And yet she must also give birth, nurse and nurture – the greatest act of creation. With no expectation of thanks, recognition or remuneration?’

‘If I were to meet a woman prepared to do both, it would be a miracle.’

It’s Amélie’s turn to feel uncomfortable. When she looks up, she realizes she’s not mistaken – Henri, in his unusual and provocative way, is asking something of her.

She has never been a slave to the steady progression of things, and yet, neither does she consider herself to be a woman in a hurry to marry. But suddenly the thought is upon her, and she can’t articulate it: for all her adult life she has been looking for something to pin her colours to, something that radicalizes, that beats a drum with ferocious urgency; that challenges the world to be different, more authentic. Artists, she understands, have more freedom than most. They can exist outside society’s parameters, for better or worse. Maybe that is a space that could also accommodate Amélie, her own ambition and drive? She has enough resources – financial and intellectual – not to let this man sink her, and maybe, just maybe, she can become a catalyst for pushing him to greater daring.

Has Amélie found her calling in Henri, this strange, pale man, born to the hard cold earth of the north, so in need of light? She can tell he needs someone to believe in him and in what he is trying to do. ‘And if such a miracle were to occur, what could a penniless artist promise in return?’ she asks.

‘I can’t promise a thing,’ he admits. ‘If you want stability, a steady hand, or a certain future, there are other men far more suitable than me. But I get the impression you aren’t like other women. You won’t be limited by the conventional path.’

‘Well, when you make such an attractive offer, how could one refuse?’

She cannot say why it makes sense, the two of them together, but just as she knows that she will press the violets, frame them and hang them on the wall, against all her initial judgements she knows that this is the man she’s prepared to commit her energies to. He will be made more because of her – he will stretch, like a growing bud, to meet his potential, with her by his side. And she will be made more substantial by his presence at hers.

After a few moments, Henri touches her fingers, a smile passing between them. ‘What do you say, Amélie Parayre? Do you find you could tolerate me?’

She examines his face in profile, his lashes, the red gold of his beard, the nose that is large but well balanced. ‘Perhaps I could,’ she says. ‘But I’d have to visit your studio first, to see exactly what it is I’m getting myself into. What if I don’t like your work? I have to admit, I don’t have a great deal of knowledge when it comes to art.’

‘I’ll let you be the judge. I have no expectations. Either way, I want to hear your thoughts. I have a feeling I’m going to value your opinion.’

Amélie is intrigued to see Henri’s work, to get more insight into how he operates.

Once again, she finds herself ready to be surprised.
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Paris, 1898

Their wedding takes place on 10 January, a matter of weeks after their first meeting. ‘“Why hurry headlong to thy fate, poor fool?”’ Amélie has whispered to herself, more than once, as she contemplated the union. But once her mind is made up, she isn’t known for her patience. Besides, waiting is the preserve of the feckless and unforceful, her father likes to say.

Amélie is braced against the cold of this new year – when even the city pigeons seem to shudder against concrete skies – and she yearns for the heat of the future. The arrangements have been made quickly, her family rallying into action. Her sister, Berthe – who found Henri utterly contrary to the men Amélie had been close to in the past and, for this reason, liked him instantly – took it upon herself to source a suitable dress, one that wouldn’t do her sister a disservice on her wedding day. Her parents agreed to cover all expenses, whatever the cost. Yet, at the news of their engagement, Amélie had detected an edge of discord from her mother and father, who, when faced with the prospect of their daughter marrying a man with neither money nor discernible prospects, and with an illegitimate daughter to boot, had to confront their liberal values head-on. Amélie is sure discussions took place behind closed doors, debates over theory versus reality, on the politics of permissiveness – but, as former revolutionaries, they’d be hypocrites if they complained now.

Amélie’s mother, Catherine, with the cool efficiency of her breeding, delicately broached the subject with as much tact as she could muster. Did her daughter need any kind of ‘help’, she’d asked one day as she wrote in her ledger, her back turned to Amélie, the question hanging in the air between them. Might she want to visit an aunt in the south for a matter of months, until certain things were resolved? Amélie had to laugh. No, she was not in trouble, certainly not that kind. She had simply met her match.

Ultimately, the Parayres have been conditioned to admire artists and poets; they understand that they lead a more noble kind of life, cut off from the things that typically offer comfort or reprieve. They are confident their social standing will protect their daughter from scandal and the worst degradations of poverty. So whatever discussions took place were swiftly resolved, and, outwardly at least, her parents are pleased about the engagement, and keen to make the union a lively affair. Things must be done properly. Her parents have invited friends from Paris – politicians, journalists and educational reformers – as well as neighbours and colleagues from Beauzelle, where the girls spent their childhood.

The guests of honour include her parents’ employers – the Humberts, Thérèse and Frédéric – who have been present in Amélie’s life since she was born, and who have always been exceedingly generous. Amélie’s mother first met Thérèse Aurignac when they were children – long before Thérèse acquired the riches and status that now surround her. Theirs was an unlikely friendship: Thérèse’s father was a thoroughly disreputable man, who gambled and sank into debt, telling tall stories about a lost inheritance. Catherine’s own father was the town bailiff, tasked with chasing missed payments. He was frequently at Monsieur Aurignac’s door, his daughter in tow. Despite their differences, the girls became firm friends and have watched each other’s fortunes fluctuate over the years. Since their childhood, the tables have turned, with Catherine now employed to run the Humbert household, and Amélie’s father, after he left journalism, working as their chauffeur.

