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    London—December, 1897 
 
      
 
    The Bashcombes’ ball was quite crowded, considering it was only the Little Season and creeping close to Christmas. The best families had yet to appear in London, but there were enough interesting people in attendance to keep Genevieve Grantham’s current protégé, Hazel Shaw, entertained.  
 
    “I’ve just heard from Kitty Ponsoy that the Earl of Wrexham is in attendance tonight, and he’s a widower,” Hazel said upon returning from the Ladies’ Retiring Room. “An unmarried earl, and it’s not even the Season yet. That’s quite good, don’t you think?” 
 
    “What have I told you about gossiping with Kitty Ponsoy?” Genevieve scolded gently. “That girl is a snake.” 
 
    Hazel gave a subtle roll of her eyes. “I can handle Kitty Ponsoy. She’s not so clever. But she does seem to know all the best news. Now, what shall we do about the earl? What do you know of him?” 
 
    Genevieve blinked, startled to find that her memory was atypically blank. Ordinarily, she could call up the family tree of any member of the nobility four generations back. Why could she suddenly recall nothing about the Earl of Wrexham? 
 
    “Kitty says he’s never been to London before. At least, no one seems to know him,” Hazel continued, oblivious to Genevieve’s discomfort. 
 
    That piece of information jogged her memory, however. Kitty was right, for once. No one in London knew the earl. A few details memorized from Debrett’s now trickled back in.  
 
    “Yes, he was the youngest son, but he ascended to the title when his two elder brothers died. The principal estate is near the Scottish border, I believe. I’ve never seen the earl in London. I don’t know that anyone has, until now.” 
 
    An eager smile spread across Hazel’s face. “An unknown, unmarried earl washing up in London. Christmas has come early. He’s come to London to find a new wife, I am sure of it. He’s old, nearly forty, Kitty says. But that can’t be helped, I suppose. He’s still much better than that tiresome Conte Santini who’s been chasing me. How shall we manage to meet him?” 
 
    “Hazel, forty is far too old for you.” 
 
    Hazel shrugged. “He’ll be eager for a young wife, don’t you think? They always are. Surely he needs money to support that Scottish estate of his. He needs a rich wife, and why shouldn’t she be me? Hazel, the Countess of Wrexham. That sounds quite good. Come on, Gen, how will you manage to throw me in front of him? You must have some clever idea.” 
 
    Once again, Gen’s mind went blank, although Hazel was right. This was her job—introducing her wealthy young ladies to titled Europeans, hoping to arrange a match. And Hazel was right about the opportunity. Unmarried earls didn’t wander into London ballrooms too often. It was an opportunity she couldn’t afford to pass up. 
 
    But when she looked at Hazel—blossoming into a beauty at nineteen, vivacious and smart, and eager to tie herself to a man old enough to be her father, one whom she hadn’t even set eyes upon—something like sorrow squeezed her heart. Over the years, she’d arranged dozens of these matches. Middle-class manufacturing heiresses and impoverished nobility. It was her stock in trade. Why did the idea of arranging one more for Hazel leave her so depressed? Why did it suddenly seem so wrong? Where did these tender scruples come from now, at this stage of her life? 
 
    The truth was, it had been creeping up on her for some time. 
 
    It had begun on Victoria's wedding day, which should have been Genevieve's triumph, the crowning glory of her career. A mere Miss Victoria Carson, beautiful and rich, but American, and saddled with the crassest sort of parents, marrying the handsome Earl of Dunnley, heir to the ancient Waring dukedom. To London Society, it seemed a stunning achievement for Genevieve, one of her girls climbing impossibly high. 
 
    But they didn't see Victoria's face that day. They hadn't seen her go pale with fear at the thought of her future at her new husband's side. They hadn't seen the way Dunnley and his family had treated her, like a despised burden thrust upon them, even as her fortune was saving them all from ruin. 
 
    Genevieve had had Victoria Carson, Amelia Wheeler, and Grace Godwin with her for years. She cared for all the girls she trained, but those three had been special, almost like her own. Kissing Victoria goodbye and seeing her off in the carriage, alone with her husband who was little more than a stranger, packing her off into a dubious future most certainly devoid of affection, had been the hardest thing Genevieve had ever done. 
 
    The next year had brought more of the same. She'd had to actively encourage Amelia to pursue Lord Radwill, knowing he'd never make her happy, knowing that a life with him would crush the fiery spirit right out of the girl. 
 
    And then last year's near miss with her darling Grace. She'd actually been engaged to marry Rupert Humphrey. Grace, with her fine mind and deep understanding, about to sacrifice the rest of her life married to a man who would never have been a match to her intellect and abilities, all in a desperate bid for security. 
 
    The girls had turned out well in the end, but none of that had been owing to Genevieve’s efforts. It was just luck that all three of them had somehow stumbled into happy, loving marriages. Because Genevieve's business had nothing to do with happiness or love. It was about money and advantage. Love was the enemy. 
 
    She supposed she should be grateful for Hazel’s hard-hearted opportunism. Vic, Amelia, and Grace had done what they had to do to secure advantageous marriages, but all three of them had detested it. Hazel was eager for her marriage of convenience. It would make Gen’s job easier—but no more palatable. 
 
    Perhaps she’d been doing this too long. Years of arranging these loveless matches had done something to her soul. She thought she’d left sentiment and optimism behind her at nineteen, but here came those inconvenient emotions to plague her at thirty-six. She was too old to start wishing for happy endings. 
 
    “Gen?” Hazel’s voice startled her out of her reverie. “The earl?” 
 
    “Yes, right,” she murmured, shaking her head. “I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
    It was easy, of course. Gen knew nearly everyone on the London social scene, and she was well-known to them. Everyone knew her purpose here, and one or two well-placed comments led her to Lady Fitzherbert, whose husband had known the earl’s late father a bit—well enough for Lady Fitzherbert to provide the necessary introductions. 
 
    “Why, of course,” Lady Fitzherbert trilled, taking a deep breath, which swelled her magnificent bosom to epic proportions. “I’m sure the earl would be delighted to meet your lovely Miss Shaw.”  
 
    Hazel smiled shyly at Lady Fitzherbert but said nothing, as a well-bred young lady wasn’t meant to look too eager in these situations. Even though Hazel had been ruthlessly angling to meet the man half an hour ago, now she stood demurely at Gen’s side, as if such a thought had never crossed her mind.  
 
    The angling and planning would be left up to Genevieve. 
 
    “We’d be delighted to make his acquaintance,” Gen said levelly. “If you don’t think it would be an imposition.” 
 
    “Oh, not at all, my dear Lady Grantham.” The majestic lady craned her neck to look around the crowded ballroom. “Just let me find my Walter, and he’ll be happy to introduce you.” 
 
    “That would be—” But Genevieve never got to voice her gratitude.  
 
    “Oh!” Lady Fitzherbert said with a startled laugh. “Here’s the very man himself, come to meet you!” 
 
    Genevieve turned around to face the Earl of Wrexham, and the world abruptly fell out from underneath her as the past she’d been running from for seventeen years caught up with her in the worst place imaginable.  
 
    “Archie…” His name left her lips on a shocked exhale.  
 
    He’d always been tall, well over six feet, but the last time she’d seen him, he’d still been lanky and youthful. His shoulders were broader now, and his chest had filled out, giving him an imposing, mature power. His hair had been much longer when he was younger, a romantic tangle of glorious chestnut curls that fell into his face and brushed his shoulders. It was trimmed short and conservative now. And his face… 
 
    Those lean features—the narrow nose, the high, angled cheekbones, the expressive, slashing eyebrows—they were all recognizably his, but they wore an expression unfamiliar to her. Gone was the carefree happiness, the teasing, easy grin. Now fine lines bracketed his familiar green-gold eyes. Where once he’d had dimples, now deep grooves framed the hard line of his mouth. Lips that had been so soft, beautiful, and quick to smile now looked carved from granite. His eyebrows were drawn together in a ferocious frown, eyes narrowed as he stared down that patrician nose at her. Oh, how very patrician.  
 
    “Gen.” His voice dripped with disdain. Of course, he must have been sure he’d left his unseemly dalliance behind him in Paris. Now she’d turned up in a London ballroom. How terribly unpleasant for him. 
 
    As the realization that it was Archie, here in London, after all these years, sank in, terror bloomed in its wake. This man had the power to ruin everything she’d spent years building. As much as she’d like to sneer at him and lash out in anger, that was impossible. The best course of action would be to distance herself from him immediately, and pray that he understood she intended to stay firmly out of his way. 
 
    “I see you’ve met?” Lady Fitzherbert nervously broke the strained atmosphere. 
 
    Archie hesitated, then spoke, his voice cold and forbidding. “We crossed paths very briefly in Paris, years ago.” 
 
    She’d known he was from somewhere in the British Isles. She could hear it in his accent back then. But she hadn’t known he was English because they’d only ever spoken French to each other. If she’d realized, she might have been more on her guard all these years. But it was too late now. He’d found her. 
 
    “Ah, yes! Lady Grantham’s years on the Continent. You must have met so many interesting people, my dear.”  
 
    “Indeed,” Gen murmured.  
 
    Archie—no, she mustn’t think of him as Archie, because he wasn’t anymore. Lord Wrexham raised one of those infernally mocking eyebrows at her. “Lady Grantham?” He had some nerve, taking exception to her title. 
 
    “Yes,” the oblivious Lady Fitzherbert tittered. “And Lord Wrexham, might I present to you Lady Grantham’s young friend, Miss Hazel Shaw, from America.” 
 
    Hazel offered her hand and dropped into a perfect curtsy, a smile lightly hinting at flirtation playing around her lips. “I’m delighted to meet you, Lord Wrexham.” 
 
    He took her fingertips and bowed briefly over her hand. “A pleasure, Miss Shaw.” 
 
    “I’ve been told this is your first visit to London,” Hazel hazarded, clearly ready to make a charge at her quarry. 
 
    Oh, good heavens. Hazel had already set her cap at him. Would Gen be forced to stand by and watch the two of them flirt with each other? Perhaps, but not on this night. “If you will excuse me for a moment? There’s someone here I should speak with.” 
 
    Lady Fitzherbert, mistakenly believing Gen was leaving her charge free to ensnare Lord Wrexham, threw her a conspiratorial wink. “Of course, my dear. Don’t worry, I’ll keep an eye on Miss Shaw.” 
 
    Gen hesitated. What to say to him? She wanted to turn her back and say nothing, but cutting him would be foolish in the extreme when he held so much power over her. Instead, she inclined her head slightly and said, “Enjoy your evening, Lord Wrexham.” 
 
    Before she turned away, she met his eyes, unable to help looking for a last glimpse of her Archie. But he wasn’t there. Only the cold, arrogant Lord Wrexham looked back at her. Of course, the Archie in her mind had never really existed at all, had he? She’d learned that the hard way nearly two decades ago. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Escaping into the garden wasn’t an option in this cold, so Gen sought refuge in the Bashcombes’ well-stocked library. Standing in front of the fireplace, staring into the dying flames, she pondered her situation.  
 
    What was she going to do? That all depended, she supposed, on what he would do. If he chose to spread the word about their past—about what he knew of her—her life here in London as Lady Grantham was over. 
 
    She had some money. Not a lot, but from the start, she’d insisted on preserving that cushion for herself, her insurance policy in case this life she’d built for herself crumbled. She could take the money and go. But go where? London was home. The only other place she’d ever lived was Paris, and returning there was impossible. Starting over somewhere else—somewhere where she knew no one and no one knew her—was a daunting proposition. She’d done it once. She wasn’t sure she had it in her to do it again. 
 
    “So, it’s Lady Grantham, is it?” 
 
    He’d followed her, of course, and now lounged against the doorframe, arms crossed over his chest. Suddenly, she was impossibly weary. Of all of it. The girls, the loveless marriages that seemed the sum of her legacy, and now this—her past come back to haunt her. Well, best to get this over with, see what he intended to do, and then plan accordingly. 
 
    “Archie—” 
 
    “It’s Archer.” 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    “Archer Carlyle,” he said, straightening and moving slowly into the room, although not in her direction. He wandered toward the desk, keeping his gaze away from her. “And you’re Lady Grantham. Your given name?” 
 
    “Geneviève.” She used the French pronunciation. She couldn’t have said why, when no one in London ever did. Seeing Archie again had her lapsing back into all her French habits. 
 
    He nodded pensively. “I thought it was Gen,” he said, also using the French pronunciation. 
 
    “That was just a nickname—” 
 
    “No, Jeanne.” 
 
    Now she heard the subtle difference she’d missed when he was speaking French. The French had called her “Gen,” and he’d heard “Jeanne.” Not that it mattered at all.  
 
    “And you’re English,” he continued. “Not French.” 
 
    “I’m English by birth. I grew up in Paris.” 
 
    “And how long have you been in London?” 
 
    “Seventeen years.” Ever since then. She’d left Paris immediately after. 
 
    He shook his head ruefully. “No wonder.” 
 
    “I never lied to you.” No, he was the liar. 
 
    “But you didn’t tell me the whole truth.” 
 
    Her temper flared hot at the accusation. How dare he accuse her? “Neither did you!” 
 
    “I didn’t realize it would make such a difference.” 
 
    Oh, he wouldn’t, would he? Men never did. “I’m sure.” Sweeping her skirts to the side, she made for the door. Time to end this interview and pray there wouldn’t be another. “Lord Wrexham, since we’ve managed to avoid crossing paths for this long, I hope we can contrive to continue doing so for the duration of your stay in London.” 
 
    He let out a soft huff of humorless laughter. “Right. Because you’ve grown quite respectable. I asked around about you and your…business. I suppose it wouldn’t do for the parents of all your young charges to know the truth about you.” 
 
    Gen spun around to face him. Her heart was pounding with terror, but she refused to let him see that, channeling her emotions instead into an icy fury. “It would ruin me, as I’m sure you’re quite aware. You know you have that power over me. All I can do is hope your sense of decency as a gentleman will persuade you not to wield it. If such a thing exists in your heart.” 
 
    Archie had turned to face her, and as she flung those last words at him, his face leeched of color, anger sparking in his eyes. “You’re impugning my character? You?” 
 
    That stung. There was a time she’d thought he was different. His actions had proved otherwise, but seeing the naked contempt with her own eyes hurt more than she could have imagined. It seemed some small part of her heart had still been clinging to that image of her old Archie. If she needed further proof that man had been an illusion, he’d just provided it. 
 
    “That sentence tells me I have every reason to doubt you. I hope you prove me wrong.” 
 
    She didn’t stay to see how he absorbed that swipe. They’d already said far too much tonight. Now she would retreat—and wait to see what her future held in the morning.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Hazel acquiesced to leaving the ball early easier than Genevieve predicted. Perhaps it was because of two facts she’d garnered about the Earl of Wrexham while Gen was otherwise engaged with the man himself. One: he had two small children, so he wasn’t seeking merely a new wife, he was also seeking a new mother. Hazel wasn’t eager to become a mother quite so quickly. And two: he wasn’t impoverished, which appeared to be the real sticking point for Hazel. 
 
    “He’s got money, Gen,” Hazel complained as she shed her cape and gloves in the entryway of Gen’s townhouse in Mayfair. Mrs. Winters, the housekeeper, accepted Hazel’s things and then helped Gen out of her own black velvet cape. 
 
    “And his money is a problem?” Gen led the way up the stairs to the parlor, where a fire had been built up for their return. Grateful, Gen held her frozen hands over the flames. It felt as if her entire body had turned to ice tonight. 
 
    “Of course it is!” Hazel said.  
 
    “I should think the equality of your circumstances would be a pleasant surprise.” 
 
    Why on earth was she advocating for Wrexham when it was the last thing she wanted? Leaving aside her own complicated history with him, he was too old for Hazel. She’d just come out in Society last year. She wasn’t ready to become a mother to a man’s children—good heavens, Archie had children. And even if Hazel did decide she was willing to become both wife and mother, Gen wasn’t sure if she could bear to stand idly by as Wrexham courted the girl. Her stoicism wouldn’t hold up to that trial. 
 
    “But what would he want with me?” Hazel asked, genuinely perplexed. “He can support himself, and his estate isn’t crumbling into the ground. I’m just another crass, rich, American girl. You know how these Englishmen see me, what they say about me. I want a husband who needs me, Gen. If I’ve got the money, and he doesn’t, then everything is different.” 
 
    Gen began to protest that there was truly only one right way to need a person, and it had nothing to do with money, but since that flew in the face of everything she’d been teaching Hazel, she held her tongue. What had she done, convincing this girl that the only valid reason a man should seek her as a partner in life was the fortune she brought to the match? When had everything become so twisted and unnatural? 
 
    “Perhaps you should go to bed and think about your options,” Gen suggested, desperate for a moment alone. 
 
    Hazel gave a gusty sigh. “I believe it’s to be Conte Santini, don’t you? Living in Florence will be quite nice, I think.” 
 
    “You don’t need to decide at once.” 
 
    Hazel chewed pensively on her lip. “I did so wish to announce my betrothal when I go home for Christmas. Everyone back home in Cincinnati—” She stopped and shook her head. “But perhaps you’re right. Maybe I should wait until the Season begins properly, to see if anybody else turns up.” 
 
    “Very sensible.” 
 
    “Goodnight, Genevieve.” 
 
    Genevieve watched Hazel ascend the stairs with a combination of affection and despair. Hazel, with her vast fortune, would no doubt end up marrying a title, but would that make her happy? And when had that come to matter so much? 
 
    The parlor sank into silence after Hazel’s departure, the steady ticking of the grandfather clock out in the hallway the only sound. The fire glowed in the hearth, casting long shadows across the yellow-striped wallpaper. Gen sank onto soft cushions of the sofa and looked around the room, at the inviting furniture, the carefully chosen paintings on the walls, the knickknacks on the tables, mostly gifts from past pupils. She loved this room, this house. For years, it had been her sanctuary, the safe space she’d tumbled into after fleeing Paris. Leaving it—if it indeed came to that—would be painful in the extreme. 
 
    For all these years, she’d been so sure her past was just that—past. Left behind on the other side of the channel, washed away when she’d assumed the mantle of Lady Grantham, the next in a long line in her family. Was she to be the last? Did the hundred-year legacy of Lady Grantham’s girls end with her?  
 
    If London Society found out what Archie knew about her, they’d cast her out at once. Genevieve, Lady Grantham, with her noble lineage going back generations, was a respected member of society, well-bred, elegant, with impeccable manners and a spotless reputation. Geneviève Valadon of Paris, however…well, she was a different matter. 
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    Paris, 1880 
 
      
 
    “Maman, I’ve forgotten my—oh.” 
 
    Gen stopped short when she entered the flat and found Baron LeVeq sprawled familiarly on their sofa. He glanced up, his distracted expression sharpening at once when he spotted her. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Baron LeVeq, I didn’t realize you were here.” She began to back out of the flat when he called out to her. 
 
    “Nonsense, Geneviève. Come in, come in. Your mother is just finishing her toilette.” 
 
    That look in LeVeq’s eyes made her want to slip back out the door and run away, but she needed her bag, so reluctantly, she edged into the room, staying as far away from him as possible. He was her mother’s lover, but she could tell by the look on his face that he’d gladly bed her, too, if she gave him the smallest opportunity.  
 
    “Sit down and keep me company,” he said, smiling his oily smile at her. Leaning back, he spread his legs, taking possession of the entire sofa and the very room itself. 
 
    “I can’t stay. I’m working today. I only came back for my bag.” 
 
    “Bah.” LeVeq waved a meaty hand in the air. “Why is a pretty little thing like you slaving away in some miserable shop?” 
 
    LeVeq made her nauseous, but he was her mother’s patron, so she couldn’t afford to offend him. Forcing a polite smile, she shrugged. “A girl’s got to earn a living.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed as he slid a speculative gaze down her body. She suppressed a shudder of revulsion. “There are much more pleasant ways for a pretty young girl to earn a living. If it’s money you need, chérie, I’m happy to take care of you.” 
 
    Oh, heavens, this was bad. He’d been watching her with that look in his eyes, and peppering her with revolting innuendo for months now, but never had he so blatantly propositioned her before. And with Maman in the very next room. 
 
    “That’s…very kind of you, Baron LeVeq, but I really need to get to work.” 
 
    “Remember my offer, chérie. I’m here for you. Any time.” 
 
    With those foul words still hanging in the air, her mother sailed into the room. “Geneviève, I thought you’d gone!”  
 
    “I left my reticule.” Gen finally spotted it on the side table and snatched it up, eager to escape. 
 
    “Have you been keeping dear Hercule entertained while he waited on me, poor man?” Her blond hair was teased into an elaborate topknot, with a profusion of curls framing her face. She’d taken to the curls of late to hide the fine lines appearing next to her eyes. All the late nights and drinking had started to catch up to her. Her face had aged quite a bit in the past year, and Maman was desperately trying to distract from that fact with every tool in her arsenal. Like her dress, a fancy, striped, green satin confection, designed to show off her tightly cinched waist and ample breasts. LeVeq noticed that with an appreciative leer.  
 
    Maman sat down on the sofa, tucking herself into the small space left available beside LeVeq, stroking her fingers down the side of his face. Gen didn’t know how she could bear to touch him, never mind letting him use her body. 
 
    “Your daughter has grown into quite the lovely young woman, Suzette.” 
 
    Maman glanced uneasily at Gen. “Nonsense, Hercule, she’s just a child.” 
 
    Gen was nineteen, but it wasn’t good to let LeVeq dwell on the fact that Suzette had a grown daughter. It only underlined her own advancing age.  
 
    “A pretty child, then,” LeVeq said, smiling at Gen. Suzette didn’t miss the look. 
 
    “Weren’t you leaving, pet?” There was a pointed edge to her voice. She didn’t want Gen there to be a focus of LeVeq’s attentions, which was fine with Gen, as that was the last thing she wanted. 
 
    “Yes, I am. I’ll see you tonight, Maman.” 
 
    “I’m sure I’ll be out quite late with darling Hercule, so don’t wait up.” 
 
      
 
    Downstairs on the street, Gen paused, pressing a palm to her chest. LeVeq was going to be a problem. How long could she fend him off when he had the run of their flat? He paid the rent on it, for heaven’s sake. And did his attentions to her mean he was growing tired of Maman? The money she earned at the bookshop wouldn’t begin to cover the rent on the flat, never mind the other expenses, should LeVeq decide to throw off Suzette.  
 
    Well, it was all the money she could earn—honestly, at any rate—so being late would be foolish. She hurried through the streets of Belleville and arrived at Fouchard’s Bookshop in the Rue Petit with only a minute to spare. 
 
    “Bonjour, Monsieur Fouchard!” she called out as she ducked behind the counter, tying on her apron as she did so.  
 
