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SCARAMOUCHE




BOOK I: THE ROBE




CHAPTER I. THE REPUBLICAN

He was born with a gift for laughter and an understanding that the world was mad. And that was all he inherited. Even his paternity was uncertain, although the village of Gavrillac had long since cleared away the mystery surrounding it. Those seemingly simple Breton villagers were not so naïve as to believe in a supposed relationship that lacked even the quality of originality. When a nobleman, for no clear reason, declares himself the godfather of an infant whose origins are unknown, and later takes charge of the boy’s upbringing and education, even the least sophisticated country folk see through the pretense. Thus, the people of Gavrillac harbored no illusions about the true relationship between Andre-Louis Moreau—as the boy was named—and Quintin de Kercadiou, Lord of Gavrillac, who lived in the large grey house that overlooked the village gathered below.

Andre-Louis had learned his letters at the village school, staying at the home of old Rabouillet, the attorney, who, as fiscal intendant, managed M. de Kercadiou’s affairs. When he turned fifteen, he was sent off to Paris to study law at the Lycée of Louis-le-Grand, and now had returned to practice law alongside Rabouillet. All of this was paid for by his godfather, M. de Kercadiou, who, by returning him to Rabouillet’s care, was clearly providing for his future.

Andre-Louis, on his part, made the most of the opportunities presented to him. At twenty-four, he was filled with more learning than most could even digest. Through his eager study of humanity, from Thucydides to the Encyclopedists, from Seneca to Rousseau, he confirmed his earliest belief in the fundamental madness of his fellow man. Nothing in his adventurous life ever made him doubt this conviction.

Physically, he was a thin, slight young fellow, just above middle height, with a lean, sharp face, pronounced nose and cheekbones, and lank, black hair hanging almost to his shoulders. His mouth was long, thin-lipped, and full of humor. Only the brilliance of his ever-searching, dark eyes—nearly black—lifted him above plainness. The whimsical character of his mind and his rare, graceful expression are well documented in his writings—though unfortunately scarce—especially in his Confessions. He was not yet fully aware of his gift for oratory, though he already had a degree of fame for it in the Literary Chamber of Rennes—one of those increasingly common clubs where the intellectual youth of France gathered to study and discuss new philosophies. But this fame was not exactly enviable. He was too mischievous, too caustic, and too quick—so his colleagues thought—to make mockery of their lofty theories about regenerating mankind. He insisted he was only holding up a mirror to the truth, claiming it was not his fault if, when reflected there, their ideas looked ridiculous.

All this served only to irritate; and his expulsion from the increasingly suspicious society would already have happened but for his friend, Philippe de Vilmorin, a theology student from Rennes and one of the Literary Chamber’s most popular members.

Arriving in Gavrillac on a November morning, carrying news of the political storms building over France, Philippe found in the sleepy village a fresh cause for his growing outrage. That morning, a Gavrillac peasant named Mabey had been shot dead in the woods of Meupont, across the river, by a gamekeeper of the Marquis de La Tour d’Azyr. The poor man had been caught trying to take a pheasant from a snare, and the gamekeeper acted on specific instructions from his master.

Outraged by an act of tyranny so blatant, M. de Vilmorin suggested bringing the matter to M. de Kercadiou. Mabey was a vassal of Gavrillac, and Vilmorin hoped the Lord would demand at least some compensation for the newly widowed woman and her three orphans, victims of that brutality.

But because Andre-Louis was Philippe’s dearest friend—practically his brother—the young seminarian sought him out first. He found him having breakfast alone in the long, low-ceilinged, white-paneled dining room at Rabouillet’s—the only real home Andre-Louis had ever known—and, after greeting him warmly, poured out his condemnation of M. de La Tour d’Azyr.

“I’ve heard about it already,” said Andre-Louis.

“You speak as if it didn’t surprise you,” his friend reproached.

“Nothing cruel ever surprises me when a brute does it. And La Tour d’Azyr is a brute, as everyone knows. Mabey was a fool for stealing his pheasants. He should have picked someone else’s.”

“Is that all you have to say?”

“What more is there? I try to be practical.”

“Anything more I plan to say, I will say to your godfather, M. de Kercadiou. I’ll appeal to him for justice.”

“Against M. de La Tour d’Azyr?” Andre-Louis raised his eyebrows.

“Why not?”

“My naïve Philippe, dog doesn’t eat dog.”

“You’re unfair to your godfather. He’s a humane man.”

“Oh, as humane as anyone could be. But this isn’t about humanity. It’s about the game laws.”

M. de Vilmorin threw up his long arms in disgust. He was a tall, slender young man, a couple years younger than Andre-Louis, dressed austerely in black as befitted a seminarian, with white bands at his wrists and throat and silver buckles on his shoes. His neatly tied brown hair was untouched by powder.

“You sound just like a lawyer,” he burst out.

“Naturally. But don’t blame me for that. Tell me: what do you want me to do?”

“I want you to come with me to M. de Kercadiou and use your influence to see justice done. I suppose that’s asking too much.”

“My dear Philippe, I’m always ready to help you. I’m warning you it’s likely pointless, but let me finish my breakfast and I’m at your service.”

M. de Vilmorin settled into a wing chair near the well-tended hearth, where a cheerful fire of pine logs blazed high. As he waited, he gave his friend the latest news from Rennes. Young, passionate, enthusiastic, and driven by Utopian ideals, he fiercely denounced the rebellious stance of the privileged class.

Andre-Louis, already well aware of the prevailing mood among the order whose sessions he attended as the representative of a nobleman, was not the least surprised. Still, M. de Vilmorin found it exasperating that his friend didn’t seem to share his outrage.

“Don’t you realize what’s happening?” he cried. “The nobles, by defying the King, are undermining the very base of the throne. Don’t they grasp that their own existence relies on it? If the throne falls, they—being closest—will be the first crushed. Can’t they see that?”

“Apparently not. They’re just a ruling class, and I’ve never heard of any ruling class caring for anything beyond its own interests.”

“That’s our grievance. That’s what we’ll change.”

“You plan to abolish ruling classes? An intriguing experiment. I think it was tried at the beginning of time—it might have worked, if not for Cain.”

“What we’ll do,” said M. de Vilmorin, reining in his frustration, “is transfer power into other hands.”

“And you think that will make a difference?”

“I know it will.”

“Oh! Since you’re now in minor orders, the Almighty must confide in you. Has He told you He’ll change the nature of mankind?”

M. de Vilmorin’s sharp, ascetic face darkened. “You’re profane, Andre,” he rebuked his friend.

“I assure you I’m quite serious. Doing what you suggest would need nothing less than divine intervention. You have to change man, not systems. Can you and the dreamers in the Literary Chamber of Rennes, or any society in France, come up with a system that has never been tried? Certainly not. And can they say any tried system never failed in the end? My dear Philippe, the future can be predicted only by the past. Ab actu ad posse valet consecutio. Man never changes. He’s always greedy, always acquisitive, always base. I mean humanity as a whole.”

“Do you claim it’s impossible to improve the people’s lot?” M. de Vilmorin challenged him.

“When you say ‘the people’ you mean, of course, the populace. Will you abolish that? That’s the only way to improve its lot, because as long as it’s just ‘the populace’, its lot will be misery.”

“You argue, naturally, on behalf of whoever hires you. That’s only to be expected.” M. de Vilmorin’s voice was both sorrowful and indignant.

“Not at all. I’m only trying to be objective. Let’s test your ideas. What system of government do you want? A republic, I gather. Well, you already have one. France is a republic today.”

Philippe looked at him, startled. “Surely you’re joking. What about the King?”

“The King? Everyone knows France hasn’t had a real king since Louis XIV. There’s a fat man at Versailles who wears the crown, but your own news shows how little he matters. The nobles and clergy occupy the top positions, ruling with the people of France underfoot. That’s why I say France is a republic; it’s built like Rome’s. Then, as now, great patrician families lived in luxury, keeping power, wealth, and everything else desirable for themselves, and the people were left to suffer, sweat, bleed, starve, and die in the Roman streets. That was a republic; the greatest in history.”

Philippe tried to control his impatience. “At least admit—as you already have—that we couldn’t be governed any worse than we are?”

“That’s not the point. The point is: would we be governed any better if we swapped one ruling class for another? Without proof of that, I’d be last to raise a hand for change. What guarantees do you offer? What class wants power now? I’ll tell you: the bourgeoisie.”

“What?”

“That surprises you? The truth does that. You hadn’t thought of it? Well, think now. Look closely at the Nantes manifesto. Who wrote it?”

“I know who pushed the Nantes council to send it to the King. Ten thousand workers—shipwrights, weavers, laborers, artisans of all types.”

“Spurred on, driven by their bosses—the city’s wealthy traders and shipowners,” replied Andre-Louis. “I like to look at things up close, which is what our Literary Chamber colleagues dislike about me. Where they skim, I dig. Behind those Nantes workers, advising and pushing them to risk their lives chasing the illusion of freedom, are sail-makers, spinners, shipowners, and slave-traders. The slave-traders! The men who profit by trafficking human beings in the colonies are spearheading a liberty movement at home! Don’t you see this whole cause is driven by merchants and traders, vassals grown rich and envious of those born to power? The Paris money-changers who hold the national debt fear the State’s financial instability, afraid that a single man’s power could wipe out the debt by bankruptcy. For their own security, they’re working to tear down the state and replace it with one where they rule. For this, they rile up the masses. Already in Dauphiny, the blood has flowed—the people’s blood, always. And now in Brittany we may see the same. If new ideas win and aristocracy is overthrown, what then? You’ll trade a nobility for a plutocracy. Is that progress? Do you imagine the people will be happier under money-changers, slave-traders, and those fattened by buying and selling, than under priests and nobles? Have you considered why rule by nobles is so intolerable? It’s greed. Greed is mankind’s curse. Shall we expect less greed from those who owe their rise to greed? I’ll admit the present government is terrible, unjust, tyrannical—whatever you like; but you should look ahead. The new government may be far worse.”

Philippe paused thoughtfully, then continued.

“You’ve said nothing about the abuses, the terrible, intolerable abuses of power we suffer now.”

“Where there is power, there will always be abuse.”

“Not if power depends on fair administration.”

“Power’s only qualification is power itself. We can’t dictate to those who hold it.”

“The people can—by their strength.”

“Again, do you mean the populace? What power can the masses wield? They can riot, destroy, and kill for a time. But lasting power requires qualities the populace lacks—otherwise, they wouldn’t be ‘the populace’. Tragically, civilization always creates a populace. As for the rest, abuses can be fixed by fairness; and if the enlightened aren’t fair, no one is. M. Necker will begin tackling abuses and limiting privilege. The States-General will be called for that.”

“We’ve made a promising start in Brittany, then, as Heaven hears me!” cried Philippe.

“Nonsense. Of course, the nobles won’t give up without a fight—a pointless and silly fight, but… that’s human nature, I suppose.”

M. de Vilmorin turned sourly sarcastic. “I suppose next you’ll excuse Mabey’s shooting as pointless and ridiculous. I could almost hear you defend the Marquis de La Tour d’Azyr’s gamekeeper for being merciful, since the alternative was life at the galleys.”

Andre-Louis finished his chocolate, set down his cup, and pushed back his chair, his breakfast over.

“I admit I don’t have your boundless charity, my dear Philippe. I’m affected by Mabey’s fate. But, having gotten over the initial shock, I remember that, in the end, Mabey was stealing when he died.”

M. de Vilmorin rose, bristling with indignation.

“That’s just what I’d expect from someone who’s both assistant fiscal intendant to a noble and a nobleman’s delegate to the States of Brittany.”

“Philippe, is that fair? You’re angry with me!” he cried, sincerely concerned.

“I’m hurt,” Vilmorin admitted. “Deeply hurt by your attitude. And I’m not the only one—others resent your reactionary views. Did you know the Literary Chamber is seriously debating your expulsion?”

Andre-Louis shrugged. “I’m neither surprised nor troubled.”

M. de Vilmorin continued passionately: “At times I think you have no heart. With you, it’s always the law—never justice. Maybe I was wrong to come to you, Andre. You’re not likely to help me in my meeting with M. de Kercadiou.” He picked up his hat, clearly intending to leave.

Andre-Louis sprang up, seizing his arm.