Thérèse’s husband, Frédéric, is a tolerant man – shy, sensitive, respected. Rake-thin and awkward, his background and personality are directly at odds with those of his wife, which seems to balance them out. He tries to make up for his lack of charisma by laughing gently after every sentence – the more mundane the statement, the more forcefully he expels his amusement. By contrast, Thérèse is grand, loud and riotously funny, revelling in the finer things in life. Indeed, it was Amélie’s parents who brought Frédéric and Thérèse together, seating them next to one another at a dinner party at their home.

And now Frédéric has offered to stand as a witness to Amélie’s marriage, and there could be no greater honour or endorsement of her and Henri as a couple in the eyes of the Parisian elite. Frédéric’s father, Gustave, was an old friend of Amélie’s father. A political heavyweight, Gustave had helped frame the Constitution of the Third Republic before becoming a senator. Gustave also owned the activist Republican newspaper L’Avenir de Seine-et-Marne, of which her father used to be the editor. Over the years, Gustave rose to become France’s Minister of Justice, a position he held until his passing just a few years ago.

Now one of the most powerful couples in France, the Humberts have pulled a few gilded strings to see to it that their local church – the spectacular Église Saint-Honoré-d’Eylau in the 16th arrondissement – will host Amélie and Henri’s wedding.

Inside, the structure of the bleached exposed beams, stretching from the ground to the grand ceiling, made Amélie feel as if she were inside the belly of a whale the first time she saw it. But the stained glass was the most arresting sight – floral panels of oranges, reds, turquoise and blues, like swimming through molten colour.

It’s true that the most fashionable weddings of Paris take place here. Henri and his family must certainly view it as a step too far to have secured such a venue. Amélie can imagine their dismay on receiving the missive from their wayward son; they must have thought he was joking – marriage, to a woman they had never heard him speak of, so soon after his relationship with Camille ended. There’s suspicion, she can sense it, combined with relief that their son is finally marrying so well. His parents and brother have made the journey from Bohain – and, in his words, two of his ‘most presentable relatives’, Henri’s uncles, will also stand as witnesses. His daughter, pretty Marguerite, will be their flower girl. That will certainly ruffle the great and the good.

Amélie’s mother comes in to help set her hair, curling and twisting, teasing with irons. She usually finds all this intolerable, but today Amélie relents. The young woman observes her reflection. She believes she’s bordering on a kind of beauty, with her smooth skin and dark hair. She knows she’s not an unappealing woman, with her youth and fine complexion, but she has never put a premium on her looks, as some do, especially in Paris.

She’ll have competition in this marriage, she knows that much. Henri has made it clear that art, for him, is more than a passing fad. She saw the evidence in his living quarters, that cramped space that was taken over by paint and canvas, hardly room for a man to stretch out to sleep. She’d been impressed and surprised that day by Henri’s bold interpretation of the world around him. And she’d been seduced, seeing it through his eyes, wanting to step into his scenes and live more authentically as a result.

She’ll not fight it, this urge in him to pursue his artistic vision. She’s deeply impressed by his talent, by his rhetoric. There’s a steel core to Henri. If anyone can succeed in this punishing arena, it’s him. Henri is introducing her to a new world, one she feels she comes alive in – he has walked her around the Louvre and other galleries, talked to her of the great artists, their strengths, their failings, and his own vision, why he’s not content to replicate the certainties of the past. Already, he has a reputation as a loose cannon, a man whose work must be shunned. She knows this unsettles him, the reluctance of others to collaborate with his earnest vision. But she admires his antagonism and wants to be part of it.

In one early letter, Henri made his intentions clear: Mademoiselle, I love you dearly, he wrote, but I shall always love painting more. She’d been tickled by his candour, his need to spell things out in this way, as if his passion for art were an entanglement with another woman. Amélie would not hope to change him, as Camille had. Amélie believes she has the capacity to surprise Henri – not to compete with his passion, but to charge it with her own energy and enthusiasm.

Over the last few weeks, her fiancé has barely mentioned Camille, the mother of his child, and Amélie has been surprised at the efficacy with which he has excised her from his heart and mind. Amélie, on the other hand, thinks of her often. She hasn’t articulated it to anyone, but she feels this great, spine-stiffening opposition to Camille Joblaud, that woman who couldn’t appreciate what she had and left those who loved her to pick up the pieces. Amélie is aware that there’s a painting – one that her fiancé told her caused quite the scandal at the Salon just before she met him – of Camille standing at the dinner table, wearing a pinafore, dressed like a maid, tending to the flowers in the centre of the lavish setting.