    Fouchard answered with an unintelligible mumble from somewhere behind the dusty piles of books in the back of the shop. He must have raided another auction, which meant he’d be completely distracted cataloging his new purchases for the rest of the day. Gen could have been absent entirely and he’d likely not have noticed until he was called on to help a customer.  
 
    Gen sometimes suspected Fouchard only kept the shop as an excuse to indulge in his passion for collecting books. They certainly weren’t raking in money from sales, and her pay was a pittance. But it was a respectable job, and those weren’t plentiful for girls like her. 
 
    The afternoon passed quietly, as Fouchard puttered and sorted his new books and Gen dusted the already dust-free shelves. A few regulars came in, some to browse the books, some to chat away a free half hour. Few bought books, because nobody in Belleville had much money to spare. 
 
    She was closing up the shop for the day when Leo rushed in, flushed and smiling. His blond hair flopped appealingly across his forehead, and his blue eyes were bright with excitement. He looked so like the boy she’d known for years that her heart gave a thump of longing, even though Leo rarely made her swoon these days. 
 
    They’d been friends since they were children, running wild in the streets of Belleville together, and that friendship had evolved into something more last year. But the romance seemed to have faded, and these days, Leo irritated her more than anything else. She should probably end their affair and hope they could still remain friends. But with the threat of LeVeq looming, she feared losing Leo as a presence in her life, if friendship turned out to be impossible. Once she’d sorted out what to do about LeVeq, then she’d sort out what to do about Leo. 
 
    “Gen! Good, you’re nearly done. André has invited us to join him at the Moulin de la Galette.” 
 
    “What? Now?” 
 
    Leo blew out a breath in exasperation. “Of course, now. Take off your apron and we can go.” 
 
    “Leo, you want to go to Montmartre now? I’ve been working all day.”  
 
    It was nearly an hour’s walk to Montmartre, and her feet already hurt. And just to spend the evening with André? Leo had met him recently at one of those political lectures he loved so much. She’d been so proud of Leo when he first began attending those lectures. Lack of money put proper schooling out of reach for Leo, but he was determined to improve himself, to expand his mind. But it seemed all those lectures had done was make him angry and bitter at the world. 
 
    Then he’d met André, who fed Leo’s anger like shoveling coal into an oven. André was a grizzled old political agitator and philosopher, part of the failed Paris Commune uprising a decade earlier. He’d been living in exile in Belgium ever since, but he had just returned to Paris, when the government declared amnesty for the Communards. Leo thought the man a genius. Gen found him tedious. Spending the evening being ignored while Leo listened rapturously to André’s bombastic pontificating sounded exceedingly dull.  
 
    “Don’t be a spoilsport, Gen. Come on, I’ll pay for train fare so you don’t have to walk.” 
 
    That gave her a pang of guilt. Her romantic feelings for Leo had faded, but he was trying to include her, even if it didn’t sound like fun for her. “All right, I’ll go. Just give me a minute in back to freshen up. I didn’t exactly dress for going out.” 
 
    “You look fine. Just hurry up.” 
 
    No wonder they’d made better friends than lovers. What woman wanted to hear “you look fine”? Gen popped into the back of the shop to check herself in the little streaky mirror hanging in the washroom. Thankfully, she hadn’t gotten too dirty dusting today, and her hair was freshly washed. A quick run of the comb through it smoothed it out well enough. She really ought to start wearing it up, but frankly, with LeVeq sniffing around, she did everything she could to look like a girl, not a woman. 
 
    Even if she had dressed for going out, it wouldn’t have made much difference as her good dress was only a little newer than this one, which was fashioned out of a dull, sky-blue cotton. She shook out her skirts, hoping to fluff them a bit, to no avail. 
 
    In a flash of inspiration, she retrieved from her reticule the fine, embroidered white handkerchief her mother had recently passed on to her when she’d gotten a wine stain on the corner. Settling it over her shoulders, she tied it around her neck and checked the mirror. Oh, no. She looked like a nun, and the stain showed. Untying the knot, she tucked the ends down either side of her squared-off neckline. There. Now the stain was hidden and her neck and chest were framed nicely with something soft and feminine. Not exactly the first stare of fashion, but she looked modestly pretty. 
 
    “All right, Leo, I’m ready.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was dark by the time the train reached Montmartre, and they still had to climb to the top of the butte, through the narrow, dusty lanes of the village, dodging the odd wandering livestock. There was already music floating out from the courtyard at the base of the windmill, something lively, with fiddle and brass.  
 
    Inside, paper lanterns strung overhead cast a hazy glow over the dancers twirling around the floor. The giant arms of the windmill, still at this hour, hovered overhead, outlined against the night sky. It was all very romantic. Despite her earlier protests, Gen was glad she’d come. A bit of dancing with Leo might be nice. It had been so long since they’d had fun together.  
 
    Her hopes for that were crushed when Leo exclaimed, “There’s André!” and began dragging her toward a table at the edge of the courtyard, as far away from the music and fun as one could get.  
 
    André, rumpled and dour, sat hunched over his glass of wine, a cigarette burning down in his fingers. His stringy salt-and-pepper beard held crumbs from the loaf of bread half eaten on the table. Even though it was a warm summer night, he wore a tattered, moth-eaten overcoat which Gen had never seen him out of, and an old fisherman’s cap. 
 
    He looked up and grunted in disapproval approaching the table. “I see you’ve brought your woman.” 
 
    “I’m not Leo’s woman, or anyone else’s but my own,” Gen snapped. 
 
    “Gen,” Leo muttered, low and warning, before turning to André. “She won’t be a bother. She doesn’t like to talk about politics anyway.” 
 
    “Good. The fight for the workers’ freedom is no place for soft-hearted females.” 
 
    Gen was tempted to point out that a goodly portion of those downtrodden workers André was so concerned with were women, and they had to be twice as tough to survive in a man’s world, but she’d long since grown tired of arguing with André. It was like talking to a brick wall. 
 
    She tugged on Leo’s sleeve, hoping to keep him from falling in with André right away. “Shall we get some wine, Leo? Perhaps something to eat?” 
 
    “Why don’t you go fetch it?” he said. “André and I have some important things to discuss. It’d probably be a bit much for you to follow anyway, Gen.” 
 
    Gen, stunned, could only stare at Leo. He had never brushed her off and belittled her so brusquely. She hated—hated—who he became in André’s presence. With one last resentful glare at both of them, she stood and stalked away.  
 
    She hadn’t gotten fully out of earshot when she heard André grumble, “Watch that one, son. Women are a distraction from the important work to be done.” 
 
    There was no defense forthcoming from Leo. Nothing but silence. Her irritation bloomed fully into fury. Perhaps she’d go home on her own and leave him here with his precious, pretentious André. That would show him. 
 
    “Hello, Gen.” 
 
    She blinked and shook herself out of her haze of anger.  
 
    Oh. Oh.  
 
    “Archie,” she breathed. “Hello.”  
 
    This was the other thing that had gone wrong in her relationship with Leo. She’d met Archie. They’d crossed paths a few times recently in the Montmartre haunts Leo liked to frequent with André. The first time, they’d just exchanged nods, smiles, and hellos as they passed each other at the bar. The second time, he’d said hello again and then wished her a good evening, before giving her a smile like a gift. The third time, last week, when she once again had been left on her own, he’d come to stand next to her at the edge of the dance floor, and they’d fallen into an easy conversation that lasted until Leo had come to take her home at the end of the night. She hadn’t been able to stop thinking about him since. 
 
    He was terribly handsome, so tall and lithe, with a glorious head of silky dark curls, and an angular, nearly sculptural face. His eyes were the most beautiful mix of green and gold, with thick dark lashes, and always sparkling with gentle humor. And his smile… Every time he flashed that easy, bright smile at her, something inside her caught fire. 
 
    “Here with Leo?” Archie asked. 
 
    “Yes. And André.” 
 
    He made a sympathetic face. He’d heard her grumble about André before. He glanced over her shoulder, to where Leo and André sat absorbed in conversation. “He seems a bit tied up. Do you think he’d mind if I asked you to dance?” 
 
    A bright flare of giddy nerves bloomed in her chest. “I don’t think he’d notice, and who cares if he does? I’m my own person.” 
 
    Archie gave her a slow, conspiratorial smile. “Yes, I can see that you are. Well? Shall we?” 
 
    His hand waited there, hovering just in front of her, an enticing lure that she couldn't resist. She set her hand in his, suddenly, acutely aware of every brush of his skin against hers. That tiny contact of fingers against fingers had her heart pounding. What would happen if they were closer, if they touched further? 
 
    Just the thought of it warmed her face. 
 
    “It's a waltz,” Archie said, leading her to the edge of the floor where couples twirled. “It's not my strongest. Be gentle with me.” 
 
    The mild, teasing innuendo wasn't lost on her. 
 
    “I'm afraid my dancing is quite provincial, too.” 
 
    “Well then,” Archie said, turning her to face him and placing his hand on her waist. “We'll have to hang on to each other to survive.” 
 
    “I suppose we will.” Gazing up into his face, Gen felt herself hovering at the edge of a great precipice. But there was no fear of danger, only a longing to tumble helplessly over the edge. 
 
    “Don't worry,” Archie said, his voice dropping to a low, intimate register. “I won't let you fall.” 
 
    Oh, it was far too late for that. She was afraid she might already be falling. 
 
    Archie was a liar. He danced beautifully, with effortless elegance and grace, for a man so tall. All of Gen's dancing had been learned in the scruffy dance halls of Belleville and Montmartre, mostly rambunctious country reels. Archie moved like a man who'd had formal instruction, which was curious, as he looked like just another Montmartre bohemian. He was from the British Isles, she could hear that in his accent, but she knew nothing else about him. Right now, the details seemed completely irrelevant. The important things—the look in his eyes as he stared down at her, the soft smile appearing now and then—those were the only things that concerned her in this heady moment. 
 
    “You lied to me,” she said. 
 
    Archie’s eyes widened. “Pardon?” 
 
    “You’re an excellent dancer.” 
 
    His shoulders softened with relief, and he graced her with another of those perfect smiles. “The right partner makes all the difference, I suppose.” 
 
    Her heart nearly exploded with a rush of happiness. 
 
    Couples swirled past her, and the lanterns cast flickering shadows on faces, lending a dream-like quality to the atmosphere. It was a moonless night, and the summer sky was full of stars. The music of the waltz swelled and receded as Archie moved her across the floor. This night, this dance, felt like utter magic.  
 
    Eventually, to her eternal sadness, the waltz ended, but Archie didn’t relinquish his hold on her. 
 
    “Stay for another?” 
 
    There wasn’t a chance on earth she’d say no. The music switched, this time to a lively reel, much more suited to the kind of dancing she’d learned. 
 
    Archie glanced around himself nervously. “I’m not sure I know this one.” 
 
    “Ah, this one’s easy. It’s just a simple country dance. Just follow me.” 
 
    Another smile that curled her toes, and his eyes fixed on hers. “Gladly. Anywhere.” 
 
    This dance was more energetic, and Archie was focused on following her directions, so a little of the magic of the waltz disappeared. But he still held her waist; her hand was still clutched in his. Instead of long looks and intimate smiles, they shared laughter as they stumbled over missed steps and wrong directions. It was a different kind of magic. 
 
    When the song came to an end, they were both panting with exertion.  
 
    “Ready for a drink?” he asked. 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    Archie placed a hand on her back to steer her through the crowd to a long table off to the side. Gen sought out a glimpse of Leo through the press of people. Surely he’d missed her by now. Perhaps he’d been watching her dance with Archie, she thought with a guilty pang. But she found him right where she’d left him, head bent toward André as they huddled in conversation. He hadn’t even noticed she’d gone. Turning her back on Leo, she let Archie help her to a seat.  
 
      
 
      
 
    He ordered them a pitcher of wine and some bread and cheese. 
 
    “Is this all right?” he asked as the waiter departed. “Your sitting with me? Will Leo mind?” 
 
    Gen gave a disgusted laugh. “Right now, Leo wouldn’t notice if I caught fire.” 
 
    Archie stared down at the table, dragging his thumbnail back and forth through a groove in the wood. “Is he… Are you having difficulties, then?” 
 
    She sighed, suddenly weary. “Things just haven’t been the same lately. He’s changed.” 
 
    “So you’ve been together for a very long time?” Gen kept her eyes on her hands because she didn’t trust herself to look up and see the sadness she heard in his voice reflected in his eyes. 
 
    “We’ve known each other since we were children. We only… It became something more last year. But now our lives are going in very different directions, I think.” 
 
    “Which direction is yours going in, Gen?” 
 
    Now she did look up, smiling. “Well, at the moment, just to work in the shop tomorrow. But someday…” Breaking off, she shook her head. “No, I sound foolish.” 
 
    Briefly, he nudged the side of her hand with his. “You could never sound foolish. Tell me.” 
 
    “I want to see the world. I don’t know how I’d manage it since I’ve spent my whole life in Paris. I’ve scarcely even left Belleville, where I live. But that’s what I’d wish for, if I could have anything.” 
 
    “Where would you go first?” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know…Italy? Or perhaps Greece. Wait… This is a dream, right?” 
 
    Archie chuckled. “Yes, and since we’re dreaming, you can go anywhere.” 
 
    “Then I’ll start with Rome and Crete. And then perhaps Marrakesh. Then Constantinople, and then maybe St. Petersburg. And Tahiti! Why not Tahiti? And after that, I suppose I’ll just see where the wind blows me.” 
 
    “Tahiti and the wind. A very solid plan.” Archie nodded solemnly. 
 
    Gen laughed, nudging his shoulder. “Don’t tease. I told you it was foolish.” 
 
    “Not foolish,” he said. “It sounds lovely.” 
 
    “And what of you? What do you dream of, Archie?” 
 
    He looked at her, long and steadily—so long that her heart began to pound with awareness. Finally, he spoke, his voice loud enough to reach her and no further. 
 
    “I’m living my dream right now.” 
 
    A blissful rush of warmth suffused her body. “Oh?” 
 
    Archie blinked, as if remembering himself, and sat up a bit straighter. “Yes, I came to Paris to paint, to be around other painters. And here I am.” 
 
    “You’re a painter?” 
 
    He shrugged with self-deprecation. “Well, I’m studying to be one.” 
 
    “It’s your passion, then?” 
 
    His eyes lit up with excitement. “It’s all I want to do with my life. If I could live and die with a paintbrush in my hand, I’d want for nothing.” 
 
    His enthusiasm made her smile. “It must be wonderful to love something so much to devote your whole life to it.” 
 
    His smile faded somewhat. “There’s a cost to dreams, though.” 
 
    “And what have you paid to be here, Archie?” 
 
    “Everything? I’m a bit on the outs with my family.” 
 
    “They don’t approve?” She imagined some stodgy middle-class family in a respectable little village somewhere, the kind that had sent her mother fleeing from England with the first exciting man who’d crossed her path. Of course, a family like that would never approve of painting, of Paris, of Montmartre. 
 
    He shook his head. “But I’m not sorry. I’m where I was meant to be, doing what I was meant to do. The rest…well, it’ll work itself out, right?” 
 
    His passion was inspiring. All of Leo’s dedication without the ugly anger tainting it.  
 
    “I’d love to see your work sometime.” 
 
    “Just a moment.” Archie began searching through the pockets of his jacket, producing a small, leather-bound notebook and a pencil. He held them up to her in question. “May I draw you?” 
 
    “You want to draw me?” 
 
    “It would be an honor.” 
 
    Suddenly self-conscious, she reached up to touch her hair. 
 
    “Stop,” Archie said softly. “You look lovely.” 
 
    It didn’t escape her that he’d just uttered the very words she’d been hoping to hear from Leo earlier. “How shall I sit?” 
 
    “You’re perfect just as you are.” 
 
    It was difficult, holding still as he glanced from his small notebook to her and back again. To keep from fidgeting, she focused on him. As he bent over his notebook, his shiny chestnut curls fell across his forehead, shading his eyes. His hands were lovely, very large, with long, tapered fingers which clutched the pencil moving rapidly across the page.  
 
    With his attention diverted, she felt free to look her fill. Although he was tall and lanky, his shoulders were rather broad, hinting at a power in his frame hidden by his loose linen jacket. He wore no neck tie. The collar of his shirt was open, gaping as he leaned forward, revealing the lovely sculptural shape of his neck, the divot at the base of his throat, and a tantalizing glimpse of his upper chest. 
 
    She knew, with a mingling sense of arousal and guilt, that she desired Archie like she’d never desired a man before, not even Leo. She was going to have to extricate herself from her relationship with Leo before these feelings for Archie led her to betray him in a way that was unworthy of her. She might be the daughter of a kept woman, but she refused to alter her own sense of right and wrong as a result. 
 
    Archie, oblivious to her inner turmoil, stayed focused on his drawing. Well, on the drawing, and on her. His eyes roamed over her with a different kind of intensity, leaving her feeling exposed. If he stared at her too long this way, he was sure to discover she was nothing so very special. Another poor shopgirl from Paris, with a disreputable mother and no father whatsoever. But when he straightened up and turned the notebook to face her, that wasn’t what he’d seen at all. 
 
    It was a loose sketch in pencil, but it seemed to capture every essential element of her perfectly. The slope of her nose, the curve of her lips, the long, dark sweep of her nearly-black hair. And what he’d done with her eyes was remarkable. She’d always thought them the most ordinary, dark, flat brown. But under Archie’s hand, they sparkled with life and wit. She looked so happy in his drawing, so vibrant and vital. Was that really what she looked like to the whole world, or was it only for Archie? 
 
    “Look at what you’ve done, Archie! And here I always thought myself so dull to look at.” 
 
    “Dull?” He shook his head in wonder. “Why on earth do you think yourself dull?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Dark hair, dark eyes… nothing special.” Not, at least, compared to her mother’s blond, blue-eyed prettiness. 
 
    “Hair like a raven’s wing. Eyes like obsidian.” 
 
    She glanced up at him, and their eyes caught for a moment, before they both burst into laughter. “I’m sorry,” Archie chuckled. “I’m a painter, not a poet.” 
 
    “I like the sentiment,” she said sincerely, tracing a finger down the side of her own face in his notebook. “No one’s ever set down my likeness before.” 
 
    “Really? Montmartre is crawling with artists. I thought surely one of them must have convinced you to sit for him before. See, there’s Pierre Jaccoud over there, looking at you this very moment, probably wondering if he can steal you away for himself.” 
 
    Gen turned to look and spotted the man in question, in his paint-covered smock, his easel set up in the corner near the dance floor. Had he been there all night? Had he painted her and Archie as they waltzed? It pleased her, imagining that happy moment had been captured forever in a painting. 
 
    Before she turned back, there was a disturbance by the entrance to the courtyard as several new patrons entered at once. This bunch differed markedly from the people already there. The people of Montmartre, a ragtag assortment of bohemians, artists, students, and shopgirls, looked rather downtrodden compared to the group by the door. Gentlemen, all of them, in pressed black evening wear and satin top hats.  
 
    A few women were with them, and Gen identified them at once. Women of her mother’s class, the demi-monde these sorts of gentlemen amused themselves with. A significant step up from streetwalkers, but still a far cry from respectability. There was something unmistakable in their appearance—the hairstyles a bit too dramatic, the dresses a bit too flashy. Gen knew the look because she’d been seeing it all her life. 
 
    “They must have wandered up from one of those new cabarets down the hill,” Archie remarked. “Men of that class don’t show up here too often.” 
 
    “They should take themselves back down the hill, then,” Gen snapped. “They have no business here.”  
 
    The bitterness she heard in her own voice surprised her. She was still uneasy from that run-in with Baron LeVeq, from the threat he posed to her. For a little while tonight, surrounded by all these working-class revelers, in the arms of a handsome artist, she’d been able to forget. Then those plumped-up, swaggering “men of quality” had come sauntering in, bringing it all back. They were no better than LeVeq, leaving their respectable wives and children at home in their respectable neighborhoods, in their expensive houses, while they crawled through Paris’s underbelly looking for lurid thrills.  
 
    Men like them had kept her mother bought and paid for all her life. Men like them had been the creeping threat at the corners of her existence. She hated the power they wielded over women like her mother, and by extension, the people like Gen who relied on them. LeVeq could withdraw his favor at will, and in so doing, ruin their chances of security. In fact, she feared that was exactly his plan—to break with her mother, and when they were in truly desperate financial straits, that’s when he would extend his revolting offer to take Gen under his protection.  
 
    Somehow, some way, she’d figure out how to avoid that loathsome fate. But she hadn’t done so yet, and she didn’t need reminders of the vulgar, lusting men just waiting to possess girls like her. 
 
    “Do you know them?” Archie ventured cautiously. 
 
    “I don’t have to know them to know their type. Rich men who think they own the world and everyone in it. Well, they don’t. Not everyone is for sale. Their money doesn’t matter here.” 
 
    The venomous words had just spilled out of her, and now they hung there in the silence as Archie looked at her uneasily. Oh, no. She’d scared him off. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to get so carried away.” 
 
    “It’s all right.”  
 
    The last thing she wanted to discuss now, with Archie, was LeVeq and Maman. Those problems would still be waiting tomorrow. Tonight, with the music and the stars overhead and this handsome man…this moment would only happen once in her life. 
 
    Forcing a bright smile, she shook her head. “No, it’s not. I should leave unpleasantness like that for tomorrow. I want to enjoy tonight.” 
 
    “So do I.” Archie returned her smile, as if he felt the magic of this night in the same way she did. There was that feeling again—that exhilarating feeling of the world about to fall out from under her feet. The feeling ought to be more terrifying than it was. 
 
    “Shall we dance again?” Archie asked, holding a hand out to her. 
 
    She’d just nodded and set her hand in his when Leo’s voice stopped her. 
 
    “Here you are.” 
 
    It was so very wrong that Leo’s interruption filled her with such disappointment and frustration. Slowly, she stood. “Yes, here I am.” 
 
    “André’s had to go, so we might as well head home.” 
 
    Inside, she seethed. Oh, André had to go? He was the only reason worth staying? Leo hadn’t even thought of spending part of the evening with her, or even of making sure she was all right, until André was no longer there to engage him. She desperately wanted to spill all her anger out, but she didn’t want to quarrel with Leo in front of Archie. She was already in a tricky spot between the two men. It wouldn’t be fair to either of them to make it worse. Perhaps tonight would be the night, after all. She and Leo could talk it out on the way home. And then she’d be free to… Well, one thing at a time. 
 
    She turned back to Archie, who’d stood up when she did. “Thank you for the company.” 
 
    “The pleasure was well and truly mine. I hope to see you here again soon?” 
 
    She heard the questions he couldn’t ask and she couldn’t answer. Will I see you again? Alone? And when? 
 