“I swear,” he said, “I’ll never again argue law or politics with you, Philippe. I love you too much to quarrel about other people’s business.”

“But I make them mine,” Philippe insisted forcefully.

“Of course, and I love you for it. That’s right—you’re to be a priest, and everyone’s business is a priest’s business. I’m a lawyer—the fiscal intendant of a nobleman, as you say—and a lawyer’s job is his client’s business. That’s our difference. Still, you’re not getting rid of me.”

“But in all honesty, now that I think of it, I’d rather you didn’t come with me to M. de Kercadiou. Your duty to your client wouldn’t help me.”

His anger had faded, but his resolve was firm, for the reason he gave.

“Very well,” said Andre-Louis. “As you wish. But nothing will stop me from at least walking with you to the chateau, and waiting outside while you speak to M. de Kercadiou.”

So they left together, good friends—for M. de Vilmorin’s kind nature didn’t allow for grudges—and made their way up the village’s steep main street toward the chateau.




CHAPTER II. THE ARISTOCRAT

The sleepy village of Gavrillac, half a league removed from the main road to Rennes and thus undisturbed by the world’s traffic, nestled in a bend of the River Meu, at the foot of, and climbing halfway up the slope of, the gentle hill topped by the squat manor house. By the time Gavrillac had paid tribute to its seigneur—partly in money and partly in labor—tithes to the Church, and taxes to the King, it could hardly keep body and soul together with what remained. Yet, as hard as life was in Gavrillac, it was not as harsh as in many other parts of France—certainly not so harsh, for instance, as for the poor tenants of the great Lord of La Tour d’Azyr, whose vast estates lay at a single point separated from this little village merely by the waters of the Meu.

The Chateau de Gavrillac owed whatever seigneurial dignity it possessed more to its commanding position above the village than to any features of its own. Constructed of granite, like the rest of Gavrillac—though softened by some three centuries of age—it was a squat, flat-fronted building with two stories, each illuminated by four windows with exterior wooden shutters, flanked at either end by two square towers—or pavilions—with extinguisher roofs. Set well back in a garden, now bare but pleasant in summer, and facing a fine, balustraded terrace, it appeared exactly what it was, and always had been: the home of unpretentious people more interested in farming than in glory.

Quintin de Kercadiou, Lord of Gavrillac—Seigneur de Gavrillac was the only vague title he bore, as his ancestors had done before him, though no one knew its precise origins—reinforced the impression his home conveyed. As solid and rough as the granite itself, he had never sought out the life of courts, nor even served in his King’s armies. He left those pursuits to his younger brother, Etienne, who represented the family in more elevated circles. Quintin’s interests from his earliest years had always centered on his woods and fields. He hunted, he farmed, and on the surface, he seemed hardly better than any of his peasant tenants. He kept no grand style, or at least, not one matching his status or the tastes of his niece, Aline de Kercadiou. Aline, having spent about two years in the courtly atmosphere of Versailles under the guidance of her uncle Etienne, had very different ideas from her uncle Quintin about what seigneurial dignity ought to be. But though this only child of a third Kercadiou had exercised a tyrannical rule over the Lord of Gavrillac ever since she was orphaned at the age of four—Quintin being both father and mother to her—she had never yet succeeded in overcoming his stubbornness regarding that matter. She did not yet give up hope—her persistence was a dominant trait—although she had been at it diligently and without result for the three months since her return from Versailles.

She was walking on the terrace when Andre-Louis and M. de Vilmorin arrived. She was bundled against the chilly air in a white pelisse, and her head was covered by a close-fitting bonnet edged with white fur, tied tightly at the right with a pale blue ribbon; on the left side, a long ringlet of golden-blonde hair had escaped. The brisk air had reddened her cheeks and seemed to have added a sparkle to her dark blue eyes.

Andre-Louis and M. de Vilmorin had been known to her since childhood. The three had once been playmates, and because of Andre-Louis’s spiritual relationship with her uncle, she called him her cousin. This cousinly relationship remained between those two long after Philippe de Vilmorin had grown out of the early friendship and come to be known to her as Monsieur de Vilmorin.

She greeted them with a wave as they approached and stood—an enchanting sight, and fully aware of it—waiting at the end of the terrace nearest the short avenue from which they came.

“If you have come to see my uncle, gentlemen, you are unlucky,” she told them, with a certain feverish excitement in her manner. “He is very—oh, so very—busy.”

“We will wait, mademoiselle,” said M. de Vilmorin, bowing gallantly over the hand she offered him. “Indeed, who would hurry to the uncle while one might linger with the niece?”

“M. l’abbé,” she teased, “when you become a priest, I shall make you my confessor. You have such an understanding and sympathetic manner.”

“But no curiosity,” said Andre-Louis. “You haven’t thought of that.”

“I wonder what you mean, Cousin Andre.”

“It’s no wonder you do,” laughed Philippe. “For no one ever knows.” Then, as his gaze wandered across the terrace, it landed on a carriage parked before the chateau door. It was a vehicle one might see on the streets of a great city, but rarely in the countryside—a finely sprung two-horse cabriolet of walnut, gleaming like glass, with little pastoral scenes delicately painted on the door panels. Built for two inside, with a box for the coachman and a rear platform for the footman. The footman’s stand was empty, but the man himself paced before the door, and as he emerged from behind the carriage into M. de Vilmorin’s view, he was seen in the splendid blue-and-gold livery of the Marquis de La Tour d’Azyr.

“Why!” he exclaimed. “Is M. de La Tour d’Azyr with your uncle?”

“He is, monsieur,” she replied, her voice and eyes full of mystery, though M. de Vilmorin noticed nothing.

“Ah, pardon!” He bowed deeply, hat in hand. “At your service, mademoiselle,” and turned to head towards the house.

“Shall I come with you, Philippe?” Andre-Louis called after him.

“It would be ungallant to assume you would prefer it,” said M. de Vilmorin, glancing towards mademoiselle. “Nor do I think it would help. If you will wait…”

M. de Vilmorin strode off. Mademoiselle, after a moment’s blank pause, laughed lightly. “Now where is he going in such a hurry?”

“To see M. de La Tour d’Azyr as well as your uncle, I’d say.”

“But he cannot. They can’t see him. Didn’t I say they are very closely engaged? You don’t ask me why, Andre.” There was a mysterious, teasing air about her—perhaps glee or amusement, or both. Andre-Louis could not tell.

“Since you’re obviously eager to tell me, why should I ask?” he replied.

“If you’re sarcastic, I won’t tell you even if you ask. Oh yes, I will. It will teach you to treat me with the respect I deserve.”

“I hope never to fail in that.”

“Even less so once you know how closely involved I am in M. de La Tour d’Azyr’s visit. I am the reason for his visit.” She looked at him with sparkling eyes and laughter on her lips.

“The rest, I suppose, is obvious. But I must be a fool, because it’s not obvious to me.”

“Why, silly, he’s come to ask for my hand in marriage.”

“Good God!” said Andre-Louis, and stared at her, dismayed.

She drew back a step with a frown and lifted her chin. “Does that surprise you?”

“It disgusts me,” he said bluntly. “In fact, I don’t believe it. You’re teasing me.”

For a moment she pushed aside her annoyance to erase his doubts. “I’m quite serious, monsieur. A formal letter arrived this morning to my uncle from M. de La Tour d’Azyr, announcing the visit and its purpose. I won’t say it didn’t surprise us a little…”

“Oh, I see,” cried Andre-Louis, relieved. “Now I understand. For a moment I almost feared…” He stopped, gazed at her, and shrugged.

“Why do you stop? You almost feared that Versailles had been wasted on me. That I’d allow myself to be courted like any village girl. That was silly of you. My courtship is being conducted in proper form, with my uncle’s blessing.”

“So your uncle’s consent is all that matters, according to Versailles?”

“What else?”

“There’s your own.”

She laughed. “I am a dutiful niece… when it suits me.”

“And will it suit your duty if your uncle accepts this outrageous proposal?”

“Outrageous!” She bristled. “Why outrageous?”

“For a dozen reasons,” he answered irritably.

“Give me one,” she challenged.

“He’s twice your age.”

“Not quite,” she said.

“He must be at least forty-five.”

“But he looks no more than thirty. He’s very handsome—you’ll admit that—and he’s very wealthy and powerful, the greatest nobleman in Brittany. He’ll make me a great lady.”

“God already made you that, Aline.”

“Now that’s better. Sometimes you really can be courteous.” She moved along the terrace, Andre-Louis walking beside her.

“I can do better. I’ll give you reason not to let such a beast sully the beautiful thing God made.”

She frowned, her lips tightening. “You’re talking about my future husband,” she rebuked him.

His lips pressed together as well, his pale face growing paler.

“And is it so? Is it settled, then? Your uncle will accept? You’ll be sold like this, without love, into bondage to a man you don’t know. I dreamed of better for you, Aline.”

“Better than to be Marquise de La Tour d’Azyr?”

He threw up his hands in exasperation. “Are men and women nothing more than names? Do their souls mean nothing? Is there no real joy or happiness in life—are wealth and pleasure and hollow titles its only aims? I thought you were above that, Aline—so much higher, almost otherworldly. There’s joy in your heart, wisdom in your mind, and, I thought, vision enough to see past fakes and claim the truth for yourself. Yet you’ll give it all up for a handful of illusions, selling your soul and body to become Marquise de La Tour d’Azyr.”

“You are improper,” she said, and though frowning, her eyes sparkled with amusement. “And you leap to conclusions. My uncle won’t agree to more than let M. le Marquis seek my consent. My uncle and I understand one another. I won’t be bartered like a turnip.”

He stopped and faced her, his eyes alight and color rising to his pale cheeks.

“You’ve been tormenting me for your own amusement!” he cried. “Well, I forgive you, out of relief.”

“Again, you’re too hasty, Cousin Andre. I have agreed that my uncle may let M. le Marquis attempt to court me. I like his appearance. I’m flattered by his attention, considering how prominent he is. It’s a position I may be pleased to share. He does not look dull. It should be interesting to be wooed by him—maybe even more interesting to marry him, and I think, when everything is considered, that I shall probably—very probably—decide to do so.”

He looked at her—at the sweet, challenging beauty of her face tightly framed in white fur—and all the life seemed to leave his own expression.

“God help you, Aline!” he groaned.

She stamped her foot. He was truly exasperating, and perhaps a bit presuming, she thought.

“You are insolent, monsieur.”

“It is never insolent to pray, Aline. And that’s all I did—prayed, as I shall continue. You’ll need my prayers, I think.”

“You are impossible!” She was growing angry, as he saw from the deepening frown and rising color.

“That is because I suffer. Oh, Aline, dear cousin, think carefully about what you do—think what you will be trading for these shams, the real things you’ll never know because these empty acts will block your path to them. When M. de La Tour d’Azyr comes to court you, study him well; trust your instincts; let your own noble nature freely judge this man by your intuition. Consider that—”

“I consider, monsieur, that you are presuming on the kindness I have always shown you. You abuse your welcome. Who are you? What are you, that you dare take this tone with me?”

He bowed, instantly his cold, detached self again, slipping into the mockery that was his natural shield.

“My congratulations, mademoiselle, on how quickly you begin adapting yourself to the grand role you are to play.”

“See that you adapt yourself also, monsieur,” she snapped, turning her shoulder to him.

“To be as dust beneath the haughty feet of Madame la Marquise. I hope I shall know my place in future.”

The phrase halted her. She turned back to him, and he saw her eyes were now shining suspiciously. In a moment, the mockery in him dissolved into remorse.

“Lord, what a beast I am, Aline!” he cried, stepping towards her. “Forgive me, if you can.”

She had almost turned to beg his pardon herself, but his regret made that unnecessary.

“I’ll try,” she said, “if you promise not to offend again.”

“But I shall,” he said. “I am made that way. I will fight to save you, from yourself if I must, whether you forgive me or not.”

They stood, facing each other—slightly breathless, a little defiant—when the others came out from the porch.

First came the Marquis de La Tour d’Azyr, Count of Solz, Knight of the Orders of the Holy Ghost and Saint Louis, and Brigadier in the King’s armies. He was tall and graceful, standing upright and soldierly, his head set proudly on his shoulders. He was resplendently dressed in a full-skirted mulberry velvet coat laced with gold; his velvet waistcoat, in a deep apricot-gold, his breeches and stockings in black silk, and his glossy, red-heeled shoes buckled in diamonds. His powdered hair was tied back with a broad ribbon of watered silk; he carried a little three-cornered hat under his arm, and a gold-hilted, slender dress sword hung at his side.

