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Mother said, ending her story, ‘And so I asked him to join us here this evening.’

She arranged herself a little more comfortably on the sofa.

Eugène said, with a gasp and a stare, ‘You asked General Bonaparte! Here! Wh–what did he say?’

‘He accepted. I cannot say graciously,’ Mother said with one of her smiles, very sweet but just tinged with mockery. ‘A trifle brusque. In fact what he said was, “I’ll come. What time?” And I told him, nine o’clock.’

‘He’ll walk in as the clock strikes,’ Eugène said; and not critically, not implying any slur upon the mannerliness of a man who could ignore the convention of being half an hour late for any purely social gathering.

‘I cannot see why,’ Mother said. ‘I told him nine o’clock.’

‘He’s a soldier. He’ll be punctual,’ Eugène said.

Eugène was born to hero-worship as some people are born to write verse or compose music; one, at least, of his school masters was always wonderful, three, at least, of his school-fellows witty, clever, good-natured beyond belief. He was frequently disillusioned but never cured. The natural outlet for boyish enthusiasm and emulation was closed to him; even when our father was alive we had seen little of him: he and Mother had not been happily married. Yet, retrospectively, Eugène had spared a little sentiment and adulation for Father and as a result had found a new idol.

Someone had conceived the notion that the rather shaky calm in France would be bolstered up if no private citizen were allowed to possess any weapon. A law ordering the confiscation of all arms had been passed and Eugène seemed to be in danger of losing what he now regarded as almost a holy relic – Father’s sword. Saying nothing to anybody Eugène had gone off and somehow managed to talk or wheedle his way into the presence of General Bonaparte, and plead to be allowed to keep this sword. The General had said, ‘Keep it. Use it for France.’ Eugène came home in triumph; possessed of a new hero, but disconsolate because he had been too much overcome to express his gratitude properly. Mother said, ‘You can write a nice little letter.’ For Mother the two words were almost inseparable, what was nice was usually little, what was little usually nice. Eugène tried, tore up several attempts, asked my help, was still not satisfied and finally told Mother that he wished she would go and thank General Bonaparte in person.

Mother is … well agreeable is too weak a word and to say that she is anxious to please is denigrating. If someone of whom she is fond told her to go and jump in the Seine she would not do it; nor would she, on the other hand, say ‘Nonsense.’ She would circle about, asking why this peculiar order had been given; asking who would benefit by such action; and in the end the person who said it would be left with the impression that she had been willing, at least, so to jump. It is a talent. I wish I had inherited it. When Eugène said that he wished she would go, she agreed that it would be a civil gesture, but she was too busy. That again was typical of her; she is capable of doing nothing, and doing it beautifully, all day long. Inside Eugène, however, alongside the hero-worshipper lie half a dozen other characters, all of them strong, and one is a nagger. He can go on and on. Over this matter he wore Mother down, talked her out of one excuse after another and in the end she went; and had had, she said, a very interesting little talk and had issued her invitation.

I know that it is the rule when recalling some momentous occasion in life to claim having had some feeling of premonition. On this day, though, I felt a certain interest in the man who had shot into prominence so quickly – and ‘shot’ is an apt word; and though I was willing, though not anxious to see Eugène’s latest hero, my overriding thought was a drearily practical one. Another mouth to supply with food and drink. I was almost thirteen; aged a little by recent events. I knew that strictly speaking Mother could not afford to have parties at all. For two years we had lived from hand to mouth and the debts were mounting up daily. We were in the same position as thousands of other people in post-Revolutionary France. My father had died on the guillotine in 1794; Mother had been imprisoned and if Robespierre’s Reign of Terror had lasted only two days longer, she would have been beheaded too. We were without property or resources in France and although Mother’s own family in Martinique did their best to spare us a little they were themselves in difficulties. The Revolutionary spirit had reached even the West Indies and there had been slave revolts which had greatly reduced the productivity of the sugar plantations. And what small allowances were sent from Martinique did not always reach us, for the new Government was very corrupt; there were itching palms and sticky fingers at all levels.

Mother seemed to be incapable of living within her means. She had never known extreme wealth but she had generally been able to have whatever she wanted and even now, in near penury, she lived in elegant style, buying clothes lavishly, always in the latest fashion, keeping servants, giving parties, filling the house full of flowers. Occasionally she would think, for one dismayed moment, about her debts and then the happy, carefree spirit which was one of her charms would get the upper hand and she would say that things were so bad that they could only improve. I had a suspicion then, a suspicion later confirmed, that she had no idea how much she owed; she had no head for figures. I have no natural gift for them, but I can understand them if I try; there is the difference between us.

The difference stems, I suppose, from our upbringing. Mother spent the first sixteen years of her life as the pampered daughter of a sugar planter, waited on hand and foot by slaves, moving in the best circles of the island’s society. She then came to France and was married to my father, the Viscount de Beauharnais; and even when the marriage failed my father’s parents seemed to take her side and saw that she was provided for. My Martinique grandparents were equally generous and as soon as Eugène was old enough to be placed in boarding school, Mother and I went to visit them, and stayed for three years.

My early girlhood had been very different. Happy enough – Mother saw to that; she wanted everybody to be happy – but unsettled. A father I saw seldom, frequent changes of residence and one experience which few girls of my class have ever had.

We were back in France when the Revolution broke out and my father, though an aristocrat, adopted its ideals with enthusiasm. (That he should die because he had a title was one of the many ironies of the time.) He insisted, and being our father he had the power to insist, that Eugène and I should be taken away from the schools where we then were and apprenticed to useful trades. Eugène was sent to a cabinetmaker’s and I to a dressmaker’s. We did not serve our full articled time, but we did see something of a humbler way of life and learned something of the value of money. We had then the lessuncommon experience of having our father guillotined, our mother taken away in the night and threatened with the same fate. The threat of the worst kind of insecurity that a child can know – loss of both parents – was very close to us then. Neither of us was ever able to share fully again Mother’s carefree attitude.

On this particular evening, for instance, Eugène worried and nagged and I worried with him. Mother must be dressed and ready, down in the salon by nine o’clock. The General would arrive, he repeated, as the clock struck. I did not nag – there was no need – but I did worry; for Mother is one of those people who cannot hurry. Every movement she makes is slow and languid and perhaps for that reason, graceful. I could just see Eugène and me, ready and alone, receiving a man of great importance whom Eugène had met once, briefly, and I had not met at all. He might take offence. We all knew that General Bonaparte was a parvenu, and a Corsican at that; such people take offence where none is intended.

Eugène nagged and I worried and Mother drifted about, inspecting the food on the buffet table, complaining mildly about the wine.

‘I suppose I can no longer expect to be served with the best, owing what I do,’ she said. ‘But this was a gift from Barras and I hoped for better things.’ Then, as usual, she turned from grievance to laughter. ‘Well, if anyone, drinking this, pulls a sour face, I shall refer him to Barras.’

‘Mother, please, will you go upstairs and get ready,’ Eugène said.

‘I must just see …’ Mother said. She went and stood stock still in front of a great bowl of hot-house flowers, which, helped by me, she had spent an hour arranging that afternoon. Arranging flowers was the one task she undertook willingly, and she did it with great skill. I thought the flowers looked perfect, but she had to twitch one here and there, pull a piece of trailing fern forward, study the effect with her head slightly on one side, think better of it and push it back.

Poor Eugène took out his handkerchief and dabbed his forehead.

However, she went away at last. Eugène made a sign to me and I obeyed at once and offered my help.