    “I hope so,” she replied truthfully. 
 
    “Who was that?” Leo asked as they left the courtyard. 
 
    “Just a friend.” The less she said to Leo about Archie, the better. 
 
    Leo glanced back over his shoulder. “Looks to be after more than friendship, if you ask me,” he said peevishly. 
 
    Gen stopped walking outside in the middle of the dark lane, planting her hands on her hips. “He talked to me. He kept me company, which is quite a bit more than you bothered to do.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “I mean, as soon as we arrived, you abandoned me to talk with André all night. You didn’t once come to see how I was doing. You didn’t even dance with me.” 
 
    Leo scoffed. “Come on, Gen. Don’t be a nag. André and I had important things to discuss.” 
 
    Like me? She wanted to ask. Remember when I was important to you?  
 
    Taking a deep breath, Gen steeled herself to begin the unpleasant task at hand. “Leo, speaking of important things that need to be discussed, lately I’ve noticed that things between us—” 
 
    But Leo cut her off before she could even get into it. “You’ll never believe what André told me. Guesde and Lafargue are leaving the Federation of the Socialist Workers and forming their own party. The FTSF is moving too slowly for them, and I agree. Why attempt only what seems easy? Nothing will ever change! The bourgeoisie will always support the status quo. True reform can’t compromise. True reform demands revolution! It demands a fight. André says what the workers of France really need is…” 
 
    And that was the beginning and end of the conversation. Leo didn’t stop his long, angry monologue until they reached her door in Belleville. And even there, when Gen might have asked him to stay and talk, he hurried away to go meet some other scruffy revolutionary waiting for him at a nearby café. 
 
    The night was over, and neither of her existing two problems, Leo and LeVeq, had been solved. All she’d managed to do was add a whole new problem, in the handsome, charming form of Archie. But he was a problem she was happy to have. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Maman didn’t return home for several days, which was nothing unusual. When Gen had been younger, if Maman were going away with a protector, she’d arrange for a woman from the neighborhood to watch over her daughter. That was how Gen had met Leo, when his mother had looked after her while Maman was away. 
 
    When Gen came home from work on the third day, Maman had returned. She was alone, a heap of pink silk, ruffles, and blond hair on the sofa. And she was weeping. 
 
    “Maman, what is it?” 
 
    Suzette let out a long, plaintive wail. “Hercule has thrown me over!” 
 
    Oh, no. Gen had suspected this was coming, but not so soon. 
 
    Gen dropped onto the sofa next to her mother, who was in disarray, in her dressing gown, her hair unbound and tangled. “Perhaps it was just a quarrel. You’ve argued before and patched things up.” 
 
    “No!” Suzette cried. “No, it’s all over now. He says he’s finished with me forever.” 
 
    “He’s a bastard.”  
 
    “Geneviève!” 
 
    “Maman, he is. You’re better off without him.” 
 
    Suzette tilted her head. “You know, you’re right, Gen.” 
 
    “Of course I am.” 
 
    “Do you know what I’m going to do? I’m going out tonight. There’s a great fête at the Rivoli ballroom tonight. Everyone will be there. I’ll wear my best dress, and every man there will be at my feet with longing.” 
 
    “That’s more like it.” It wasn’t what Gen would do, but she’d long ago realized that she and her mother viewed the world very differently.  
 
    “I’ve got that red dress that was just delivered. Good thing I ordered it while Hercule was still paying the bills, right? It will serve him right when I wear it to entice another man.” 
 
    “Excellent. I’ll leave you to get ready,” Gen said, standing up and heading for their tiny kitchen to see if there was anything to eat for dinner. Her mother caught her hand as she passed. 
 
    “But I haven’t any gloves!” 
 
    “Maman, you’ve got scores of gloves.” 
 
    “Nothing new. My newest pair has a hole in the little finger. Gen, I can’t appear in patched gloves. I’ll look desperate. It’s vital that I look as if I haven’t a care in the world.” 
 
    With a sigh, Gen resigned herself to the inevitable. “I’ll pop out and get you a new pair, shall I?” 
 
    At that, Suzette’s eyes slid away. “Well, we’re a bit short of cash at the moment.” 
 
    A tickle of dread formed in Gen’s stomach. “Maman, what have you done with LeVeq’s allowance? He gives you money every week. You were meant to be saving some.” 
 
    The last time her mother had parted with a lover, Gen had explained that these inevitable breakups would be easier to weather if they were able to save a bit of money. With a little cushion in the bank, their situation could never grow too desperate. Maman was supposed to have set aside a regular sum from LeVeq’s weekly allowances. As long as she’d been with him, there should have been a modest little nest egg saved by now. 
 
    “Well, there’s always one thing and another, you know. Hercule could be quite stingy about paying some of my bills, when he thought I was being excessive. And I couldn’t very well go about in last year’s dresses. Hercule, being a man, never understood how important new dresses are to a lady. When he wouldn’t buy what I required, I was forced to do it myself.” 
 
    “Maman…” Gen sank onto a chair. “You haven’t saved anything?” 
 
    Suzette’s hands fluttered before her face. “Oh, Geneviève, you know I don’t like talking about this sort of unpleasantness.” 
 
    “No, you always leave the unpleasantness to me,” she snapped, then instantly regretted it. That wasn’t fair. After all, Suzette was the one who’d had to cater to LeVeq’s every sexual wish, and if that wasn’t unpleasant, Gen didn’t know what was. “I’m sorry, Maman. I didn’t mean that. Perhaps there’s something I can pawn.” 
 
    Suzette looked around helplessly. “But what? We so desperately need everything here.” 
 
    Gen cast a bitter glance around their tawdry sitting room, every flat surface stuffed with useless knickknacks. There was almost nothing in this house they needed for survival, but sadly, all this frilly clutter wasn’t going to bring much at the pawn shop. 
 
    “It’ll have to be a piece of your jewelry, then.” 
 
    Suzette gasped. “You can’t! Not my jewels!” 
 
    “Maman, I have to. What will we do for money otherwise?” 
 
    Suzette’s bright blue eyes filled with tears. “Oh, that hateful Hercule. He has treated me abominably. I’ll make him pay. I’ll make him green with envy.” 
 
    “I’m sure you will, Maman. In the meantime, I need something to sell.” 
 
    For just a moment, Suzette’s eyes turned steely with assessment. For all her feminine fluttering and helplessness, Gen would bet she’d calculated the worth of every piece of jewelry in her box. “The pearls,” she said at length. “The ones with the diamond clasp, not the sapphire clasp. Their length is quite unfashionable now.” 
 
    “All right. I’ll sell the pearls.” 
 
    “Cream,” Suzette said. 
 
    “Cream, what?” 
 
    “The gloves. They should be cream and over the elbow. Go down the hill to Madame Rouchefort on Boulevard de la Villette. She has the best. Don’t go to that horrid man at the Emporium. His are like burlap sacks.” 
 
    Gen sighed wearily. “Yes, Maman.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Suzette didn’t acquire a new man at the Rivoli Ballroom, so the next night, she was out at the casino, and the night after that, at the opera. Each of these outings required some new purchase to see her properly outfitted, so the money from the necklace that was meant to cover the rent would now barely stretch to cover half that sum. Gen attempted not to panic since there was nothing she could do but continue to work and earn her share. 
 
    Her mother’s spirits were sinking as well, which was a whole new line of worry for Gen. In the past, when her mother broke off with a patron, there would be a line of men waiting to take his place. This time, there was no stream of flowers being delivered to the flat, there were no gentlemen showering her with gifts, trying to entice her. No one seemed eager to secure her favors. 
 
    She’d even slept with a man after one of her outings, breaking her own cardinal rule. In the past, she’d never gone to bed with a man until the terms of their arrangement had been agreed to. Now, bordering on desperation, she’d slept with a gentleman, hoping a sample might convince him he’d like more. It hadn’t worked. The next day, he hadn’t sent so much as a bouquet of flowers.  
 
    Every day, Suzette sank further into despair, convinced that her time was up, she was too old, and her beauty too faded, to secure a man. And the last thing Gen needed on top of all her other worries was one of her mother’s dark moods. When she descended into one of those, it was impossible just to drag her from her bed. 
 
    As Gen left the bookshop on Saturday, she ran into Leo, passing on the street outside. She hadn’t seen him since their last outing, so she hadn’t had a chance to broach the subject of their relationship again. Before she could do it now, he mentioned he was on his way to the Moulin de la Galette to meet André. Maybe it was shameless, since her real object was seeing Archie again. Or maybe she just wanted a momentary escape from reality, even if it only lasted a few hours. Gen was inviting herself along on his evening before she knew what she was doing. Leo looked discomfited, but he didn’t tell her no. 
 
    Tonight, she promised herself firmly. Before the night was out, she’d discuss their situation with Leo and put an end to things. Considering he hadn’t stopped into the shop to see her or invited her to go with him this time, she suspected he wouldn’t be too sorry to part ways.  
 
    André was in his usual spot, surly and rumpled in the midst of all the laughter and gaiety. Why did he come to such a festive place, if all he was going to do was sit in a corner, smoking and glowering? And why on earth did Leo find him so interesting? She would never understand it. 
 
    André looked her up and down with undisguised distaste as she approached his table with Leo. She’d heard those old Communards had advocated equality of the sexes. André seemed to be the exception to that rule. But, as experience had taught her, hatred of women was a commonality many men shared, regardless of their political persuasions or place in society. 
 
    “You brought your woman?” 
 
    “Don’t worry, she’ll make herself scarce, won’t you, Gen?” 
 
    She glared at Leo. “For the last time, I’m no one’s woman, and yes, I am more than happy to make myself scarce. You’re lousy company these days, Leo, do you know that? I don’t know why you’re so enamored of this washed-up, angry old man.” 
 
    André’s eyes went wide. “Are you going to let the little bitch get away with that?” 
 
    Leo froze, looking momentarily torn between his old loyalty to her and his new loyalty to André. The fact that he hesitated at all told Gen everything she needed to know. 
 
    “Leo has no right to scold me, and neither do you, old man.” 
 
    She didn’t bother staying to hear what André or Leo might say next, turning away and striding into the crowd toward the bar. While she waited for the waitress to bring her a glass of wine, she dropped her face into her hands. When had she so completely lost touch with Leo? When had he turned into this angry stranger? Her infatuation with him had faded some time ago, but she had hoped they might always stay friends, as they had been since their earliest days. She was more and more doubtful that would be possible. He’d fallen fully under André’s thrall, and their years together seemed to mean nothing to him now. 
 
    “Gen? Is everything all right?” 
 
    She lifted her head to find Archie standing close by her side. His hand hovered in the air, as if he wanted to reach out to comfort her but wasn’t sure if he’d be taking liberties if he did so. His hesitancy made her want to laugh and cry at the same time. In her world, where men took what they wanted from women without ever stopping to think what a woman might want, Archie’s chivalry was heartbreakingly earnest.  
 
    “Just a bit of a quarrel with Leo.” 
 
    “Are you in difficulties?” 
 
    Straightening up, she smiled at him. After all, he was the reason she’d come tonight. “Not anymore. I’m glad to see you again, Archie.” 
 
    His answering smile lit her up from the inside out. “I can assure you, the feeling is entirely mutual. I confess, I came tonight hoping I’d see you.” 
 
    “You did?” 
 
    Archie nodded, looking away in mild embarrassment and running a hand across the back of his neck. “And the last four nights.” 
 
    “Oh. Well, I’m here now.” 
 
    “Yes, you are. Shall we get a table? And maybe something to eat?” 
 
    This time, Archie found them a rare table for two near the railing, in a corner where the trees grew thick beside the courtyard. Jasmine wound around the trunk of one, its tendrils twining through the railing, trailing along the edge of their table, and scenting the air around them. This far from the lanterns hanging over the dance floor, they were partly in shadows, but a tiny candle in a battered tin holder cast a flickering light across their faces.  
 
    “Did you paint today?” she asked as they settled into their chairs. 
 
    “Not painting, but I did some sketching. I’m planning out a painting, and I’m doing studies for that before I start.” 
 
    “I would love to see your work sometime.” It was a forward statement, because it implied being alone with him in his flat, but Gen wasn’t sorry. She’d go with him right now, if he asked her to. 
 
    “I would love to show it to you sometime,” Archie replied, his eyes flicking to hers as if he wasn’t quite sure they were discussing the same thing. 
 
    “Do you have a studio?” 
 
    He laughed softly. “If you can call it that. It’s just one room, and I live there too. It’s in Place du Tertre, not far from here.” 
 
    “Ah, so that’s why you’re here so much,” she teased. 
 
    But he didn’t laugh. He just looked at her with those beautiful green-gold eyes, the candlelight illuminating his high cheekbones and the strong line of his jaw. “That’s not why I come here, and you know it, Gen.” 
 
    His quiet confession hit her right in the heart, and she swallowed hard, bracing herself to make a confession of her own. “You’re the reason I came here, too.” 
 
    He let out a breath in relief, a wide smile spreading across his face. “I’m glad to hear that.” 
 
    The courtyard, which had seemed so festive and colorful last time she was here, now suddenly felt too crowded. What she really wanted was to be alone with Archie. She wanted privacy and silence and space to see if all this promise hanging in the air would materialize into a reality that was just as intoxicating. But here, in this open-air dance hall, there was so much they couldn’t do. 
 
    Feeling eager and bold, she opened her mouth to suggest just that, but Archie began speaking at the same moment. 
 
    “Perhaps we should—” 
 
    “Would it be too—” 
 
    They both stopped, laughed nervously, swallowed hard.  
 
    “Please, go on,” he said. 
 
    “No, you.” 
 
    Archie shifted in his seat, his hands clenching and unclenching where they rested on the table. “Would it be too forward of me to ask if you’d like to take a walk outside?” 
 
    A slow glow of happiness, one that matched the candle burning between them, sparked to life in her chest and quickly spread. “I’d like that.” 
 
    For another long moment, she and Archie just stared at each other, smiling, wrapped in this intimate moment made just for the two of them. It was he who broke the silence.  
 
    “Erm… Do you need to speak with Leo?” 
 
    That reality splashed over her like a bucket of cold water. She still hadn’t spoken to Leo. And now, in the middle of the courtyard of the Moulin de la Galette, with that hateful André looking on, wasn’t the time or place. Maybe she’d just tell him she was leaving with a friend she’d met. It was technically true, and she certainly didn’t plan on betraying Leo with Archie tonight. She just wanted to be alone with him, so they could talk.  
 
    First thing tomorrow, she’d go around to the flat Leo shared with his mother and talk to him properly. It would be better that way anyway. But it would be rude to disappear on him without a word, even if he didn’t seem to care much whether she was there or not. 
 
    “Wait here a moment. I’ll tell him I’m leaving.” 
 
    Leo was right where she’d left him, bent forward over the table, deep in conversation with André. In her head, she practiced the words and casual tone as she approached. “Leo, I’ve met a friend from the neighborhood, and we’re going home together. No, don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine.” Perhaps she was overly optimistic imagining him expressing that last sentiment. He’d probably be relieved to be rid of her. 
 
    She was so caught up in perfecting her excuse that she was nearly upon Leo and André before their conversation reached her. So wrapped up in their discussion were they that they didn’t even notice her standing there. 
 
    “Are you sure you can get the gunpowder, though?” André was saying. 
 
    Gunpowder? Whatever for? 
 
    Leo nodded. “I’ve got a friend who can get it for us. He’ll nick it from the factory where he works. But we can’t assemble it at my flat. My mother is always there.” 
 
    André grunted. “We’ll do it in my rooms, then. It’ll have to be this week. The Palais Garnier is most crowded on Saturday night, so we want the explosion to happen then. That’ll send the right message to those Possibilistes. Then they’ll know we demand real change, not these timid half measures.” 
 
    Gen froze as the reality of what Leo and André were planning sunk in. They were sitting here, calmly discussing bombing a public place. Killing innocent people. All to make some stupid political point. 
 
    She rushed forward, grabbing Leo’s shoulder. “Leo, what are you doing? This is madness!” 
 
    He glared up at her before slapping her hand away and pushing himself to his feet. “Stay out of this, Gen. It’s got nothing to do with you.” 
 
    “You’re talking about killing people! Leo, this isn’t you. I won’t let you do this.” 
 
    “I told you your foolish woman would make trouble, Leo,” André growled. 
 
    “Stay out of this, you madman. This is all your fault. Leo would never consider doing something so monstrous if you didn’t put the idea in his head.” 
 
    André surged to his feet, lunging at her. Leo thrust one arm out to ward André off as he gripped Gen’s arm with the other, pulling her back. “Get out of here, Gen. Just go home.” 
 
    “No, not without you. I’m not leaving you here with him to plot this horrible thing.” 
 
    Leo’s face twisted up with frustration and rage, and he began dragging her toward the door. She fought to free her arm, but his grip was ruthless. “Leo, just listen to me. Stop. You can’t do this.” 
 
    He didn’t stop, dragging her through the crowd and out the front gate into the street. “Go home, Gen. Leave me alone.” 
 
    “Leo, stop!” 
 
    He released her with a forceful shove, but her balance was still off, so she fell forward, hitting the cobblestones hard. Her head struck too, and pain bloomed across her temple. 
 
    “Gen!”  
 
    But it wasn’t Leo’s voice that rang out in the night. It was Archie’s. He was at her side in a flash, sliding his hand under the side of her head that had struck the pavement. “Lie still,” he murmured. 
 
    “No, I’m all right.” She struggled to sit up. Archie slid an arm around her shoulders, helping her. “I have to talk to Leo.” 
 
    “Save your breath, Gen. I know what I’m doing.” Leo was standing a few feet away, arms crossed over his chest, a mutinous look on his face. “I’m going to make a difference for once. Me! Leo Roche! I’ll do more for the French workingman than any politician in Paris.” 
 
    “Leo, listen to yourself. You’re about to ruin your whole life for some crazy idea.” 
 
    “Shut up, Gen. You don’t know what you’re talking about.”  
 
    “Gen,” Archie said quietly, touching the side of her face. “You’re bleeding.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    Leo sneered down at her and let out a humorless scoff. “Seems you’ve got plenty of other things to occupy you, right, Gen?” 
 
    “Stop it, Leo.” She shook off Archie’s gentle touch and scrambled to her feet.  
 
    But Leo’s attention had swung to Archie. “She’s all yours, mate. No better than her whore of a mother. Good riddance.” 
 
    Gen sucked in a shocked breath, the pain of Leo’s insult ricocheting through her. Never once, in all their years of friendship, had Leo ever uttered a disparaging word about her mother. Those were André’s hateful words, poisoning the boy she’d known forever. 
 
    Archie took a menacing step in Leo’s direction, suddenly looking so much bigger and stronger than he had before now. “She’s not your possession to pass off, and don’t you dare utter a word against her character.” 
 
    Maybe it was Archie’s voice, so low and menacing, or maybe it was his size, several inches taller than Leo, but Archie’s words finally seemed to pierce Leo’s haze of anger. He cast a furtive, slightly guilty look at Gen.  
 
    She held a hand out to him, willing him to turn away from André before it was too late. “Leo—” 
 
    “Goodbye, Gen.” The words were clipped, hard, and final. He turned away and stomped back into the dance hall. Gen stared after him in shocked silence.  
 
    “Gen.” Archie came back to her side, taking her gently by the elbow. “You’re hurt.” 
 
    Absently, she raised her hand to the sore spot on her temple, and her fingers came away streaked with blood. Not a serious wound, but she must look a fright. “I should…” She trailed off, utterly at a loss as to what to do. 
 
    “My flat is just down the street. You can clean up there.” 
 
    Wordlessly, she nodded and allowed Archie to lead her home. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Archie’s studio was above a café on the square, nearly empty at this late hour. One of the waiters, wearily sweeping the floor, raised a hand and smiled at Archie as they passed. 
 
    “Victor,” Archie explained. “I take most of my meals there. We’ve become friends.” 
 
    Gen kept her face averted as Archie unlocked the door leading to a staircase to the upper floors, hoping Archie’s friend didn’t see the blood. That might lead to questions he’d rather not answer, and the last thing she wanted to do was cause trouble for him when he’d been so kind. 
 
    “The landlady lives on the second floor,” he said as they climbed the stairs in near-total darkness. “She goes to bed quite early and always puts the lamps out. I’ve nearly broken my neck on these stairs more times than I can count.” 
 
    There were two floors above the café, and Archie was on the topmost, under the sloping roof. The space was small, no more than twenty feet in either direction, and Archie could only stand fully upright along the wall to the right. To the left, the ceiling angled dramatically downward. Two small, grimy windows looked out over the square.  
 
    Gen made a quick survey of the space as Archie scrounged for matches to light a lamp. Most of the room was given over to his art. Canvases were stacked against the walls, and charcoal sketches were tacked up seemingly at random. A battered wooden farm table served as his workspace, littered with paper, brushes, and tubes of paint.  
 
    An ancient chest of drawers stood against one wall, and a spotted, streaked mirror hung on the wall above it. Next to it, a washstand. Furtively, she glanced at his bed, up against the wall under the windows. The painted metal frame was chipped, and the sheets were rumpled. The mattress still held an imprint of his body. Gen swallowed hard with nerves and looked back to him as he’d just managed to light the lamp. A soft glow of gold illuminated the space. 
 
    Archie shrugged apologetically. “It’s a bit bare, I know. It’s more a space for work than for living.” 
 
    “It’s fine.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, there’s no place to sit but the bed. It’s terribly improper.” 
 
    He was nervous, she realized suddenly. The inconsequential chatter, the unnecessary explanations…Archie was nervous to have her here. Despite the trauma of the night, that brought a small smile to her lips. “I’m not easily scandalized.” 
 
    His gaze narrowed in on her temple. Raising a hand, he gently brushed her hair away from it. “Let’s get you cleaned up.” 
 
    “It’s fine—” She began to protest. 
 
    “Gen, the blood is drying.” 
 
    Reluctantly, she nodded.  
 
    He smiled gently in return and reached for her hand. “Then come sit down.” 
 
    He led her to the bed before shedding his coat and draping it over the end of the bed. Moving to the washstand, he rolled up the sleeves of his shirt and wet a cloth in some water from the pitcher. Gen watched him, taking in the lovely broad expanse of his shoulders under the soft white linen of his shirt and his narrow waist, defined by his fitted waistcoat.  
 
    When he returned to her, he lowered himself to his knees in front of her. He was so tall that kneeling, he was eye-to-eye with her as she sat. “Turn your head a bit for me,” he coaxed, nudging her chin with his fingers. “You’ll have a bit of a bump, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “I’m sure I’ll survive.” 
 