Looking on him with true detachment, watching his magnificence, his elegance, and the remarkable way his manner combined haughtiness and grace, Andre-Louis trembled for Aline. Here was a practiced, irresistible charmer, famous for his conquests, a man who had long frustrated match-making dowagers and worried husbands with attractive wives.

He was followed at once by M. de Kercadiou, in sharp contrast. On very short legs, the Lord of Gavrillac bore the body of a man, at forty-five, beginning to grow stout, with a huge head that held only moderate intelligence. His face was pink and blotchy, marked by the smallpox that had nearly killed him as a youth. His attire was slovenly, and because he never married—ignoring a gentleman’s chief duty of producing an heir—he had the reputation of a misogynist in the local area.

Next came M. de Vilmorin, very pale and composed, lips pressed tightly and brow clouded.

To greet them, a very stylish young gentleman stepped down from the carriage—the Chevalier de Chabrillane, cousin to M. de La Tour d’Azyr—who, while waiting, had watched with interest—his own presence unsuspected—the stroll of Andre-Louis and mademoiselle.

Seeing Aline, M. de La Tour d’Azyr detached himself and, lengthening his stride, crossed the terrace directly to her.

To Andre-Louis, the Marquis nodded with a mix of courtesy and condescension typical of him. Socially, the young lawyer was in an unusual position: because of his parentage, he ranked neither as noble nor as commoner, but somewhere between—claimed by neither, yet familiar with both. Coldly, he now returned M. de La Tour d’Azyr’s greeting and discreetly withdrew to join his friend.

The Marquis took mademoiselle’s offered hand, bowed over it, and raised it to his lips.

“Mademoiselle,” he said, looking into her deep blue eyes—which met his, smiling and untroubled—“your uncle does me the honor of allowing me to pay my respects to you. Will you, mademoiselle, honor me by receiving me when I come tomorrow? I have something of great importance to share with you.”

“Of importance, M. le Marquis? You nearly frighten me.” But there was no fear on the tranquil face framed in fur. She had not spent her two years at Versailles for nothing.

“That is far from my intention,” he replied.

“But important to yourself, monsieur, or to me?”

“To us both, I hope,” he answered, the full meaning in his expressive eyes.

“You make me curious, monsieur; and, of course, I am a dutiful niece. So I would be honored to receive you.”

“Not honored, mademoiselle; you would grant me the honor. Tomorrow at this hour, then, I shall have the happiness of calling on you.”

He bowed once more, again pressing her fingers to his lips while she curtsied. With that formality, they parted ways.

Now she was a bit breathless, a bit dazzled by the man’s beauty, his princely bearing, and the confident power he radiated. Almost involuntarily, she compared him to his critic—the lean and insolent Andre-Louis in his plain brown coat and steel-buckled shoes—and felt guilty for having permitted even one word of that bold criticism. Tomorrow, M. le Marquis would come to offer her a great position, a prominent rank. Already, she had cheapened the dignity he meant to confer by letting Andre-Louis comment upon a man compared to whom he was, at best, a servant.

Thus her vanity and ambition argued with her better self, and to her irritation, her better self could not give way completely.

Meanwhile, M. de La Tour d’Azyr climbed into his carriage. He had spoken a word of farewell to M. de Kercadiou, and a word also for M. de Vilmorin, to which M. de Vilmorin bowed in silent assent. The carriage rolled away, the powdered footman in blue-and-gold standing stiffly behind, and M. de La Tour d’Azyr bowing to mademoiselle, who waved in reply.

Then M. de Vilmorin took Andre-Louis’s arm and said, “Come, Andre.”

“But you’ll stay for dinner, both of you!” called the hospitable Lord of Gavrillac. “We’ll drink a certain toast,” he added, with a grin and a wink toward mademoiselle, who was coming over. He was not a subtle man, that much was clear.

M. de Vilmorin apologized for an appointment that made it impossible for him to stay. He was stiff and formal.

“And you, Andre?”

“I? Oh, I share the appointment, godfather,” he lied, “and I have a superstition against toasts.” He had no desire to remain. He was angry with Aline for her easy welcome of M. de La Tour d’Azyr and the sordid bargain he saw her making. He was hurt by the loss of an illusion.




CHAPTER III. THE ELOQUENCE OF M. DE VILMORIN

As they walked down the hill together, it was now M. de Vilmorin who was silent and lost in thought, while Andre-Louis was the talkative one. He had chosen Women as the topic for his current discourse. He claimed—quite unjustifiably—to have discovered Woman that very morning; and the things he said about the sex were unflattering, at times even crude. M. de Vilmorin, having determined the subject, simply did not listen. Strange as it may seem in a young French abbé of his day, M. de Vilmorin had no interest in women. Poor Philippe was unusual in many ways. Opposite the Breton arme—the inn and posting-house at the entrance to the village of Gavrillac—M. de Vilmorin interrupted his companion just as Andre-Louis was launching into a particularly sharp tirade, and Andre-Louis, thus brought back to reality, noticed M. de La Tour d’Azyr’s carriage standing before the inn.

“I don’t believe you’ve been listening to me,” he said.

“If you had been less interested in talking, you might have noticed that sooner and saved your breath. The fact is, you disappoint me, Andre. You seem to have forgotten why we came. I have an appointment here with M. le Marquis. He wants to hear more from me about the matter. There at Gavrillac I could do nothing. The timing, as it turned out, was poor. But I still have hopes for M. le Marquis.”

“Hopes of what?”

“That he’ll make amends as best he can. Provide for the widow and the orphans. Why else would he want to hear more from me?”

“Unusual condescension,” said Andre-Louis, quoting, “Timeo Danaos et dona ferentes.”

“Why?” asked Philippe.

“Let’s go and see—unless you think I’ll be in the way.”

The host ushered the young men into a room on the right, made private for M. le Marquis as long as he wished to honor it with his presence. A fire of logs was burning brightly at the far end, and by this sat M. de La Tour d’Azyr and his cousin, the Chevalier de Chabrillane. Both rose as M. de Vilmorin entered. Andre-Louis, following, paused to close the door.

“You oblige me with your prompt courtesy, M. de Vilmorin,” said the Marquis, though his tone was so cold it belied any real politeness. “A chair, I beg. Ah, Moreau?” His tone was cold, questioning. “Is he with you, monsieur?” he asked.

“If you please, M. le Marquis.”

“Why not? Find yourself a seat, Moreau,” he said over his shoulder, as if speaking to a servant.

“It is good of you, monsieur,” Philippe said, “to offer me this chance to continue the subject that brought me so fruitlessly, as it turned out, to Gavrillac.”

The Marquis crossed his legs, holding one elegant hand to the blaze. He answered without bothering to turn to the young man, who was slightly behind him.

“The goodness of my request is beside the point at the moment,” he said darkly, and M. de Chabrillane laughed. Andre-Louis thought he laughed too easily, and almost envied that ability.

“But I’m grateful,” Philippe insisted, “that you’d condescend to hear me plead their case.”

The Marquis looked at him over his shoulder. “Whose case?” he asked.

“Why, the case of Mabey’s widow and orphans.”

The Marquis glanced from Vilmorin to the Chevalier, and again the Chevalier laughed, this time slapping his leg.

“I think,” M. de La Tour d’Azyr said slowly, “we are talking at cross-purposes. I asked you here because the Chateau de Gavrillac wasn’t suitable for this discussion, and because I hesitated to inconvenience you by making you come all the way to Azyr. But my purpose concerns certain things you said up there. That’s what I want to discuss—if you’ll honor me.”

Andre-Louis began to sense that something sinister was in the air. He was a man of quick intuition, much quicker than M. de Vilmorin, who showed no more than mild surprise.

“I’m at a loss, monsieur,” he said. “Which remarks are you referring to?”

“It seems, monsieur, that I must refresh your memory.” The Marquis crossed his legs and turned sideways in his chair, at last facing M. de Vilmorin directly. “You spoke, monsieur—and however mistaken you were, you spoke very eloquently, nearly too eloquently—it seemed to me—of the infamy of what you called the act of summary justice against this thieving fellow Mabey, or whatever his name was. ‘Infamy’ was the exact word you used. You didn’t retract that word when I had the honor of telling you it was on my orders my gamekeeper Benet acted as he did.”

“If,” M. de Vilmorin replied, “the deed was infamous, its infamy is not reduced by the rank, however exalted, of the person responsible. In fact, it is worsened.”

“Ah!” said M. le Marquis, pulling out a gold snuffbox. “You say, ‘if the deed was infamous,’ monsieur. Am I to understand you’re not as sure as you seemed about its infamy?”

M. de Vilmorin’s fine features showed perplexity. He did not see where this was going.

“It occurs to me, M. le Marquis, that if you’re so quick to take responsibility, you must see justification in the deed that I do not.”

“That’s better. That’s much better.” The Marquis took his snuff delicately, dusting crumbs from the lace at his throat. “You realize that, not being a landowner and lacking all the facts, you may have rushed to an unjustified conclusion. That is indeed what happened. Let that be a warning, monsieur. When I say for months I’ve suffered similar thefts, you’ll understand it became necessary to set an example strong enough to stop them. Now they know the risk, I doubt there will be any more prowling in my woods. And there’s more: It’s not just poaching that annoys me, but the contempt for my absolute and inviolable rights. There is, monsieur, as you must have noticed, an evil spirit of insubordination in the air, and there is only one way to deal with it. To tolerate it, even slightly, or show any leniency, would mean harsher measures tomorrow. I’m sure you understand, and I’m sure you appreciate my condescension in offering you an explanation when I do not owe you one. If anything still confuses you, refer to the game laws, which your lawyer friend can elaborate for you.”

With that, the Marquis turned again to face the fire. It seemed to signal that the meeting was over. But to Andre-Louis, who watched with dread and unease, it did not suggest a conclusion. It was, he thought, a very curious, almost suspicious speech. It appeared outwardly polite but with insolent undertones; and it could only provoke someone with opinions like M. de Vilmorin’s. And that’s exactly what it did. He stood up.

“Are there only game laws in the world?” he demanded angrily. “Have you never heard of the laws of humanity?”

The Marquis sighed, weary. “What have I to do with the laws of humanity?” he wondered aloud.

M. de Vilmorin looked at him for a moment, speechless with amazement.

“Nothing, M. le Marquis. That is—alas!—all too obvious. I hope you’ll remember that when there comes a day when you want to appeal to those same laws you now mock.”

M. de La Tour d’Azyr jerked his head back sharply, his patrician face imperious.

“What exactly do you mean by that? This isn’t the first time today you’ve spoken so vaguely that I might almost think you’re making threats.”

“Not a threat, M. le Marquis—just a warning. A warning that these deeds against God’s creatures… Oh, you may sneer, but they are God’s creatures as much as you or I—no more, no less, even if your pride finds it painful. In His eyes…”

“For pity’s sake, spare me a sermon, M. l’abbé!”

“You mock, monsieur. You laugh. Will you laugh, I wonder, when God calls you to account for the blood and theft that fill your hands?”

“Monsieur!” The word snapped like a whip from M. de Chabrillane, who jumped to his feet. But instantly the Marquis checked him.

“Sit down, Chevalier. You’re interrupting M. l’abbé, and I want to hear more. He greatly interests me.”

In the background, Andre-Louis had also risen, alarmed by the evil expression on M. de La Tour d’Azyr’s handsome face. He came over and touched his friend on the arm.

“Better get going, Philippe,” he muttered.

But M. de Vilmorin, gripped by passions long repressed, was recklessly carried away by them.

“Oh, monsieur,” he cried, “think about what you are and what you’ll become. Think of how you and your class live off abuses and what kind of harvest that will one day bring.”

“Revolutionary!” sneered M. le Marquis. “You dare stand before me and serve up this rotten talk of your so-called modern intellectuals!”

