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 WAS BORN BELIEVING that the world was unfair and I was the person to set it right.  

One of my earliest memories is of Papa setting me atop a nail keg in the forge; I could 

not have been older than two at the time. 

“Colette, give Papa a kiss,” he said, tapping his cheek. 

“Pourquoi?” I would ask. “Why?” 

“Come and sit on my knee.” 

“Pourquoi?” 

My response to every order was the same, asked with genuine curiosity. I did not 

understand why his watching friends chuckled. Why should I press my lips to Papa’s sweaty, 

prickly cheek? Why should I hop down from the keg, where he had just placed me, and run to sit 

on his knee, a most uncomfortable perch? I felt justified in requesting a reason for each abrupt 

order, yet he never bothered to give me one. 

Maman, when thus questioned, provided an answer in the form of a sharp swat. This I 

could respect as definitive authority, although the reasoning behind it remained dubious. 

My little brother Pascoe was born believing that the world was his to command. As soon 

as he acquired his first vocabulary word, “Non,” he and I joined ranks in defiance of established 

authority. 
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Many impediments cluttered the path of destiny in those early years: parents, thirteen 

other siblings, and educational difficulties. As we grew into adulthood, more serious matters 

intervened, even parting us for a time. But I will speak more of this later. For now let me assert 

that, no matter the obstacles thrown in our way, our sibling bond seemed indissoluble; the love 

between us continued unaffected by any outside relationships. 

Pascoe and I were young adults when revolutionaries in Paris threw aside the tyranny of 

centuries and established a new government based on the Rights of Man. From the seclusion of 

our little village in Normandy we rejoiced over each battle fought and won; and when our local 

physician, a man who first mentored then employed Pascoe for several years, became deputy to 

the National Assembly from our district, a whole new world opened at our feet.  

My story truly begins on a certain day in the spring of 1792, in the little domain I had 

made for myself in the kitchen at the bottom of Doctor Hilliard’s Paris house. Perhaps it wasn’t 

strictly my domain, for it did not belong to me. I was merely the doctor’s housekeeper and could 

lay no real claim. Nevertheless, the basement kitchen and the garden connected with it were 

more mine than anything else had ever been; and I loved that small, dark room, especially during 

the hours when sunlight slanted through the bubbled-glass windows high in its back wall, 

making bright, swirling shapes on the whitewashed walls, or each evening when I arranged my 

latest culinary creation on a platter and left it in the warming oven for the doctor to discover 

whenever he arrived home. That kitchen was my home. Not the home I grew up in, but the home 

I craved. 

On this particular day, however, it did not feel the safe haven I had always believed it to 

be. Loud voices fell from the next floor where the doctor and Pascoe were in conference, 

disturbing my calm. When I closed the doors to the stairways, the angry voices slipped in 

through the open kitchen windows. I couldn’t close the windows without smothering of heat. Yet 

I needed to block out the sound, to make it stop. 

So I slipped a filet of sole into a greased skillet, set it on a bed of hot coals on the hearth, 

and let it brown until golden on both sides. The hiss and sizzle did not quite cover the shouting, 

but it helped. Then I slid the fish onto a waiting plate lined with sautéed vegetables fresh from 

my kitchen garden, and I topped all with an herbed wine-and-butter sauce. A grind of fresh 

pepper finished off my creation. 

But my hands were still trembling, and I felt as if something inside me might crumble to 

pieces. 

Pascoe often shouted. Shouting was part of his fiery nature, a normal event. He shouted 

when he gave speeches at section meetings. He shouted about overcooked meals or inferior 

wines. He shouted when his lace jabot refused to fall into perfect folds. 

But Doctor Hilliard never raised his voice in anger. Doctor Hilliard was never angry. He 

never displayed emotion. At most he might indicate approval by the glance of a benevolent eye 

or disapprobation by the merest lift of a brow. 

Yet there could be no mistaking the two furious voices overhead. I well knew Pascoe’s 

sharp tenor with its sarcastic edge; but never before had I heard the doctor’s resonant voice 

crackle with passion. 

I managed to slide the hot plate onto the warming shelf alongside a crusty loaf of bread 

and closed the door, using a doubled towel to protect my shaking hands. Behind me, the door to 

the back stairway flew open, and Pascoe burst in as I spun to face him. 

“Gather your things; we are leaving.” His eyes blazed in his pale face, and the jut of his 

jaw allowed for no questions. He clapped his tall hat on his head as he passed through the room. 