    He began to dab at the wound with infinite care. It hurt, but Gen refused to flinch when he was trying so hard not to injure her further. Now that she was removed from that ugly scene with Leo, the panic and nerves that had fueled her through it fled abruptly. She felt as weak as a kitten. She had to clench her hands tightly in her lap to keep them from shaking, and her eyes burned with tears. It was easier to close them than to fight to hold the tears at bay. The last thing she wanted was for Archie to see her cry.  
 
    “I’m afraid I don’t have any food to offer you,” Archie said into the silence. “There’s part of a baguette left, but I think it’s from several days ago. I do have a bit of wine, if you’d like a drink—” 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    He paused and waited until she opened her eyes and looked at him. His gaze flicked back and forth between her eyes. He was so close, his face just inches from hers. “Are you sure?” 
 
    There went her hands again, trembling. And now they were joined by her heart, pounding hard in her chest. She swallowed and nodded. “I will be,” she whispered. 
 
    Archie watched her intently for another moment, his cheek twitching as he clenched his teeth. Finally, he turned his attention back to her cut. “It’s not so bad. The bleeding has already stopped.” 
 
    He set the cloth aside and brushed her hair back again. The feel of his fingertips through her hair sent a shiver down her spine.  
 
    “I’m sorry about Leo,” he said at last, his hand still stroking over her hair. “What did you two quarrel about?” 
 
    He must not have heard the beginning of their fight. He didn’t know what Leo was planning. With luck, no one else ever would. She’d go to Leo’s flat tomorrow and talk to him again, without that hateful André there poisoning his mind. If it was just the two of them, hopefully, she could bring him to his senses. Maybe she’d tell his mother. Leo could never withstand it when Paulette Roche lit into him. 
 
    She shook her head. “It was nothing. A disagreement about something that got out of hand.”  
 
    “I know he’s been part of your life for a long time,” Archie said hesitantly. “You love him. You must be very upset.” 
 
    “That part of our relationship is over for good,” she assured him. “I had hoped…” For a moment, she couldn’t speak as the sadness overwhelmed her. “I’d hoped we could remain friends, as we’ve always been, but I’m not sure that’s possible anymore. That’s what I’m sad about, not the end of our affair.” 
 
    “I’m sorry he was so harsh with you. His cruelty was uncalled for, no matter what the state of your relationship.” 
 
    Gen dropped her eyes to her lap, the humiliating sting of Leo’s words rushing back in. “It’s true, you know,” she murmured. “What he said about my mother.” 
 
    It tumbled out in a rush, all of it. Maman, and how she made her living, Baron LeVeq throwing her over and pursuing Gen instead, her fear of not being able to afford the flat unless her mother found a new protector soon. In a few minutes, she’d bared her whole sad life to him. 
 
    When he said nothing for several long, painful moments, Gen chanced a glance up at him, afraid she’d see coldness and distance as he calculated how quickly he could be rid of her. None of that was there. There was nothing but gentle acceptance in his eyes.  
 
    He laid his large hand over hers where they rested in her lap. “I don’t care. It has nothing to do with you.” 
 
    The rush of gratitude and affection that swept through her blew all notions of propriety to the side. It felt like the most right and natural thing in the world to lean forward and kiss him. 
 
    When her lips pressed against his, Archie inhaled sharply, but he didn’t draw back. Gen eased away and opened her eyes to look at him, her face still very close to his. The air in his studio had gone still, quiet, and close. Tension crackled to life between them. 
 
    His lovely green-gold eyes searched her face, and whatever he saw there must have answered the question he was asking himself, because he reached up, taking her face in his hands, and drew her back in to kiss her again.  
 
    This time, it was no harmless press of lips against lips. His mouth slanted over his, lips parting, coaxing hers to do the same. She did so willingly, giving herself over to the intoxicating heat of the kiss. Archie’s fingers raked through her hair, pulling her closer, tilting her head to allow him better access.  
 
    When his tongue swept in and found hers, she let out an involuntary little moan of pleasure. His kiss was every bit as good as she’d been dreaming. Her hands found their way into his hair, silky and luxurious between her fingers. Archie’s hands drifted down, stroking along the length of her back, coming to rest on her waist. When he gripped and pulled her closer, she parted her knees to allow his strong body to slide between her legs. Her fingers traced down over the soft skin and straining tendons of his neck, coming to rest on his broad, solid shoulders.  
 
    Gently, thoroughly, and then with increasing need, Archie explored her mouth. As he leaned into her, Gen leaned back. Before she’d quite made up her mind to do it, her fingers were fumbling at the buttons of his waistcoat.  
 
    Archie broke off their kiss with a gasp. “Gen…” 
 
    She jerked her hands back. “I…I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—” 
 
    Closing his hands over hers, he rubbed his thumbs across the backs of hers. “No, stop. There’s nothing I want more. Only, I don’t wish to take advantage of you in such an emotional moment. You might consent to something you don’t really want.” 
 
    Her heart ached with something she suspected might be love for this beautiful, strong, gentle, good man. He was so, so good.  
 
    Taking his face in her hands, she pressed a soft kiss to his mouth. “I know exactly what I’m doing and what I want. And what I want is you.” 
 
    He kissed her in return, his breath shaky as he exhaled. “And I want you so very much.” 
 
    Wrapping her arms around his shoulders, she drew him in to her again. “I’m yours.” 
 
    “Are you sure? It’s such an enormous gift to bestow when we’re so newly acquainted.” 
 
    Her lips quirked with a wry smile. “Well, it wouldn’t exactly be the first time I’ve bestowed this gift.”  
 
    That honor had been Leo’s, last winter. And she couldn’t bring herself to regret it, even now. That night, Leo had been sweet and fumbling and so careful with her. Back then, they’d been best friends and sweethearts. It had felt right to take that momentous first step—the first time for both of them—together. She would hold on to that memory of Leo, she decided, and not let it be tarnished with what came later. 
 
    Archie blinked as her meaning became clear. 
 
    “Do you mind?” she asked, biting her lip with uncertainty. He hadn’t minded about her mother, but would this change his opinion of her? 
 
    Archie smiled slowly and shook his head. “Not at all.” He took her face in his hands and kissed her gently. “And I still consider it an enormous gift, one I’m entirely unworthy of.” 
 
    Her heart melted again. No man had ever treated her with such gentle reverence. How could she help but fall in love with him? Without hesitation, she lifted her hands to the buttons down the front of her bodice and began to undo them. Archie’s hungry eyes watched each one slip free, baring a small triangle of pale skin. When she’d undone three, revealing the swells of her breasts and the edge of her corset, Archie stopped her. 
 
    “May I?” 
 
    She dropped her hands and nodded. Archie rose to his feet. From where she sat on the bed, he towered above her, but not for long. Taking her hand, he pulled her to her feet.  
 
    Keeping his eyes on hers, he finished what she’d started with his waistcoat buttons, shrugging out of it and tossing it away. His shirt came next, and he pulled it off with an easy, masculine grace. As it came off over his head, he shook out his hair, and Gen’s mouth went dry at the picture he made, all lean muscles and smooth skin. The soft glow of the lamplight played over the ridges of his abdomen, the very light scattering of hair on his upper chest, the small trail of it on his stomach that disappeared beneath his trousers. He was, in a word, beautiful. 
 
    He seemed unaware of that fact, or of her avid gaze, as he reached for her and, looking as if he were about to engage in the most important task of his life, began to undo her buttons himself. She held still, little tremors of sensation erupting wherever his fingers brushed. When they were all undone, he drew her bodice down her arms and tossed it to the floor to join his discarded clothing.  
 
    Pulling her into his arms, he kissed her deeply. The warm skin of his chest against her own bare arms sent an illicit thrill through her body, and she arched up into him. Those long, nimble fingers of his made quick work of the buttons on her skirt and the tapes of her petticoat. The cool night air brushed her thighs as her garments slid down her body into a pool on the floor.  
 
    “So beautiful,” Archie murmured between kisses as he reached between them and unhooked the busk hooks of her corset. There was a delicious release as the constriction gave way. Her nipples hardened, aching for his touch. “You are so very beautiful,” he said, staring down at her, now wearing just her white cotton chemise, washed and worn so often, it was nearly transparent.  
 
    Then he crouched and lifted her into his arms, away from the heap of her clothes. Two strides brought him to the bed, where he lowered her down. A swell of need began deep inside as she laid back on the rumpled sheets and watched him towering over her. 
 
    “Are you certain, love?” he asked again.  
 
    “I’ve never been more sure.” 
 
    The hunger in his eyes as they ran over her prone body was nearly her undoing. He had barely even touched her yet, and she had to press her thighs together against the ache of desire. She wanted him more than she’d ever wanted anything or anyone.  
 
    Archie’s hands went to the front of his trousers, where he made quick work of the buttons, shucking them and his drawers at once. As he straightened again, she saw all of him, bared to her devouring eyes. His cock was…oh so much larger than she’d expected. The last thing she wanted to think about now was Leo, but his naked male body was the sum total of her experience. It was nothing at all like Archie’s. 
 
    Archie bent over her, but he didn’t immediately join her on the bed, which was somewhat surprising. From what she’d picked up from the conversations of her mother and other women like her, men usually just wished to lift a woman’s skirts and thrust himself in. Archie seemed more than happy to take his time, to enjoy looking at her as much as touching her. It made her feel shy and beautiful all at the same time. 
 
    Placing a hand on her ankle, he slowly ran his palm up her leg, under the hem of her shift. Gen could scarcely draw a breath, and she was growing embarrassingly wet between her thighs. Archie stopped when he reached the top of her stocking, tugging the garter free and, just as slowly, rolling her stocking down her leg. This time, Gen couldn’t help but arch up off the bed. Archie grinned, a boyish, wicked grin of pleasure at what he was doing to her.  
 
    He repeated the action with her other leg, taking his time as he dragged his hands over her skin, brushing his fingertips along her inner thigh and pausing to explore the sensitive back of her knee. Spots on her body she’d heretofore been unaware of were coming to blazing life under his touch. 
 
    She was breathing hard when he took hold of the hem of her shift and began to pull it up her body. There wasn’t even time to be self-conscious before he’d whipped it away into the shadows and she lay perfectly naked, bared to his devouring gaze.  
 
    “Lovely,” he murmured, reaching out to touch her shoulder, to drag his fingers down her side, around the curve of her breast, and up to finally—finally!—brush against her hard, pebbled nipple. She bit her lip to hold back a groan. “I want to paint you just this way, naked for me.” 
 
    “Yes,” she whispered. Yes, anything he wanted, he could take from her. She would give it all willingly to him. Everything she had to give. 
 
    “I want to touch you for hours, Gen,” he muttered, lowering himself onto the bed and crawling up to cover her body with his. “I want to explore every inch of your body with my hands and my lips, but I confess, I’m weak with need for you.” 
 
    “Me too,” she said, wrapping her arms around his shoulders, reveling in the weight of his body on hers. 
 
    “I’m desperate for you,” he said, a low sound that ended in a growl as she parted her thighs and he slid between them. “Ah, God…” he sighed as his cock slid through her wetness. 
 
    Gen thought she might explode if he didn’t take her soon. This aching hollowness could only be filled by him. Then he did fill her, sliding into her with one smooth, firm thrust. She couldn’t bite back the cry of pleasure that escaped her. 
 
    “Have I hurt you?” 
 
    “You never could,” she reassured him. “It’s perfect. You’re perfect.” 
 
    “No, my darling, it’s you who are perfect.” He drew back and thrust in again, and this time, they both let out muffled sounds of pleasure. After that, there were no more words, just a symphony of sighs and moans, the muted sounds of their bodies coming together, their increasingly labored breathing.  
 
    The peak was nearing, something that had never happened to her with Leo. All the chatter of women she’d heard growing up led her to believe it rarely did, and men weren’t much concerned if a woman found her release or not. But again, Archie confounded her expectations. He was close to his own release, she could tell, but he fought it back, the tendons in his neck straining as he struggled, waiting for her to find her pleasure first.  
 
    Even as he fought, he leaned down and brushed a gentle kiss across her mouth, and it was that—his tenderness in the middle of this raw passion—that finally undid her. Pleasure exploded within her, rushing out to her fingertips and toes, causing her to arch up against him. A moment later, he followed her over the edge, letting out a hoarse shout into the quiet of the night. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you well?” Archie finally broke the silence following their lovemaking.  
 
    “Quite well,” she assured him, nuzzling more securely into the space under his arm, up against his side. “You?” 
 
    He pressed a kiss to her forehead as he played with the tips of her hair. “I can’t remember when I’ve been so well.” 
 
    She pushed herself up enough to rest her crossed arms on his chest, so she could see his face. “I’m glad you came to Paris to study.” 
 
    He grinned, his teeth glinting white in the lamplight as he smoothed a hand over her hair. His palm was so large he could almost cradle her whole head in one hand. “It’s the best decision I’ve ever made. I almost didn’t, you know.” 
 
    “Didn’t come?” 
 
    “I was set on Rome. Had it all arranged. At the last minute, I saw an exhibition of some works of Parisian artists and decided I had to be where they are. It turns out, to my great good fortune, that it’s also where you are.” 
 
    She smiled, pressing a kiss to his chest. “It’s my great good fortune, as well.” 
 
    “Gen,” he began hesitantly. “I still want to go.” 
 
    She stilled, suddenly filled with dread. “To Rome?”  
 
    “There’s a school of painting there I meant to study at. They agreed to hold my spot for a time, but not forever.” 
 
    He was leaving. She’d just found him, just fallen in love with him, and he was leaving. 
 
    “I see.” Her voice sounded quiet and tight. She made to lift herself off his body, but he reached up and took her face in his hands. 
 
    “Gen, wait—” 
 
    “No, I understand.” 
 
    “You don’t. I can barely take care of myself, as you can see. How could I take care of you too? I wish I could take you with me, but—” 
 
    Hope flickered back to life in her chest, and she brought her gaze up to meet his. “You wouldn’t have to take care of me, Archie.” 
 
    “Of course I would.” 
 
    “I can take care of myself.” Her fingers curled into his shoulders possessively. She wouldn’t let him go, not now that she’d found him. “I can help care for you, too. I can find work in Rome. I speak a little Italian.” 
 
    The corner of his mouth tugged up in a smile. “You do?” 
 
    She nodded. One of her mother’s lovers years ago—kinder than most—had been Italian. He’d taught her a little. “I could work while you go to school.” 
 
    Archie shook his head. “I can’t ask that of you.” 
 
    “You’re not asking. I’m offering.” 
 
    His eyes softened with fondness. “You would do that for me?” 
 
    “I’d do anything for you. Anything.” 
 
    “What about your life here?” 
 
    What life did she really have in Paris? Her job in the bookshop was inconsequential. Monsieur Fouchard probably wouldn’t even realize she’d gone. Hopefully, Maman would soon find a new protector, and Gen would once again be left to look after herself alone. Leaving Paris would mean leaving behind the looming threat of LeVeq. And Leo…well, their relationship was over for good. She would speak to him tomorrow and attempt to turn him away from André. Beyond that, there was nothing else she could do for him.  
 
    There was nothing, really, to hold her in Paris. She looked into Archie’s face. Perhaps it was foolish, to fall so deeply for him so quickly. Foolish to consider leaving her entire life behind to follow him. But something deep in her heart urged her to trust him, to throw caution to the wind and embrace this love, this man, and never let go. He wouldn’t let her fall, she was sure of it. 
 
    “None of it matters as much as you.” 
 
    Archie leaned up and pressed a brief, hard kiss to her mouth. “Then come to Italy with me, darling. You said you wanted to leave Paris, to see the world. Come see it with me. We’ll start with Rome and make our own way from there.” 
 
    “I can’t wait. When can we leave?” 
 
    A broad grin split his face. “We’ll leave as soon as I can arrange it. Go home tomorrow and pack your things. You can stay here with me until it’s time to go.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Gen, I want you by my side.” 
 
    She gave his shoulder a teasing poke. “And in your bed, I suppose.” 
 
    “Most certainly in my bed. In my days, and in my nights. You and I, together.” 
 
    She blinked away a sudden burning in her eyes. “That’s what I want too.” 
 
    “Then we’ll both have what we want.” He pulled her forward, kissing her soundly. “I’ll make you very, very happy.” 
 
    “I’m already very, very happy, Archie.” 
 
    His hand stroked down the length of her naked back, tracing the shape of her bottom, and sending a new little thrill of desire through her. His eyes darkened with lust as he grinned at her. “Shall I make you even happier?” 
 
    “And how shall you do that?” she teased.  
 
    He rolled suddenly, flipping her onto her back and pinning her under his body. “I believe earlier I said something about exploring every inch of your body with my hands and my mouth.” 
 
    “You did,” she said breathlessly, already on fire for him and he hadn’t even begun to touch her. 
 
    “Perhaps I should make a start,” he said, lowering his mouth to her breast. “Such thoroughness will likely take the rest of the night.” 
 
    He did not exaggerate. It was nearly dawn when they at last fell into an exhausted sleep in each other’s arms. 
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    London, 1897 
 
      
 
    “During our waltz last night, Conte Santini practically begged me to give him an answer,” Hazel said as she and Genevieve strolled along the edge of the Serpentine in Hyde Park. “He says he’s in an agony of suspense awaiting word of his fate. Rather overwrought, don’t you think, Gen?” 
 
    The morning was rather mild for mid-December in London, although a bank of low, gray clouds threatened snow later. The air was crisp, with a gusty wind whipping up small whitecaps on the Serpentine. The winter-bare tree branches made a swaying black latticework over their heads.  
 
    Hazel wanted to get out in the park and be seen before the weather forced them back inside for the day. It felt as if they’d stopped to exchange greetings with half of London out for the same reasons.  
 
    It had been a week since Gen had seen Archie—Lord Wrexham—at the Bashcombes’ ball. She’d been waiting ever since, not sleeping, scarcely daring to breathe, for the storm of scandal to break over her head. It hadn’t. No condemnation had come. No ominous knock on her door, no whispers behind her back. Hazel’s parents hadn’t descended to wrench their innocent daughter from her tainted clutches. It seemed Archie—for the moment, at least—had decided to keep what he knew to himself. 
 
    “Perhaps the count has truly grown fond of you,” Gen said absently, staring out across the choppy expanse of the lake. 
 
    Hazel snorted indelicately. “More likely all his bills are coming due, and his bank account is dry.” 
 
    “What do your parents think?” 
 
    “Oh, you know Papa is suspicious of all Italians, but Mama is rather enamored of the idea of visiting me in Italy. She does wonder if I can do better than an Italian count, though. She did so have her heart set on a British title for me.” 
 
    Genevieve suppressed a wince of distaste. When had it come to this, this soulless bartering of young girls for titles? For all her fear of growing up to be a courtesan like her mother, it was beginning to feel as if she’d gone one step further, becoming the procuress instead. 
 
    “Maybe I’ll wait to give him my answer until after Christmas. He’ll be well and truly desperate by then,” Hazel mused with a calculating gleam in her eye. “Oh, look! Isn’t that Lord Wrexham ahead? Let’s go say hello.” 
 
    The name jolted Gen out of her reverie. Yes, there he was, coming toward them from the opposite direction. He was still a fair way off, and half hidden by a bush, but it seemed the particular size and shape of his body had become indelibly seared on her brain. She’d know him anywhere. 
 
    “I thought you’d gone off him,” she hazarded. Perhaps they could turn back, or take another path to avoid encountering him. 
 
    “As a husband, most certainly,” Hazel replied. “But flirting with him might draw interest from other quarters, don’t you think?” 
 
    Genevieve was helpless to do anything but continue forward, closer and closer to Archie. As they rounded a curve in the path and he came fully into view, Gen was startled to realize he wasn’t alone. He held the hands of two small children. His children. Her heart gave a painful thump at the reminder of this other life he’d chosen. 
 
    He had a boy and a girl. The boy, about six, was a copy of his father, with the same dark russet hair and fine-boned face. The little girl was younger, perhaps four, with a cascade of lovely golden curls she must have gotten from her mother. Once, when Gen was a young and naïve girl, she’d indulged herself imagining what her own children with Archie might look like. What a stupid little fool she’d been.  
 
    Archie’s attention was on his son, who was saying something to him, so he startled when Hazel called out to him. 
 
    “Good morning, Lord Wrexham. These must be your lovely children.” 
 
    Gen registered the flash of shock when he lifted his head and saw her, and the momentary discomfort in his expression before he schooled his face into a polite smile.  
 
    “Miss Shaw…Lady Grantham. Yes, these are my children. This is Hugo, and this is Charlotte. 
 
    “They’re lovely. Aren’t they adorable, Gen?” 
 
    “Ah, yes, charming.” Engaging in conversation with Wrexham was too daunting to face, so Gen hid behind the convenient presence of his children. “Hugo, you look nearly grown. How old are you?” 
 
    Hugo laughed. “See, Papa? I told you I was nearly grown. That lady thinks so, too.” 
 
    “She’s to be referred to as Lady Grantham,” Archie corrected him gently. “And yes, Hugo, you do look nearly grown. But you didn’t answer Lady Grantham’s question.” 
 
    Hugo looked up at Gen with Archie’s green-gold eyes. “I am six and one quarter,” he said solemnly. 
 
    A sharp gust of wind rattled the branches overhead, and Hazel let out a cry of dismay. “Oh! There goes my hat! It’s headed right for the lake!” 
 
    Her new hat, a weightless confection of straw and ribbons, careened through the air. Hazel took off sprinting across the grass. For all her newly found cynicism and sophistication, she was still, at heart, an impetuous young girl. 
 
    “Be careful, Miss Shaw!” Archie called after her. “The grass is slippery by the water’s edge.” 
 
    The wind carried his words in the opposite direction, and Hazel continued down the slope toward the water. Archie made a start after her, then hesitated, glancing down at his children. 
 
    “I’ll look after them,” Gen said. “Go.” 
 
    His eyes met hers for an instant, then he raced away after Hazel. 
 
    “I hope Papa catches that lady’s hat,” Hugo said. “If she were to fall into the lake, she might drown.” 
 
    “Then there would be a funeral,” Charlotte added somberly. “With a black coach and mourners who would weep, and everyone would wear black for years and years.” 
 
    “While that’s true, Charlotte, it’s also rather grim. Let’s hope your father saves Hazel’s hat before she drowns in the lake.” 
 
    Charlotte sighed, not at all looking as if she hoped for that happy outcome.  
 
    “Charlotte, Hugo is six—” 
 
    “Six and one quarter,” Hugo interjected. 
 
    “Yes. Right. My apologies, Hugo. Six and one quarter. How old are you, Charlotte?” 
 
    “She’s only four. Still a baby,” Hugo offered. 
 
    “I am not a baby!” Charlotte protested. “I am four and a half!” 
 
    “Four and a half is indeed very grown-up,” Gen told her.  
 