“Is it empty talk, monsieur? Do you truly think—can you believe—that it is? Is it empty talk that feudal power grips everything that lives, crushing it for its own gain? Does it not extend its grip to the river’s water, the fire that bakes the poor man’s bread, and the wind that turns the mill? The peasant can’t step onto the road, cross a rickety bridge, buy a length of cloth in the market, without meeting feudal greed and paying its dues. Isn’t that enough, M. le Marquis? Must you take his very life for the slightest breach of your sacred privileges, uncaring whom you turn into widows and orphans? Will nothing less satisfy you than that your very shadow curses the land? Do you think, in your pride, that France—this Job among nations—will endure it forever?”

He paused, as if awaiting a reply. But none came. The Marquis watched him silently, with a faint, disdainful smile and hard, menacing eyes.

Again Andre-Louis tugged at his friend’s sleeve.

“Philippe.”

Philippe shook him off and pressed on, fanatical.

“Don’t you see the gathering storm on the horizon? You imagine that these States General, summoned by M. Necker and scheduled for next year, will do nothing but invent more extortion to cover the State’s bankruptcy? You’re fooling yourselves, and you’ll soon see. The Third Estate—the group you despise—will become the dominant force, and will find a way to end this plague of privilege that’s eating away our country’s heart.”

M. le Marquis shifted in his chair and finally replied.

“You, monsieur,” he said, “have a dangerous gift of eloquence. And what’s dangerous is not your subject but yourself. What do you offer me, after all? The same warmed-up ideas that have been served to provincial enthusiasts in literary circles, made up from your Voltaires and Jean-Jacques and other ink-stained scribblers. Not one of your philosophers has the wit to see that we’re an order consecrated by history, with rights and privileges backed by centuries of authority.”

“Humanity, monsieur,” Philippe replied, “is older than nobility. Human rights are as old as man.”

The Marquis laughed and shrugged.

“That’s just the response I expected. It has the very sound of cant that marks the philosophers.”

Then M. de Chabrillane spoke.

“You take a long route,” he criticized his cousin, sounding impatient.

“But I’m getting there,” came the answer. “I just wanted to be sure.”

“Surely you have no doubts now.”

“I have none.” The Marquis rose and turned to M. de Vilmorin, who hadn’t understood the brief aside. “M. l’abbé,” he said again, “you have a very dangerous eloquence. I can see how men could be swayed by it. Had you been born a gentleman, you wouldn’t have adopted these false views you hold.”

M. de Vilmorin stared, blank and uncomprehending.

“Did you say, Had I been born a gentleman?” he asked, confused. “But I was born a gentleman. My family is as old, my blood as good as yours, monsieur.”

The Marquis raised his eyebrows slightly and offered a faint, indulgent smile. His dark eyes looked straight into M. de Vilmorin’s.

“You’ve been misled on that, I fear.”

“Misled?”

“Your sentiments show the kind of indiscretion your mother must have committed.”

Those brutally insulting words, delivered coldly as if they were the most ordinary thing, were irretrievable. The lips that uttered them stayed calm and faintly sneering.

A heavy silence fell. Andre-Louis was stunned, thoughts frozen, while M. de Vilmorin’s gaze stayed locked with M. de La Tour d’Azyr’s, as if searching for some meaning that wouldn’t come. All at once, he understood the vile insult. Color rushed to his face, fire blazed in his gentle eyes. He trembled. Then, with a wordless cry, he lunged forward and struck M. le Marquis full and hard across his sneering face.

In a flash M. de Chabrillane was on his feet, between them.

Only too late did Andre-Louis see the snare. La Tour d’Azyr’s words were simply a calculated move, intended to provoke such a response—a move that put his opponent entirely at his mercy.

M. le Marquis stood, very white except where M. de Vilmorin’s fingerprints burned on his face; he said nothing more. Instead, it was M. de Chabrillane who spoke, stepping smoothly into his planned role in this ugly game.

“You realize, monsieur, what you’ve done,” he said coldly to Philippe. “And you realize, of course, what must follow.”

M. de Vilmorin had understood nothing until that moment. The poor young man had acted on impulse—on the instinct for decency and honor—never considering the consequences. Now, at the cold suggestion of M. de Chabrillane, he saw them clearly, and if he wished to avoid them, it was out of respect for his priestly calling, which strictly forbade such means of settling disputes as M. de Chabrillane was urging on him.

He stepped back. “Let one insult cancel the other,” he said dully. “The balance is still in M. le Marquis’s favor. Let that satisfy him.”

“Impossible.” The Chevalier pressed his lips tight, then was all suavity, though still firm. “A blow has been struck, monsieur. I believe this is the first time in M. le Marquis’s life that such a thing has happened. If you felt insulted, you could have demanded the satisfaction one gentleman owes another. Your action seems to confirm the offense you took. But that does not exempt you from the consequences.”

As you see, it was M. de Chabrillane’s job to keep the fire stoked, to make sure their victim could not escape.

“I seek no exemption,” flashed the young seminarian, stung by this new barb. After all, he was nobly born, and the traditions of his class were strong—much stronger than the humility instilled by the seminary. He owed it to himself, to his honor, to face death rather than avoid the consequences of his act.

“But he does not wear a sword, gentlemen!” cried Andre-Louis, horrified.

“That is easily remedied. He may borrow mine.”

“I mean, gentlemen,” Andre-Louis insisted, torn between fear for his friend and his own indignation, “that it’s not his custom to wear a sword, that he’s never even worn one, that he is untrained in its use. He’s a seminarian—already half a priest, forbidden by his vocation from such a duel as you propose.”

“All that he should have considered before striking a blow,” said M. de Chabrillane politely.

“The blow was deliberately provoked,” Andre-Louis raged. He reined in his temper, though the other’s arrogant stare did not help. “God help me, I argue in vain! There’s no reasoning with a settled purpose! Come away, Philippe. Don’t you see the trap…”

M. de Vilmorin cut him off, shaking him off. “Be quiet, Andre. M. le Marquis is entirely in the right.”

“M. le Marquis is in the right?” Andre-Louis let his arms drop helplessly. This man, whom he loved more than anyone in the world, was caught in the web of society’s madness. He was baring his breast to the sword’s point for the sake of some vague, twisted idea of the honor he owed himself. It was not that he didn’t see the trap. It was that his sense of honor made him refuse to even consider it. In that instant, Andre-Louis thought him a tragically noble, but deeply pitiable, figure.




CHAPTER IV. THE HERITAGE

It was M. de Vilmorin’s wish that the matter be settled immediately. In this, he was both objective and subjective. Struggling with emotions in conflict with his priestly calling, he was above all eager to finish, so he could regain a mindset more in keeping with his vocation. He also had some fear of himself; by this, I mean that his honor feared his own nature. The circumstances of his education, and the goal he had pursued for years, had robbed him of much of the spirited boldness that is considered a natural part of being male. He had grown timid and gentle as a woman. Aware of this, he worried that, once the heat of his passion faded, he might reveal a humiliating weakness during the ordeal.

On his side, M. le Marquis was just as eager for an immediate resolution; and since M. de Chabrillane was acting for his cousin, and Andre-Louis was serving as witness for M. de Vilmorin, there was nothing to hinder them.

So, within a few minutes, all the arrangements were made, and you see that grimly determined group of four gathered in the afternoon sunshine on the bowling-green behind the inn. They were completely private, screened from the house’s windows by a tangle of trees which, though now leafless, were still dense enough to serve as an effective barrier.

There were no formalities about measuring blades or choosing the ground. M. le Marquis removed his sword-belt and scabbard, but declined—not seeing it worth the trouble with such a minor opponent—to take off either his shoes or his coat. Tall, slender, and athletic, he faced the equally tall but very delicate and frail M. de Vilmorin. Philippe, too, ignored the usual preparations. Since he saw no benefit in undressing, he faced his opponent fully dressed, two bright spots shining above his cheekbones on his otherwise gray face.

M. de Chabrillane, leaning on a cane—having given his sword to M. de Vilmorin—looked on with calm interest. Facing him on the other side stood Andre-Louis, the palest of them all, staring feverishly, his hands twisting nervously.

Every instinct in him was to throw himself between the opponents, to protest and stop this meeting. But the sane part of him held back, knowing it would do no good. To calm himself, he clung to the belief that things could not truly end badly. If Philippe’s honor demanded that he cross swords with the man he had struck, then M. de La Tour d’Azyr’s status demanded he do no real harm to the young man he had so badly provoked. M. le Marquis, after all, was an honorable man. He surely intended only to teach a lesson; sharp, perhaps, but one from which his opponent would live to learn. Andre-Louis clung stubbornly to this idea for comfort.

Steel clashed on steel, and the men engaged. The Marquis presented to his opponent the narrow edge of his straight body, knees slightly bent like living springs, while M. de Vilmorin stood squarely, an easy target, knees stiff. Honor and fair play both protested against such a mismatch.

Of course, the fight was very short. Philippe had learned the basics of sword-fighting that every boy of his class received. So he knew, at least, what was expected of him. But what could basics do for him here? Three disengages completed the moves, and then, without hurry, the Marquis slid his right foot along the damp grass, his long, graceful body stretching out in a lunge that slipped under Philippe’s clumsy guard, and with the utmost deliberation, drove his blade through the young man’s body.

Andre-Louis lunged forward just in time to catch his friend’s body as it collapsed. Then, his own legs buckling under the weight, he sank down with him, kneeling on the wet grass. Philippe’s limp head rested on Andre-Louis’ left shoulder; Philippe’s arms hung loosely at his sides; blood bubbled from the horrible wound, soaking his clothes.

With a white face and trembling lips, Andre-Louis looked up at M. de La Tour d’Azyr, who stood surveying the result with a grave but cold expression.

“You have killed him!” cried Andre-Louis.

“Of course.”

The Marquis ran a lace handkerchief down his blade to clean it. As he let the fine fabric fall, he explained, “He had, as I told him, too dangerous a gift for eloquence.”

And he turned away, leaving Andre-Louis with a full understanding. Still holding the lifeless body, the young man called after him.

“Come back, you cowardly murderer, and make yourself completely safe by killing me too!”

The Marquis half turned, anger clouding his face. Then M. de Chabrillane placed a restraining hand on his arm. Although a part of the whole affair, the Chevalier was now somewhat appalled. He didn’t have the hardened stomach of M. de La Tour d’Azyr, and he was much younger.

“Come away,” he said. “The lad is raving. They were friends.”

“You heard his accusation?” said the Marquis.

“Nor can he, or you, or anyone deny it,” Andre-Louis shot back. “You yourself admitted it just now when you gave the reason why you killed him. You did it because you feared him.”

“And if that were true—what then?” the great gentleman asked.

“Do you understand nothing of life and humanity except how to wear a coat, style your hair—oh, yes, and use weapons against boys and priests? Have you no mind to think, no soul to introspect? Must you be told that to kill what you fear is the act of a coward, and doubly so to kill in this way? Had you stabbed him in the back, you’d at least have shown the courage of your wickedness—vile, but undisguised. But you feared even the consequences of that, powerful as you are; so you hide your cowardice behind the pretense of a duel.”

The Marquis shook off his cousin’s hand and took a step forward, now holding his sword like a whip. But again the Chevalier restrained him.

“No, no, Gervais! Let it be, for God’s sake!”

“Let him come, monsieur,” raged Andre-Louis, his voice thick and intense. “Let him finish the coward’s work on me, and so be safe from a coward’s punishment!”

M. de Chabrillane released his cousin. The Marquis grew pale, his eyes glaring at the bold young man. Then he hesitated. Perhaps he suddenly remembered the common rumor of this young man’s connection to the Seigneur de Gavrillac, and the known affection the Seigneur had for him. He may have realized that if he pressed the matter, he could find himself facing unpleasant choices: shedding more blood and clashing with the Lord of Gavrillac, whose friendship was now highly valuable, or withdrawing and harming his own authority in the countryside.

Whatever the cause, he stopped; then, muttering an incoherent sound of anger and contempt, he threw up his arms, turned on his heel, and quickly left with his cousin.

When the innkeeper and his staff arrived, they found Andre-Louis with his arms around his dead friend’s body, whispering desperately into the deaf ear that rested almost against his mouth:

“Philippe! Speak to me, Philippe! Philippe… Don’t you hear me? O God in Heaven! Philippe!”

One glance told them that neither priest nor doctor could help now. The cheek lying against Andre-Louis’s was leaden, the half-open eyes glazed, and a little froth of blood on the parted lips.

