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    Dedication


    


    To Sarah, the real French princess


    



    Prologue


    


    “I’ve decided to move back to France.”


    When she spoke the fatal words, silence filled the room. Maude savored her sense of satisfaction to its fullest. Her glass was half raised and half full with clear, icy, mineral water, transparent and brilliant as the truth.


    The glass slipped from her fingers, and as easily as crystal explodes in a million pieces, the shocked silence shattered. The reporters craved every detail of the decision, details Maude refused to give.


    She grabbed a tissue and rubbed her dark pencil skirt furiously. She’d worn that precise skirt because she associated it with seriousness. Solemnity was required of her in the midst of a scandal. Her natural, dark hair was tied into a tight bun; she wore very little makeup on her smooth chocolate skin. Just enough foundation to hide that she’d barely slept a wink the night before.


    She’d weighed the pros and the cons. But it all came down to one thing: her love for music.


    Her passion for classical music had helped her years ago when she lived in a basement in Carvin in the north of France. In those days, she’d dreamed of becoming a concert pianist or an opera singer.


    Dreams, like nature, change over time. When she was discovered by James Baldwin almost two years ago and whisked off to New York, she’d fallen in love with pop music and her ambitions had grown along with her love for music.


    She wanted to show the world that classical and pop could make a wonderful combination. This dream had given birth to her first self-titled album. Success, praise, fame: all had ensued with impeccable timing.


    How had her dreams turned into frightful nightmares? She’d lied, unwillingly to be sure, but the consequences had been disastrous. She’d lost her way.


    She thought about this as her uncle led her out of the crowded room, the sound of her heels muffled by the wool carpeting. His grip tightened around her elbow. Security guards surrounded her on every side, but as they rushed outside to the dark sedan waiting for her, a crowd had gathered. Maude’s tenacious bodyguards contained the vocal, vociferating mob with difficulty. They held cardboard signs instead of pitchforks, yet their intentions weren’t so different from that of angry medieval villagers. The focus of public outrage may differ through time, but its force rarely alters.


    “Liar!”


    “Aren’t you ashamed of yourself? Faking a relationship just to sell more albums?”


    She might’ve argued she wasn’t the first to do so and probably wouldn’t be the last. Did it matter? She’d been caught, no one else had, and that was the only difference.


    The origin of the leak remained a mystery although she had a pretty strong hunch it was Lindsey Linton, the blonde beauty who saw in Maude an unprecedented rival.


    “Duck!” yelled her uncle James. Too late, much too late.


    Splat!


    A ripe tomato landed in her dark mane and oozed down her neck, leaving a reddish trail of slime. Maude continued to advance to the car, swallowing repeatedly to push down her disgust. Her heart stopped when she noticed a girl, not much older than twelve, clutching a copy of her solo album. She was biting her lip with an unsettling fierceness, tears streaming down her face as she squeezed it against her chest.


    Incomprehension, disappointment, accusation. Her eyes were the accumulation of all the feelings Maude’s scandal had unleashed. The little girl’s expressive distress tormented Maude more than any of the cardboard signs or rotten edibles thrown at her. She faltered at the car’s door, one foot inside, one foot out, prompting a bodyguard to push her head inside, entangling her hair with the tomato further. His grip hurt, and she caught one last glimpse of the girl before he slammed the door in her face. A rotten banana hit the window.


    It was high time to go, and Maude was keener than ever to escape public fury.


    While the pop world no longer wanted her, the classical world greeted her with open arms. After her performance in Aida a couple of days ago, in which she’d played the devious Egyptian princess intent on thwarting the purest love of all time, her talent had been recognized by the-Académie Nationale des Arts-the National Academy of Arts, the most prestigious French music school based in the Parisian area.


    They wanted her.


    No paparazzi, no scandal, just music. Going back to her classical roots. So what if her dream of bringing classical to the pop world was to be ignored henceforth?


    The pop world didn’t want her. And as much as it hurt, as much as the crashing sales figures hurt and the dreadful names she was being called pained her (“a conniving little Frenchie”), she needed to step away from it all. To go back to a peaceful existence in France where no one had really heard of Maude Laurent anyway. Forget launching her international career.


    She would live in blissful anonymity.


    That was Maude’s plan. And she honestly hoped everything would go smoothly.


    


    ***


    



    


    Chapter 1


    


    “Do you still speak French?” Ben asked.


    Maude’s fourteen-year-old cousin lay on her bed while she packed the last of her things. Ben, now taller than when she first met him, still had the knack for asking pestering questions.


    Maude’s departure was in a couple of days, and she constantly feared she’d forget something or the other. Her favorite piano scores were in her binder, her family photo album was tucked between her socks and clean towels. Of course they’d have clean towels at the school. Or would they? She was to live on campus and had no idea what to expect.


    She wondered if she should take down and pack her posters of opera’s greatest divas, Maria Callas, Johanna de Forteville, and Cordelia Tragent, her stern yet oddly revered teacher.


    “I’ve lived in New York for a year and a half and in France for sixteen years. I think I’ll manage,” she answered flippantly.


    Maude caught Ben’s frown from the corner of her eye. She paused in her packing and turned fully towards him. His pouting mouth reminded her of the boy she’d met over a year ago. He was a boy no longer, but a young man with the hint of a mustache. Maude ruffled his dark curls playfully, but the unveiled sorrow in her cousin’s eyes forced her to rethink her gesture.


    “Leaving is hard for me, too.”


    “Why do you want to leave? We’ve just found each other. You’ve only lived with your family for a year.”


    He was right of course. Ever since Maude had found her deceased father’s family, she’d never imagined leaving them.


    But how could she explain to her cousin how her acceptance into that school irrevocably changed everything.


    Studying classical music, training to become an operatic singer every day, not just a couple of hours a week with Ms. Tragent, these were things her heart had always longed for.


    And there was the location. The National Academy of Arts was in Versailles, in the very heart of that famous Parisian suburb. The school was right next to the Château de Versailles: the historical palace where kings and queens of France had lived, loved, and laughed for centuries, feasting flamboyantly while wrapped in ostentation and splendor.


    Ben wouldn’t understand.


    “I’ll call every single day,” Maude assured, pinching his chin. “We’ll Skype every weekend and email and use every technological device that allows our generation to view an ocean as a teeny tiny pond.”


    Ben removed her hand from his chin.


    “Don’t you see how everything is changing?” At his age, change was viewed as a tragedy not dissimilar from death. “Cynthia’s moving out to live her so-called college experience, Dad is spending all his waking hours at Soulville Records to repair the damage Alan Lewis left, and Matt’s leaving for his Eclectic World Tour in a couple of weeks. Not like we get to see him anymore now he’s with Rebecca.”


    Woolen white socks were given a far higher degree of attention than they are normally accustomed to, as Maude pretended Matt’s name hadn’t been mentioned with Rebecca’s.


    Not that she hadn’t accepted Matt and Rebecca’s relationship. Rebecca, a prodigious soprano, was one of her dearest friends and deserved to be happy. But it still hurt Maude to think she’d ruined every chance she’d had with Matt because she’d let herself be pushed into a fake relationship with fellow pop star Thomas Bradfield. Rebecca had always wished to revel in the limelight only the pop world could offer. Dating Matt had opened the doors to many private parties, mansions, and the jet-set lifestyle she’d always wanted. They were on every magazine front cover, the talk of every gossip website: the opera princess and the pop prince. Quite an engaging fairytale. More so than the pop prince and the lying Frenchie.


    “Change is good,” Maude ascertained with a tight nod as she surveyed her neatly arranged suitcase.


    Ben thought the exact opposite, but his sentiment remained unspoken as his mother’s voice rang out from downstairs.


    “Maude! Ben! We’re headed for Elder Williams’ house.”


    Maude and Ben rushed downstairs and joined the rest of the family. Cynthia, hair unfurled and bouncing joyously, showed Jazmine pictures of the new apartment she’d be sharing with her fellow law students. Jazmine raised her head when Maude and Ben entered the living room.


    “Ready to say goodbye to Elder Williams?” Jazmine asked, rising from the sofa with the grace of a movie star. Though the same age as Maude she refused to resemble a schoolgirl and wore her hair short with a 1920s chic that made her appear more mature than she actually was.


    When their taxi drove them to Elder Williams’ house, the clouds had gathered, gray and brooding, hanging listlessly over their heads, shielding the sun from view.


    Their eccentric grandfather went by the name of Elder Williams although not much of him was elderly. With a booming, accusing voice and a step full of youthful spring, his sepia-colored skin barely wrinkled with age, Elder Williams boasted he would outlive even his grandchildren. Especially that frail French Granddaughter of his.


    His house, however, bore an ancient, eerie gloom about it. Some murmured that it tilted on stormy evenings, and some whispered that it rocked at night. All considered it haunted, burdened as it was by a secret only Elder Williams knew.


    His and Maude’s relationship had known a tumultuous beginning—what with Elder Williams’ strong dislike for the French—but his temper was no match for Maude’s, and they’d soon bonded.


    With a heavy heart she entered the house for what would most certainly be the last time in months.


    When she stepped into the house, the floor groaned, but Maude paid little attention to it. She was greeted with a joyous shout of “surprise!” while music from Stevie Wonder’s “Happy Birthday” emanated from the stereo near the chimney of the living room.


    Maude jumped up and down with girlish delight, then realized the song “Happy Birthday” might not be appropriate since her birthday was still months away.


    “You all came!” she squealed. “And happy birthday to all of you!” She laughed because what had been announced as an intimate farewell with Elder Williams had turned into a family reunion.


    The great majority of the Williams’ family had gathered for her departure. Her aunt Pearl had dyed her hair purple for the occasion, but her eyes betrayed a sadness caused by the absence of her son, Rocky, gone off to the Caribbean islands on his first archeological mission. She nevertheless embraced Maude with warmth, waiting for an appropriate compliment on her new hair color, which was promptly given.


    “We shouldn’t call this a farewell party,” Trey said. He winked at his twin brother. “We’ll be seeing you in Paris very soon, I think,” he added.


    “Versailles is a very close Parisian suburb, but I’ll have little free time to party with you.”


    Her cousins’ life was one endless festival. Their jet-set lifestyle allowed them to move easily from capital to capital, but they had a hard time understanding not everyone led such carefree lives.


    Stephen and Loretta, Maude’s uncle and aunt, greeted her respectively with a stiff hug and a strange quiver Maude associated with a failed attempt at a smile.


    “I’m glad you’re here.” Maude hugged them more than they hugged her, but they’d made the effort to see her go for which she was grateful. And this was more demonstration of affection than they’d ever mustered before.


    “We wouldn’t miss the farewell party of our future opera diva now, would we?” Loretta smoothed back one of Maude’s curls and patted her head awkwardly. Ever since Maude had been accepted at the National Academy of Arts, Loretta and Stephen had agreed that Maude had a newly acquired French charm about her that had been less obvious to them at first. They found little to brag about her pop singer status to their country club friends. A future opera singer, however, was an entirely different story.


    Harriet Longarm née Williams greeted her with her new husband at her arm. Her plaid skirt and silk blouse were starched and ironed with no apparent crease. Harriet glowed with uncommon jubilation.


    “Oh Maude, I’m so glad you’re going to train as a classical musician. Think of how well that will sit among Peter’s relatives and his friends in politics.”


    “Friends” and “politics” represented quite an antinomy, but Maude nodded energetically as if pleasing Peter Longarm’s entourage was the sole ambition of her existence.


    Peter Longarm might have agreed with that assertion, but having turned away from his wife and engrossed in a conversation, he enumerated his political ambitions so as to better stir a sense of regret from Cynthia, the only girl who had ever bruised his ego—by ending their relationship in the most unceremonious manner.


    Elder Williams struck his cane to the floor, and the house moaned.


    “All right, everyone’s here.” He surveyed his living room, his eyes resting on each family member and finally settling on Maude with a hint of tenderness only discernible to the observant eye.


    “Maude, there’s something we have to tell you. We have a special parting gift that we wanted to give before you traveled the seven seas back to your people. Victoria, would you like to proceed?”


    Maude turned to her aunt Victoria with bewilderment.


    Victoria and James stepped closer to Maude.


    “A year and a half ago, we found out you were our niece. The proceedings for adoption are very long—”


    “Especially when dealing with the French,” Elder Williams snorted.


    Maude refrained from commenting. She knew firsthand what a hassle the French administration could be.


    “But the day has come,” James continued. “You’re officially ours.” He held out adoption papers and placed them into Maude’s hands.


    A tremor ran through Maude as her fingers closed around the stale gray file. Administrative files aren’t appreciated for their particular attractiveness. Only the documents they enclose can be of interest to its recipient. For Maude, the file held a lifelong wish, something most took for granted: family, a sense of belonging. All these were hers now. The moment she read her new name typed at the end of her document, emotion overtook her completely.


    Maude Laurent Baldwin. Adopted by Victoria Williams Baldwin and James Baldwin.


    She raised her eyes to behold an emotional Victoria, tugging at her light scarf nervously. The thunder’s clap at that instant might have sounded ominous had Maude not felt the greatest of all joys. When Victoria and James’ arms wrapped around her, they expressed feelings no word could properly capture. The rumbling thunder sounded like a celestial ovation crowning the supreme moment of her existence.


    “Okay, Maude Laurent Baldwin. It’s time to party!” Trey blasted the stereo and once again Stevie Wonder’s “Happy Birthday” rang out.


    “Oops sorry about that,” Jordan apologized. “We couldn’t find a song that said congrats for going to the National Academy of Arts.”


    Despite the twins’ inability to find songs fitting the occasion, the party was a success. Stories of Maude’s first days in New York were told amid peals of laughter and imitations of her French accent echoed against a background of indignant protest—“I never spoke with that accent!”


    Maude even managed to speak with her cousin Rocky via Skype, who told her he had a surprise for her before Jazmine snatched the portable, demanding he bring her a gift from the islands.


    Maude’s gaze roamed bright with contentment. At the foot of the sofa where she sat, her arm entwined with Jazmine’s. Her grandfather’s house had lost its gloom and instead bore an aura of great festivity.


    Elder Williams beckoned her toward the staircase. She rose from her seat with a cramp and hobbled towards her grandfather.


    Silently, she followed him up the stairs thinking they were going to the first floor where she’d stayed a little while back. Instead, they continued their ascent all the way to the attic. She’d stayed clear from the attic since day one, having heard that the ghosts’ presence was stronger there than in any other in the house.


    She hadn’t realized she’d closed her eyes until she opened them once more and let out a deep sigh of relief. No ghosts. Elder Williams had told her very solemnly that he believed ghosts existed. Maude doubted she should believe him but preferred to stay on the safe side.


    The attic was dark, filled with spiderwebs and boxes and dust, so that it took all Maude’s energy to hold back a resounding sneeze. Somehow she thought it would ruin the mood. The mood for what? She had no clue, restlessly waiting for Elder Williams to indicate the reason he’d brought her to the attic. Open boxes were strewn all over the room hurling half their contents to the dusty floor. Hopefully he wouldn’t ask her to help him clean the place as a parting gift. With Elder Williams one never knew what to expect.


    “I have something for you, too.”


    His remark piqued Maude’s interest, and she waited silently but impatiently for him to proceed. Yet Stephen’s voice interrupted the ensuing announcement, calling his father downstairs about an important phone call he’d waited for all day.


    “I’ll be right back. Don’t touch a thing,” he admonished.


    “As if I would,” Maude answered with cheekiness.


    Elder Williams hesitated but hearing Stephen’s insistent call, he turned and left.


    At first she touched nothing as promised. The longer she waited, the more impatient she became. Her eyes fell on a box labeled Aaron.


    Her father! Maude dove towards the box. It was more of a wooden chest made of oak. The clasp was unlocked, but the lid was heavy. Maude pushed with all her might. Now fully opened, she regarded its contents with wonder. Letters, photos of her father. Lots of them. He walked or talked with people, seemingly unaware of being photographed. There were dates on all of them. Women and men dressed in colorful, long, loose-fitting garments, the bright decor: everything indicated a Nigerian environment at the time the pictures were taken. On one, he played the djembe with a group of dancers. June 1986. On the next he sat with a group of smiling, kind-looking couples. June 1987.


    Maude read one of the letters dated July 1987.


    


    Saul,


    Here’s my update for this month. Aaron’s fine. He’s knee-deep in a lawsuit against Governor Daniel Pharell and his family. I sent you a couple of pictures as usual. I’ll keep you posted next month.


    


    Maude’s hand shook. Her grandfather had been updated about her father’s whereabouts while he lived in Nigeria. She had always been told that he’d cut off all contact with his son and had shown no interest for his life abroad.


    Maude’s heart leapt in her chest when her eyes fell on a picture of her mother and father together on their wedding day. She wore a white gown and the widest smile.


    A letter was attached to it.


    Your son has married. Her name is Danielle Laurent. Yes, as you can guess, she’s French. I know you hate the French but perhaps you could make an effort to contact your son. Harry.


    


    Elder Williams had been apprised of her mother’s existence! Victoria had told her no one knew about her mother or her.


    Maude searched frantically through the chest. She needed more answers.


    And when she found them, she wished she hadn’t.


    1995.


    


    Danielle gave birth to a daughter in France. Here’s the picture. She’s staying with friends of the family while Danielle is in Nigeria, some people called the Ruchets in the north of France. I enclose pictures, an address and phone number.


    


    “No,” Maude murmured as the horrible truth sank in. Rain drummed the rooftop, thunder boomed and the house shook, but not as much as Maude’s hands. A spider ran across the web over her head, the floor creaked again. Moans could be heard—whether inside or outside the house, Maude knew not.


    The news of her birth had reached Elder Williams over seventeen years ago. He’d left her with the Ruchets.


    “I told you not to touch a thing,” Maude heard behind her. She didn’t jump. Her fear of him had disappeared a long time ago. Had never existed, now that she thought of it. She’d been angry once. But this was nothing like that time.


    She refused to look at him, instead bending her head over the chest, while she searched for her voice covered under layers of anguish.


    “You told me once that houses were haunted because of people’s secrets. I now understand why your house is haunted.”


    Elder Williams entered further into the attic, scraped a spider web off the wall with his cane.


    “She was French.” He said the word as if it held the answer to the entire enigma.


    “And that justifies you leaving me with people who mistreated me?”


    “Their personality wasn’t information I possessed at the time.”


    “That detective of yours, the one who followed my father all those years didn’t tell you that did he? I meant nothing to you? I’m your son’s daughter.”


    Elder Williams aged with each word Maude flung. He struck the floor with his cane at the same time as a peal of thunder.


    “Your auntie Vic doesn’t know; you can’t tell her.”


    “I wouldn’t dream of telling her what an awful person her father truly is.”


    “Maude.” Rare were the times he didn’t call her “French Granddaughter.” “I did what I thought was right.” Admitting it was difficult for him, and Maude could tell he was making a supreme effort. His eyes misted while her heart hardened. And his speech bore little resemblance to a genuine apology.


    “I will never forgive you.” She threw the bundle of letters in the chest and hurried out of the haunted attic.


    Spending another hour in the house proved overwhelming. The sound of her false cheerfulness grated her ears. She finally surrendered to her need for isolation, lied about a nonexistent stomachache, and was relieved when Victoria suggested they head home.


    Elder Williams’ disappearance from the party was chalked up to his idiosyncratic nature, sparing Maude an awkward farewell. When she left the house, the door snapped shut firmly behind her, as if it were dead set on refusing any future entry.


    Maude needed to keep up a brave face for the next two days. Lie to her aunt, smile to her uncle, laugh with her cousins. Yet hiding her grief from her family was an acute form of torture.


    The day before leaving, Maude was on the verge of bursting, ready to spill the awful truth. Only one place could calm her nerves and that’s where she went.


    Her feet naturally led her to Soulville Records. Fourteen floors dedicated entirely to music in the heart of Times Square. Soulville Records had seen artists grow, mature, rise, and fall for over ten years. On this Sunday it was empty.


    Molded in James Baldwin’s image, it had gone through some drastic changes in the past year. When Maude walked by James’ office, she held her breath, a habit she’d developed when Alan Lewis had taken charge of Soulville and ousted her uncle James. It was irrational—Alan had been kicked out of Soulville and could no longer force her to do what he wanted, to be the pop star he wanted her to be. The office had been restored to its initial setup. Alan’s frills had been removed. Still, his influence on her career had been detrimental.


    Everything she had worked for—her dreams—everything had turned against her. All that was left was a sour taste of defeat where her pop career was concerned. But she still had a new chance to start over in France. To launch a new career, to turn a new page.


    She headed to the Steinway grand piano in the middle of the lobby. Soulville’s mascot. An ancient instrument only she could play.


    She sat on the bench. Her fingers travelled lightly on the keyboard without making a sound. Keys yellowed by time, the wood a little damaged, less resplendent, less shiny than a concert-black exterior.


    Her fingers placed on the keyboard, the notes came naturally to her. Chopin’s Prelude no. 4 in E Minor was the saddest piece she knew and the one most appropriate to express her pain at discovering her grandfather’s secret.


    Nothing was more romantic than playing a sad tune on a cursed piano. Searching for beauty in the midst of pathos was a skill she’d forged through tears.


    “Beautiful piece.” The voice came from behind her back. His voice came from behind. Although Maude had sworn she would never, in any circumstance, jump at the sound of his voice again, she couldn’t help herself and placed the blame on the fact she had been certain the entire floor was deserted.


    When she turned her head, Matt appeared in full view, leaning against the door of the room he pompously called his creation room—or Violetta—depending on his mood and audience. She had once called it a torture chamber, but had since grown fond of the room and adopted Matt’s pet names.


    His stance showed a new seriousness foreign to the Matt she’d first met over a year ago. The paparazzi portrayed him with a smirk or a cool, nonchalant look more often than not. But the Matt that stood before her had lost something of his immature and boyish stance, his dark blonde hair was pulled back and his gray eyes shone with a new reflectiveness.


    Perhaps Rebecca’s influence on him, Maude thought with mild regret as she shuffled her scores and stashed them in her bag. She silently apologized to the scores she usually treated with the utmost respect.


    “I was just leaving.” She rose and would have vanished swiftly had his voice not stopped her.


    “Is everything alright?” he asked, moving towards the grand piano. “That was a pretty sad piece. Like a funeral march.”


    His simple question could only give birth to a difficult reflection. Regarding him, everything had gone haywire. The sooner she could move to France and never see him again the better. But she couldn’t tell him that, not after everything she’d said right after her performance in Aida. The scene was still vivid in her mind, playing over and over like an unpleasant video. It had genuinely seemed like a good idea at the time to clear the air. She’d run to him after her performance and gushed about how jealous she’d been about him and Rebecca and that she was past all the madness and hoped they could be friends.


    How stupid she presently felt! She’d come off the stage after a standing ovation, still in her Egyptian costume, had found him, and had made a complete fool of herself. He’d given her a single yellow rose, certainly out of pity for her frightful state. He probably thought she had lingering feelings for him because of all the nonsense coming out of her mouth that day. His assumption would be true, but she’d die rather than let him in on her secret.


    “I’ve learned something about Elder Williams. It could break apart my entire family.”


    Matt didn’t press her with questions. He wouldn’t badger her with interrogations when answering them would cause an immense amount of pain.


    “Chopin is perfect for the mood in that case.”


    “You’re leaving tomorrow, right?” His eyes were on the piano, not on her, which was a relief. He pressed a random key on the lower part of the piano, a signal of doom.


    Maude nodded, though he missed the silent response. It was a question to which he already knew the answer.


    “Good thing I caught you here, or you would’ve left without saying goodbye.” Matt pressed his elbow on the keyboard, propped his head in his hand, and stared straight into Maude’s eyes, unperturbed by the dreadful sounds coming from the instrument.


    “I didn’t want to disturb the final preparations before the beginning of your tour. Or your upcoming biography by Lexie Staz. How did she convince you to sell her your story?”


    Matt’s elbow slipped from the keyboard, and he turned his gaze away from Maude.


    “I’m never one to shy away from publicity, especially on the verge of a world tour.”


    Maude wondered at the truth of the statement.


    “You and I have never seen eye to eye on the use of publicity.” Maude’s left hand played with the higher notes on the piano giving a lighter shade to the dark notes Matt’s elbow produced.


    “Anonymity. Is that what you’re seeking in France? Are you leaving because of the scandal? What other reason would account for the inexplicable pleasure you feel at the thought of remaining locked up in a castle?”


    “Locked up? If by that you mean immersed in a classical environment, eating, drinking, and breathing notes, Debussy, Chopin, and Beethoven, I agree.”


    “I meant locked up in the traditional sense of the term. You’ll be stuck with stern professors who will find fault with everything you do. Why would you dream of going back to the classical world? Pop is freedom. You’ll be an opera princess stuck in a golden cell. Rules, decorum, and etiquette will be your jailers. I see little chance for happiness in your new school.”


    “You wouldn’t understand, Mathieu.” Maude toyed with his real name, knowing only his aunt, Cordelia Tragent, dared to call him by his French name.


    He ignored the deliberate taunting and peered into Maude’s eyes as if seeking confirmation her words matched the echoes of her thoughts.


    “Won’t you miss it here? Will you dismiss every memory of us, the Baldwins, me?”


    “Never,” Maude answered staunchly. “My happiest memories are here in Soulville.”


    “As are your worst, I’m sure.”


    “You couldn’t be farther from the truth.” Those memories were tied to the basement in the Ruchets’ house. Her worst memories of Soulville, no matter how bad, paled in comparison to the life she’d escaped.


    “Is that so? How about learning to walk in heels, working for the hundredth time on songs on the verge of completion, working with Lindsey Linton?”


    “Working with you,” Maude completed, a playful smile on her lips.


    Matt acquiesced knowingly. “Right back at you, Miss Laurent.” His eyes lingered on her, his hand rested lazily on the piano’s first do.


    “I think you should let that note rest.”


    “Huh?”


    She pointed to his hand, which he immediately jerked away from the piano.


    “You should say goodbye to Violetta.” He pronounced Violetta with care; one might have thought he spoke of the love of his life.


    The room was special to Maude as well. A colorful room with green and orange sofas, a piano she’d spent hours on, a violin she’d never touched, and Matt’s guitar. When she walked in, the city greeted her through the large French windows. The summer sun with slow, deliberate grace set in an array of fiery colors. They stood in silence, neither wanting to speak for what seemed like hours. The city’s sunset bade a silent farewell in a harmony of colors Maude was unlikely to ever forget.


    “I should go,” Maude said finally, surrendering to speech once more, relinquishing their private and silent viewing with regret.


    “We’ll probably see each other in Paris.” He placed a hand in the pocket of his denim jeans and waited for her reaction.


    “For your tour? You’ll be coming to Paris?” Containing her hope and excitement was an impossible task when the sun showered her face and revealed every hidden thought.


    The mere mention of his coming to Paris conjured images of the evening they’d spent taking a stroll in the City of Lights. Back then, he’d never heard of Rebecca Sylvester.


    “I will. You won’t get rid of me that easily.”


    She closed her bag and faced him. He held the door open wide, waiting for her departure.


    “Goodbye, Matt,” she said.


    “Goodbye, Maude Laurent.”


    When the door closed behind her, Maude hesitated, took two steps towards the door, then turned back and left Soulville Tower.


    


    ***


    


    Walking the illuminated streets of New York for the last time was like singing an encore. All the more precious because it would be the last time before her grand departure from the Manhattan scene.


    In the cool July evening, Maude’s thoughts lingered on the new beginnings that awaited her.


    Matt’s description of her future school was accurate. Her teachers would be tough. But she had never run away from a challenge—especially not one her heart had longed to encounter ever since she could remember. The difficulty of the task rendered it more beautiful still.


    Coming to New York had been a challenge as well. Getting used to an entirely new culture, speaking a new language, learning to let her guard down and embrace new relationships.


    She was still learning that last part.


    When Maude returned home, James sat on the doorstep, waiting for her. Maude joined him and leaned her head against his shoulder. He brushed her head lightly, then spoke.


    “I’m sorry.”


    Maude’s head shot up. There was only one thing he could be sorry about. Had he heard about Elder Williams?


    “I’m sorry I wasn’t around to protect you against Alan Lewis. I never should’ve let things get out of hand. If you’re leaving because of the scandal . . . ”


    “I’m not,” Maude assured. She wrapped her arms around her uncle. “I’d stay if I could be of any use to Soulville. But I’m creating more harm by my presence. And classical has always been my dream. Pop ousts me, classical embraces me. The timing is perfect. Don’t you think?”


    James squeezed Maude’s shoulder but didn’t answer her question. He lifted his head to the city sky, then turned back to his niece.


    “Soulville will always be there if you decide to come back. If ever you want to carry out that beautiful dream of yours of bringing classical and pop together.”


    “That was utopic at best.” Maude shook her head. “Someone else will carry that torch. I’m walking away.”


    “Perhaps by walking away you’re only getting closer to that achievement. Life has a funny way of tying things together in a manner you’d never suspect.”


    Maude remained pensive, wrapped in her uncle’s arms. No one would hug her in France, no one would love her in France. She squeezed him tighter and buried her head in the nook of his neck. He patted her head again as if reading her thoughts. He cleared his throat.


    “I hope you realize how proud Victoria and I are of your achievements.” A muffled yes came from a hidden Maude. Her throat had tightened and she dared not look up for fear of ending their evening conversation in a flood of tears.


    “We’re proud of you Maude Laurent Baldwin.”


    He kissed the top of her head, and they sat on the stairs until the chill of the evening breeze prompted their departure.


    The day finally came for all to say goodbye.


    The drive to the airport descended into depths of moroseness, and Jazmine’s sniffling made it all the more depressing. No one spoke. They felt as if by holding their breath, time would move at a slower pace and delay the dreaded event.


    Arrival at the bustling airport kept them occupied. It was easier to carry heavy luggage and search for the right terminal than face impending goodbyes.


    The travellers in the airport moved with the frenzy that generally accompanies departures and arrivals. Youthful footsteps set out with backpacks, couples huddled together to find terminals. Noisy families were all around: pushing airport carriages, hurrying reluctant children, searching for plane tickets and passports. Fear, trepidation, and anger against delayed flights, but also hope and imaginations running wild. Some waited impatiently to board their planes, others gorged down doughnuts, anxiously huffing against inflated prices, or guzzled large bottles in haste knowing their fruit juice would never make it past security.


    Soon, too soon, Maude’s luggage was checked in, and she would have to pass security alone. Jazmine hurried a little further away, her nose in her handkerchief.


    Cynthia stepped up first, tears streaming down her face. She tried to smile but failing miserably, hugged Maude.


    “I’ll miss you so much,” she whispered.


    Maude swallowed back her tears and answered as bravely as she could.


    “So will I. I can’t wait for you all to come for Christmas.” Saying that, she realized a million years separated them from Christmastime.


    “Skype us as soon as you arrive. Your school has Wi-Fi, I hope?”


    Maude didn’t have a clue, but nodded anyhow. The fewer words she spoke, the less chance she had of crying.


    She turned to Ben, but he pushed her away.


    “I don’t understand why you have to leave,” Ben declared angrily. A couple saying goodbye turned their heads to listen.


    “Ben, we talked about this,” Victoria frowned.


    “We said we’d support Maude. But this is stupid! I don’t want to say goodbye and you have no business going back to France.” And with that Ben walked off, leaving Maude standing with her arms outstretched. She started after him, but James prevented her.


    “Don’t listen to him. He’ll come around.” Jazmine rubbed her nose with her used handkerchief. “Come here.” And she wrapped Maude in a tight hug. “Don’t forget your mission. Find me a handsome French boy I can date when I come to France.”


    Maude giggled and nodded. Little more could be said in answer to her cousin’s request at the time being.


    Victoria handed Jazmine a new handkerchief and turned to Maude. She opened her mouth to speak, changed her mind, and hugged her, sniffling.


    She started speaking again, dabbing her eyes.


    “Now, you’ve got me crying like a baby. Phew.” Victoria smiled. “You take care. And call as soon as you can. If you need anything, call me. No matter the hour. There will be someone to watch over you over there. Someone you won’t be expecting.”


    Maude asked who at the same time that the call for her flight resounded through the airport.


    She hugged James quickly and prepared to go. She waved to her family who waved frantically back. Ben had disappeared.


    The big man sat behind the glass window and asked for her passport and plane ticket. As Maude handed him the items, she heard her name being called out.


    She turned around just in time to receive a fierce hug from Ben.


    “Au revoir, cuz.” His accent sounded terrible, and they both knew it, but it didn’t matter in the least. She ruffled his curls and received his three sloppy kisses with a laugh. A laugh quickly turned into a sob. She wouldn’t be able to hold back her tears any longer, so she pushed him away and faced the officer. The officer gave her back her passport and ticket, which she grabbed more aggressively than she’d intended.


    She waved to her family, her face staring at the ground. She lifted her eyes once more and saw them waving madly through a stream of tears.


    Victoria, James, Cynthia, Jazmine, and Ben, who had joined them once more.


    They were getting blurrier by the second. She blew a kiss in their direction and turned her back on the only family she’d ever known.


    



    


    


    Chapter 2


    


    Leaning against the airplane window, Maude released the tears she’d held back with great difficulty. It was one thing to envision following your dreams, something else entirely to live that dream, to leave behind family and friends and to travel across the world in pursuit of it.


    When Maude moved from Carvin to New York, she’d had nothing to lose. She’d left without a glance back and thought her life would always be so. Now, the pain of leaving behind those she cared for overshadowed the anticipation with which she’d welcomed the change.


    The huge man sitting next to her threw her a look of profound irritation. He could hear her cry through his headphones, but Maude couldn’t care less. She’d kept a brave face in front of her family, but on the plane she could cry to her heart’s content. She paid no attention to the steward’s instructions, not caring in the least if the plane fell in the ocean on their way to France. It would be a fitting ending to her tragic existence, and no tragedy could surpass the one of leaving her family behind.


    The tremendously exciting takeoff stirred Maude from her teary torpor. Through the window the city shrank to the size of a dollhouse. Yet the city lights shone brighter than diamonds.


    She wondered how she could have underestimated the pain—it seemed only to widen as the distance between the airplane and the airport grew.


    She dozed off, her head resting on a pillow of clouds. But she was soon reminded that sleeping for more than minutes at a time in an airplane requires divine intervention.


    When the plane landed, Maude woke up with a start—possibly the hundredth time she had done so during the flight. Paris welcomed Maude with sadness, its sky gray and rain tapping the airplane window. The airport wasn’t a nice sight to behold either, cold being its dominant atmosphere.


    While waiting for her luggage to arrive, Maude rubbed her shoulders anxiously to keep warm. The temperature change between New York and Paris was sure to make her catch a cold. She’d need to take a jacket out of her suitcase as soon as she found it.


    Luggage of every size streamed out, black, red, pink. She found the first bag without delay, but after a while, as the number of passengers from her flight decreased, Maude worried she’d never find her last suitcase. Sure enough, every piece of luggage had rolled out but hers was nowhere to be found. Close by, an airport employee, wearing a blue jacket with the letters CDG stenciled on his back, supervised the passengers grabbing their luggage. His back was turned to her, but when she tapped on his shoulder, he jumped. Facing her with reluctance, he glared at the tall girl in a flannel shirt and jeans who had interrupted his daily musings. She obviously hadn’t checked the weather forecast in Paris before leaving.


    “Excuse me?” She steadied her breath and brought her only suitcase closer to her. She avoided staring at the large brown mustache curling over his lip like a furry smile.


    “My suitcase is missing, and my clothes are in it, and I—”


    “Not my problem,” he answered. He raised his hand to his face and curled his mustache.


    “You’ve got to go to the missing luggage section.”


    Maude’s face brightened. Her whole wardrobe was safe.


    “They’ll just tell you your luggage is lost. You won’t find it today, that’s for sure. You probably won’t ever find it again.” Satisfied with having dashed Maude’s hopes, he curled his moustache once more and walked away.


    “Hold on! Where’s the lost luggage section?”


    He indicated the floor below and having done his duty left her to fend for herself.


    The lost luggage section wasn’t hard to find. The long line of angry passengers was easy to spot and Maude joined the queue of discontent.


    Evidence of pointlessness showed as the line advanced and none of the passengers received satisfactory information.


    Maude was no exception. Her luggage was lost and would probably never make it to France. After giving her new address and contact, she turned away from the counter, stared at the rainy sky outside and shivered.


    It would be a miracle if she didn’t catch cold before arriving at the school.


    She pushed her airport carriage outside and found a cab as quickly as possible, drenched before she could get inside.


    The cab driver peered at her through the rear view mirror and sighed. So many travellers were careless.


    Maude shivered during the entire ride, making small talk impossible. Cold and tired, she fell asleep, her arms crossed over her chest.


    The driver dared to wake her only when they arrived in Versailles. The rain had stopped and a timid sun appeared. Maude leaned against the seat in dazed, drowsy contentment. The town was endowed with Parisian elegance and a singular charm even the rainy weather could not dissipate.


    Rows of trees lined the wide road to the Palace of Versailles. Children held their parents’ hands, parents walked arm in arm. A small girl not older than five let go of a yellow air balloon. She watched as the balloon drifted in the air higher and higher.


    Maude did not want to open her eyes fully, so the Palace appeared to her through half-drooped eyelids until the gilded gates glinted and forced Maude’s eyes open.


    “We’re not stopping here,” the driver warned. Often passengers driving through Versailles stopped at the Palace whether it was their intended destination or not. Its grand scale, luxurious baroque style and wealth drew even initially reluctant viewers.


    Their destination was further still.


    They crossed a gate resembling more a carnivorous plant than an entrance to an art institution, its intertwined green and gilded spikes meant to scare away unsolicited visitors. But for desired guests, the road ended after the gate.


    There her school stood.


    Made of pale pink marble, the Academy was graced with a uniqueness unknown to any other castle. A colonnade of ornamented pillars tied together the East and West Wings into one united building. Firm in its footprint, delicate in its molding, the castle created an intimate atmosphere suitable for the education of ambitious scholars. All around it were impeccably kept gardens and groves, enclosing one hidden wonder after the other. Topiaries, shrubs all clipped into immaculate shapes. The gardens were populated with bronze statues of ancient Greco-Roman gods and goddesses. Apollo, Neptune, Venus, and Diana presided over vast patches of earth. Students rowed canoes on the Grand Canal—the lake that unites the Palace of Versailles and the National Academy of Arts—its crystalline waters glistening under the sun’s shy caress.


    She was to live here!


    She stared down at her wet shirt and jeans. How ridiculous she looked. She’d planned on changing—Jazmine had chosen her back-to-school outfit—but right then, she would have been satisfied with the ownership of warm clothes.


    The driver carried her bags under the colonnade and drove away after she paid her fare.


    Advancing under the colonnade, nearing the door to the West Wing, she thought her eyes must be deceiving her.


    Next to one of the pillars stood an acquaintance she’d never expected to find in her new town.


    But the swish of the red flamenco skirt and the wrinkled, bejeweled hand could belong to no other.


    “You dare to enter these walls in that getup, Ms. Laurent?”


    The uncommon amount of sarcasm erased any lingering trace of doubt in Maude’s mind.


    Ms. Tragent’s critical eye surveyed Maude and her lip made an imperceptible twitch that Maude had learned to notice, although she pretended not to. It would kill Ms. Tragent to realize her powers of intimidation had a far lesser effect on her student than before.


    Meeting Ms. Tragent in this foreign environment was like drinking water from a pure fountain after a long day’s walk under the sun.


    “Ms. Tragent, I’m so happy to see you here.” Relief and genuine happiness rushed through her and she could no longer hold back. She hugged an astonished Ms. Tragent before she could escape although after a couple of seconds her teacher’s stiffness somewhat decreased. Wafts of strong perfume met Maude’s nostrils and the softness of Ms. Tragent’s delicate clothes steadied her emotions.


    “I thought I would be alone. What are you doing here?”


    Maude would’ve have held a little longer to her teacher, but the sound of footsteps in the hall forced her to let go of Ms. Tragent. Her eyes fell on a girl tiptoeing across the hall.


    A classic beauty with the face of a sixteenth-century Venus. Her long, blonde hair, hazelnut eyes, and pink heart-shaped lips gave the impression she knew nothing of the world. Standing in a floral dress, she could have been mistaken for a fairy living in the castle’s luxurious gardens.


    Yet she eyed Maude with mute distrust, challenging. She lifted a finger to her lips in a hush gesture. Maude glanced at Ms. Tragent, too engrossed with the sound of her own voice to notice the silent exchange. When she looked back, the girl had disappeared inside the school.


    “When the Academy’s representatives came to see Aida, they didn’t come just for you,” Ms. Tragent explained. “In fact, they came primarily to meet me. They offered me a position as principal of the National Academy of Arts. I could hardly say no. This school needs me.”


    Maude looked around the beautiful surroundings and wondered what the school could possibly lack. Nevertheless, if it meant she could see her teacher and mentor then she didn’t mind the school finding in itself any fault requiring Ms. Tragent’s expert touch.


    “And my first task will be to fix you up. Wet jeans and T-shirt is no way to start off the year. Please, do me a favor and change immediately into something appropriate.”


    Maude winced. Ms. Tragent would hate this story’s ending.


    “I lost my suitcase. Air France, the airline company, lost my suitcase to be specific.”


    Ms. Tragent’s annoyed grimace said she didn’t care for specifics. She drummed her fingertips against her cheek, thinking.


    “I might have a thing or two you could use.”


    Refusing without sounding rude was a difficult task, but nothing in Ms. Tragent’s wardrobe would suit her.


    Her principal had turned away, and Maude followed her with reluctance.