‘No, thank you, darling. Marion can manage. Too many people simply leads to confusion.’

I said to Eugène when we were alone, ‘I think she will be ready. Everything is so much simpler now.’

That was quite true. Fashions had changed completely; the elaborate styles, the panniers, the tightly laced-in waists of the old days had gone; everything must be simple and based on the styles of ancient Rome. Gone were the days when it took four hours to torture a woman’s hair into the semblance of a ship in full sail, or a windmill, or a nest with fledgling birds in it. We all wore our hair short, curled if necessary. Simply running a comb through was enough. Mother could easily make herself ready in the half-hour she had allowed herself. If she gave her mind to it.

Half reassured on this point, Eugène found something else to worry about.

‘Did you hear what she said about the wine?’

‘Yes. It is not very good, but it was a present.’

‘From Paul Barras.’ Eugène spoke the name with disgust and scowled. ‘I shan’t drink any. I’d advise you not to.’

‘His name is Barras, not Borgia,’ I said, trying to make a joke. Eugène’s nerves were already frayed enough. But I knew what he meant and I wished not to talk about it.

At this time – the January of 1796 – I was a boarder at Madame Campan’s very select school for young ladies, where I had a good many friends and an enemy or two, as is usual. And even the most select young ladies are given to gossip. At thirteen I knew what are called the facts of life; I also knew what was being said about my mother. It was not pleasant; talk inspired by jealousy never is. Paul Barras, who was at that moment the most powerful man in France, was a known libertine and he had certainly befriended Mother and taken her into the centre of the gay, rather raffish society of the day. An attractive widow, looking younger than her thirty-three years, living apparently well though with no visible means and moving in that circle, was an easy target for slander. But there was no proof then – nor has there been later – that she was his mistress. Mother was not a woman who needed to take a man into her bed in order to retain his goodwill. Those who said that in order to obtain favours one must bestow them did not know Mother well. She had that indefinable thing called charm. When she was in the Cannes, that most dreadful prison of all, the very anteroom to the Place de la Guillotine, a young man lost his heart to her. He also was under the shadow of death, but he bribed the guards to take her some of the better food which he was allowed because he was a general – about to be beheaded because he was not consistently successful; and he sent her letters; one, in quite extravagant terms, saying that if they must die, he hoped that they would go to death in the same tumbrel; to die in such company would be an honour. She certainly had not been his mistress. She shared a dismal room with, I think, eighteen other women.

Nevertheless, I did not want to discuss the gossip with Eugène. We were both home for a day or two’s leave from our respective schools and he was so excited at the prospect of General Bonaparte coming to our house. Nothing must spoil this evening. So as we waited, growing more and more nervous I said, ‘Tell me about him.’ I did not mean tell me about how he had driven the English out of Toulon, or saved the Government in Paris with well-placed guns and the willingness to fire on the mob. Eugène knew what I meant.

‘Nothing much to look at,’ Eugène said as he had said before, of the wonderful school master who was so short-sighted that he fell over his own feet, and of the sullen school-friend who, brought home for the day, ate almost frenziedly and hardly spoke a word. ‘But,’ Eugène said, ‘there is something … It’s hopeless to try to put it into words. You’ll see for yourself. Wonderful … And just two minutes left.’

Mother came in as the clock struck.

She looked very lovely in her white muslin gown, the high waist defined by a dark green ribbon, a similar piece tied around her head, wound through the dark red curls. My day-at-home dress and coiffure were very similar except that my ribbons were blue.

The clock crawled. Ten minutes past. Fifteen minutes.

‘You see, my dear boy; there was no need to hurry me.’

‘He isn’t coming,’ Eugène said.

‘Don’t look so downcast,’ Mother said. ‘There’ll be another evening.’

‘Yes. When I’m back at school.’

‘Then we must see what can be arranged,’ Mother said; ready to promise anything so long as this evening should be happy. She put her hand on his arm and gave him her most cajoling smile. ‘Don’t spoil a holiday evening by being sulky.’

The other guests arrived between half past nine and ten and as usual I was called upon to play the harp, which I was glad to do for I had not yet acquired the art of conversing easily with people so much older than I, some of them important and some of them clever. And with me there was, at all social gatherings, another problem. Madame Campan had been one of Queen Marie Antoinette’s ladies-in-waiting and within her school taught and insisted upon the old courtly manners, the phrases and the curtsies that had been done away with at the Revolution, when everybody must dress and behave like a peasant. But times were changing again; it was no longer dangerous to behave well, but it might be unacceptable. The uncertainty was reflected by Madame Campan herself; in school, in the most prominent place, there was a portrait of the unfortunate Queen; on its back in clear black script and properly framed were some phrases from the Constitution drawn up by the Revolutionary Government. Whenever anyone of known political views visited the school – which was often since it was now partly nationalised – the picture was reversed and Marie Antoinette’s face was turned to the wall.

On this evening I played softly, the music a background for conversation. I was aware of Eugène approaching and standing near by and when I came to the end of a tune he touched my arm.

‘Imagine,’ he said. ‘Barras brought a message. General Bonaparte was detained and sent an apology. But Barras is giving a dinner party tomorrow evening and has invited us all. And he will be there, for certain.’

Eugène’s current hero was always simply he.

To tease Eugène I said, ‘I should hope so if he is giving the party.’

‘Stupid! You know what I mean.’

‘I know,’ I said, ‘and I’m glad for you.’

I was a little puzzled at my inclusion. Eugène, fifteen and well-grown, might well be asked – escort for his widowed mother, an extra man – but I, though allowed to be present at Mother’s parties, had never received such an invitation before.

‘Are you sure I am asked?’

‘Oh yes. Barras made a special point of it.’

I thought – Oh well, I suppose I am growing up: thirteen in April this year. Mother was married at sixteen. Neither the prospect of growing up, nor of attending my first formal dinner party elated me very much. But when Eugène said, ‘Isn’t it wonderful?’ I agreed that it was. I had inherited some of Mother’s desire to please, though in me it was limited to those of whom I was fond.
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The Luxembourg Palace had seen some bad times; it had been a prison in the days of the Terror and now a good deal of it was hired out as apartments, but the part which Barras, as head of the Directoire Government, occupied was very fine indeed. Barras had been born an aristocrat, had, like my father, turned Revolutionary, but fared better. He knew, as many of the new men did not, how rooms should be furnished, tables set and servants trained.

This was my real introduction to the great world and I felt rather shy, though I did my best to conceal it, shyness being something of which Madame Campan disapproved. I looked around to see if there were anyone else of my own age; there was not and that increased my feeling of being out of place. I could see one young man, standing alone and looking rather out of place, though if he felt shy he also concealed it well under a look of arrogance and disdain. He was thin as a bone, his uniform was shabby. I wondered whether he could be an emigré, one of those who had fled when the Revolution broke out. They were beginning to come back now and many of them were poor. Perhaps this young man was one, glad to be asked to Barras’s table where he could be sure of getting a good meal. He did look hungry.

Barras, having greeted us all very genially, paying Mother and me the compliment of saying that we looked like sisters, went across to the young man I had noticed and brought him over to us.

‘May I present General Bonaparte. Citizeness Beauharnais, her daughter Hortense and her son Eugène whose acquaintance you have already made.’

Eugène was dark rose-red to the tips of his ears. Mother said, very sweetly, ‘I also have had the honour of making your acquaintance, General Bonaparte.’

‘I remember,’ he said. I am sorry about last evening. I was unavoidably detained.’