Barely seeing through his tears, Andre-Louis stumbled after them as they carried the body into the inn. Upstairs in the small room, he knelt by the bed, holding the dead man’s hand in both of his, swearing through helpless rage that M. de La Tour d’Azyr would pay for this.

“It was your eloquence he feared, Philippe,” he said. “Then if I can get no justice for this deed, at least it shall be fruitless for him. What he feared in you, he shall fear in me. He was afraid that men would be moved by your words against people like him. Men shall still be moved by them. Your eloquence and your arguments are my inheritance from you. I will make them my own. It doesn’t matter that I don’t believe in your gospel of freedom. I know it—every word; that’s all that matters for what we want. If nothing else, your thoughts will speak through my living voice. That way at least we will defeat his evil aim to silence the voice he feared. It shall profit him nothing to have your blood on his conscience. That voice in you would never have hounded him and his as much as it shall through me—if nothing else works.”

It was an uplifting thought. It calmed him, soothed his grief, and he began softly to pray. Then his heart trembled as he realized that Philippe, a man of peace, nearly a priest, a follower of Christianity, had gone to God with anger on his soul. It was awful. Yet God would recognize the justice of that anger. And in no case—regardless of how humans interpret divinity—could that one sin outweigh all the loving good Philippe had practiced, the pure nobility of his great heart. After all, Andre-Louis thought, God was not a grand seigneur.




CHAPTER V. THE LORD OF GAVRILLAC

For the second time that day, Andre-Louis set out for the chateau, walking briskly, ignoring the curious stares following him through the village, and the whispers among the people—all now buzzing with the news of the day’s events and his role in them.

He was ushered by Benoit, the elderly servant grandly called the seneschal, into the ground-floor room known as the library. It still had several shelves of neglected books, giving it the name, but hunting equipment—gun, powder-horns, game bags, knives—were far more prominent than scholarly items. The furniture was heavy, richly carved oak from another period. Thick oak beams crossed the high, whitewashed ceiling.

Here the squat Seigneur de Gavrillac was pacing restlessly when Andre-Louis entered. He already knew, as he said at once, what had happened at the Breton inn. M. de Chabrillane had just left, and he admitted he was deeply saddened and troubled.

“The pity of it!” he said. “The pity of it!” He bowed his huge head. “Such a promising young man, so full of potential. Ah, this La Tour d’Azyr is a hard man, and he feels strongly about these things. He may be right. I don’t know. I’ve never killed a man for holding different views from mine. Actually, I’ve never killed a man at all. It’s not in me. I couldn’t sleep if I did. But people are made differently.”

“The question, monsieur my godfather,” said Andre-Louis, “is what to do now.” He was calm and composed, but very pale.

M. de Kercadiou stared at him blankly out of his pale eyes.

“What the devil is there to do? From what I’m told, Vilmorin actually struck M. le Marquis.”

“He had the strongest provocation.”

“Which he brought on himself with his revolutionary talk. That poor boy’s head was full of this encyclopaedist nonsense. Too much reading is the cause. I’ve never put much value on books, Andre; I’ve never known anything but trouble to come from learning. It only unsettles a man. It complicates life, destroys the simplicity that brings peace of mind and happiness. Let this sad business be a lesson to you, Andre. You’re also too interested in these new ideas about changing the social order. You see where it leads. A fine young man, the only support of his widowed mother, forgets himself, his place, his duty, everything, and ends up killed this way. It’s terribly sad. Honestly, it’s sad.” He took out a handkerchief and blew his nose forcefully.

Andre-Louis felt his hopes—never high—shrinking at his godfather’s words.

“All your criticism,” he said, “is for the conduct of the dead, and none for the murderer. I can’t believe you really support such a crime.”

“Crime?” shrilled M. de Kercadiou. “Good God, boy, you’re speaking of M. de La Tour d’Azyr.”

“I am, and of the horrible murder he committed…”

“Stop!” M. de Kercadiou was very firm. “I can’t let you use such words about him. I won’t have it. M. le Marquis is my friend, and likely will soon be even closer to me.”

“Even after this?” asked Andre-Louis.

M. de Kercadiou was openly impatient.

“What does this have to do with it? I may regret it, but I can’t condemn it. This is the usual way gentlemen settle differences.”

“You really believe that?”

“What are you suggesting, Andre? Would I say it if I didn’t believe it? You really are trying to make me angry.”

“‘Thou shalt not kill’ is both the King’s law and God’s.”

“You just want to pick a fight with me, I think. It was a duel…”

Andre-Louis interrupted. “It was no more a duel than if only M. le Marquis’s pistol had been loaded. He asked Philippe to a further talk, deliberately to provoke a quarrel and kill him. Please hear me out, monsieur my godfather. I’m not telling you what I imagine, but what M. le Marquis admitted to me.”

Slightly influenced by the young man’s intensity, M. de Kercadiou’s eyes dropped. He turned with a shrug, and walked to the window.

“That’s for a court of honor to decide. And there aren’t any courts of honor,” he said.

“But we have courts of justice.”

With renewed irritation, the seigneur whirled to face him. “And which court of justice do you suppose would listen to what you want to say?”

“There’s the court of the King’s Lieutenant at Rennes.”

“And do you think the King’s Lieutenant would hear you?”

“Maybe not me, Monsieur. But if you brought the complaint…”

“I bring the complaint?” M. de Kercadiou’s eyes widened in horror.

“It happened here, on your property.”

“You want me to bring a charge against M. de La Tour d’Azyr! You really are out of your mind, I think. Mad—just like that poor friend of yours, who got himself killed by meddling in things that didn’t concern him. Do you know what he said to M. le Marquis about Mabey? It was deeply offensive. It’s no surprise the Marquis wanted satisfaction.”

“I see,” said Andre-Louis, now hopeless.

“You see? What do you see?”

“That I’ll have to rely on myself alone.”

“And how exactly do you plan to do that?”

“I’ll go to Rennes and lay the facts before the King’s Lieutenant.”

“He’ll be too busy to see you.” And M. de Kercadiou’s mind wandered off-topic, as weak minds often do. “There’s already trouble enough in Rennes over these crazy States General, which the wonderful M. Necker thinks will fix the kingdom’s finances. As if a mere Swiss bank clerk, and a damned Protestant, could succeed where Calonne and Brienne failed.”

“Good afternoon, monsieur my godfather,” said Andre-Louis.

“Where are you going?” came the grumbling question.

“Home for now. To Rennes in the morning.”

“Wait, boy, wait!” The squat man came forward, affection and concern on his wide, ugly face, and put one pudgy hand on his godson’s shoulder. “Now listen, Andre,” he pleaded. “This is just foolishness—moonshine, madness. Nothing good’ll come of it if you persist. Remember Don Quixote and what happened when he charged at windmills? That’s what’ll happen to you, exactly the same. Leave things as they are, my boy. I wouldn’t want anything to happen to you.”

Andre-Louis looked at him, giving a faint smile.

“I swore an oath today I would damn my soul to break.”

“You mean you’ll go, no matter what I say?” Impulsive as always, M. de Kercadiou bristled again. “Fine, then, go… Go to the devil!”

“I’ll start with the King’s Lieutenant.”

“And if you get yourself in trouble, don’t come crying to me for help,” the seigneur shouted, now furious. “If you insist on disobeying me, break your empty head on that windmill and be damned!”

Andre-Louis bowed, a hint of irony in his gesture, and went to the door.

“If the windmill is too much for me,” he said from the threshold, “I’ll see what can be done with the wind. Good-bye, monsieur my godfather.”

He was gone, leaving M. de Kercadiou alone, face purple, puzzled over that last remark and not at all happy about either his godson or M. de La Tour d’Azyr. He was angry with both. He found strong-willed men who stubbornly followed their own paths unsettling and irritating. He himself loved comfort and peace with his neighbors; to him, those seemed clearly the most important things in life, and he called anyone a fool who troubled to seek anything else.




CHAPTER VI. THE WINDMILL

Between Nantes and Rennes, there was a regular service of three stagecoaches each week in both directions, which, for twenty-four livres—about the value of an English guinea—would carry you the seventy-plus miles of the journey in around fourteen hours. Once a week, one of these coaches on each route would make a detour from the main road to stop at Gavrillac, to deliver and collect letters, newspapers, and sometimes passengers. It was usually by this coach that Andre-Louis traveled when possible. But now, he was in too much of a hurry to wait a day for the next coach. So, he set out the next morning on a horse hired from the Breton armée, and after an hour’s brisk ride under a gray winter sky, along a half-ruined road through ten miles of flat, unremarkable countryside, he reached the city of Rennes.

He rode across the main bridge over the Vilaine and entered the upper and principal part of that significant city of some thirty thousand souls—most of whom, he thought, judging by the bustling, loud crowds that blocked every way, must have taken to the streets that day. Clearly, Philippe had not exaggerated the excitement there.

He pushed on as best he could and finally reached the Place Royale, where the crowd was thickest. From the plinth of the equestrian statue of Louis XV, a pale young man was passionately addressing the crowd. His youth and clothing marked him as a student, and a group of his peers, serving as a sort of honor guard, kept the area directly around the statue clear.

Over the heads of the crowd, Andre-Louis caught a few phrases shouted by that eager voice.

“It was the King’s promise… It is the King’s authority they defy… They claim all sovereignty in Brittany. The King has dissolved them… These insolent nobles defying their sovereign and the people…”

Had he not already known from what Philippe had told him about the events that had driven the Third Estate to the point of open revolt, those few lines would have told enough. He thought this popular display of anger was perfectly timed for his needs. Hoping it might make the King’s Lieutenant more open to reason, he continued up the broad and well-paved Rue Royale, where the crowd began to thin. He put up his hired horse at the Comme de Cerf, then set out again on foot toward the Palais de Justice.

A rowdy mob had gathered by the framework of poles and scaffolding around the cathedral being built—a project started a year earlier. But he didn’t stop to learn what had brought them together. He hurried on and soon arrived at the elegant Italianate palace, one of the handful of public buildings to survive the devastating fire sixty years before.

He made his way with difficulty into the great hall, known as the Salle des Pas Perdus, where he waited a full half-hour after persuading an usher—condescending enough to inform the “god” who presided over that shrine of Justice—that a lawyer from Gavrillac humbly sought an audience on an important matter.

That the “god” deigned to see him at all was likely due to the gravity of the situation in the city. At last, he was led up the broad stone staircase, and shown into a large, sparsely furnished anteroom to join a waiting group of clients, mostly men.

He spent another half-hour there, using the time to plan exactly what he would say. This reflection made him realize the weakness of the case he meant to bring to a man whose sense of justice and morality was shaped by his noble status.

Finally, he was ushered through a narrow yet massive and richly decorated door into a grand, well-lit room furnished with enough gilt and satin to decorate a society lady’s boudoir.

It seemed a frivolous setting for a King’s Lieutenant, but there was nothing trivial about the man himself—at least to most eyes. At the far end of the chamber, to the right of one tall window overlooking the inner court, and before an ornate writing-table decorated with Watteau panels and heavy gilt ormolu, sat that high official. Above a scarlet coat, with a badge blazing on his chest, and a mass of lace sparkling with diamonds like water drops, loomed the massive powdered head of M. de Lesdiguieres. He leaned back, scowling at this visitor with such expected arrogance that Andre-Louis nearly wondered if a bow or genuflection was expected of him.

Noticing a lean, sharp-featured young man, with straight black hair, in a brown caped riding-coat and yellow buckskin breeches, his knee-boots splattered with mud, the scowl on Lesdiguieres’ impressive face deepened, the thick black brows converging over his strong hooked nose.

“You say you are a lawyer from Gavrillac with something important to report,” he growled. It was a command to get straight to the point, and hinted unmistakably at the immense importance of a King’s Lieutenant. M. de Lesdiguieres considered himself an imposing figure—and justly, for many victims had been terrified by the thunder of his voice.

He now waited to see this young lawyer crumble. But he waited in vain.

Andre-Louis found him ridiculous. He saw pretentiousness as a mask for emptiness and weakness. And here, pretentiousness stood before him. It could be read in the arrogant tilt of the head, the scowling brow, the tone of the booming voice. It is harder still for a man to be a hero to someone who studies human nature, who has seen greatness revealed for what it is.