    Charlotte gazed up at Gen a moment before calmly slipping her hand into Gen’s as if holding it were second nature. Gen’s heart gave an unexpected pang of longing. She’d had little experience with children and had never thought to gain any, outside of the offspring of the girls she trained up.  
 
    “Your dress is very pretty,” Charlotte said with a forthright seriousness at odds with her angelic face. 
 
    “Oh. Why…thank you.” Gen glanced down at her black bombazine walking suit, trimmed in black braid, with a black fur collar cut close to her face. Not exactly what she’d have thought would appeal to a little girl, but what did she know about children? This child, in particular, seemed to have very singular tastes. 
 
    Gen had taken to dressing in unrelieved black from her earliest days in London. It made her look older than she was, which was the initial purpose. But it also lent her an air of perpetual mourning, although no one had ever dared ask who the mourning might be for. Her carefully cultivated mythos—the murky Continental upbringing, the hint of a French accent that she’d never tried to fully eliminate, her severe style of dress that concealed her true age—had served her well, creating an aura of mystery around her that no one had attempted to pierce.  
 
    “Has someone died?” Charlotte continued, a note of eagerness in her voice. “Is that why you’re wearing black? Are you going to a funeral?” 
 
    “Charlotte loves funerals,” Hugo said, rolling his eyes. 
 
    “I want my funeral to be very grand. The coach will have six black horses with great black plumes. I want everyone to weep and weep and wear black forever.” 
 
    “I’m sure your funeral is a very long way off,” Gen said uneasily. 
 
    Just then, Archie and Hazel returned, both breathing hard, Hazel’s lovely face flushed and smiling, her hat safely perched on her blond curls once more. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Archie said to Gen. “Ever since her great-aunt Claudia died last year, she’s been obsessed with mourning.” Adroitly, he swept the little girl up into his arms. She wrapped one little arm around his neck while she continued to gaze in open curiosity at Genevieve. “Charlotte, darling, I’ve told you it’s not polite to talk about death with strangers.” 
 
    He was a good father. Gen didn’t know why she was so surprised. He had a great capacity for tenderness and caring, as well as many other far less desirable qualities. It made sense that his children would only know his best self. 
 
    “I had a great-aunt who died, too,” Gen told Charlotte. 
 
    Charlotte turned her wide blue eyes on Gen. “You did? What was her name?” 
 
    “She was called Lady Grantham, just like me.” 
 
    Archie swung his gaze—far more cynical than his daughter’s—at her as well. “Really?” 
 
    “There’s been a Lady Grantham at the center of London Society since the days of King George the Third,” Hazel interjected. “Isn’t that what you told me, Gen?” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Archie said.  
 
    “Yes.” She tilted her chin up in a subtle show of defiance. Was he honestly angry at her for having secrets? And it wasn’t as if her great-aunt in London had ever truly been a secret. She’d have happily told him all about her eventually, had he been there to tell. But he wasn’t, because he was back in England, back to being the Earl of Wrexham. And she was just stupid, gullible Geneviève Valadon, the shopgirl and whore’s daughter he’d bedded once in Paris. 
 
    “Well,” Archie said at last, quickly looking away from Gen in discomfort, as if he were thinking about the same thing. “We were on our way to an appointment, and we’d better not be late, right, Charlotte?” 
 
    “We’re going to see our pictures at the gallery,” Charlotte told Genevieve. 
 
    “We gave them a great lot of pictures,” Hugo announced. “And they’re going to have a party to celebrate.” 
 
    “A party? Is that so?” Hazel asked, eyes bright with interest. 
 
    “Only we’re not allowed to go, on account of not being grown up,” Charlotte said. 
 
    “You’ll have fun staying home with Great Aunt Winifred,” Archie told her.  
 
    Hugo harrumphed loudly. “Great Aunt Winifred is never any fun. She only says we must sit still and be quiet.” 
 
    “She says we’ve been left to run wild in Northumberland, like wolves,” Charlotte chimed in brightly. 
 
    Archie glanced uneasily at Gen. “We’re staying with my aunt Winifred while we’re in London. She’s not used to children.” 
 
    “She says we need a mother to tame us,” Hugo said. “She says—” 
 
    Archie swiftly cut him off. “Yes, well, Great Aunt Winifred says a great many things. I’ve just donated part of my art collection to the National Gallery,” he explained to Gen and Hazel. “That’s what’s brought us to London. We’re on our way to see them, now that they’ve been hung.”  
 
    “You should come to Papa’s party!” Charlotte cried.  
 
    Archie’s grimace was almost too quick to catch, but Genevieve noted it. “Ah, yes,” he said at last, recovering himself. “There’s to be a reception in two days’ time. Quite a grand affair. You’re both welcome to attend as my guests.” 
 
    Gen opened her mouth to issue a polite refusal, but Hazel was too quick. “How delightful! I would love to go. Wouldn’t we, Gen?” 
 
    She forced a strained smile. “Of course.” 
 
    “It’ll be my last London party before I go home for Christmas. We’re looking forward to it. Thank you, Lord Wrexham.” 
 
    “My pleasure.” He nodded to Hazel, then glanced at Gen. The serious set of his jaw sent a shiver of dread down her spine. Something told her attending this reception would only be begging trouble, but there was no graceful way out of it now. 
 
    “It sounds delightful,” she said, knowing he was just as aware of her lie as she was. 
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    Paris, 1880 
 
      
 
    After sleeping away the morning, and spending the afternoon in bed together, hunger finally drove Archie and Gen from the haven of his studio. Downstairs, he ushered her into the little café she’d seen the night before when he’d brought her home with him.  
 
    The same waiter was there, leaning against the wall outside, smoking. When he saw Archie approaching with Gen, his eyes lit up and a roguish smile spread across his face. 
 
    “Well, well, now I see what’s kept you away, Archie.” 
 
    Archie smiled awkwardly and shook his hand. “Victor, this is my friend, Gen. Gen, Victor.” 
 
    Victor took her hand and made an inelegant bow over it. “Gen, a pleasure.” He was much shorter than Archie, a small, wiry man with jet-black hair and alert, dark eyes. 
 
    “Without Victor,” Archie told her. “I might have starved to death in Paris.” 
 
    Victor gave him a sarcastic smile. “With this cheap bastard running the café, we might all starve to death. Come, have a seat. I’ll bring you some dinner.” 
 
    It was simple food, a stew of pork and vegetables, and some bread to soak it up, but Victor slipped them a pitcher of red wine without charge as he peppered them with teasing questions and innuendo. Archie gave as good as he got, and Gen laughed until her sides hurt. When they’d finished their meal, Victor urged them to stay to keep him company through the rest of his shift. Archie’s eyes found Gen’s, and the hunger she saw there had nothing to do with food. They made their excuses to Victor and hurried back upstairs, tumbling naked into Archie’s bed once again. 
 
    The next morning, Gen reluctantly tore herself away from Archie, promising him she’d be back before dark. She’d been gone from home for two nights in a row, and, although her mother might be off with her own lover, if she’d been home to notice, she would worry. Besides, there was so much to do. She had to tell Maman about Archie and leaving for Rome. She had to go by the bookshop and give her notice to Monsieur Fouchard. And she still had to speak to Leo. She couldn’t leave Paris without at least attempting to change his mind.  
 
    If she knew her mother—and she did—she was sure the cupboards in the flat would be bare. Mundane tasks like shopping for food had always seemed completely beyond her mother’s capabilities. She stopped into the boulangerie on the corner of their street to buy a baguette and a few things to eat. 
 
    “Good morning, Madame Perneau.” The bell over the door tinkled as she let herself in. The warmth and delicious aroma of the morning’s baking still hung in the air, and Gen’s stomach rumbled. She had hardly noticed her hunger when she was with Archie, but now it came rushing back in—along with all sorts of lurid memories of Archie himself and their two nights and a day together. Her body flushed, and her knees weakened to such an alarming degree that she had to grip the counter momentarily to steady herself.  
 
    Madame Perneau came bustling out of the back, wiping her floured hands on her apron. She stopped short, and her eyes went wide when she saw it was Gen. “Geneviève! My dear, what are you doing here?” 
 
    Gen frowned in bafflement. “I’ve come for some bread.” 
 
    “So you’ve not heard?” 
 
    Her heart gave a hard thump of dread. “Heard what?” 
 
    “Leo’s been arrested! Our own Leo, whom I’ve known since he was a boy, the Lord protect him!” Madame Perneau crossed herself quickly. 
 
    “Arrested? What has Leo been arrested for?” Surely if Leo and André had already set off their bomb, she’d have heard about it as she’d made her way home from Montmartre. The streets would have been filled with the news.  
 
    “They say he was planning to blow up the Palais Garnier! Him and some man named André Gissart, one of those Communards from years back. The police said they were making a bomb in Gissart’s flat!” Madame Perneau shook her head sadly. “I can’t believe it. Our Leo. His poor mother is beside herself.” 
 
    “I can’t believe it either,” Gen murmured in a fog. Too late. She was too late. Guilt roiled up in her gut. While she’d been wrapped up in Archie, hiding away in his studio in Montmartre, Leo and André had started carrying out their hateful plan. She should have come home sooner. If she’d been here, if she’d talked to Leo, maybe this wouldn’t have happened. Now, he was lost to her. André, despite his pardon, would automatically be viewed as suspect in the eyes of the French police, his guilt as good as certain. And now Leo’s too. Ten years ago, they’d rounded up the Communards and shot them dead. Oh, Leo… 
 
    “My dear, the police are looking for you too.” 
 
    Gen snapped out of her misery, staring at Madame Perneau. “What?” 
 
    “The police. They had your name. They were here on the block, asking about you. They knew you were Leo’s sweetheart. They want to talk to you.” 
 
    “But, why?” 
 
    “The police said you knew all about what they were up to. They said someone told them you’d been with Leo and Gissart when they met to plan it all out, but I knew that must not be true. You’d never get involved in something like that.” 
 
    Horror flooded Gen’s body, leaving her light-headed and weak. She swayed slightly, then reached for the counter. No, she mustn’t faint. There was no time for that. She had to act. “I have to go talk to Maman.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, dearest. They wanted to know where you lived, but no one told them. All the same, perhaps you’d better stay away from the neighborhood for a bit.” 
 
    Stay away from the neighborhood? She planned to flee the country with Archie, just as soon as she spoke to her mother. “Don’t worry, Madame Perneau, I will. Thank you.” 
 
    “Here.” Madame Perneau passed a baguette across the counter. “No charge. Good luck, my dear.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Maman?” Gen let herself into the flat, looking around frantically for her mother. “Maman, where are you?” 
 
    A muffled sob came from her mother’s bedroom. Gen found Suzette in bed, her hair a tangled mess, her eyes red and puffy from weeping.  
 
    “Maman, what is it?”  
 
    “Hercule sent a gift,” Suzette sniffed, indicating a blue velvet jewelry box on the table beside the bed. 
 
    The reappearance of LeVeq was unwelcome, but if he would patch things up with Maman, then Gen would have one less problem to worry about. She smoothed a few strands of blond hair away from her mother’s flushed, damp cheek. “That’s good news, isn’t it? I told you he would be sorry.” 
 
    Suzette turned her face on the pillow to look up at Gen. “It wasn’t for me. It was for you.” 
 
    Gen jerked away in shock. “No. Maman, no. I would never—” 
 
    “Of course not!” Suzette grabbed for her hand when she made to stand. “Not Hercule. Never with Hercule. He’s a beast. But Geneviève…we could go out tonight, you could wear one of my dresses. You’re so beautiful, so young—” 
 
    “Maman, no! How can you ask that of me?” The very idea made her nauseous. It was repulsive to her before, but now that she had Archie, it was completely unthinkable. 
 
    “Well, we must do something, Gen! It’s clear that my time has passed.” 
 
    “It’s only been a few days. Surely someone—” 
 
    “I was approached at a party last night,” Suzette said flatly. “By Madame Montefou.” 
 
    Madame Montefou ran a whorehouse. One of the best, to be sure, but it was still undeniably a whorehouse, where the women serviced men by the hour. There was a distinct hierarchy among the women who sold their favors to men. Women like her mother, who lived under the protection of wealthy patrons, were at the top. Working in a house of ill-repute was unthinkable for them. Any woman who did so would be admitting that she was washed-up, too old, done. If Madame Montefou had made her mother that offer, then Suzette was right. Her time was up. There would be no new protector to save the day. 
 
    But that didn’t mean Gen had to take her place. “I’m sorry, Maman, I know it must be hard to face, but I can’t do this. I won’t.” 
 
    “Too good for it, I suppose,” Suzette snapped. She was overwrought, Gen knew. It wasn’t like her mother to be mean or ugly. So she let the insult slide.  
 
    “I am, actually. You used to think so too. Wasn’t that what this was all for? So you could provide a life for me? So I could hope for better?” 
 
    Suzette’s eyes filled with tears again. “Oh, what was the point of any of it? Because here I am, old and used up, and without the money to pay even another month’s rent. I can’t protect you from anything, Geneviève. I never could. I am utterly useless. You’d be better off without me.” 
 
    “Maman, stop it. You know that’s not true.” 
 
    “It is. What’s the point of going on, Gen? What do I have to look forward to? Spending the end of my days walking the streets, lifting my skirts in filthy alleys for any man with a few francs?” 
 
    “Enough! That’s not going to happen.” 
 
    “What’s to prevent it? It’s not as if I can find money some other way.” 
 
    Gen thought longingly of Archie and Rome. They were supposed to leave in a matter of days, but there was no way she could leave her mother now. Suzette was incapable of taking care of herself under the best of circumstances. If Gen abandoned her now, she might as well give her up to death.  
 
    “I know what we’re going to do,” Gen said briskly. “We’re going to Great Aunt Philomena in London.” 
 
    Suzette scoffed. “That dried-up old stick? Why on earth would we do that?” 
 
    “Because she’s your aunt. She’s all the family you have left.” 
 
    “Aunt Philomena’s entire business is built on spotless reputations. She won’t have me under her roof, Geneviève.” Just talking about her long-lost English family had Suzette sounding more British, as if she’d suddenly remembered she wasn’t actually French.  
 
    “I don’t believe that. All these years you’ve been in Paris and she still writes to both of us. She still thinks of us as family. She’ll help, I know she will.” 
 
    “And how would we ever get there? We have no money. It’s all so hopeless.” Suzette’s tears started again. Gen had to act fast. They had to leave for London at once. The longer she delayed, the harder it would be to budge Suzette. Her only hope was to hustle her away and have her halfway there before she could collapse into utter despair. 
 
    “I’ll pawn the rest of your jewels. Anything that will bring a few francs. It’ll be more than enough to buy passage to England. And perhaps, with what’s left, we can rent a little cottage outside of London. Somewhere no one knows us. We could start fresh. Wouldn’t that be nice, Maman?” That was a lie, but maybe Philomena might help her mother settle somewhere. Gen just had to get her there. 
 
    Suzette sighed and said nothing.  
 
    “I’ll sell everything today, and we’ll leave tonight. We won’t stay in Paris another day.”  
 
    Leaving would serve two purposes: it would put her mother back in touch with her aunt, the only person who might be willing to help them, and the French police couldn’t find Gen in London.  
 
    And as for Archie…well, she’d have to catch up with him in Rome a little later. Once she saw her mother settled, she’d follow him to Rome. She’d just have to wait a bit. The idea of being away from Archie was agony, but she had to escape the police and she had to get her mother to London. Once she’d accomplished both of those things, then she’d be free to act for her own happiness. 
 
    “What do you say, Maman? Gen said, forcing as much brightness and enthusiasm into her voice as she could manage. “Let’s go to London!” 
 
    Suzette managed a wan smile. “London sounds brilliant, Geneviève.” 
 
    She snatched the loathsome LeVeq’s gift off the table. At least he’d be good for something. “I’m going to the pawnbroker now. Why don’t you start packing? Just a small bag. We’ll buy whatever we need in London.”  
 
    Or, hopefully, Aunt Philomena would buy it for them, because Gen was not at all sure she’d raise enough pawning the jewels, but the last thing she’d do now was give voice to her doubts in front of Suzette. She had to make sure Suzette believed all would be well. Gen would deal with the rest once she got them to London. 
 
    Suzette caught her hand again as she rose to her feet. “You’re a good daughter, Geneviève, do you know that? A better daughter than a tired old whore like me deserves.” 
 
    “None of that, Maman. We’re going to do fine in London, you just wait and see.” 
 
    “Perhaps. I’m sorry I’m not more useful. You’re the one who always manages things when they go upside down, aren’t you?” 
 
    “It’s all right, Maman.” 
 
    “You’re more of a mother than I’ve ever been, even when you were little. And me? Just a helpless child, really. That’s all I’ve ever been.” 
 
    There had been times in Gen’s life when she sorely would have liked to have been a helpless child, with a mother who was capable of managing things. But wishing for it had never gotten her anywhere, and it wouldn’t help now. “Come now, stop being maudlin. Get up and get dressed. We’ll leave as soon as I get back, all right?” 
 
    “All right, darling.” 
 
    Gen was almost out the door when Suzette called her name. “Geneviève? I love you, you know. So very much. Even if I was sometimes a terrible mother.” 
 
    Gen smiled encouragingly at her. “Nonsense, Maman. You’re a wonderful mother. And I love you too. Now get dressed.” 
 
    Suzette let out a weary chuckle. “I will. I promise.” 
 
    “I’ll be back as soon as I can.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gen hovered in the doorway downstairs until the street was empty before she hurried out. She’d pinned her hat on far forward, hoping the brim would shield her face, and she kept her eyes firmly on the pavement, walking as quickly as she could without drawing undue attention to herself.  
 
    Her heart pounded the whole way to the pawn shop, certain that at any moment, a hand would come down on her shoulder and she’d be seized by the police. But no arrest came, and she made it to the pawn shop, breathing heavily but otherwise fine.  
 
    The pawnbroker, a wiry, little unsmiling man she’d dealt with for years, seemed to be able to sense desperation in the air. He’d always been that way. The worse she needed the money, the harder he drove his bargain, and today was no different. But what could she do? If the police were looking for her, then frequenting pawn shops all over Paris, bartering for more, would be unwise in the extreme. The sooner she and her mother were out of the city, the better. 
 
    Gen had known she was lying when she assured her mother they’d have funds left over after the journey to find a little cottage somewhere in England to let, but now, she just hoped she had enough to pay for the fares required to get to London. 
 
    But first, she had one more dangerous trip to make. She had to see Archie and explain why she couldn’t leave for Rome with him as they’d planned.  
 
    Looking over her shoulder the whole way, she made her way through Paris to Archie’s studio. She walked, both to save the train fare and to stay farther off the main thoroughfares. Sticking to smaller side streets, she wound her way through Belleville and La Chapelle, up the steep inclines of the Butte, to the ramshackle lanes of Montmartre. 
 
    It was coming on evening by the time she reached the Place du Tertre. Only a few patrons sat outside the café below his studio. As sad as she was to be separated from Archie for what might be many weeks, even months, her heart began to beat faster as she rang the bell for his floor. She’d see him again. She’d be back in his arms for a few more stolen minutes. These touches and kisses would have to be enough to sustain her for the upcoming months in London.  
 
    There was no answer, not after her second ring or her third. It hadn’t occurred to her that he might not be home. As awful as it was to kiss him one more time and then be forced to leave him, not seeing him at all was infinitely worse. But she couldn’t wait for him. She and Suzette should have already left for London. Every minute they lingered in Paris was another minute in which the police might track her down. 
 
    She glanced around the square, but she didn’t see a single familiar face, not even Archie’s friend Victor from the café. Well, she had no choice. She’d have to leave him a note and her address in London.  
 
    There was a different waiter working in the café when she entered, wiping down the counter with desultory swipes.  
 
    “Excuse me, is Victor here?” 
 
    “He got the sack,” the man replied without looking up. 
 
    “He was fired? What for?” 
 
    “Stealing from the till, sneaking wine to his friends…shiftless bugger, he was. Manager let him go this afternoon.” 
 
    Oh, no. He was sneaking wine to her and Archie. Gen felt guilty, but there was nothing she could do to help him now. She couldn’t even afford to pay for the wine if she hoped to get her mother to London. 
 
    “Well, do you know where Archie is?” 
 
    “Archie?”  
 
    Did she really not know Archie’s surname? It felt as if they already knew every pertinent detail about each other. How had she failed to ask him such a basic question about himself? 
 
    “The artist? He lives in the studio on the top floor? Very tall?” 
 
    The waiter lifted his eyes and gave her a long, leisurely once-over. Then he grinned, slow and oily. “Ah, him. He’s gone too.” 
 
    “Yes, I know. I’ve just rung the bell. Do you know when he might be back? Or where he’s gone?” 
 
    “Not coming back,” the man said. “He’s gone home.” 
 
    Gen shook her head in confusion. “I don’t understand. I saw him just this morning. He didn’t mention going home.” 
 
    “I don’t suppose he would, would he? But he’s gone, all the same. Cleared out all his stuff.” 
 
    A growing dread was filling her chest. “But…we were supposed to go to Rome together. He wouldn’t just leave. He must have left word for me. He would have told me how to reach him.” 
 
    The waiter smiled again, like it was all some enormous joke and she was the only one missing the punch line. “Look, love, it happens all the time with these rich blokes.” 
 
    “What are you talking about? Archie doesn’t have any money. He’s an artist.” 
 
    The waiter shrugged. “That’s just the story he told you.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Turns out he’s a toff. A great lord with a title.” 
 
    “No, he’s not. We can’t be talking about the same man.” 
 
    The waiter sighed in exasperation and dropped his rag. “A man arrived this morning. Had a word with him upstairs. Then just like that, your man packed his things and left, with his visitor ‘my lording’ him all the way.”  
 
    The man’s words refused to sink in and make sense. It was like he was telling her a fairy tale about someone else entirely. “But…what about me?” 
 
    “You?” He lifted his eyebrows and smiled mockingly at her. “You were just his little Parisian entertainment, dolly. Happens all the time with these rich, fancy toffs. They slum it a bit, sample the local wares, and then they’re off. Don’t take it too hard.” 
 
    Gen was beginning to shake all over. Her legs felt as if they might not hold her up any longer. How could this be? Archie wasn’t Archie at all? He was some fancy, rich lord? What about Rome? Why would he have asked her to go to Rome with him when he meant to leave without her? But he hadn’t asked, had he? He’d explained why he couldn’t ask her, and Gen had offered. He’d never meant it at all. He’d never meant any of it. 
 
    Everything about him—had it all been a lie? Was he just putting on a show for her? She thought back to all the little things—his schoolroom-perfect French, his polished manners, his formal waltzing… And his disappearance was proof, right? If he was who he said he was, he’d be here right now.  
 