    “You’ll have the privilege of entering my headquarters. It’ll be a one-time opportunity. Yes, I disciplined your voice in New York, but don’t expect special treatment from me.”


    Maude thought this warning unnecessary. The only object of her teacher’s affection was her nephew, Matt, who could do no wrong in her eyes.


    “You’re a student in one of the most prestigious institutions in our country. I hope you realize how lucky you are to be here.”


    Maude nodded vigorously even though Ms. Tragent’s gaze had wandered away from her pupil.


    “The school was built in the seventeenth century. Construction started at the same time as the Palace of Versailles. In fact, many people are acquainted with the Palace and its architecture, but not many know about the construction of this building.”


    “I read it was built for the King Louis XIV’s dear friend Lully, because he wanted a place dedicated to the arts. The school teaches four arts: music, dance, theater, and painting under the motto ‘Tout pour l’art.’ All for art.”


    “Exactly. But by the time the construction ended, Lully was dead. The school opened in 1748, long after Lully’s death. Sephora Legrand, a woman, became the first principal. That was a feat at the time as you can imagine. The second woman to become principal is the one standing beside you.”


    The air of pride with which she said this only partially hid sharp bitterness.


    “As you can see, it still isn’t easy today for a woman to be at the head of this Academy.”


    “Would you have wanted the position had it been easy?”


    “Probably not.”


    


    ***


    


    In the course of seventeen years of existence, Maude had looked ridiculous on numerous occasions. She’d worn rags while living with the Ruchets, she’d embarrassed herself on national television walking in heels that twisted her ankles, but she’d never borrowed clothes from a woman far older than her who dressed like an opera diva with a touch of flamenco fieriness.


    Yet here she stood in her room in a bright orange twirling skirt twice her size. The large black belt she’d added to maintain the skirt fell lopsided around her waist and slid further with every breath she took.


    Her look clashed completely with her surroundings. It was the most sophisticated bedroom she’d ever slept in.


    Her canopied bed was draped with ornate green fabric—it resembled more the bed of a queen than of a mere schoolgirl. The parquet floors creaked softly with each tiptoe. The walls were decorated with floral wallpaper, as if the room were a mere continuation of the gardens.


    There were two other canopy beds in the wide bedroom but no roommates were present.


    The door by her bed led to the bathroom. She didn’t know if she’d have much time to enjoy baths in the spacious bathtub but it sure was enticing. When she looked into the wide full mirror, she cringed once more.


    Everyone would realize she’d borrowed clothes that weren’t her own. What a great first impression that would make. But she could hardly borrow anything from her absent roommates’ closet. The grand oak closet burst with clothes, expensive brands at that, but Maude was certain that borrowing without asking would not be the best way to bond with her new roommates.


    If only Jazmine were here. She lent her clothes with generosity and considered it her mission on earth to aid people in dressing well.


    Maude headed out of her room, but soon realized that the foreign environment in which she found herself required she ask for assistance.


    The refectory was where the back-to-school speech was supposed to take place, but she had no idea where it was.


    Just as she was about to go wandering on her own, she noticed a girl lock the door to her room.


    Maude had rarely seen a more fashionably dressed girl inside a school besides Lindsey Linton.


    “Excuse me, I’m looking for the refectory. Could you tell me where it is?”


    The girl brushed her auburn hair away from her face, pushed her expensive Longchamp bag up her arm until it reached the crook of her elbow, and turned to Maude with an inquisitive stare.


    “You’re that pop star, are you not?”


    “My name is Maude.” Maude winced at her exaggerated pronunciation of the words “pop star” and hated even more the fact that this stranger was impeccably dressed while she wore clothes she wished could disappear into thin air. Although she doubted walking around naked would adhere to the Academy’s dress code.


    She examined Maude from head to toe, her eyes lingering on her strange skirt. She hesitated between disdain and laughter, finally choosing neither.


    Instead she smiled a somewhat kind smile but didn’t succeed in erasing Maude’s initial wariness of her.


    “I’m Audrey de Forteville.” She leaned towards Maude to kiss her but decided against it. “Sorry, I prefer to avoid contact with strangers. But you’re in luck, I’m headed to the refectory. It’s in the East Wing, and we’re in the West Wing. I’ll take you there if you stop looking at me through narrowed eyes. I don’t bite.”


    Maude, unsure of the truthfulness of the assertion, gave her a chance. She was the second student she’d met and the first one to talk to her.


    “Neither do I, yet you refuse to greet me in the traditional French way. Not that I’m complaining. I haven’t done la bise in a while. Nobody does it in New York.”


    Maude perceived Audrey’s annoyance before she expressed it.


    “If I could give you one word of advice, Maude, avoid that topic.”


    “What topic?”


    “New York. Your pop career.” That made two topics, but Maude avoided pointing out the obvious. Instead she concentrated on the portraits hung in the narrow white halls they passed on the way to the East wing.


    “You’re in France now, and nobody in this school likes pop music. Speaking about it is blasphemy.”


    Maude thought she exaggerated and prepared to say so when she noticed a boy walking in their direction. Audrey’s spitting image in masculine form. Same height, same auburn hair and dark eyes. He wore a woolen sweater and corduroy pants, his hand tucked lazily in his pants pocket.


    “Adrien, this is Maude.” Audrey presented Maude as if she’d mentioned her before.


    “You must be Audrey’s brother. Am I correct?” Maude leaned forward to greet Adrien but stopped when he recoiled.


    He shook his head with a charming smile making his rejection seem like a compliment.


    “I don’t say hi to strangers.” Adrien turned to his sister who made an imperceptible movement in Maude’s direction. “But I guess I can make an exception for our newest celebrity.” He kissed Maude on both cheeks before she could stop him. His kisses, far too pressing, irked her.


    “I’m Audrey’s twin brother. Younger than her by five little minutes, but you’d think it’s by five years the way she treats me.” He smiled again and they continued their walk. He chatted amicably with Maude while his sister walked in silence, throwing sly glances at her brother from time to time.


    They were nearing the refectory and she could hear voices, the general chatter before the beginning of a meeting.


    “What happened to your wardrobe? Stole it from the circus?”


    Maude bit her lip and ignored the shame rising to her cheeks.


    “Haven’t you heard? Orange is the new black.”


    Maude peered at the twins to see what effect her words would have and upon seeing them stifling laughter, she added, “And the airport lost my luggage.”


    Audrey nodded knowingly. “I’ve heard airlines often lose baggage. Which is why we only fly with our parents’ private jet.”


    Maude coughed in surprise but added nothing more.


    “If you want to borrow some clothes you can come over to my room later on.” Maude nodded, pleasantly surprised. The girl who’d refused to greet her now offered her clothes. Maybe this Audrey wasn’t so bad.


    “Thanks,” Maude answered with relief.


    “Don’t thank her until you’ve seen her wardrobe. I’m the only twin to have inherited our famous mother’s sense of style.”


    “Famous mother?” Maude asked but received no answer. They entered the refectory and the ongoing chatter covered Adrien’s answer and Audrey’s disapproving hiss.


    The refectory was nothing if not grand. The decorated ceiling celebrated the arts through mirthful mythological scenes involving Muses, fauns, and dancing satyrs. Glass chandeliers hung from the painted ceiling, suspended over rows and rows of lively students seated on red damask-silk chairs, talking and joking.


    Maude’s entrance wasn’t unnoticed. Her path to the twins’ table was followed with stares and fingers pointed in her direction.


    She wished with all her heart she could change skirts and get rid of her horrible attire.


    Yet her clothes weren’t the main objects of attention.


    When she was seated on the edge of a bench, she thought she heard the words “pop” and “United States” followed by barely muffled giggles.


    She didn’t have time to react to this because Ms. Tragent made her appearance on the stage.


    “Welcome to a new year at the National Academy of Arts. For those of you who are here for the first time, I’ll explain the main rules. Rule number one: no going to Paris during weekdays or weekends without permission. This Academy is a very important moment in your lives and all of you must take it seriously. This year, like every year, there will be the Autumn Recital, the Christmas Ball, and the Spring Festival,” Ms. Tragent paused for effect and eyed her youthful audience. “And for those of you in your final year in the Opera Department, the Grand Audition will take place at the Palace of Versailles this year. As you all know, only three spots will be available and those three lucky winners will get to sing at the prestigious Opéra Garnier for the Opéra national de Paris.” Students from the Opera Department whispered excitedly to their neighbors with stars in their eyes.


    “I can see myself there, Eleanor,” whispered the girl next to Maude to her friend. “Once I sing at the Opéra Garnier all the other doors will open. Milan, London, New York.”


    “Don’t count on it. Your voice is too weak. I’ve a far better chance at winning the competition than you do,” Eleanor said matter-of-factly. Her friend bit her lip but didn’t argue.


    “I hope you’ll all work hard and learn everything you can,” Ms. Tragent continued. “Thank you.”


    Ms. Tragent greeted her staff under a round of applause.


    After the meeting ended, Maude returned to the West Wing on her own, having lost the twins on her way out.


    Upon entering her room, she heard her two roommates speaking in hushed tones. She managed to overhear “Tragent’s protégée,” but they stopped talking when they noticed her in the doorway. Both girls sat on Maude’s canopied bed. One left it in a hurry, upon Maude’s entry but not before Maude recognized her.


    “You’re the girl I saw when I arrived this morning.”


    The other girl rolled over in Maude’s bed, gathered her hair dark as night into a messy ponytail and kicked off her biker boots.


    “I’m Charlotte de Troyes and she’s Emma Boulanger. And we’d rather you forgot you saw Emma this morning. It’s already bad enough we have a new girl sharing our room, it had to be Tragent’s protégée as well.”


    “I’m not Tragent’s protégée.”


    Emma scoffed. “Really? How come I saw the two of you hugging this morning?”


    “And aren’t you wearing her clothes?” Charlotte asked. Ms. Tragent’s wardrobe was legendary. No one could wear her skirts like she did.


    Maude tugged at her skirt miserably but decided there was no use entering explanations with her roommates.


    “Forget it. I’m tired and I just want to go to bed. I won’t tell anyone I saw either of you. In fact, we can ignore each other as long as you want. I already forgot your names if that helps.”


    Maude undressed, slipped on her pajamas and pulled the covers of her canopied bed. She slipped under her soft sheets; when she heard it first, saw it next.


    She was face to face with a big, fat toad.


    The toad blinked.


    Maude screamed, two terrifying shrill screams before hastily scrambling out of bed. She tangled her legs in her rich, green covers and tripped, her head banging against the wooden floor. Still on the floor, she lifted her throbbing head before turning to her roommates’ hysterical laughter.


    “You did this!”


    “Of course we didn’t, but we know who did.” Charlotte, weak from laughter, leaned against her bed for support.


    “Les Rouges.”


    



    


    Chapter 3


    


    Waking up in a castle was like waking up from a dream. Soft covers, rays of light shining through French windows, a croak and a toad.


    A croak and a toad!


    “Don’t you want to give it a kiss, princess?” Charlotte hovered over her, her head brushing against the top of the canopy bed, her hands squeezed around the toad. She enjoyed Maude’s panic just a little too much. Such pleasure prompted her to plant a hearty kiss on the fat toad’s shiny head. The toad blinked impassibly. Maude frowned with disgust.


    “You’d better get up now if you don’t want to be late for your first class,” said Emma, fully dressed, as she carefully made her bed, pulling on each corner, smoothing out every ruffle with the energy of one blessed with the obsession for perfection.


    “Not that being sent to the principal’s office would be a nuisance to you.” Charlotte moved away from Maude’s bed, caressing the unfortunate creature. She had no ambition for perfection and didn’t mind getting her hands dirty. Although she would hardly call smothering a toad with kisses getting one’s hands dirty. What else were they for?


    “I’m not late.” Maude checked her watch. Half past seven!


    “Why didn’t I hear my alarm clock? Is this another one of your tricks?”


    Maude jumped out of bed, dragging her covers to the floor at the same time. She grabbed the covers and arranged them in a bundle on the bed, ignoring Emma’s perfectly made bed.


    “How many times must we tell you we didn’t put a toad in your bed? Your alarm clock rang, and you turned it off and went straight back to sleep.” Emma glared at Maude silently challenging Maude to accuse her of deliberate malfeasance.


    “You woke me up in the middle of the night with all your moaning and mumbling,” Emma accused. “You repeatedly moaned ‘Marie Antoinette.’”


    “You dream of the former Queen of France?” Charlotte mocked.


    Maude would rather have found Marie Antoinette, the Palace’s former inhabitant in her dreams. Instead nightmares of another Marie-Antoinette—of Madame Ruchet—had troubled her sleep ever since her foster mother’s death. Maude ignored Charlotte’s comment, uneasy.


    “Why won’t you tell me who is ‘Les Rouges?’” Maude asked, changing the subject.


    “Because it’s funnier letting you figure it out on your own. You’d better get ready now instead of throwing false accusations. You’ve already missed breakfast, you’ll be lucky if you get to class on time.”


    “I’m completely jet lagged!” Maude threw her closet door open and searched for her clothes until she remembered she had none.


    Charlotte opened the French window, kneeled down and released the toad. Maude heaved a sigh of relief. One would think having lived sixteen years with rats would have made her immune to any unwelcome creature crawling in her bed. Yet toads elicited an inexplicable, uncontrollable reaction out of her. One she had no time to ponder if she wanted to get to class on time.


    “I don’t have any clothes.” Maude banged the door shut in despair.


    “Don’t you like Ms. Tragent’s clothes anymore?” Charlotte asked holding up the orange skirt at the tip of her fingers as she would hold a dirty tissue.


    Emma hid her face in her hands, barely stifling an audible giggle.


    “Char, don’t be mean. She’s suffered enough humiliation for an entire week, don’t you think? What with that awful skirt, that toad, and her embarrassing relationship to the school’s principal? I think you should be kind enough to allow her to borrow your clothes.”


    “My clothes? I don’t wear girly clothes.”


    “You want to look badass, but even you have to lay off your rock chic clothes when you go to etiquette class. Madame de Valois would never allow it.”


    “I truly enjoy your excellent comradeship, and I’m delighted that you’re having such fun at my expense but I’m in need of clothes. If you don’t want to help me I’ll find someone who will.”


    Maude stormed out of the room and slammed the door with a bang, shaking every wall in the room.


    “Maybe we were a little mean,” Emma conceded with a guilty glance towards her closet. She had an exquisite wardrobe she’d gathered with care over the years but was particular who she lent clothes to.


    “She’s the principal’s friend. Don’t forget that. There’s too much at stake here. We can’t have her babbling to Ms. Tragent about us.” It was less Charlotte’s tone that convinced Emma than the way she pushed her hair behind her ear. If the slightest anxiety could ever be observed on Charlotte, it was in that gesture.


    Emma nodded in agreement, any lingering trace of guilt erased.


    “You’re right. Let’s go to class.”


    “And if anyone should’ve lent her clothes, it’d be you, Emma. You’re the one with all those expensive clothes you like to show off.”


    The door flew open and Maude appeared in the doorway holding a bundle of clothes. She raised her head as high as someone maintaining dignity even when stooping so low as to ask others for their clothes could, marching into the bathroom.


    “So you found someone kind enough to lend you clothes?” Charlotte asked.


    “I did. It’s a good thing Audrey de Forteville is nothing like you,” Maude yelled back from the other side of the door. The sound of water pouring from the tap made it impossible for Maude to hear anything else her roommates had to say.


    Char and Emma exchanged prolonged glances.


    “I’m not sure that’s a good thing,” Emma finally ventured to reply.


    Charlotte shrugged and like Pontius Pilate thought it wiser to wash her hands of Maude. Getting one’s hands dirty didn’t require bothering with hopeless cases.


    With much self-satisfaction and laughter the two friends left the room. Charlotte banged the door shut to prove to Maude Laurent she could make an exciting exit as well.


    Etiquette was the sort of class Maude thought had become obsolete. Etiquette was the thing of ladies and lords, prim and proper gentlemen. A thing of the nineteenth century at best. This was a class her cousin Harriet would have loved to attend.


    Had Maude not been presently living in a castle, she would have continued to believe such things were passé.


    Upon entering Madame de Valois’ class, she realized they were not.


    The students sat by groups of four or five around oval tables. At each seat were plates, silver forks, and knives of various sizes.


    Maude went for the nearest table and quickly wished she hadn’t when she realized she’d plopped down on the seat next to Emma and Charlotte. Among the small group of twenty students wearing pastel-colored sweaters, not identical but interchangeable, sat Adrien and his sister Audrey, her auburn hair tied with a green ribbon, tall and erect, her hands folded on the table. Maude made a discreet signal with her hand, but if Audrey saw it she pretended not to and stared stonily on.


    Madame de Valois, an elderly matron with pursed lips and a love for pink lipstick and cashmere cardigans, watched Maude settle down and raised a knowing eyebrow. She would be a challenge.


    “You all want to become famous opera singers. Of course not all will make it, but that’s beside the point today. If you want to live in the opera world, you must acquire the knowledge of its codes, rules, and regulations. Many of you grew up in that world. Not all. Others weren’t given that chance and instead roamed around the pop world not caring the least about decorum, e-ti-quette. That is what the pop world will do to you and that is why classical and pop are worlds apart.” She paused waiting for an effect, which invariably came. All eyes were on Maude.


    Not that she appeared to be aware of the attention although each word pronounced by her teacher was aimed at her. Maude struggled to find a comfortable position in the velvet-cushioned seat. Her seat wasn’t the problem, but her clothes were. Her skirt, too tight, scratched her hips. Her white, short-sleeved cardigan irritated her skin. She twisted her hands in a knot to keep herself from ripping her skin to pieces.


    “Ms. Laurent, are you listening to what I’m saying?”


    Maude’s head shot up while her hand pressed her knee to stabilize her nerves.


    “I have been listening to every word. To summarize, you were saying pop music is the devil’s music and classical is heavenly.”


    Audrey and Adrien exchanged surprised glances. Charlotte appraised her with approval.


    “Ms. Laurent, I don’t tolerate impertinence. What are you doing?”


    Maude dropped the arm she’d been scratching involuntarily.


    “I’m sorry. I wasn’t aiming at being rude. Please proceed.”


    “Thank you for giving me permission to continue my class, Ms. Laurent. And you were intentionally rude, which isn’t surprising in a girl from your musical background. Those years you spent in New York have done you tremendous disservice, but I will make it my personal mission to reform the American part of your education.”


    Maude only partially succeeded in hiding a smile, threatening to anger her teacher further.


    “You’ll come back after class to clean everything in this classroom.”


    The shadow of a smile disappeared completely from Maude’s face replaced by a sour expression.


    “Now class, what you have is the setup of an elaborate table. You will have to learn what each fork and knife is for. Ms. Laurent, do you know what the little fork is for?”


    Madame de Valois had no trouble embarrassing her students into submission. Her greatest mission was to pass on to younger generations the art of e-ti-quette. She had enunciated these syllables for the last twenty years and would continue to do so until her ultimate breath.


    “I do not know what the little fork is for.” Maude lifted her head a bit higher and if her face was hot nobody else noticed. That fiery pride mellowed Madame de Valois, the pride of a future diva.


    “I’m not in the least bit surprised. But Franck Rodolphe here can give me a correct answer, can’t he?”


    Franck eagerly waved his hand back and forth, which wasn’t proper conduct but was forgiven because of his enthusiasm for learning.


    Maude wanted to take the fork and use it to pin his waving hand to the table and see how enthusiastic he’d be then, bleeding.


    “Salad fork.” Franck was able to breathe again once he’d given the right answer. He pressed his chest with relief.


    Madame de Valois nodded and pursued, “Who else had the answer?”


    When everyone but Maude raised their hands, she checked her watch to make sure this ordeal would soon be over. She also couldn’t resist scratching her elbow, a movement her teacher hadn’t missed.


    “Ms. Laurent, leave your seat at the table and come to my table. You’ll be the example of what one must never do in society.”


    Thus for two hours, Maude’s blunders were the object of the most critical scrutiny from teacher and classmates alike. She held the pitcher wrong, mixed forks, and used knives she had no idea existed before that day, all the while fighting to keep from stealing a quick scratch with a silver spoon when she thought her teacher wasn’t watching. If her skin was on fire, could she pour the wine jug over her body to soothe her itchiness?


    “Ms. Laurent, are you using the back of the spoon to scratch your shoulder?”


    Obviously, Madame de Valois had a pair of eyes on the back of her head, with vision as precise as that of the pair she had on the front of her head.


    When she managed to escape Madame de Valois, Maude rushed to her room, got rid of her clothes and took a shower. Without any remorse she put her jeans and T-shirt back on.


    At lunch break, preferring to avoid the grand refectory, she ate her lunch outside in the gardens. She’d been submitted to enough humiliation, she would not enter the refectory in jeans. But how would she explain her clothes to her musical theory teacher?


    She missed New York. In her school there at least she didn’t have to wear uniforms. She’d often made fun of schools that enforced uniforms. And now she faced a strict dress code. It lacked uniforms, but was hardly lax. The dress code was that of upper-class, French society. Fashionable, full of correctness, simple, and classy. Longchamp, Chanel, Dior.


    “Are you Maude Laurent?”


    Maude turned around to face a man in a blue and yellow uniform. A postman had come for her.


    “I am.”


    “You’ve received the heaviest mail today.”


    He moved aside and displayed Maude’s mail.


    A large suitcase and a smaller parcel wrapped in brown paper.


    “My suitcase!”


    Hugging the deliveryman might have been awkward. Instead she signed the form with the pen he handed her and gave him her biggest smile.


    When he left, pleased to have made his customer happy, Maude took the smallest parcel first. It had the shape of a book. She tore off the package and uncovered a journal bound in fine brown leather. An envelope in the parcel held a letter from her cousin, Rocky.


    


    My dear cousin Maude,


    Before you left for France, I told you I had a surprise for you.


    As you know I’ve been in the Caribbean islands for the last three months. In Guadeloupe for the last few weeks.


    I’ve made some very interesting discoveries about the lives of African slaves in the French Caribbean islands in the eighteenth century, how they lived, and interactions between slaves and the French.


    I decided to do some research on your mother’s family. Slavery was abolished in French colonies in 1848, long before your mother was born, but it’s hard to find information on her ancestors before the abolition of slavery.


    I found many things on your nearer ancestors such as your grandparents and of course your mother, including her diary, which I am now sending you. I have opened it only to check it was your mother’s, but I haven’t read any of it.


    I hope you’ll enjoy learning more about your mother, her family, and her life in the French Caribbean island of Guadeloupe.


    Rocky


    


    Her insides loosened out of a knot she had no idea she’d been tying in the pit of her stomach. Her mother. Her sweet, sweet mother. Her thoughts, her life, her love—all held in this brown book.


    It wasn’t a gift: it was a breath of life for her on this beautiful summer day.


    She wouldn’t open it right away. Not when she had class in less than 30 minutes. Musical theory. One couldn’t read a journal of great importance before a class called musical theory.


    Besides, she had her suitcase and was eager to change into more suitable clothes. She had at a least one cardigan and a nice skirt she could grab out of her bag to match her classmates’ boring outfits.


    Her musical theory class presented a fresh series of humiliations. It started quite normally with a speech from her bespectacled teacher about the importance of his course. Although every teacher would say it, Maude knew it to be true. One could more easily learn to dance without music than learn music without musical theory. Her teacher Monsieur Leonard bore the air of a feline ready to lunge on the student who mixed up their notes. Luckily, most of them didn’t.


    Maudewas confident she wouldn't either.


    When Monsieur Leonard asked her to read her music sheet for Mozart’s Adagio and Fugue in C Minor, she did so without hesitation.


    At the end, her teacher clapped and the rest of the class joined soon hereafter. Maude glanced around in surprise.


    She’d been good but it didn’t deserve an ovation. Her eye caughtEmma’s, who shook her head and recoiled in her chair. Something else was coming.


    “Brilliant simply brilliant, Ms. Laurent. Is that what you were taught out in those Texan ranches you grew up in? Here is what years of American pop music will do to you. I beg of you all please do not bring pop music and shame to our honorable institution. Or you will end up like her.”


    Maude’s eyes were set ablaze, but she took it upon herself to remain calm. It wasn’t easy. How many times in one day would she be reminded of her pop past? And even if she’d failed, she didn’t view it as altogether despicable.


    “Could you tell me what I did wrong?” Maude asked.


    Inside, her blood was raging, but her exterior appearance remained poised.


    “I wouldn’t dare answer your outrageous question!” Monsieur Leonard spat, his head shaking with fury. Strands of hair escaped from his ponytail as he wrung his hands in despair. Maude thought this a fairly exaggerated response to an offense she had no notion ofcommitting.


    “Someone please explain to Ms. Laurent her obvious blunder.”


    Eleanor, the girl sitting next to Maude turned her head eager to answer, slapping her with her ponytail as she did so.


    Eleanor didn’t bother raising her hand, instead blurting out the answer with an arrogant twist of her head, her lip curled with mean pleasure. “You read the notes in treble clef instead of bass clef.”


    And for Maude only to hear, “She’s dumb.”


    There was no dignity she could hold on to at that moment, no sense of pride that could save her from the deepest mortification. She found no retort to Eleanor’s sneer or to the other various demonstrations of jubilant mockery.


    She looked down at her music sheet and at the first measure. The F-clef, similar to an inverted c, symbol of the bass clef, was there and she indeed was “dumb.” It was a beginner’s stupid mistake, like giving the answer for addition instead of a complicated multiplication.


    “I’m sorry, I'll read it again.” And she promptly did, but very badly. Maude had always had more trouble with the bass clef than the treble clef. Not of course to the point where she ignored it altogether like she’d just done. But her mind worked more quickly in treble clef.


    And with the added stress of her teacher’s jeering she only succeeded in making a muddle of things. "Do, euh, no, si, do.”


    Monsieur Leonard didn’t interrupt her but made eloquent noises vehemently indicating his astonishment at this aberration that was Maude.


    “Arggh, ggrr, arch. Now that you’ve wasted not only my time but also your classmates’ time, wouldn’t it be more efficient for you to tell us what you can do instead of what you can’t, the first being undeniably less extensive than the second? I beg of you, please enlighten us.”


    She wondered how angry he’d be if she walked out of class.


    At that moment his face was that of a baboon whose banana had been snatched from his grip just as he'd been about to take a hearty bite out of it. The image loosened Maude's lips and tugged the corners of her formerly upturned mouth.


    Her teacher noticed the change in his student's demeanor and disliked it.


    Dislike stirred malice. Malice stirred mockery. He decided he wanted to witness her breaking point. It didn’t take long. There was another clef students usually disliked apart from the bass clef.


    “Ms. Laurent, do you know the alto clef?”


    He placed a new music sheet in front of her.


    “You know very well I don't.”


    By then Maude had reached the point where her humiliation could no longer increase.


    “I merely thought you’d encounter some difficulty. If you can’t read this sheet at all, you don’t belong in my class.”


    He went back to his desk and scribbled on a piece of paper.


    “I will no longer tolerateyour presence in my class. Effective immediately. Go see Madame Hautbois. Lully Room.”


    Maude took the piece of paper and without casting a glance at it, rose from her seat. Her chair screeched in despair against the parquet floor.


    Could her exit be any less discreet?


    She walked out head high, so high in fact she missed the twins’ sly glance, missed Eleanor’s smug smile. Unaware of Emma’s compassionate look, and of Charlotte's bewildered shrug. Nothing mattered more than getting out of the classroom as fast as possible. Maude went to the Lully Room accordingly, wondering how she would explain her disruption of an ongoing course. If her new teacher were anything like Monsieur Leonard, she’d end up figuratively beheaded twice in a row.


    She inhaled before rapping sharply on the door.


    A pleasant “enter” was pronounced.


    Another trail of “enter, enter, enter” followed until the door opened and a beautiful petite woman appeared in the doorway. Her perfume smelled of wild berries, her jet black hair was tied in an elaborate French braid, and her slanted eyes shone bright with a natural and perpetual giddiness.


    “Sorry, I like answering the door even when I insist you enter.” She paused to take a better look at the student. “Aren’t you that American girl? The lead singer in a hard rock band?”


    That the teacher even knew what hard rock was surprised Maude. The words were apparently foreign to her vocabulary.


    Madame Hautbois tasted words before flinging them into the atmosphere and observed their effect.


    “I'm French, and I've never sang hard rock though I've nothing against it. Monsieur Leonard gave me a note for you.” Maude handed her the letter.


    She hadn’t the slightest idea what the note held or the note’s content but if Madame Hautbois’ repeated mutters of “oh my” were an indication, something of apocalyptic proportions was being described in the note.


    “I see.” Madame Hautbois’ frown was a bad augur. “Monsieur Leonard is acting out again and unfortunately you’re to pay the price for it.” Madame Hautbois squeezed Maude’s shoulder in sympathy. Kindness overflowed and warmth radiated from her touch. After Monsieur Leonard’s brutal dismissal, Maude met little acts of gentleness with gratitude.


    “We’re going to give Maude Laurent a warm welcome now, won’t we kids? Hard rock and all.” Madame Hautbois opened the door wide and made room for Maude to enter.


    When she set foot in the Lully Room, Maude was blind to its splendor. She took no notice of the magnificent classical era paintings, nor did she observe the elegant, seventeenth-century decor.


    All she saw were the four wooden benches on which sat twenty students not older than the age of twelve.


    Monsieur Leonard had sent her to the beginners’ class!


    


    ***


    


    By the end of the week, Maude had reached the ripe old age of a hundred years.


    Not only did the kids in her musical theory class peer at her as if she were the age of their grandmother, but her normal classes were exhausting, so much so that she wondered if she shouldn’t take all her classes with twelve-year-olds.


    None of the other teachers deemed it necessary to send her back to beginner’s class, but they wielded the threat every time she fumbled an answer to their questions.


    Then there was her musical history teacher, Ludovic Leroy. His intense passion for his subject burned in his soul to a disturbing degree. Roaming the halls dressed in seventeenth-century attire, complete with a waistcoat that had supposedly belonged to Lully and had been passed on in his family from generation to generation, he frequently adjusted a wig of brown curls reaching well past his shoulders. His heeled boots made a disagreeable racket announcing his arrival well before his powdered face appeared.


    He’d always wanted to teach in the Lully Room but had been assigned the Molière Room instead, a choice he deemed a most intolerable affront. It was futile to remind him that Lully and the great French playwright Molière had been close friends at the beginning of their collaboration. All Monsieur Leroy remembered of their history was the terrible fight that had ended Molière and Lully’s fruitful collaboration in 1672.


    Of course, he blamed it all on Molière and never lost an opportunity to abuse his portrait with seventeenth-century insults before class began.


    “Coquin, fripon, pendard, infâme!” (Scoundrel, knave, infamous wretch.)


    His outbursts were not only directed at dead playwrights. When Maude failed to name Lully’s very first composition, one that had fallen into obscurity and was known by only the most fervent disciples and Eleanor, Monsieur Leroy raised his eyes to the ceiling.


    “Lully, I must express my most sincere apologies for having allowed your honorable institution to take in this terrible student. By the end of this year, I promise you she will recite all your compositions from memory. It will be very difficult: she’s a pop star and—”


    “Monsieur Leroy?” Maude had had enough of hearing about her pop past. And her teacher’s buffoonish behavior was the last straw. “For someone who dislikes Molière so much you know his insults by heart. Scoundrel, knave, infamous wretch sound a lot like The Impostures of Scapin, act 2, scene 4. Don’t they?”


    Monsieur Leroy brought his hand to his throat, to his forehead again, to his throat, his mouth open like a fish.


    “I will inform you, Ms. Laurent, that my family has sided with Lully in this Molière-Lully feud for centuries. Now class, take your textbooks out, and go to page fifteen.”


    He glared at Maude from behind his textbook but ignored her for the remainder of the class. Maude smiled and buried her head in her textbook. First victory of the week.


    It would be her only victory that week.


    Maude had never sung in German in her entire life. Yet her vocal repertoire teacher not only required that her students know their German operas, she and her students regarded Italian operas, the ones Maude preferred, with little less scorn than pop music.


    “I don’t understand.” Maude stood in front of her music stand and her teacher, Madame Nerval.


    Madame Nerval had asked her to sing an excerpt from an opera of her choice to evaluate the strengths and weaknesses in her technique.


    Maude adored Italian operas and had chosen an extract from La Cenerentola, which she had studied extensively merely a year ago.


    “I didn’t ask for Italian garbage, Ms. Laurent. I asked for an opera. I was obviously talking about a German opera. Don’t you know any of Richard Wagner’s operas like Die Walküre or at least Lohengrin?”


    “But German sounds awful!” Maude spluttered. She’d never learned a word of German, but had caught a couple of German movies on TV and had always switched to something else. And if she had a fondness for German composers, it stopped at piano composers not opera composers.


    “Not in this school,” Madame Nerval answered curtly. “You have a pop background, but in the opera world, German operas are most appreciated. Italian operas are for pasta commercials, Ms. Laurent, not the Opéra de Paris that you want to join at the end of this school year.”


    “German classes are usually taught in the first years of the Academy but the new teacher hasn’t arrived yet. You’ll have to start learning on your own.”


    Maude nodded and couldn’t repress a shudder. She’d have to learn German.


    When she left the classroom that Friday afternoon, her heart raced not because the beginning of the weekend fast approached, but because her last class was the one she’d been waiting for all week.


    Piano class.


    The Academy wanted its opera singers to practice at least one instrument. Maude had chosen the piano and had been pleased to learn that the course took place outside of the castle, in the fourth arrondissement in Paris.


    She was headed to Paris for the first time since she’d stepped out of the airplane.


    When she walked out of the castle’s gates, a weight lifted. She could have taken a taxi but thought it best to take public transportation. The regional train linking Paris and Versailles was decorated with reproductions of key views of the Palace of Versailles, provoking many a tourist’s oohs and ahhs.


    The journey wasn’t long but it allowed Maude to imagine her upcoming session with her teacher, Monsieur Thierry Du Pré. Maude had read everything there was to know about him. Ten years ago, he’d had a brilliant career as a pianist awaiting him, but an abrupt accident had halted his career, leaving him no other choice than to teach.


    His bitterness hadn’t abided, and he was widely regarded as a most severe teacher, but also the most competent in the Parisian scene.


    He never left Paris, not even to go to Versailles, and the Academy had courted him for a long time before he agreed to teach their students under the condition that he would never have to go to Versailles. The Academy had offered chauffeurs and even a private plane according to the wildest rumors, but he’d turned it all down.


    The Academy had long forbidden students from going to Paris, and it was with the utmost reluctance that the former principal had agreed to let students go to Paris for weekly sessions with Thierry.


    The fourth arrondissement was like no other district in Paris, but Maude would soon learn that no district resembled another. Le Marais was its own village inside of the grand French capital with charming little streets, the church of Saint-Paul-Saint-Louis, fine town houses, and a frank liveliness especially on Friday evenings. On Saturday, most of the restaurants were closed for Shabbat, but on Sundays, long queues of Parisians waited rain or shine for warm falafel.


    Maude had to enter an elevator as small as a phone booth to reach Monsieur Du Pré’s studio. As in many old Parisian buildings, the cage elevator had been added long after the building’s construction at the beginning of the twentieth century. Maude delighted in its authenticity but was glad to be the only one in it. It could hardly take more than one passenger at a time. She thought it might not even manage to support a few grocery bags or excess weight. It moved up slowly, and Maude wondered how New Yorkers would ever find the patience to ride in such an elevator where one had the time to ponder on the essential things of life before reaching a desired destination.


    When she rang Monsieur Du Pré’s doorbell door, he answered himself. He was just like the pictures Maude had seen.


    Tall and skinny like a birch tree, brown-skinned with waves of dark, curly hair. He didn’t speak, didn’t greet her, but allowed her to enter.


    He directed her to the piano in the main room and waited.


    Maude had read enough articles about him to expect absolute silence until she played.


    He’d emailed her the piece she was to prepare for their first class.


    Schubert’s Waltz in B Minor.


    Maude loved waltzes, and Schubert’s waltz was a fine piece. She’d practiced repeatedly before coming to her first session. Its structure wasn’t overly difficult, but there were still questions she wanted to ask her teacher.


    She was halfway through when he stopped her.


    “Ms. Laurent, you aren’t playing a waltz, you’re playing a death march and you’re playing it on one note alone.”


    He rubbed his temples and looked out the window.


    “You didn’t add the pedal. Why is that? Don’t answer. You’re too stiff. Your waltz is lifeless, and I can’t listen to that again.” He moved away from the window and leaned on the Pleyel piano. “You’ve heard a lot about me. I am all you’ve heard and more. When you finish my class, you will be a brilliant piano player, but we won’t work on another piece until you’ve learned to play it perfectly. I don’t see the point in playing a million pieces if none of them are played right. You’ve learned piano on your own, and it shows, though your hand position isn’t as bad as I thought it would be. There will be a lot of work. Move over and leave me a bit of space on that stool of yours.”


    Maude had heard he was a monster, but nothing in what he said made him appear one.


    Or maybe she’d been so dreadfully spoken to during the past week that her new teacher didn’t seem all that bad.


    Perhaps what she didn’t like was having to spend months on a piece—she feared she’d get bored. She usually spent a couple of weeks at the most on one piece before she tired of it.


    Her assignment for that week was to add the pedal to the piece, and as she left the building, her sense of satisfaction knew no bounds.


    The owner of a gay bar signaled for her to come in and she waved back at him. Friday evenings in Le Marais were eventful, but Maude had to go back to school.


    It was getting late, and it was a good thing Monsieur Du Pré had given her a note of excuse for her tardiness.


    When she got to the Gare Saint-Lazare to take the train back to Versailles, she noticed Emma mounting the train. Had she received permission to go to Paris as well?


    It was unlikely. Maude refrained from joining her, instead entering another coach. But before getting on the train, snatches of Emma’s conversation on the phone reached Maude’s interested ears.


    “I finished my shift earlier than usual so I should be there for Madame de Valois’ round. I’m glad I won’t be spending my evening clearing tables.”


    Emma worked as a waitress!


    There was no other explanation! Her secrecy, her unwillingness to befriend Maude due to her relationship with the principal.


    She was afraid of getting caught and expelled.


    The train’s impending departure forced Maude out of her thoughts and she hurried to mount the train back to Versailles.


    She climbed the stairs to the top part of the two-level train, but just as she was about to sit, she stopped. An abandoned magazine lay open on the seat.


    She took it up. It was an August edition of Closer, a French gossip magazine. The magazine was opened to news about Matt, about the future release of his biography All of Me by Lexie Staz. She shut the magazine before she could read anything about it.


    She didn’t want to read anything reminding her of him. He was out of her life and it was best that way.


    When she reached Versailles and returned to the Academy, there was one more thing she needed to do before the start of the weekend.


    A summer breeze tiptoed on her skin while she made her way through the garden with her mother’s diary. She sat in the nook of a very old tree and opened the sacred shrine.


    


    This diary belongs to Danielle Laurent. Anybody who isn’t Danielle should stay away from it or suffer atrocious death.


    January 1, 1985


    In Pointe-à-Pitre, Guadeloupe


    I hate her! I absolutely H-A-T-E her I never want to see her again. She’s ugly, stupid, and she is the most boring human being on the face of this earth. Why else would she still be living here, in her parents’ home if she weren’t all these things? Nobody will ever want to marry her and she’ll die an old maid and I won’t go to her funeral.


    Aargghh!


    Can you believe her, Diary? Aunt Agrippine came to my New Year’s Eve party and dragged me away from the dance floor. I was dancing to Kassav’s latest single, and she grabbed me like the brute she is and took me home.


    Do you know the reason she gave for such awful behavior? Grandma and Grandpa said I could stay as long as I wanted, but Aunt Agrippine had to stay up until I came back home. She had the nerve to come pick me up at three in the morning just because she works at eight a.m. tomorrow! Three a.m.! On New Year’s Eve! I’m so embarrassed. I won’t be able to face my classmates when school starts again. Aunt Agrippine is the most selfish being I ever met.


    She thinks only of herself. When I have suggestions for dinner, she tells me to make it on my own if I want to eat what I want. She’s so lazy! When I ask her to mend one of my dresses for a party happening the same evening, she always lectures me about planning ahead. Why can’t she just sew faster? She’s so LAZY. She’s twenty-five but acts like she’s forty. Always talking about responsibility. What does she know about responsibility? She has no house of her own. All she does is hover over me when I am a perfectly fine without her.


    She never braids my hair the way I want her to, and she pulls on it extra hard just for the pleasure of hearing me scream. She hates me because I am far prettier and smarter than her, and I’ve got a brilliant future ahead of me.


    I can’t wait until I’m eighteen to move far away from this monster. I’ve only one more year before I travel to Paris, the City of Lights, for my studies. Then my life will start. Humpf.


    



    


    Chapter 4


    


    “Auntie, my mother was a monster.” Maude adjusted her laptop screen to enable her aunt Victoria to get a better view of her face.


    “What kind of monster?” Victoria laughed. “There are so many kinds! You’d be lucky your mom was an apparent monster. The worst kinds are those we can’t tell.”


    “She was vain, and awfully mean to her aunt who took care of her. She called her names, and bossed her around.” Maude paused remembering details of further entries she’d read. “To be honest, she reminds me of the twins I used to take care of, Jean and Jacques Ruchet. They were such pests.” Maude shuddered at the thought. They never gave her a break and Mrs. Ruchet always encouraged their rude behavior, claiming boys would be boys.