Andre-Louis boldly stepped forward—arrogantly, thought M. de Lesdiguieres.

“You are His Majesty’s Lieutenant here in Brittany,” he began—as if addressing him plainly as one man to another—“You administer the King’s high justice in this province.”

Surprise spread on that sallow, handsome face under the thick powder of the wig.

“Is your business related to this damned insubordination of the rabble?” he demanded.

“It is not, monsieur.”

The black eyebrows arched. “Then what the devil makes you intrude on me now, when my attention is needed for this disgraceful business?”

“The affair that brings me is no less disgraceful and no less urgent.”

“It will have to wait!” thundered the official, angrily tossing back a wave of lace as he reached for the silver bell upon his table.

“A moment, monsieur!” Andre-Louis replied firmly. M. de Lesdiguieres checked in sheer amazement at the tone. “I can say it briefly…”

“Haven’t I already said…”

“And when you have heard it,” Andre-Louis pressed on, cutting off the protest, “you will agree with me about its importance.”

M. de Lesdiguieres studied him very sternly.

“What is your name?” he demanded.

“Andre-Louis Moreau.”

“Well, Andre-Louis Moreau, if you can state your plea briefly, I’ll listen. But know that I’ll be very angry if you fail to justify this interruption at such a moment.”

“You shall judge that, monsieur,” said Andre-Louis, then immediately began: he described the shooting of Mabey, and then the killing of M. de Vilmorin. But he waited until the end to reveal the name of the powerful gentleman against whom he demanded justice, sure that if he named him earlier, he would not be allowed to finish.

He had a natural gift for oratory, the full force of which he was not yet fully aware, though he soon would be. He narrated his story well, without exaggeration, yet with a compelling simplicity that could not be resisted. Gradually the official’s face softened from its forbidding glare; interest, even sympathy, began to show.

“And who, sir, do you accuse?” he asked.

“The Marquis de La Tour d’Azyr.”

The effect of that powerful name was instant. Shocked anger, and even more supreme arrogance than before, drove out the sympathy he had started to show.

“Who?” he shouted, and before Andre-Louis could answer, “This is insolence—to bring such a charge to me against someone of M. de La Tour d’Azyr’s rank! How dare you call him a coward…?”

“I call him a murderer,” Andre-Louis corrected. “And I demand justice against him.”

“You demand it, do you? My God, what next?”

“That is for you to tell me, monsieur.”

It astonished the powerful man enough to let him control his temper—somewhat.

“Let me remind you,” he said coldly, “that making wild accusations against a nobleman is unwise. That itself is an offense. Now listen. In this Mabey matter—assuming your story is exact—the gamekeeper may have slightly overstepped, but hardly enough to comment on. In any event, it’s not a matter for the King’s Lieutenant, nor for any court except the seigneurial court of M. de La Tour d’Azyr. Such things are judged by magistrates he appoints, as it’s his own jurisdiction. As a lawyer, you should know that.”

“As a lawyer, I’m ready to argue that point. But also as a lawyer, I know that if that case were pursued, it would only result in the unjust punishment of a poor gamekeeper, who merely followed orders, but would now be made a scapegoat, if one is needed. I’m not here to hang Benet for what was really M. de La Tour d’Azyr’s doing.”

M. de Lesdiguieres slammed the table. “My God!” he shouted, then more quietly, but threatening, “You are extremely insolent, young man.”

“That’s not my intention, sir, I assure you. I am a lawyer, presenting a case—the case of M. de Vilmorin. I’m here to ask for justice for his murder.”

“But you yourself said it was a duel!” exclaimed the Lieutenant, torn between anger and confusion.

“I said it was made to look like a duel. There is a difference, as I can show you—if you’ll hear me out.”

“Take your time, sir!” replied the ironic M. de Lesdiguieres, for whom this was a first-of-its-kind encounter in office.

Andre-Louis took him literally. “Thank you, sir,” he replied solemnly, and presented his argument. “It can be shown that M. de Vilmorin had no experience with fencing, and it’s well known that M. de La Tour d’Azyr is an expert swordsman. Is it a duel, monsieur, where only one combatant is truly armed? That’s what it amounts to when you compare their skills.”

“There’s scarcely been a duel where the same flimsy argument couldn’t be made.”

“But not always with such reason. And in one case, at least, it succeeded.”

“Succeeded? When did that happen?”

“Ten years ago, in Dauphiny. I refer to M. de Gesvres, a gentleman of that province, who forced a duel upon M. de la Roche Jeannine, and killed him. M. de Jeannine belonged to a powerful family, which sought justice. They made just such arguments as I now make against M. de La Tour d’Azyr. As you may recall, the judges decided the provocation was intentional by M. de Gesvres; they found him guilty of premeditated murder, and he was hanged.”

M. de Lesdiguieres exploded again. “Death of my life!” he cried. “Do you have the nerve to suggest that M. de La Tour d’Azyr should be hanged? Really?”

“But why not, monsieur, if it is the law, and there is precedent, as I’ve shown, and if the truth can easily be established?”

“You ask me, why not? Do you really dare ask me?”

“I do, monsieur. Can you answer me? If you cannot, I’ll understand that while a powerful family like La Roche Jeannine can draw upon the law, it must remain idle for the powerless, however wronged they may be by a great nobleman.”

M. de Lesdiguieres realized he could get nowhere arguing with this calm, determined young man. His manner grew even more threatening.

“I advise you to leave at once—and be grateful you can go unharmed.”

“So, I understand, monsieur, that there will be no inquiry into this case? Nothing I say can move you?”

“If you’re still here in two minutes, it will be much the worse for you.” And M. de Lesdiguieres rang the little silver bell on his table.

“I remind you, monsieur, that a so-called duel occurred, and a man was killed. I must remind you, as the representative of the King’s justice, that duels are illegal, and you are required to investigate. I’m here for the bereaved mother of M. de Vilmorin to demand the inquiry the law requires.”

The door behind Andre-Louis opened quietly. M. de Lesdiguieres, pale with fury, struggled to control himself.

“You’re trying to force us, you insolent rogue?” he growled. “You think the King’s justice can be bullied by any upstart commoner? I’m amazed at my own patience with you. But this is your final warning, master lawyer: keep a tighter rein on that rude tongue, or you’ll bitterly regret its smoothness.” He waved one jeweled, dismissive hand and spoke to the usher behind Andre. “To the door!” he ordered.

Andre-Louis hesitated for a moment. Then, with a shrug, he turned. This was indeed the windmill, and he but a poor knight of sorrowful countenance. To attack it any nearer would be his undoing. Yet, at the door, he turned once more.

“M. de Lesdiguieres,” he called, “may I share an interesting fact from natural history? The tiger is a great lord in the jungle and, for centuries, terrorized lesser hunters, including the wolf. The wolf, a hunter himself, tired of being hunted. He gathered with other wolves. Then, as packs, wolves discovered their power and began to hunt the tiger—with disastrous results for him. You should study Buffon, M. de Lesdiguieres.”

“I have studied a buffoon this morning, I think,” was M. de Lesdiguieres’ sneering pun. Had he not thought himself clever, he might not have stooped to reply at all. “I don’t understand you,” he added.

“But you will, M. de Lesdiguieres. You will,” said Andre-Louis—and departed.




CHAPTER VII. THE WIND

He had broken his futile lance with the windmill—the image suggested by M. de Kercadiou persisted in his mind—and it was, he perceived, by sheer good fortune that he had escaped without hurt. There remained the wind itself—the whirlwind. And the events in Rennes, reflex of the graver events in Nantes, had set that wind blowing in his favour.

He set out briskly to retrace his steps towards the Place Royale, where the gathering of the populace was greatest, where, as he judged, lay the heart and brain of this commotion that was exciting the city.

But the commotion that he had left there was as nothing to the commotion which he found on his return. Then there had been a comparative hush to listen to the voice of a speaker who denounced the First and Second Estates from the pedestal of the statue of Louis XV. Now the air was vibrant with the voice of the multitude itself, raised in anger. Here and there men were fighting with canes and fists; everywhere a fierce excitement raged, and the gendarmes sent thither by the King’s Lieutenant to restore and maintain order were so much helpless flotsam in that tempestuous human ocean.

There were cries of “To the Palais! To the Palais! Down with the assassins! Down with the nobles! To the Palais!”

An artisan who stood shoulder to shoulder with him in the press enlightened Andre-Louis on the score of the increased excitement.

“They’ve shot him dead. His body is lying there where it fell at the foot of the statue. And there was another student killed not an hour ago over there by the cathedral works. Pardi! If they can’t prevail in one way they’ll prevail in another.” The man was fiercely emphatic. “They’ll stop at nothing. If they can’t overawe us, by God, they’ll assassinate us. They are determined to conduct these States of Brittany in their own way. No interests but their own shall be considered.”

Andre-Louis left him still talking, and clove himself a way through that human press.

At the statue’s base he came upon a little cluster of students about the body of the murdered lad, all stricken with fear and helplessness.

“You here, Moreau!” said a voice.

He looked round to find himself confronted by a slight, swarthy man of little more than thirty, firm of mouth and impertinent of nose, who considered him with disapproval. It was Le Chapelier, a lawyer of Rennes, a prominent member of the Literary Chamber of that city, a forceful man, fertile in revolutionary ideas and of an exceptional gift of eloquence.

“Ah, it is you, Chapelier! Why don’t you speak to them? Why don’t you tell them what to do? Up with you, man!” And he pointed to the plinth.

Le Chapelier’s dark, restless eyes searched the other’s impassive face for some trace of the irony he suspected. They were as wide asunder as the poles, these two, in their political views; and mistrusted as Andre-Louis was by all his colleagues of the Literary Chamber of Rennes, he was by none mistrusted so thoroughly as by this vigorous republican. Indeed, had Le Chapelier been able to prevail against the influence of the seminarist Vilmorin, Andre-Louis would long since have found himself excluded from that assembly of the intellectual youth of Rennes, which he exasperated by his eternal mockery of their ideals.

So now Le Chapelier suspected mockery in that invitation, suspected it even when he failed to find traces of it on Andre-Louis’ face, for he had learnt by experience that it was a face not often to be trusted for an indication of the real thoughts that moved behind it.

“Your notions and mine on that score can hardly coincide,” said he.

“Can there be two opinions?” quoth Andre-Louis.

“There are usually two opinions whenever you and I are together, Moreau—more than ever now that you are the appointed delegate of a nobleman. You see what your friends have done. No doubt you approve their methods.” He was coldly hostile.

Andre-Louis looked at him without surprise. So invariably opposed to each other in academic debates, how should Le Chapelier suspect his present intentions?

“If you won’t tell them what is to be done, I will,” said he.

“Nom de Dieu! If you want to invite a bullet from the other side, I shall not hinder you. It may help to square the account.”

Scarcely were the words out than he repented them; for as if in answer to that challenge Andre-Louis sprang up on to the plinth. Alarmed now, for he could only suppose it to be Andre-Louis’ intention to speak on behalf of Privilege, of which he was a publicly appointed representative, Le Chapelier clutched him by the leg to pull him down again.

“Ah, that, no!” he was shouting. “Come down, you fool. Do you think we will let you ruin everything by your clowning? Come down!”

Andre-Louis, maintaining his position by clutching one of the legs of the bronze horse, flung his voice like a bugle-note over the heads of that seething mob.

“Citizens of Rennes, the motherland is in danger!”

The effect was electric. A stir ran, like a ripple over water, across that froth of upturned human faces, and completest silence followed. In that great silence they looked at this slim young man, hatless, long wisps of his black hair fluttering in the breeze, his neckcloth in disorder, his face white, his eyes on fire.

Andre-Louis felt a sudden surge of exaltation as he realized by instinct that at one grip he had seized that crowd, and that he held it fast in the spell of his cry and his audacity.

Even Le Chapelier, though still clinging to his ankle, had ceased to tug. The reformer, though unshaken in his assumption of Andre-Louis’ intentions, was for a moment bewildered by the first note of his appeal.

And then, slowly, impressively, in a voice that travelled clear to the ends of the square, the young lawyer of Gavrillac began to speak.