    Oh, what a masterful show he’d put on for her. Gen thought back over the last two nights. She’d gazed at him with adoring eyes and gobbled up every lie he’d fed her. She’d offered to leave her life behind and support him in Rome. As if he’d needed her help. What a joke. How he must have laughed at her naïve eagerness. She’d let him strip her bare and use her body until he’d thoroughly slaked his thirst for her. And, apparently, once he was satisfied, he was gone. She was just a used-up vessel, to be tossed to the side when she no longer suited his needs. 
 
    Gen turned away, stumbling out of the café, making it to the base of a tree in the square before her stomach emptied itself. She kept retching, her body convulsing as if it were trying to expel this horrible new reality. She vomited until there was nothing left, until she was spitting bile, her eyes watering, her throat burning. 
 
    Gone. 
 
    He was gone. And standing here outside his flat, a pathetic, abandoned woman, wasn’t going to bring him back. Her troubles still pressed in from all sides. She still had to leave Paris—now, tonight. Even now, the police might be on their way back to Belleville for her. 
 
    Straightening up, she glanced around the little square, to the café where they’d laughed and drunk just last night, up to the tiny, dirty windows of his studio, just above the bed where he’d made love to her for hours.  
 
    Good riddance. 
 
    Wiping the tears from her cheeks, she resolved they’d be the last she’d ever shed for Archie—or whatever his name might be. She would leave the memory of him behind her in Paris, along with her old life. When she reached London, she would become a new person, and never—not once—would she allow herself to look back on this with sadness. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She knew something was wrong the second she turned onto their street. Gen shrank back into a doorway, peering at the crowd in front of her building, terrified that she was too late, that the police had come to arrest her. But there were no uniforms in the crowd that she could see.  
 
    It was all her neighbors, nearly everyone on the block, clustered outside her building, talking and…Madame Perneau was crying, dabbing at her wet eyes with the corner of her apron. Monsieur Hébert, who ran the café, was patting her arm and making the sign of the cross. 
 
    In a panic, Gen stumbled out of her hiding place, running toward them. “Maman?” 
 
    Every face turned to look at her, and their eyes were filled with pity. 
 
    “Maman?” The shrill scream of panic sounded as if it came from someone else entirely, but that was her. She could feel the pain in her throat as she screamed again for her mother. 
 
    Monsieur Hébert and Raymond Gosse, the greengrocer, stepped forward out of the crowd, grabbing her arms when she would have shoved her way through to the door.  
 
    “Let me go! Where’s Maman? Let me through.” 
 
    Gen felt herself being pulled back, surrounded by well-meaning neighbors who reached for her, patted her cheeks, stroked her hair, but all she could think about was getting upstairs to Suzette. 
 
    It was Madame Perneau who said the words, wrapping her arms tightly around Gen and murmuring in her ear. 
 
    “She had a little pistol, the poor dear. Marguerite on the second floor heard the shot, but we were too late. She was gone by the time they got inside. I’m sorry, my dear, so sorry.” 
 
    Once again, the awful words someone was saying refused to take hold in her brain. Maman, who couldn’t be moved to get out of bed, had taken a pistol and—  
 
    Someone was crying, great ugly, raw sobs. It was many minutes before Gen realized it was her. Before she realized she’d collapsed into a heap on the ground. Madame Perneau hugged her against her ample breasts, rocking her back and forth as the horrible wails kept churning up from some deep well of pain inside. 
 
    Gen heard Raymond Gosse speaking softly over her head. “The police are coming to inspect the scene.” 
 
    The police. That was supposed to frighten her, wasn’t it? She was supposed to be careful. But why? There was someplace she was going, but it was so hard to remember now. Hard to remember anything at all. 
 
    “I’ll take her to our flat, poor dear,” Madame Perneau told him. “Just say you haven’t seen her.” 
 
    Upstairs, someone produced a bottle of laudanum, and a small dose was coaxed into Gen’s mouth. When the cottony darkness overtook her, she welcomed the oblivion. Anything to avoid facing the loss of everything, and everyone, she’d loved.  
 
      
 
      
 
    When she woke in a fog many hours later, she was disoriented and unbearably thirsty. She cracked her eyes open, making out the confines of the small, white-washed room in the darkness. She lay fully dressed on a narrow metal-framed bed. Her eyes were gritty from crying, and her throat was raw from screaming.  
 
    Slowly, everything came back to her, like jagged pieces of broken glass being fit back together. Maman…gone. Archie…gone. Leo…gone. And she was still in danger from the police. Like in Place du Tertre when facing Archie’s betrayal, she shoved it all into a room in her mind, a dark place she would not look into again.  
 
    There were hushed voices coming from the adjoining room. That’s what had woken her from the haze of the drug. She fought her way back to clarity, focusing on the words, trying to discern who was speaking. 
 
    Madame Perneau and…that other voice was her husband, Henri. 
 
    “She can’t stay here, Flora. The police have left, but they’ll be back.” 
 
    “The poor dear’s just lost her mother, Henri.” 
 
    “She’s got to have people somewhere who can take her in. For that matter, the girl’s fully grown. She can take care of herself.” 
 
    “If we cast that girl out of our house, she’ll end up just like her mother. You know that foul Baron LeVeq has been nosing around after her.” 
 
    There were more muffled words, the sound of a chair scraping across the floor, a heavy sigh. “A day or two,” Henri conceded. “Then she’s got to go.” 
 
    Gen waited until she heard them both shuffle off to bed and the flat had grown silent. Slipping out of bed, she found her boots side by side on the floor by the bed. There was a pitcher and a basin on top of a chest of drawers. First, she drank deeply to soothe her throat and quench her thirst. With the water that was left, she washed her face and hands, and tidied herself as best she could. There were a handful of hairpins in a chipped china dish on the chest. With them, she pinned up the long, heavy fall of her dark hair into a severe twist. The young girl who’d worn it down died tonight. She would leave Paris as a new woman and leave that stupid, gullible girl behind forever. 
 
    Checking the pocket of her skirt, she found all the money she’d been able to get for Maman’s jewels. With only one person traveling, she could make it all the way to London on the money easily. 
 
    Quietly, so as not to wake the Perneaus, she slipped out of their flat over the bakery and out into the darkened street. The crowd was gone now. The windows of her flat, across the way, were dark. No doubt they’d already taken Maman away. 
 
    She wouldn’t think on that.  
 
    She thought of nothing at all as she set out across Paris for the train station on foot. She didn’t think as she bought her ticket to Calais and boarded the train. She didn’t think as she watched the dark countryside of France slide past her window. She didn’t think as, in the pearly gray light of dawn, she found the first boat leaving for England and paid for passage. And she didn’t think as the boat pushed away from the dock. 
 
    The sun came up over the Channel as France receded in the distance. Gen didn’t look back even once. Her life in France was over, and Geneviève—the girl who’d lived it—was dead. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, if you’re going to wash up in London after having grown up abroad, at least it was Paris. The British have a deep, abiding distrust of the French, but they can’t resist the language. With your accent, you’ll be seen as chic and cosmopolitan. And as for that, about your clothes—” 
 
    “Black,” Gen interjected. “I’ll wear all black. 
 
    Great Aunt Philomena turned to look at her over her pince-nez, her pile of invitations momentarily forgotten. “Yes, dear, for the next year, assuredly. But after that—” 
 
    “I’ll still wear black,” Gen insisted. “Always.” 
 
    Philomena considered that for a moment. “It would help you to look older. And if you’re going to step into the business with me, that’s essential. As it is, you’re barely older than some of my girls.” 
 
    She was the exact same age as Philomena’s eldest girl, actually. It was laughable, how far removed she felt from Philomena’s fresh-faced American heiress and the girl’s bright enthusiasm. Gen felt decades older than Sally Cookman, and she certainly acted older. Now all that remained was to make herself look that way. The black would help. And it would be a reminder. Gen wasn’t just in mourning for her mother, she was in mourning for herself, that girl who’d died the night she left Paris.  
 
    Philomena turned back to her invitations as Gen pushed her breakfast around on her plate. She’d been here a week already and still had no appetite. All her soft, girlish curves were disappearing, leaving her face pale and angular. The severity suited the new Genevieve.  
 
    “What about my name?” she asked. 
 
    Philomena frowned absently. “You’ll be Genevieve Grantham, of course.” 
 
    “But you’re Lady Grantham.” 
 
    “And so will you be.” 
 
    “But my father was French. I can’t inherit your title.” 
 
    “Yes, the less said about him, the better. Thank heaven Susannah had the fleeting good sense to marry him before he got himself killed in that bar fight. At least you’re legitimate.” 
 
    “I know I don’t know much about the aristocracy—” 
 
    “You don’t know anything,” Philomena corrected. “And that will have to change. We begin studying Debrett’s today. Your knowledge of European noble families must be encyclopedic.” 
 
    “But how am I going to inherit your title?” 
 
    Philomena tsked and shook her head. “Silly girl, I didn’t inherit my title. There hasn’t been a legitimate Lady Grantham since my grandmother passed. We just continue on as if there were. It’s good for business.” 
 
    “And no one minds? I thought the English were terribly snobby about their titles.” 
 
    “Erase that judgment from your tone. The English nobility will now be your bread and butter. You will become one of them as if you were born to it.” 
 
    “Yes, Aunt Philomena.” 
 
    Although she could be a bit chilly in her manner, Gen had found Great Aunt Philomena to be surprisingly kind under her starched surface. When Gen had arrived on Philomena’s doorstep in London without warning, Philomena hadn’t hesitated to take her in. She’d even been moved to shed a few tears at the news of her niece, Suzette, whom Philomena still called Susannah. Suzette had left that name behind when she’d run off to Paris with Gen’s father, a handsome, charming, penniless—and soon-to-be-dead—French gambler. 
 
    “And as for our nonexistent claim to the title, there has been a Lady Grantham presenting debutantes in London Society since the days of King George the Third. As many have said, it wouldn’t be the London Season without Lady Grantham and her girls. So, for the sake of tradition, everyone is willing to overlook the fact that there is no such person as Lady Grantham. If there’s one thing the British love more than their titles, it’s their traditions. I will be Lady Grantham until such a time as I retire from it, and then you shall be Lady Grantham.” 
 
    Philomena had never married, and her sister, Gen’s grandmother, had passed away decades ago. There was no one left in her family but Gen. Despite Gen’s dubious upbringing in Paris, despite her mother’s scandalous life, despite Gen not having stepped foot in London since she was an infant, Philomena had decided almost immediately that she would be groomed to be the next Lady Grantham. They would bury all hints of Gen’s disreputable origins behind a hinted-at mysterious upbringing on the Continent and leave it at that. 
 
    It was about as far from her old life as Gen could possibly imagine. In short, it was ideal. She was perfectly happy to burn away Geneviève Valadon in the crucible and emerge as Genevieve, Lady Grantham, older, harder, wiser, and impenetrable. 
 
    She would learn it all, every lord and lady in London. She’d learn the dukes and earls and the financial situations of each and every one of them. She’d learn the Byzantine rules of polite society, and then she’d help Philomena teach them to a bunch of unpolished American girls. Then, just like her great-aunt, her great-grandmother, and her great-great-grandmother, she’d make sure the right girl with a fortune was introduced to the right cash-strapped nobleman. It was commerce dressed up as romance, and hadn’t she grown up knowing all about how that world worked? The manners here were just more polished. 
 
    “We’ve been invited to the Miltons’ ball in two weeks. I think we’ll debut you there.” 
 
    “Two weeks? That soon?” 
 
    “Trust me, child, all of London already knows you’re here. If we wait any longer to bring you out, they’ll decide there’s something wrong with you. So somehow, we’ll have to make you ready to assume the role by then.” 
 
    Two weeks to fully bury her old self and craft a new one. She couldn’t wait to get started. Gen inhaled deeply. “I’ll do whatever it takes.” 
 
    Philomena gave her a brief nod of approval, which seemed about as close as she ever came to affection.  
 
    “Genevieve,” she said, when Gen had assumed she’d turned her attention back to the invitations. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “I’m glad you’ve come.” 
 
    Genevieve gave her a nod of approval of her own, attempting to mirror Philomena’s chilly demeanor, her polite distance, her self-possession. “So am I.” 
 
    “Then let’s begin.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    London, 1897 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I’m so glad Lord Wrexham invited us to the reception. I was afraid there were going to be no more social events before I left for home. And here’s this elegant reception, on my last night in London! It’s like my very own Christmas present.” 
 
    Hazel, demurely lovely in a frothy white gown under a red velvet cape, leaned forward in the carriage to gaze at the facade of the National Gallery, all lit up in the foggy darkness in honor of the reception. Their carriage was creeping along in a long line slowly making their way to the front steps to discharge their passengers. 
 
    “It was very kind of him to invite us.” Gen’s voice sounded flat and far away to her own ears. She’d been moving through life as if wrapped in cotton for weeks—since Archie’s unexpected explosion back into her life. His reemergence had stirred up a host of memories and emotions she’d thought she’d successfully buried years ago, and it wasn’t pleasant. 
 
    “Especially as he was forced into it by his children, poor man. They were adorable, though, weren’t they?” Hazel said, a touch wistfully. 
 
    “Charming.” In truth, Gen couldn’t think about Archie’s children without a pang of some indescribable emotion. Envy? Regret? Longing? The idea of motherhood for her had been consigned to the waste bin years ago, along with everything else she’d left behind in Paris. But that little boy with Archie’s eyes… Something primal beat hard in her breast when she’d looked down into his face. Or at Charlotte, hanging from Archie’s neck as she stared in wonder at Gen. 
 
    Bah! Enough. Hadn’t he come to London to find a mother for his children? He’d no doubt find one soon enough, and when he did, she’d be nothing like Genevieve Grantham. 
 
    “Did I tell you, my friend Missy Whitaker, back home in Cincinnati—she’s the one who married that banking chap?—she’s just had their first baby. A boy.” 
 
    “How lovely for them.” 
 
    “And here I am, not even engaged yet.” 
 
    “To be fair, Hazel, you’ve chosen a different path than Missy, or you wouldn’t have spent the last two years in London with me.” 
 
    Hazel sighed. “I suppose you’re right. Missy has invited me to their New Year’s Eve party. Everybody I know from home will be there. She said even Theo is coming home from Chicago at last.” 
 
    “Theo?” 
 
    Even in the gloom of the carriage, Gen could make out a telltale blush. “You remember. Her older brother? But then he went off to college in Chicago. And I came here. I haven’t seen him in an age. Won’t he be surprised to see how I’ve grown up?” 
 
    “I’m sure. Oh, look, we’ve arrived at last.”  
 
    A footman opened their door and released the steps, helping down first Genevieve, then Hazel. The other guests, bundled up in capes and coats against the chilly fog, were streaming up the wide stone steps and into the gallery. Gen gazed up at the entrance as Hazel chattered on with excitement at her side.  
 
    He was likely in there already. Would she be forced to face him again? Surely, he’d be too busy greeting guests, as the reception was in honor of his donation. Perhaps, if she was careful, she could contrive to avoid him for the entire night.  
 
    “Are you coming, Gen?” Hazel’s voice startled her out of her daze, and mechanically, her feet climbed the steps, carrying her inside.  
 
    A servant divested her of her heavy black cape. She took a moment, as Hazel rebuttoned the wrist of her glove, to glance at her reflection in the large Rococo gilt-framed mirror hanging on the opposite wall.  
 
    Black. Of course. From her hair, swept up, dark and sleek, to her gown, black taffeta, edged with black velvet ribbons, to her gloves, black kid leather, all the way over her elbows. She looked like a crow. Or—with her pale skin and dark eyes—perhaps an angel of death was more apt. That was probably exactly what Archie saw when he looked at her—an unwelcome ghost of his past, come back to plague him.  
 
    “Gen? Is everything all right?” 
 
    Gen spun to face Hazel. “Pardon?” 
 
    “I called your name twice, but you didn’t hear me.” 
 
    She forced a smile. “Just wool-gathering. Shall we go in? You look very pretty tonight, Hazel.” 
 
    Hazel beamed, sweeping a hand across her ruffled white skirts. “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The reception, held in a large, high-ceilinged room adjacent to the gallery of Wrexham’s donated works, was very well-attended for an affair being held so close to Christmas. Genevieve suspected it had more to do with the novelty of Wrexham, new to London, than with his donated pictures. Indeed, there were far more single young ladies in attendance with their mothers than Genevieve often saw at events like this one. Every girl—whether she was self-consciously fidgeting or preening with pride—kept surreptitiously glancing around the room, trying to catch a glimpse of the earl. 
 
    “There’s Kitty,” Hazel murmured under her breath. “No doubt she’s throwing her hat in the ring to land Wrexham too. Desperation isn’t a good look for her.” 
 
    “Retract those claws, please. You said you’ve gone off Wrexham.” 
 
    “I have, but I don’t want Kitty to snag him.” 
 
    “I doubt Wrexham will be drawn in by Kitty’s wiles.”  
 
    Although, what did Gen know about Wrexham? Past events had resoundingly proved she didn’t know him at all. 
 
    “There he is, by the way,” Hazel remarked. “I think every female head in the room turned when he entered.” 
 
    She didn’t want to look. She couldn’t help looking. Archie was standing just inside the door leading to the gallery, speaking to someone. He was dressed in a black tail suit, like every other man in the room, but that’s where the resemblance ended. Everything about him drew attention, from his impressive height to his arresting face. He might have lost the smiling charm she remembered from his youth, but it had been replaced by a focused intensity that was just as appealing in its own way.  
 
    The man he was speaking with made a joke and burst into laughter, clapping Wrexham on the shoulder, but a slight smile was Archie’s only response. Gen didn’t think she’d seen him laugh, or even fully grin, since she’d met him again in London. In her memories of that earlier time, he was always smiling—his laugh had come easily. Had life changed him that much? Or perhaps those smiles she remembered had been a lie, along with everything else. 
 
    As much as she kept denying it to herself, he was still the most handsome man she’d ever set eyes on. Even now, even after everything, even with the changes the years had wrought. She hated him for it. She hated him for coming here now, disturbing her peace. Why couldn’t he have just stayed buried in the past where she’d left him? 
 
    “Oh, here comes Conte Santini,” Hazel sighed.  
 
    Gen wrenched her gaze from Archie and looked to Hazel. The girl’s eyes went flat as she watched Conte Santini making his way through the crowd. Gen was seized by a sudden wave of despair.  
 
    “Hazel.” She touched the girl’s hand. “Be sure you know what you want. What you really want.” 
 
    Hazel blinked at her. “But…what I want is beside the point. Isn’t it?” 
 
    It was supposed to be. Wasn’t that what Gen had always believed? What she trained these girls to think? “Just…don’t rush to a decision. Everything can wait until after the holidays.” 
 
    Hazel scowled. “Is everything all right, Gen? This doesn’t sound like you at all. You’ve been arranging things with the count for ages, and now you’re telling me to wait, when he’s made me an offer?” 
 
    This would be tantamount to destroying her business, she could sense it. Her finely honed instincts told her that if she sent Hazel home to Cincinnati unattached, she’d fall in love with that older brother she was clearly still mooning over. Gen would have failed to bring about the match with a European title her parents so desperately wanted.  
 
    She didn’t care.  
 
    “Yes, I’m telling you to wait. If Conte Santini is still your best option when you return, then you can accept his proposal. Give yourself the holidays to consider it. Do that for me.” 
 
    Hazel nodded slowly. “All right. I will.” 
 
    Conte Santini, a short, balding man with a drooping moustache, reached them at last. “Signorina Shaw, how lovely you look tonight!”  
 
    He fairly reeked of desperation, his pleading eyes fixed on Hazel and, no doubt, calculating her millions.  
 
    “Good evening, Conte Santini.” 
 
    “Would you care for a refreshment? It would be my great honor to escort you to the punch bowl.” 
 
    He held out a hand for hers, and Gen noted Hazel’s hesitation as she set her fingers in his grasp. Yes, she’d effectively just encouraged Hazel to refuse him, and the girl, whose heart was most definitely not in this, would do so. Gen must have lost her mind. 
 
    But as Hazel allowed Conte Santini to lead her away through the crowd, Genevieve couldn’t find it in her heart to regret a thing. Well, she could regret nothing regarding Hazel. As to the rest of her life? She had regrets aplenty. 
 
      
 
    With Hazel whisked away by the count, and desperate to avoid encountering Archie in the crowd, Genevieve slipped out of the reception and into the gallery housing the new paintings. It was early enough in the evening that no other guests had found their way there yet, and she was alone. 
 
    Escape had driven her here, but now she was curious to see what was in Archie’s art collection. At least that part—his love of art—seemed not to have been a lie.  
 
    To her surprise, she recognized some of the works, or at least the hands that had created them. They were almost all French artists, some of whom she’d met years before in Paris—penniless artists then, now risen in prominence. Some of the scenes were familiar, too, and brought a pang of homesickness. Ah, Paris… Booksellers along the Seine, children sailing toy boats in the fountain in the Jardin du Luxembourg, barges on the St. Martin canal near Belleville, and… 
 
    A shock of recognition froze her in front of the next painting. It was the courtyard of the Moulin de la Galette at night, filled with dancers, softly illuminated by those paper lanterns overhead that she remembered so well. The dancing couples were a blur of faces and colors…all except one, the couple in front. The man was very tall, with dark hair. And the woman in his arms, with her long black hair flying out behind her, was wearing a sky-blue dress. There was a kerchief around her shoulders, a smudge of white with little embroidered flowers.  
 
    “Yes, it’s you.” 
 
    Archie stood a few feet away, hands clasped behind his back. 
 
    “But how—” 
 
    He cleared his throat and dropped his eyes to the ground. “I met the artist in passing some time later. When he showed me his works, I recognized that one. And us.” 
 
    Us.  
 
    That was a loaded word, the first time he’d directly addressed their brief affair. 
 
    “I can’t imagine why you’d want it,” she said, giving voice to the thoughts racing in her head. Why? Why had he bought this particular picture, of the two of them on that night? Why did it matter to him at all, when their affair—when she—clearly hadn’t. 
 
    “It was a memory of happier times.” 
 
    Gen fixed her furious eyes on the painting, refusing to even glance at him. If she did, she might claw his eyes out. Was that all it was to him in the end? A fun few days with a pretty young girl? Had he just forgotten everything he’d said to her, the promises he’d made? Her anger and pain might be old, but time, it seemed, had done little to dull its edges. She’d opened the box containing it only to find her pain was still razor-sharp and able to draw blood. 
 
    “Have you been back?” he asked, his tone maddeningly conversational. 
 
    “To Paris? No.” 
 
    “Not once?” 
 
    “My memories of it were less sweet.” 
 