Mother’s policy of refusing to be hurried served her. Many women would have said quickly that it did not matter. She took her time and thought of something more flattering.

‘We were all very much disappointed. Eugène particularly; but as I told him there is always another day.’

By the way he looked at her one would have imagined that she had uttered some words of the most profound and enlightening philosophy.

He said, ‘I must remember that. Another day; always another.’ I had a curious feeling that he meant it differently.

Mother put her hand on Eugène’s shoulder. ‘Eugène was so certain that if you came it would be as the clock struck nine that he positively harried me.’

‘He was right,’ the General said. ‘Had I been able to come I should have been on time.’

Mother said, ‘I sometimes think that chopping up time, snip, snip, snip,’ she mimicked with two fingers the action of scissors, ‘is a mistake. But that may be because I grew up on an island where time mattered so little.’

‘And I spent my youth on one where ten minutes made the difference between the quick and the dead.’ Abruptly he switched his attention to me. ‘So this is Hortense.’

I had been observing that his boots were badly polished and that his hair was peculiar. It was very dark and plentiful but it had a dry, lifeless look; it was badly cut, too, loose floppy strands of it falling down over his forehead. But when he turned his gaze to me I regretted all my rather unfavourable and denigrating observations because I felt that he knew, could see straight through my head, read my thoughts.

But he spoke kindly. ‘You go to school, Hortense?’

‘Yes, General. To Madame Campan’s at St Germain-en-Laye.’

‘You like it there?’

‘Oh yes, very much.’

‘Then I take it that you are a good scholar.’

‘Not very good. I do my best.’

‘And what more can anyone do?’

Then the tall double doors were flung open and dinner was announced.

To my immense relief I was seated next to Mother, on her left hand; on my left was General Bonaparte and on his left was Madame Tallien, one of Mother’s friends and admittedly the prettiest and wittiest woman in the world. And perhaps the luckiest. Perhaps one of the bravest. During the Terror she had aided emigrés to escape; she had been accused and condemned and everybody said that it was in order to save her, then his mistress, from the guillotine, that Tallien had moved to overthrow Robespierre and so end the Terror and thus save Mother and hundreds of other innocent people.

I need not have worried – as I had done – about the necessity of making dinner-table conversation. As soon as we were seated the General leaned across me in an unmannerly way and said, ‘Where were you when time meant so little?’

She told him about Martinique; the warmth, the fruit, the flowers, the easygoing ways. He then told her about Corsica, rocky, arid, unfertile. Mother could eat and talk at the same time; he took no interest in his food at all. He would take a mouthful and then lean across to me again, making it difficult for me to reach my plate. It was a delicious dinner, too. I hoped that Barras, on Mother’s right, and Madame Tallien on the General’s left, would presently claim a little attention, but they seemed to be equally engrossed with their other neighbours.

‘But you are eating nothing, General,’ Mother said at last.

‘Food doesn’t mean much to me. There is a necessary minimum of course. Beyond that I don’t bother.’

‘But it is one of life’s pleasures. By your standard I am very greedy I am afraid.’

‘Yet you look as though you lived on sea-foam and rose petals,’ he said. Then, as though saying it had embarrassed him he bent over his plate and took a few mouthfuls of coq au vin disposing of the food as though it were something he had to put away in the least possible time. I thought it was a very pretty compliment and apt; and surprising, coming from him.

I took advantage of having free access to my own plate but was soon cut off again. Having eaten his necessary minimum he leaned forward and said, ‘I may sound ignorant. Is your gown muslin?’

Mother looked a little startled. ‘Yes.’

‘Indian?’

She laughed. ‘I hope so. The price I paid!’

‘No good Frenchwoman should wear it!’ He sounded quite violent. ‘Friend Barras here should pass a law against it.’ Mother took it – and so did I – that he was objecting to the transparency of the material. There were prudes who did.

Mother said gently, soothingly, ‘But one wears other garments under the muslin.’

‘It comes from India and India belongs to the English. Every time you buy it you enrich some fat English merchant. French women should stick to good French stuff – silk, satin, velvet. Next time you are tempted by muslin, Citizeness, think of the weavers, starving in Lyons.’

‘Such materials are still associated with … with the old times and therefore out of favour.’

‘It’s high time such nonsense was forgotten!’ He said that brusquely, and then with a complete change of voice and manner went on, ‘You should wear white satin, embroidered with roses, with here and there a diamond, the dewdrop in the heart.’

That touch of poetry again. And strange that he should twice have mentioned roses, for which Mother had a passion.

‘It sounds delightful,’ Mother said. ‘But with my affairs in their present condition, alas unattainable.’

To that he made no answer; he just looked at her, and I could tell from that look that if he had white satin and diamonds in his gift they would be hers instantly.

I pushed my chair back and gave up all attempt to eat. I occupied myself by composing a poem in the romantic style, all about a lady whom to see was to love. I had a small gift for versification. I could toss off rhymed couplets, often irreverent, sometimes amusing, about any event at school, a mistress, the food. It was almost too easy. Salted cod-fish, cheap, nourishing, too frequently served and unpopular, did not make me groan; it made me say:

When in his wisdom god

Created fish called cod

He little thought how often we

Would mourn that creativity.

My real verses nobody, not even Eugène knew about.

The dinner over I found Eugène who seemed to think that I had been supremely favoured, seated next to him at dinner, and wanted to know what had been said. I told him it was mostly about Martinique and Corsica and the iniquity of wearing muslin.

‘Was anything said about me?’

‘Now let me think,’ I said, playing for time, trying to think up some acceptable lie – not too bad a lie. Here again all the old ideas had been thrown out, everybody was an atheist now and I was a long time and a long way from Martinique where an old negress had told me that for every lie your lips spoke your feet must take a step on Hell’s red-hot pavement. (I had actually told one just then and the thought of my feet on red-hot cobbles had sent me wailing to Mother who dismissed that idea completely but said that it was better to tell the truth. And then there was Madame Campan who talked a great deal about honour; honour included telling the truth, even to your own disadvantage.)

However, to please Eugène I was prepared to tell a lie, if I could think of one not likely to be contradicted. I was spared that step on Hell’s pavement, for at that moment General Bonaparte joined us and said to Eugène, ‘Well, and how soon do you propose to use that sword for France?’

It was the kind of half-jocular question that people put to the young. Eugène took it seriously, stood up very straight and said, ‘At the first possible moment, sir.’ Clipped and sudden as though he had had an order.

He looked at General Bonaparte with that bright, eager, willing look that reminded me of Mother’s pug dog. And at the back of my mind I added that look, and a dog, to my poem about the lady whom everyone loved. The front of my mind observed that General Bonaparte had not accepted Eugène’s answer in quite the spirit in which it was offered. He said, rather sombrely, ‘And that may be sooner than you think.’

And then Mother was there, just behind me, saying over my shoulder, ‘Oh, I hope not. Eugène is only fifteen. Still at school.’

Eugène loved Mother, but he looked at her with positive hatred.

General Bonaparte said, ‘He would be safe with me. I would never let a promising young soldier within reach of an enemy until he had been trained to be dangerous. I hate waste.’ He turned that measuring look on Eugène and said, ‘Two years or less … But I must remember that you,’ he was now looking at Mother, ‘dislike the idea of time being cut up, snip, snip.’ He imitated exactly her imitation of the scissors.