It had been turned to the wall in his studio. Was he ashamed of it? she’d asked. Henri told Amélie that he’d intended to paint a family gathering, and it hadn’t escaped her notice that the seats at the table were empty; Camille on her feet, her eyes downcast, her face pinched, ready to depart a scene that promised so much satisfaction.

Camille is not Amélie’s rival. She’d already left. There’s no need for Amélie to assert anything. But Amélie measures herself and her new relationship against this invisible woman, feels a desire to prove that she’s of a different cut, that she has the initiative and resources to navigate Henri’s painful path; that, as his social equal, she can make a better job of this role than that other woman ever could.

Marguerite, Amélie has been pleased to discover, is a sweet, silent child – harbouring a tender nature born of shyness rather than a lack of wit. At their first meeting, the dark-haired girl clung to Amélie’s legs, refusing to reply to gentle questions, all the while ignoring her father’s suggestions to run off and play. Amélie had felt nervous around the child, unsure of whether to embrace her, but instinct had taken over and she’d swaddled her in a hug.

After the wedding, Amélie and Henri have made plans to spend a long honeymoon travelling south, sailing from Marseille, the journey culminating in Corsica – an island where she spent many happy weeks during her childhood. There, she believes, the heat will breathe new life into Henri, seduce him with possibilities unknown before. The light might inspire a new direction in his art, too. They’ll visit Toulouse and Beauzelle, and Henri will see the life she knew as a child – the streets where she grew up, the landscape that formed her before she moved to boarding school in Paris. She remembers the desire to escape the parameters of those school walls, how she felt disconnected from the preoccupations of other girls her age. But first, Henri has proposed London, to visit galleries, to see the work of a painter he admires. It’s imperative they take in his bold approach in the flesh.

Amélie’s mother loops a loose tendril into the pile of hair at the nape of her neck, and pins it in place. Her deep-set eyes, so like Amélie’s own, look back at her in the mirror. Amélie has certainly inherited that decisive mouth. Henri, after meeting Catherine in December, announced that Amélie was clearly descended from a family of Spanish queens.

‘Ma chérie? You are sure about this?’ her mother asks gently.

Amélie has a hollow knot in her stomach; she cannot tell if it’s nerves or excitement. She’s about to answer, to brush away her mother’s uncertainty, when there’s a knock at the door and Thérèse appears, her hat at a jaunty angle, her dark eyes sparkling with mischievous energy. Thérèse produces a silk drawstring pouch, the size of a lemon, the contents of which jangle melodically as she moves it from one hand to the other.

‘My darling,’ Thérèse says, coming closer and putting her hand to the material at Amélie’s waist, pressing it to test the quality. ‘Don’t you look divine?’ She pulls her fingers away, satisfied, and smiles once more. ‘These are for you and your soon-to-be husband, to see you through any rough patches – of which I’m sure there will be many, as there should be in any successful marriage.’ She looks to her good friend Catherine for confirmation. ‘But I admire him. And I admire you,’ she says, raising her chin. ‘You’re a brave woman, and that should be celebrated in our day and age.’

‘Women get married all the time, Madame Thérèse,’ Amélie replies.

But the elegant older woman continues as if she hadn’t spoken. ‘I hear what you’re saying with this union,’ she adds in a dramatic whisper. ‘“I will not be contained. I will not be curtailed.”’ Thérèse ploughs her fist into the air vigorously. ‘Not for you the restrictions of a bourgeois partnership. So these’ – she passes the pouch – ‘will come in handy. They’ll shield you from the worst ravages of poverty, at least until that man makes a name for himself.’

Amélie takes the offering, blushing, though she is about to protest, when Catherine places her palm on her daughter’s upper arm. ‘That’s too kind of you, Thérèse, but really, there’s no need,’ her mother says.

‘Nonsense,’ she replies. ‘I need to feel that I’m doing my best for our little Amélie, and this is simply the way I know how. So please, Amélie, open it.’

Amélie looks to her mother, who offers a small nod. She undoes the string and pours the contents into her palm. A huge emerald is the first object to tip out, set in a gold band. It is magnificent and Amélie’s heart flutters, despite herself.

‘I couldn’t. It’s too much, much too much,’ she says.

‘I know you’ve admired this one since you were a child. I have acres of jewels, and not enough fingers to enjoy them all.’ Thérèse dances her hands around, revealing diamonds and sapphires. ‘Someone young and beautiful may as well make the most of the finest ones. What’s the point of wealth and precious things, if they can’t inspire joy in others?’

This gift is designed to impress – to pass on the message to anyone who glances at it that Amélie and Henri are a couple who can take on the world, that they have status and money, even if the truth is quite the opposite. Alongside the ring there are smaller gemstones, some sparkling and others uncut, that could be made into finer jewellery, or sold for a solid price.

This kind of excess is Thérèse’s trademark. There’s no need for such extravagance. Most friends of the family have proffered modest – by comparison – gifts of cash that are more than generous. But Thérèse always desires to be the most extravagant, the most lavish.

All this wild generosity, Amélie knows, is founded upon the fabled Humbert inheritance. For many years, there has been disagreement over the will of an obscure relative, of which Thérèse is the beneficiary. When the matter is settled, she’ll get her
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