    He let out a soft huff of laughter. “Funny, it didn’t seem so at the time. You seemed happy that night.” 
 
    She shot a murderous glare over her shoulder, which seemed to bounce right off his icy countenance. “Well, circumstances changed, didn’t they?” 
 
    “Yes, they did. The life you’re leading in London is hard to imagine for that girl from Paris.” 
 
    “Life sometimes steers us in unexpected directions.” 
 
    “Yes, it does.” 
 
    “Do you still paint?” 
 
    He scoffed. “Not for years.” 
 
    “Then you aren’t the man I remember from Paris either.” 
 
    “I should expect not. Odd choice for you.” 
 
    “What is?” 
 
    He waved a hand at her. “All this. Society, propriety…” 
 
    Her face heated with anger. “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    “I recall you having quite an aversion to this class of society when you were younger.” 
 
    “Well, this path was the one open to me, so I took it. Needs must.”  
 
    “Needs,” he repeated flatly. 
 
    Exasperated, she turned to face him. “I needed someplace to go. Philomena Grantham was all I had left. So I came here.” 
 
    He blinked once, eyebrows drawing together as he stared at her wordlessly. Then he dropped his hands to his sides and took a step toward her, his voice low and intent. “Gen, there’s something I don’t understand—” 
 
    “Here he is! Our man of honor!” 
 
    A cluster of society matrons burst into the gallery in a swirl of skirts and glittering jewels, led by Lady Arbuthnot. Gen knew them all to be patrons of the National Gallery, and they were probably the ones who had arranged this evening’s gala. 
 
    She took a step back, closer to the wall, her heart pounding, as the women swept down on Archie. Thank heaven they came, saving her from that ugly scene. She didn’t want to answer his questions or explain her life to him. None of it was any of his business. 
 
    “It’s nearly time for your speech, Lord Wrexham. Everyone’s assembled in the other room.” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” he muttered distractedly. 
 
    “I do hope we’re not interrupting anything?” Lady Arbuthnot’s voice carried just the tiniest pointed edge. 
 
    “No, not at all,” Gen interjected. “Lord Wrexham and I were just discussing Paris…and the people we once knew there.” 
 
    When she chanced a glance at Archie, he was staring at her with a look she couldn’t read in the slightest.  
 
    “Ah!” Lady Arbuthnot sighed. “Paris is divine, isn’t it? Now, shall we go?” 
 
    Tucking her arm possessively under Archie’s, she gently but firmly steered him out of the gallery.  
 
    Closing her eyes, Gen let out a long, pained exhale. Oh, please, let him leave soon. She couldn’t bear these encounters. When she opened her eyes again, it was to see Archie casting one last questioning glance over his shoulder at her as he was spirited away. 
 
    Gen had no intention of staying for his speech or any other part of the evening. She couldn’t take another encounter. Finding Lady Fitzherbert in the crowd, she pleaded a headache and prevailed upon her to take over chaperoning Hazel for the rest of the evening. Once her charge was taken care of, she did what she’d wanted to do since Archie first spoke to her at the Bashcombes’ ball—she ran away. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Fire crackled in the hearth. A log shifted, sending a plume of sparks spiraling up to the flue. Gen sat curled in the corner of the sofa, staring unseeing into the flames.  
 
    Outside, snow was coming down. London had momentarily fallen silent, as Christmas Eve sent everyone scurrying off the streets and back to their families. Gen, of course, was alone. The townhouse, her safe refuge in the world for the past seventeen years, felt echoing and empty on this night. 
 
    Hazel had sailed for home a week ago. Gen had given nearly all the servants the holiday off to spend with their families. Only Mrs. Winters remained on. She had no family to go to and wouldn’t have left Gen on her own even if she had. 
 
    A rumble of coach wheels and the clop of hooves sounded in the street. Someone’s happy shout of greeting called out in the night. A door closed somewhere.  London life went on, with or without Lady Grantham and her girls. 
 
    Soon, she’d lose Hazel. Either she’d fall for that boy back home, or she’d come back here and accept Conte Santini’s proposal. Gen had no other prospective young ladies in the offing. She supposed she could have been working her contacts, letting it be known her services were available to young ladies in need for the upcoming Season. She could have gone to America and cultivated new clients there. But she’d failed to do so, frozen by a queer sort of apathy.  
 
    The truth was, she didn’t want another girl. She didn’t want to carefully prepare one more young lady for a marriage she didn’t want to a man she didn’t love. The cold-eyed rationality required to do it for all these years seemed to have abandoned her, and she wasn’t sure she wanted it back. For so long, that hardened shell around her heart had been her salvation, keeping all the pain of her early years bottled up where it couldn’t hurt her. But Archie had returned, swinging an ax at that shell, fracturing it, and the trickle of emotion escaping was rapidly turning into a deluge. 
 
    The anger and betrayal she’d felt over him hadn’t seemed to have eased one bit in those long years locked away. Neither had her grief over her mother, apparently. Nor her fear for Leo’s fate. Not the aching loss she’d felt leaving Paris either.  
 
    After all these years, it was all still there. And she was here, alone, facing it at last. 
 
    Something was going to have to change about her life. A great many things, perhaps. If the days of the inimitable Lady Grantham—all of them—had come to a close at last, then Geneviève Valadon would need to find a new way forward.  
 
    Perhaps, she thought, a hysterical little huff of laughter escaping her lips, she’d return to Paris and turn herself in at last. Were they still looking for her? Wouldn’t that set London on its ear? Lady Grantham, of the impeccable reputation and flawless breeding, was really Geneviève Valadon, daughter of a whore, a suspected political revolutionary, wanted for helping to plan a bombing. That would certainly be the talk of the Season. 
 
    So, no, she wouldn’t be returning to Paris.  
 
    That would just be running away again anyway, and what she was discovering was that one could never outrun one’s self. She’d already faced Archie, acknowledged that what he’d done still wounded her every day. The wound wasn’t healed, but maybe confronting it—him—was a beginning.  
 
    Maman would be a harder mountain to climb. Maman was a twisted knot of emotions—sorrow, anger, betrayal, guilt. It might take her the rest of her life to untangle it all. Perhaps she never would. 
 
    “Ma’am?” Mrs. Winters poked her head inside the parlor. “Do you need the fire built back up?” 
 
    “No, Mrs. Winters, I’ll let it burn down. I don’t expect I’ll be up much longer. You should go on to bed.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m fine. And tomorrow’s your holiday,” Gen reminded her. “You’re not to step foot above stairs to wait on me.” 
 
    Mrs. Winters had been cast off by her own family as a girl, when she’d made the mistake of running off with some unworthy man and wound up on the same path as Gen’s mother. Which was why, when Winters had washed up on Gen’s doorstep begging for employment of any kind in order to escape an abusive man, Gen had taken her in without hesitation. In another life, her mother could have found herself in the same predicament, with nowhere to turn and no one to help her. Winters had entered her household, changed her name, and left her past behind. Now she ran the Grantham house with military precision, loyal to Gen unto death.  
 
    “Mrs. Fife has left a cold ham, some meat pies, and some cheeses downstairs in the larder for you.” 
 
    “I’ll see to myself. You’re not to worry about me.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I’ll be able to manage that, ma’am, but I’ll be sure to check on you when I get back from dinner with Mrs. Fife’s sister and her family. Happy Christmas, ma’am.” 
 
    “Happy Christmas to you too, Mrs. Winters.” 
 
    The silence left in Winters’s departure to her rooms below stairs was nearly absolute. Just the crackle of the hearth and the tick of the grandfather clock. The house, usually so snug and welcoming, felt close, almost stifling. 
 
    Gen stood, making a slow circuit of the parlor, warm and cozy with its gold striped wallpaper and gilt-and-yellow furniture. She’d diligently built this elegant, comfortable life around herself, trying to make up for all she’d lost in Paris. She’d thought she had, and yet suddenly, it felt as if she might have built it on sand, like it might wash away once again in the same, brutal swoop of fate. 
 
    The bell rang and she startled. The bell? A glance at the clock told her it was after nine. No London visitor would show up uninvited at this hour, and on Christmas Eve. 
 
    Her heart began to pound with dread before her mind fully formed his name. She forced her feet to move, leaving the parlor and descending the stairs to the entry hall. She didn’t want to open that door, but if she didn’t, he’d only ring again, summoning Winters, which would be worse. The ghosts of her past weren’t content to stay in her mind tonight. This one had come to deal with her face-to-face. 
 
    Hand trembling, she reached for the doorknob, the metal ice-cold under her fingers. A frigid breeze and a flurry of snowflakes swept in as she opened the door, and there, standing in the hazy glow of the gas lamps, snow dusting his shoulders, stood Archie. 
 
    “You’d better come in,” she told him. 
 
    “I would have thought,” she began once she’d shown him into the parlor. “That you’d be with your family on Christmas Eve.” 
 
    “The children are in bed. I’ve debated about it all week, and in the end, I found I had to come.”  
 
    He said nothing else, and for a moment, they fell into an awkward silence. 
 
    “I’d ring for tea,” she finally said, “but I’ve given the staff the holiday off.” 
 
    “I didn’t come for tea,” Archie said, looking around the room. 
 
    “I can’t imagine what you’ve come for, Lord Wrexham. Unless it’s for one of my girls? You did come to London to find a new wife, did you not? I’m afraid I have no young ladies who might suit at present.”  
 
    Gen knew she was goading him, but if there was to be a confrontation, she’d prefer to just get to it. Hash out the past so that she might be able to finally begin putting it behind her. 
 
    “I had thought to find a new wife when I came to London,” he said. “But that’s not going to happen now.” 
 
    She waited for him to explain, but he didn’t, still looking about himself with a distracted air. 
 
    “This is a good room,” he said at last. 
 
    “Thank you. I like it. But somehow, I don’t think you came here to compliment me on my interiors, Lord Wrexham. I confess, I’m still struggling to find an explanation for your appearance.” 
 
    He hesitated, looked down, and then reached into his coat to withdraw something from an inside pocket. It was a piece of paper, folded once. He held it a moment, staring down at it. Then he strode across the room to her and held it out. 
 
    “I came to bring you this.” 
 
    Hesitantly, she took it, looking for some explanation in his eyes but finding nothing but that polite distance he’d hidden behind ever since she’d met him in London. 
 
    The thick paper was battered, the corners worn soft with age, smudged by frequent handling. She unfolded it and found herself staring at her own face through the veil of years. Geneviève Valadon as a girl, with her hair down and her eyes alive. Archie’s drawing…the girl he’d captured on paper, the one she hadn’t known existed until she’d seen her reflected in his eyes.  
 
    “Why did you bring me this?” Her voice was barely a whisper, but in the quiet of the room, he heard her. 
 
    “I thought you might like to have it. You, as you once were. You, as I knew you then.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “I’d just like to know why,” he said. 
 
    But she was the one meant to be asking why. Why had he kept this all these years? Why did he bring it to her now? 
 
    When she looked up at him, for the first time, that chilly distance was gone, as if the mask he’d been wearing had slipped. His eyes were urgently imploring her for an answer she didn’t have. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Was it Leo? Did you decide to go back to him?” 
 
    She blinked. “Leo? Leo was arrested. I have no idea what happened to him after that.” 
 
    “Then, why? Why, Gen? Why did you leave?” 
 
    “Me? I left because everyone I had in Paris was gone. Leo was arrested, my mother was dead, and you abandoned me!” 
 
    “Why didn’t you wait for me? I left you instructions. I told you how to reach me. I left you money to pay for the flat, so you could escape your mother’s lover.” 
 
    A pit opened up in her stomach. “No,” she whispered, shaking her head. That horrible moment in the Place du Tertre was coming back to her, clinging to the tree as she vomited, her eyes tearing and her throat burning. The feeling of betrayal knifing through her body, the pain threatening to devour her whole. “No, you didn’t. You just left. You lied to me and you left, Archie.” 
 
    “Victor was supposed to wait for you—” 
 
    “Victor was sacked. When I went back, he’d been sacked.” 
 
    Archie stared at her blankly as her words sank in. She stared back, absorbing them too. Oh God, he’d left word for her. He hadn’t meant to just disappear… 
 
    Abruptly, her knees weakened and the room closed in.  
 
    “Gen.” Strong arms came around her, pulling her up against a broad, solid chest. “Come, sit down.” 
 
    Then she was on the sofa, and he was next to her, her hands in his as he rubbed them briskly.  
 
    “It’s all right,” she protested, pulling her hands away and straightening her spine. “I’m all right.” 
 
    “I’m not,” he muttered. “You never saw Victor? You never got my letter?” 
 
    She shook her head, swallowing hard against the painful lump forming in her throat. Her heart was pounding so hard, she could feel it in her fingertips and temples. The danger of fainting had passed, but she was still reeling from the revelations of the last few moments. It felt as if the solid ground beneath her had suddenly turned to water.  
 
    “You shouldn’t have left him with the money. He was sacked for stealing from the till.” 
 
    Archie muttered an oath under his breath and raked his fingers through his hair, sending it into disorder. His hand was shaking. “There wasn’t time to sort out something else…” 
 
    “But why did you go? Why didn’t you wait for me?” 
 
    “My brothers died,” he said with a toneless finality. “Both of my brothers, and the wife of my eldest. Their ship sank in the North Atlantic on the way to New York. And when word reached my father in England, he collapsed with a heart attack. In one fell swoop, nearly my entire family was destroyed, and my father was on the verge of death. My father’s man of business had finally tracked me down in Paris. There wasn’t a moment to lose if I wanted to see my father before he died. I’m so sorry, Gen. I didn’t know how to find you, and I couldn’t wait for your return.” 
 
    In the silence after his explanation, the tick of the grandfather clock was almost deafening. Gen drew in an unsteady breath and rose to her feet. “I can’t offer tea, but I can offer whiskey, and that seems more appropriate under the circumstances.” 
 
    Her hands were shaking too, she noted, as she splashed whiskey from the decanter on the sideboard into two cut crystal tumblers. She drained hers, then refilled it, before returning to the sofa. Handing him his glass, she sat down next to him again.  
 
    For several long minutes, they sat side by side in silence, drinking, staring into the fire. This knowledge—that he hadn’t lied to her, hadn’t betrayed her—should have been a relief. Instead, it only felt like a new kind of pain. What was she supposed to do with all of this? Her, him, and all these lost years? Her hatred had turned to granite years ago. It was no easy thing to move off her soul, no matter what the truth was. 
 
    She’d spent years nursing her righteous fury, indignant in her pain and grief, imagining him blithely living on, oblivious to the carnage her life had become. But he’d suffered his own grave losses. He was as wronged as she was, both of them cheated by fate and by death.  
 
    “I am sorry about your family,” she said at last. 
 
    “Thank you. And I’m sorry about your mother. You said she passed away.” 
 
    “She killed herself. That day.” Closing her eyes, she tipped her head back. Oh, this was all too much. All at once, the door holding her past at bay had burst open, letting everything spill out. For the first time in years, she could clearly see Suzette in her mind’s eye. She could hear the tone of her voice. She could almost smell that sweet perfume she used to wear. 
 
    “Gen…my God… I don’t know what to say.” 
 
    “It was a rather dreadful day.” 
 
    “Is that why you left Paris?” 
 
    “That, and the police were looking for me, on account of Leo. He and André were planning to bomb the Palais Garnier, to make some ridiculous political statement. Instead, they got themselves arrested. As I’d been seen with them while they were hatching their idiotic plans, the police thought I was involved.” 
 
    “Perhaps that’s why,” he mused, gazing into the fire. 
 
    “Why, what?” 
 
    “Why I could never find you,” he replied. “I went back, after I’d gotten things sorted at home. It had been a few months, but not so very long, yet I couldn’t find a trace of you anywhere. No one I spoke to who knew you knew anything about where you’d gone.” 
 
    She turned to stare at his profile, still all angles and edges, burnished like marble with time. “You went back to Paris to look for me?” 
 
    He turned his head and met her gaze. There was Archie, her Archie from Paris, at last. Every bit of armor had been stripped away, and his expression was utterly vulnerable, utterly devastated. “I wandered Paris for months. I sat in the Moulin de la Galette until they nearly threw me out. I traced every street and alley of Belleville. I bought the Paris paintings in my collection while I was there, desperate to hang on to something of the Paris we’d shared. When I found Pierre Jaccoud, and the painting he’d done of us dancing that night, I nearly fell to my knees and wept. It was proof. Proof you’d existed. Proof it had been real. Proof I hadn’t fallen in love with a ghost.” 
 
    How was it possible for her heart to feel so hollowed out, yet go on beating? She could barely breathe through the pain and could barely think through the confusion. Nothing that she’d believed about him for all these years was true. He’d loved her. He’d meant every word he’d said. He’d intended to keep every promise he’d made to her. But fate had stepped in to set them on divergent paths. And now, here they stood, on opposite sides of a great divide not of their making.  
 
    What was she to do with all of this? These complicated emotions and wretched pain and anger? Was she just supposed to put it away? Forget it all? Pretend the years hadn’t altered her? How could she ever release the bad, yet still hang on to the good? And how could she ever begin to knit all these broken pieces of herself and him back together into a whole? It seemed impossible. 
 
    She didn’t realize she’d started crying—if this dry-eyed, racking gasping could be called crying—until Archie took her face in his hands. 
 
    “Shh, it’s all right, darling. Don’t cry.” 
 
    His voice and his words were calm and soothing, but he was every bit as undone as she. She could feel it in the tremble of his fingertips where they curled around the back of her neck, and she could hear it in each unsteady breath he released, his forehead pressed to hers. Their worlds had just been ripped asunder, and right now, it seemed there was no one for them to hang on to for salvation but each other. 
 
    Then Archie placed a hand on the side of her face, tilted her head back, and kissed her. Her breathing halted in her chest. He was the first man to touch her in so long, and he’d been the last man who had. Now she knew why. Yes, she’d excised men from her life because they were a practical impossibility, but in truth, it was because of this—Archie had put his brand on her seventeen years ago, and she’d known, deep down inside, that no one else would ever be able to erase it.  
 
    The kiss was soft, gentle, undemanding, and yet it shattered something hidden within. The iron grip she’d held on her life for so many years began to slip, and she had no idea what lay below should she fall.  
 
    Even when the kiss had ended, Archie stayed close, his fingers stroking her face. When she tried to speak, her breathing hitched, and all that came out was another strangled sob. Her hands fisted in the sleeves of his jacket, seeking anything solid to steady her as the world shook to pieces around them. Archie, ever patient, ever kind, just waited, his thumb stroking gently across her cheek. 
 
    “I don’t know how to do this,” she finally whispered, voice shaking. “I don’t know how to undo the past and what it’s made me into.” 
 
    Archie shook his head. “We can’t. It’s happened, for both of us, the good and the bad. It’s made us both who we are. All we can do is move forward.” Leaning in, he brushed his lips against the corner of her mouth. “Please do it with me. I don’t think I can bear losing you twice in my life.” 
 
    He kissed her again, and while the kiss didn’t fix anything, didn’t undo the damage done, didn’t restore what was lost, it contained another kind of magic. Nothing looked quite so impossible from inside this kiss. It eased the pain enough to allow new and better feelings in. 
 
    This time, Archie’s kiss was edged with hunger and need, his fingers gripping the back of her neck to pull her closer. When his lips parted and his mouth slanted over hers, Gen let him in, surrendering, for the moment, to desire. 
 
    “Gen,” he murmured, dropping kisses along the arc of her cheekbone, back to her temple, his warm breath heating her skin. “I know we can’t fix everything that’s been broken, but we can find some comfort together now, can’t we?” 
 
    Words were impossible, so she simply nodded and lifted her arms to wrap them around his shoulders, to draw him to her and give herself over to him. She wanted Archie. She wanted to comfort him and ease this ache inside herself.  
 
      
 
      
 
    When they came together, it was not as frantic lovers long kept apart. It unfurled slowly, each kiss lasting longer, going deeper, as his hands moved to explore her with slow, gentle strokes, until her body had caught fire for him.  
 
    Breaking away from her mouth, Archie stood up from the sofa, towering over her, and held out a hand to help her to her feet. He turned her around and methodically began unfastening her gown. The black velvet dress slowly peeled away, revealing her pale shoulders and arms. Next, he unfastened her petticoat, and then, reaching around her body, deftly released the hooks of her corset. His lips pressed into the back of her shoulder, and Gen’s knees felt weak. So long since she’d been touched by him—since she’d felt this languid heating of her blood under his hands. She didn’t think these feelings possible anymore, but it seemed as if they’d been lying dormant in her blood for years. All it took was his touch to bring her back to life. 
 
    She felt his fingertips skate up the back of her neck, tangling in her hair. “May I?” 
 
    When she nodded an assent, he began to pluck the pins from her tightly bound hair. Slowly it loosened, then released, tumbling down over her shoulders in a rush. She never wore it down. During the day, it was up. And at night, Molly, her lady’s maid, made quick work of taking it down and braiding it for bed. Gen avoided even glancing at herself in the mirror during those moments, because it was the only time she looked at all like the Geneviève of old. Having it down made her feel intensely exposed…vulnerable. Even more so than removing her clothes had. 
 
    Behind her, Archie bent to press a kiss to her hair. “You smell just the same. I’ve never forgotten.” His hands slid up her body, over her chemise, until his palms covered her breasts. “Ah God, Gen, how I’ve missed you.” 
 
    She lifted an arm, reaching behind her to run her fingers through his hair, and her breasts pushed forward against the delicious pressure of his hands.  
 
    He pulled her in tighter to him, and she could feel him, the hard pressure of him against the small of her back. Quicker now, he undid the ribbons holding her chemise closed, and it soon joined the pile of fabric in a puddle around her feet. When she would have stepped clear of it, Archie bent and lifted her effortlessly into his arms, just as he had their first time together.  
 
    This time, he laid her on the rug in front of the hearth and stood for a moment, staring down at her bare skin in the flickering light of the flames.  
 
    A sudden flare of self-consciousness had her raising an arm to cover her breasts. No one had looked at her naked body in years—certainly, no man—and she wasn’t nineteen anymore.  
 
    Archie shook his head. “Don’t hide yourself from me, Gen. You’re just as beautiful as you ever were.” 
 
    “I’m older.” 
 
    “So am I. Older than you, in fact.” His raised eyebrow and smirk were so reminiscent of the one she remembered from Paris years ago, her heart gave a pang of longing.  
 
    “You’re still unfairly handsome,” she whispered. “You haven’t changed in any of the important ways.” 
 
    “Neither have you, not in my eyes.” 
 
    Made bold by the hunger in his eyes as he gazed down at her, she moved her arm, lying naked before him. He didn’t take his eyes off her as he rapidly stripped off his own clothes. 
 