    “Kids aren’t always aware of the pain they’re causing. Her aunt probably understood that. Look at your uncle Stephen and me. We fought constantly while growing up. Now . . . actually we’re not an example to emulate. I’m sure your mother matured into a remarkable woman, or Aaron wouldn’t have fallen for her.”


    The number of men and women who fell in love with the wrong person contradicted her aunt’s affirmation.


    “Why do you have a tarantula in your room?” Victoria disliked spiders whether in her house or in her niece’s room miles and miles away.


    “Oh um, it’s for a science project,” Maude lied. She jumped out of bed and went to the jar enclosing the tarantula. She’d found it in her bed last night in the exact same spot where the toad had been the day she’d arrived. She had no idea who had left these unpleasant surprises, but she didn’t want to tell her aunt or make it sound like she was complaining. Besides, she wasn’t scared of spiders. Toads were a nuisance, but tarantulas were furry and soft like little teddy bears.


    “Are you making any new friends?”


    It was as if her aunt possessed a sixth sense. Not that Maude was a remarkably gifted liar, but she’d managed to sound happy enough during her Skype conversations to alleviate any worries her aunt might be having about letting her niece settle alone in a foreign country. She didn’t consider herself unhappy, but the loneliness and lack of companionship were disheartening.


    “Yeah, tons. There’s Audrey de Forteville for instance.”


    Audrey was not a friend. An acquaintance at the most. She acknowledged Maude occasionally but ignored her most of the time. Maude attributed her aloofness to the fact she was the Academy’s worst student.


    “There’s Adrien, Audrey’s twin brother.” She’d rather have preferred he ignore her the way his sister did. But with him it was quite the contrary—only he always seemed to be laughing at her, though never visibly.


    “And your classes? How’s your German going?"


    “After three weeks I can honestly say, I’m far from fluent.”


    The door to her room opened letting Emma and Charlotte in, talking animatedly.


    “Ha, I think I would die if I had to sing an Italian opera in front of that crowd. I don't envy Maude one—” Emma stopped, discovering Maude in her canopy bed with her laptop on.


    “Auntie, I’ll call you back later ok!” she switched off her Skype icon before Victoria could say a proper goodbye.


    “Sorry for interrupting,” Emma mumbled.


    “Yeah, you probably didn’t want your aunt to know you’re up for the worst number in the Autumn Recital.”


    Madame Nerval had decided Maude, who couldn’t sing in German, didn't deserve to sing at all. But as every final year student was required to participate, Maude was allowed to sing in Italian to Madame Nerval’s great regret.


    “I don’t view this as something to be ashamed about. I take it as a challenge for which I am well prepared.”


    Charlotte put both her hands on Maude’s shoulders and stared straight into her eyes.


    “You’re new around here, but you’ve got to learn a few things about the National Academy of Arts. It’s a closed world. Its rules haven’t changed much since the time they were first enforced. Most of us, well, especially students like Emma here, are vying for the coveted position at the Opéra de Paris and each concert counts. If I were you, I wouldn’t sing at the Autumn Recital. Not in Italian. If you want to impress, you have to sing in German.”


    “Char’s right,” Emma agreed. “A lot of the students’ parents will be here and most of them come from the classical world: opera singers, theater actors, renowned artists. You don’t want to ruin your first impression. They’re all waiting for the pop singer to mess up. The best composers are French, German, and a few British composers as well. Italian operas are for the masses.”


    Maude shook off Charlotte’s hands, but couldn’t shake off the sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach. Yet she met her roommate’s eyes with defiance.


    “Rules don’t change here because no one dares to say anything about them.”


    “You can’t change the entire system. You can’t change how our uptight French elite feels about German opera. Or about pop music for that matter.”


    “Maybe I won’t succeed, but I’ll try.” She grabbed stray music sheets lying on her bed and left the room.


    In the month she’d been here, Maude had found a few spots she’d made her own. It was a delightful treat to lock herself in one of the numerous music rooms in the castle, each marked with its own unique imprint. In Maude’s eyes, the Mel Bonis Room in which she spent time practicing her diction had been soaked in a cauldron of hot mustard. Yellow padded chairs and sofas, mustard-colored wallpaper and curtains, a piano and music stand were all the company she sought.


    Standing next to a French window, Maude soaked in the yellow light matching the dominant color of the interior of the room and practiced the judgment scene from Aida.


    She’d chosen the piece because it gave her confidence. She’d received a standing ovation a few months ago thanks to Verdi’s wonderful music, could she not achieve a similar feat at the National Academy of Arts?


    Charlotte’s words floated in her mind.


    She couldn’t concentrate. Why should she listen to anything Charlotte and Emma had to say? Had they shown her the slightest trace of kindness, she might have considered their words as something other than attempts to destabilize her.


    They refused to befriend her solely because of her closeness to Ms. Tragent. She had no one here. As much as she hated to admit it, she craved Charlotte and Emma’s companionship. They protected and cared for each other in ways she’d only ever experienced with her own cousins. Charlotte spoke of the National Academy’s rules but heartily broke a few.


    Both Charlotte and Emma came back to the room in the evening just in time before Madame de Valois’ round and more often than not entered the room from the garden through the French windows.


    If only she could find a way to assure them their secrets were safe, that she wouldn’t breathe a word to Ms. Tragent.


    Maude practiced, then went to the piano and played her Waltz in B Minor.


    Adding the pedal to the piece changed everything. The notes melted into one another in long, beautiful phrases. She was amazed she’d ever left the pedal out of the piece. Monsieur Du Pré had marked the passages where she was to breathe and lift her foot from the pedal. If she didn’t lift it in the right places, the notes smashed into one another and the sound was disastrous. She’d spent the last three weeks adding the pedal.


    Yet when she played the piece for Monsieur Du Pré that evening, his response was a heavy, disappointed sigh.


    He marched to the piano and grabbed her music sheet.


    “Play.”


    Monsieur Du Pré was stingy with words. Since the speech he’d made when she’d first arrived, he’d rarely spoken more than two words per sentence.


    Without her score, Maude lost her assurance. She hadn’t worked long enough on this piece to know it perfectly by heart.


    “The notes.”


    He wanted her to sing the notes as well. It wouldn’t have been a problem if she had her score in front of her. Without it she had to concentrate, to remember notes that eluded her like water slipping through the cracks of her mind.


    “Si, ré, fa . . . ”


    “Forte!”


    “DO, MI, FA.”


    “Enunciate!”


    “Si, ré, fa, sol, sol, do, um, mi, um . . . ”


    “Pedal!”


    She stumbled clumsily into a catastrophic cacophony, and her foot no longer lifting at the right moments, instead striking the pedal heavily like an elephant’s foot. A piano falling down a flight of stairs would have produced more appealing sounds.


    “Disastrous, Ms. Laurent.”


    Yet he didn’t throw her out. Instead he made her repeat the first measures over and over again until she remembered exactly where to lift her foot and where to breathe. Until she could sing the notes at the same time.


    Those were only the first measures though.


    “For next week, the next two measures. We won’t continue until each part is played perfectly.”


    Maude nodded, her heart sinking.


    When she left the studio, night had fallen much faster than she thought. Monsieur Du Pré had left her a note for Madame de Valois in case she arrived later than the round.


    She ran to catch her train—on the verge of departure at Gare Saint-Lazare. She ran past an old man sweeping the floor, past a poster announcing Matt’s concert in Paris in May, and caught up with a girl running as fast as a gazelle her long blonde hair flying behind her. Maude sped up her pace, ran past the girl, and stumbled into the train while the other girl stayed behind. As the doors closed, Maude caught her breath in relief until she noticed the stricken girl on the opposite side of the windows.


    Emma, flushed and breathless, stared back at Maude with despair.


    The next train wouldn’t leave for ten minutes. Emma still had a shot at being on time, but she’d have to run once she got to Versailles.


    But when Maude arrived at Versailles, a message resonated through the station.


    “There has been an incident on the line from St-Lazare to Versailles. All trains will be delayed.”


    There was no way Emma would make it in time for Madame de Valois’ round.


    When she reached the castle, Charlotte was pacing nervously in the room.


    “Emma won’t make it in time,” Maude declared as she closed the door behind her.


    “How do you . . . never mind. I’ve received a text message from Emma. She’s toast.”


    “Not necessarily. We need to stall Madame de Valois. I can help.”


    When Madame de Valois entered the girls’ room at nine sharp, Charlotte greeted her with an amiable smile. A far too amiable smile in Madame de Valois’ opinion.


    “Where are your roommates?”


    Sounds of water and someone humming famous arias from La Traviata could be heard from the bathroom.


    “Emma’s in the shower, and Maude hasn’t arrived yet.”


    “She’s late. Where is she at this hour?”


    “She’s still in piano class with Monsieur Du Pré. I wouldn’t be surprised if she got lost in the subway. Those pop singers.” Charlotte rolled her eyes meaningfully and refrained from pushing her hair behind her ears lest her teacher realize she was nervous.


    “Very well, I’ll come back. Tell Emma to quit singing those awful Italian arias. It irks me to no end.”


    Charlotte nodded, tight-lipped, and escorted her teacher out of the room.


    When she was left alone, Maude came out of the bathroom, laughing.


    “That wasn’t too bad right?”


    Charlotte joined her laughter more out of relief than genuine enjoyment. Her laughter died down when she checked her watch.


    “She’s still got to get here before Madame de Valois’ second round.”


    “Don’t worry, she’ll get here in time.”


    Charlotte buried her head in her hands and let out a muffled cry.


    “She’s got to get here or she’ll be excluded because . . . ”


    “Because she works as waitress,” Maude completed.


    “How long have you known?”


    “Almost since day one.”


    “You didn’t tell Ms. Tragent?”


    “I have no idea what made you think I’d snitch. It’s really not my thing.”


    “We couldn’t take the chance. This is a cutthroat environment. Every one of the students in our class wants those spots at the Opéra Garnier. They’ll stop at nothing to get there. You’ve been here for three weeks, we’ve been in this school for years,” Charlotte explained. “But I should have sensed your pop background makes you more of an ally than a threat. Things are way less intense in that world, no?”


    Maude would have disagreed, but her response was cut short by Charlotte’s phone.


    She read her text message and looked up at Maude with a triumphant smile.


    “She’ll be here in five minutes.”


    “Great!”


    “Next time you impersonate an Academy student, please don’t sing Italian arias. None of them would dare.” Charlotte shook her head with an amused smile while she sent a short response to her friend.


    “And don’t tell Madame de Valois I got lost in transit. It’s not that hard to find one’s way in the Paris Métro with the right map.”


    “A map? You’re such a tourist,” Charlotte chuckled. She’d rather be caught dead than with a map in the subway.


    For a second, Maude recalled what Matt had once called her. He’d said she was a tourist because she viewed Paris only in its positive light. She shook the memory away.


    “You may have a sense of direction, but you still have no clue who’s been playing pranks on you these last weeks have you?”


    Maude shook her head and eagerly expected the prankster’s name.


    Charlotte wrapped her arms around Maude’s shoulders.


    “We’ll help you with that. Just you wait and see. They won’t know what’s coming.”


    “They?”


    The evening air penetrated the room as Emma opened the window and hopped into the room. She went straight for Maude and hugged her.


    “Thank you, thank you so much.”


    “It’s not over yet. Hurry into the bathroom and act like you’re coming out of the shower. Madame de Valois is coming back.”


    Madame de Valois didn’t wait for the door to be answered this time and entered directly. She found Maude hanging her coat in the closet, Charlotte reading a magazine on her bed and heard the water running in the bathroom.


    “You were late. May I see some justification?”


    Maude handed her Monsieur Du Pré’s note. “There was an incident on the way delaying the trains.”


    Madame de Valois nodded.


    “And Ms. Emma? That is one long shower. I need for her to pop out her head so I can check she’s there.”


    Emma accordingly popped out her head wrapped in a towel, singing an Italian aria.


    “I told you not to sing Italian arias,” Madame de Valois grumbled as she left the room.


    The girls congratulated themselves on their perfect act of deceit and prepared for bed.


    


    ***


    


    “All right, boys place your right hand under your partner’s shoulder blade.”


    Adrien, inattentive, placed his hand around Maude’s waist, much to Maude’s displeasure.


    “It is important for you all to learn to waltz. There are upcoming balls and boys and girls will be expected to learn to conduct themselves with grace, decorum, and good behavior. Remember the steps I taught you. Ladies, you must trust your partners.”


    Maude had been playing a waltz on the piano for weeks, now she had to learn to dance it, too.


    She wasn’t doing a great job at it either. Her coordination was all wrong, her feet missed the beats, and she definitely didn’t trust her partner.


    “Ms. Laurent, you are making quite a mess of things. Monsieur de Forteville I expected more from you.”


    “And not from me, I suppose.” Maude might’ve resented the implication had she not agreed with Madame de Valois. Who would expect Maude, the same one who struggled to walk in heels, to dance with the grace of a ballerina?


    Adrien wasn’t helping matters. Suddenly overcome with a convulsion, his grip tightened around her shoulder.


    “Adrien are you okay?” Maude asked with concern. His face had turned an ominous shade of green.


    “Monsieur de Forteville, are you dizzy?”


    It was no wonder, dizziness was inherent to the nonstop twirling required to execute a waltz.


    “Madame de Valois,” Audrey raised her hand at the other end of the room. “I don’t feel too good either.”


    Audrey covered her mouth and a convulsion seized her.


    “I’m going to throw up.”


    “Go, go!” Madame de Valois urged. She refused to witness her room being defiled by her students’ vomit.


    The twins made a dash for the door, moaning and knocking heads as they fought to cross the threshold at the same time.


    “I’ll go see if they’re okay,” Maude volunteered.


    Madame de Valois nodded. Her delicacy prevented her from assisting her students with problems as gruesome as bodily discharges.


    Maude found them in the nearest toilet, sharing the same stall their heads bent over so that nothing but their fiery red manes could be seen.


    “How are you guys doing? Adrien, Audrey? Or should I call you, Les Rouges?”


    Maude hovered over Adrien and Audrey like an eagle about to swoop in to grab its prey.


    “The toad, the itching clothes, the spider. You’ve been having way too much fun at my expense. But it stops now.”


    “What did you do to us?” Audrey lifted her head and dropped it back immediately.


    “All I can say is this: you should clear your schedule because you’ll be stuck here for quite some time.” Maude stepped back, closed the stall’s door and paused on her way out. “Oh, and you should probably use separate stalls. Twins share everything but in this case you might want to change that. It’ll be coming out from every side.”


    The twins only answered in moans but they understood the meaning of her words. As she walked out the door, she thought she heard Audrey urge Adrien to quit hogging her stall. But she couldn’t be sure as frantic flushing drowned their words.


    


    ***


    


    The day of the Autumn Recital arrived far too soon for Maude’s taste. The notes of her aria were engraved in her memory. Unfortunately, she’d be among the first to sing.


    The castle’s ballroom was packed with parents, family, and friends. No one was there for Maude, but she refused to dwell on the thought. The most important thing was for her message to get through. She took a stroll in the gardens, careful not to lose her way. It would be so easy to stay in the gardens forever under a serene early autumn sky. If it was autumn, the wind knew nothing of it and whispered in savory tones that summer would never end. She neared one of the fountains in the gardens, but slowed down when she heard voices.


    “Oh, Mother, you really shouldn’t have bothered to come.” It was Audrey’s voice.


    Maude made sure she couldn’t be seen from behind the mass of trees and listened.


    “I’m leaving for Milan tomorrow, but I wouldn’t miss the Autumn Recital for the world.”


    Audrey’s mother had the voice of a singer. She articulated each word as if she were on stage. Maude was sure Audrey’s mother must be a professional opera singer.


    “Really?” Audrey’s voice screeched in unfeigned surprise. She regretted her display of emotion and continued in a subdued tone. “I thought you hated the Autumn Recital.”


    Audrey’s mother laughed, an extravagant laugh, the exaggerated laugh of a performer who never turns off her role. Maude had to discover who Audrey’s mother was. She leaned forward, her head pointing outside the line of trees.


    Her mother had red hair that even the dark autumn evening couldn’t dull. Both she and her daughter were facing the fountain, their backs turned to Maude. Audrey’s mother wore an evening gown and a light shawl draped her pale shoulders. She turned to her daughter, and the moon beamed on her beautiful profile. A profile Maude recognized instantly.


    The profile of one the greatest divas of all time.


    Johanna de Forteville was Audrey’s mother.


    No wonder Audrey and Adrien were so competitive. Their parents were Johanna and Hector de Forteville. The couple was famous not only for their talent but also because of their tumultuous ongoing divorce after over fifteen years of being opera’s star couple. The specifics were a blur, but Maude had heard something about Johanna de Forteville and a twenty-five-year-old tenor being caught in the powder rooms of the Opéra Garnier.


    “I wouldn’t miss this one for the world. Everybody wants to hear that pop girl sing.”


    Maude mustered every ounce of restraint left in her bones to keep from marching to Audrey and Johanna de Forteville and telling them a piece of her mind. That first and foremost she had a name. Maude Laurent Baldwin. Not “that pop girl” or “that rock star” or whatever they imagined her to be. She’d show them.


    Maude stepped away from the trees and into further darkness, but heard Audrey’s brittle laugh.


    “Oh mother, she’ll be singing in Italian. You really shouldn’t have bothered.”


    Maude didn’t wait for the response and avoided crunching the rocks under her feet to dust as she walked away.


    Upon entering the castle, Maude wondered if a muse hadn’t decorated the ballroom. The chandeliers illuminated the room and brightened the mirrors hanging from each wall where students checked their hair was in place, their makeup not smudged. Paintings representing playful scenes in the gardens of the Palace of Versailles gave the ballroom a festive yet formal elegance. The French windows were open, and guests circulated easily from the illuminated gardens and fountains into the ballroom. Waiters had been hired for the occasion, young men dressed in impeccable suits who served their guests with an erect step and a crisp, polite smile.


    Maude arranged one of the flowers in her hair. Madame de Valois had insisted the girls wear wreaths of flowers like nymphs. The result was becoming, but also a nuisance. She regularly checked that her flowers were staying in place. A waiter came up to her with a tray of hors d’oeuvre while she was struggling to keep a stray flower in place without undoing her braid.


    “Would you like an hors d’oeuvre, miss. We’ve got—”


    “No, no. I don’t want anything to eat,” Maude waved him off impatiently with her elbow, her arm stuck in her hair. “I couldn’t care less about hors d’oeuvre, I can’t get this thing to . . . ouch!” She scratched her scalp with the stem of the flower. Of course, Madame de Valois had wanted to use real flowers from the school’s gardens.


    Maude noticed in the mirror the waiter hadn’t moved and stood next to her.


    This waiter’s smile wasn’t crisp, wasn’t obliging. It was careless, amused, and impertinent. He had handsome dark skin and long, dark dreadlocks he’d gathered in a bun. His supervisor had made sure of that.


    “I’m sorry if I sounded rude.” She’d sounded like Madame Ruchet—but he wouldn’t know who she was and wouldn’t care if he did.


    “Don’t worry, I’m used to this sort of behavior all the time around here. Princess.” He didn’t smirk. He never smirked. His impertinence was subtle to a degree that most guests in the ballroom never perceived the irony in his tone. He could compliment “Madame” and bow his head to “Monsieur” without them ever interpreting his words and gestures as impertinence.


    But Maude recognized the tone. She’d used it against Madame Ruchet more than once. It had been her only mode of retaliation, a retaliation subtle but powerful because it soothed her. It allowed her to hold on one more day, one day after the other.


    “Princess?” She repeated. She asked yet wanted no answer. She fought down anger, wounded pride, and guilt. She’d treated him badly and deserved his scorn, yet it hurt to be placed in the same league as the woman she’d detested her entire life. The woman whose face haunted her dreams at night.


    “You live in a castle, don’t you?” He bent over and backed away, his tray high, his head low, but not low enough to hide the amused smile that rankled Maude to no end.


    The guests deserted the gardens. Charlotte walked in with her father, a man Maude recognized as Henri de Troyes, one of the most famous actors of the Académie française. Maude had little time to recover from her astonishment before Ms. Tragent introduced the first performer. She’d had no idea Charlotte came from a prestigious family of theatrical actors. Audrey fit the mold perfectly, but Charlotte had a bohemian air about her that clashed with the idea of a family of the artistic elite.


    It was Maude’s turn to sing. She walked past Eleanor who whispered in her father’s ear, a man stuffed with pride and hors d’oeuvre, “I hope she won’t need a microphone. Pop singers usually do.”


    Maude threw Eleanor a dark glare and raised her head high. Her white gown flowed with the evening breeze, her wreath of flowers crowned her hair as she advanced with dignity.


    There was no stage, there were no microphones. Microphones were an abomination to opera singers. The singers were on the same level as the guests, with only their voices to rely on.


    Maude faced the crowd and parted her lips. When she’d first sung this song, she’d been eaten with jealousy over Matt and Rebecca. This intense emotion had transformed her, inhabiting her with a destructive energy more than compatible with her character.


    That sentiment was gone. Yet she found the destructive energy in her. The voice forcing itself out of her lips was a voice she had trained. Her sound was purer than when she’d learned it with Ms. Tragent. She was unyielding yet malleable, she was determined these people would not win, would not lower her to a level she would never go to again. Her voice was strength itself, strength and frightening certainty and precision. Her notes travelled perfectly through the air, added brilliance to the chandelier’s glow, tinkled in the ancient stone fountains, accompanying the breeze in this end of summer melopoeia. Summer was over. Autumn had arrived with the Autumn Recital.


    Yet her crowd sat without emotion. Several guests yawned. Charlotte’s father checked his watch. Audrey’s father, Hector de Forteville, directed his eyes to the ceiling.


    Maude ignored these signs of restlessness. Her mind was fixated on one thing: getting through to her audience. She couldn’t be distracted. Not by Audrey’s victorious twinkle, not by Adrien’s outright laugh, not by the handsome waiter’s inquisitive stare.


    Her voice faltered slightly, but she continued and ended her hands balled into fists, her body drained, her heart content.


    The clapping was far from a standing ovation. It was polite clapping. Some refused to make the effort.


    After her performance, Maude didn’t want to join the other singers instead preferring the calmness of the gardens. Her feet found the fountain where Audrey and her mother had been talking. She retrieved the wreath from her hair and tossed it on the stone bench. A princess without a crown.


    She’d given it all, but it hadn’t been enough. She was an impostor in their eyes. She didn’t belong. She’d have to work harder. She had to give up her beloved Italian operas and learn German as fast as she could. Or they would never accept her.


    Footsteps on the gravel forced her to put her thoughts on hold. It was the waiter. He’d removed his tie, and it hung loosely on his shoulder.


    “You’re not one of them.” He threw his empty tray on the stone bench where Maude sat. The platter rattled, circled like a hoopla hoop and settled with unbearable clatter, crushing her flower wreath.


    Maude lifted her head with a shaky sense of propriety. It was one thing to be called a princess; it was another to be singled out like a black sheep. She wanted to be an opera singer, she wished more than anything to be accepted in this constricted circle, but most of all, she wanted to be recognized.


    “How quickly you judge! In less than an hour I went from princess to pauper. It’s a good thing I refuse to be defined by anyone else than myself.” She arose from her stone seat, wrenched her wreath from under his tray, and prepared to leave.


    “You shouldn’t let them define you either. You sang beautifully. Even for a pop singer.”


    Maude gave an exasperated sigh. He must’ve heard the guests talk about her bizarre status.


    “You know nothing about classical music.”


    “Now who’s one to judge. You assume a lack of knowledge from my status as a waiter.” He leaned against the tree, his skin the color of the bark so that they made one.


    “First of all, you’re no waiter. Second, my remark was founded on your appreciation of Italian operas. Opera lovers are only impressed with German composers. I’m not judging. I’m like you.” Maude let out a tired laugh and joined him against the tree’s trunk.


    He fished inside his coat pocket and handed her a card.


    “I’m an English teacher, among other things.”


    Maude didn’t comment on an English teacher having a business card but read his name. Cédric Mauritien. English teacher at the Jean Jaurès Middle School in Argenteuil. It was in Parisian area, but far from Versailles.


    “If you’re a teacher, what are you doing here?”


    “Being a teacher on a beginner’s salary isn’t enough to cover my lavish lifestyle. So I’m a waiter by night and a billionaire by day.” His smile was kind, with a wisdom that far extended beyond his young years.


    “I’ve never laid eyes on a billionaire with dreadlocks,” Maude retorted, mockery dancing in her eyes.


    “I’m an eccentric billionaire. They’re the best kind,” he laughed. “Listen,” his voice grew serious. “What would you think about putting your talent to good use? I think my class could use someone like you. My students need to broaden their horizons. Maybe you could come teach them a few things about classical music, say once a week on Saturdays.”


    Maude shook her head. “We’re not allowed to leave Versailles, and your school is in Argenteuil, not even in Paris. I can’t help you.”


    Cédric let out a low whistle. “Not allowed to leave this school. That’s rough. I’m sure you could find a way if you really wanted.”


    Maude thought of Emma’s job and Charlotte’s mysterious outings.


    “I could,” Maude conceded. “But I don’t want to. I’m so far behind everyone. I don’t know where to start. I’m sorry, Cédric. It would be unwise.”


    Cédric nodded, but without any apparent disappointment. Instead he whistled a light tune.


    “I’ve got to go back in.” She disliked the fact he didn’t take her seriously. She had no idle time on her hands.


    “You don’t have to. But you want to get rid of me. I get it. Keep my card and call me when you’re sick of that world,” he pointed to the castle like one pointing towards a pile of dirt.


    He whistled some more as he made his way back to the castle. Maude ripped his card in half but waited until she was back inside before throwing the shreds away.


    Maude stayed for Emma’s performance. She sang beautifully but appeared jittery and tired overall. Emma had worked late the previous night. She’d waited for Madame de Valois’ round at nine and had left right after to come back at the crack of dawn.


    Emma received a very enthusiastic round of applause. Maude searched for parents who might resemble Emma but found none. She received her applause with sincere gratitude but didn’t nod to anyone in the audience in particular, like most students with parents in the crowd did.


    Maude went to congratulate Emma while Audrey and Adrien prepared to sing their duet.


    “You were breathtaking, Emma.”


    “Thanks! I went a little fast at the end, I was a little too forte instead of mezzo forte. I’ll have to work on that.”


    Emma’s modesty was genuine, Maude didn’t doubt it for a second. And yet she marveled at how a girl with such talent could concentrate solely on her mistakes.


    “Am I going to meet your parents later on?” Maude asked.


    Emma shook her head, her cheeks tinged with red.


    “I didn’t invite them. They wouldn’t feel comfortable in this environment.”


    Maude puzzled over this choice but added nothing further.


    “Listen to these two. They’re spectacular. It’s not hard though when you have parents like Johanna and Hector de Forteville.” Maude detected a hint of jealousy in Emma’s voice and couldn’t find it in her heart to blame her. Emma worked harder than anyone in the school inside and outside. She was tired, and winter hadn’t arrived yet.


    She turned her full attention to the duet. The siblings sang in German with such vigor and precision it was hard not to be mesmerized by their performance. Their parents had taught them well.


    But with all this talent and discipline, Maude failed to see why they would need to persecute her. Their place in the opera world was guaranteed. What more could they want?


    They received an ovation similar to the one Emma had received, and the concert ended.


    Ms. Tragent signaled Maude to wait for her while she said goodbye to her students’ illustrious parents.


    When she’d waved to the last parent, Ms. Tragent asked Maude to walk with her to her quarters.


    “Maude Laurent, I’m very disappointed in you.” Maude hid her annoyance. She was in no mood for a lecture. Her evening had been disastrous as it was.


    “You aren’t trying hard enough. Your teachers tell me you’re the worst student they’ve seen in years. Have I taught you nothing in the time we’ve spent together? It would be unreasonable to expect that the time we’ve spent together in the last year could make up for the lack of proper classical education. But you should be working twice as hard as any student to catch up. I thought you’d be all caught up by now.”


    They’d reached Ms. Tragent’s house, but Maude hadn’t breathed a word. The uselessness of such an effort refrained her from attempting it.


    They entered the house, but when Ms. Tragent flipped the switch in order to turn on the light in the main hall, nothing happened.


    “The caretaker didn’t take care of this light bulb. I’ve asked him a hundred times. I’ll have to do it myself.”


    “Um, are you sure Ms. Tragent? It doesn’t really matter. It’s just a hall light.”


    “Go turn on the light in the next room and bring me a chair and I’ll go get my light bulb. This is what happens when you depend on a man for something.”


    Maude thought it was a bad idea, but there was no reasoning with Ms. Tragent. Not even after Maude reminded her that the famous French singer Claude François had died while changing a light bulb did Ms. Tragent relent.


    She mounted the wobbly chair her light bulb firmly in hand.


    “You’re not trying hard enough, Maude Laurent,” she lectured, as she unscrewed the light bulb. She could multitask and had no problem simultaneously lecturing her student while occupying her hands.


    Maude steadied the wobbly chair wishing Ms. Tragent would hurry to get down.


    “Here.” She handed the former light bulb to Maude and inserted the new one.


    “And singing in Italian tonight? What kind of an idea was that? I’m ashamed.” She gave a final twist.


    But Maude had had enough.


    “What is so wrong with Italian? We always sang Italian operas with you!” Maude exploded.


    “Watch your tone, young lady. Yes, we sang Italian operas, but you weren’t meant to become opera singers! You were meant to become pop stars! Hold this chair while I get down.”


    “What’s so wrong with pop music! I’m sick of being called a pop singer as if I were an incurable disease! I sang well this evening. I didn’t shame anybody. They should be ashamed of themselves. These stuck-up, arrogant, stuffed pricks!”


    Maude let go of the chair just as Ms. Tragent prepared to come down. Without Maude holding the chair, Ms. Tragent toppled off the chair, hit the switch, and fell to the floor.


    Ms. Tragent lay still. A moan escaped her lips, indicating she was still among the living.


    “Ms. Tragent! Are you okay?” Maude asked frantically, clasping her teacher’s wrinkled hand.


    “Call an ambulance.” On the verge of fainting, she could nevertheless give orders. “And Ms. Laurent?”


    “Yes?” Maude clasped her teacher’s hand and stroke it.


    “At least the light works,” Ms. Tragent said with triumph before fainting into darkness.


    



    


    Chapter 5


    


    “You’re doing what?” Charlotte ran to the bedroom door and sprawled her arms wide.


    Maude dismissed Charlotte’s extravagant gesture with an equally extravagant eye roll and resumed packing.


    “I’m moving in with Ms. Tragent for a couple of days. I don’t think your skinny arms will block that door for long though.”


    “You can’t move in with Ms. Tragent.”


    “We’ve been through this. Emma’s secret is safe with me.”


    “That’s not what I’m worried about. You’re going to be living with the principal. It’s an act of folly all on its own.”


    “I don’t have much of a choice. She sprained her ankle because of me. Although if you listen to her, you’d think I pushed her with a murderous intent.”


    Charlotte flopped on Maude’s bed and banged her head against the railing.


    “Ouch.” She rubbed her forehead. “Did you?”


    “Of course I did no such thing!” Maude protested. She’d been angry, furious even, but not to the point of harming her teacher.


    “Can’t her nephew, the pop singer, that Matt guy, take care of her?”


    Maude bit her lip but said nothing.


    “Well, can’t he?”


    She decided ignoring the question wouldn’t keep Charlotte from pestering her. She cleared her throat before answering, “He’s on a world tour and he can’t interrupt it just because his aunt’s sprained her ankle.”


    “Too bad. He might’ve come with Rebecca Sylvester. Emma’s literally her number one fan.”


    “I’m sure she’ll get to meet Rebecca one day. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got to be on my way.”


    “Wait! If you have one last night of freedom, why can’t you spend it with me? Haven’t you ever wondered what I do with my weekends when I come back late?”


    Curiosity had devoured Maude whole for weeks but she feigned indifference.


    “What have you been doing?” She asked with a curiosity only half concealed.


    “Come with me tonight and you’ll find out.”


    Maude shook her head, as had been her habit with Charlotte ever since she’d shared her crazy ideas with her.


    “No way. I’m already on a tight rope. Why does everyone want me to break the rules? I wouldn’t mind it if I were brilliant and I had no problems. But I’m failing every class. I’m still in beginner’s class in musical theory, I’m not fluent in German, I can’t recite every one of Lully’s compositions, and I still can’t dance the waltz or play it correctly on the piano either!”


    “That’s because you’re too stressed out. Take the night off and I’ll swear you won’t regret it.”


    “I can’t. But thanks for trying to cheer me up in your own twisted way.”


    Maude kissed her goodbye and left the room.


    Ms. Tragent was waiting for her—not on a firm foot, but with impatience equal to Maude’s reluctance. “I’ve made a list of things you need to do for me.”


    The list was a long one with necessary evils and less necessary ones. She cleaned, cooked, and gave Ms. Tragent her medicine. Nothing could appease the monster.


    In the afternoon, Ms. Tragent gave her a stack of documents and indicated a chair.


    “Sit down and learn all you can about Paris.”


    “What for?” She wished she could learn about Paris by actually visiting the city. What was the use of living in the heart of France if she was forbidden from ever going there except for her piano classes? Maybe she should have followed Charlotte for a night out. At least she benefitted from the school’s proximity to the capital.


    “You’ll be showing a group of the Academy’s students around Paris. It’s a tradition.”


    Maude’s former school in Carvin had a similar tradition. It was a day she was unlikely to ever forget.


    “I’m no expert on Paris. I don’t mind going, but couldn’t I at least have a guide? And how many students will there be?”


    “Quit complaining. There will be fifteen students no older than thirteen. I’m sure you’ll manage. And I don’t have a choice, no teacher is available last minute.”


    Maude rummaged through the documents written in Ms. Tragent’s indecipherable handwriting. Hadn’t she ever heard of Wikipedia? Of course there was no computer in her teacher’s house, and she couldn’t move an inch from under Ms. Tragent’s nose.


    In the evening, Maude had had enough but bore her teacher’s impatience with the last shreds of forbearance remaining.


    “Let’s watch a movie, and I’m choosing which one.”


    “Have you finished learning everything about Paris?”


    “I haven’t, and it wouldn’t be of much use. I’ll do my best, but I can’t learn the Parisian subway map by heart in an hour.”


    Ms. Tragent’s mouth twitched, out of irritation or amusement Maude knew not. Sometimes she wondered if her teacher didn’t push her limits for the sole purpose of seeing how far her student would go to please her.


    “I agree with the movie idea, but you must be dreaming if you think I’ll let you choose. You’ll probably choose something American.”


    “We could flip a coin?”


    “Maude Laurent, do you want me to expel you from this school?”


    “Ms. Tragent, do you want me to leave you alone in this house with only your crutches for support?”


    “You wouldn’t dare. Not after having already made one attempt on my life!”


    “There was no attempt on your life, Ms. Tragent, not one. Although right at this moment I could very well—”


    “Very well what? Ms. Laurent? Ms. Laurent? Why are you looking out the window?”


    Maude turned away from the window. Her eyes must be deceiving her.


    “I’m sorry, I got distracted.”


    “I’m relieved the slightest inconsequent thing could distract you from your murderous intentions! The youth these days have so little dedication.”


    Maude and Cordelia Tragent glared at each other but only for a second, before collapsing in a mutual fit of laughter.


    “Come here you, my sweet, sweet girl with the dreadful temper.” Maude came accordingly although she disagreed about her temper. She’d made a lot of progress on that account.


    “You do have a dreadful temper. But it’s not a bad thing. It’s no wonder Matt—” Ms. Tragent’s voice was interrupted by the doorbell.


    “Go see who’s at the door, but if it’s a peddler, don’t be gentle.”


    “I doubt it’s a peddler, Ms. Tragent. This castle is guarded like a fortress. Besides it wouldn’t be very kind to . . . ” Maude’s voice trailed off as she opened the door.


    On the doorstep was Matt. Not the Matt she’d seen in magazines, not the Matt she’d seen on posters at bus stops. The real Matt.


    Her mind went blank, and they stood together at the doorstep, both disbelieving their eyes, both wanting to speak yet not finding the words.


    “What are you . . . ?” they asked at the same time and ended their sentence in laughter.


    Ms. Tragent’s voice interrupted their incoherent conversation.


    “Ms. Laurent, who’s at the door?”


    Maude couldn’t bring herself to say his name. She hadn’t been able to for months. She thought it safer to let him in and let him announce his arrival.


    When Ms. Tragent saw her beloved nephew’s head cross the threshold of the living room, she all but jumped with enraptured joy.


    “I told you not to come!” Ms. Tragent admonished, not in the least angered over this act of outright disobedience.


    “I think I’m wise enough now to understand what don’t come really means.”


    “It’s a good thing you came just in time, too. Maude Laurent here was about to murder me in my sleep.”


    Maude was in a dreamlike state but jumped up at the sound of her name associated with a despicable act.


    “Now, now, Auntie, I’m sure Maude would have had the decency to murder you while you were perfectly awake.” He embraced his aunt with tenderness. His gray eyes met Maude’s with a gaiety hard to resist.


    Stupid, silly glee bubbled inside her. For what reason, she was incapable of explaining.


    “What about your tour? How long are you staying?” Ms. Tragent asked.


    “Don’t worry about my tour. I’m staying here until the end of the week. Just for you. At your service.”


    “That’s good then. You’ll stay in the room next to Ms. Laurent’s. The more the merrier!”


    Her nephew’s presence always brought out the best in her.


    “You want me to stay?” Maude asked surprised. She was asking Ms. Tragent but awaiting a response from Matt.


    “Why yes. Matt will take care of me during the day while you’re in class. And you’ll keep me company in the evening.”


    “I can keep you company in the evening as well, Aunt Cordelia.”


    Maude hid a disappointment she was ashamed to even feel. It was natural that he wanted to spend time alone with his aunt.


    “Tssk, you’ll be sick of me by then. And Ms. Laurent is a better cook than you, dear.”


    “I can cook!” Matt argued, astonished his skills could be put in question. “You taught me,” he added as a peremptory argument.


    “Exactly.”


    The triumph in Ms. Tragent’s voice was omnipresent. She took pleasure in the smallest things provided they established her superiority. It was her fierce sense of autonomy that led over anything else. Whether the satisfaction of putting in her own light bulb or becoming the second woman to preside over a prestigious institution, both deserved her self-satisfaction.


    Matt was tired. He’d flown from Los Angeles to Paris upon hearing the news of his aunt being in the hospital.


    “You’re making such a fuss over nothing.”


    “You're not nothing, quite the opposite.”


    Maude prepared to leave the room, unwilling to intrude on their intimacy. “Wait, don't leave yet. We have to make arrangements for tomorrow. For your excursion with Matt and the kids.”


    “What excursion?” Matt asked, removing his trench coat wearily. It was the first he’d heard of an excursion.


    Ms. Tragent realized she hadn’t voiced her idea. A plan well formed in her brain was so equivalent to it being executed that it astonished her when she was reminded people couldn’t read her thoughts as easily as she read theirs.


    “You and Ms. Laurent will accompany a group of children around Paris tomorrow.”


    “But who will look after you, Ms. Tragent? Perhaps Matt should stay.”


    Only worry about his weariness prompted her to refuse his assistance, not worry about spending an entire day with him after promising to herself she’d never spend time alone with him again. She was quite sure of that.


    “Maude’s right. I came to take care of you,” Matt insisted. He turned to Maude awaiting her assistance in the matter, but Maude remained silent. If he didn’t want to spend the day with her, he should argue his defense on his own. Still, she wished he weren’t so decidedly opposed to the idea of spending the day with her. And fifteen other students.


    “You’d be helping me tremendously. Matt, no one knows Paris like you. Maude, you'll be careful enough not to lose the kids. I wouldn’t put a poodle I dislike in Matt’s care.”


    Matt questioned Maude with his eyes, and she shrugged. The pleasure she’d felt at his arrival was now tinged with unease.


    “I’m in,” Matt conceded defeat with an ease he’d mastered due to his continuous interaction with his aunt.


    That night, Maude couldn’t sleep a wink knowing he was in the next room. It was the strangest situation to have him so near after she’d made great progress erasing him from her life. The continual reminders of him and their time together tiptoed in her memory. She’d been certain she’d made great headway but her joy upon seeing him on the doorstep contradicted her. She could deal with his presence for a couple of days, but she had to be strong and stay the course. She couldn’t show the slightest warmth, the slightest sense of contentment. Her feelings must remain locked away for the benefit of all.


    She tossed one last time before deciding to take out her mother’s diary.


    She hadn’t opened it in a while, afraid of what else she might discover about her mother.


    


    October 17th, 1985


    Dear Diary,


    I learned today that my family is cursed. Or at least I think so. None of the women on my mother’s side were raised with their parents. I never see my mother. She’s God knows where, and I never see my father. Grandma says it’s a curse, and I kind of believe her although she didn’t remember how the curse came about. I’ll never have kids if I can help it. I don’t want them to have to grow up alone. Because of the curse.


    


    July 18th, 1986


    Dear Diary,


    I’ll soon be moving to France, and I can’t help but feel excited and scared. I love Guadeloupe. It’s my home. Everyone wants to live in Paris because it’s classy. I’ve never minded living here. I love it here. The beach, the sun, the quality of life. In Paris everyone is always running and there’s winter; at least that’s what I heard. I’ve never been attracted to snow.


    I’ll miss my grandparents so much. Even my stupid aunt. But I’ll miss her less. She’ll probably cry like a baby when I leave. Without me she’ll have nothing to do with her life.


    


    ***


    


    When she found him early the next morning, he was arranging croissants on a platter with a cup of orange juice and mint tea. He wore a T-shirt and boxers and didn’t seem to mind that Maude had suddenly lost her balance.


