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Chapter 1

Paris and Toulouse

July-September 1840

Paris July 1840

They are bringing back the body of Bonaparte, a name I had hoped not to hear again in this house. For months Paris has buzzed with news of nothing else, and I am sick of it. The former emperor will be exhumed from his ignominious grave in St Helena and brought “home” – albeit to Paris, not Corsica. A splendid catafalque has been ordered for the funeral cortège, a funeral mass commissioned from Hector Berlioz, fulsome speeches written, invitation lists drawn up.

The artists, too, want to play their part in this fanfare. Was not Bonaparte a generous patron of the arts? My late husband, Antoine-Jean Gros, spent twenty years depicting his accomplishments. Horace Vernet, who makes a virtual industry of scenes glorifying Bonaparte, calls a meeting. Though I have little patience with this nonsense, it is good to get out of the house. When I arrive at his studio, I have several minutes’ pleasant conversation with Antoine’s contemporaries, while one of Vernet’s pupils hands round cups of tea. But when I tell him my name, Augustine Dufresne, I see him struggle to place me. Though I, too, am an artist and exhibited paintings at three Salons, those art exhibitions at the Louvre that were the ultimate mark of prestige for an artist, these were probably before he was born. There is an awkward silence. Finally someone explains, “She is Baroness Gros.”

I inwardly cringe, knowing what will come next.

“Oh, Baroness Gros!” breathes the young man reverently. “Your husband painted Jaffa!” His voice rises in his excitement, conversations stop, heads turn in our direction.

Again, I think, clicking down my teacup in disgust. I loathe being introduced like that, known only for my husband’s famous picture of Bonaparte visiting the French soldiers’ plague hospital at Jaffa during the Egyptian campaign. That painting brought Antoine so much joy in 1804 and so much grief in the years that followed. He was never able to escape from the shadow of its fame or its subject matter. Nor have I. It has followed us like – well – like the plague. I suddenly decide I must leave Paris, lest I be faced with still more of this. Where could I go to be well away?

My dissatisfied mood persists as I return home to the apartment in the rue des Saints Pères and walk through the rooms in the gathering dusk. I had been so delighted to decorate it in the modern fashion as a new bride in 1809, but now it seems more like a museum of Empire taste – so much mahogany, so many Egyptian heads, eagles, sylphs, and griffins. There is even a carpet strewn with N’s and bees, made for Bonaparte while he was emperor but discarded by his successors. Once, too, these rooms had voices in them.

“Bonsoir, chèèèrrre Maman! Ça va?” Antoine loved to draw out that word, rolling the r. I heard two kisses, as boisterous as his greeting, planted on her withered cheeks.

“Bonsoir, mon fils. I hope you are hungry – I asked Cook to make boeuf bourguignon, your favorite.”

“Merci, Maman – but you know such rich dishes don’t agree with Augustine.”

“That one has been painting all day. She should poke her nose out of her room and attend to the menus herself!”

I emerge from my studio. “No need to shout, Maman Madeleine. I’m here now.”

“Bonsoir, Augustine.” A quieter greeting for me, with more decorous kisses. “Maman says you’ve been keeping busy.”

Keeping busy. In the Gros household I was not Augustine Dufresne, artist, practicing my art, but Madame Gros, wife, keeping busy.

No use fuming about the past. I shut the door on that memory.

I go to the bedroom and sit on the bed Antoine and I shared. Too restless to sleep, I begin to sort through my clothes to decide what to pack. There are only a few things besides the half-dozen mourning dresses made for me as a new widow five years ago. They are shabby now, but I have grown indifferent to clothes. For whom should I dress?

Then, in the back of the armoire, I notice a crumpled bit of pink and reach to bring it out into the light. It is the red fabric rose that Antoine bought for me during our wedding trip to Toulouse. A vendor had a basket of them on her arm, and on a whim he purchased it and gave it to me, telling me that it and I should never fade but stay as fresh and blooming as we were at that moment. He could be charming, my Antoine. No, I think sadly, this flower and I have faded together, and I have been too long soured by life.

Toulouse. Why did I not think of it before? I will go to Toulouse. I will walk again in its streets of brick buildings; enjoy again the majesty of Saint-Sernin; be cheered by the singsong cadence of the native speech; walk along the river and canal, breathe the air that is both invigorating and relaxing.