We all laughed. The back of my mind went to work on the phrase safe with me. He certainly had, when he chose, a way with words. Safe with me held, in three words, such assurance, such promise. It struck home to me perhaps because I had never known what it was to feel safe with anyone; loved by, cared for, but never safe with, simply because the people who loved me and cared for me had not themselves been safe. And to this reflection I added a question – How could even General Bonaparte speak with such complete assurance? In a lost battle, in a retreat, how could Eugène or any other young soldier be safe with him?

On our way home to the Rue Chantereine Mother seemed unusually quiet. I thought that perhaps the mention of Eugène being a soldier soon had depressed her. Or perhaps so much rather intense talk during the dinner had tired her; she tired easily and she was easily bored and the talk had differed from the light give-and-take of ordinary social chat. Or again she may not have liked Eugène’s new hero much and, unable to praise him fulsomely enough, thought silence the best policy.

Marion had been told not to sit up; her wages were probably in arrears in which case too much demand must not be made upon her; so I went in to act as lady’s maid and to enjoy a little bedtime chat. Even as I helped Mother out of her dress its material did not provoke any comment about muslin. I remembered the starving weavers in Lyons and having hung Mother’s dress away, I fingered my own and said, ‘General Bonaparte almost spoiled my dinner, leaning between me and my plate; and he has spoiled my pleasure in this dress forever. What did you think of him?’

She was smoothing out and winding around her fingers the ribbon that had been around her curls.

‘A funny little man,’ she said, in an absent-minded way. Then she added, ‘I don’t know why but he made me nervous.’
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The information that Madame Campan wished to see me in her private sitting room did not cause me a pang. She was going to congratulate me for having at last won the most coveted trophy – The Rose For Virtue. I wore it pinned to my dress, and unless I did something almost unthinkably disgraceful it would be mine for a month.

It was not easily come by, for it was awarded by vote as well as by marks for work and behaviour and general demeanour: to win it one must be popular with one’s school-fellows as well as approved of by one’s teachers – sometimes irreconcilable aims. It was a very old silk rose, a relic of Madame Campan’s better days; it had seen the Court of Marie Antoinette. It was now faded and frayed and its petals were held together with a piece of wire.

Madame Campan made no remark about the rose; but she smiled and invited me to sit down on a stool near the chair in which she sat. It was a cold spring evening and she had a small fire. With an invalid husband to support and child to bring up and three motherless nieces to educate, she could not afford much in the way of comfort, even for herself.

She said, ‘Hortense, I have a piece of excellent news to impart to you. I have received a letter from your mother.’

That in itself was news; Mother disliked letter-writing and would defer it from day to day, always intending to write – tomorrow. I looked at Madame Campan with interest, wondering what could be the excellent news that had made Mother set pen to paper.

‘Your mother asked me to tell you that General Bonaparte has made her a proposal of marriage which she has accepted. They are to be married very shortly.’

Sheer surprise made me speechless. For one thing I had never imagined Mother re-marrying, which was absurd of me. But she had been married once, and very unhappily … And there was the suddenness of it. And above all that she should choose to marry him, the funny little man who made her feel nervous.

And sitting there, unable to say anything, I was aware of Madame Campan’s eye upon me, assessing the value of training. How did a properly-brought-up young lady receive news that astonished her out of her wits?

Control, I thought, I must show self-control, but it was useless; I had no more control of this situation than a man, stepping suddenly on to a patch of slippery ice in the roadway, has control of his legs. I tried. I knew that the correct thing to do was to say – Madame, thank you for telling me. I hope they will be happy. I knew what was required of me, I had the words ready. I actually opened my mouth … And that was too much. There I was, crying, crying ….

Madame Campan did not speak nor move; she knew, I suppose, that nobody can cry like that for long. Presently, like someone almost drowned, I had to come up for air, breathing through my mouth, using my handkerchief.

I said, ‘I am sorry, Madame. I allowed myself to be overcome by surprise. And by the thought that our mother would not love us so much.’

‘Naturally you were surprised. The other thought is ridiculous. The feeling a woman entertains for her children and that she entertains for her husband are entirely different. Your mother has made a very wise decision. You are young, Hortense, but not, I think, too young to understand that these are very troubled times and life for a woman with no husband and no property can be most difficult.’

I nodded, thinking of the debts. Would they now be paid? By that young man who looked so poor?

‘It will be an excellent thing for all of you. And for Eugène, of course, a chance in a million.’

I nodded again. ‘Does Eugène know?’

‘Not yet. I sent a message asking him to come.’ She looked at the clock. ‘He should be here in half an hour.’

Eugène’s school was within walking distance. ‘Eugène will be delighted,’ I said.

‘So I supposed. And that is why I told you first. So that you might be composed when he arrived.’ She had evidently expected that I should fail in this test for composure. But she was kind. She put her arm around me and gave me a brief little hug. ‘Now run upstairs and bathe your eyes, then come back here.’

When I came down Eugène was there – he must have run all the way; and Madame Campan had broken the news to him. Delight is too mild a term. He was elated almost out of his mind. He embraced me, lifting me off my feet and twirling me round.

‘Isn’t it wonderful? Isn’t it the most marvellous thing that ever happened? The most wonderful man in the world to be our father, Hortense. Unbelievable!’

I was so grateful to Madame Campan for her wisdom and forethought. I thought how dreadful it would have been if she had waited and told us together and I had cried. It would have ruined Eugène’s pleasure. As it was the bad moment was over; so far over that I could now ask myself – Why bad? Why had I wept?

Madame Campan had produced from her ill-furnished store a bottle of wine. We drank. ‘To their happiness.’ (Happiness with a funny little man who made her feel nervous.)

‘And to his success in his new command,’ Eugène said, raising his glass again.

‘Wherever that may be,’ Madame Campan replied. She sipped and gave Eugène a quizzical look. ‘I suppose,’ she said, ‘that in your place where everybody is a politician, General Bonaparte’s destiny is already decided.’

Looking very knowing and sophisticated and young, young beyond belief, Eugène said, ‘Well, the odds are fifty to one that he will be given command in Italy.’

Madame Campan laughed.

‘Even at such odds, if one plunged … But to bet when one knows is not quite …’

‘You know, Madame Campan?’ Eugène asked eagerly.

‘Let us say that I have very good reason to think, Eugène. Thirty thousand French soldiers, ragged, bare-footed, starving and mutinous, stranded. The competition to take command there will not be very strong. And whom else could they send?’

‘Who indeed? And he as good as promised to find a place for me.’ I could see his thoughts running forward. ‘We shall see him at the wedding?’

‘I think not. No mention was made of it, Eugène. And your mother did not give a date; she merely said it would be soon.’ Eugène looked dashed. ‘You will miss little. Weddings are not what they were. A mere civil ceremony.’

‘Well, I shall write to General Bonaparte.’ I knew what that letter would be; half congratulation, half supplication.

‘Hortense must write, too,’ Madame Campan said. ‘When a new member joins a family that is already established it is more than ever essential to make him feel welcome.’

If in future days anyone who had been in contact with Madame Campan ever behaved less than impeccably it was not for lack of admonition.

That evening before undressing I went to remove the rose from my breast. It was gone and all I was left with was the pin and a bit of twisted wire. Madame Campan’s brief embrace or Eugène’s boisterous one had proved too much for the poor frail flower.
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Two days after the wedding my step-father left for Italy, and in an incredibly short space of time hard-riding couriers began to bring in news of battles fought and won. In the fifteen days between 10th April and 25th April that wretched ragged army had won four battles and driven the Austrians out of that part of northern Italy known as Piedmont. Morning after morning before we left the breakfast table for the classroom Madame Campan would read out the latest news and all eyes would turn on me, the step-daughter of this wonder-working man. I always coloured and attempted that difficult thing, to look dutifully pleased without looking complacent or smug.