    “I woke up early,” he explained. “Are you okay? You look weird.”


    Maude gathered her wits.


    “I’m just surprised to see you aren’t yet dressed. We’re leaving soon.”


    “It’ll take a second. You aren’t ready either, from what I gather.”


    Maude took a spoon and with one glimpse at it, she understood what he meant. Her hair was in a mess. Why hadn’t she braided her hair before going to sleep? Because she’d been out of sorts after his arrival, that’s why. Now she looked like she’d combed her hair with a bomb.


    Matt laughed upon witnessing her unease, and she glared back at him.


    “I am perfectly ready. I intend on going to Paris as I am.”


    Matt’s increased laughter irritated her, and when he dared her to, she answered without thinking, “Of course I will.”


    She bit her tongue immediately afterwards. Stupid pride.


    She’d walked barefoot in Brooklyn, she could walk with her hair all tangled up if she had to.


    “Afros are in style,” Maude declared haughtily.


    “Afros are,” Matt agreed as he took his tray to his aunt, his hands shaking from laughter.


    Her hair looked nothing like an Afro, more like a tangled web of licorice.


    After breakfast, Maude and Matt went to the meeting point in front of the castle. A group of fifteen first-years waited for them, talking excitedly of the first free day they’d had in a long time. Backpacks, water bottles, hair tied in bows for the girls and Lacoste caps on the boys, they were ready for the long-awaited expedition into the Parisian jungle.


    “Do you want to discover Paris, or do you really want to discover Paris?” Matt asked. He’d never worked as camp instructor and thought maybe he’d missed his calling.


    The children’s excitement was uncontainable. On their way to the train station, she thought with sadness how little these students wandered away from the castle. They grew up until the age of twelve in their families and were then sent to the Academy firmly intent on becoming artists. They were somewhat accustomed to Paris, having spent their early years in the city, yet they had stayed away from it so long. They’d memorized all they had to know about it through books and classes—because it was required—yet weren’t allowed to stay in the city.


    There were some things Maude would never understand about this world she’d chosen.


    Being back in Paris for a reason other than Monsieur Du Pré’s class was a sheer delight.


    There wasn’t a thing Matt didn’t know about Paris. Or any city for that matter. He’d shown her New York City. Now he opened her eyes to the musical treasures of the French capital.


    “Forget the Louvre, forget the monuments. You guys are musicians. If you want to visit museums, go with your parents. We’re going to discover musical Paris.”


    The students glanced at each other, their eyes filled with bewilderment.


    Lise, a skeptical girl with brown freckles scattered over her face, raised her hand.


    “Aren’t we supposed to visit the Louvre, Notre-Dame, and the Opéra Garnier today? Ms. Tragent said we had to discover the capital’s landmarks.”


    Her classmates nodded their approval.


    “We should stick to the program,” Bastien added, siding with Lise. “Ms. Tragent said she’d quiz us on our way back.”


    “I’ll handle my aunt,” Matt replied. It amazed him how little sense of adventure these kids possessed. At their age, he detested walking through museums. That much hadn’t changed. At least now he could put his foot down.


    “Come on!” Maude encouraged. “Where’s your sense of adventure? Don’t you want to know more about music?”


    Matt threw her a surprised look, cupped his mouth, and whispered, “Where was your sense of adventure the first year you were in New York?”


    “I’ve developed it since then,” Maude whispered back unable to hide a grin.


    “We study music everyday.” Andrew scrunched his nose and rubbed his ear. “Couldn’t we do something new for a change?”


    “This is new,” Matt insisted. “Ok, I’m sick of asking permission. You are going to trust me, and you will have fun today. Agreed?”


    Their protégés grumbled, some nodded, others sulked, but none put up a fight and the matter was settled.


    “Some great people skills you’ve got there, Matt. It’s a good thing you decided to become a singer not a politician.” Maude left his side before he could protest and gathered the mumbling group.


    Matt had mapped out an itinerary across the Métro involving a variety of musical stops. Their first stop, the station Châtelet-Les-Halles, was a maze and at first the students recoiled. Terrible draughts filled the rotting station. Occasional vendors sold pirated homemade DVDs, glancing frantically over their shoulders, ready to wrap everything up in a second and run at the first sign of a policeman.


    But from one hall to another, the Academy’s students discovered different musicians.


    A group of klezmer musicians in the hall on the way to line four, a rock band near the eleventh line. On the way to line B, the children met a beggar strumming meaninglessly on a guitar, right next to a fruit vendor who’d set up a cart full of juicy watermelons, ripe grapes, and mangoes.


    On the way to the Louvre, the subway was filled with gypsies singing songs in hopes of receiving a meager income. The Parisians in the coach were forced to listen to the lyrics of “Bésame Mucho” for the millionth time, but Maude’s group of students thought it delightful.


    The women of the gypsy group carried around bouncing babes with thin, outstretched arms to melt the passengers’ hearts and prompt them to dig into their pockets, which Maude’s group eagerly did.


    When they sauntered through the halls of the Palais Royal–Musée du Louvre station, they met a female violinist playing Vivaldi and selling her CDs stacked on a cheap blanket.


    “You sell your CD in the subway?” asked Maude with amazement. She took one and inspected it on all sides.


    “I do. So many tourists enjoy my music, they are willing to buy it.”


    At the Gare Saint-Lazare a free piano had been placed not far from a bustling Starbucks and a toilet room with an endless line. On it was written “A vous de jouer” (“your turn to play”). The concept was to allow random passersby to play on it, from the most tone-deaf person to the most elaborate player. Many used the piano to show off their skills in public, taking pride in the gathering crowd.


    When the Academy students arrived, a young man was playing a Ray Charles hit—“Mess Around.” The acoustics were terrible in the station, what with the sound of departing trains, people running breathlessly to catch them, and delays being announced in the loudspeaker; notwithstanding, people gathered and listened with evident enjoyment. Those in line for the bathroom endured the wait with less acrimonious feelings.


    “Maude, you’re next,” Matt whispered.


    “Are you kidding? The acoustics are an abomination, and the piano isn’t well tuned.”


    “A bit of a snob are we?” Matt asked maliciously.


    “When it comes to pianos, you know how picky I get.”


    “And here I thought you were a simple girl from the north of France.”


    “Why don’t you go ahead and play?”


    “I’d be recognized instantly, and we don’t want that.” Matt readjusted his sunglasses and cap and grinned at Maude.


    “Sure you don’t want to play? Too bad, I really wanted a picture of you on that piano with your new do’. Would’ve been epic don’t you think?”


    Maude pretended to be engrossed in the music.


    “If you want to be real musicians, you have to learn that there are other styles of music than classic.” Matt’s glance wandered away from the students. He took one long look at Maude, and she smiled, remembering her first lessons with him at Soulville. She’d been as clueless as to the existence of other musical genres as the children she accompanied today.


    There were more musicians under the Eiffel Tower. Maude gathered a lot of weird stares from tourists who thought she was quite an attraction, not quite as eye-catching as the Iron Lady, but highly noticeable nevertheless. She couldn’t care less.


    Matt was talking animatedly with the students of the Academy, Paris was under her nose, and she couldn’t believe how happy she was.


    He placed the students under the Eiffel Tower and dared them to sing for passersby. The kids hesitated and consulted one another. They were used to singing in ballrooms and concert halls. With a little insistence, they huddled up and sang. With the money they acquired, they bought overly expensive crepes from nearby food trucks and overpriced miniature Eiffel Towers from enthusiastic African street-vendors.


    “Those Eiffel Towers will have turned green by tomorrow,” Matt said. He handed some cash to Bastien who wanted to get one for his mother.


    “I’d say by eight o’clock this evening.” Maude’s eyes lingered on their happy group. She thought happiness was as fleeting as the cheap paint on those trinkets. Tomorrow the kids would be locked up again at the Academy.


    “Don’t think about tomorrow,” Matt said wisely. He read Maude’s face like an open book.


    He took them to the Centre Pompidou, a beautifully monstrous monument with colored pipes both despised and admired by Parisian and tourists alike. Street dancers and graffiti artists ruled the place. Inside the Centre Pompidou, students studied for exams in the library and grumbled about the music outside. Outside, the place was a constant feast of magic tricks and improvised dance and music shows.


    But Matt insisted they go to one more rather conventional place before returning to Versailles.


    “You’ll love it.”


    When they walked into the Opéra Garnier, Maude knew she had to sing there one day. As she ascended the large ceremonial staircase, her hand brushed the balustrade of red and green marble. A thrilling frenzy overtook her, and she raced through interweaving corridors, stairwells, alcoves, and landings rich with velvet and gold leaf. The sumptuousness was intoxicating, and she consumed it like one drinks exquisite wine. This was the altar she was willing to lay her life on, the flame she would spend her life cultivating. She would give up anything to sing at the Opéra Garnier.


    Matt caught up with her as she admired the stage from afar, way up in the upper lounges where the cheapest seats were. He hesitated to disturb her enraptured state, but her eyes glowed with a feverishness that pulled him to her.


    “Follow me.” Matt took Maude by the hand, and she followed him, choosing to ignore the stampede in her heart produced by his touch.


    He took her to the auditorium and pointed at the ceiling.


    “The Chagall painted ceiling,” Maude whispered with solemn joy. She’d read about it, had seen pictures on the Internet. She felt positively certain no ceiling could surpass this piece of modern style painting, not even the celebrated Sistine Chapel.


    Matt took a picture of her with his cell phone; her hair still tangled and wildly messed up. The image of perfection.


    On the journey back home, the children slumped in their seats, locking away memories of the day. It was a day none of the children would ever forget. They were sworn to secrecy before returning to the castle, but it wasn’t necessary. They would never tell their teachers the great adventure they’d experienced.


    “Thanks Matt.” One by one, they all hugged him under the colonnade and went their merry way.


    Before leaving, Matt pulled Maude into a corner.


    “My aunt told me you were having trouble in piano class.”


    “I have trouble with Du Pré’s piano. It’s a Pleyel, and the keys are awfully light. Lighter than the ones on the piano on which I practice at the Academy. I play well on my piano, but once I get on Du Pré’s piano, my fingers are slippery, as if I’m running my hands in water.”


    Matt remained silent, chewing his lower lip.


    “I have an idea that will fix your problem. Meet me after Aunt Cordelia’s fallen asleep. Wait for me near Apollo’s fountain. I’ll show you something.”


    That evening she met him at the indicated place. The moon shone on Apollo’s fountains.


    They remained silent, neither wanting to break the magical atmosphere with unnecessary chatter. The gardens at night seemed alive with ancient spirits. Only their footsteps betrayed a human presence. He stopped by an old wooden door once they’d reached the Palace of Versailles.


    “We’re not allowed to go in the Palace after hours.”


    “I’m sure you haven’t entered the Palace through its secret little door.” He opened it. It was a tiny door, one people from the seventeenth century could easily enter. The situation was a bit more complicated for two tall teenagers from the twenty-first century. Maude had to bend to cross the threshold. Entering the Palace often felt like a trip back in the past.


    They were inside the Versailles Palace without a soul in sight. At night. In a part of the Palace closed to the public. Pieces of furniture, ancient books, and instruments were strewn all around the room. They didn’t linger in this first room but continued their journey in silence. Maude’s curiosity was now awakened to such a degree that she would have willingly broken the silence if Matt told her where they were headed. But she wouldn’t want to spoil the surprise so she refrained from asking.


    They entered a small room where an ancient piano stood next to a seventeenth century harpsichord.


    “I loathe the harpsichord.” Maude wrinkled her nose. Disappointment filled her. She’d broken all the Academy’s rules for an old harpsichord. The racket the instrument made usually grated her ears, and in her eyes, a harpsichord was a piano’s evil twin. Baroque music was filled with harpsichord, which was one reason why she often avoided playing baroque music.


    “Not many appreciate their ‘noise.’ But the keys. That’s your problem. If you can play on these keys, you’ll be able to play on Monsieur Du Pré’s.”


    Maude remained doubtful and stayed at a distance.


    “Come on, Maude,” Matt coaxed gently. “Remember when you played on Soulville’s cursed piano.”


    “It was nothing like a harpsichord.” Soulville’s piano was a grand and noble instrument. And it was a piano. She could forgive a piano anything.


    “We’re here now, and we’re not leaving until you play.” Maude crossed her arms and looked away. Through the window, the moon snubbed her, hidden behind a cloud, and she could see Matt’s determined expression in the window’s reflection.


    “Fine,” she finally gave in. She uncrossed her belligerent arms and strode to the harpsichord with reluctance. She sat at the stool and placed one hand limply on the instrument. The sound was raw, the keys dreadfully light and soft to play with. As a pianist, she generally used more strength to produce beautiful sounds. On the harpsichord, the same amount wasn’t necessary, which required she change her approach. The slightest effort sounded like a bang, a clang, and pans smashed in cacophonous chaos. But with Matt’s guidance, her waltz took shape.


    He held her elbow while she played to prevent her from resting the entire strength of her arm on the keys. In order to produce the best sound possible, Maude strived to make the least amount of mistakes.


    With a piano, any mistake sounded relatively pretty and never lacked complete harmony. But with a harpsichord every mistake reminded her of a running faucet, each note an irritating drop of water falling in an empty sink.


    “You can come here any time you like,” Matt indicated after a while. He unceremoniously let go of her elbow and settled near the window.


    She brushed the tip of her elbow absentmindedly, wishing he hadn’t released his grip with abrupt haste, wishing they didn’t have to make their way back to the castle.


    They headed back to the secret entrance but were surprised to find it locked. Matt played with the handle, expecting the door to fly open, but when the door remained resolutely closed, he gave up with an exasperated sigh.


    “Someone wants us to stay locked in.”


    “What do you mean?” Maude asked worriedly.


    “Every student at the Academy knows about this door. It’s a sacred tradition to keep it unlocked. Everybody uses it one time or another.”


    “How do you know more about this school than I do?” Maude mused.


    “My mother and aunt both attended this school as did my . . . Rebecca.” Maude could tell he’d intended on using the word “girlfriend,” but changed his mind. Did he find it awkward to speak to her about Rebecca? Perhaps it was best if he didn’t.


    “Maude, are you listening?”


    Maude’s mind had wandered, as indicated by the blank expression she wore when Matt called her back to reality.


    “Who would want to keep you in here?” he asked bewildered.


    Panic swept over her, and she swayed, moved by the force of the realization.


    The twins were behind this. She could be expelled if she was found here in the morning as she would most certainly be. They were intent on getting rid of her, and their plan would succeed by the time the sun’s early rays poked her out of sleep. As her mind drifted to the thought of sleeping, one question became inevitable.


    “Where are we going to sleep?” Maude screeched. She paced back and forth between the locked door and Matt.


    “That’s the least of our problems.”


    “What do you mean?” Maude snapped.


    “This Palace is full of beds. The Queen’s bed and the King’s bed just to name a few.”


    “We’re not going to sleep in the royal couple’s beds!” The idea seemed preposterous; the entire idea of sleeping in the Palace of Versailles was nonsensical.


    “I never should’ve come with you!” Maude thundered.


    “How is this my fault?” Matt took a step back allowing her more room to pace. “I had no idea you had enemies here!”


    “You’re the one who wanted to go through the secret door. Of course you would! You don’t have anything to lose. How typical of you.”


    “Typical of me?”


    “You heard me! You can’t understand what this school means to me because all you see is a stuck-up bunch of people.”


    “Am I wrong? I’m relatively certain the persons behind this prank aren’t a walk in the park.”


    “Arrgh, just stop meddling and judging like you always do.”


    “What is that supposed to mean?”


    “I’m talking about how you lectured me about Thomas and how the whole scandal would blow up in my face.”


    “I was right, wasn’t I?”


    “That’s beside the point. How about you stop judging every choice I make?”


    “Fine, I’ll leave you alone. There’s no use finding another way out. We’ll have to spend the night here and try to escape tomorrow through the main entrance. You can go in the Queen’s chamber, I’ll go in the King’s chamber.”


    “Fine.”


    They both went their separate ways. Maude stomped away until she couldn’t hear Matt’s footsteps, and yawned.


    She set up camp in the Queen’s bedroom and tried to fall asleep.


    Tired as she was, she couldn’t find sleep. Nightmares prevented her from falling into a peaceful slumber. Madame Ruchet’s twisted face captured her dreams and held them hostage. Her foster mother’s sneer, her shrill laugh shattered the partitions of her mind.


    I hated your mother. I killed her. You’re just like me, Maude. You let me bleed, you let me die. Unforgiving, ungrateful brat. You’re no better than me, Mauuudee.


    Maude’s grandfather appeared in her dreams, but instead of eclipsing Madame Ruchet, both remained intent on destroying her sanity. Her grandfather’s words echoed endlessly in the halls of her mind.


    I left you years ago. I abandoned you to them. You don’t deserve to be a part of this family. You’re French trash. Your mother was a gold-digger, a spoiled little French girl. She didn’t deserve to be a part of our family either. You and she were better off in France. I wish James had never found you.


    She awoke, shrill screams resounding in the Palace halls. She didn’t realize right away the screams she heard were those escaping her mouth.


    “What’s wrong? What’s wrong, Maude?” Matt was before her. He grasped her shoulders drawing her out of her half-awake state.


    She shivered uncontrollably though the room’s temperature was warm. She gasped repeatedly, tears streaming down her face like the strong rush of a torrent.


    “I saw her again.” Maude brushed her tears away angrily.


    “Who?” Matt asked concerned. He sat on the edge of the bed and wrapped a protective arm around Maude’s shivering body.


    “Madame Ruchet. Ever since she died, I can’t get her out of my head.” Maude shook her head angrily. “She’s responsible for my mother’s death, Matt. She asked for my forgiveness on her deathbed. I refused. I refused,” Maude repeated with anguish. “Now I’m paying the price. My grandfather says where secrets lie, ghosts reside. That’s why I can’t sleep.”


    “This has been going on for months. Why didn’t you tell Vic and James?”


    “I can’t. I deserve this.” Maude buried her head in her hands and wept.


    “You didn’t do anything wrong,” Matt assured, stroking her hair gently. “No one would blame you for not forgiving her. No one,” he insisted.


    “I’m unforgiving.” She thought about her grandfather. She’d sworn she’d never forgive him. How could she ever keep those she loved in her life if she constantly withdrew once they hurt her? To be sure her Grandfather’s misdeed was a great one, one she couldn’t easily overcome. She didn’t know if one day she would find the courage to forgive and forget.


    “I’ll never sleep again.”


    “Yes, you will. You just need the right incentive. Come with me.”


    He took her to the music room and sat at the piano while she lay in a sofa.


    “What you need is appeasement.”


    He played Chopin’s Berceuse, a soft lullaby of variations in D-flat major, that could bring rest to the most anxious souls, the most erratic dispositions. His fingers twirled beautifully on the high notes, like an enchanting merry-go-round.


    It was the most peaceful, pacifying music Maude had heard in a long time. Her eyelids drooped, her breathing steadied, her arms fell limply to her sides.


    Maude Laurent had fallen fast asleep in a matter of minutes. Her dreams took her to faraway lands with knights, swords, and castles where she ruled and livened her subjects’ hearts with music.


    Waking the next morning was brutal.


    “Maude, we’ve got to get out of here. The guards are coming.” Matt shook her out of her torpor.


    “Guards? We can fight them with swords! We’ll defend our Palace until death!” Maude yelled raising an imaginary sword. Her head was still in her dreams.


    “Real security guards, Maude.”


    Maude awoke fully and scrambled to her feet.


    “What do we do?”


    “We’ve got to leave through the main entrance without getting caught.”


    But when they arrived, breathless, at the main entrance, one of the workers was already there.


    “Wait a minute. We’re so stupid. Why didn’t we think of it before?”


    She grabbed Matt by the hand, and they ran back to the Queen’s chamber.


    “Remember your history class. When the revolutionaries stormed the Palace, how did Queen Marie Antoinette flee?”


    “I thought she was beheaded.” Matt shrugged.


    “That was later. She fled through a secret door, one that’s barely observable in her room.”


    Maude showed him the outline of the door with her finger.


    “We’ll have to make a run for it.”


    “Where does the door lead?”


    They heard footsteps.


    “Let’s go.”


    Matt yanked the door open, grabbed Maude’s hand, and together they crossed the threshold door and ran through the dark halls. Only a little light filtered in and they followed it to safety.


    They ran through the gardens until they were safe and collapsed near one of the smaller groves enclosed by a trellis, laughing hysterically.


    “What is this place?” On the other side of the gate was a fountain made of a pile of gilt-bronze rocks from which emerged the head of a giant.


    “L’Encelade—the Enceladus Grove. A giant in Greek mythology who defied Zeus.”


    “You really know your history,” Matt remarked, impressed.


    “I do,” Maude nodded. “And it’s written on the panel right behind you,” Maude laughed.


    “You’re a fraud!”


    “Who remembered how Marie Antoinette escaped the Palace?”


    The locked gate prohibited visitors from entering the grove. But the two adventurers, hungry for more adventure, scaled the gate, and jumped to the other side.


    Matt sat on the giant’s head while Maude settled for the giant’s arm struggling to emerge from the heap the king of gods had left him to die in.


    They watched the sun come up.


    “This was the best night I had in a long time Matt. How can I ever thank you?”


    “How about you put Aunt Cordelia’s cream on her ankle this evening? I don’t really like doing that.”


    Maude nodded. It was a small price to pay.


    “And Maude, I don’t want you to think that I don’t take your love for classical music seriously. It’s great you’re so dedicated to it.”


    Maude peered at him. Only honesty radiated from his face.


    “Thanks.”


    “Don’t you miss it sometimes? Pop music? Being locked up in the creation room working on an album?”


    “I do. Of course I do. At the risk of sounding like a spoiled brat, I wanted it all. But pop doesn’t want me anymore, Matt. That’s the simple truth.”


    “It doesn’t want you now. But that scandal will pass.”


    “When? I’ll always be seen as the French Girl who lied to sell more albums.”


    “Do you regret the scheme or getting caught?”


    “I regret the whole ordeal. I should have stood up to Alan Lewis much earlier and to Lindsey as well.”


    “Lindsey?” Matt asked, perplexed.


    “After I lost the bet, when she won the Artist of the Year award, she dared me to kiss Thomas on national television.” Maude looked away, filled with remorse and shame.


    “I thought you wanted to kiss him that night,” Matt whispered, he fought to keep the anger out of his voice. When Maude turned her remorseful eyes back to him, his gray eyes scrutinized her. Was it relief or disappointment she read in them? She turned away again.


    It didn’t matter. That night, she’d sabotaged any chance she’d had with Matt.


    “Would it have changed anything? Had you known the truth?”


    “It would have changed everything.”


    Maude glanced back at him, her hands knotted. She saw only kindness and regret in his eyes as he looked at her. They were the only ones left in the world. Her friendship with Rebecca, her firm resolve, every good intention flew out of her little head as she leaned towards him with only one thought, one intent. Matt leaned over as well, cupped Maude’s chin in his hand, their lips an inch apart. But that moment the giant chose to awaken. Enceladus’ head grumbled and a gush of water spurted out of his gaping mouth, drenching Matt and Maude in the process. They jumped up and out of the fountain’s reach, dripping and laughing like children. They climbed the gate once more and headed out of the grove and back to the castle.


    On the way back, Maude said nothing. She should have been overwhelmed with guilt, but the sentiment lay latent underneath several coats of happiness. She glanced at Matt and her heart stopped. He felt only remorse, she read him plain as day. He thought of Rebecca.


    And rightly so, Maude admonished herself. Wasn’t her friendship with Rebecca more important than a stolen kiss?


    When they reached the principal’s headquarters, they separated awkwardly. Maude mumbled something about being late for class, and Matt barely answered only reminding her of Aunt Cordelia’s cream.


    That day, Maude returned to class with her spirits in a jumble. So much so that she followed Madame Hautbois’ class without wincing when she saw the little boys and girls who surrounded her.


    After her class with Madame Hautbois, she had a private lesson with her.


    “Why don’t we have our private lesson outside today? The sky is beautiful even for an autumn day. Let’s not waste it. You’re making progress with your bass clef, Maude. I’m proud of you.”


    She twirled a strand of hair around her middle finger, deep in thought.


    “Madame Hautbois, are you okay?”


    “I’m fine. I was just thinking about a friend of mine who’s getting married. I wonder how she does it.”


    “You mean get married?”


    “Exactly I could never get married. It’s too much hassle. I already have trouble fending off potential boyfriends as it is.”


    Madame Hautbois was indeed beautiful and intelligent, to a degree where it made it difficult for young men to find grace in her eyes. They showered her with presents and compliments, but never guessed it was just the thing to lose her affection. She bore the weight of being beautiful with pride that isolated her from men. She loved beauty with a frightening fierceness and hated the ugly not out of disdain, but out of raw sensitivity to aesthetic. She searched for beauty in everything—in words, in food, anything that came into contact with her, and she perfected those around her. Every sound, every musical note had to be agreeable, and therefore she could not stand anything other than classical music, which seemed unblemished to her.


    Maude found her strange and fascinating. She wondered how it would be to have flocks of men surrounding her, begging her for her good graces.


    She never would have liked it. Just the one man she chose would be sufficient.


    At lunchtime, she met Emma and Charlotte in the refectory.


    “How was your day in Paris? We ran into Matt on our way here,” Emma pointed out.


    “Did you two kiss?” Charlotte puckered her lips in an imaginary kiss.


    “I wouldn’t,” Maude answered, embarrassed. She pitched her fork into her vegetables and took a limp bite.


    “Oh, you wouldn’t, would you?” Charlotte asked mockingly. “You look guilty, Maude. Now fess up to the deed.”


    “I didn’t,” Maude insisted. “But I wanted to,” she admitted shamefacedly. She dropped her fork in her vegetables. “I’m the worst friend in the world.”


    “Tell us something we don’t know,” Charlotte laughed.


    “Char, let the girl speak.”


    Maude recounted the details of the morning in the Enceladus Grove and ended her tale with a sigh.


    “He’s riddled with guilt now, I know so.”


    “Or regret that he didn’t get to kiss you,” Charlotte suggested.


    “It’s best you didn’t. But I’m biased. My admiration for Rebecca Sylvester knows no bounds.”


    “Admiration aside, I agree with you. I’ll talk to Matt as soon as class is over this evening. I don’t want any lingering uneasiness. He’s with Rebecca, I get that. Rebecca’s my friend.”


    That evening, when Maude arrived in her principal’s headquarters, she immediately made her way to Matt’s room. She halted at the entrance and swept the room with one glance. His belongings had disappeared, his bed was neatly made. Not a trace of his presence remained.


    Ms. Tragent called her from downstairs.


    Maude hurried down and burst into the living room.


    “He had to leave,” Ms. Tragent said. “His manager pestered him with calls, and I insisted he leave right away.”


    Ms. Tragent’s penetrating blue glares made Maude uneasy but she hid her discomfort as best as she knew how.


    “I’ll prepare dinner.” She crossed the living room, her teacher’s suspecting gaze following her relentlessly before she vanished from the room.


    He’d left. She’d frightened him for sure. Her disloyalty, their near kiss. What must he think of her? Not much if he’d preferred running away than being stuck in this residence with her.


    Oh, why did she continually make a mess of things?


    



    


    Chapter 6


    


    In the heart of the night, the school’s gardens were silent. Nothing moved, darkness stilled all. The moon guarded the Marble Castle and its inhabitants during their voyage into the realm of unconsciousness.


    Yet three forms couldn’t escape the moon’s glare as they scurried across the gardens. Their shadows huddled in the bushes near an open window. One shadow was hunched back while the others crouched.


    “I told you he always slept with his window open,” Emma whispered.


    Maude would’ve asked how she’d acquired detailed information about Adrien’s sleeping habits, but Charlotte lifted a finger to her lips, intimating silence.


    Charlotte had christened herself Queen of Pranks. She hadn’t put her knowledge to good use since entering the Academy, but having lived with three brothers had honed her skills. Black army boots, dark pants, and sweater: all that was missing was army paint. But even she had to draw the line somewhere. The girls followed her lead, walking single file, unsure how good of a leader Charlotte was, but unwilling to dispute her command.


    Charlotte hoisted her backpack and swept the view. The gardens were clear.


    Inside the boys’ room were two canopy beds where two boys slept fast asleep. Charlotte couldn’t distinguish their features, but in the bed closest to the window an agitated sleeper bore a trumpet instead of a nose, his snores resounding and thundering in the room and into the gardens, frightening flora and fauna around. It was a wonder his other roommate managed to find rest in such a noisy environment.


    The one in the bed furthest from the window mumbled a few words, still deep in sleep.


    Charlotte turned back to her two friends who awaited anxiously for further indications yet stuck their fingers in their ears to block out the atrocious racket one disturbed sleeper made. Charlotte grimaced. Sure, her team wasn’t ideal, but she could make good use of what she had at hand.


    “Ok girls, I don’t know which is Adrien, but it won’t take long to figure it out. We go in now. Emma, you find Adrien’s clothes. Maude and I will take care of Adrien. I hope he’s the sound sleeper. Emma?”


    She waited for a response from Emma and when she nodded, Charlotte rose from behind the bush, pushed the French window open, and stepped in the room.


    Maude and Emma soon followed.


    Maude’s pulse quickened once she was inside. If they got caught . . . she preferred to avoid the thought. Adrien and his sister had declared war on her since day one. It was only fair she should retaliate, whatever the cost. But Charlotte and Emma shouldn’t have to pay the price. If Emma was expelled because of her, the guilt would be unbearable.


    She went to the first bed. Adrien would be the noisy sleeper. He was full of energy in the day and couldn’t be different at night.


    The curtains were drawn around the canopy bed. She pulled one of the scarlet curtains careful not to make too much noise, slipped her head through the crack, and peered at the sleeper’s face.


    Franck, who was astute when awake and stiff as a broom, slept the most disturbed slumber. Not only was he the elephant in the room, he grunted, mumbled, jumbled his covers, and enough drool poured out of his mouth to fill one of Mrs. Ruchet’s basins.


    But he wasn’t Adrien.


    Maude pulled her head from the curtain and joined Charlotte at Adrien’s bed.


    Charlotte was already fast at work. She handed Maude a red marker, bent closer to Adrien, and continued her work of art.


    Maude checked Adrien’s ears. No earplugs. Not that earplugs could have drowned out the noise Franck was making with his own set of individualized brass wind instruments.


    Adrien slept the sleep of the dead, only a slight whistle escaping his parted lips. It was the strangest musical performance, but not lacking a certain harmony.


    Soundlessly, Charlotte drew a brown mustache. Maude added two red circles on each cheek and filled them in with care. The girls added lipstick and whiskers with delight. By then, Adrien resembled a clown and had fully found his place in Franck’s nocturnal circus.


    The moon partook in these mischievous endeavors, its rays beaming on Adrien’s new face and reassuring the girls on the outcome of their masterpiece.


    Emma grabbed clothes from the boys’ closet. She snatched them with a vindication Maude had never thought her roommate possessed. Franck would probably be missing a T-shirt or two as well.


    Maude wondered once again about Emma’s connection to Adrien.


    She turned her focus back to her task. Deep in concentration, she didn’t realize the clanging ruckus had ceased. She tapped Charlotte’s shoulder to mention this detail, but Charlotte ignored her and carried on her art piece.


    “WHAT ARE YOU DOING?”


    Maude jumped, and Charlotte’s hand jerked, leaving a red trail of lipstick from Adrien’s mouth to his chin while Emma dropped her bag spilling half its contents to the floor.


    “WHAT THE HELL ARE YOU DOING?”


    The girls froze. There was no escaping now: they were caught. In panic, Maude pictured herself being sent away from the school by a stern Ms. Tragent throwing out her suitcases under the colonnade, Audrey and Adrien laughing a triumphant, thundering laugh.


    “I WANT THE DIAMONDS! GIVE ME THE DIAMONDS!”


    Maude turned around. No one was there.


    “GIVE THEM TO ME OR I’LL KILL YOU!”


    Franck was tossing anew in his bed, still asleep but now the hero of his own adventurous dream.


    The girls overcame their astonishment, and Charlotte picked up her marker holding back laughter that would cause more unwelcome noise. Maude went back to Franck’s bed and shut his curtain a little more, though it didn’t do much good.


    Franck was fighting battles in his sleep and wouldn’t awake until he’d won. Maude wondered if she’d ever sounded like him while she had nightmares of Mrs. Ruchet.


    Charlotte snapped a picture of Adrien’s face, and the girls walked out hand in hand, Emma tugging a garbage bag filled to the brim with Adrien’s wardrobe.


    The next morning, when the first students walked into the refectory, their eyes still heavy from slumber, pictures of Adrien’s embellished face after a night of rather effective beauty sleep greeted them at each table. They thought their eyes must be deceiving them, but when they scrubbed them vigorously and realized their eyesight was fine, they agreed that the refectory’s new decoration was indeed to be preferred to the usual cherubim and seventeenth-century ornamentation. The replacement of satyrs with satire received a warm welcome.


    When Adrien hurried late into Madame de Valois’ class, she instantly showed him the door.


    “Come back when your face is clean.”


    Adrien, who had managed to wipe off most of the makeup, protested he couldn’t wash off indelible marker, but his pleas turned into threats of retribution towards the authors of the prank, and Madame de Valois shooed him off with little less gentleness than she would a stray dog.


    “Maude, this is your doing!” He yelled as Madame de Valois slammed the door in his face.


    Maude buried her head in her etiquette book. It was, after all, very bad manners to be laughing over a fellow student’s mishaps. To be caught laughing was far worse.


    The gardens were bare, without flowers, but held other ornaments Maude thought would make great Christmas decorations. Adrien’s underwear hung from a tree like Christmas ornaments in the middle of November.


    Very soon, Adrien was running around the gardens taking down his underwear before Ms. Tragent saw the entire mess.


    It wasn’t of much use to think he could escape Ms. Tragent’s all-knowing eye. And he certainly didn’t escape a good dose of ridicule.


    Students found amusement in the strangest things, and this was no exception. In no time he was photographed and consequently shamed.


    “Hey, Adrien, you forgot one.” It was the pink boxers with red hearts Emma had added just for the fun of it.


    “That one isn’t mine.” Adrien had spoken through gritted teeth for the entire morning, and it would probably have a lasting effect on his elocution. Though he denied ownership of the boxers, he grudgingly took them down, and Charlotte was there to take a picture of the act.


    


    ***


    


    “Class, today we’ll start working on Tristan und Isolde by Wagner. This is very important for you. These will be the songs you’ll be singing in front of the opera committee in June. But before that, you’ll also be singing this at the Christmas Ball,” Madame Nerval explained. “Who can explain the tragic story of Tristan and Isolde? Ms. Laurent? No, not Ms. Laurent, she wouldn’t give an accurate answer. Ms. de Forteville?”


    Audrey told the story, her tone bored, her eyes devoid of any interest.


    “Set in the middle ages, Isolde is promised to marry King Marke. She is to be brought to him by his faithful nephew, Tristan, who also happens to be the one who killed Isolde’s fiancé. She hates Tristan yet spared his life when she had the chance to kill him. While on the boat journey back to King Marke, she and Tristan drink what they think is a poison. It’s actually a love potion that will make them fall madly in love with one another. They are caught between passion and duty, and it will ultimately lead to their tragic deaths.”


    To Maude the story sounded beautifully tragic even though Audrey spoke like one who’d heard the opera so many times it failed to ignite any emotion.


    Madame Nerval handed out scores. There would be several Tristans, several Isoldes. It was more about singing the pieces than acting them and the day of the Christmas Ball, they would be singing only extracts from the opera.


    “Take this very seriously. You’ll be singing at the Christmas Ball, and members of the opera committee will be present. This is your chance to make a good impression. And may I add you’ll be singing at the Palace of Versailles in the famous Hall of Mirrors. Don’t break all 357 mirrors in the Hall of Mirrors.”


    Maude received her score. She was Brangäne, Isolde's maid. The one who created the love potion.


    If ever she was to succeed at the Christmas Ball, she’d have to master German fast, and she was determined to impress the opera committee.


    


    ***


    


    Maude had finished her piano class particularly late that evening, and the train had again been delayed. Her teacher had changed their class from Friday to Tuesday evening that week.


    When she crossed the castle’s main gates, they looked more menacing than ever.


    She met Audrey near one of the colonnades, arms crossed.


    “I really don’t appreciate the stunt you pulled on my brother.”


    “I don’t appreciate the stunts you’ve been pulling on me since day one.”


    “You’re late again. Madame de Valois won’t be too pleased. Coming back as late as eleven.”


    Maude showed her white slip. “I’ll be excused.”


    “I’m warning you, Maude. If you play a stunt like that again, you’ll regret it.”


    “I don’t really care for threats, Audrey. Try them on someone who cares.”


    But as Maude brushed past Audrey, Audrey shoved her against the colonnade. Maude dropped the note with the force of the shove, and her back hit the pillar.


    She brushed the back of her throbbing neck. She refused to give in to Audrey’s bullying.


    “I told you I don’t care for threats.” Maude walked away, and just as she was about to enter the school, Audrey called her.


    “Don’t forget this little thing.” She waved the white slip in her hand.


    Maude went to her, tore it out of her reluctant hand, and went inside.


    Madame de Valois waited in front of her room, her foot tapping with impatience.


    “Ms. Laurent, you’re very late. Slip, please.”


    Maude gave her the slip and opened the door to enter her room and long-awaited bed.


    “Ms. Laurent, what is this?”


    Madame de Valois held up the white slip. It was an invitation to a concert.


    “Were you out tonight? Is that why you’re late?”


    “Of course not! It isn’t mine. I was with Monsieur Du Pré!”


    “Why is your name on this concert ticket?”


    “I don’t . . . ” Maude stopped. “Audrey did this. I was just with her I dropped . . . ”


    “I have no use for fabrications. Ever since you’ve been here you haven’t been taking your classes seriously.”


    “I’ve been working hard.”


    “Not hard enough. And now this. You deserted your piano class for a pop concert.”


    “I did no such thing. You can call Monsieur Du Pré.”


    “Monsieur Du Pré has made it perfectly clear he doesn’t care about our administrative restrictions and would be less than willing to deal with issues such as these. I deal with facts. The fact is you’ve been out. This concert ticket has your name on it. It is stamped, and you’re the only person in this school who would abandon her duties for a pop concert. If you dislike classical so much . . . ”


    “I don’t know what’s worse. The fact that you don’t believe that I would never do such a thing or the fact that you berate me for going to a pop concert. If I had, I wouldn’t be ashamed to say it. But you’re judging me more for the fact that it’s pop music than for the fact I’m late.”


    “If you prefer pop so much, I relieve you of your classical duties. You won’t sing at the Christmas concert.”


    “You can’t do that! I’ve been working hard on that concert! I deserve to sing.”


    “You deserve no such thing. You should be happy I’m still allowing you to go. I will suffer no impertinence. And I dare you to tell Ms. Tragent about this.”


    Maude wouldn’t seek refuge from the principal. Her teacher left, quite content on having performed her duty.


    Maude marched to Audrey’s room and banged on her door.


    When she opened, she wiped her eyes for sleep that wasn’t there.


    “Happy?” Maude asked.


    “Very,” Audrey replied and shut the door in her face.


    


    ***


    


    Maude seethed with rage. Her work, her hard work. She wouldn’t get a chance to sing in front of the opera committee because of Audrey’s devious moves.


    Cédric, the dreadlocked English teacher, had been right. The thought of him surprised Maude, but somehow he seemed like the right answer. She’d thrown away his card, but she remembered his name. Finding him shouldn’t be too hard. She got nowhere playing by the rules.


    Now she’d break them.


    


    ***


    


    September 20th, 1986


    Dear Diary,


    I’ve been in Paris for a month now, and I love it. The luxury, everything is beautiful. I’m going to become a corporate lawyer and make a ton of money and live in this beautiful place. Is there any ugliness in Paris? I don’t think so. Only beauty.


    


    ***


    


    “You’re going where this afternoon?”


    “To Argenteuil, why?”


    “Have you never listened to the news? Isn’t that the place where every crime is committed?” Emma asked worried. She wasn’t against breaking the rules when necessary, but to go to a bad neighbourhood? Not even in the heart of Paris? It seemed like a crazy idea at best, a suicidal one at the worst.


    “Cédric wants me to speak to his class and to introduce them to classical music for a couple of lessons.”


    “I hope you don’t mind receiving rotten tomatoes in your face.”


    “It honestly wouldn’t be the first time.”


    “Nor will it be the last obviously.”


    


    ***


    


    When Maude arrived at the Argenteuil station, she thought she’d left the Parisian area altogether. Where was the beauty and class of Paris? Where was the charm of Versailles? It was nowhere to be seen. Men and women smoked dejectedly on the platform. Men smoked Marlboro and weed; women inhaled vapor from their electronic cigarettes. Colorful urban graffiti enlivened the gray decrepit station. But no one seemed to care. They all waited for the train’s familiar wheeze on this cold November morning. They sighed when a voice announced the train would arrive late and thanked them for their patience. None expressed the slightest surprise.


    She couldn’t get away from the station fast enough and left walking past a group of homeless men clinking beer cans.


    But taking the bus was not an agreeable journey. She pushed her way through the crowded Bus Nine even managed to find an empty seat, but the woman next to it had placed her bag on it. It was an ugly purse, not dissimilar to a dead rat with “Diore’” sewn in instead of “Dior.”


    Maude calculated the journey would take ten minutes but hadn’t factored in frequent delays caused by multiple altercations between the bus driver and car drivers.