I sleep very little that night, reliving memories of the city, making practical plans for the trip, mentally packing my trunk. My determination grows stronger the more I think about it. I will flee from the forthcoming funeral. I will relive the happiness and hopeful beginning of our married life before the bitterness set in.

When my maid Marie-Louise (named after Bonaparte’s second empress) brings my morning coffee, I tell her of my plans. She is dismayed. “Leave Paris? Travel now? When all Paris is preparing for the Emperor’s return?”

I reply tartly, “Oh, but the Emperor is traveling now – he has inspired me!”

The more I think of it, the more the idea grows on me. How long has it been since I did something on impulse? That in itself has the pleasure of novelty. Why should I not please myself?

Two days later I tell my sister Ange-Pauline my plans. She objects, “Antoine would have wanted to be here.”

“I’m not so sure of it. He would have wanted to pay his respects, but seeing the actual casket and the proof of his hero’s death, he’d have had another nervous breakdown. The last one was bad enough.”

My comment brought a shrill note into the conversation that felt out of place. Ange replied softly, “I think it would have broken his heart all over again.” We were both silent for a moment. “Tine, haven’t you forgiven him yet?”

I am startled. She is right. Disdain of Antoine has become an engrained habit. I think again of the rose from our honeymoon and feel a fresh stab of regret. It is time I left bad memories behind.

Toulouse, September 1840

I stir in an unfamiliar bed in a comfortable hotel. How delicious to not need to get ready for another day of riding in a coach! The church on the corner chimes seven. Rays of sunlight are already making their way across the building across the street, softening its worn red brick to pink, earning the city its nickname of “la ville rose.” The sounds of the street waking up below have become familiar and comforting. I am glad I decided to come here. I made the right choice, breaking out of the routine of Paris. Breathing the warm air, rejoicing in the beauty of the place and the memories of our honeymoon, I feel liberated.

For a week I simply wander where my fancy takes me. The buildings and the light are enchanting. Why did I not remember this? I purchase a sketchbook and pencils so that I can capture the effects. It is a pleasure to have new subject matter.

Toulouse, three weeks later

The month does not end as well as it began. For ten days it has rained steadily, and I have had to remain indoors and distract myself with reading novels and the latest papers from Paris, but there is nothing in them that holds my interest for very long. I am pleased to note that Bonaparte’s return, so prominent a farce upon their pages is, in Toulouse, no more than a distant rumbling.

At the next break in the weather I go back to the bookseller’s. He assures me a local worthy’s memoirs are of interest, but I find them very dull. And his treatment of his wife, as though she had no importance, no inner life of her own aside from him, makes me shut the book in disgust. I feel great sympathy for her. I, too, have been a great man’s wife. Monsieur Delestre has been very persistent in having me share Antoine’s papers with him for the biography he is writing. Twenty-five years of Antoine’s life were mine also, but my portion of the thick volume of his life will be an occasional fleeting mention. Privately, his biographers will say what a bad wife I was, how unhappy I made the great man. The causes of my own unhappiness will never be taken into account.

Why should I let an account of my days rest in the hands of these men? Why should I not write down my own story for the world to read and make its own judgment? I too have lived through tumultuous times for France, from the depths of the Revolution to the pinnacle of the Empire. I have seen the Bourbon kings regain the throne only to lose it again. I have met Napoleon and Joséphine. I have known the greatest painters of our time and am proud to be an artist myself. Surely I have things to say that are of interest not only to myself?

The next morning I return to the shop and purchase a ream of creamy white sheets smooth to the touch, watermarked laid paper to ease the flow of the pen over its surface and lend importance to the words it carries. I request quills, but the bookseller urges me to try instead the new steel nib pens from England favored by several customers. I select several pens, good black ink, a clever traveling case for ink and sander and pens, and a fine leather portfolio for carrying a quantity of sheets at a time.

“Allow me to present these as a gift, Madame –” and he holds out a pair of cotton sleeve protectors such as he wears, to keep my dress safe from wayward splashes and blots of ink.

“Thank you!” I exclaim, startled out of my usual formality, feeling as pleased as a little girl being given a birthday present. I haven’t felt that way in years. He offers to have my purchases delivered to the hotel, but I am too impatient to wait for it.

I hug the parcel to myself as I hurry back to my room. I clear the table by the window, arrange my new purchases on it, and ring for a pot of tea. Momentarily I am daunted by the task before me, but the hot drink revives me. I smile. It is really very simple. I will begin at the beginning, 1789, the year of my birth, when the world as my parents had known it was swept away.
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