On the morning when Madame Campan asked me to remain behind when the others dispersed my immediate thought was that I had not looked sufficiently pleased or had been guilty of wearing a look which she would call a smirk. However, what she had to tell me was that I was to go home that morning.

‘There is nothing to be alarmed about, Hortense. Your mother writes that she is slightly unwell and would like your company.’

I was alarmed. For all her look of fragility I had never known Mother to suffer even a common cold. However, when I reached home, although she was in bed and looking rather paler than usual, she seemed well enough. About what ailed her she was evasive.

‘The worst is over now. I shall be up and about in a day or two. It is a trifling indisposition, best ignored. But I thought it would cheer me to see you, darling. And presently – there is no hurry – I need your help with something.’ As she said that she looked at the table beside the bed. There was the usual vase of flowers, lilies-of-the-valley, the month being May, a five-branched candle-stand of silver, new to me, and, also new to me a kind of casket, gold or at least silver gilt, supported by four little cherubs, one to each corner and with its curved lid encrusted with what I took at first glance to be pearls. I thought – Impossible! It would be worth a fortune.

Mother said as though following my thought, ‘He sent you a present too. On my dressing table. No. To the left, just by the scent bottle.’

‘What, this? For me?’

‘So it said. He can write quite plainly when he wants to.’

Unbelieving I picked up and examined the trinket. It was a watch. There was the brooch, shaped like a rather full flattened rose, set with dark, richly red stones and suspended from it by three slender chains. The dial surrounded by pearls and backed with more of the dark red stones. It was the most beautiful ornament I had ever seen.

‘This is for me? Are you sure?’

‘It was packed separately. And he wrote, “The watch is for Hortense.” I could read that. It was not the usual scribble. Yes, darling, it is yours and very pretty, don’t you think?’

‘Absolutely beautiful. I shall never dare wear it – at school I mean. Everybody would be so envious.’

‘I rather think that envy is something we must learn to live with. If this goes on … But it need not worry us now. Enjoy your pretty present.’

I wound it and pinned it on. The brooch, smaller and darker in colour but not un-rose-like lay on my chest, exactly where The Rose For Virtue had lain so briefly. I kept looking down at it, lifting and tuning the watch, checking the time every ten minutes while Mother and I ate the meal which Marion brought in on two trays.

I thought Mother ate less heartily than usual. I mentioned it and she said, ‘Lying in bed is not very conducive to appetite.’

I said, ‘It is a beautiful day. Could Marion and I help you down and into the garden?’

She looked as she did when anyone tried to hurry her. ‘No. Not today. Perhaps tomorrow, or the next day. We’ll see.’

Presently I said, ‘What did you want me to help you with?’

‘All those letters. He writes every day, sometimes twice a day. Here and there I can make out a sentence but for the most part … And then when I did write, as best I could, he said my letter was cold. Here they are.’ She reached out for the casket, opened it and tipped out on to the rose-coloured bed-cover a lot of letters and a magnifying glass. She had at least tried! But not very hard or very successfully or she would never have handed such letters to me. There was not a coarse fibre in her nature; indeed her wish that everything should be ‘nice’ verged upon prudery.

The letters were the reverse of nice; they were the violent, passionate outpourings of a love so complete as to be shocking. They were all villainously written, though the degrees of illegibility varied and there were sentences which, even with the use of the magnifying glass, I could not decipher. After the first few minutes I realised that there was a kind of pattern; when he wrote of ordinary things, yesterday’s success, tomorrow’s plans, the writing was no more than difficult; when he wrote of his love, it deteriorated. I could see exactly where and why Mother had abandoned the attempt to read.

I had read more than was decent, more than was good for me, when the thought struck me that these were meant for her eyes alone.

‘Mother, I can’t. They’re so …’

‘I know, darling. But do try. I am sure there are things I should answer. There is one that begins, “I am writing this with the paper propped against my saddle,” I could read that perfectly well, and not another word.’

I said, ‘They are love-letters.’

‘He is … very much attached to me and inclined to express himself extravagantly,’ she said, reducing this raw agony of longing into something within her comprehension, something nice and little. ‘Don’t bother with those parts. Read me the pieces about my going to Italy to join him. I know he is anxious for me to do so. Does he mention any actual arrangements?’

I looked down again and read, ‘Take wings and fly. Come, come, but travel carefully …’ I also read, ‘A kiss upon your heart, another a little lower, another lower still, far lower …’

It was not just my face, my whole body was one burning blush.

I shot her a furtive look as though I had been caught out in some indescribably shameful act. She had taken one of the lilies-of-the-valley from the vase and was passing it slowly before her nose.

Presently I said, ‘He is most eager for you to go to Italy … He says it is quite safe now … He says he wants you to share his triumph …’

‘One of them says something about the roads being bad. I could read that. I cannot possibly go yet. I could not bear the jolting. I tried to explain that.’

Picking about to find some reference to the state of the roads, I came upon some deliriously happy sentences which informed me what she had explained, and also why she was now in bed and looking rather pale. I could hardly refer to her pregnancy since, so far as she knew, I was still in a state of ignorance about such things.

Tipping the letters out as she had done, she had disordered them and I thought – Of course, he urged her to join him before he knew; now that he knows he will understand why she cannot travel. For some reason that thought comforted me.

Mother said, ‘I must write to him. Perhaps tomorrow.’

I recognised the Martinique word. It was a fact that quite a long time before Mother and I went there on our visit my grandparents’ house had burned down. It had been, they said, very beautiful and there was a picture of it, brought by Mother when she came to France and still in her possession, which confirmed this statement. After the fire the family had moved into a building, formerly a sugar store and there they lived. Not in discomfort and not in squalor, but in a makeshift way because they were always going to have the house re-built – tomorrow or if not tomorrow the day after. My grandfather died, my grandmother would die, in the storehouse.

‘If you wrote and thanked him for that pretty watch,’ Mother said, ‘I am sure that he would be pleased, and the letter could go with mine. Look through the rest of those, darling, and see if I there is anything else that you can make out and should be answered.’

The fact that I was only doing what I had been told did not alleviate my sense of shame, almost of guilt. As I read I thought how right I had been on that evening at the Luxembourg to detect the poet in him. I sensed that such letters were unusual, even for a man very deeply in love, so I felt it unlikely that I should ever be addressed in such terms, but if by any chance I should ever inspire such love how willingly I would respond, how hard I would try to write answers that were not completely unworthy. The strange thought occurred to me that if any woman but Mother had behaved so casually over letters written straight from the heart I should have disliked her and thought her hateful and heartless. But Mother was Mother.

One thing that I could decipher was that my step-father intended shortly to send his eldest brother Joseph to Paris. ‘I hope that he will win your friendship, He deserves it. Nature has given him a heart that makes him always gentle and kind.’

In due time Joseph Bonaparte arrived and although there was a certain resemblance I could not help thinking of our art classes at school. We had a very gifted teacher and sometimes he brought a picture of his own for us to copy. Joseph Bonaparte seemed a rather poor copy of his brother. He was in fact only a year older, but his fleshiness and pompous manner made him seem the senior by many years. This was particularly noticeable when he said with that kind of heavy humour which so often disguises a rebuke, ‘Napoleon was very naughty! He defied the good Corsican custom of asking the head of the family for permission to marry. It distressed our mother very much.’

Mother gave him a sweet smile and said, ‘There was so little time. So many good old customs are casualties in time of war.’