    “I have right of way!” the driver yelled, slamming his fist into the steering wheel.


    Parisians were crazy drivers, but in Argenteuil no one respected the driver’s code and each accused the others of committing the same sin.


    After another brutal jolt, Maude couldn't believe the woman still dared to leave her Dior knockoff on the seat when at least twenty people were standing, squeezed together like sardines in a can.


    “Excuse me, may I sit here?” she ventured.


    The woman glared at Maude, moved her hand to her bag, and dragged it slowly to her, so that Maude had only slightly more space available to her. That was the only concession she was ready to make. She expected Maude to give up the seat for her “Diore.” Maude closed her coat, buttoned it up all the way to her neck. The bus jolted, and Maude fell against the woman, who grunted and shoved her away. Maude steadied her stance, squeezed passed the woman’s sprawled legs, stepped on her toes with deliberate emphasis, and fell into the half-vacant seat. She straightened her posture and sat heartily on the woman’sfurry bag. The woman winced and regretted not removing her purse altogether, but she gathered from Maude’s face the young girl wouldn’t budge. Maude sat on the handbag, squished it, and waited for the woman's response, which never came.


    Sitting made the trip less uncomfortable, but it couldn’t end soon enough.


    “NO! CAN YOU BELIEVE IT? I WAS TELLING HER MY FATHER WAS SAD I WAS LEAVING. HE DIDN’T WANT ME TO LEAVE!”


    Maude turned around and almost knocked heads with a young girl screaming in her phone. The whole bus was in on her phone conversation.


    “AND MY SISTERS WERE ALL ANGRY WITH ME! AND MY LITTLE BROTHERS WERE ANGRY, TOO!”


    Maude’s ears were burning. If only the girl’s conversation were as interesting as the bus driver’s flirting.


    “Yeah, you know, Claire,” he was saying to his prey in a surreptitious voice. “Being a bus driver is a calling. It’s very hard. Not everyone can do it. There are so many crazy drivers in the streets these days. DON’T YOU SEE YOU’RE DRIVING IN THE BUS LANE!” he shoved his fist out the window and turned back to Claire. “And a lot of aggressive passengers who don’t bother to buy their tickets. I don’t even ask for them anymore. I don’t want to get stabbed like that other driver in Argenteuil. You heard about that in the news didn’t you? I risk my life everyday in this bus. But I refuse to drive after nightfall in this neighborhood.”


    “Moos, you’re so brave.”


    “KEVIN REALLY WANTS US TO LIVE TOGETHER BUT MY FAMILY’S SAD TO SEE ME GO. I’M ONLY SIXTEEN. DON’T YOU THINK I SHOULD WAIT?”


    “IT’S A RED LIGHT, YOU STUPID BASTARD. So my shift ends at seven p.m. Do you want us to dine at Quick afterwards?”


    Maude puffed. How romantic of him to ask her out to the French version of McDonald’s for their first date. It didn’t bother Claire in the least.


    “Oh, Moos, I love Quick. But don’t you think we could try the new Burger King? I really want to taste those famous American Whoppers.”


    “Ah, it hasn’t opened yet, hon. It’ll open in December. We’ll be first in line.”


    “IT WOULD BE BEST TO RAISE OUR KIDS IF WE MOVED IN TOGETHER, DON’T YOU THINK?”


    Maude had had enough. She turned around, her eyes widened in exaggerated shock.


    “OH MY GOD, ARE YOU SERIOUS?” Maude yelled. “I THINK YOU SHOULD MOVE IN WITH KEVIN. FORGET YOUR DAD, BROTHERS, SISTERS, AND COUSINS. YOU GO, GIRL!”


    The girl twirled a strand of her bleached hair and threw Maude a hateful look. She turned back to her phone and said in a whisper.


    “Yeah, girl, I think I’ll call you back later. Ok, bu-bye. Yeah, bye. Talk to you later. Bye.”


    She hung up and put her headphones on.


    Arriving at her stop, the woman sitting next to Maude meekly asked if she could get her bag from under Maude’s butt, to which Maude answered by handing her the scruffy purse before following her down the bus. When she looked back at the woman’s bag, Dior was correctly spelled, the “e” having fallen off after the tumultuous ride under Maude’s bottom.


    The Jean Jaures Middle School deserved its nickname; whether “the Blue School” was thus called because every inch was painted electric blue or because the teachers were a dark shade of depressed blue was debatable.


    Cédric met her in front of the school and greeted her with a kiss on each cheek. His dreadlocks were loosened, and it was funny to see him in jeans and not the waiter’s suit she’d met him in.


    “So how was your ride? Did the bus arrive on time at the station?”


    “It was . . . fine. I managed to grab a seat.”


    Cédric let out a surprised whistle. “On your first ride? I’m impressed. A princess does deserve a throne after all. Even on the bus.”


    Maude ignored his mockery and followed him in the school.


    Jean Jaurès middle school was in constant riot. Marching through the halls with Cédric as her guide was like travelling through Dante’s Hell and Purgatory but without the hope of Heaven.


    As they trod by the first classroom, a chair whizzed past Maude, missing her by a hair.


    She peered into the classroom. Chairs were flying and a frail man yelled at a girl not older than fourteen. She shoved his wagging finger away from her face and pinned it on the table with a smug face. The teacher struggled to wrestle his hand away, all the while screaming at the boys at the back of the room who were throwing chairs like Frisbees on a Sunday afternoon in the park.


    “Shouldn’t we help him?” Maude suggested hesitantly. By “we” she meant Cédric—because there was no way she would risk receiving a chair to the face.


    “Don’t worry about it. He’s used to handling them.”


    From Maude’s point of view, it appeared the students were doing the handling, but she agreed to walk away when another chair came crashing at the door, five inches from her.


    In the next room the students must’ve thought they were at the zoo. It was the only logical explanation for the hysterical animal cries reaching Maude’s ears.


    Students were on the tables imitating gorilla moves and noises while others cheered. A woman had pinned one of the boys to the wall with her fist.


    “You wanna make gorilla sounds? You just wait and see, Patrick, when I call your momma, and she gives you another whipping in front of your friends.” She dragged the student named Patrick to the classroom door while the gorilla sounds got louder and louder.


    “Get out of my class right now. Go to the principal’s office!” Patrick laughed and dragged his feet.


    “Hello, Julie,” Cédric greeted pleasantly.


    “Hi Cédric,” she answered just as pleasantly, her grip tight around Patrick’s collar. “I’ll talk to you later. First, I’ve got to get rid of a few gorillas.” She pushed Patrick out of the class and slammed the door shut. On the other side of the door, they heard her say, “Who else wants to go to the principal’s office?” followed by a silence broken only by a couple of isolated gorilla grunts.


    In the next room students were screaming, writing on the board, moving tables and chairs while the teacher, a young man Cédric’s age sat motionless in his chair and sipped his coffee.


    “Louis has given up the fight,” Cédric pointed out matter-of-factly.


    When Maude entered Cédric’s class, she thought she’d entered an arena. Two girls fought viciously while the rest of the class cheered on. The bigger girl was quickly overtaken by the smaller, frailer one. She toppled her and threw first one slap and then another.


    “Dorothea! Dorothea!” the class cheered the apparent victor.


    The children were wild with a savage sense of excitement impossible to rein in.


    Cédric hurried into the class and caught Dorothea’s hand just as it was curling into a fist.


    Maude heaved a sigh of relief.


    Behind the melee, a tall boy in sweatpants threw spitballs at Cédric, who was too busy separating the girls to care.


    “Dorothea, Sabrina, who started this?”


    Neither girl answered but glared in mute defiance.


    “Go back to your seats, and give me your notebooks. I’ll write a message to your parents, and you’re getting detention for a week.”


    Both girls protested, but Cédric wasn’t interested and tackled his other problem.


    “Ahmed! Quit throwing spitballs! You won’t have any saliva left to kiss your girlfriend.”


    Ahmed let out a wild peal of laughter, threw a final spitball at Dorothea, and took a seat not in his chair but on the corner of his desk. Dorothea scratched off the spitball glued to her cheek without a hint of disgust. Only habit.


    The class became more or less quiet, and Cédric joined Maude in front of the blackboard with pride and the girls’ notebooks in his hand. Once more he’d overcome.


    Maude wondered when teachers ever found time to teach at Jean Jaurès when discipline took up most of their time. Her teachers at the Academy were lucky to have students who lived for their art. In Cédric’s class, classical was the last thing anyone cared about.


    “Class, I want to introduce you to Maude Laurent. She’s a pop singer who released an album in the United States.”


    “How come you’re not famous in France like Rihanna or Beyoncé?” Ahmed asked with a smirk.


    Maude stepped forward.


    “I did sing once in France, but I never got around to launching an international career.”


    “So, what are you doing in France now?” Sabrina asked.


    “I’m taking a break from pop music.”


    “You mean you’re a has-been!” Ahmed cried out. The class laughed while Maude fumbled with words.


    “I wouldn’t say a has-been . . . ”


    “A one-hit wonder!” cried Sabrina, initiating more laughter from her classmates.


    “I had several hits,” Maude hissed. “It doesn’t matter anyway. I’m here to speak about classical music.”


    “Who cares, Has-Been!” one of students cried out, climbing on his desk.


    “Geoffrey, get down from there!” Cédric thundered. “Listen to what Maude has to say.” Geoffrey climbed down from his wobbly desk but sat with Ahmed.


    “A lot of people care, and I think you might come to like it if you give it a chance,” Maude continued bravely. It was the strangest experience, having twenty pairs of eyeballs glued to her. Defiance, mockery, puzzlement, and boredom floated in those eyes when all she wanted to see was passion, interest, and a thirst for learning.


    “At least we’re not working,” one of the students whispered to her friend, who nodded with relief. Maude ignored the remark and retrieved her score from her notebook.


    “I’ll sing one of the songs I’m working on with my teacher at the National Academy of Arts.” She said the words with pride but they elicited no spark. It seemed they’d never heard of her prestigious Academy or they didn’t care. Either way, she had to represent the Academy and would do it well.


    She’d been working on the scene in which Brangäne begs Isolde to confide in her the cause of her worries.


    Maude had barely begun singing when she received a spitball straight in the eye.


    “O-wow-ow!” Maude cried out, covering her injured eye amidst renewed mockery from her class. Cédric rushed to her side and removed her hand from her eye to inspect it.


    “It’s a little red.” He whirled and marched to Geoffrey and Ahmed.


    “Which of you did this?”


    “Ahmed,” Geoffrey answered.


    “Geoffrey,” Ahmed pointed in his friend’s direction.


    Maude took a decisive step in their direction. She glared at them with her red eye but touched Cédric lightly on the shoulder.


    “Forget it. I don’t care. Allow me to continue.”


    “Her German accent was dreadful,” Dorothea mumbled. Nobody paid attention to Dorothea’s grumbling, but Maude’s cheeks burned. She ignored yet another hurtful remark but wondered what made Dorothea an expert. How awful was her German?


    Maude raised her head high and returned to the front of the classroom with a firm step. She’d try a new approach.


    “You all think classical music is boring, but people in classical are just as stubborn as you. They all think pop culture stinks. It’s not true of course! What kind of music do you listen to?”


    “Hip hop!”


    “Rock!”


    “Rap!”


    “I love the singer Matt.” Sabrina clasped her hands together and gave an imaginary kiss.


    “Yeah, me, too,” Angelique agreed. Most girls in the classroom agreed, and even Dorothea’s eye glowed at the mention of Matt.


    Maude preferred the conversation stay away from Matt and instead steered the discussion back to her initial subject.


    “Are these genres incompatible with classical?” She grabbed her bag and took out her laptop. “Those of you who like rap music. How many of you like the rap group Rapsodie?” It was a French group on the rise they would’ve heard of. She wasn’t surprised when most of the class raised their hands.


    “Most of their pieces are rap, but their music is inspired by Mozart and other classical composers.”


    “No way!” Ahmed said. He frowned. “You’re lying. If they played classical, I wouldn’t like their music.”


    She opened her laptop and went to her iTunes. Chopin’s Prelude no. 4 in E Minor drifted in the classroom.


    “Boring,” Geoffrey said and covered his ears.


    She opened Google and typed the keywords “Rapsodie Chopin Live in Paris.”


    She clicked on the YouTube video. A handsome, brown-skinned bassist with a sly smile appeared on the screen. The notes of his groovy bass solo introduced the song. His hands wrapped around his bass guitar, and his fingers flew with incredible dexterity and speed on his instrument, making even his fellow musicians smile and nod to the rhythm of his solo. Cédric’s class abandoned their seats and gathered around Maude’s laptop.


    “That’s not classical! That’s why it grooves,” Ahmed said, dancing like the rappers in the video. “I love that song.”


    “Wait and see. It’s only the beginning.”


    Once the pianist—a skinny young man intently bent over his Estonia piano—started playing, the students gasped with disbelief.


    “Isn’t that the music you just played?” Sabrina asked not quite sure she was hearing right.


    “It’s Chopin’s Prelude no 4 in E Minor,” Maude answered triumphantly.


    “Nah, I want to hear it again.” Ahmed returned to Maude’s iTunes and played the Prelude again. He scratched the corners of his mouth, raised an eyebrow, and listened intently to the melody.


    “Yup. Exact same thing. Can’t believe it.”


    “I want to show you that classical and pop, rap or rock aren’t antagonistic. If even musicians you love add classical components to their music, why can’t you?”


    She’d caught their attention and it gave her newfound confidence. Boredom had abandoned her audience’s eyes, and as they stood around her laptop, she straightened her shoulders, cleared her throat and hoped her proposal wouldn’t be met with annoyance.


    “When I come back, I want to work on an opera with you. My school is working on Tristan und Isolde by Richard Wagner, and I thought we could work on it together.”


    Dorothea’s eyes lit up, but she said nothing. She fell back in her seat.


    “Isn’t that German?” asked Angelique. “It’s that old tale in which Isolde is meant to marry the king, but she drinks a potion and falls in love with his nephew. That’s it, right?”


    “Ah, we hate Germans. Right, Dorothea?” Sabrina scuffled Dorothea’s hair, but Maude intervened before Cédric did.


    “Hey, leave her alone.” Maude took a stand in front of Dorothea and glowered at Sabrina. Sabrina retreated but not before saying: “Nobody wants to work on an old German opera from the Middle Ages.”


    “Would you work on a modern take of the tale?”


    “And how would that go?” Sabrina asked.


    “I know! It could take place in space,” Geoffrey said, raising his hand but not waiting to be granted permission to speak. Raising his hand was already a supreme effort.


    “Or how would you tell the story if it happened in your neighbourhood?” Cédric asked.


    “I don’t know if you’ve noticed but there aren’t many kings in Argenteuil,” Sabrina replied.


    “We could make the king a drug lord,” Ahmed suggested, shrugging.


    Maude stifled a giggle, but the rest of the class didn’t.


    “Like your uncle, Ahmed,” Geoffrey slapped his friend good-naturedly. “He always drives in cars with tainted-windows.”


    “Shut up, Geoffrey,” Ahmed scowled then lit up again. “Ok, a drug lord and his nephew, Tristan, is his right hand. Tristan is faithful to him because his uncle saved him from jail or something.”


    “Yeah, he took the fall for something Tristan did, and Tristan is forever in what’s his name’s debt.”


    “The king’s name is King Marke,” Maude corrected.


    “Ah that sounds boring,” Sabrina said as she dug out a nail polish from her bag. “Find another name.”


    “How about King Marek!” Ahmed suggested excitedly. His enthusiasm was beginning to show. Maude took a piece of chalk and wrote “King Marek, drug lord” on the black board.


    “And let’s call Tristan, Tris,” Geoffrey grabbed a piece of chalk and wrote “Tris” next to Maude’s handwriting.


    “And Izzie for Isolde. It’s way prettier. Isolde is an ugly name. Sounds like a sickness.” Sabrina grimaced, her head bent over her fingernails.


    “Together we could call them ‘Trizzie.’”


    Maude couldn’t help but let a giggle escape. “That sounds like a sickness, too,” she remarked.


    The class joined her laughter, and Maude was relieved they chuckled with her not at her.


    “Okay, what happens to Trizzie and King Marek, the drug lord?”


    “Tristan has to bring Izzie to Marek because it’s an arranged marriage,” Angelique offered.


    “Ugh, an arranged marriage,” Sabrina scoffed. Sabrina took pleasure in putting down other people’s ideas.


    “It’s not a bad idea,” Ahmed intervened.


    Sabrina scowled but didn’t contradict Ahmed.


    “While on the plane, they don’t drink a love potion, but a pill that makes them hallucinate.” Dorothea hadn’t spoken in a while, but she couldn’t resist participating any longer.


    “One of Marek’s pills. And they end up kissing.”


    Maude scribbled furiously on the blackboard while the students tossed ideas around enthusiastically.


    “We need a song about passion. Who’s been in love?”


    Nobody raised a hand for fear of being made fun of, but Maude caught Sabrina glancing at Ahmed. It surprised Maude that such energetic students were abashed when the topic of love was encountered. Maybe it was a bit too much, too soon.


    Maude’s next question was interrupted by the bell’s shrill ring.


    “Okay, for our next session I want you to think of lyrics for a love song.” Her first assignment. The students’ grumbling tampered her enthusiasm—but oh well. She was the teacher, and they were lucky she’d given them only one assignment.


    Cédric joined her while the students filed out.


    “Not bad for a first session.” He inspected her eye again. “You’ll be fine.”


    “I’ll tell my teachers I have a pink eye if they ask,” Maude said, rubbing her eye.


    “Don’t rub it,” Cédric admonished, pushing her hand away from her eye gently. “I can’t walk you to the bus station, I’ve got another class in five minutes.”


    “It’s fine, I can walk to the bus station myself.”


    “If you hurry you can catch the next one. If not you’ll have to wait at least twenty minutes.”


    “Okay, I’m out!” No way was she waiting twenty minutes for a bus. “Bye, Cédric.”


    Maude floated on a small cloud as she exited the school. She’d overcome the students’ initial scepticism. There was still much work to be done, but she apparently possessed a few teaching skills. She rubbed her eye. That Geoffrey. He’d thrown the spitball in her eye. She’d seen him right before going temporarily blind. Sabrina had a crush on Ahmed, Maude was quite certain. As for Dorothea, Maude’s cheeks burned with fresh embarrassment at the memory of Dorothea’s comment about her German accent.


    “Say that again! Say that again!”


    Screams ensued, tables scratched the school’s ancient tiles, and chairs toppling to the floor startled Maude.


    She followed the noise and arrived at an empty classroom at the end of the hall.


    Dorothea’s chestnut hair fell over her irate face as she pinned down a boy twice her size and punched him in the nose.


    “Dorothea!” Maude cried out alarmed. She ran to them, grabbed Dorothea by the back and wrestled her away from her victim. He scrambled and scurried away while Dorothea fought Maude off.


    “Stop! Stop, Dorothea!” She repeated the words until Dorothea’s swinging punches stopped. She shook like a leaf, and Maude realized her student was crying, part of her dishevelled hair stuck in her mouth.


    “Dorothea, what’s wrong with you?” Maude asked gently but firmly.


    Dorothea shook her head, but didn’t answer instead letting a stream of angry tears run down her red cheeks. Maude waited for her cries to subside before repeating her question.


    “They called me sale allemande (stupid German).”


    “What?” Why would she care unless . . .


    “You’re German, aren’t you?” Maude asked.


    Dorothea nodded with defiance, as if daring Maude to mock her. Maude had no intention of doing so.


    “But you speak without an accent.”


    “My accent was thicker when I arrived last year. That’s why they made fun of me and continue to do so.” She brushed away her tears angrily with her sleeve.


    “I was practicing the piano, and Damien snuck up on me and pulled my hair and called me sale allemande.”


    Maude brushed Dorothea’s hair away from her face and straightened her glasses over her little nose.


    “You play the piano.”


    “A little. I started two years ago before we came to France. But I had to stop in France because my family can’t afford classes anymore. I practice what I learned on my own, but I don’t progress,” Dorothea said, frustrated. “I love classical music.” She smiled a tiny smile.


    “What?” Maude asked, glad to see the girl smile.


    “Your German is pitiful, Maude.”


    “I’d be hurt if it were the first time that comment was directed at me.”


    “Sorry about that,” replied Dorothea, thinking Maude made an allusion to her comment in class.


    “Oh, I was talking about my teacher. She cringed listening to me sing in German. That’s why I sing Brangäne, the maid, not Isolde, the lead.”


    “An interesting role,” Dorothea mused. “She’s not just a maid. She’s also Isolde’s confidante and she’s got a beautiful solo in the second act.”


    Maude gaped at Dorothea. Slowly an idea formed into her head.


    “Too bad your German will ruin the beauty of the solo,” Dorothea was saying.


    “Dorothea!” Maude cried out excitedly. She pinched Dorothea’s arm.


    “Ouch. What was that for?”


    “Just checking you’re real.”


    “I am, and that hurt.”


    “You get into fights every hour, but you whimper because of a tiny pinch?” Maude scoffed.


    “Aren’t teachers not supposed to hurt their students?” Dorothea rubbed her arm.


    “I’m not a teacher,” Maude responded, jumping to her feet.


    “So, I don’t have to do your homework.”


    Maude ignored her quip, and dragged her to the piano.


    “What would you say if I gave you piano lessons in exchange for German lessons?”


    Dorothea sat on the stool and stared down at the piano.


    “When can we start?”


    



    


    Chapter 7


    


    Versailles in December was a white canvas of snow that gave all permission to relinquish artistic inhibitions and decorate its unblemished wintry cloth.


    The castle was a regal maiden waiting for her lover, each lit fireplace a beacon of joy. The naked deities watching over the garden shivered with envy at the Marble Castle’s bridal gown. If they could but abandon their posts in the garden to snowmen hidden in the trimmed topiaries. Adorned with the purest snowflakes, the windowsills rivaled the chandeliers’ precious stones. The lake no longer welcomed boats but had frozen in a long, serpentine, sleek surface. The delights of summer were no more, but the fire’s crackle and the warmth of a castle chimney reinvigorated Maude’s heart.


    Christmas holidays had come to Versailles and with them the Baldwins and the newly married couple, Harriet and Peter Longarm.


    The common room couldn’t encompass Maude’s happiness at being surrounded by those she loved. And Peter Longarm.


    When she looked at the people around her she couldn’t be happier. Ben and Cynthia were flipping through pages of a book called 100 Things You Don’t Know about Paris, Jazmine read How to Find a Frenchman in 10 Days. Not that she needed any help in that department, but she had fun acquiring new vocabulary such as tu es l’homme de ma vie (you’re the man of my life) or voulez-vous danser avec moi? (would you like to dance with me).


    Victoria was tired but fought to keep her eyes open, her arms circled around her beloved niece’s neck.


    “Have you continued reading your mother’s diary?” Victoria asked, stroking Maude’s hair.


    Maude winced. She wished she’d never laid eyes on it.


    “I haven’t read it in a while. I stopped at the part where she arrives in Paris for her studies.”


    “Funny you should stop when things are really getting interesting.”


    “What do you mean, Auntie?”


    “You and she are alike.”


    “I’m nothing like her.”


    “You’ve had similar journeys. You’re both French, raised outside of Paris.” Cynthia’s voice came from behind her book. She flipped from her book and tuned out of the conversation once more.


    “She was raised on a French island. Don’t forget I come from the cold, rainy north of France. The temperature change is drastic.”


    “You both came to Paris to further your education. Aren’t you interested in reading what your mother thought of Paris, her first impressions?” James asked. Both her uncle and her aunt were curious about Danielle Laurent. James found a keen interest in learning more about the mother of his niece, while Victoria wanted more information about her brother’s bride. Victoria felt certain her brother couldn’t be mistaken in choosing the woman he’d share his life with.


    “I read her first impressions. She thinks everything is beautiful and luxurious here.” Maude leaned against Victoria, discouraged. If her mother was superficial, at least Victoria was a good role model.


    “What about you? You live in a castle!” Ben pointed out. It was beyond his comprehension as to why Maude would choose to live in such a splendid domain. He only blamed it on one thing. She was French.


    “I’ve learned more about Paris, about the Parisian region as a whole. I don’t think it’s only beauty.”


    “No city ever is.”


    “Versailles is an enchantment, but there are other places.” Maude thought of Argenteuil, the spit, the dirt. People living glued to one another without room to breathe, suffocated by filth and smoke. It wasn’t a life. But it didn’t scare her. Maybe she was more like her father than her mother. He wasn’t afraid of getting his hands dirty.


    “I hope you’re staying away from those places,” Peter interjected. “People living in filth are dangerous.” He turned to Harriet for an approval he immediately received.


    “Peter’s right. We heard about a suburb on our way here. People were talking about it in the train. Argent something. I can’t remember the name.”


    “I think you mean Argenteuil.” Cynthia emerged once more from her book to join the conversation. “I read about it in my book. It can’t be that bad. The French painter Monet lived there in the nineteenth century and it inspired several famous paintings.”


    “It’s changed since, from what I hear. Drugs, violence, and the list goes on.”


    “You can’t judge a place only by what you hear in the news,” Maude argued. It was an ugly town, but it deserved more than the Longarm scorn.


    “Matt warned me long ago. He told me I’d only seen the good side of Paris. I’d scoffed, now I see how right he was.”


    “Won’t he be pleased when you tell him tomorrow!” Jazmine rose to her feet and stretched. “I’m off to bed. Big day tomorrow.”


    “Matt is coming tomorrow?” Maude asked. Her voice came from far away. She wished her heart didn’t stop in her chest every time his name was mentioned.


    “Of course, with Rebecca,” Ben added. “She’s supposed to speak to your class a couple of days from now, isn’t she?”


    “I just didn’t expect him to come with her.”


    “He’s trying to escape the frenzy.”


    “Frenzy?”


    “From his book release. What rock have you been under? It came out this week!”


    “In France it isn’t out yet, I think,” She’d avoided any information regarding him. She’d had enough seeing his face on every poster and men’s perfume commercial.


    “Okay off to bed, everyone.”


    The Baldwins and Longarms went to sleep, but that night in her canopy bed Maude did something she hadn’t done in a while.


    It was the easiest thing to uncover. News about Matt wasn’t hard to find.


    Sure enough his biography was out. All of me. The cover was a picture of him in a white background, a white shirt. He looked like an angel, but she knew better than to believe he was.


    Most comments were enthusiastic.


    “OMG! Spoiler alert! When he talks about his mother’s death, I cried! I’m not one to be sentimental, but this was too much.”


    It made no sense. Why would Matt ever work with Lexie when he knew what she was capable of? Why would he ever talk about his mother’s death? Lexie must have had something on him. He must’ve been coerced.


    Unless . . .


    Maude brought her hand to her mouth and stifled a cry. Lexie had dropped Maude’s biography at the same time she’d secured a deal with Matt. Was Matt behind Lexie’s change of heart? Did he trade her story for his? He knew how it pained her to have her secrets out for the world to see. Lexie had said she’d dropped her book because she had bigger fish to fry.


    It could only mean one thing: Matt had sacrificed his well-being for her. Even after he began dating Rebecca.


    Matt loved her.


    She’d fought and fought against her feelings, but now in the heart of the night, she surrendered altogether.


    She loved him. If there was a slightest chance they could fix their misunderstandings, she had to give it her all.


    Would the night never end? She wished the sun would hurry, start its flight, and chase away the moon. Matt would be hers tomorrow. Today and yesterday were obsolete.


    When the morning came, Maude awoke, her head filled with stars and dreams she hadn’t relinquished with the night.


    She needed to know. Maude turned on her laptop and sent Lexie a quick email demanding she tell her the truth about the reasons behind her change of heart. She hoped Lexie wouldn’t delay in answering.


    At the breakfast table, her eyes never strayed from the door. She expected to see him enter any instant.


    She had musical history class and parted with regret from her family who left to visit the Palace of Versailles.


    At her lunch break, restless, she roamed the parks, her feet leaving solitary footsteps from her agitated wanderings.


    She neared the Queen’s Grove: a nice, intimate walk, a lover’s lane. That’s where she saw them. She stopped dead in her tracks.


    Matt and Rebecca walked hand in hand in the grove amidst the white trees. The snow Maude had gingerly stepped in now entrapped her feet and immobilized her movements. Numbed, Maude couldn’t turn away. All she could see was the way he held her hand with tenderness. They laughed, they kissed, and they were something she was intruding on. He loved Rebecca, not her. How foolish she’d been! How presumptuous of her to believe under the night’s protective shadow that Matt cared for her.


    Mortified, Maude sought to retreat, but was too late. Matt had spotted her.


    “Maude!” He called out. He advanced, letting go of Rebecca’s hand. Rebecca stroked her hand regretfully and tucked it in her pocket to keep it warm. She turned to greet Maude, her eyes colder than the snow she treaded on. She blinked, once, twice, and the coldness was gone so that even Maude failed to remark its presence.


    Maude and Rebecca kissed warmly on both cheeks.


    “I’m happy to see you,” Maude said. And she was. She’d forgotten how much she and Rebecca had shared during the past year. They’d spent hours rehearsing for the performance of Aida. Rebecca had stood up for her against the arrogant Nathan Leopold. Her friendship with Rebecca was a treasure she wouldn’t throw away over a boy. She couldn’t. Maude reaffirmed her decision. She had to stand her ground.


    She turned to Matt and greeted him but didn’t approach him and he kept a distance.


    His gray eyes lingered on her and hers on him until Rebecca cleared her throat.


    “Maude, I’m thrilled to be here with you, too. We’ve got so much catching up to do.” She put her arm in Maude’s, and they all left the Queen’s Grove.


    “You’ll be coming to class this evening? To tell us about your experiences?”


    Rebecca nodded and pressed Maude’s arm. “It’ll be fun, you’ll see.”


    “You can warn them about how cruel the classical world is to pop singers.” Matt fell in step behind them.


    “They aren’t cruel to you,” Rebecca replied. “You’re Ms. Tragent’s nephew. Everyone respects her and therefore you.”


    “Nobody loses an opportunity to remind me of my pop background,” Maude put in.


    “I’m not surprised. Pop and classical can’t mix.”


    “Oh, but they can, Rebecca! I’ve been working on a project. Won’t you help me with it? It would mean the world to me if you came. I’m working with kids from Argenteuil.”


    “Argenteuil! No way. Those kids must be terrors,” replied Rebecca Sylvester with a shake of the head.


    “Please come, it would mean the world to me if you just showed them.”


    “I love you, Maude, but I would never put a foot in Argenteuil.”


    “I don’t mind going,” Matt offered. He didn’t see Rebecca’s surprised look, but Maude did.


    “No, really, it’s okay. Besides, you don’t like classical.”


    “I wouldn’t make a career out of it, but my mother raised me to love every music. You can’t have a mother like mine and an aunt like mine and not appreciate classical.”


    “Especially with a girlfriend who’s an opera princess,” Rebecca reminded.


    “I know more about classical than you do, Maude Laurent,” Matt taunted.


    Maude blinked back in surprise. Was she sensing a challenge? “Of course you don’t, but you can hold on to that lie if it helps you sleep at night.”


    “If you’re both going, I’m going, too.”


    Maude was pleased and didn’t remark on Rebecca’s sudden change of heart.


    


    ***


    


    The evening Rebecca came to her vocal repertoire class the students were buzzing with excitement.


    “I can’t believe I’m going to meet Rebecca Sylvester,” Emma whispered in Maude’s ear. “All of this hard work was worth it if it means meeting her. I walked past her and Matt in the hall an hour ago. She’s more beautiful in person.”


    Rebecca must have been waiting for this compliment to make her regal entrance. She entered the Wagner Room, and the classroom held its breath. Rebecca Sylvester’s name was whispered in hushed tones of deep respect.


    Maude admired her along with the rest of her class. The respect Rebecca elicited was a feeling she longed to stir in others. She now sought in the classical world what she hadn’t really been able to achieve in her pop career.


    “I’m thrilled to be among you this evening. I was once sitting on those same wooden benches, drinking in every word coming out of Madame de Forteville’s mouth. Now here I am standing here before you.”


    Rebecca clasped her hands.


    “I’m here to answer any question you might have about your career choice, then I’ll listen to each of you sing and give you a few tips.”


    Eleanor never needed to be prompted to ask questions: they flowed naturally through the synapses of her brain, and all she had to do was pick and choose. More often than not she already possessed the answers to her questions, but voicing intelligently formulated interrogations made her appear all the more brilliant in her own eyes.


    “How old were you when you decided you wanted to pursue a career as an opera singer?”


    “I thought I knew when I was twelve. But I actually had no idea what those words held in terms of hard work, in terms of career. I made a real choice when I worked on my first opera at the Academy. It was Delibes’ Lakmé. It was one of the best experiences, and it cemented my determination. I haven’t regretted it since.”


    “Have you ever worked with someone you didn’t like, and how did you cope?”


    “I did once, and I had to pretend I was in love with him. This will often happen in your career. But you have to remember your audience comes first. You have to stay true to the role.”


    Questions flowed in an easy, laid-back atmosphere with Rebecca answering one at a time with alacrity, humor, and candor.


    “I once tripped on the stage and managed to make it look rehearsed,” she confessed.


    Questions strayed to her private life, questions she evaded.


    “We’ve seen you in magazines with Matt. Do you think pop and classical go well together?”


    “Absolutely not. People from both worlds may manage to get along, but classical and pop music are too different. One is beauty itself, the other is, more often than not, not much more than a pile of detritus. Not all, of course. Matt’s music is great. But Maude here, for example, tried to bring the two together and failed miserably. It is a feat that cannot be achieved. Not properly, at least, and I’m certain Maude’s learned her lesson. And it’s not wholly unfair to say that concentrating on pop instead of classical has greatly disadvantaged her in the classical world.”


    Charlotte leaned toward Maude and whispered “Man, are you sure you two are friends?”


    “I thought we were,” Maude answered, biting her lip. Rebecca smiled at Maude, a smile Maude answered with a snort.


    “With friends like that who needs enemies?” Emma added.


    Rebecca proceeded to listen to every singer in the room.


    “Emma, I’ve heard only good things about you. You’re on the right track.”


    But when at last it came to Maude’s turn, she checked her watch and frowned.


    “Time has flown by, and it’s time for us to part. I’ll be staying for the Christmas holidays, so if you have any questions in the meantime I’ll be happy to answer them.”


    Students clapped and flocked towards her to express their admiration.


    Maude didn’t join in the general excitement and escaped the room as fast as she could.


    Rebecca followed her out of the room and called out her name.


    “Are you leaving already? I thought we could—”


    “You could what? Humiliate me some more?” Maude spat out. She clenched her fists and unclenched them, but her anger wouldn’t subside.


    “What do you mean?”


    “Are you seriously going to stand in front of me and deny what you just did? You blasted my entire musical career and more or less said I had no talent.”


    “I was being honest about the state of pop and classical.”


    “I seem to remember someone saying she liked the pop world.”


    “Yes the glam, not the music. Not most of it.”


    “If you hate pop so much, please don’t bother coming to my class next Saturday. I’d rather you stay away from the kids. They don’t need someone else telling them they’re useless.”


    “Fine. I won’t go. You and Matt can go for all I care.”


    “You didn’t even let me sing.”


    “I was doing you a favor. I’ve been hearing a lot of negative feedback regarding you from your teachers. They say you don’t deserve your place here. I didn’t want to humiliate you in front of your entire class.”


    “It seemed to me you were aiming for the exact opposite. Guess what: you succeeded, Rebecca. And I’ll tell you something else. I’m no longer afraid of humiliation. Humiliation makes me stronger. And I will prove to you and to all the people in the Academy that I can do this, that pop music isn’t a hindrance, it has a richness that I wear proudly.”


    Maude stomped away.


    “Maude, wait. I truly am sorry.” She bridged the distance separating them. “Please, don’t be mad. Hurting you wasn’t my intent, you’ve got to believe me.”


    Maude searched Rebecca’s eyes, and as she did, her anger melted.


    “I accept your apologies,” Maude finally said. Rebecca smiled in relief and squeezed Maude’s hand gently.


    “I’m glad.”


    “So am I. But the next time you give a talk in my class, I won’t be present,” Maude warned.


    “Fine by me,” Rebecca answered.


    


    ***


    


    When Maude arrived in Argenteuil with Matt, Cynthia, and Jazmine, she worried the class would be in uproar once more. She didn’t want her friends to have a first bad impression.


    The school was in uproar but not for the reasons she initially anticipated. Matt’s arrival ignited a fire impossible to extinguish.


    “We love your songs, Matt!”


    “Hey, man!”


    Girls and boys alike flocked around the star, and he didn’t mind in the least. He enjoyed and reveled in the limelight. He signed autographs, took pictures until Maude pulled him away and reminded him why they were in Argenteuil.


    “Trust Matt to make everything about him,” Jazmine said.


    “It’s not my fault everybody loves me,” Matt joked.


    When he met Cédric, however, his hand tightened around Cédric’s hand, and his handshake was less sympathetic than those he’d shared with other male students.


    “He’s the English teacher you’ve been talking about?” he whispered aside to Maude, once Cédric was busy greeting Cynthia and Jazmine.


    “Yes. Why?” she asked.


    Matt took another quick glance at Cédric and winced.


    “He’s a lot younger than I imagined him to be.” He’d imagined a graying, middle-aged man with a round belly. An English teacher. Not a cool, stylish, laid-back young man.


    Maude couldn’t see what the problem was, but Jazmine nudged Maude.


    “He’s a lot cuter than what I imagined.”


    “Jaz, I like Cédric. Please don’t break his heart.”


    “Nahh, I’m not into teachers however young they are, but I totally dig his locks.”


    Dorothea walked up to Maude and Matt and handed them a sheet of paper.


    “Maude asked us to think of a song about forbidden love. Here’s mine. It’s sung by Tristan and Isolde.”


    “Not bad,” Maude commented after perusing through the lyrics.


    “Hold on!” cried Ahmed. “I’m sure Dorothea’s song is silly and girly. What if the pill took some time to kick in? They hate each other and gradually and start falling in love like this:


    Tris, a name I can’t bear


    I want you out of my hair


    Speaking of hair, yours is all shiny


    Let’s go out, and don’t be so whiny.”


    Everyone laughed, but Ahmed was proud of his composition.


    “Ahmed does have a point,” Matt pointed out.


    “I like Matt,” Ahmed decided.


    “In real life, people don’t fall madly in love in the blink of an eye. It’s proximity that pushes them together. Working together, seeing each other regularly,” Cédric agreed.


    “Like you and Maude, right?” Ahmed winked at them both.


    “Shut up, Ahmed,” Cédric replied before Maude could think of anything to say. Ahmed pretended to be offended, but went back to his table. Cédric had never managed to make him sit in his chair.


    Maude’s embarrassment was as plain as the nose on her face, and Matt coughed to bring her attention back to their subject.


    “How would you express a love/ hate relationship?” Geoffrey asked.


    “I’m sure Maude could tell us. Didn’t you hate Matt at first?” Jazmine asked.


    Cynthia pinched Jazmine, but Jazmine continued.


    “You thought he was an arrogant prick.”


    “We want details!” Geoffrey banged the table and his classmates imitated him.


    “Come on, fess up,” She waved her hand to dry her orange nail polish.


    The students banged the table, eager for more detail.


    “Go ahead, Maude. Tell them how kind I was to you. How patient and helpful.”


    “To come back to Tristan and Isolde, if we removed the poison or pill in our version do you think they would still have fallen in love? Wasn’t the poison merely an excuse to explain the burning passion they felt regardless?” Maude asked, ignoring Matt entirely.


    “Love can’t be contrived. You either love a person or you don’t,” Dorothea answered.


    “You should sing Dorothea’s song. You and Monsieur Mauritien, so we can hear what it sounds like,” Sabrina suggested.


    “Are you serious?” Dorothea asked astonished. But Sabrina gave no response and returned to her nail polish.


    “I’m not much of a singer,” Cédric backed away from the blackboard. “But I’m sure Matt and Maude could. They’re both artists after all.”


    Maude and Matt agreed, and the students propped their chins in their palms waiting for the performance.


    


    If our love was poison


    I’d drink it again and again


    Love and pain, hand in hand


    Life and death, hand in hand


    I belong to another


    Yet I will love no other


    


    As she sang, Maude pictured the fated couple in the Middle Ages, but the characters resembled Matt, Rebecca, and herself. The painful memory of catching their fleeting moments in the Queen’s Grove, her impossible love for a boy she could never have at the risk of betraying her friend. But there had been the night at the Palace of Versailles, their morning in the Enceladus Grove, their near kiss.


    


    Matt sang the following verse.


    


    Our names are one


    Our souls are bound


    One sip, our hearts were healed


    One drink, our fates were sealed


    One soul, one name


    One love, one flame


    Trizzie


    We’ll never part


    Forever alone


    Forever one


    In a dream of love


    Drifting, Drifting


    Til the morning


    


    Matt and Maude sang the final verse together.


    


    But I must fight this feeling


    Or die vanquished


    If I let you in


    Do we both lose?


    Will we both win?


    


    Maude and Matt ended their song, and Maude stepped away from Matt abruptly. It was a dream. Nothing more, nothing less. He loved Rebecca. Yet while they sang, she’d experienced a rush she hadn’t known in a long time. Singing with him again was a treat she’d been denied ever since she’d finished her first album. She missed it, and the realization rendered her anxious.


    She needed to stay away from him more than ever. If her eyes ever betrayed her, if he ever found out how her feelings for him hadn’t subsided. What if, oh horror, Rebecca ever found out her ongoing infatuation? Maude thought once more of Tristan and Isolde, their tragic fates and shuddered. Matt was definitely off-limits.