I snatched up my bonnet, shoved my feet into my sabots, and grabbed my parasol. “What 

has happened?” I asked just above a whisper. 

“I’ll tell you once we are away from this house.” His lips snapped tight. His chest heaved 

with emotion, and he grasped a portfolio so tightly that his fingers looked white. 

We left the house through the back door, climbed the steps to ground level, and passed 

through my kitchen garden. “Watch out for my strawberries,” I warned, but Pascoe walked as if 

blind. Concern for him hastened my steps. Since the doctor’s house was last in the row, the side 

gate of my garden entered an alley between buildings. 

The heat of the Paris streets and alleys suited my brother’s mood, as did the crush of 

traffic on the main thoroughfare. Street vendors cried their wares; carriages, carts, sedan chairs, 

horses, donkeys, and even the occasional goat cart filled the pavements; and café tables cluttered 

the walkway. 

Pascoe blew along in his own private storm, heedless of passersby. He was not a tall man; 

in fact, he was smaller than average. Yet people tended to move aside when they saw him 

coming. I followed in his wake, panting and anxious. Pascoe and stress made a precarious 

combination. 

Caring for this beloved brother had long been my major purpose for existence, an 

ongoing quest to right any wrongs preventing him from achieving his own life goals. I 

considered us a team functioning in tandem, with Pascoe in the lead position.  

I paid no heed to our direction or location; staying with Pascoe was my only concern, and 

at times I wondered if he intended to leave me behind. He walked as he did everything, with 

purpose and effortless grace. Head high, shoulders back, lungs pumping efficiently, he moved so 

quickly that I was obliged to trot much of the time in order to match his pace. 

Only when we stepped onto Pont Royal did I realize where he had taken us. “Pascoe, may 

we stop on the bridge, s’il te plaît?” 

He slanted me a glance and slowed his pace. At the center of the span he stopped, and I 

struggled to catch my breath, gasping, “Merci.” 

The air was cooler here after showers earlier in the day, and the river flowing beneath us 

reflected patchy blue sky, giving it the illusion of fresh clarity. I had often stood here in the past, 

admiring the view of grandeur unequaled in my experience. Directly across Pont Royal lay the 

Palais du Louvre and Palais des Tuileries in all their glory. Despite my disapproval of royalty 

and privilege, my heart responded to their magnificent trappings. By comparison, much of my 

life in Paris felt enclosed and dingy. Either I worked inside a dark house or I walked filthy streets 

surrounded by buildings that obscured all but a strip of sky overhead. Here, from the bridge, I 

could behold vistas to raise my thoughts to lofty heights. 

But as I stood there beside Pascoe on that stormy spring day, I noticed none of this glory. 

Leaning over the parapet, I lowered my gaze to the water rushing inexorably beneath our feet. 

Not fountain water or rainwater mixed with sewage in the street gutters, but a genuine river 

flowing directly through the city. Running water swept all before it, cleansing and desolating. 

A sharp breeze caught at my bonnet. Startled, I looked up to see dark clouds building on 

the horizon. Sunlight glinted off Pascoe’s bright hair, yet behind him loomed a storm. He leaned 

back, propped his elbows on the parapet, and crossed one neatly shod foot over the other. 

Although he dressed as befit a leader among the sans-culottes, my brother managed to impart a 

stylish air to trousers, waistcoat, and cravat decorated in patriotic red, white, and blue, and his 

coat was cut to perfectly fit his athletic figure. His current pose suggested relaxation and ease, 

but I knew better. 



I followed his narrowed gaze across the river, to a roofline barely visible above the trees 

of the Jardin des Tuileries. It was the National Assembly Hall where the Legislature met each 

day. Where Pascoe had worked with Doctor Hilliard for the past two years. 

The lingering anger in my brother’s eyes worried me. Every protective instinct rose to his 

defense. 

“Tell me what happened, Pascoe.” 

A muscle twitched in his lean cheek. “Doctor Hilliard has aligned with the Girondins.” 

“Ah bon?” I could not feign surprise at this news.  

“He and I have finally, irrevocably parted ways.” 

The defiant words struck me with sadness. Doctor Hilliard, while not exactly a family 

friend, had at least been the Girardeau family’s physician for many years. Long ago he noticed 

Pascoe’s potential and drive and took him under his wing, mentoring and advising him; and 

everyone knew that his recommendation had ensured Pascoe’s acceptance at Oxford. 