She was by this time up and about again and I had gathered from Marion, indirectly, that there would be no baby. The furtively handed-about schoolgirl talk had not included the word miscarriage, but I was learning fast. I have sometimes wondered whether the truth is that we are all born, not with the knowledge, but with the ability to acquire and accept it. Like language. Could it be that a French child, born in another country, never having heard French spoken, might, suddenly confronted with it, show an aptitude? Something like that with me, the language, the attitudes, the penalties of love I seemed to know before I knew. ‘Such a loss,’ Marion said and I knew what had been lost and had thought – Now Mother can take the rough road to Italy.

I was also as well-informed, or at least half-informed enough, to realise that it was a pity that on this, Joseph Bonaparte’s first visit, Hippolyte Charles should arrive.

He had for some time been a friend of Mother’s, nice to look at, good company, kind, amusing. My informant about sex had missed out miscarriage and also hermaphrodite, but my knowledge of the latter had preceded my knowledge of the former. I was quite accustomed to Hippolyte. Later in life I knew others, and of all the many variations of people, they adhere most closely to a given pattern.

They live on a borderline; they dress and for the most part act like men. Often exceptionally brave. Mother’s Hippolyte had been in one of the early battles in Italy, wounded, mentioned in dispatches and sent home to convalesce. He had, as they all have, a waspish wit. Mother would say, ‘Oh, such an unkind thing to say,’ and he would say, ‘But would you not have adored to say it yourself, if you had thought of it first.’ His speech and behaviour were mannered, the one given to over-emphasis, the other to gestures. To him and to all his kind endearments come so easily as to be worthless.

He came in on this evening carrying a bunch of white roses, which, with a flourish, he presented.

‘My dear, the very first. I thought it would be such a change for you to be Our Lady of Roses for one evening. Our Lady of Victories does sound rather stern.’

People were beginning to call Mother that. Soldiers particularly had seen a link between Bonaparte’s marriage and his sudden successes. Most of them were simple men, reared in the religion which the Revolution had abolished. For them a pretty prostitute, enthroned in Notre Dame as the Goddess of Reason, was a poor substitute for Our Lady, Mother of God. Superstition moved in to fill the empty space.

‘But how kind,’ Mother said. As usual she took her time, smiling and burying her face in the flowers. Then she made the introduction, calling Joseph her brother-in-law, come directly from Italy.

‘With news of great battles,’ Hippolyte said in his gay, light, voice. ‘And loot from sacked cities.’

‘There has been fighting,’ Joseph said, and I at least could hear the added – And you were not there.

‘Nothing to equal Lodi,’ Hippolyte said ‘The General loaded cannon with his own hands.’ As though by accident he flung back his swaggering Hussar cloak with its red fox fur border, exposing his bandaged arm. The sleeves of his jacket and shirt had been cut away. He accompanied this gesture with a small catlike smile, more eloquent than words.

The conversation went on with that slight edginess that results from dislike at first sight. Joseph explained that one of his missions was to take Mother back to Italy with him.

‘But, sir, that would be to sack Paris. What has poor Paris done to be so ravaged?’

‘I am afraid it will be a little time before I feel well enough to travel,’ Mother said.

‘But you look better. Last time I saw you, you were in bed and very wan.’

Perhaps the custom of receiving people in one’s bedroom was unknown in Corsica: Joseph Bonaparte looked shocked. He said stiffly, ‘We can allow a day or two. I have other errands. A letter to the Minister of War. Another to Director Barras. And then of course there is Eugène.’

‘What about him?’ Mother asked, for her sharply.

‘My brother has found a niche for him on his staff.’

‘But Eugène is so young. Only fifteen.’

‘Far too young,’ Joseph agreed in a voice that informed me that the appointment met with his disapproval. ‘But my brother is exceptionally conscious of family responsibilities.’

Hippolyte said, ‘My dear, you need have no fear for Eugène. Junior members of the staff are kept well behind the lines, with the maps, the re-mounts – and the civilians.’ Joseph Bonaparte was a civilian!

Mother, in her own way, was also aware of family responsibilities, and as soon as her own position was less precarious, had undertaken to pay for two of my cousins, Emilie and Stephanie de Beauharnais, at Madame Campan’s. They were not sisters and in looks and character were quite unlike one another. They were installed but still feeling new when I returned to school in June; so they clung to me rather, but I did not allow them to interfere with my real friendship with one of Madame Campan’s nieces, Adèle Aguie. Fortunately her two sisters liked my cousins and the six of us formed a little close-knit group until rebuked by Madame Campan who said that one of the objects of education was to acquire the art of sociability. I took this remark to heart and my efforts to be more affable to all, allied to the knowledge that I must not seem to be proud because my step-father and my mother were being treated like royalty in Italy, gained me so much popularity that in one way at least, my later schooldays were an ill preparation for real life. I became unduly sensitive to the slightest criticism, convinced that anyone whom I liked must surely like me, deluded into the belief that I had inherited at least some part of Mother’s charm.
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Mother had left for Italy in June and knowing how much she hated writing and how fully occupied she would be I did not expect much in the way of letters. There were two brief ones; she had arrived safely and been given a wonderful reception; she was well, so was Bonaparte; they hoped I was and both sent their love. The second was much the same; she had seen Eugène who was in his element and indescribably happy; the scenery was magnificent; the weather warm; she was becoming accustomed to being treated like a queen and living in palaces, but looked forward to coming back to Paris and seeing me and settling down into our dear cosy little house.

When her third letter came it was so much thicker that I thought it must contain an enclosure from Eugène. But it was in fact a long letter and for once she had written as she spoke, the pen a tool, not an impediment.

‘Darling, I am so very sorry, I have terrible news for you. If you were here I could hold you in my arms and break it gently. To write it seems so cruel.’ In the blink between one line and another I thought Eugène? Bonaparte? ‘Fortunè is dead. We went to stay at a castle and there was a horrid mastiff which took him up and shook him as though he were a rat and broke his neck.’

First the fright, then the relief. I was tremulous. I thought – Only Fortunè – and then wondered whether it was heartless to think that.

Fortunè had been given to Mother when he was a puppy. He was supposed to be a King Charles spaniel, but he had grown up into a kind of pug with a nasty disposition. He was Mother’s dog, jealous of and inclined to snap at anyone who went near her. He had learned to tolerate Eugène and me and a few other people but he did it with bad grace. However, he had once done us sterling service. In those dreadful days when Mother was imprisoned, Eugène and I, with Fortunè on a leash, had spent hours outside the place, hoping that we might see her from a window, or that she might see us. One day Eugène said, ‘I believe that if we loosed him he’d get in. We could tie a note under his collar. Let’s try.’ So we wrote that we were well – untrue, for grief and fear was wearing us down – and that Citizeness Lanoy, the dressmaker to whom I had been apprenticed and in whose house we were living, was being kind to us – true. The prison doorway, well-guarded, often opened and closed and as it opened to admit somebody on a legitimate errand, Eugène slipped the leash and said, ‘Go find.’ Fortunè went cringing in, poor stray dog, hoping for a crust. Presently, speeded by a kick from the ruffian who kept the door, he limped out. The note was still under his collar and we feared the worst. But when we looked we realised that Fortunè had found Mother. She had written on the back of the note that she was well and we must not worry or give up hope.