    When class ended, Cédric walked them to the bus stop.


    “I’ll see you at the Christmas Ball in two days.”


    “You’re going?” Matt asked, not hiding his astonishment very effectively. He couldn’t picture Cédric at a ball. Or rather disliked the prospect.


    “Yes, I’m a part-time waiter, which is how I met Maude in the first place.”


    “See you soon then,” Maude said pleasantly.


    Cédric kissed Maude on both cheeks in pure French fashion and whispered, “See you soon, Isolde.”


    Maude smiled, Matt scowled, and the Baldwin girls pretended they hadn’t just witnessed a highly entertaining performance in which their cousin was the lead.


    


    ***


    


    The day of the Christmas Ball had arrived and the Marble Castle’s inhabitants had all transferred to the Palace of Versailles for the occasion.


    The Hall of Mirrors was magnificent, resplendent. A thousand mirrors reflected images of happiness, mirth, and elegance. The storied room shone brightly with golden and white opulence. The room had witnessed many a ball through the ages, but none had been organized with such detailed refinement in the midst of a winter marvel.


    The Baldwins had boycotted the concert as an act of solidarity with Maude’s exclusion from the event, but arrived at the start of the ball.


    Ben wasn’t overjoyed about the prospect of an entire evening in a tuxedo—or as he called it, “a penguin costume”—and was even more dismayed when Victoria and James took pictures of their children’s first Ball.


    When Maude entered the Hall of Mirrors, radiant in a pale blue satin gown, her eyes met Matt’s, and he greeted her presence with a nod. Her throat closed up, and she couldn’t make a sound. She blinked profusely, pleased and self-conscious at the same time. Rebecca appeared at his side and waved at Maude.


    “You look lovely.” Cédric was by Maude’s side in an instant in his waiter suit, handsome as ever. “I think Matt’s noticed,” he added with the smile of someone uncovering a secret.


    “Matt is with Rebecca,” was all Maude managed to say before whirling and leaving a bewildered Cédric to join the Baldwins.


    Ms. Tragent announced the opening of the Christmas Ball.


    The orchestra played the first waltz of the evening, and Rebecca and Matt made their way through the crowd of couples. Rebecca danced beautifully, like a duchess raised at court, a noble among nobles.


    Waltzes followed more waltzes. James and Victoria only had eyes for each other as they danced. Benjamin stood by Maude’s side while his sisters danced with Maude’s classmates.


    “New York isn’t the same without you, Maude,” Ben said. He reached for a champagne glass from one of the waiters, but Maude tapped his hand lightly, laughing.


    “Flattery will get you nowhere young man.”


    “This is Europe. One glass of champagne won’t kill me.”


    “But Aunt Vic might.”


    Rebecca and Matt twirled near her, and Rebecca’s laughter disturbed their conversation.


    “Do you mind if I get a bite of fresh air?”


    Ben shook his head.


    Before leaving Maude turned to her cousin and said, “Don’t touch a drop of champagne, do you hear me, Benjamin Baldwin?”


    “Wow, you really are Mom’s niece. You sound exactly like her. Scary.”


    Maude left satisfied with his response. She went out to the balcony and peered at the blue night sky.


    “I need to talk to you.”


    Rebecca joined Maude at the balcony with a grave face.


    “What about?”


    “About the scandal you were involved in a couple of months ago.”


    “About Thomas?” Not that she’d been involved in a truckload of scandals, but there were quite a few.


    “Exactly,” Rebecca replied. She crossed her arms over the rail of the balcony and stared at the sky, seeking assistance for what she was about to divulge.


    “Matt’s the one who leaked the info to the press.”


    Maude’s first reaction was playful. It was the only appropriate response to a joke. Rebecca could only be joking.


    “What did you drink tonight Rebecca? Matt would never do such a thing.”


    “He did. He told Lexie Staz. Don’t you see how chummy they’ve become? He gave her full rights to his book, and in exchange she was to leak the info.”


    “Lexie would have done it for free.”


    “Not that info. It was a serious accusation, and she asked him for proof he couldn’t give. She put her career on the line with unverified information, and in exchange he authorized her to write his biography.”


    “Matt would never do that,” Maude repeated.


    “Something’s been going on between the two of you.”


    Maude inhaled sharply.


    “What . . . ” Maude couldn’t bring herself to ask the extent of Rebecca’s knowledge.


    “Before we met,” Rebecca added quickly. “I’ve known for a while. He was jealous of Thomas. He confided in me about how he felt after you and Thomas kissed at the rooftop concert. He wanted Thomas to pay. I’m sorry, I shouldn’t be telling you this.”


    “Why are you?” Maude asked, still doubtful.


    “Because I think you deserve the truth.”


    “I’m going to ask him now,” Maude decided. Rebecca stopped her.


    “You can’t. He’ll know I told you, and it’ll ruin our relationship.”


    “I’ll tell him someone else told me, anything! I must know the truth.” She left Rebecca alone on the balcony and returned inside the Hall.


    She couldn’t believe this assertion, yet Rebecca’s explanation wasn’t entirely devoid of plausibility. Matt had hated Thomas, had hated their masquerade since the beginning. But he’d always had her best interests at heart. He would never betray her. Would he? Doubt the size of a mustard seed expanded in her heart and she couldn’t bear the thought.


    When Matt asked her to dance a waltz on Chopin’s Waltz in E Major, Maude accepted although she’d managed to avoid dancing all evening. Her step wasn’t as sure as Rebecca’s, but Matt either didn’t notice or didn’t mind.


    Their dance was enchanting. They glided like swans on a lake, oblivious of the world that surrounded them. Their swift silhouettes reflected in the innumerable mirrors of the sumptuous Hall, casting a lovely image of graceful, willowy blitheness. Maude’s blue satin dress swept the floor, but not once did her feet fumble.


    It would have been easy to forget Rebecca’s ridiculous assertions. Maude at first refused to peer into his gray eyes, but when she did, only kindness radiated from them. She would ask him about the book because she knew with infallible certainty that the person with such truthful eyes couldn’t lie to her.


    “I haven’t asked how your tour has been.”


    “Tiring but worth every minute of it.”


    “You’ll be coming to Europe for your tour soon.”


    “I will. In spring.”


    They danced again in silence.


    “Have you adjusted to your life here?”


    “I have. I’ve made some new friends.”


    “You mean Cédric.”


    “And Emma and Charlotte,” Maude added. “I’m assuming you prefer them to Thomas Bradfield.”


    “I do. Thomas was a song theft and a liar. He’s been blackballed, and he deserves it.”


    Maude didn’t answer, but sought to figure out how to approach the delicate topic.


    “Your biography is out. I’ve read pieces of it.”


    “I’m assuming you have an opinion about the book.”


    “I just find it strange that you should work with Lexie Staz. You two have grown closer.”


    “What are you saying?”


    “I was surprised to read about your mother in your novel when I know you avoid the subject at any cost. I have to ask. Why would you do such a thing?” She needed to know if Matt had helped her or betrayed her trust. She hoped it was the former. “Why are you two working together?”


    “Lexie needed material after she dropped your book. I offered her my story, and she said yes.”


    “I’m glad you and Lexie get along so well, even after everything she did to me, to us.”


    “She has a few qualities.”


    “Or you owed her something.” The music stopped and so did Matt and Maude.


    Matt stared into Maude’s eyes as he said, “I owe Lexie nothing.”


    Maude heaved a sigh of relief. A weigh had been lifted from her chest.


    “I believe you, if you say you’re not hiding anything. I trust you.”


    A shadow of doubt came over Matt’s face, but Rebecca chose that moment to interrupt their conversation as the notes of a new waltz drifted through the Hall.


    “You promised me one last dance. And I can’t resist Chopin.”


    Maude let her take her place and was ready to go to the balcony, but Cédric intervened.


    “I’ll dance with you if you like.”


    Maude accepted, but Matt’s hand still held hers. He gave her hand to Cédric with a stiff bow and took Rebecca’s.


    Cédric was an agreeable companion. But Maude’s mind had drifted back to her conversation with Matt.


    “So what’s going on between you and Matt anyway? Or is it none of my business?”


    “The latter,” Maude answered.


    “Not being my business, naturally, I’m dying to find out.”


    “I pushed him away months ago. Now he’s with a friend of mine and I thought I’d be fine but . . . but . . . ”


    “It’s not that simple is it? Why don’t you tell him how you feel?” Cédric pressed her hand with sympathy.


    “And risk losing every inch of self-respect? I don’t think so.”


    “Very well. You can live the rest of your life full of regret.”


    “I’d rather live with regret than betray my dear friend. I hadn’t had many friends before I lived in New York.”


    “I wish you all the success in the world with your endeavors, Maude Laurent.”


    The waltz ended, and he kissed her hand and prepared to leave, but she called out to him.


    “I wanted to thank you for letting me work with your class. It’s been a great experience. Not always easy, but an enriching experience nevertheless.”


    “I’m glad you think so. If you can face my little monsters, you’ll be able to face any challenge. I’d better go back or my boss will have my head.”


    Maude retreated to the edge of the room and was soon approached by Audrey.


    “Maude, how are you? I didn’t expect you to come to the Christmas Ball seeing as you weren’t even allowed to sing at the concert. Such a shame isn’t it?”


    Maude didn’t dignify Audrey with a response, lifted her skirt, and walked away, head held high.


    “Is that Audrey de Forteville?” Jazmine asked joining Maude.


    “The one and only. Don’t worry about her. She’s had her fun. I just want to put this whole pranking scheme behind us.” She took a glass of sparkling water from a waiter who happened to walk by her.


    “Jaz, how are things at home?” The word home still tasted foreign on her tongue. She loved the word and everything associated with the concept. No matter where she lived, she’d always have somewhere to come home to.


    “Dad’s working nonstop,” Jazmine admitted. “He’s been busy before, but nowadays we barely see him. It’s as if he’s hoping to fix every mistake Alan Lewis made during the short time he ran Soulville. As if he felt guilty, and he’s trying to make up for it.”


    Maude’s mind drifted back to her last evening in New York and her conversation with her uncle.


    “You’re right, I suppose. Is there no way anyone can alleviate the load?”


    “I overheard Mom and Dad talking when they thought no one was home. Soulville needs a new artist, a new sensation. But Dad’s being picky.”


    To James, music was sacred. He would never sign just any artist only to bring in money. It had to be the perfect fit.


    “I see.”


    “After Dad met you in Paris, in that French café, when he came back home it was as if he’d encountered an angel,” Jazmine remembered.


    “Some said I was more of a princess,” Maude joked, swishing her skirt.


    “Seriously,” Jazmine insisted. “He only gets like that when he meets the right artist. The last time he’d had a similar encounter, it was Matt. Dad’s really sensitive that way.”


    “That’s what I love about him. He never made me feel like a mere product. I’m the one who let him down.”


    “You couldn’t be further from the truth. You started something good. He’d greet you with open arms if you ever wanted to come back to Soulville.”


    “How could I ever face them again?”


    “Who?”


    “All the people I lied to.”


    “You’re one of the bravest people I know, Maude.”


    “Really?”


    “You lived with the most atrocious family for all those years, you travelled to New York on your own, came back to France to study classical, and you teach in a school in a risky neighborhood to show these kids classical isn’t just for old people. You’re independent and you risk everything to follow your dreams. What isn’t admirable in that?”


    “It’s either bravery,” Maude mused. “Or madness.”


    “Who ever said one goes without the other?”


    Jazmine caressed Maude’s cheek with gentleness. “You’re too hard on yourself, cousin. But maybe there is one area where you could use a bit more fearlessness.”


    Maude looked at her cousin quizzically.


    “His name starts with an M and I won’t say another word.” Jazmine pursed her lips while Maude gave her an exasperated nudge.


    “Excuse me, Jazmine?” Franck walked up to them with a shy smile. “Would you grant me this waltz?”


    “I would,” Jazmine accepted.


    Maude followed Jazmine with her eyes, before leaving the Hall of Mirrors.


    She passed the Battles Gallery. She’d never walked in this part of the Palace before, but it was an impressive gallery in which were hung numerous paintings of the most illustrious French battles and victories. Better than spoils of war that were destined to rot, paintings lived on forever as relics of a glorious past.


    That’s when she heard him.


    Matt was on the phone in the gallery, his back turned to her.


    “You can’t tell her, Lexie. You promised you wouldn’t. Maude cannot find out about our deal. Do you understand?” His words echoed in the wide gallery loud and clear.


    She dropped her glass, and as it fell slowly to the floor, Maude put her hands to her ears to block out the sound of glass breaking, the sound of Matt’s betrayal. He’d lied to her face after she’d trusted him. He’d leaked the news to Lexie Staz. She’d had the vanity to believe he’d tried to help her put an end to Lexie’s tell-all book about her! For a second, Maude considered the possibility again, but pushed the thought away as soon as it crossed her mind. If he had helped her, why would he keep it a secret? Only one thing was obvious, he’d betrayed her in the most odious manner.


    The glass struck the floor, and Matt whirled around to discover a stricken Maude, her hands glued to her ears. She let them slip slowly as the world around her crumbled to pieces.


    “You betrayed me, Matt.”


    Silence filled the gallery.


    “I did it for you,” Matt said at last in a low voice.


    “For me?” Maude let out a bitter, dreadful laugh. “I’d rather you let me handle my business henceforth. How could you think I wouldn’t find out? You’ve lied repeatedly to my face for the last six months and again this evening when I asked for the truth. How am I ever to trust you again?”


    “If you don’t trust I had your best interests at heart then you’ve never known me. And all we’ve endured together means nothing to you. I would have done anything for you, Maude. I cared about you. I still do.”


    “I thought I cared for you, too. But I can’t look at you. You’ve betrayed my trust yet again. How can you profess to care for me when you don’t tell me the truth? Even when I questioned you while we danced. I trusted you blindly.”


    “You forgave Thomas a sin far greater than mine. Am I to be denied the same courtesy? Or is he always to come first with you?”


    Maude moved away from him. They stood before the painting depicting the Battle of Austerlitz. Napoleon valiantly commanding his armies on the battlefields. The ruins surrounding the soldiers were nothing compared to the unraveling Maude was undergoing.


    She faced Matt, anguish, pain, and bewilderment distorting her beautiful features.


    “You aren’t Thomas. Your obsession with him must cease. Yes, he stole our song. I got over it. I never cared for him the way I cared for you. All I see now is the most despicable liar, a person I could never trust as a friend let alone entertain having any kind of romantic sentiment for.”


    Matt paled, his face white like death. He made a step toward Maude, wrapped his fingers around her cold hand, but she retreated, tears springing in her dark irises.


    “Maude, if you leave now, if you give up on our friendship over this, I will never come back.”


    Maude wrenched her hand away from his touch and ran out of the gallery, her long blue train sweeping the floor, hurrying to keep up with her swift, fleet feet.


    Matt remained alone in the Battles Gallery, lonely and vanquished, among France’s most celebrated victors.


    



    


    Chapter 8


    


    A knock awoke Maude early the next morning.


    Emma and Charlotte slept soundly, and Maude was the only one aroused out of unconsciousness.


    Opening the door to their room, Maude discovered Rebecca wearing a coat, mittens, and a scarf.


    “I came to say goodbye.”


    “I thought you were leaving in a couple of days?”


    “Matt says he cannot stay a minute longer. Maude, what happened?”


    “We’re no longer friends. But I hope you and I won’t let this ruin our friendship.”


    “Of course. Isn’t there any way you could forgive him? I’m sure he’s very sorry. He was very upset yesterday.”


    “I don’t want to dwell on this, Rebecca.” Maude hugged Rebecca. “Have a safe trip back.”


    “Thank you. Take care. I’ll be back in the spring for a performance of La Bohème at the Opéra Garnier.”


    Rebecca kissed Maude on both cheeks and bade her a cheery farewell.


    Maude returned to bed with mixed feelings. Relieved that she wouldn’t cross Matt’s path in the halls of the Academy again but also filled with disappointment and with a deep sadness she’d rarely experienced. She’d lost a friend. When Thomas had stolen her song, she hadn’t known him as long as she now knew Matt. Matt had been by her side even when he didn’t agree with her. Now, with the knowledge he’d sold her story to Lexie, the pain stamped on her heart left an indelible and unbearable mark. She couldn’t forgive him. He compared his lie with Thomas’—but they were worlds apart. She’d never been in love with Thomas: her expectations of him hadn’t been as high as those she held for Matt.


    She refused to cry. Her dry throat and the sting in her tearless eyes were enough grieving.


    The next days she spent with her family exploring Paris.


    Peter Longarm was the butt of every Baldwin joke, mostly from Ben, but Victoria tolerated Ben’s impertinence more than she usually would.


    Peter displayed the little knowledge he possessed about Paris with a solemnity that never failed to provoke the Baldwins’ laughter.


    “Did you know the Sorbonne was founded by Robert de Sorbon? This is important information.”


    “Did you know Saint Genevieve is the saint matron of Paris? This is important information.” Peter would scratch his chin, cast an insistent stare upon his audience, and wait for an awestruck reaction that either never came or only arrived after an ample delay.


    The Baldwins baptized him “Mr. Important Information” and took turns imitating him.


    “Did you know the Eiffel Tower is in Paris, Ben?” Jazmine asked, scratching her chin. “This is Important Information.”


    “Did you know Paris is the French capital, Maude?” Cynthia asked, scratching her head. “This is Important Information.”


    “Did you know the current French President has no First Lady, but a number of mistresses? This is Important Information.”


    “Ben, don’t say abominable things,” Harriet admonished, coming behind him in time to hear his latest imitation. She didn’t want Peter getting any silly notions. If Peter were to be the President of the United States, she would be First Lady. No need to disturb the order of things. The French were the queerest folk.


    When they visited the Saint-Geneviève Library, Cynthia met someone she thought she’d never meet again.


    “Cynthia Baldwin, is that you?”


    Cynthia and Maude had been admiring paintings in the famous old library next to the Sorbonne.


    Daniel Lewis stood before them holding a pile of law books.


    Maude would rather have ignored the son of the man who’d participated in the ruin of her good name. But Cynthia didn’t share this opinion, quite to the contrary in fact.


    “Daniel! What are you doing here?” she whispered, but it wasn’t necessary. There was a lot of talking in the library, loud whispering that would wax until it was no longer whispers, as each speaker became more confident that more serious students wouldn’t scold.


    “I took my year abroad like I wanted. Do your remember?”


    “Yes,” She spoke a single word, but it held the memories of their talks in the empty offices.


    “What a strange coincidence.”


    “A good kind of strange?”


    “Definitely.”


    “I’m glad your family at least didn’t have to suffer from having your lives exposed. Lucky Alan Lewis, he lets everyone else deal with his messes while he hides in a corner.”


    “Maude!”


    “Your father is—”


    “What you’ll say is probably true. But how would you like to be held accountable for your parents’ mistakes?”


    Maude’s sentence remained suspended in mid-air. She thought about her mother, her pampered childhood. Her mother and her were complete opposites. She would hate to be associated with her mother’s temper.


    “I think we should go now,” Maude answered. Her stormy eyes decided Cynthia.


    “I’ll see you around.” Cynthia walked away reluctantly, her eyes fixed on Daniel. He wore a sad smile, full of regret, as Cynthia followed her cousin.


    Once they were outside, Cynthia stopped Maude.


    “Why did you say those things?”


    “They’re true. Alan made me do all sorts of things just to make me sell more albums. Then I took the fall. All of it, once Matt—I mean, once the whole story was out. Why are you defending him? He’s just like his father.”


    “No, he isn’t. He’s different.”


    “He’s certainly got you fooled. Did anything happen between the two of you?”


    “No, of course not.”


    “I hope not. I already have to deal with one cousin’s poor choice in husbands, I don’t have to deal with yours, either.”


    “Maude! What is wrong with you? You tell me this instant.”


    “What’s wrong is all the secret and lies around me. Everywhere I turn, someone is disappointing me. Mrs. Ruchet, my mother, Elder Williams and now, and now . . . I can’t take it.”


    “Elder Williams? What happened?”


    Maude told Cynthia what she’d learned. Cynthia leaned against the building for support. Students passed her to enter the library, but her mind was elsewhere.


    “I can’t believe he never told. Maude, you’ve got to tell Mom.”


    “What good would that do? She’ll be furious, she’ll never forgive him. Never, Cynthia.”


    “Maybe your problems aren’t the secrets. Maybe the real problem is what you do with them. Don’t you trust us?”


    “Of course I do. But I don’t want to mess up the only family I’ve known. I know what it’s like to discover your parent wasn’t the hero you imagined. I don’t want Aunt Vic to see her father as a monster.”


    “How did you keep this secret for these last months?”


    “I had help. From Matt.”


    “He’s always there for you. I know Rebecca’s your friend, but don’t you think you both owe her the truth? Matt still cares. I’m certain of this.”


    “It doesn’t matter.”


    “He’s always on your side. You must know how he feels.”


    “He’s not always on my side. He’s with Rebecca. I would never betray a friend.”


    “And it isn’t betraying her not to tell her you’re in love with the boy she’s dating?”


    Their conversation was interrupted by the arrival of the rest of the Baldwins and Longarms.


    “Was the library interesting?” James asked.


    “It absolutely was. I’ve never learnt so much Important Information in the course of an hour,” Cynthia replied.


    


    ***


    


    Saying goodbye to the Baldwins once was hard, but saying goodbye again was excruciating—and left Maude with a void she sought frantically to fill. She even missed Peter’s knowledge. The hole in her heart grew to an alarming extent, prompting her to pour her energy in her work.


    Sleep eluded her once more, but she wasn’t bothered. She stayed awake, the last one to ever leave the common room. The fire burned while Maude burned her midnight oil.


    “Mozart composed his concertos in the following order . . . ” She yawned. She’d had enough of Mozart for one night, but just needed one more hour to practice bass clef.


    “Don’t forget to pronounce the H. Just like in English. “Habe” not “abe”.


    Maude’s progress in German was astounding. The breakthrough had come one January afternoon in Dorothea’s living room.


    “Why can’t I pronounce German properly? I love hearing other students sing it, but I sound awful when I try to speak it. There are a lot of German composers that I play on the piano. Why can’t I speak it properly?”


    “I can tell you the source of your problem, but only you can fix it.”


    “Do tell.”


    Dorothea went to her DVD player and popped in a DVD. The movie took place during the Second World War. A German soldier barked orders for a couple of minutes before Dorothea pressed pause.


    “This is how the German language sounds to an ear accustomed to portrayal of German in the media. This is the stereotype that causes most people, notably the French to consider German to be an ugly language. English is associated with Shakespeare, Italian and French to lovemaking, and German is forever linked to what I just showed you. Your closed mind is the only barricade keeping you from learning German properly.”


    Maude was astonished. To think she was thus prejudiced was a slap in the face. Yet she couldn’t disagree with a word her student had said. Her earliest associations with the language had been precisely as Dorothea had described. It reminded her of Elder Williams’ prejudice against the French. The strength of his prejudice had led him to make a choice he would live to regret.


    “How can I overcome this hurdle?”


    “I’ve thought of a way. All I have to show you is that German is a poetic language. Listen to this poem by Heine.”


    Maude had listened to very little poetry in the course of her life, and even less German poetry. But listening to Dorothea recite was like listening to music. The musicality was in each verse and each strophe possessed a powerful melodic rhyme. It expressed love, though the meaning escaped Maude’s comprehension. She had never realized that poetry recitation held such a strong kinship with music, its sister art.


    The poem described a mermaid sitting on a cliff above the Rhine, combing her long golden hair, and singing the most wonderful melody. Unbeknownst to Lorelei, her beauty causes the death of many a distracted shipman. Oblivious to everything but Lorelei’s amazing beauty and song, the shipmen crash into the rocks and die.


    Once Dorothea had pronounced the last verse, Maude grabbed her hand and pressed it eagerly, her eyes gleaming with enraptured pleasure.


    “Teach me this poem, Dorothea. I’m ready.”


    


    ***


    


    The next Saturday morning, when she arrived at Jean Jaurès, the entrance was blocked by a large crowd, an ambulance, and police cars in the street. Maude rushed through the crowd, making her way through just in time to see a stretcher pushed by two workers in white uniforms. In it lay Julie, Cédric’s colleague.


    Her face looked drained of blood, her eyes were closed. Had death touched her with its icy fingers?


    Maude couldn’t tell if Julie was breathing.


    She found Cédric pushing away students, forbidding that they come closer or film the dramatic scene with their cell phones, held up ready to take pictures of the dramatic scene eventually to post on Facebook.


    “Cédric what happened. Is she . . . ?” She couldn’t bring herself to say the words.


    “No, she was stabbed. By a student, Patrick . . .”


    The crowd became agitated as two policemen emerged from the school escorting a young man with spiky hair and the hint of a mustache.


    Maude recognized him as Patrick—the student who’d been making gorilla sounds when she’d first arrived.


    “He did this.” It wasn’t a question, but Cédric nodded, unable to speak.


    He was friends with the victim. Maude was unsure of the nature of their relationship. She felt useless.


    “I’m so sorry.”


    “We won’t be having class today. You should go back to Versailles. Where it’s safe.”


    Maude couldn’t respond. The bus was arriving, and she hurried to catch it.


    


    ***


    


    “You can’t go back there.”


    Emma, Charlotte, and Maude were sitting in the common room near the fire.


    “I feel bad abandoning them, though.”


    “Nobody would blame you if you did.” Charlotte turned away from the fire to take a look at Maude.


    “This was a mistake to begin with. I still have a lot of work to do in order to catch up with you guys.”


    “You should calm down. Ever since Matt, Rebecca, and your family left you’ve been unhinged.”


    “My father spent most his life helping others—even when things got scary. It’s because we shut out schools like these that problems arise. None of them ever went to the Louvre or the opera. They don’t have parents who can pay for these sort of things.”


    “Neither do I,” Emma pointed out. “And I’m not stabbing my teachers in retaliation.”


    “You have something they don’t. Dreams and hope. I had those as well when I grew up in Carvin. Though my life wasn’t ideal, my dreams kept me going.”


    “I guess,” Emma replied, skeptical.


    Maude paced back and forth.


    “I’m scared,” she admitted softly.


    “I would be, too,” Charlotte acknowledged. “They aren’t worth the risk, if you ask me. What if you get stabbed, or hurt, or anything?”


    Maude’s pacing intensified. Was her work worth the risk she’d be taking if she continued? She didn’t want to get hurt, especially when she had no family in the Parisian area. How would Victoria and James react if they received a call in the middle of the night because she’d been harmed? Her own safety wasn’t the only thing in consideration. She would never wish to cause worry or distress to those she loved.


    


    Before going to bed, Maude opened her mother’s diary.


    


    February 26th, 1988


    Dear Diary,


    Today something awful happened.


    I was waiting for the Métro at Saint-Michel after class. Of course, there were a lot of homeless people because it’s winter, and they all sleep in the subway. I see them lying on benches with nothing but alcohol to keep them warm, and usually I feel nothing but disgust. This time was no different.


    The big difference was one of them was about to commit suicide. At least I thought so at the time. You never know with those homeless people. They’re always tricking you into feeling sorry for them. It didn’t work on me.


    I saw the homeless man approaching the edge of the platform, and all I could think was I didn’t want to have blood splattered on my new coat, and I certainly didn’t want to be traumatized. I’ve heard witnesses to these subway suicides have to go through extensive therapy sessions.


    As I was saying, he approached the edge of the platform just as the subway was about to arrive. Nobody else noticed, but his foot was dangling at the edge, and I had about three seconds before the train would arrive.


    I grab his collar and pull him back just in time. We fall backwards together. Nobody pays attention. Everybody’s fighting to find a seat in the subway without letting people out of it. He’s on top of me, and Diary, he stank. It’s a stench I’ve never smelled before. It was a mixture of piss, sweat, alcohol, maybe blood. I just don’t know.


    “Why did you hold me back?” he asks as he gets off me. Not fast enough in my opinion.


    I hesitate. I can’t tell him I didn’t want my coat dyed red, or he might’ve jumped just to spite me.


    “I didn’t want to see you die.” My choice of words was judicious. He nodded, a renewed hope shining in his bloodshot eyes.


    “You’re a kind woman.”


    I don’t know if it’s the word kind or woman that worked magic, but as the next train arrived, I decided I couldn’t leave him alone. What if he jumped in front of the next train? He’d delay the entire traffic, and I would be stuck in the subway for hours while firefighters cleaned up his body parts one by one.


    “Would you like to eat something?”


    He gazed at me with the strangest look. It was as if he was deciding whether to laugh or cry. He decided on neither and instead answered yes.


    I was running low on cash so instead of buying him food, I told him he could come over to my place, and I’d give him something to eat.


    We walked over to boulevard Saint-Germain and up to my apartment. He asked if he could take a shower while I cooked.


    This question made me hesitate. First, he expected me to cook. Diary, I planned on giving him a turkey sandwich! Then, I didn’t know if I wanted him to take a shower. I’d have to bleach and unclog the drain afterwards. He had at least a month’s worth of filth just on his back. But then, I didn’t want him sitting on my pretty cushions with all that filth. So I said he could take a shower.


    He stayed a long time. When he came out, he was about to put back on his dirty clothes. I said no way and offered to lend him some clothes. He obviously didn’t mind cross-dressing. I searched for the less girly clothes in my possession. He settled for a pair of jeans and a pink sweater that had taken the form of my breasts so that it looked a little weird on him.


    I could’ve laughed, but I didn’t. It wasn’t easy though. So, when he made a small joke during lunch, I had a good excuse to laugh, which I did hysterically, but he knew nothing of it. His joke wasn’t even funny.


    He said I was quite the chef, but that’s not much coming from a man whose last meal consisted of a Corona bottle.


    I must’ve been intoxicated by his compliment, or I felt sorry for him, but I offered to take him to a shelter. He said it would be useless, but I insisted.


    I didn’t want him to think he could stay over at my place to spend the night. He’d never leave.


    Diary, I brought him to the shelter, and it was the worst place I’d ever laid eyes on in my entire life.


    So I got out of there as fast as I possibly could.


    When I got home, I realized my wallet had disappeared.


    But that’s not the awful thing, Diary.


    The truth is I wasn’t insensitive to his plight. At the shelter, I almost told him to come to my place. I felt guilty leaving him over there.


    I can’t have feelings like that, Diary, or it’ll be the end of me. Caring is troublesome.


    I want to be a corporate lawyer and make tons of money. Then maybe I can help people like him. I’ll give to charities.


    I can’t be one of those idiotic lawyers who think they can change the world. They can’t, and that’s the sad truth. They don’t make any money, their marriages fall apart, and they end up old and bitter.


    I’ll be a corporate lawyer and roll in money, or my name isn’t Danielle Laurent. Humpf.


    


    


    February 27th, 1988


    Dear Diary,


    I received a call from the shelter. They had my wallet. The homeless man had found it and kept it safe. I went to pick it up. One of the workers, a guy named Robert Ruchet, convinced me to give up a bit of my free time to help the needy.


    I agreed. Oh Diary, isn’t it an abominable thing to grow a conscience?


    


    Maude closed the diary, and for the first time, she wasn’t overcome with a feeling of complete disappointment. Her mother had changed over time. Victoria had been right, as was often the case.


    Now she also knew how her mother had come to meet Mr. Ruchet. It was hard to reconcile. The same man who’d looked away when his wife made her life miserable was the young man handing out soup to the needy. Her mother had changed for the better, Mr. Ruchet for the worst.


    Her mother.


    Maude hugged the book, tucked it under her pillow, and rested her head.


    Her mother took risks. Her daring mother had worked with people society had abandoned.


    If her mother had overcome her selfishness to help others, she could overcome her fear.


    


    ***


    


    “Have you told them?”


    Maude jumped off the bus, kissed Cédric on both cheeks, and asked again.


    “Have you told them? What did they say?”


    “Slow down, Maude,” Cédric placed his hand on her head to put a stop to her bouncing.


    “I haven’t told them yet. I was waiting for you to get here.”


    “Thanks! That’s thoughtful.”


    “It’s the least I could do,” Cédric replied. He pushed his dreadlocks back and stared fully at her. “I didn’t think you’d come back here.” He pointed at the school they were about to enter. The blue façade seemed drearier than ever since the incident. “It’s hard. You give so much for these kids. Not all teachers do, of course. Some gave up a long time ago. But people like Julie, like me, we care. We punish these kids not because it’s fun but because that’s the only way they have the slightest chance to make it in a world biased against them only because they were raised on the wrong side of the tracks. I really didn’t think you’d come back . . . because I hesitated coming back myself,” Cédric admitted. “Who wants to risk their life teaching kids who don’t want to learn?”


    “You couldn’t leave if you wanted to, Cédric. How is Julie?” Maude asked, a little afraid of the answer.


    Cédric’s face softened at the mention of Julie’s name.


    “She’s better. Still resting. I went by her house yesterday. She says she doesn’t want to come back.”


    They arrived in front of the music room. For the first time since she’d arrived at Jean Jaurès Maude did not hear students yelling. Dorothea was at the piano while Sabrina and Ahmed sang. She was having difficulty keeping up, so they stopped and started over several times.


    “Come on, Dor. How are we going to be ready for the end-of-year performance if you can’t play the songs right?” Sabrina asked. “I’ve got to become a star and leave this dump.”


    “Who said you’ll be playing Isolde?” Angelique asked, her hand on her hip.


    “You can’t even sing.”


    “I’ll sing with the girl who kisses me,” Ahmed intervened. He puckered his lips and while Angelique drew back, Sabrina leaned in.


    Maude stepped into the classroom before Sabrina gave in to Ahmed’s bribe.


    “Ahmed won’t be handing out roles. But how did you all find out? I thought Cédric hadn’t breathed a word.”


    “Secrets don’t last in this school,” was Geoffrey’s explanation.


    “I’m sure you don’t know the date though?”


    “May twenty-ninth.”


    “Oh.” Maude’s disappointment didn’t last. “There’s something else you don’t know. I want to bring classical and more popular music genres together, and this will be the perfect occasion.”


    “And how do you plan on doing that?” Sabrina asked, chewing her gum.


    “I’ve invited people from the opera world to your performance,” Maude announced with excitement. Her announcement was met with groans.


    “We don’t want them here,” Geoffrey spoke bluntly.


    “It’s not a bad idea,” Ahmed mused. “When they come, we’ll show them our world is way cooler than theirs.” His classmates showed a new interest. Ahmed was a born leader, and Maude was grateful he was on board with her idea, no matter the reason.


    “We have a little less than four months to get this show on the road.”


    “We have songs to write. Remodeling an entire opera to include rap songs won’t be done in a day.”


    “That’s where we step in Maude,” Ahmed and Geoffrey fist-bumped.


    “Okay let’s get to work!”


    


    ***


    


    “When the French Revolution broke out, France found its national anthem. Who composed it?”


    Eleanor raised her hand, but Maude was quicker.


    “Rouget de Lisle.”


    “Very good, Ms. Laurent.”


    “And in which year did he create ‘La Marseillaise?’”


    Eleanor answered loud and clear, “Seventeen-ninety-five,” and threw a triumphant look in Maude’s direction. But her triumph was short lived.


    “Incorrect.”


    Maude raised her hand and answered “Seventeen-ninety-two. Seventeen-ninety-five was the year it was the decreed as the French national anthem. July 14th, 1795 to be exact.”


    Eleanor seethed.


    “You’re losing your touch, Ellie.”


    The use of this nickname deepened her neighbor’s scowl and widened Maude’s grin.


    Monsieur Leroy gave back their last tests. Maude’s palms were sweating. The exam had been hard, and she’d resisted checking the answers after the test. No use being depressed for a week until he gave back the tests. He handed Maude her copy. Sixteen out of twenty! Not bad at all. Her first grade over ten. She left her sheet of paper on her desk instead of immediately putting it in her bag like she usually did. Eleanor’s gaze swept her test; she looked away with her cheeks red and hurried to stash her test in her bag, but not quickly enough. Maude managed to catch a glimpse of her grade. Twelve out of twenty. Not bad. But not as good as hers. Maude licked her lips with a satisfaction Eleanor didn’t miss.


    Her work was finally paying off.


    But it wasn’t enough.


    She liked Madame Hautbois, but she wanted to be in a musical theory class where she didn’t feel ancient.


    That day, she followed her classmates to Monsieur Leonard’s classroom. He sat behind his piano and kept a sharp eye on his students as they entered one by one.


    When Maude walked in, his first reflex was to show her the door, but Maude held her ground.


    “Madame Hautbois declared me fit to follow your class.”


    “Do you think I care what Madame Hautbois has to say about your progress?”


    “You don’t. That’s why I’ll offer to earn my way back. Test me and see for yourself how I’ve improved.”


    “Very well. I’ll let you back in if you’re able to recite the bass clef on this score with my metronome at 132.”


    The class whispered. One-thirty-two was fast.


    “Is that all Monsieur Leonard? How about I sing your notes while playing them on the piano and with your metronome at 144?”


    Monsieur Leonard eyed Maude with circumspection.


    “Fine. But make one mistake and you are definitely out of this class. And I’m adding a new condition. How about instead of leaving the metronome at 144, I change the pace back and forth. Sometimes it will be very slow, other times I will increase the speed, but you must always keep up. One mistake and you’re out.”


    Maude raised her head high.


    “You’re hesitating, aren’t you?”


    “Not at all,” Maude corrected. “I was waiting for you to leave the bench and let me take your place at the piano.”


    Monsieur Leonard handed her the score. It was once again Mozart’s Adagio and Fugue in C Minor. Maude gulped. She hadn’t laid eyes on this score since Monsieur Leonard had humiliated her in front of the entire class.


    He put the metronome at a slow rhythm of 76.


    “Do, do, sol, fa, mi, mi,” Maude began. Maude remembered what Madame Hautbois told her. Anticipate the notes.


    The metronome went from 50 to 144 Maude’s heart raced from 50 to 144 as well but she remained focused.


    At this rhythm, anticipating the next note was less important than actually reading those that were right under her eyes. And reading them right. And placing her fingers on the right piano keys.


    “Sol, si, do. Sol, do, mi, fa, do.”


    She couldn’t continue at this rhythm. Her hand shook slightly, but she ignored it. The notes blurred before her eyes, she squinted.


    “Fa, do.”


    Monsieur Leonard slowed to 90.


    “Fa, fa, fa, fa, fa, fa.”


    Monsieur Leonard cranked up the metronome again.


    “Fa fa mi mi si si do fa sol,” she was yelling now hoping the sound of her own voice wouldn’t distract her attention. But her concentration remained steadfast, as did her fingers and her voice.


    When she finished the score and turned to Monsieur Leonard, he’d dropped the score, mouth wide open.


    “You’re back in. Not bad, Ms. Laurent.”


    Maude left the piano and feared her legs would crumble beneath her. But she walked head held high. She’d regained her pride and honor and could walk tall once more.


    The only empty seat left was next to Audrey.


    “Maybe you fooled Monsieur Leonard, but you’re still singing Brangäne. The maid. I’m still singing Isolde, the lead.”


    “Good for you, Audrey,” Maude declared as she took her seat. “I’d rather sing Brangäne beautifully than sing Isolde like a broken record.”


    “Sing Brangäne all you like, I’ll manage to get you kicked out of this school before the end of the year. Ms. Tragent won’t be able to protect you from me.”


    “I’m doing well on my own. Ms. Tragent wasn’t with me right this minute while I deciphered an entire score in bass clef in less than five minutes. Give it a rest, Audrey. I’m going to sing at the Opéra Garnier this year, and when I do, you’ll be lucky if I let you sit with the rest of the audience.”


    “Don’t get cocky, Maude. You and your friends have too many secrets. I’ll uncover them one by one and you’ll all get kicked out together.”


    Maude pretended to be absorbed in her score, but unease filled her gut. Emma and Charlotte sat at a table not far from hers.


    She wouldn’t let anything happen to them.


    Emma and Charlotte joined Maude after class outside the room.


    “Great job back there,” Emma said as soon as they were out. “I don’t think even I could’ve pulled that off. He sped up on all the most difficult parts!”


    “This is cause for celebration. What are you doing this evening?”


    “I’ll be in our chambers by nine that’s for sure.”


    “I mean after that.”


    “I’ll be sound asleep.”


    “No, you won’t, you’re coming with us. You don’t have any excuse.”


    “I do. Audrey’s going to do everything to get us kicked out of the school. We’ve got to watch our backs.”


    “Maude, you need a break. Don’t you want to discover the Parisian night scene?”


    “We can’t let Audrey dictate our lives,” Emma asserted.


    “I’m not going. Why don’t you just tell me your secret, Char?”


    “It’s not something I can tell, it’s something you’ve got to see.”


    


    ***


    


    “Your waltz is improving. You've added the pedal, you know the score by heart. Now you must work on the nuances. You play the piece evenly. If you want your audience to feel anything at all, you will work on that.”


    “It's a waltz, isn’t it supposed to be played evenly? I understand nuances in a piece like Beethoven’s Tempest—there are moments of appeasement in the storm. But in a waltz, people just want to dance around in circles.”


    “Dance around in circles? You're a pop artist, aren’t you?”


    “I know what you're going to say. You hate pop music.”


    “I do,” he declared evenly, “I prefer rock. Now pack up your things, I want to show you something.”


    “I have to go back to the castle,” she replied, unsure she’d heard him correctly. He liked rock?


    “The castle can wait.”


    The café he brought her to wasn’t far from his studio.


    “There is one singer I particularly like.”