“Shuddering in horror of the vile deed here perpetrated, my voice demands to be heard by you. You have seen murder done under your eyes—the murder of one who nobly, without any thought of self, gave voice to the wrongs by which we are all oppressed. Fearing that voice, shunning the truth as foul things shun the light, our oppressors sent their agents to silence him in death.”

Le Chapelier released at last his hold of Andre-Louis’ ankle, staring up at him the while in sheer amazement. It seemed that the fellow was in earnest; serious for once; and for once on the right side. What had come to him?

“Of assassins what shall you look for but assassination? I have a tale to tell which will show that this is no new thing that you have witnessed here to-day; it will reveal to you the forces with which you have to deal. Yesterday…”

There was an interruption. A voice in the crowd, some twenty paces, perhaps, was raised to shout:

“Yet another of them!”

Immediately after the voice came a pistol-shot, and a bullet flattened itself against the bronze figure just behind Andre-Louis.

Instantly there was turmoil in the crowd, most intense about the spot whence the shot had been fired. The assailant was one of a considerable group of the opposition, a group that found itself at once beset on every side, and hard put to it to defend him.

From the foot of the plinth rang the voice of the students making chorus to Le Chapelier, who was bidding Andre-Louis to seek shelter.

“Come down! Come down at once! They’ll murder you as they murdered La Riviere.”

“Let them!” He flung wide his arms in a gesture supremely theatrical, and laughed. “I stand here at their mercy. Let them, if they will, add mine to the blood that will presently rise up to choke them. Let them assassinate me. It is a trade they understand. But until they do so, they shall not prevent me from speaking to you, from telling you what is to be looked for in them.” And again he laughed, not merely in exaltation as they supposed who watched him from below, but also in amusement. And his amusement had two sources. One was to discover how glibly he uttered the phrases proper to whip up the emotions of a crowd: the other was in the remembrance of how the crafty Cardinal de Retz, for the purpose of inflaming popular sympathy on his behalf, had been in the habit of hiring fellows to fire upon his carriage. He was in just such case as that arch-politician. True, he had not hired the fellow to fire that pistol-shot; but he was none the less obliged to him, and ready to derive the fullest, advantage from the act.

The group that sought to protect that man was battling on, seeking to hew a way out of that angry, heaving press.

“Let them go!” Andre-Louis called down… “What matters one assassin more or less? Let them go, and listen to me, my countrymen!”

And presently, when some measure of order was restored, he began his tale. In simple language now, yet with a vehemence and directness that drove home every point, he tore their hearts with the story of yesterday’s happenings at Gavrillac. He drew tears from them with the pathos of his picture of the bereaved widow Mabey and her three starving, destitute children—“orphaned to avenge the death of a pheasant”—and the bereaved mother of that M. de Vilmorin, a student of Rennes, known here to many of them, who had met his death in a noble endeavour to champion the cause of an esurient member of their afflicted order.

“The Marquis de La Tour d’Azyr said of him that he had too dangerous a gift of eloquence. It was to silence his brave voice that he killed him. But he has failed of his object. For I, poor Philippe de Vilmorin’s friend, have assumed the mantle of his apostleship, and I speak to you with his voice to-day.”

It was a statement that helped Le Chapelier at last to understand, at least in part, this bewildering change in Andre-Louis, which rendered him faithless to the side that employed him.

“I am not here,” continued Andre-Louis, “merely to demand at your hands vengeance upon Philippe de Vilmorin’s murderers. I am here to tell you the things he would to-day have told you had he lived.”

So far at least he was frank. But he did not add that they were things he did not himself believe, things that he accounted the cant by which an ambitious bourgeoisie—speaking through the mouths of the lawyers, who were its articulate part—sought to overthrow to its own advantage the present state of things. He left his audience in the natural belief that the views he expressed were the views he held.

And now in a terrible voice, with an eloquence that amazed himself, he denounced the inertia of the royal justice where the great are the offenders. It was with bitter sarcasm that he spoke of their King’s Lieutenant, M. de Lesdiguieres.

“Do you wonder,” he asked them, “that M. de Lesdiguieres should administer the law so that it shall ever be favourable to our great nobles? Would it be just, would it be reasonable that he should otherwise administer it?” He paused dramatically to let his sarcasm sink in. It had the effect of reawakening Le Chapelier’s doubts, and checking his dawning conviction in Andre-Louis’ sincerity. Whither was he going now?

He was not left long in doubt. Proceeding, Andre-Louis spoke as he conceived that Philippe de Vilmorin would have spoken. He had so often argued with him, so often attended the discussions of the Literary Chamber, that he had all the rant of the reformers—that was yet true in substance—at his fingers’ ends.

“Consider, after all, the composition of this France of ours. A million of its inhabitants are members of the privileged classes. They compose France. They are France. For surely you cannot suppose the remainder to be anything that matters. It cannot be pretended that twenty-four million souls are of any account, that they can be representative of this great nation, or that they can exist for any purpose but that of servitude to the million elect.”

Bitter laughter shook them now, as he desired it should. “Seeing their privileges in danger of invasion by these twenty-four millions—mostly canailles; possibly created by God, it is true, but clearly so created to be the slaves of Privilege—does it surprise you that the dispensing of royal justice should be placed in the stout hands of these Lesdiguieres, men without brains to think or hearts to be touched? Consider what it is that must be defended against the assault of us others—canaille. Consider a few of these feudal rights that are in danger of being swept away should the Privileged yield even to the commands of their sovereign; and admit the Third Estate to an equal vote with themselves.

“What would become of the right of terrage on the land, of parciere on the fruit-trees, of carpot on the vines? What of the corvees by which they command forced labour, of the ban de vendage, which gives them the first vintage, the banvin which enables them to control to their own advantage the sale of wine? What of their right of grinding the last liard of taxation out of the people to maintain their own opulent estate; the cens, the lods-et-ventes, which absorb a fifth of the value of the land, the blairee, which must be paid before herds can feed on communal lands, the pulverage to indemnify them for the dust raised on their roads by the herds that go to market, the sextelage on everything offered for sale in the public markets, the etalonnage, and all the rest? What of their rights over men and animals for field labour, of ferries over rivers, and of bridges over streams, of sinking wells, of warren, of dovecot, and of fire, which last yields them a tax on every peasant hearth? What of their exclusive rights of fishing and of hunting, the violation of which is ranked as almost a capital offence?

“And what of other rights, unspeakable, abominable, over the lives and bodies of their people, rights which, if rarely exercised, have never been rescinded. To this day if a noble returning from the hunt were to slay two of his serfs to bathe and refresh his feet in their blood, he could still claim in his sufficient defence that it was his absolute feudal right to do so.

“Rough-shod, these million Privileged ride over the souls and bodies of twenty-four million contemptible canaille existing but for their own pleasure. Woe betide him who so much as raises his voice in protest in the name of humanity against an excess of these already excessive abuses. I have told you of one remorselessly slain in cold blood for doing no more than that. Your own eyes have witnessed the assassination of another here upon this plinth, of yet another over there by the cathedral works, and the attempt upon my own life.

“Between them and the justice due to them in such cases stand these Lesdiguieres, these King’s Lieutenants; not instruments of justice, but walls erected for the shelter of Privilege and Abuse whenever it exceeds its grotesquely excessive rights.

“Do you wonder that they will not yield an inch; that they will resist the election of a Third Estate with the voting power to sweep all these privileges away, to compel the Privileged to submit themselves to a just equality in the eyes of the law with the meanest of the canaille they trample underfoot, to provide that the moneys necessary to save this state from the bankruptcy into which they have all but plunged it shall be raised by taxation to be borne by themselves in the same proportion as by others?

“Sooner than yield to so much they prefer to resist even the royal command.”

A phrase occurred to him used yesterday by Vilmorin, a phrase to which he had refused to attach importance when uttered then. He used it now. “In doing this they are striking at the very foundations of the throne. These fools do not perceive that if that throne falls over, it is they who stand nearest to it who will be crushed.”

A terrific roar acclaimed that statement. Tense and quivering with the excitement that was flowing through him, and from him out into that great audience, he stood a moment smiling ironically. Then he waved them into silence, and saw by their ready obedience how completely he possessed them. For in the voice with which he spoke each now recognized the voice of himself, giving at last expression to the thoughts that for months and years had been inarticulately stirring in each simple mind.

Presently he resumed, speaking more quietly, that ironic smile about the corner of his mouth growing more marked:

“In taking my leave of M. de Lesdiguieres I gave him warning out of a page of natural history. I told him that when the wolves, roaming singly through the jungle, were weary of being hunted by the tiger, they banded themselves into packs, and went a-hunting the tiger in their turn. M. de Lesdiguieres contemptuously answered that he did not understand me. But your wits are better than his. You understand me, I think? Don’t you?”

Again a great roar, mingled now with some approving laughter, was his answer. He had wrought them up to a pitch of dangerous passion, and they were ripe for any violence to which he urged them. If he had failed with the windmill, at least he was now master of the wind.

“To the Palais!” they shouted, waving their hands, brandishing canes, and—here and there—even a sword. “To the Palais! Down with M. de Lesdiguieres! Death to the King’s Lieutenant!”

He was master of the wind, indeed. His dangerous gift of oratory—a gift nowhere more powerful than in France, since nowhere else are men’s emotions so quick to respond to the appeal of eloquence—had given him this mastery. At his bidding now the gale would sweep away the windmill against which he had flung himself in vain. But that, as he straightforwardly revealed it, was no part of his intent.

“Ah, wait!” he bade them. “Is this miserable instrument of a corrupt system worth the attention of your noble indignation?”

He hoped his words would be reported to M. de Lesdiguieres. He thought it would be good for the soul of M. de Lesdiguieres to hear the undiluted truth about himself for once.

“It is the system itself you must attack and overthrow; not a mere instrument—a miserable painted lath such as this. And precipitancy will spoil everything. Above all, my children, no violence!”

My children! Could his godfather have heard him!

“You have seen often already the result of premature violence elsewhere in Brittany, and you have heard of it elsewhere in France. Violence on your part will call for violence on theirs. They will welcome the chance to assert their mastery by a firmer grip than heretofore. The military will be sent for. You will be faced by the bayonets of mercenaries. Do not provoke that, I implore you. Do not put it into their power, do not afford them the pretext they would welcome to crush you down into the mud of your own blood.”

Out of the silence into which they had fallen anew broke now the cry of

“What else, then? What else?”

“I will tell you,” he answered them. “The wealth and strength of Brittany lies in Nantes—a bourgeois city, one of the most prosperous in this realm, rendered so by the energy of the bourgeoisie and the toil of the people. It was in Nantes that this movement had its beginning, and as a result of it the King issued his order dissolving the States as now constituted—an order which those who base their power on Privilege and Abuse do not hesitate to thwart. Let Nantes be informed of the precise situation, and let nothing be done here until Nantes shall have given us the lead. She has the power—which we in Rennes have not—to make her will prevail, as we have seen already. Let her exert that power once more, and until she does so do you keep the peace in Rennes. Thus shall you triumph. Thus shall the outrages that are being perpetrated under your eyes be fully and finally avenged.”

As abruptly as he had leapt upon the plinth did he now leap down from it. He had finished. He had said all—perhaps more than all—that could have been said by the dead friend with whose voice he spoke. But it was not their will that he should thus extinguish himself. The thunder of their acclamations rose deafeningly upon the air. He had played upon their emotions—each in turn—as a skilful harpist plays upon the strings of his instrument. And they were vibrant with the passions he had aroused, and the high note of hope on which he had brought his symphony to a close.

A dozen students caught him as he leapt down, and swung him to their shoulders, where again he came within view of all the acclaiming crowd.

The delicate Le Chapelier pressed alongside of him with flushed face and shining eyes.

“My lad,” he said to him, “you have kindled a fire to-day that will sweep the face of France in a blaze of liberty.” And then to the students he issued a sharp command. “To the Literary Chamber—at once. We must concert measures upon the instant, a delegate must be dispatched to Nantes forthwith, to convey to our friends there the message of the people of Rennes.”

The crowd fell back, opening a lane through which the students bore the hero of the hour. Waving his hands to them, he called upon them to disperse to their homes, and await there in patience what must follow very soon.

“You have endured for centuries with a fortitude that is a pattern to the world,” he flattered them. “Endure a little longer yet. The end, my friends, is well in sight at last.”