Many dogs would have shrunk from facing that janitor again, but Fortunè was brave; and it was not always the same man.. Some were kind and once he came out with a great meaty bone which Citizeness Lanoy took away from him – he had lost his appetite, too – and washed and put in her soup pot. Afterwards, with Mother home and safe, we asked how she had ever persuaded Fortunè to leave her and come out to us and she said, ‘I told him “Go home!” I’ve always held that he understood every word I said.’

So now he was dead. I paid him a little tribute of grief and read on.

Darling, I have now met the whole family and they do not like me though I have done my best. His mother is formidable, much annoyed that he should have married without her permission and to somebody who is not a Corsican. At our first meeting she looked me over and did not smile; she then made a remark, in Italian. Very rude, some old peasant saying about telling a woman’s age, like a fowl’s, by the neck. I was not pretending to be young – with Eugène there, looking very smart and at least twenty, how could I? And there are so many of them, three sisters, four brothers, all under the old woman’s thumb, all against me and not sufficiently respectful to him. But for him where would they be, who would ever have heard of them? Still Bonaparte is so much attached to them and they are my family now so I must try to be friends though it is hard with his mother saying I am too old to have children. Darling, there is talk of sending the youngest one, Caroline, to Madame Campan’s. If this should happen, please be friendly to her for my sake; even if we old ones cannot be you young ones must.’

I could not help wondering who had taken the trouble to translate to Mother two hurtful remarks made in Italian.

When Eugène wrote it was with more rancour.



They are so rude and Mother tries so hard. The other evening I saw Pauline B. stick her tongue out behind Mother’s back and when she saw me looking she stuck it out at me. I’d have done something even ruder but remembered that I was in uniform. How the General came to have such a horrid family is a mystery to everybody. It is a pity about poor old Fortunè, but he was getting very crotchety. The General didn’t think he should sleep on the bed and when he tried to move him Fortunè bit him. If they do send Caroline B. to your school just look out.

Caroline arrived at Madame Campan’s. She was fair and rather pretty and seemed much older than she was, which was almost a year younger than I. Madame Campan virtually handed her over to me. ‘You can explain the rules, Hortense, and perhaps help her with her lessons. Her education has been much interrupted.’ Interrupted? It had never begun; she was dreadfully ignorant and not a bit ashamed. She was very angry at being sent to school at all; she had fallen in love with one of her brother’s officers, Joachim Murat. ‘It is so unfair,’ she said to me once. ‘Napoleon caught Pauline kissing Leclerk behind a screen and said the only thing for it was for them to marry. So then Joachim and I kissed in the open and let ourselves be caught, and I was sent to school!’

She sulked, she resented rules, disliked us all and yet had a wish to be popular and to win prizes. She drew better than she did anything and on one occasion, minding what Mother had said, I helped her with a drawing and she did win a prize. Then, in order to make me feel small, she said, ‘It was not such a very good picture. It was the name. Everybody is anxious to curry favour with the Bonapartes now.’

I said, ‘If you think Monsieur Isabey would be influenced … And in any case, in competitions drawings are only numbered. The names that match the numbers are known only to Madame Campan.’

‘And you think she wouldn’t … Really, Hortense Beauharnais, you are as soft and simple as your mother.’

Everything, Mother’s example, Madame Campan’s training, fell away and I was again the wretched forced-to-be-tough creature of my apprentice days. My hand shot out and slapped her, hard, across the face. A voice, not mine, shouted, ‘You keep your tongue off my mother!’ She would have hit me back, but I was ready for it and ducked so that her hand hit the empty air and my head was in a position to butt, a trick I had learned, being small, during those difficult days. The butt sent her backwards and a chair fell over with a crash which brought people running. By the time they arrived Caroline had me by the hair and was shaking me as the mastiff had shaken Fortunè and I was kicking her shins.

‘Nothing of the kind has ever occurred here,’ Madame Campan said. ‘Hortense, you are the older, you may speak first and give, if it is possible, some explanation of this most unseemly conduct.’

I said, ‘Madame, we were only rehearsing.’

‘Rehearsing? What? A scene between two fishwives?’

‘Market women,’ I said, ‘in a scene I planned for the play at the end of the year. Caroline and I both allowed ourselves to be carried away, to play our parts too thoroughly. Everyone thought we were really quarrelling.’

Madame Campan said, ‘Hmmmm,’ a long-drawn-out and non-committal sound. I waited for the accusation of telling lies, possibly even a sentence of expulsion. Her standards were very high and her waiting list long. ‘Have you anything to add to that, Caroline?’

‘No … madame. It was like Hortense said.’ I could see us both being expelled. What for? Fighting like gutter children, telling lies. And why did you fight? Because of something she said about Mother. Appalling!

‘I should be interested to see the script of this play, Hortense.’

‘It is not quite ready, Madame Campan. It is not a fair copy, yet.’

‘How soon will you have a fair copy?’

I said, desperately, ‘Perhaps by the end of next week, madame.’

‘I shall look forward to receiving it then on Saturday evening. And a copy is always useful, is it not? Caroline could copy each page as you complete it. It will be useful practice in handwriting. And in order that you may have time to devote to it you will both be excused from art and music lessons and from walks. And, yes, I think from supper. A tray will be brought to you at the scene of your labours which for the sake of privacy will be the garden room.’

This was a kind of extension to the classroom which had been the drawing room, and because it was made largely of glass and had no means by which it could be heated, was never used except in summer. In effect Caroline and I had been sentenced to ten days’ imprisonment in what, in late October, was a very cold cell. To one another’s distasteful company for hours on end. And, as we were to learn, prison food, at least at supper time.

‘That was quick and cunning,’ Caroline said. ‘I shouldn’t have thought you had it in you.’

‘I didn’t want to be expelled in disgrace. Over something you started.’

She ignored the reproach and said, ‘Nor did I. When Napoleon comes back it would do me no good to be in disgrace. When I talk to him again about Joachim, I mean.’

‘I’m being punished for your behaviour,’ I said, ‘and my punishment is far worse than yours. I have to write a play in ten days.’

‘With a quarrel in it.’

‘Yes,’ I said, drearily realising the extent to which I had committed myself. I had written or largely contributed to school plays, and that was why that shoddy explanation had shot into my head at that crucial moment, but nothing I had ever had to deal with was even remotely concerned with quarrelling market women. School plays were always pretty, romantic, unrealistic. If something like a death had to happen, it was always off-stage.

‘I know,’ Caroline said. ‘A Vendetta. Do you know what a Vendetta is? Well, it is a quarrel, it can begin between two people, over the simplest thing and goes on and on with whole families … Take us. You hurt me more than I hurt you, I hadn’t time to tear a handful of hair out. In Corsica that would mean that my brother would have to fight your brother and so on until there wasn’t a Bonaparte or a Beauharnais left. We could write a play that began with a squabble between two market women and ended with everybody dead.’

‘Including Madame Campan. Of shock when she read it! In case you don’t know, school plays always have happy endings and if we have to spend ten days in misery we might as well produce something that can be used.’ I was still furious with her. ‘You may have noticed that I was told to write the play; you were told to copy it. So be quiet and allow me to think.’

She said, quite meekly, ‘I was only trying to help.’ I saw that the whole disgraceful, distasteful episode had given me an ascendancy which neither my seniority nor attempts to be kind had established. I took full advantage of it.

While Caroline and I laboured away with our chill-stiffened fingers and I made sudden changes, crossing things out, putting things in after she had made a copy, my step-father had led his troops almost to Vienna; the Austrians asked for an armistice and he dictated his peace terms.