    When they entered the café, a rock band was playing. The singer was a girl wearing a pink wig and strapped boots. Her voice was sombre, uncommonly grave and high. Her band not only consisted of a guitar, bass, and drums, but also a pink violin and a pink cello. A shiver ran through Maude’s spine. The singer was mesmerizing with an undying energy. Her song “Never Satisfied” alternated between harsh notes and calm ones where the violin serenaded.


    The voice, the timbre sounded familiar to Maude, but she couldn’t put her finger on it.


    A waitress came to their table, but Maude was entirely too engrossed in the singer to give her order.


    “Ms. Laurent,” Her teacher poked her elbow and pointed to the waitress. Maude’s eyes widened in shock when she realized who her waitress was.


    Emma smiled a discreet smile and made a shushing movement.


    “What’s your order, please?”


    “I’ll order, um . . . ”


    Maude gazed beyond Emma. She knew why the singer sounded familiar. If she took off the wig, Maude knew who she’d find underneath.


    Charlotte.


    “She’ll order a hot chocolate,” Monsieur Du Pré answered impatiently in her place. Emma took the order and left.


    “Monsieur Du Pré, this singer is amazing.”


    “I realize that. And get this, Pinkacello’s got nuances. I want you to find that in Schubert’s Waltz. Do you hear me?”


    Maude nodded.


    “Can I go speak to the singer?”


    “Don’t let me stop you.”


    Charlotte and her band were taking a break.


    “Pinkacello, is that the best you could do?” Maude asked, coming up behind her.


    Charlotte whirled around with a ready retort on her lips. She stopped upon seeing her friend.


    “Maude Laurent, what are you doing here? Finally decided Audrey wasn’t worth the worry?”


    “My piano teacher, Monsieur Du Pré brought me here,” Maude explained. You’re incredible Char. Why didn’t you tell me you liked rock music?”


    “I don’t like rock music. I love it,” Charlotte affirmed passionately. “I didn’t want to tell you, you had to see me at it.”


    “I thought you said nobody at the Academy sang anything other than classical.”


    “I guess that makes me the exception.”


    Maude moved to hug Charlotte but she stopped her.


    “Your teacher’s looking at us.”


    “He’ll think I’m your number one fan.”


    “He’s my number one fan.”


    “I’ll settle for number two.”


    “Make that number three. Emma’s number two.”


    Maude hugged Charlotte, pink wig and all.


    



    


    Chapter 9


    


    Under a March night sky, Maude, Charlotte, and Emma tiptoed back to the Marble Castle.


    Emma had worked a long shift, and Charlotte had sung a couple of her new songs. It was close to midnight, the air was chilly. They couldn’t wait to slide under their covers and retreat to the realm from which dreams beckoned, illusions smiled, and wishes waved a warm welcome.


    But when they arrived in front of their window, they found it locked from the inside. Maude stared stupidly at the window, wishing she could unlock it with the sheer force of good will.


    “This is Audrey’s doing. I’m sure of it,” Charlotte muttered.


    Maude shivered. It was obvious Audrey de Forteville was behind this uncomfortable state of things.


    “Maybe we could spend the night at the Palace of Versailles,” Emma wondered aloud.


    The girls agreed it was the best solution and commenced their nocturnal journey to the Palace.


    “We can’t keep letting her get to us,” Charlotte said, after a long yawn.


    “If we keep up this game, someone might get hurt,” Maude cautioned.


    “We did stop, but she didn’t,” Emma pointed out angrily. She was tired. So tired. Her last customers had been most disagreeable, changing their order no less than three times. They’d left a mess that she’d had to clean with the utmost disgust and all for no tip. The French were the worst tippers. She’d heard in the United States tipping was mandatory. Here it was an option, but with customers like that, she deserved compensation!


    “Audrey and her stupid brother,” Emma mumbled.


    “Emma, are you in love with Adrien?” Maude blurted. She’d been patient long enough, but there was something there, something Emma wasn’t saying. And she was dying to know.


    “Funny you should say that when she’s insulting him,” Charlotte observed.


    “Adrien and I, we dated last year,” Emma admitted, her face as red as a peony.


    “What happened?”


    “I don’t really know. I started working last year, mid-year. I confided in him about my family’s financial difficulties. He swore he’d keep my secret. I suppose he did, but he broke up with me four days later,” Emma ended bitterly.


    “I’m sorry, Emma,” Maude said.


    “His loss,” Charlotte responded when Emma didn’t.


    “I don’t come from a famous family like Audrey or half the students in this school.”


    “It doesn’t mean you’re any less than the rest of us,” Charlotte cried out. “You’re even better. No one sings like you. Audrey hates that in you.”


    “I wish I were Audrey,” Emma sighed. She turned her head up towards the stars and wondered what they had in store for her.


    “If you were anything like her, we wouldn’t be friends, doesn’t that count?” Charlotte asked mournfully.


    “It does,” Emma answered with a tired smile, “Audrey’s missing out.”


    “I almost feel sorry for her,” Maude said.


    But when they arrived at the Palace’s secret entrance they found it locked.


    “I hate Audrey!” Maude exclaimed, all trace of pity gone.


    The girls agreed, but it didn’t fix the problem at hand.


    “We don’t have a choice. We have to spend the night outside,” Charlotte decided with a frown.


    They huddled up, shivering, and spent the night outside. They lay on a patch of grass, with only their arms as pillows.


    “Girls, I can’t sleep,” Charlotte whispered. “Are you asleep?”


    “I don’t see how we can, if you’re talking,” Maude muttered. She broke into nervous giggling.


    “We’re never going to fall asleep in these conditions.”


    “I know,” Maude agreed miserably. She hadn’t slept in such horrid conditions since the Ruchets’ basement. Funny how she’d adjusted to sleeping in a normal bed.


    “I’m starving.” Emma tapped her growling stomach.


    “We figured. Your stomach is making the weirdest noises,” Maude replied.


    As if on cue, Emma’s stomach punctuated Maude’s sentence with a long complaint like the cry of violin starting in high notes and ending on a low note.


    The girls looked at Emma’s stomach, at each other and burst into a fit of nervous giggles.


    “So, we’re outside, we might as well make the most of it,” Maude declared sitting upright.


    The girls huddled closer together to keep warm and lay under the night sky, the celestial blanket of stars their only roof and shared their dreams.


    “I dream of singing at the Opéra Garnier,” Emma whispered.


    “So do I,” Maude agreed eagerly. “Wouldn’t it be great if all three of us succeeded at the Grand Audition?” Emma squeezed her friends’ arms in agreement.


    “I want to become a rock star,” Charlotte admitted. It was easy to speak her dream aloud in the safety of the night. “I wish my father would understand. I love classical music, but I don’t see my future in opera.”


    “Maybe you could do both like Maude?” Emma suggested.


    “I don’t want both. I want only one,” Charlotte whispered.


    Maude mulled over Charlotte’s words and her relationship to music. Could she ever be satisfied with just one world?


    “I wish Monsieur Leroy would quit wearing his crazy costume,” Emma giggled.


    “And Madame de Valois her ancient cardigans,” Charlotte added.


    “Do my students speak of me like that?” Maude wondered.


    “They probably gossip about your relationship with Cédric,” Emma answered with a smile Maude only guessed but couldn’t see.


    “Uh-uhn,” Maude replied. “No way. He’s never indicated any feelings. And I wonder if he isn’t in love with Julie, his colleague. That’s where the real gossip is.”


    “How about our teachers?”


    “Monsieur Leonard is in love with Madame Hautbois, I’m certain,” Emma laughed.


    “Good luck with that,” Maude commented with a wry smile. “She’s completely immune to any man. Not one of them has a chance.”


    “Wouldn’t Monsieur Leroy and Madame de Valois make a cute couple? They’re both stuck in the past if you ask me.”


    “Madame de Valois is married, Char,” Emma reminded her friend.


    “So? We’re in Versailles. Don’t you remember how things went down at the court during the reign of Louis the Fourteenth?”


    “They had food, lots of it,” Emma moaned, rubbing her empty stomach furiously.


    “And chimneys.” Maude shivered. She’d forgotten her scarf and felt a cold coming on.


    The girls huddled closer and shared their views about the past, built castles in Spain for the future, their pearly laughter ringing in the night with the Palace of Versailles as a backdrop.


    In the morning they made their entrance discreetly via the refectory and after drinking a cup of hot chocolate, they went to their room.


    “If I catch a cold and can’t sing, Audrey will hear from me.” Maude plopped on her bed and sneezed.


    “Get right back out of bed, or you’ll fall asleep.” Emma shoved her mercilessly.


    “Go ahead, I’ll be there in five minutes, I’ve got to check my email.”


    “Don’t fall asleep,” Charlotte warned, before leaving the room.


    Maude turned on her computer. No new email.


    When she closed her email, a gossip magazine page appeared. She usually didn’t pay any attention to it but this time the main title caught her eye.


    Matt and Opera Princess Engaged.


    Maude dropped her laptop. She picked it up again with shaky hands. The screen was still on.


    She didn’t click on the link. She refused to look at it. She turned off her computer and left.


    She rushed to Monsieur Leroy’s class and arrived just as the last students entered the classroom.


    


    ***


    


    That evening, Madame Nerval rapped her ruler on her desk to call the class to order after their set of vocal exercises were over.


    The class quieted just in time to hear Maude sneeze resoundingly.


    “Madame Laurent, have you dared to catch a cold?”


    “It’s not a cold, it’s nothing. Spring allergies,” Maude lied, her voice raspy. She sniffed and searched her bag for a tissue.


    “Very well, you get to start today with Brangäne’s solo in which she warns the lovers of the dangers of their forbidden love, ‘Einsam Wachend in der Nacht.’”


    Maude took out her score with confidence. She would finally show her teacher how her German had improved. “Einsam Wachend in der Nacht” was Brangäne’s moment, the spotlight was on her.


    Maude placed her score on her music stand, straightened her back, and opened her mouth.


    No sound came out except a raspy wail. Audrey burst into unrestrained laughter, but Madame Nerval glared at her.


    Maude renewed her attempt and failed yet again to emit the least harmonious sound.


    “Maude Laurent, I’m waiting.”


    “I can’t sing,” she croaked miserably.


    Audrey and Adrien exchanged triumphant smiles while Emma raised her hand.


    “Maybe she needs a glass of water. May I go with her, Madame Nerval?”


    Madame Nerval nodded, and Emma and Maude hurried out of the class.


    “I can’t sing, Emma. No glass of water will do. Audrey knew this would happen. She wanted me to catch cold so I couldn’t sing. I’ll fall behind,” she whispered, short for breath.


    “Calm down, Maude. All you need is to rest your voice. Drink some tea with some honey. We’ll go see Ms. Tragent. She’ll advise us on the best course of action.”


    Maude sat on the nearest bench. The feeling in her dry throat was awful. If she couldn’t sing, what good was she?


    “Emma, I’m scared.”


    “We’ll find a solution. Trust me.”


    “This is the worst day ever. First I learn Matt is . . . ” Maude choked.


    “What?”


    “ I can’t say it. I can’t talk about him right now. I need to find my voice.”


    Charlotte appeared in the hall.


    “Madame Nerval sent me to look for you. Are you okay? This is all Audrey’s doing, I know it. I saw it on her smug face.”


    “I saw it, too.”


    “So, what are we going to do about it?” Emma asked.


    “We’re going to strike back.” Charlotte punched her fist in the air.


    She glanced at Maude, expecting protests, but Maude nodded.


    “What do you have in mind?”


    


    ***


    


    Two days later Maude sat in the common room with Emma, studying for Monsieur Leonard’s test, when Charlotte barged in the room and plopped herself on the chair next to Maude. She slid into the chair and crossed her legs before uncrossing them lazily.


    Maude and Emma turned anxiously to her.


    “So?” Emma asked.


    “The deed is done.”


    Franck was working on his laptop. He laughed and turned to the girls.


    “Have you checked your messages recently?”


    “Why? What’s in it?” Franck didn’t notice Charlotte’s satisfied grin.


    “See for yourself.”


    


    ***


    


    Dearest Monsieur Leonard,


    Ever since I met you, I knew you were the one for me. Your long ponytail, the bump on your nose, your strict disciplinarian teaching methods, all these are the things I love about you.


    I anticipate every one of your classes with a burning desire. Every chance I get to stare in your beautiful dark eyes is a moment worth living. Even though you don’t see me, I see you. To you, I’m only a student, but to me, you’re as handsome as a Greek god. You’re my day, you’re my light.


    I sing Isolde, and I think of you, my Tristan, the man I cannot love but love nevertheless.


    I’ve composed a song about our love. Would you agree to meet me for an hour that I may sing it to you? Yes, it’s a long song: that’s how much you inspire me.


    Sincerely yours,


    Audrey de Forteville


    


    ***


    


    The email had been sent to the entire school’s mailing list. Teachers and students alike would learn about Audrey’s “burning desire” for Monsieur Leonard.


    The students were all reading their email and laughing.


    Audrey stormed into the common room, spotted the girls, and made a beeline for them.


    “You!” she pointed to the three girls indistinctly.


    “Whatever is the matter with you, Audrey?” Charlotte asked innocently.


    “You—you!” Audrey spluttered.


    “Have you lost your voice, Audrey?” Maude asked maliciously.


    Monsieur Leonard and Madame de Valois marched into the room with grim faces.


    “Audrey de Forteville, we’ve been looking for you.”


    “I can explain.” She held up her hands in defense like someone asked to “freeze” by the police.


    “You’ve explained everything in this little email of yours. You’ve displayed the most inappropriate behavior. We strongly frown upon student-teacher relationships and that you should attempt kindling a relationship with your teacher—”


    “I would never dream of doing such a thing!”


    “But you have. And I strongly recommend you think about your behavior. We will put you in another musical theory class.”


    “But Monsieur Leonard is the best teacher there is!” Audrey blurted. She bit her lip instantly regretting her choice of words. “I mean, he’s a competent . . . ”


    “Wow, Audrey, you must really love Monsieur Leonard if you can’t accept leaving his class for a few days,” Maude put in.


    “Stay out of it!” Audrey hissed.


    But Madame de Valois remained silent.


    “This is indeed more serious than I thought,” she finally muttered more to herself than to her students.


    “No! She’s lying!” Audrey exclaimed frantically, shaking an accusing finger in Maude’s direction. “Maude sent this email. I wouldn’t dream of sending such a thing. Monsieur Leonard isn’t even my type. He’s old, I hate guys with long hair, and he grosses me out—I swear.”


    Monsieur Leonard coughed, eyes ablaze.


    “Your ardent denial only reinforces my first impression,” Madame de Valois responded. “And if you aren’t lying—your rudeness to your teacher deserves to be punished. You are prohibited from attending and participating in the Spring Festival.”


    “No! I promise you I have no feelings for Monsieur Leonard!”


    But Madame de Valois and Monsieur Leonard had already turned away from her and found their way out.


    “You’ll pay for this, Maude!”


    “You shouldn’t have locked me out of my room.”


    “What I’ll do next will be much worst,” Audrey snarled through gritted teeth.


    “You’re crazy, do you know that? You’ve targeted me for no reason at all since day one! I’d never even met you, and you were already against me!”


    “I had my reasons.”


    “Fine, don’t tell me. But it’d be best if we stopped now.”


    “No way. If you’re scared, that’s your problem. Besides, you won’t be singing either at the Spring Festival. You’ve lost your voice, and I couldn’t be happier.”


    “I’ll find it again.”


    “Will you find it in time for the Spring Festival? Or better yet for the Grand Audition?”


    Audrey walked out of the room leaving Maude filled with doubt.


    


    ***


    


    The next couple of days, Maude followed the doctor’s orders and rested her voice.


    But when, after a week had gone by, her voice hadn’t returned, Maude’s worry increased, as did Ms. Tragent’s, who insisted she consult a specialist.


    Dr. Tadj greeted her and after inspecting her throat, scribbled in his notebook.


    “How have you been feeling?”


    “I can’t sing. I feel empty.” Never in the whole of her existence had Maude been more aware of her vulnerability. Without her voice who was she?


    “And how did you catch cold?” His nose buried in his notebook.


    “I didn’t wear a scarf for hours, and I caught cold.”


    “Are you happy, Ms. Laurent?” He asked, finally lifting his head from his notebook.


    “I am. I’ve improved greatly in my classes. I’m working on new projects. The only thing wrong is my voice.” She touched her throat softly.


    “And what about your love life?”


    Maude looked at him sharply.


    What kind of a doctor was he? What did that have to do with anything?


    “Everything is fine in that department as well. I don’t have anyone, but I’m fine with that,” she added quickly.


    “Have you received any upsetting news lately? Anything that might have shocked you?”


    “Someone I know was stabbed.”


    “Was that around the time you lost your voice?”


    “No, it was before. I was upset.”


    “And recently?”


    Maude shook her head, but stopped abruptly. There was one thing. Matt’s engagement. But she couldn’t speak of it. Not to a strange doctor who found his notebook more interesting than his patient. And the idea of such an insignificant piece of news causing such an extensive amount of harm was ludicrous.


    “I can’t think of anything else,” she finally replied.


    Dr. Tadj chewed his lip, doubtful.


    “I can’t help you. Your problem isn’t your voice. It’s your head. Find the cause, and you’ll find the answer.”


    


    ***


    


    Maude returned to the castle with a grim face. Everybody else was in vocal repertoire class, and she needed an occupation. She snatched her mother’s diary from under her pillow and resumed reading where she’d left off.


    


    July 5th, 1988


    Dear Diary,


    Would you believe it if I told you I’m actually enjoying myself working at the shelter? It’s not easy but I’ve met many interesting people. Robert Ruchet is my closest friend there. It’s obvious he has a huge crush on me, but I set the record straight and now we’re great friends.


    He wants me to work for Amnesty International as a volunteer, but I can’t. I’m willing to be a volunteer in a shelter, but if I start volunteering all over the place, I’m never going to make any money. Who would want that?


    I’ve started a part-time internship in a top law firm, Clifford Chance. Diary, I’m bored out of my mind. How is it possible? I’m earning a great salary even as an intern, but I find these people ridiculous. They put pressure on us for the smallest things.


    I want to tell them: “Do you think I care about your stupid, urgent memos? People are living in the streets. That’s what’s important.” Of course I don’t.


    I drag my feet to work and finish late. But there are the weekends, and I’m useful again. I help people and that feeling is one of the most precious I’ve ever come across.


    But I can’t become a human rights lawyer. Their salaries are nonexistent, and I have an expensive wardrobe to maintain.


    


    August 2nd, 1988


    Dear Diary,


    Robert kissed me last night. I let him. I shouldn’t have. I felt absolutely nothing. I was quite clear I could never love him—that I see him as a friend and he answered he understood, but does he?


    I catch him glancing at me when he thinks I’m not watching. I should keep my distance, but he’s such a great friend. We have such fun when he’s not mooning over me. Why can’t men be insensible to my charms? Sometimes I wish I could turn off my beauty and put an end to his suffering.


    But, alas, it can never be done.


    


    November 6th, 1988


    Dear Diary,


    I joined Amnesty International. I know, I know, I said I never would. But the offer was so tempting. I finished my internship at Clifford Chance. I believe my last day there was the best of my life so far.


    Amnesty International is amazing. They not only inform the public, but they actually fight for human rights and help people everyday.


    They’re effective, and I love it. I’m still not planning on becoming a human rights lawyer if that’s what you’re thinking. I mean it. I hated my experience at Clifford Chance, but I’m sure I can be happy in another law firm, maybe a little less huge but big enough to pay a good salary.


    Today, I met Robert’s new girlfriend. A really thin girl with gorgeous curls who smokes like a chimney and goes by the name of Marie-Antoinette. Isn’t it strange she should have the name of the most despised queen in the history of France? She really does smoke like a chimney: because she says it helps her stay thin. What’s the use of staying thin if you throw your health away and die at fifty? I wonder.


    At any rate, she isn’t a bit like her historical counterpart because she’s the sweetest thing. She’s from the north of France, from a town called Carvin. Apparently Robert grew up in that town, too, but he never spoke to me about it. I’d never heard of it, but I wouldn’t want to live there. The north of France is so dreadfully cold. How could I ever survive in a place like that? As a Franco-Caribbean, I need my minimal dose of sun.


    I’m fond of Marie-Antoinette. We really hit it off. I don’t ever want her to find out Robert was in love with me for months. It would ruin our budding friendship, and I’d hate that. Especially as it’s plain to see how infatuated he is with her.


    


    December 31st, 1989


    I’ve made an important decision. I’ve delayed my entry in the real world.


    I’ll be leaving for Nigeria with Amnesty International for a year, then I’ll come back and work in a corporate law firm. Robert is already over there, and Marie-Antoinette can’t wait for me to join him. She’s worried sick over his well-being and wants me to watch over him, which I promised I’d do.


    I never thought my life would become such an exciting adventure, but somehow I wouldn’t want it any other way.


    


    January 28th, 1990


    Dear Diary,


    I’ve been in this beautiful country a week, and I love it already.


    Except one thing.


    I met the most infuriating, obnoxious man today. Should I even write his abominable name in the sacred pages of my Diary? I will, but you’ll never hear me speak about him again.


    His name is Aaron Williams. The sole mention of his name makes me want to rip this page out of my Diary.


    Robert introduced us, certain we’d get along. They’ve been inseparable for the last three months, but I’d rather never see Robert again than to be in the presence of this rude, arrogant man.


    Amnesty International threw a party for the arrival of the new volunteers.


    I mingled and was having a good time. Robert kept insisting I meet his friend who hadn’t arrived yet. Apparently, being late is a habit of his. I’m guessing Mr. Inflated Ego is too busy saving the world.


    When he finally arrived, Robert dragged him to our circle. I thought he wasn’t too bad-looking but that was before he opened his mouth to speak.


    I was talking about how I never wanted to work in human rights. I bragged about how I’d landed an internship at Clifford Chance and that they would have me back if I wanted a job there as a lawyer. I told them how proud my grandparents were, and how they didn’t mind me taking a break before I enter the real world.


    My choice of words irked him. He winced when I used the words “real world.” Everybody joked and laughed with me. You know how charming I can be. Most of the guys in our circle had stars in their eyes. I looked stunning in my new yellow dress. But Mr. Arrogant interrupted me.


    “If you really wanted to work as a corporate lawyer, you’d be one right now. You wouldn’t need a break from it. You think success in life comes from working in a big firm and doing exactly what is expected of you. But it isn’t. And deep down I think you know it, or you wouldn’t be here today. This is the real world, Miss Laurent. Too bad you don’t realize that.”


    “You should probably mind your own business and give advice only to those who seek it,” I answered coldly. Really, the nerve of this man. I expected him to snap back at me, but he didn’t and his calmness was unnerving.


    “You’re right.” He smiled and bowed his head slightly. “I’ll keep my advice to myself in the future. I don’t have all the answers. Good evening, Ms. Laurent.” He retreated and my good mood left with him. Everybody around me was a little embarrassed. You see, Mr. Arrogant is appreciated by all here. They all admire his dedication and supposed kind heart. I’m the only one who sees him for who he really is.


    A preachy, arrogant jerk.


    I hope to never speak to him again.


    


    Maude closed her mother’s journal with an amused giggle. Her mother had hated Aaron at first sight. Her father appeared a lot like Victoria had described him. Patient, slow to get angry, dedicated to the welfare of others. Perhaps she was the result of both their personalities. Her mother’s temper and her father’s dedication to the thing he loved.


    She shuddered at the thought of Mr. Ruchet romancing her mother!


    And Marie-Antoinette Ruchet. Her mother had liked her, had spent time with her. How could she have turned into the monster she became? Had she learned about Mr. Ruchet’s former infatuation with her mother?


    The image of her mother and a balding Ruchet imposed itself in her mind, and she hastened to shake the horrific picture away.


    There were some things she’d rather not know about her mother. But everything else about her was fascinating. She’d struggled in choosing her path. Even when it stared right in her face, she’d refused to let go of all the things she thought she needed but didn’t.


    An expensive wardrobe, a social status.


    To read that her father called her mother “Ms. Laurent.” How cool was that! Sharing the same name as her mother. She’d never really thought about it before.


    Her father was appreciated by all. How she wished she could have known them both. If they’d all lived together happily in some part of the world, how would it have been? Her mother would’ve probably been the bossy one, and her father would’ve smoothed over the ruffles.


    Would she have travelled with them? Would they have quit travelling to raise her? She hoped they wouldn’t. She wouldn’t have minded travelling with them across land and seas to help others. Would she have wanted to become an opera singer?


    Maude rolled over in her bed. Too many what ifs tumbled in her head. None of these questions had any answers. It was all useless.


    


    ***


    


    Having no voice pushed Maude to work harder on her piano lessons. She locked herself up in the music room at the Palace of Versailles where no one disturbed her. She made sure Audrey didn’t stalk her when she went to the Palace.


    But the room always waited for her, as if expecting her to come. She ignored the irritatingly constant memories of Matt filling her mind.


    Schubert’s waltz had become familiar in many ways, but she struggled to find the right nuances. And Matt wasn’t helping.


    She hadn’t heard from him in months, and the news of his engagement had prompted her to refuse to read anything more about his relationship with Rebecca. Why did she care? She didn’t. He’d betrayed her. She couldn’t love someone who’d betrayed her, not when he’d been one of the most important people in her life.


    Images of their waltz flooded her brain. That dreaded night. Before she’d learned the truth. She’d loved dancing that waltz. The music played once more in her head. Of course a waltz needed nuance. That evening the dancing hadn’t been uniform. It varied between rapid allegro and slower andante movements, loud forte moments and slow, soft pianissimo notes.


    Maude placed her hands on her instrument once more. She’d found her answer.


    


    ***


    


    Monsieur Du Pré scratched his chin, mulling over what he’d say. Maude’s hands remained on the piano, ready to make the improvements he deemed necessary.


    “There’s a definite improvement.”


    Maude’s relief wasn’t greater than her surprise, and she remained in astounded silence.


    “I believe you just might be what I’m looking for.”


    “Which is what?”


    “I’ve organized a concert at the Salle Pleyel. There is one more spot to be filled. Would you like it?”


    Maude’s eyes widened. Salle Pleyel! The concert hall. Every pianist’s dream.


    “I would! When would it be?”


    “Tomorrow.”


    “Tomorrow? That’s soon.” No time to calm her nerves or practice just a little more.


    “You’re ready.”


    “Am I?”


    She needed at least a week to gather her wits.


    “You’ve been practicing for months. Don’t you think you’re ready?”


    “I . . . ” Maude hesitated.


    “Fine, forget it.” Monsieur Du Pré took a step away from the Pleyel piano. Class was over.


    “No! No! I want to do it. I’m ready. I swear.”


    “Very well. You’ll be the first to play. Don’t blow it. I’ve already arranged things with Ms. Tragent.”


    “How did you know I’d agree?”


    Monsieur Du Pré stared at her with the smile of a man surprised that he’d have to justify his decision. “Nobody ever turns down the Salle Pleyel.”


    


    ***


    


    It was fitting really that she should give a piano concert when her voice was gone.


    When she arrived at the Salle Pleyel other pianists mumbled notes, practiced on imaginary pianos, arranged their black ties, or swept their black gowns. Maude wore a yellow dress and thought Monsieur Du Pré might’ve warned her professional pianists preferred dark clothing.


    Emma and Charlotte had come for support, but Maude’s stomach was as tangled as a bowl of spaghetti.


    “Everything will be fine,” Charlotte assured a worried Maude.


    “You’re a performer, you’ve done this before,” Emma reminded her.


    “I have,” Maude agreed, biting her lip. “But I’ve always had my voice to rely on. If I don’t have a future as a singer, I should probably be looking at other options.”


    “Don’t think like that,” Emma warned. “Try to have fun, that’s what matters.”


    Maude’s friends left her alone to take their seats.


    By seven-thirty, Maude’s nerves were rankled to no end, and it didn’t help when she realized Ms. Tragent sat at a front row seat.


    Cordelia Tragent had come for her!


    When she walked on stage that evening, her legs were shaking. She sat on the stool and placed her hand on the gorgeous Pleyel piano.


    She closed her eyes.


    She opened them again in panic.


    She couldn’t remember a single note!


    No score in front of her! How could she not remember a single note of the piece she’d played for the last six months? She could play the piece in her sleep, could she not? Had she not memorized every measure, every note, every nuance, and rhythm? Had she not pronounced each note repeatedly? Were the notes not engrained in her skull, on her fingertips?


    She glanced down at her hands. The answer was there. Right in front of her. She’d placed her hands exactly where she should begin.


    Si ré fa for her right hand. Her memory wasn’t in her brain, but in her fingers.


    She pressed the notes. It was as if someone else played instead of her. Her fingers worked on their own.


    Alas, she had no control whatsoever over the severe tremble in her foot. Still, she managed to raise it on the right notes, but she jerked it instead of raising it nicely. It didn’t affect the sound, but it made her nervous.


    Her nose was running, and there was nothing she could do about it. Why was her nose running? Now of all times. If she could just stop and brush away the snot. No, that would be gross and she couldn’t stop she had to continue.


    Ré fa ré do do si si


    Fingers playing, foot pressing. But that wasn’t enough. She needed to add nuances. The precious nuances she’d worked so hard to incorporate.


    Playing wasn’t just pressing the correct notes. It was transmitting a palette of emotions. Schubert’s waltz was a lovely romantic piece, like two lovers conversing and dancing, hesitating. When the waltz starts, they don’t know how they feel, they’re mistaken in thinking friendship is what binds them. The notes soften, and they realize they love each other. The waltz speeds up, and they’re taken in a whirlwind of love. The music quiets and the lovers walk hand in hand together forever.


    Eternity in a dance.


    Maude removed her hands and placed them on her knees. The piece was over.


    The audience clapped, but Maude barely heard any of it. She bowed with a nervous smile and hurried off the stage.


    Monsieur Du Pré met her backstage.


    “Not bad for a first experience, Ms. Laurent.”


    “Are you kidding? I was bad. My leg trembled, my nose was running, my hands shook. How could I play with shaking hands?”


    “Do you honestly think anybody noticed? Everybody’s hands tremble a little when they play. As long as it doesn’t affect the piece, you’re fine. Didn’t you enjoy this?”


    Maude waited before answering.


    “I didn’t enjoy it fully. Not as much as I enjoy singing. Relying only on the piano is difficult.” She grabbed the nearest bottle of water and gulped it down.


    “You could become a concert pianist if you worked hard.”


    “I love the piano, but a career as a concert pianist isn’t for me.”


    “You did a good job, Ms. Laurent. Be proud,” Monsieur Du Pré congratulated.


    He squeezed her shoulder and left her to talk with his other students.


    Ms. Tragent joined her soon afterwards.


    “Thanks for coming.”


    “You were good out there,” Ms. Tragent observed quietly. “Are you thinking of changing career paths?”


    “Absolutely not. I’m determined on becoming an opera singer.”


    Ms. Tragent face softened with a relief Maude failed to notice as she recovered from her eventful evening.


    “I thought with the loss of your voice you’d begun to doubt.”


    “I’ll find my voice once more, Ms. Tragent. I have to.”


    “I hope so,” Ms. Tragent replied. Loss of voice wasn’t uncommon; she didn’t possess the rock solid certainty her student displayed.


    That evening Maude returned to the castle with a sense of accomplishment.


    When she checked her emails, Jazmine and Cynthia had sent her messages for good luck and kisses from Manhattan.


    But another email remained unopened. Maude double-checked she wasn’t seeing things.


    Lexie Staz had written.


    


    Hello Maude,


    Sorry for answering late. I’ve been busy dealing with fan mail from Matt’s biography. I just wanted to clear things up. You asked me if Matt had worked with me in exchange for the tell-all book about you. The truth is he swore me to secrecy. But since you already seem to know, I don’t mind filling you in on the details.


    We did have a deal: I had to drop the tell-all book about your fascinating life, and in exchange I could write a bio about him with passages about his mother’s death. I don’t know why he insisted I not tell you. I thought it ridiculous. He even phoned me the night before Christmas to insist that I couldn’t tell you. Of course, I don’t really ever keep promises if they aren’t written down. And I suspect he didn’t want anyone to know because he feared everybody might think he’s in love with you, which would look bad considering he’s engaged to Rebecca.


    But you know how I love a good scandal—so if he ever leaves her for you: I want an exclusive. Considering I would be the one to have pushed you in the right direction.


    Oh, and in case you’re wondering, Rebecca was the one who leaked me the story about you and Thomas. Just in case you need a good incentive to break them up.


    Lexie


    


    Maude read the message only once, but as she sat on the edge of her bed in shock, she repeated Lexie’s words over and over again.


    Matt had helped her.


    She’d falsely accused him of leaking the story! She’d never been so happy or so horrified at the thought of being in complete error.


    The night of the ball Matt thought she’d found out about his deal with Lexie Staz.


    She played the scene again in her head with a cry of anguish. The terrible, awful words they’d shared because of a misunderstanding.


    He had helped her and that’s how she thanked him. By doubting his good intentions, by accusing him of betrayal and throwing away their friendship.


    Oh, would he ever forgive her?


    Had Rebecca truly lied? Or was Lexie stirring trouble? If she could believe Matt had helped her, she refused to believe Rebecca had leaked the story. She had to speak to Rebecca.


    


    ***


    


    A week later Rebecca received a magnificent ovation for her role of Mimi in La Bohème.


    But when she returned backstage, Maude waited for her. Rebecca stopped at the threshold of her powder room.


    Maude didn’t bother with amiabilities and went straight to the point.


    “Rebecca, I need to know the truth. Did you leak the story?”


    Rebecca’s bit her lip. Dread, shame, and guilt wrestled for dominion over her pretty, pale face, but guilt overcame.


    “I’m sorry, Maude. It was me.”


    “Why would you do such a thing? We’re friends!” Maude cried out.


    “I was jealous,” Rebecca wrung her hands. “I knew Matt still had feelings for you when we met. I thought with time he’d get over you, but when Lexie told me he’d traded his biography for yours, I lost it. I’m so sorry, Maude. I’ve been awful. But I love him so much.”


    “I said terrible things to him, Rebecca. Things I can’t take back. Matt will never forgive me.”


    “He will once he knows I’m behind your fight. Everything I did was useless, Maude.”


    “Matt loves you.” It pained her to say it, but she’d lost Matt forever.


    “We’re not together any more,” Rebecca admitted taking a seat in front of her mirror.


    “Yes, you are,” Maude answered simply. The opposite truth seemed unlikely.


    “We aren’t.”


    “You’re . . . engaged.”


    “False rumors. We broke up not long after Christmas. After you two fought.”


    It was Maude’s turn to sit.


    “But the engagement?”


    “I wasn’t ready to announce to the world we’d broken up, and Matt was a gentleman, and he felt guilty. We postponed the announcement but then rumors of engagement surfaced. We’ll be announcing our breakup soon.”


    “How could you, Rebecca?”


    “You loved him, too. Don’t pretend you didn’t have feelings for him while we were together.”


    “I did love him, and I have to admit I was jealous, but though I was sorely tempted, I remained true to our friendship.”


    “I realized he loved you when he gave you the single yellow rose. The night of Aida. That’s when I knew you were his Aida, and I became Amneris.”


    “I understand the feeling. Rebecca, I never meant to hurt you.”


    “And I, you.”


    “What now? Is there any way to salvage the remains of our friendship?”


    “I hope we can, but for now, it would be best if we parted ways.”


    When Maude left the opera that evening, a song escaped her lips. “Sunrise,” the song Matt and she had composed together. The melody rushed from her lips before she could hold it back. The lyrics bubbled to her lips like water welling from a spring, and she welcomed her voice back like an old friend coming home from a long absence.


    



    


    Chapter 10


    


    “Maude Laurent, you will not participate in the Spring Festival. Have I made myself clear?” Ms. Tragent thundered, her eyes ablaze. She sat behind her desk across from Maude and proceeded to open a file, indicating their meeting was over.


    “My voice is fine,” Maude insisted. “I can sing for you right now if you like.”


    “No, I don’t wish for you to sing. Your voice needs more rest. You can go to class as usual but you won’t be singing at the Spring Festival.”


    “I missed singing in the concert before the Christmas Ball, and now you’re asking me to pass up the opportunity of singing in front of members of the opera committee,” Maude complained, grumbling under her breath, “Audrey still has the upper hand.”


    “Is this about Audrey de Forteville? I thought you wished to sing because you loved it. Not because you wanted to beat Audrey.”


    Maude squirmed in her seat, uncomfortable under Ms. Tragent’s scrutiny. She remembered she’d read somewhere about a rivalry between Ms. Tragent and Johanna de Forteville. Perhaps she could use this information to her advantage.


    “I heard Audrey say her mother told her on good authority you lip-synced for your 1990 performance of Isolde at La Scala.”


    Ms. Tragent pursed her lips with irritation and closed the file she’d opened only for show. She intertwined her hands over the table and leaned forward.


    “Maude Laurent, nice try,” she said sternly. “I care more about your voice than I care about Johanna de Forteville’s outrageous lies. She’d be better off teaching her daughter not to leave her laptop unsupervised.” Ms. Tragent looked pointedly at Maude who glanced away.


    Did Ms. Tragent know about Charlotte’s prank? Maude preferred the answer remain uncertain and exited the room as quickly as she could.


    Emma waited for her outside Ms. Tragent’s office.


    “Has she relented?” Emma asked eagerly.


    Maude shook her head.


    “She doesn’t want me taking any risks just yet.”


    “That’s too bad. This concert is important. Not only will members of the committee be there but also tons of wealthy American donors.”


    “How do you know that?”


    “It’s common knowledge. The Spring Festival is used to raise money for the school. Every teacher hates it because they have to put on their best face for the American donors. You know how old school they are.”


    “I do,” Maude sighed, then grinned. “I can’t wait to see Madame de Valois speaking with an American.”


    “She usually pretends she’s deaf.” The girls giggled and made their way back to their room.


    


    ***


    


    The day of the Spring Festival the sun decided to abandon its post, leaving the rain free rein. The sky’s teardrops tapped furiously against the window on the ground floor of a room in the West Wing of the Marble Castle in which three girls prepared for the evening. One of the girls looked out the window, her chin propped in her hand. She followed the journey of a single valiant drop as it ran down all the way to the windowsill and settled merrily with other raindrops.


    Maude lifted the hem of her tulle gown, moved away from the window, and joined her roommates in the bathroom.


    “When it rains like this, I’m reminded of Carvin.”


    “I forget you’re from the north of France.” Charlotte faked a cough and smiled pityingly at Maude. She turned her back to Emma, who proceeded to zip up her navy blue dress.


    “Charlotte in a pretty dress,” Maude admired with astonishment. “Now I understand why all hell is breaking loose.”


    Charlotte shrugged good-naturedly.


    “Will you ever tell your father about Pinkacello?”


    “He’d have a fit. My father, my brothers, they all attended this school and went on to become classical artists whether in theater or in music. My father only performs plays by Molière or Racine. How do you think they’d react if they knew about my hobby?”


    “Maybe it shouldn’t be a hobby.” Emma brushed Charlotte’s dark hair, the color of a Versailles night in winter.


    “The thought has crossed my mind. But I couldn’t walk away from all this.” She bit her lip as Emma pinned her hair up.


    “You’re lucky you won’t get to sing,” Charlotte told Maude.


    “I don’t agree, but I’m resigned.” It was impossible for sadness to linger while she wore a tulle dress.


    They walked out of the castle to where cars awaited their arrival to drive them to the Palace of Versailles. Though it was only a short distance from the castle, a walk under the pouring rain wouldn’t make for a pleasant stroll in the gardens.


    The last time Maude had walked into the Hall of Mirrors she’d been surrounded by her family. She was presently surrounded by her friends Emma and Charlotte and quite content.


    Guests and students mingled. Members of the press prepared their equipment. The girls walked by Madame de Valois and lent an ear to her conversation with an ageing man with a round belly underneath his tuxedo.


    “What? I’m afraid I don’t understand!” Madame de Valois exclaimed. “You want a hamburger?”


    “No my name is Mr. Hamilton, not Hamburger.”


    Maude found Madame de Valois offensive; the man either pretended not to notice or did not overly care.


    Everyone took their seats. Maude sat next to Charlotte’s father, Henri de Troyes.


    The concert began and eclipsed the sound of the pounding rain. Eleanor wore a pretty pink sash and sang a lovely aria, and Franck accompanied the thunder’s rumble with his deep baritone voice. Each student sought to impress. All but Charlotte, whose heart was not quite in the song but rather roamed far away in the four walls of a tiny café in the fourth arrondissement.


    All from Maude’s class sang beautifully. But Emma’s voice beat all.


    The sadness in Emma’s voice as she sang Isolde’s last moments in the opera thrilled Maude to the core. She glanced at a seething Audrey and turned proudly back to Emma. Members of the press were present and snapped pictures of Emma.


    When the concert ended, Maude joined Emma and Charlotte.


    “Emma, you were wonderful.”


    “Thanks, Maude.” They glanced at Charlotte with discomfort and a slight shade of pity.


    “I know, I know. I could’ve made an effort. I just didn’t feel like singing—about love and roses,” Charlotte grumbled. “I’ve got to go see my dad. Ugh, he’s speaking with Johanna de Forteville. I can’t stand her. Come with me, girls, I don’t want to go alone.”


    The girls greeted Henri and Johanna. Audrey was nearby speaking with Mr. Hamilton and Maude couldn’t resist tuning into their conversation.


    “I’ve sung for many Americans before. They’ve all said I had the most beautiful voice. And you and I both know what a marvelously trained ear for classical Americans have. When they aren’t listening to pop, that is,” Audrey laughed.