    Yes, he was older. Nearly forty, if not over. He’d thickened and broadened, the lankiness he’d had as a young man replaced by the solid muscles of maturity. He was still in remarkable shape, his stomach flat and his chest firm. There was a bit more hair than she remembered, some of it sprinkled with silver. His skin, so smooth and unblemished before, now held the odd dark mark or crease. But the subtle traces time had left on his body had only made him more beautiful, not less. 
 
    She opened her arms to him. “Come down here.” 
 
    Archie lowered himself to the rug beside her, his hand coming up to cup her face. “This is still every bit the precious gift it was years ago. Perhaps even more so, because I never thought I would see you again.” 
 
    Those words were just as intoxicating at thirty-six as they had been at nineteen. Gen’s wounded heart softened, yearning for Archie to make it complete. If she did this, opened herself up to him once again, she’d be leaving herself vulnerable in a way she hadn’t been in years, and it terrified her. 
 
    Archie read the fear in her eyes, leaning in swiftly to kiss her. “Don’t be afraid. One step forward at a time, Gen, each one together.” 
 
    Again, his kiss was the balm that momentarily banished fear and eased pain. Maybe this was the secret, she thought, as she wound her arms around his neck and allowed him to deepen the kiss. Maybe she didn’t need to know how to heal them all at once. Maybe she just needed to try, one small step forward at a time, and let the healing take care of itself. 
 
    Her fear had vanished by the time Archie lowered his body over hers, moving between her thighs. And by the time he entered her, forcing a gasp of pleasure from both of them, she couldn’t think what she’d ever been afraid of in the first place. There was only this, Archie, connected so intimately to her once again. Only his eyes looking into hers as they came together over and over. Only the mounting pleasure, and, finally, only the explosion of bliss that blotted out every other concern. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Afterward, after Archie got up just long enough to build up the fire, they lay tangled together on the rug as if the ocean had washed them up there. Gen’s head was pillowed on the hard expanse of Archie’s chest as his fingers toyed with her hair. 
 
    “Are we in danger of shocking the life out of your servants like this?” 
 
    “I told you when you came in, they’re all off for the holiday.” 
 
    “I’m afraid I wasn’t hearing much of what you said when I came in tonight. The sight of you, as always, had left me speechless and thoughtless.” 
 
    She had to stifle her laughter against his chest. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” 
 
    “You’re still no poet.” 
 
    He laughed too, his body vibrating pleasantly under hers. “No, I’m not.” 
 
    “But why aren’t you a painter anymore? You so loved it.” 
 
    He inhaled deeply. “It has to do with my brothers. And my father. Perhaps we’d better not be naked for this conversation.” 
 
    Gen pushed herself upright. “That sounds serious. There’s a lap rug in that trunk in the corner.” 
 
    Archie retrieved it, tucking it around her shoulders, before shrugging back into his shirt and rejoining her on the rug.  
 
    “Was it losing your family?” she asked. 
 
    He draped an arm around her shoulders, pulling her into his side, as they stared into the flames together. 
 
    “It dates to before that. My oldest brother, Albert, met his wife, Clara, in New York. She had money. Quite a bit of it.” 
 
    “Ah, I see. And your brother didn’t.” 
 
    “The family fortunes had been drained dry in recent generations.” 
 
    “I understand better than you know.” 
 
    He spared her a wry smile. “Yes, I suppose you would. You’re rather an expert, aren’t you? Well, anyway, Clara’s fortune restored our family’s financial health, and my father thought, if one son marrying an American heiress had done so much good, the other two sons marrying heiresses could only improve things.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound like something you’d have agreed with as a young man.” 
 
    “Definitely not. He wanted me to accompany my brothers and Clara on a trip to America. Ostensibly, it was so that Clara could visit her family in New York. The real purpose would be to secure wealthy wives for Walter and myself. I refused to go. My father and I fought bitterly, and he threw me out of the house. He said I could take care of myself if I was unwilling to do my duty to the family.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Archie.” 
 
    He shook his head. “I’m not sorry for refusing, but I would come to regret the fight. At any rate, that’s how I ended up in Paris.” 
 
    She toyed with one of the buttons on his shirt. “I never knew you came from a titled family.” 
 
    “No one did. Because for all intents and purposes, by the time I reached Paris, I no longer did. My father had disowned me, and I was responsible for myself. I had a very small inheritance from my mother that he had no control over, and that was what I lived on. As you saw from the flat I was living in, it didn’t go far. I’d hoped to make it stretch far enough to pay for the school in Rome, but then…well, everything changed.” 
 
    “Is that when you stopped painting?” 
 
    “Yes. My father survived the attack, and lived for several more years, but his health was always fragile afterward. He was rarely out of bed. Every time I looked at him, I felt guilty…for our fight, for running away to Paris, for not being with him when the news came, for suddenly being all he had left once he’d lost Albert and Walter. I was the overnight heir, elevated to Viscount Tenley, and suddenly responsible for the entire estate and all our dependents. It had never been in the plans for me. I was unprepared and inexperienced, but failure wasn’t an option. Too many people were counting on me. Painting seemed like a selfish indulgence in the face of everything.” 
 
    He fell silent, eyes still fixed on the fire. It explained much about him. He was so much more somber than he’d been in those early days, as if all the joy had been crushed out of his life. In a way, it had.  
 
    She picked up his hand and turned his palm to hers so she could thread their fingers together. “I’m sorry. I know that doesn’t help, but I am.” 
 
    He turned his head to smile at her, that gentle smile and soft eyes she’d first fallen in love with. “It helps more than you know to have you here, Gen.” 
 
    There was something else in his past she needed explained. Something very big. “Tell me about your wife.” 
 
    His eyes dimmed. “Her name was Margaret. She was a good woman, but I didn’t love her.” He lifted a hand and stroked a finger down Gen’s cheek. “It had been years since I’d seen you, and I’d long since lost hope that you’d ever come back to me. But I think I knew even then that I’d never get over you. If it had been my choice, I’d have never married, not when I knew I’d never love anyone else.” 
 
    “Then why her?” 
 
    “My father was fading. He wanted to see me married, to see me produce an heir. After everything else, I couldn’t find it in me to refuse him what would be his final wish. Margaret was the daughter of a friend of his. We never spoke of it, but she knew I didn’t love her. She didn’t love me either, I’m quite sure. We…” He broke off, looking down as the memory momentarily overtook him. “I thought I’d resigned myself. A dutiful marriage to a good woman. It was harder than I’d expected. I tried to keep it from her, but I’m sure she knew how miserable I was. We were miserable together. Never mean, never unkind. But the coldness, the distance, it eats away at your soul. The children were the only bright spot in either of our lives.” 
 
    Archie’s entire demeanor changed when he mentioned his children. “They’re lovely, both of them.” 
 
    “Margaret was a good mother. To Hugo, at any rate. She never got a chance to mother poor Charlotte.” 
 
    “She died in childbirth?” 
 
    He nodded, squeezing his eyes shut. “Yet more guilt to carry. I wish I could have given her a happy marriage, but it had been impossible from the very start. Perhaps if she’d lived, with the children to focus on, we’d have settled into some passable semblance of contentment, but she didn’t. She died in an unhappy marriage to a miserable man. And now Hugo doesn’t even remember her.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault, Archie.” 
 
    He smiled at her again. “Perhaps in time I’ll feel that way.” 
 
    “Look at the two of us,” she blurted out without thinking. 
 
    Archie’s eyebrows drew together. “What do you mean?” 
 
    She turned away, staring into the fire. “Both of us, carrying around these immense weights from our pasts, trying to make up wrongs to people long dead. Maybe…”  
 
    “What?” he prompted when she didn’t continue. “Tell me.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” she murmured, her throat constricting around the words. “Perhaps we’re both just too damaged, after all this time. What good can we possibly do for each other?” 
 
    Archie took her face in his large palm, turning her to look at him. “Listen to me, Gen. Yes, I am a broken product of the things that have happened to me. Choices I’ve made and terrible twists of fate. So are you. You’re right, we’re no longer hopeful young people coming to each other with futures full of wide-open possibilities. It was easy then. All we needed was love. It would be a lot harder now.” 
 
    She opened her mouth to reply, but he cut her off. 
 
    “That doesn’t mean I don’t intend to try. And I don’t intend to give up on you, not ever again. One thing all this loss and misery have taught me is that love is a rare thing, and I don’t intend to let it get away from me twice.” 
 
    Her heart nearly burst with love for him, so sharp it was painful. “Archie, I’m not the girl you knew in Paris.” 
 
    “And I’m not that man anymore. That doesn’t mean we don’t still belong together.” 
 
    She shook her head, still afraid to reach out for what he seemed to be offering her. “How can you be so sure?” 
 
    “I’m not. Nothing about the future is guaranteed. All I know is that without you, I’ll be miserable for the rest of my days.” 
 
    “Perhaps I’ll make you just as miserable. You said yourself that we’re both damaged. Perhaps that’s more than love can overcome.” 
 
    “Gen, do you truly wish for me to leave? To go back to Northumberland and my life, while you continue on with yours as it was before?” 
 
    “My life was going to change, no matter what. I can’t keep on as I’ve been. What a terrible legacy I’ve got to show for my life thus far…nothing but a string of unhappy marriages like yours.” 
 
    Archie lifted their joined hands and kissed her knuckles. “Then perhaps,” he said quietly. “You might consider devoting the rest of your life to building just one happy one. Whatever difficulties we might face knitting our lives together now, surely it’s worth trying? You, me, and my children. Can’t we try to put these broken pieces back together to form a family? Wouldn’t it be worth it in the end?” 
 
    It really wasn’t fair, his bringing his children into this. Did he know how she’d cherished that secret, futile hope for years—that life might someday see fit to make her a mother? And here he was, the man she’d never stopped loving, father to two motherless children. It seemed so easy, even though she knew it would be anything but. There would always be thorny paths to navigate, and sometimes they’d probably get stuck on those thorns. But…perhaps…they could help each other through?  
 
    It was the bravest, most terrifying thing she’d ever done, reaching up to touch his face, to speak the words that would open her heart and her life to him, hoping for happiness, but knowing she risked more pain. But he was right. Going on alone was no longer an option. She wanted him, whatever difficulties they had to overcome. The happiness, she felt sure, would be worth it. 
 
    “I don’t want you to leave, Archie. The thought of living the rest of my life without you is unbearable.” 
 
    “So you’ll live it with me?” 
 
    “Yes,” she finally said. “Together.” 
 
    Archie drew a huge breath, his relief evident in every inch of his face. “Forever,” he said. 
 
    Gen nodded. Yes. Tonight, tomorrow, and every day after. She’d already endured seventeen years of days without Archie in them. She never wanted to face another one, even if those days proved difficult in ways she couldn’t yet foresee. “Forever,” she promised him. 
 
    Archie’s face split with a broad grin as he lowered his head to hers. “I think it’s time to put Lady Grantham out of business.” 
 
    “It’s been time for quite a while.” 
 
    “I promise you, Gen, you won’t be sorry to trade it for Lady Wrexham.” 
 
    His kiss was full of his promise, his pledge. And for the first time in many years, Gen fully believed in this promise of happiness. In the coming years, she suspected she might feel a great many things, but sorry would never be one of them, not when his was the face she would wake up to for the rest of her days, when his life and hers would be one.  
 
    Together, they’d be strong enough to wrest a happy ending from the jaws of fate, which had, once upon a time, had very different plans for both of them. Because Gen was beginning to think she’d been mistaken about happy endings. Perhaps they did exist, but they weren’t a gift from fate. A happy ending was something you built with your own two hands, with faith, hard work, and love. She and Archie were more than tough enough to fight for their happy ending.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rome, 1898 
 
      
 
    “Mama, can we live in Rome forever?” 
 
    Genevieve laughed at Charlotte’s earnest plea. “But what about everyone at Midhurst Castle? If you stayed in Rome forever, they would miss you terribly.” 
 
    Charlotte considered that for a moment as she walked beside Gen through the streets of the Trastevere neighborhood, making their way back to their rented villa. 
 
    “You’re right. I would miss them too. Except for Mrs. Fawcett, since she’s always cross with us. I wouldn’t miss her. But can we come back to visit Rome again? Please?” 
 
    Gen tipped her head back, letting the sun hit her full in the face. “Oh, yes. We shall definitely come back to Rome.”  
 
    These weeks in Rome with Archie and the children had been the happiest of her life, and in truth, she wasn’t in a great hurry to see them draw to a close either. But summer was ending, and Archie wanted to be back at his estate, Midhurst Castle in Northumberland, before the autumn harvests began. And part of her wanted to be back home in Midhurst too. Funny, how quickly it had come to feel like home to her as well.  
 
    “I wouldn’t miss Midhurst Castle,” Hugo said, mostly to be contrary. He often took an opposite stand from Charlotte on any issue, simply to provoke her. 
 
    “No? You wouldn’t miss your pony, Sampson?” Gen teased him. “Or Jeffers, or Wilson? I’ve had it in a letter from Mrs. Winters that one of the tenant’s dogs has just had a litter of puppies. Your father and I had thought perhaps you might have one, Hugo, but if you really mean never to return—” 
 
    “I didn’t say that,” he quickly amended himself. “Midhurst isn’t so bad, I suppose.” 
 
    Gen smiled, tousling his hair. “Your father will be very glad to hear you say so.” 
 
    Another turn down a narrow, cobbled alley brought them to their villa, painted a soft, terracotta color, with climbing vines obscuring most of the wall facing the street. 
 
    “Archie?” she called out as she opened the door and ushered the children inside. “We’re back.”  
 
    “Finally!” Hugo groaned. “Picking out dresses takes forever!” 
 
    Archie strolled into the entrance hall from the inner courtyard, cleaning his paintbrush on a cloth. The bright summer sun behind him cast him in shadows. He’d shed his coat and waistcoat, and the collar of his white shirt was unbuttoned, with the sleeves rolled up. Gen’s entire body flushed with awareness at the sight of him. Really. One wasn’t supposed to have such…visceral…reactions to one’s own husband, was she? But after eight months of marriage, Archie’s effect on her hadn’t lessened one ounce.  
 
    “Now, Hugo,” he chided gently. “I promised you that if you escorted your mother and sister on their shopping trip this morning, then I’d take you to the Colosseum this afternoon.” 
 
    Gen set her hand on Hugo’s shoulder. “And he was the very best escort two ladies could ask for. Every bit the gentleman.” 
 
    “Well done, Hugo.” Archie turned to Charlotte. “And what about you, Charlotte? Did you fulfill your task as well?” 
 
    Charlotte threw a sly smile at Genevieve. “Yes, Mama ordered three new dresses today and not one was black!” 
 
    Archie feigned shock. “No black? How can this be?” 
 
    “One is pink!” Charlotte declared. 
 
    “Pink?” Archie winked at Gen. “I’m not sure I will recognize your mama in pink.”  
 
    Neither Charlotte nor Hugo had any memories of their mother, but Gen had still been surprised at how quickly they’d fallen into calling her “Mama.” She’d worried that perhaps Archie would be upset by it, but when she’d told him, he’d confessed nothing could make him happier. He had a wife he loved, and his children had accepted her as their new mother without question. His approval left Gen free to acknowledge how very happy it made her, too. Hugo and Charlotte filled a hole in her heart she’d been protecting for years. She was a mother at last.  
 
    “My new dress will match the one we ordered for Charlotte,” she told him. “So you’ll know me that way.” 
 
    Archie slid his arm around her shoulders and pressed a kiss to her temple. “I can’t wait to see it.” 
 
    Gen had left her wardrobe of black behind her forever on a cold morning in January, when she walked down the aisle of a tiny church in Mayfair to marry Archie wearing a suit of cream wool. But she had to confess, it had been difficult to set aside the armor she’d been wearing for so many years. Having Charlotte there encouraging her to make more lighthearted choices helped enormously. Children really did change everything about your life, in so many ways.  
 
    “Now may we go to the Colosseum?” Hugo turned his pleading eyes up to his father. 
 
    “Me too!” Charlotte cried. “I want to see where the lions ate the Christians!” 
 
    In recent months, Charlotte had largely lost her obsession with funerals and death, but she still had a passion for grim stories of any kind—the bloodier, the better. Gen mentally braced herself for the upcoming months, when Charlotte’s artwork would inevitably be filled with depictions of Christians being devoured by lions. It couldn’t be worse than the pictures she produced after their visit to the Tower of London. 
 
    “I believe Signora Gianna has prepared lunch for you in the kitchen,” Archie told them. “Eat first, Colosseum after.” 
 
    Charlotte and Hugo sprinted out of the entryway and down the stairs to the kitchen, their happy chatter bouncing off the white-washed walls and tiled floors. 
 
    “I’m afraid I’ve promised Hugo a puppy,” Gen said, when the children were gone. 
 
    Archie chuckled. “Was he that much of a trial?” 
 
    “Not at all. It just slipped out.” 
 
    “Well, we did discuss it. I suppose we’re committed now.” 
 
    “How was your morning? Did you get some painting done?” Gen asked him, slipping her arm around his waist and fitting herself up against his side.  
 
    “Come and see for yourself.” They walked arm in arm into the courtyard where Archie had set up his easel. He’d made good progress on a scene of their courtyard, with its mosaic floor and overflowing planters of bright flowers. 
 
    “It’s lovely, Archie. I’m so glad you’re painting the courtyard. We’ve spent so many happy hours out here this month. I want to remember it forever, and now we’ll have this.” 
 
    “I confess, I did it intending to give it to you as a gift.” 
 
    She turned her face up to him, smiling. “It’s the nicest gift you could give me. Thank you.” 
 
    He leaned down to kiss her, lifting a hand to stroke her cheek, and for several long minutes, Gen thought of nothing more than her husband as he held her in his strong arms in their sun-splashed courtyard and kissed her. 
 
    “I have something else for you,” he said sometime later, when the kiss had ended. He reached into the pocket of his trousers and drew out a letter. 
 
    “What is that?” 
 
    Archie glanced up at her uneasily. “I didn’t tell you, because I didn’t want to get your hopes up for nothing.” 
 
    Gen pressed a hand to her chest. “Hopes about what?” 
 
    “Shortly after our wedding, I hired an investigator.” 
 
    “What for?” 
 
    “To find out what happened to Leo.” 
 
    “Oh.” The air abruptly left Gen’s lungs, and she sat down with a “whump” on one of the benches in the courtyard. Archie sat next to her and reached for her hand. 
 
    “I’ve finally received a report from the investigator today.” 
 
    Gen’s eyes fixed on the letter in Archie’s hand. All these years, she’d half assumed Leo was dead. After all, when the Paris Commune had fallen in the 70s, the police had lined the Communards up against a wall in Père Lachaise Cemetery and shot them dead. She’d been a child, but she remembered it clearly. Surely they’d have done the same to Leo and André? 
 
    Swallowing around the lump in her throat, she forced the words out. “What did he say?” 
 
    Archie met her gaze with a small smile. “Leo’s alive. He was tried and condemned, then transported to Saint-Laurent-du-Maroni. It’s a—” 
 
    “It’s the penal colony in Guiana, in South America,” she finished for him. Good lord. There were stories about Saint-Laurent-du-Maroni. Terrible stories. Oh, Leo… “You said he survived?” 
 
    “He was sentenced to five years and released. He settled in Brazil after that. He’s doing well, Gen. He runs a dry goods store in Rio de Janeiro.” 
 
    The rush of relief she felt was unexpected. All these years, she’d thought him lost. Dead. But Leo was alive and well in Brazil. “I thought he was dead, but I could never be sure.” 
 
    “I know. That’s why I wanted to find out the truth. So you could be at peace where he was concerned.” 
 
    She squeezed his hand. “Thank you. It’s a relief to know.” 
 
    “There’s more.” 
 
    Looking up at Archie, she held her breath at the look in his eyes. “What is it?” 
 
    “When he went to trial, Leo cleared your name, Gen. He told them you’d had no part in the plot.” 
 
    Gen blinked. “You mean…” 
 
    “The police haven’t been looking for you for all these years. In their eyes, you’re an innocent woman.” 
 
    A weight she hadn’t been fully aware of was suddenly lifted away. “Does that mean…” 
 
    “You can go back to Paris whenever you’d like. You needn’t fear anything.” 
 
    Abruptly, her eyes filled with tears. “Paris. I’d never thought to see it again.” Oh, after all these years of remaking herself, banishing the past, she’d almost convinced herself that her early years in Paris had happened to someone else. But they hadn’t. Paris was her home in so many ways—the home she thought she’d never see again. 
 
    Archie reached up to swipe a tear away. “I know. Now you can.”  
 
    “I could visit my mother’s grave. I don’t even know what became of her…after.” 
 
    “I’ve got the investigator looking into that as well. He’ll find her.” 
 
    “Oh, Archie.” She threw her arms around his neck. She didn’t know how much she’d wanted this closure until he’d set it in her hands like a gift. “Thank you.” 
 
    His arms came around her, holding her close. “I wanted to give you back your life, Gen. All of it. You should have it all, not just the broken bits you were left with.” 
 
    “You have,” she said through her happy tears. “You’ve given it all back to me. Thank you, thank you…oh, thank you. I didn’t realize how much I’ve missed Paris until now, when I know I can see it again.” 
 
    Archie drew back and reached up to hold her face in his hands. “What do you say we make a small visit before we go back to Northumberland?” 
 
    They were due to leave Rome next week and travel to England. But instead… Her heart started to beat faster at the thought of setting foot in Paris again. 
 
    “You mean when we leave Rome?” 
 
    “Let’s go to Paris next, Gen. I’d like the children to see it through your eyes.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Our eyes, because you were there too, Archie. Let’s show them our Paris.” 
 
    Archie nodded, his eyes full of love and happiness. “Yes. Of course. We can show them where we fell in love.” 
 
    Every day, Archie brought so much happiness and peace to her life. Was it possible for him to bring so much more? Her heart felt full to bursting with everything he’d just gifted her. “Yes, let’s go. Let’s find our Paris once more.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Author’s Note 
 
      
 
    One of the best parts of finally writing Genevieve’s backstory was getting to write about two of my favorite things: art and Montmartre, particularly the rich artistic landscape of Montmartre near the end of the nineteenth century. I couldn’t resist weaving a few of those historical tidbits into Genevieve’s story. Pierre Jaccoud’s painting of Gen and Archie dancing at the Moulin de la Galette was inspired by Pierre-Auguste Renoir’s Bal du moulin de la Galette, painted in 1876. Genevieve’s last name was inspired by Suzanne Valadon. She is popularly known as an artist’s model, notably for Renoir, Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec, and Berthe Morisot, but she was a well-regarded artist in her own right, with works now hanging in Le Centre Georges-Pompidou in Paris, the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York, and many others. Her son was the painter Maurice Utrillo. 
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