Mother sent me a string of pearls and a letter saying that she intended to visit Venice. ‘I have heard so much about it and such an opportunity may not come again. I need a little respite from public life which I find very wearing, so much standing and smiling …’ Of what public life involved I then knew nothing except little things, gathered from books and pictures, and from Madame Campan’s reminiscences. Public life, it seems, had been too much for Marie Antoinette, born to it, and she had taken refuge in pretending to be a milkmaid, in a dairy where every utensil was of silver or fine china. I could well understand how Mother, always at her best in intimate settings, would be tired and bored by vast impersonal receptions. Eager as I was to see her I could not begrudge her a brief respite.

My step-father’s journey back to Paris was one long triumphal procession; never, since the ancient days of Rome, had a returning soldier been given such a reception. As he neared Paris I thought of his entering the little house in the street now renamed Rue de la Victoire, with nobody there to receive him. I asked Madame Campan if she thought I should go home. She did not answer immediately and when she did she spoke with less than her usual certainty.

‘I am inclined to think that you would do well to wait – at least until you are sent for. General Bonaparte acted somewhat independently over this peace treaty; the Directors may feel affronted. And the way in which he is being welcomed will breed envy, which in politics can be dangerous. Caroline must go of course as soon as her family arrives, but I think you should wait.’

I had an uncomfortable and quite inexplicable feeling that this caution was not entirely due to political thought; for the first time I saw that Mother’s failure to come home with him might be sinister.

For me the situation was resolved by my grandfather Beauharnais. He was a kindly, ineffectual old man who had survived the failure of his career in the Navy, the failure of his marriage and who had, for as long as I could remember, been living in fairly penurious retirement in a modest house in Versailles. Emilie and Stephanie and I had lately spent our holidays there and when, one morning, early, I was sent for and found him in Madame Campan’s parlour, I imagined that he had come to take us all out for the day.

‘Do as you think best, of course,’ Madame Campan was saying as I entered. There were flecks of colour high up on the cheekbones of her sallow face and I guessed that they had been arguing. My grandfather was better dressed than usual in the shabby, elegant clothes of a bygone day. As he kissed me I could smell the lavender and rosemary that had preserved them from moth.

‘The Marquis, your grandfather, has come to take you to Paris, Hortense,’ Madame Campan said crisply. ‘Dress in your best, but warmly.’

In the broken-down hired carriage my grandfather explained that General Bonaparte had arrived in Paris overnight, that the news had reached him by accident and that he thought that he and I should, if possible, be the first to give him a family welcome.

‘I don’t know what all this talk is about,’ he said, gently querulous. ‘Your dear mother isn’t the most sensible of women, but there’s no harm in her, there never was. But for us – you and me to hold aloof at this minute would give entirely the wrong impression. He has restored French morale and liberated Italy, he’s a great man, but he’s human and will appreciate the family touch.’

In the re-named street our small, but rather elegant, house had been transformed into a kind of Army headquarters; it was full of men, soldiers standing or sitting about – their job done, civilians, government officials I guessed, moving more quickly, waiting less patiently. But as soon as my grandfather had given our names we were admitted. We climbed the familiar stairs and were ushered into the room where, rather less than a year ago, Mother had drifted about re-arranging the flowers, decrying the wine and Eugène had sweated with impatience.

From behind a makeshift table, a board set up on trestles, scattered with maps and papers and, incongruous among them, a dish with half a roast chicken on it, my step-father stood up, came forward and embraced me.

He had changed a little. The sun in Italy had browned his skin and bleached his hair. He still looked thin and hungry, despite all those official banquets which Mother and Eugène had written about, meals lasting a full four hours.

My grandfather made a fulsome little speech. I said, ‘I have been so very proud, ever since Mondivi.’

He said, ‘I am sorry, Hortense, that your mother and brother are not here. You know where she is? And I sent Eugène with the deputation to the Pope to explain the terms of the treaty and how it would affect the Papal States.’

‘A great honour, for one so young,’ my grandfather said.

‘He’s a very steady boy. And growing up rapidly. You’ve changed in the year since I last saw you, Hortense. Much prettier.’ I blushed.

He talked on, saying that if the weather held Mother should be back in a few days; his own family would arrive tomorrow or next day, then Caroline and I must have a holiday and join in the festivities. Somebody opened the door and said, ‘Excuse me, General,’ and we were dismissed, but very kindly.

Outside my grandfather said, ‘That went well and refutes all this gossip about a disagreement.’

‘Between the General and Mother?’

‘Yes. All nonsense. Had there been anything in it we should not have been received as we were.’

He seemed pleased to have proved something to himself and I meditated the word prettier. It hinted at improvement, but upon what? Vanity was not much encouraged by Madame Campan; one must be neat and clean, dressed correctly but inconspicuously; these rules observed, appearance was of no great importance compared with deportment, self-control, diligence. But like every other girl I longed to be thought pretty, to be pretty.

Oddly enough it was a remark made by Madame Bonaparte and repeated to me, disparagingly, by Caroline, that gave me more confidence than could be gleaned from a looking-glass in which reflection varies, or from things said by girls – I wish my hair curled like yours, and so on. ‘My mother says that you are exactly like your mother.’

‘Oh. In what way?’

‘Every way. Looks, frivolous behaviour, smooth tongue.’

‘I take that as the highest possible compliment. When next I see your mother I shall thank her.’

Hardy as she was, Caroline blenched. ‘For God’s love, Hortense, no! She’d box my ears if she knew I had repeated …’

‘Then why did you?’

‘Because I am so miserable. So angry with everybody. Napoleon treats you as though you were grown up and me like a child. There’s not all that difference in our ages. You are allowed to dance with anybody; if Joachim partners me once there are black looks all round. It just is not fair. If you went to Napoleon today and said you wanted to marry … well, say General Dubroc, he’d pat you on the head and give you his blessing, whereas when I say I want to marry Joachim they laugh. And Napoleon tells me to copy your behaviour.’

‘I shouldn’t dream of marrying anybody yet. And you are far too young …’

‘By silly French standards! Mother was not much older than I am now when she married.’

I thought to myself – She was never any age, she was never young, she will never be old. Completely inhuman, cut out of Corsican rock. In the gay gatherings which Caroline and I, and presently Emilie and Stephanie were allowed to attend that winter, Madame Bonaparte in plain black, wearing no jewels, unsmiling, immensely dignified, was a remarkable figure. Her dark eyes, deep-set under hooded lids, missed nothing and although she spoke only a few words of French with a heavy Italian accent and refused to learn more, I think she understood it. One does not listen, closely attentive for hours, to talk one does not understand. My step-father, her second son, now had money enough, his pay as general, his share of the loot that came in creaking carts up from Italy to France, fabulous presents given to him by the liberated cities; his mother, well provided for and established in a large house, still made bean and onion soup and the traditional pasta with her own hands. People laughed about her and called her a peasant, but she was as classless as she was ageless. I should have admired her had she not been so hostile to Mother who really did her best to placate, even giving her precedence in doorways.

Well, if that grim old woman thought that I was like Mother, I was well content. Privately I doubted whether I was frivolous in quite the way she condemned, meaning, I think, extravagant. Mother’s latest extravagance was to refurnish our house with a military motif; the beds were all curtained to look like tents; there were stools in the form of drums and an ancient cannon up-ended to hold a bowl of flowers.

Possibly one of the things which angered Caroline was that my mother positively thrust new dresses and shoes upon me while hers took the opposite attitude. When Caroline wailed, ‘I don’t know what to wear; all my dresses are so old,’ Madame Bonaparte replied, ‘Had you but one dress you would know what to wear!’
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