    “I’m not sure I understand what you mean.”


    “I’m sure you do. Americans listen to pop music most of the time, don’t they?”


    “Not all. And even so, how is that in any way degrading?”


    Audrey harrumphed politely.


    “Would you like a drink? I’m awfully thirsty all of a sudden.”


    “Maude couldn’t sing because Ms. Tragent wanted her to rest her voice,” Charlotte was explaining to Madame De Forteville.


    “My Audrey told me about the problems you’ve been having,” Madame De Forteville replied.


    “I’m sure she did,” was Maude’s only icy comment.


    “Too bad, I’m sure I would have loved listening to you sing once more. I was present for your rendition of Amneris last year in New York. Frankly, I was quite blown away.”


    Receiving a compliment from Audrey’s mother was unexpected.


    “Thank you, Madame de Forteville,” Maude said with emotion.


    “I’m glad my daughter listened to my advice and befriended you this year. She needs more friends like you.”


    “I’m sorry. What did you say?” Maude asked astonished.


    “Audrey’s been telling me about her friendship with you and Emma. Emma you were amazing this evening. Perfectly radiant. Would you mind I give you a few tips?”


    She took Emma aside, and together they chatted.


    Henri shuffled along and followed them, one step behind.


    Charlotte turned to Maude, “Audrey’s been lying to her dear mother, but now we know why she hates you.”


    “I don’t know why she hates me.”


    “She’s jealous. I forget you’ve been here for less than a year. But you have no idea the pressure Johanna’s been putting on Audrey for years. She’s overly critical of everybody—but especially Audrey. And that she should have loved your performance last year must have irked Audrey to no end.”


    Maude had no time to mull over this new information when one of the reporters snapped a picture of her.


    “Hey, you’re Maude Laurent! I’m from the New York Times. I was at the press conference you gave last year. Can I get an interview about your new life in France? Will you be coming back to pop music?” He raised his camera again ready to snap another shot of her.


    “No!” Maude held out her hand to block her face. Guests looked her way in surprise. Audrey and Mr. Hamilton interrupted their conversation to see what was going on, Johanna paused in her conversation with Emma. Maude looked around embarrassed.


    “Please,” she spoke in low tones. “I’d rather not be interviewed about my former pop career.”


    “Come on, just a couple of questions,” he insisted.


    Maude could tell reasoning with him would be useless.


    “I said no!” She turned determinedly away and hurried out of the Hall of Mirrors.


    Once out of the Hall, Maude went to the Battles Gallery.


    Someone had followed her. She heard footsteps and was ready to tell the reporter to leave her alone. She whirled around only to find Mr. Hamilton.


    “Running away from a reporter. A pop career. You’re not like many girls around here are you?”


    “If you mean I’m the ugly duckling, you’re correct.”


    “Why is that?”


    “I don’t know if you’ve noticed but pop music isn’t very appreciated around here.”


    Mr. Hamilton chuckled. “I’ve noticed. Neither are Americans.”


    “Not true. My happiest memories are in New York.”


    “Are they now?”


    “Absolutely; there are so many things I miss. The refectory cooks the best meals but they never serve pancakes.”


    Mr. Hamilton brushed his mustache. “I can give you the name of a place in Paris where they make great pancakes.”


    “That would be great,” Maude thanked him. She glanced at the paintings and an idea came to her.


    “Let me show you something.”


    She took him further inside the Battles Gallery and pointed to a painting.


    It was the Siege of Yorktown one of the decisive battles in the American revolutionary war in 1781. In the painting, the French and the American general were giving their final orders before the historical battle that would prompt the British to surrender.


    “That’s how well Americans and French work together. Don’t give up on our school just because Audrey and Madame de Valois are . . . well you know how they are. If you invest in our school, you won’t regret it.”


    Mr. Hamilton chuckled and took a long look at the painting.


    “Maude Laurent, you certainly have given an old man food for thought.”


    


    ***


    


    February 5th, 1990


    Dear Diary,


    I’ve decided I don’t want to become a corporate lawyer. And I’m proud of my decision. How can I forever remain locked up in an office for the rest of my days when life is all around? Outside. How can I forever write memo after memo while years slip by. Life has no meaning if I can’t help others. Can you believe this is me speaking? I, Danielle Laurent, am officially not completely selfish. All this from one meeting with a man who was about to throw himself under the subway.


    When I help others, I feel good. Whether I return to France, stay in Nigeria, or go to another country, I can help people.


    I told my grandparents about my decision. I received their letter today and they are furious. Much angrier than I’ve ever seen them.


    Their beloved granddaughter, their pride, is abandoning her bright future for what they consider a lost cause. How I wish I could make them understand how happy this makes me. Oh why must society burden us with “right career moves” and “good jobs” and high salaries? And expensive clothes?


    Strike that. I still love expensive clothes. I’m not fully responsible yet, and I think I’ll manage my finances disastrously.


    Isn’t making this world a better place more important than all the rest?


    Here I help manually, and also, in my free time, I’ve started working on a case against a corrupt official. It’s a lot of work, but it’s worth every sleepless night.


    When I return to France, I will continue to fight for human rights. I was speaking with Robert and he was telling me about human rights violations in France and I was shocked to know I’d been so oblivious to so many wrongdoings in my own country. Sometimes it’s easier to recognize violations in other countries than in our own.


    Robert’s asked Marie-Antoinette to marry him. She said yes, of course. Who wouldn’t want such a kind man? You might say I turned him down. But apart from me he’d make any woman perfectly happy.


    


    March 23rd, 1990


    Dear Diary,


    I know I said I would never mention Aaron’s name in these pages again, but I’ll have to rescind on my promise.


    We’re kind of friends now. We’ve talked a few times. But oh, Diary, I think he sees me as a shallow creature. We haven’t spoken much, but every time I’ve wanted to sound incredibly deep and intelligent—and ended up sounding ridiculous. He’s kind to me, but he’s kind to everyone. And I can’t get him to see me as a woman. I mean, you know what I mean. I want him to think I’m special. All the girls around me have been into human rights for far longer than I. And he doesn’t know how far I’ve come since the day we’ve met. I cringe every time I think about the stupid things I said that day. He doesn’t care one bit about my beauty. It’s as if he doesn’t see me.


    Really.


    He passed me the other day and barely said hi while I was holding my breath and I was so happy to see him. Oh, Diary.


    Please don’t say I’m in love, because I cannot love a poor man who doesn’t see me. I assume he’s poor because no rich man would ever wander all the way here to help. They mainly give donations.


    


    April 2nd, 1990


    Dear Diary,


    All right I admit it. There might be the smallest chance that I harbor the slightest hint of L-O-V-E for Aaron Williams.


    I’d rather die than let him know.


    So now I’m quite content ignoring him and making fun of everything he says when I’m not ignoring him.


    He never gets angry with me. Why can’t I make him react?


    I told him today that I thought his shirt was the ugliest-looking thing I’d ever seen. He simply laughed and resumed his talk with Lara. I learned later he’d traded his nicest T-shirt with a poor man. How can I ever redeem myself in his eyes?


    Lara’s perfect. She always helps others willingly, she’s been in this organization for years. I hate her because I heard Aaron say that he truly admires her dedication. I was so jealous I said his good opinion was very easily given, when I know it is not the case. He must have the worst opinion of me.


    We’re working with a group of orphans together and he is so kind to them. He’d make a great father one day and honestly these are very dangerous thoughts I’m having because every time I look at him I think I want us to be together, to marry, and raise a family, and honestly who does that? Not Danielle Laurent.


    He’s so focused on his work I don’t think he’d ever make time for a girlfriend anyway. I hate men like him. Men like him? Oh Diary, there aren’t any like him. And now I know I’m in trouble because when a woman thinks a man is unique and different from all the rest then she’s gone stark mad for sure.


    But though my heart bleeds, I am still happier here than I’ve ever been.


    


    April 13th, 1990


    Dear Diary,


    Robert told me today he’s returning to France in a week. I don’t have details for this sudden departure. I know it has something to do with Marie-Antoinette. I heard them having a terrible fight over the phone a couple of weeks ago, but I don’t know what it was about. Robert seemed to be apologizing for something, but when he saw me, he stopped talking.


    I think she gave him an ultimatum, and he’s giving in.


    I wrote to her a couple of times but haven’t had news from her for a couple of weeks.


    I’ll miss him. He was my best friend here.


    


    May 16th, 1990


    Dear Diary,


    I told Aaron I loved him.


    I threw my hat in. I never make the first step, Diary, but there I was. We’d spent an all-nighter working on a case I’ll be pleading next week.


    We were sleepy, but he cooked, and we ate, and the meal was delicious, and I drank. Oh God, I drank.


    And I told him I loved him.


    “I know,” he answered.


    I know! Can you believe it? He knew all this time but left me in misery. He said it was obvious. I was obvious? Me!! He said it without the slightest scorn or vanity. He was merely stating a fact.


    He continued.


    “It’s obvious how I feel about you, too. Ever since you’ve arrived, I haven’t been myself.”


    WHAAAT? At this point, I didn’t know if he was returning my feelings or telling me I was a nuisance. Both possibilities seemed plausible.


    “I love you, Danielle,” he said. And I was the happiest woman on Earth, I’m quite certain.


    “But I can’t give you what you want. You wish to live in France in a nice safe neighborhood with a job at a big firm, and I can’t give you that. My life is where others need it to be.”


    “I don’t want to be a corporate lawyer anymore,” I cried out frantically. The thought of losing him was too much. I couldn’t stand it. He thought I was lying to make him change his mind.


    “Don’t flatter yourself, Aaron. I make up my own mind.”


    When I said that, he saw I was honest and he kissed me. Diary, if I could describe how happy I am it would take every remaining page in this book.


    


    Maude closed the book and hugged it with all her might. Her mother and father. Their love moved her to tears. To know she was born from so much love was a gift.


    Emma entered the room through the window and closed it behind her. Charlotte was fast asleep. Emma had just stepped in when a sharp knock on the door made them jump.


    Before Emma or Maude could move to open the door, Madame de Valois barged in.


    She spotted Emma at the window and pointed an accusing finger at her.


    “Ah-ha!” she exclaimed triumphantly. “You were out weren’t you? Don’t bother lying. My source told me you have a night job.”


    “What? No, Madame de Valois, I can explain.”


    “What is there to explain? You’ve broken every rule in this school. You’re not allowed to have a job. And you’re not allowed out of this castle after hours.”


    Charlotte rose from sleep.


    “What’s going on?”


    “I’ll tell you what’s going on. Emma better start packing her belongings. By the end of the week, she’ll be out of this school.”


    Madame de Valois stormed out of the room and slammed the door.


    Maude and a sleepy Charlotte huddled around Emma.


    “I’m finished.” Emma burst into tears. She was exhausted. She’d spent the evening clearing tables. But everything had been worth it, for her dreams. And now it was over. Everything was over.


    “I don’t understand. Who told Madame de Valois? How could this happen?”


    They stood in silence while reality sunk in.


    “Audrey,” they said in unison.


    Maude whirled around, furious, and threw the door open wide.


    “Where are you going?” Charlotte asked.


    Maude didn’t answer. She ran down the hallway, her bare feet beating the ground. When she got to Audrey’s room, she banged on it.


    Audrey appeared at the door, a smug smile on her lips.


    “Why are you disturbing my sleep? I wish to wake early in the morning. Not everyone is as lazy as you are Maude.”


    “You’re happy? You are the most cowardly, despicable person I’ve ever met in my life.”


    Charlotte and Emma caught up with Maude.


    “You’re scared. Of Emma. That’s why you sabotaged her chances.”


    “I just told the truth. You didn’t expect me to lie, to hide the truth while Emma broke all the rules, did you?”


    “You hate her. You hate her for one reason. You’re unhappy because your mother doesn’t think you can make it as a singer.”


    Audrey paled.


    “You have no idea what you’re talking about.”


    “Don’t I?”


    “I don’t care what you think you know. Emma’s never going to sing for the opera committee.”


    “I’ll speak to Ms. Tragent.”


    “No you won’t. You’ve never used your connection to Ms. Tragent. Why would you now?”


    “You’re right. I won’t speak to Ms. Tragent about Emma. But I’ll find another way.”


    Maude turned around, and Charlotte and Emma followed her.


    When they were in the safety of their room, Charlotte held Emma in her arms.


    “Are you sure you don’t want to try winning over Ms. Tragent to Emma’s cause?” Charlotte asked.


    “Of course I’ll talk to Ms. Tragent. I just didn’t want Audrey to know. Don’t worry Emma, we’ll find a way out of this mess.”


    Early next morning, Maude entered Ms. Tragent’s office but before she could say a word, Ms. Tragent held her hand up to silence her.


    “I know why you’re here, Maude. There’s nothing I can do.”


    “There’s always something to be done. Emma is a good student. She works to pay her studies. This school is expensive, and there aren’t any grants for students with limited means.”


    “I’m well aware. I’ve always thought it a disgrace.”


    “Talent isn’t born with money. And Emma’s got plenty of talent. She’s worked hard to succeed. If you throw her out of this school—”


    “Ms. Laurent, it is not my decision. A school board meeting will be held this afternoon to discuss this matter. I will defend Emma but I don’t know if that will be of any use. They’ve excluded students for less than that. For now, tell Emma to go to class as usual.”


    Shoulders slumped with defeat, Maude turned to leave.


    “Mr. Hamilton spoke very highly of you. He said you convinced him to make a large donation to our school. You did a great job promoting your school, Ms. Laurent.”


    “Thanks, Ms. Tragent.” She’d hoped Ms. Tragent would be the solution to their problem, but there were things even her beloved teacher couldn’t do.


    Maude met Emma and Charlotte in front of Madame Nerval’s class.


    “Ms. Tragent is on your side. There’s still hope. She said you should continue going to class as usual.” There was no use in telling Emma Ms. Tragent’s misgivings over her powers of persuasion.


    “How am I supposed to do that?” Emma’s head hung low, her hair falling like a curtain over her face.


    “When you’re cleared, you’ll be happy you didn’t miss a single class,” Charlotte assured.


    Adrien walked by the girls but paused when he noticed Emma, her head in her hands.


    “What’s going on here? You girls going to a funeral?” he joked.


    “How can you be so cruel?” Maude asked containing her anger with difficulty.


    “What?”


    “Rubbing it in.” Charlotte stood up angrily.


    “What are you talking about?”


    “You know what your sister did.”


    “I don’t. What are you talking about?”


    “Audrey told Madame de Valois Emma had a job. She might be facing expulsion.”


    “You’re kidding. Audrey wouldn’t do that.”


    “She wouldn’t? How little you know your twin. She confirmed it last night.”


    “Emma, I’m really sorry. I had no idea.”


    Emma nodded. Adrien brushed his hair from his face with frustration.


    “What good will your apologies do?” Charlotte asked.


    “This pranking rivalry has gone too far,” Adrien acknowledged, ignoring Charlotte and speaking only to Emma.


    “Who started it?” Maude challenged.


    Adrien bowed his head with regret.


    “Excuse me, I’ve got to go see my sister.”


    “There isn’t much he can do now.” Charlotte said as they watched him enter the classroom and make a beeline for his sister. “It would have been better had he prevented Audrey from going through with her plan.”


    “Come on, girls,” Emma got up with an unconvincing brave face. “We’ve got to go to class. It might be the last class I go to.”


    Madame Nerval had an announcement to make, which she knew would be met with criticism.


    “The Grand Audition will be held May twenty-ninth, not June fifth.”


    The class grumbled.


    “Yes, it means one week less to study for the audition. But at this point, if you’re not ready, you never will be. I’m passing out your summons. You should, of course, be there thirty minutes before the indicated time.”


    Maude’s heart sank. The audition would be the same day as her students’ performance of Tris and Izzie. When she received her summons, she checked her time slot.


    Five p.m.


    The show was at three p.m. and lasted an hour. If she left at four, she could make it make it on time. She’d have to catch the bus straight away and hope for the best. Unless she didn’t go.


    Class dragged on for the rest of the day. Maude couldn’t be asked to concentrate while her friend went through a crisis.


    After school, Ms. Tragent waited for the girls with a grim face.


    “Tell me. Please, give it to me straight.”


    “The board was sensitive to your plight. You will not be expelled.”


    Emma let out a little cry of glee.


    “But, you can’t perform at the Grand Audition next month.”


    “What? But what’s the use?” Maude asked while Emma’s face became white as a sheet.


    “They said you can try next year. You’ll have to repeat your final year.”


    “I can’t. I can’t afford another year. Especially if I can’t work. This is my last chance.”


    “I told them that and they said you should be lucky you didn’t get expelled.”


    “Ms. Tragent, there must be another way.”


    “I’m sorry, Ms. Boulanger,” Ms. Tragent replied grimly before leaving the girls to deal with the news.


    Emma ran away much to Maude’s dismay.


    “Let her go,” Charlotte held Maude back with a tender hand. “She needs to be alone.”


    


    ***


    


    “Maude, are you dreaming?” Dorothea asked, her hands on the old piano in the music room at Jean Jaurès.


    “Sorry, I got a bit distracted there.” Maude peered over Dorothea’s shoulder. “Your hand position is sloppy.”


    “Really, thanks, Maude, for the encouragement. What’s on your mind?”


    Maude winced, but gave in.


    “Would you be very disappointed if I missed the performance on May twenty-ninth?”


    “You can’t miss it!”


    “I, arrgh! I have a big audition that day.”


    “Why did you schedule the performance on the same day?” Dorothea asked.


    “The date of audition was changed at the last minute!” Maude cried out in despair.


    “You’d really abandon us? After everything, after the long hours you put into this project. You’d abandon us, too.”


    Maude hid her face in her hands, and when she peered through them, she conceded defeat.


    “Fine, fine! I’ll find a way to be there and get to the audition on time.”


    “Good,” Dorothea said with a satisfied smile. “Have you received news about the opera singers you want to come?”


    “I haven’t yet. Only one has agreed to attend, Madame de Forteville. But she’ll change her mind once she hears about the date change.”


    “So no one from the opera world is coming. All the more reason for you to come.”


    Maude shook her head woefully.


    “At least you’ll be there. That’s the only thing that matters.”


    “Too bad for the classical world!”


    “Say, Maude, yesterday was my birthday.”


    “I didn’t know, I’m so sorry!” She was terrible with birthdays. “Tell me what you want for your birthday.”


    “I was wondering if you’d agree to take me to Matt’s concert. My father offered me a seat for my birthday, but I need a chaperone, and he can’t go. Would you come with me?”


    “Are you sure you don’t want something else?” Maude frowned. She didn’t want to risk running into Matt. Not after the way they’d separated. Her harsh words still made her cheeks burn with shame, and her heart squeeze with regret.


    “That’s what I want.”


    “Fine, I’ll go.” Why was she giving in to everything her student asked?


    “Will we go backstage?” Dorothea asked hopefully.


    “Don’t push your luck.”


    



    


    Chapter 11


    


    The Bercy Stadium was packed. Every seat was filled. And when Matt appeared the crowd went wild.


    Maude had never given a concert in such a huge venue. It was amazing. Every detail was rehearsed; in every moment Matt gave all he had. He sang songs from his latest album and also borrowed from his former repertoire, much to his fans’ satisfaction. He sang “Love Doctor”—a song he despised beyond everything—with as much passion as if it had been his favorite song.


    When the concert ended, Dorothea and Maude made their way through the crowd and headed for the exit.


    “Maude, can we please go see him backstage? We have to tell him how great he was.”


    “No, Dorothea, I can’t see him. I just can’t,” Maude insisted. Dorothea sulked, much to Maude’s annoyance.


    When Maude reached the exit she realized Dorothea wasn’t by her side like she should have been.


    “Dorothea!” she cried out in panic. She searched around her but there was no sign of her. She was already imagining herself explaining to Dorothea’s father how she’d lost his daughter.


    She struggled to go back inside the venue, pushing away angered men, girls, and children with only one thought in mind: finding Dorothea.


    She headed for the backstage area but a security guard stopped her with a firm hand.


    “You can’t go unless you have a badge.”


    “There’s a young girl in there. She’s fourteen. Please, I need to find her.”


    “No girl that age was in here, ma’am. You need to go.”


    Maude pretended to walk away, but once the guard had turned his back to shoo away more unsolicited visitors, she tiptoed through.


    She had to check in every other room, in every nook and cranny, before she tried the last one remaining. Matt’s dressing room.


    She knocked at the door and entered only when Matt’s familiar voice said, “Come in.”


    Dorothea was inside, sitting on Matt’s chair as if she belonged there.


    “Thanks, Matt, thanks so much!” Dorothea shook his hand with enthusiasm. She didn’t bother looking in Maude’s direction. She could feel the waves of fury from where she sat.


    “Dorothea!” Maude cried sharply, “I’ve been looking for you everywhere!”


    “I’m sorry, Maude, but I—”


    She wasn’t really sorry and hadn’t thought out the end of her sentence.


    “No buts, please leave Matt alone. He needs rest after a concert.” Matt hadn’t greeted her, and that was the only thing she was actually angry about. But Dorothea was as good a scapegoat as any.


    And he did look tired.


    “Please wait outside, I’ll be there in five minutes.”


    Reluctantly Dorothea walked out, waving to Matt as she left.


    “I’m sorry about that,” Maude said once Dorothea was gone. “I didn’t put her up to any of this.”


    “I know,” Matt answered curtly. “You don’t have to explain.”


    “I . . . ” Maude hesitated, one foot inside, one foot out the door.


    “I need some rest now. Please leave.”


    Unable to bring herself to say anything else, Maude walked out, her heart heavy with regret.


    


    ***


    


    The big day had arrived and Maude was to see her group of students perform.


    Parents lined up and every seat in the school auditorium was taken.


    None of the guests Maude had invited had deigned to come. She still had a lot to learn about these sorts of things, but it pained her. The dream she’d had to see both worlds mingle would never happen.


    It was still her dream.


    The door opened and Matt entered the school gymnasium. Questions buzzed in Maude’s head. What was he doing here? How had he heard about the date of the performance? Had he come to see her? She had no answers and instead tried to ignore him as best as she possibly could.


    When she saw the students putting their entire hearts into their work she couldn’t help but feel her heart swell with pride.


    Ahmed was a remarkably talented comedian. His natural knack for humor came from the fact he viewed life as a joke. In his deepest moments of reflection he wondered whether he wasn’t the butt of the greatest joke of all. He rapped with ease and delivered his lines with the grace of a poet. As for Sabrina in the role of Izzie, not much effort was required on her behalf to convince the audience she loved Tris or the actor interpreting his role.


    King Marek forgot most his lines but invented his own and didn’t break the flow. Dorothea as Brangäne kept the elements of classical alive in the performance and she delivered a brilliant solo.


    It was a sight to behold.


    Cédric stood next to her and squeezed her hand with excitement.


    “They’re really good.”


    “Best of all, they’re having fun,” Maude whispered.


    When the show ended, the students received a standing ovation. Maude checked her watch. Four o’clock. She had to leave right away if she wanted to arrive at the Grand Audition on time.


    “We would like to thank our teacher, Cédric Mauritien, and Maude Laurent. Please come up on the stage,” Dorothea requested.


    Maude tore her eyes away from her watch and followed Cédric to the stage where the students gave them each a bouquet of yellow roses. Maude sniffed her flowers and wondered deep down if Matt recalled the time he’d given her a single yellow rose. But Matt sat at the back of the room, expressionless.


    The students thanked their teacher and Maude. Cédric grinned from ear to ear.


    “This is one of the moments where I’m grateful for being a teacher.”


    Maude looked at her watch.


    Ten minutes past four.


    “I’m sorry kids, I’ve got to leave.”


    She had to leave right away if she wanted to catch the bus.


    She hugged Cédric and departed without a last glance at Matt.


    She ran out of the school just in time to see the bus leave without her in it.


    “No, no, no!” she cried out in despair. She’d never get there in time. Oh why, why, why had she put everything at risk? It was her own fault and she couldn’t blame anyone but herself.


    “What’s wrong?” asked a voice coming from behind. She’d recognize the voice anywhere, anytime. But in her moment of despair, it was the most beautiful voice she’d ever heard.


    “My bus just left. I’ve got to get to the Palace for the Grand Audition.”


    “I came on my motorcycle,” Matt said. “I can take you to your audition if you want.”


    “You would do that?” She asked surprised. After everything she’d said, after all that had happened, he would still come to her aid?


    “I would,” he replied gravely. “Come on, we don’t have much time.”


    They swerved past every car, receiving insults from drivers, but they were on time for Maude’s audition.


    “Thanks, Matt, I owe you one.”


    Matt nodded, his expression hidden by his helmet as he drove off.


    


    ***


    


    Upon entering the Palace grounds, she met a sullen Audrey. She strode past her, ready to ignore her.


    “Maude!” Audrey called out.


    “What do you want?” Maude asked, not bothering to slow down.


    “I just wanted to wish you the best of luck,” Audrey said kindly.


    “Thanks Audrey,” Maude replied sincerely.


    “Of course, you’ll be needing it much more than me,” Audrey declared.


    “Oh, really?” Maude scoffed.


    “Don’t you know how you got in this school?”


    “I know perfectly well. I was accepted after the school’s committee heard me sing Amneris.”


    “You’re so naïve. I heard how you were really able to get in our school. The Academy didn’t want you, but Ms. Tragent said she wouldn’t come to the school if you weren’t offered a spot. Didn’t you find it strange that they would want a pop singer?”


    Maude stopped dead in her tracks.


    “I don’t believe a word you’re saying.”


    “If you don’t, ask Ms. Tragent.”


    “I don’t need to.”


    “Suit yourself.”


    Audrey left Maude alone with her tortured thoughts.


    Maude entered the Peace Room where students waited in turn to enter the Hall of Mirrors. She found Ms. Tragent speaking with a group of students. She interrupted a student when she noticed Maude and tapped her watch.


    “You’re late.”


    She wasn’t late—but she was not early enough for Ms. Tragent. At the moment she didn’t care.


    “Is it true you forced the Academy to take me?” Maude asked, crossing her arms across her chest.


    “I did make it a condition of my accepting the job. Why?” Ms. Tragent asked sharply.


    “Why didn’t you tell me?”


    “How is it relevant?”


    “I thought the Academy wanted me because I displayed talent, not because of an ultimatum.”


    “Of course you have talent. If you didn’t, they never would’ve have taken you, no matter what I said.”


    “You should’ve told me.”


    “Should is not a word that I’m accustomed to having students use in their conversations with me, Ms. Laurent. In fact, they generally don’t speak. They just listen. But that’s never been your way, has it?”


    Maude didn’t relent.


    “Ms. Tragent, I’m not a child anymore. And I wish I’d had this piece of information before, instead of hearing it from Audrey de Forteville.”


    “So she’s succeeded in getting in your head,” Ms. Tragent realized.


    “She wouldn’t have, had I known the truth.”


    “The truth is—” Ms. Tragent started sternly. “The truth is I believe in you, Ms. . . . Maude,” Ms. Tragent ended her sentence like a question, unsure of the appropriateness of calling her student by her first name. She’d never seen it done and had certainly never ventured into this unknown territory herself.


    “I never would’ve given you private classes or fought for your admission if I hadn’t believed in you. Maude,” she repeated with more confidence. “You’re the real deal. Audrey de Forteville knows it, and she fears you. Now, you can question those who love you, or you can go out there and prove to everyone that you belong in this world.”


    Maude hadn’t missed a single word coming out of her teacher’s mouth and treasured each like a pearl.


    “You’ve never called me Maude before,” Maude choked. “May I call you Cordelia?”


    “Only if you pass this audition,” Ms. Tragent answered, putting on a stern face again.


    “I’d say that’s good enough motivation.”


    Maude’s name was called. She hugged Ms. Tragent for luck and went to face her judges.


    



    


    Chapter 12


    


    Two weeks after the Grand Audition, Maude awoke with the dawn, determined to explore the gardens. Her school year was over, her exams were a thing of the past. All that remained was to wait for the results of the Grand Audition.


    She stole some food from the kitchens—croissants and a bottle of grape juice—and crept out of the castle before the sun had fully arisen, while the gardens still belonged to the kingdom of the night.


    She roamed in the groves, intent on discovering new parts of the gardens of Versailles. When she neared the Enceladus Grove, she couldn’t resist climbing the fence and jumping over to the other side.


    But someone had already beaten her to the fountain.


    Matt sat on the Giant’s head, eating a croissant and drinking a glass of grape juice.


    When he saw her, he packed up his food and jumped off the head.


    “Don’t leave,” Maude pleaded. She was surprised at herself for speaking when he obviously wanted nothing more than to leave her.


    “I know you want nothing more to do with me,” Maude began. “I need to let you know how sorry I am about what I said in December. I know you’re not the one who leaked the info about Thomas and me.”


    “You thought I’d leaked the info? Why would you think that?” Matt asked, bewildered.


    “I was led to believe you were the one who betrayed me.”


    “Wait, what? Our whole fight in December was because you thought I’d leaked the scoop?”


    “Yes. And I thought you were admitting your guilt.”


    “I wasn’t, I didn’t do that! I would never.”


    “I know that now.”


    “I was admitting to something else entirely!”


    “You gave up your privacy, your story, your life. You gave Lexie what she wanted for my sake. How can I ever thank you?”


    “How about you thank me by not believing the worst about me?” Matt cried out, furious. “You thought I betrayed you. How could you ever think I’d do something like that? Don’t you know me at all?”


    “This whole disaster wouldn’t have blown up in our faces if you’d just confessed about your deal with Lexie.”


    “You’ve got some nerve, Maude!”


    “Why didn’t you tell me?”


    “You’re so independent. I didn’t want you to think I saw you as a damsel in distress. I knew you’d be furious if you knew. Remember what you said at the Christmas Ball. ‘I’d rather you let me handle my business.’”


    “I was furious! And I would most certainly have prevented you from giving up so much. You talked about your mother!” she exclaimed. Matt glared at her. How could he justify to her the worthiness of his act if she didn’t see it on her own?


    “But when I found out what you’d done, I thought it was one of the most beautiful things anyone had ever done for me,” Maude whispered. “The biggest sacrifice, and now I’m even more ashamed for having doubted your good intentions. How will you ever forgive me?”


    Matt’s sigh accompanied the wind’s soft whistle.


    “I can’t seem to stay away from you, Maude.”


    “Nor I from you,” she admitted.


    “How long have you and Cédric been together?”


    “Him and me?” Maude blurted, puzzled. “What would make you think we’re together? We’re not.”


    “You seemed close, and I just didn’t know,” Matt let out a frustrated sigh. “Rebecca and I broke up months ago. The night you told me our friendship was over, the pain of losing you overshadowed everything. I had to leave, and I had to be honest with Rebecca. I couldn’t go on pretending, when my whole world had just collapsed, because the one girl I cared about hated me.”


    “I never hated you, Matt,” Maude objected gently. “When we said goodbye in New York, part of my heart remained locked with yours. And when you came to visit your aunt, I knew you were the missing piece. And the night we spent at the Palace . . . ”


    “It was the best night of my life.”


    “Mine as well. And the morning in the grove when we watched the sun go up, I wanted to kiss you.”


    “I wanted to kiss you as well, but I couldn’t betray Rebecca.”


    “You were right, I wouldn’t have forgiven myself.”


    “I didn’t want us to begin a relationship based on a lie. And I didn’t know how you felt. That’s why I left the next day.”


    “I was devastated,” Maude recalled. “I was determined to forget you.”


    “I was determined to do the same, but then I saw you again in December. We sang the duet, and it all flooded back to me—memories of our time together in New York. But there was Cédric, and he seemed fond of you.”


    “Cédric’s a friend,” Maude reassured.


    “I didn’t know that then. We danced the waltz, and then you danced with him, and I thought you mustn’t have felt what I felt when we danced together.”


    “I did. I did,” Maude insisted.


    “But you gladly accepted Cédric’s invitation to dance!”


    “Only because you were dancing with Rebecca!” Maude exclaimed, impetuously.


    “I was green with envy, Maude. Do you take pleasure in tormenting the person who’s given you his heart wholeheartedly ever since the day we first met?”


    “I took no such pleasure. You tormented me just as much if not more,” Maude argued. “I lost my voice when I thought you were engaged to Rebecca.”


    “When will you learn not to take gossip seriously?”


    “Lesson learned. Why did you come to the Tris and Izzie performance?”


    “Dorothea asked me. The night of the concert. I knew I should stay away but I couldn’t.”


    “Dear Dorothea,” Maude chuckled, then sighed. “Rebecca confessed she’s the one who told Lexie Staz about Thomas and me. Matt, I’ve made a mess of everything. Ever since last year. If only you knew how I regret it. You’ve always been there for me. I must know if there is any chance you and I can work things out.”


    “If friendship is what you seek . . . ”


    “Friendship has never been what I’ve sought. I want that first date we talked about months ago if you still do.”


    “I do,” Matt answered. “I’ve waited for this for months. I won’t ever let you out of sight again, Maude Laurent. We can only go forward together from now on and put the past behind us.”


    “Let’s not wait any longer,” Maude pleaded with fervor.


    “We haven’t planned anything. Wait!” Matt said as an idea struck him.


    He folded Maude’s hand in his and led her to the fountain.


    “Look around. We’re in the most beautiful place in the world. And the place where we almost shared a kiss.”


    “I’ve got croissants and grape juice,” Maude laughed. “What do you have?”


    “Same. The feast of kings,” he declared as he sat atop the Giant’s head.


    “In the king’s gardens,” Maude added, settling for the Giant’s arm.


    She handed him a croissant and took one for herself.


    “Cheers!” they clinked their bottles of grape juice.


    “Your tour is over. Will you be staying in Paris a little longer?”


    “I’d been planning on staying with my aunt for a while. Now I’ve a new reason to stay.”


    “Did you miss me on your tour?”


    “You know I did.”


    “Prove it,” Maude taunted.


    Matt’s hand brushed Maude’s warm cheek, he cupped her chin in his hand and leaned in, his hair brushing her tilted forehead. He stopped inches away from her lips. She gazed, trusting, into his gleaming eyes. Could he hear the erratic beat of her heart?


    Their lips met in a delicate caress, her lips brushing his. When he untied her hair she offered her lips without reserve and wrapped her arms around his neck, their bodies and souls interweaved. Too long they’d waited for this moment, but with this kiss, their fates were sealed. The pain, the misunderstandings, the unspoken feelings, all evaporated under the pearly dawn’s bright light.


    And when the Giant awoke and water erupted from his mouth, the two lovers remained intertwined, receiving the fountain’s water like a good omen for their blooming love.


    



    


    Chapter 13


    


    Maude Laurent, Audrey de Forteville, and Franck Rodolphe.


    Those were the names of the celebrated trio. The three lucky students who had been chosen to sing in the new production of Tristan und Isolde at the Opéra Garnier.


    Maude had been chosen and the delight that accompanied the news was overwhelming. The entire Baldwin family flew in to see their beloved Maude’s debut at the prestigious venue.


    The press was present: French radio and television would be broadcasting the event.


    Audrey reminded her daily that Maude was nothing but an accessory and that she herself was the lead. Maude hadn’t a care in the world.


    During the day she rehearsed, while in the evenings she and Matt strolled in the gardens, blissfully happy in their own romantic kingdom.


    The evening she was to debut at the Opéra Garnier, Ms. Tragent came to see her.


    “No drama this time. Do I make myself clear? No running off the stage or anything of the sort.”


    “Of course not, Cordelia.” Maude took pleasure in calling her teacher by her first name, and apparently Cordelia didn’t dislike it either.


    Maude went on stage that evening to sing Brangäne. Her entire family was present and her mother’s diary was tucked in her bag.


    During the second act, while the two lovers, Tristan and Isolde, sang their love for each other, Maude’s voice rang out.


    The Baldwins looked at each other in dismay. Where was Maude? They’d been told this was to be the most important scene for her character.


    Yet there was no Maude.


    Only her voice.


    The poignancy and the lyrical beauty of the German language that she wonderfully enunciated made Maude’s absence an illusion. It was a wonder that the character’s absence enhanced the intensity of her singular voice.


    


    Lonely I watch in the night


    You are lost in the dream of love


    Heed the lonely one’s call


    Sorrow comes with awakening


    Beware! Oh, beware! For the night soon passes


    


    Only her voice drifted from the backstage to the auditorium. Her voice was pure, untainted, in triumphant glory.


    An absent face, a conquering voice. A voice no one would ever subdue.


    When she received a standing ovation and Audrey de Forteville did not, Maude came to a realization, one that would change her life: with the role of a maid, she’d become an opera princess.


    


    ***


    


    That evening, she sat with her family and Matt and her new friends and all she could think of was how the year had flown by.


    She took Emma aside to speak to her privately.


    “I’ve spoken to Mr. Hamilton,” Maude began. “He’s making a sizable donation to the school under one condition. The school is instituting a full scholarship program. And you’re to be its first beneficiary, Emma.”


    Emma burst into tears and hugged Maude.


    “How can I ever thank you?”


    “By enjoying every second of your final year without the hassle of cleaning tables and sneaking in and out of the castle to work late-night shifts.”


    “I’ll be a model student,” Emma promised.


    Charlotte appeared in the hall with a dazed expression.


    “What’s wrong Char?” Maude asked worried.


    “My father is . . . he’s . . . ”


    “He’s what, Char?”


    “He’s getting married.”


    “That’s great news!” Maude congratulated.


    Charlotte shook her head vehemently. “He’s getting married to Johanna de Forteville. Audrey’s going to be my . . .” Charlotte gulped. “My sister?”


    Emma and Maude glanced at each other, too stunned to speak. But they were even more shocked when Charlotte let out an evil laugh.


    “You’re happy about this?” Emma asked cautiously.


    “Of course I am,” Charlotte rubbed her hands together. “My father’s going to be eating out of my palm after this news. He won’t dare say a word when I tell him I’m leaving the classical world. Girls, I’m going to be a rock star!”


    The girls joined Charlotte in her mirth and headed back to West Wing. Maude had reached her room when she realized she hadn’t a chance to speak to Aunt Vic about their summer arrangements. Ms. Tragent had already begun making arrangements for Maude’s tour. Her first stop would be the Royal Opera House in London. New challenges she couldn’t wait to encounter.


    But first, another challenge awaited her: telling Victoria the truth about Elder Williams.


    She went to her uncle and aunt’s room.


    Their voices were raised, they were arguing. Maude retreated until she heard her name.


    “I can’t talk to Maude about it. She’s launched her classical career and her life is what she wants it to be.”


    “But James, if you think a new album could fix Soulville’s financial troubles, why not just ask her?”


    “I don’t want her to sacrifice anything for me. She should be allowed to follow her dreams.”


    “Maude’s always wished to have a pop and a classical career.”


    “But she lives in France. It would require she come back to New York. I can’t ask her that.”


    “All of this work stress is taking a toll on your health. I’m worried James. We’ve barely seen you this past year and Soulville still isn’t back on track. Even with Matt’s world tour. You need all the help you can get or Soulville will go under.”


    Maude burst inside the room.


    “I’ll come back to New York, Uncle James.”


    “What? No! Have you been listening?”


    “I have,” Maude admitted. She stepped further in the room. “Uncle James, why didn’t you tell me you wanted my help?”


    “I want you to focus on what’s at hand. Your classical career.”


    “Uncle James, before I left, you said that perhaps by walking away I would only be getting closer to my dreams. You were right,” Maude confessed happily. “I know now more than ever what I want. I don’t want to be a concert pianist. Last year I realized I couldn’t be a pop singer without any hint of classical. This year I pursued my love of classical. But I love pop, too. I tried to escape it, but it’s in me. Now that I’m a trained classical artist, I can finally make my dream come true. I know both worlds extensively, and I can bring them together now in ways I couldn’t in the past. I wouldn’t be sacrificing anything, Uncle James.”


    “What about the tour Ms. Tragent has been talking about?”


    “I’ll do it. I’ll do both, Uncle James. Don’t you see? I’m right where I’m supposed to be,” Maude asserted, her eyes shining brighter than stars.


    James gave in. He knew it was no use fighting his niece once she’d decided something. Maude left her aunt and uncle’s room her heart as light as a feather. It didn’t matter at all that she’d forgotten to mention Elder Williams’ secret. That could wait.


    The next morning, she joined Matt in the gardens for a morning stroll. She took in the surrounding beauty that she’d have to leave soon. The statues, the Palace, the Grand Canal, they all called out to her on this glorious summer morning. Maude’s heart was at peace.


    “Uncle James needs me,” Maude said, turning to Matt. “I’ll be coming back to Soulville, but not right away. Are you ready to work on a new album with me?”


    He took her hand, stroking it tenderly.


    “I thought you’d never ask.”


    


    ***


    



    


    The French Girl Series


    


    A French Princess in Versailles is the third book in the French Girl series and will be followed by a fourth book set to be released in December 2014. More information on my website.


    If you haven’t read the first book in the series, A French Girl in New York is FREE on Amazon.


    If you wish to receive exclusive news about the French Girl series, don’t hesitate to join my newsletter


    If you wish to tell me how much you’ve enjoyed the book, please leave a rating on Goodreads, or like my Facebook page, follow me on Twitter or send me an email at annaadams333@gmail.com


    



    About Anna Adams


    


    Born in France, raised partly in the United States and in France, I grew up loving stories in French and English. I currently live in Paris where I pursue my studies as a Law student.


    


    I'm the author of the French Girl series. When I’m not writing, I enjoy traveling in Europe and dream of going to Asia and Africa.


    


    


    


    

  

OEBPS/Images/00001.jpeg
A French Princess
in Versailles

.anovel by Anng Adams .