In recent months the doctor had attempted to rein in the more radical wing of the 

Assembly, urging restraint, patience, and cooperation. However, the constant interference, 

conspiracy, and outright treason of the Royalists had eroded Pascoe’s patience until he aligned 

himself with the Jacobins, those refusing to tolerate further compromise and negotiation with 

enemies of the Republic. 

“I can see how it would be difficult for you and him to work together,” I began, “when 

your visions for the future of the Republic—” 

“Tais-toi!”  

I stiffened. “Pardon?” 

The thoughts and emotions flowing over his face were easy to read. Realizing that 

rudeness had been a mistake, he composed his features into an expression of loving concern. 

That very look told me what was coming, and I braced myself for confrontation. When Pascoe 

spoke again, his tone was gentle and reasoning: 

“Do not feign ignorance, ma petite sœur. You must know reconciliation is impossible, as 

is your continued position as the doctor’s housekeeper. This break will compel us both to spread 

our wings and find our true places in the city, places connected with the future, not with the past. 

Paris offers endless opportunity to a free woman of your talent and intelligence.” 

A dozen different responses flitted across my mind, but he had heard them all before. For 

nearly a year now, Pascoe had urged me to leave my housekeeping position. First, in his cajoling, 

amusing way, he pointed out that a sans-culottes leader laboring as a domestic servant was a 

symbolic travesty.  

My response? “Symbolism means little when compared to a regular income.” 

Switching to a protective note, he next warned me of the dangers of a single woman 

working alone in the household of an influential man. 

“Doctor Hilliard takes care never to be alone in his house with me,” I assured him. 

This tactic failing, with biting sarcasm Pascoe had mocked my posturing as a chef. 

I calmly replied, “Until you actually sample my culinary efforts, your criticism means 

nothing.” 

As a last resort, he attempted to shame me. “You labor in the garden, hands in the soil 

like a farm girl. You hate agriculture, dirt, and insects as much as I do, Colette. Admit it!” 

“It is true, I despised gardening back home in Biron, but that was when I had no choice in 

the matter. Now I find pleasure in cultivating and arranging flowers and in raising produce fit to 

grace a gentleman’s table.” 



Although no heated words had yet passed between us on the matter, it had nonetheless 

grown into an invisible battle waged between the charmingly irresistible lever and the obdurately 

immovable rock. 

When I said nothing, he turned to face me, still leaning one elbow on the parapet. 

Concern and repressed irritation filled his eyes as they studied me. His wide, mobile mouth 

assumed various shapes as he considered his next words. I could only return his regard, longing 

for him to understand my heart.  

“Colette, ma petite,” he said, “this matter goes far deeper than a contest of wills between 

you and me. Current political tensions in the Assembly, in the city, are volatile. You must trust in 

my greater understanding of politics and economics, and in my broader experience of the world 

and its foibles. Trust me when I say that for you to continue serving in Doctor Hilliard’s 

household would be an error with ramifications you cannot begin to comprehend.” 

My tender feelings withered in a sudden gust of resentment. His greater understanding! 

Had I not listened, a captive audience, while he read every classic tome on government and 

civilization written since the dawn of time? Had I not learned Latin under his tutelage and many 

times debated the merits of democracy, oligarchy, monarchy, theocracy, and every other method 

of government known to mankind? Yet whenever it suited him to think so, I was a weak woman 

who must trust in his superior knowledge of the world. 

I folded my arms. “Explain these ramifications to me, mon frère, and I shall try, with my 

inferior female mind, to comprehend.” 

He swore and swung around to face the parapet, gripping it with his bare hands. “Why 

must you be so stubborn?” 

“And you are not?” I touched his shoulder but he shrugged me off. “Pascoe, mon âme, 

the steady income from Doctor Hilliard keeps me solvent from month to month. There is nothing 

even remotely political about my work, and it has no connection with you. Let us speak of this 

no more.” 

“It has every connection with me, and I shall continue to speak of it until you come to 

your senses!” 

“You are free to speak, and I am equally free to ignore.” 

A raindrop splashed on my hand. Dark spots appeared on his shoulders. “The storm is 

coming; we’ll be caught in a downpour,” I said. “And we’ll be late for tonight’s meeting if we 

don’t hurry home.” 

He hailed a passing calèche, and moments later we clattered across the bridge behind a 

pair of skinny bays. Once again the crowded streets of Paris buried fleeting moments of glory 

beneath the daily struggle for existence.  

Not for a moment did I believe the subject would be dropped. 
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