They carried him out of the square and up the Rue Royale to an old house, one of the few old houses surviving in that city that had risen from its ashes, where in an upper chamber lighted by diamond-shaped panes of yellow glass the Literary Chamber usually held its meetings. Thither in his wake the members of that chamber came hurrying, summoned by the messages that Le Chapelier had issued during their progress.

Behind closed doors a flushed and excited group of some fifty men, the majority of whom were young, ardent, and afire with the illusion of liberty, hailed Andre-Louis as the strayed sheep who had returned to the fold, and smothered him in congratulations and thanks.

Then they settled down to deliberate upon immediate measures, whilst the doors below were kept by a guard of honour that had improvised itself from the masses. And very necessary was this. For no sooner had the Chamber assembled than the house was assailed by the gendarmerie of M. de Lesdiguieres, dispatched in haste to arrest the firebrand who was inciting the people of Rennes to sedition. The force consisted of fifty men. Five hundred would have been too few. The mob broke their carbines, broke some of their heads, and would indeed have torn them into pieces had they not beaten a timely and well-advised retreat before a form of horseplay to which they were not at all accustomed.

And whilst that was taking place in the street below, in the room abovestairs the eloquent Le Chapelier was addressing his colleagues of the Literary Chamber. Here, with no bullets to fear, and no one to report his words to the authorities, Le Chapelier could permit his oratory a full, unintimidated flow. And that considerable oratory was as direct and brutal as the man himself was delicate and elegant.

He praised the vigour and the greatness of the speech they had heard from their colleague Moreau. Above all he praised its wisdom. Moreau’s words had come as a surprise to them. Hitherto they had never known him as other than a bitter critic of their projects of reform and regeneration; and quite lately they had heard, not without misgivings, of his appointment as delegate for a nobleman in the States of Brittany. But they held the explanation of his conversion. The murder of their dear colleague Vilmorin had produced this change. In that brutal deed Moreau had beheld at last in true proportions the workings of that evil spirit which they were vowed to exorcise from France. And to-day he had proven himself the stoutest apostle among them of the new faith. He had pointed out to them the only sane and useful course. The illustration he had borrowed from natural history was most apt. Above all, let them pack like the wolves, and to ensure this uniformity of action in the people of all Brittany, let a delegate at once be sent to Nantes, which had already proved itself the real seat of Brittany’s power. It but remained to appoint that delegate, and Le Chapelier invited them to elect him.

Andre-Louis, on a bench near the window, a prey now to some measure of reaction, listened in bewilderment to that flood of eloquence.

As the applause died down, he heard a voice exclaiming:

“I propose to you that we appoint our leader here, Le Chapelier, to be that delegate.”

Le Chapelier reared his elegantly dressed head, which had been bowed in thought, and it was seen that his countenance was pale. Nervously he fingered a gold spy-glass.

“My friends,” he said, slowly, “I am deeply sensible of the honour that you do me. But in accepting it I should be usurping an honour that rightly belongs elsewhere. Who could represent us better, who more deserving to be our representative, to speak to our friends of Nantes with the voice of Rennes, than the champion who once already to-day has so incomparably given utterance to the voice of this great city? Confer this honour of being your spokesman where it belongs—upon Andre-Louis Moreau.”

Rising in response to the storm of applause that greeted the proposal, Andre-Louis bowed and forthwith yielded. “Be it so,” he said, simply. “It is perhaps fitting that I should carry out what I have begun, though I too am of the opinion that Le Chapelier would have been a worthier representative. I will set out to-night.”

“You will set out at once, my lad,” Le Chapelier informed him, and now revealed what an uncharitable mind might account the true source of his generosity. “It is not safe after what has happened for you to linger an hour in Rennes. And you must go secretly. Let none of you allow it to be known that he has gone. I would not have you come to harm over this, Andre-Louis. But you must see the risks you run, and if you are to be spared to help in this work of salvation of our afflicted motherland, you must use caution, move secretly, veil your identity even. Or else M. de Lesdiguieres will have you laid by the heels, and it will be good-night for you.”




CHAPTER VIII. OMNES OMNIBUS

Andre-Louis left Rennes committed to a greater adventure than he had ever imagined when departing from the quiet village of Gavrillac. Spending the night at a roadside inn and continuing early the next morning, he reached Nantes soon after midday.

During that long and solitary ride across the bleak plains of Brittany, now at their dreariest in winter, he had plenty of time to reconsider both his actions and his current position. Where once he had maintained a strictly theoretical—and frankly skeptical—interest in the new philosophies of social reform, exercising his wit on these ideas as a fencer tests his skill with mock weapons, never thinking the issue was truly serious, he now found himself abruptly transformed into a revolutionary agitator, involved in the most extreme form of revolutionary action. As a representative and delegate for a noble in the States of Brittany, he now found himself, paradoxically, also representing and advocating for the entire Third Estate of Rennes.

It’s difficult to say how far, in the heat of passion and swept up in his own eloquence the previous day, he might have managed to fool himself. But looking back on it calmly now, he had no illusions about what he had done. He had cynically presented only one side of the complex issue to his audience.

Yet, given that the social order in France provided M. de La Tour d’Azyr with unassailable protection, allowing him and others to commit any crimes they chose without consequence, then the system would have to bear the repercussions of its injustices. In this, Andre-Louis saw his clear justification.

Thus, he entered the beautiful city of Nantes on his mission of sedition without any misgivings. Nantes, with its broad streets and grand port, rivaled Bordeaux and Marseilles in prosperity.

He found an inn on the Quai La Fosse, stabled his horse there, and took his meal by the window that looked out over the tree-lined quay and the wide expanse of the Loire, upon which ships from all lands lay at anchor. The sun broke through once again, casting its faint wintry light over the yellow river and the tall-masted vessels.

Along the quays there was a bustle of life as animated as any in Paris. Foreign sailors in strange clothing and speaking in harsh, unfamiliar tongues; sturdy fishwives with baskets of herrings atop their heads, layers of petticoats above bare legs and feet, loudly hawking their wares; watermen in wool caps and trousers rolled to the knees; peasants in goatskin coats, their wooden shoes clattering on the cobblestones; shipwrights and dockworkers, bellows-menders, rat-catchers, water-carriers, ink-sellers, and other wandering vendors. Mixed into this working-class crowd, Andre-Louis saw shopkeepers in modest attire, merchants wrapped in long, fur-lined coats; occasionally a wealthy merchant in a two-horse cabriolet, his arrival announced by whip-cracking and shouts of “Gare!” from his driver; sometimes a refined lady borne past in a sedan chair, often accompanied by a delicate abbé from the episcopal court; at other times, an officer in scarlet riding disdainfully by; and once, the grand carriage of a nobleman, with heraldic panels and two powdered footmen in shining livery clinging to the rear. Capuchin monks in brown, Benedictines in black, and plenty of secular priests showed that God was well served in the sixteen parishes of Nantes. In contrast, there were also gaunt, ragged adventurers, and police officers in blue coats and gaiters, calmly watching the peace.

Every class among the seventy thousand inhabitants of that rich, industrious city could be found in that ceaseless stream of humanity that ebbed and flowed beneath Andre-Louis’s window.

He asked the waiter, who served his simple meal of soup and bouilli with a measure of vin gris, about the mood in town. The waiter, a staunch defender of the privileged orders, admitted regretfully that unrest was mounting. Things would depend on what happened at Rennes. If the rumors were true that the King had dissolved the States of Brittany, everything would be fine, and troublemakers would lose their excuse to rebel. Nantes had seen enough trouble already; no one wanted it repeated. All sorts of rumors were flying, and since early morning crowds had gathered at the Chamber of Commerce for definite news. But no certain news had arrived—even the King’s dissolution of the States was not confirmed.

It was striking two—the busiest hour on the Bourse—when Andre-Louis reached the Place du Commerce. The square was packed in front of the grand neoclassical Exchange building, so crowded that he had to push his way through to the steps beneath its impressive Ionic columns. A word could have cleared his way, but cunning led him to keep silent. He chose to surprise this waiting crowd, just as he had surprised the mob at Rennes. He wanted to maximize the impact of his appearance.

A line of ushers with staves guarded the Exchange, a safeguard the merchants had hastily organized because it was so clearly needed. One now blocked Andre-Louis’s path as he started up the steps.

Andre-Louis quietly identified himself.

The staff was immediately moved aside, and he followed the usher up the steps. At the top, on the chamber threshold, he stopped his guide.

“I will wait here,” he said. “Bring the president to me.”

“Your name, monsieur?”

Andre-Louis almost gave it, but remembered Le Chapelier’s warning about the dangers surrounding his mission, and his caution to keep his identity secret.

“My name is unknown to him; it’s not important. I am merely the people’s messenger. Go.”

The usher left. Standing in the shadow of that high, pillared portico, Andre-Louis occasionally looked out to the mass of upturned faces below.

Soon the president appeared, followed by others, all jostling each other in their eagerness for news.

“You are a messenger from Rennes?”

“I am the delegate sent by the Literary Chamber of that city, here to inform you in Nantes of what is happening.”

“Your name?”

Andre-Louis hesitated. “Perhaps it’s best if we avoid names.”

The president’s eyes grew serious. He was a portly, red-faced, self-satisfied man.

He hesitated, then said, “Come into the Chamber.”

“With your permission, monsieur, I’ll deliver my message from here—from these steps.”

“From here?” The merchant frowned.

“My message is for the people of Nantes. Here I can speak to as many Nantais of all social ranks as possible, and my wish—as well as the wish of those I represent—is for as many as possible to hear my words firsthand.”

“Tell me, sir, is it true that the King has dissolved the States?”

Andre-Louis looked at him, smiled apologetically, and gestured toward the crowd, now straining to see the slim young man who had brought out the president and most of the Chamber, already guessing—by that uncanny instinct of crowds—that he was the herald they were waiting for.

“Call out your Chamber members, monsieur,” he said, “and you’ll hear everything.”

“So be it.”

At his word, they came crowding onto the steps, leaving a clear half-moon and the highest step free in the middle.

To this spot, Andre-Louis advanced deliberately, taking his stand at the very center, visible to everyone assembled. He removed his hat and delivered the opening line of the speech that would become historic, marking a major step in France’s journey toward revolution.

“People of this great city of Nantes, I have come to summon you to arms!”

A stunned and slightly scared silence followed; he paused a moment before going on.

“I am a delegate from the people of Rennes, sent to announce to you what is happening, and to invite you in this dark hour of our country’s crisis to rise up and march to her defense.”

“Name! Your name!” someone shouted, and soon the whole crowd echoed the demand.

He could not answer that eager mob as he had the president. He needed a compromise, which he managed deftly. “My name,” he said, “is Omnes Omnibus—all for all. Let that be enough for now. I am just a herald, a messenger, a voice—no more. I come to tell you that since the privileged orders, gathered for the States of Brittany in Rennes, defied your will—our will—despite the King’s clear hint, His Majesty has dissolved the States.”

A burst of wild applause followed. Men laughed and cheered, and cries of “Vive le Roi!” echoed like thunder. Andre-Louis waited, the somber seriousness of his expression eventually catching their attention and causing a sense that there was more to come. Gradually, silence returned, and Andre-Louis continued.

“You cheer too soon. Unfortunately, the nobles, in their arrogant pride, have chosen to ignore the royal dissolution and persist in meeting and conducting business just as they please.”

A hush of absolute dismay followed this unwelcome coda to the news they had been so eager to hear. After a pause, Andre-Louis went on:

“These men—already rebels against the people, against justice and decency, against humanity itself—are now also rebels against their King. So unwilling to give up even a fraction of the excessive privileges they have enjoyed for far too long at the nation’s expense, they now defy royal authority and expose the King himself to ridicule. They want to prove that there is no true sovereignty in France other than their own parasitic idleness.”

There was a faint ripple of applause, but most of the crowd stayed quiet, waiting.

“This isn’t new. It has always been so. Every minister in the last ten years who, seeing the country’s needs and dangers, advised the very reforms we now demand as essential for saving France from disaster, has been thrown out of office under pressure from Privilege. M. Necker has been recalled to minister twice already, only to be dismissed when his urgent calls for reform threatened the privileges of the clergy and nobility. Now for a third time he is back, and it seems at last we shall have States General, in spite of Privilege. But what the privileged orders cannot prevent, they now mean to render meaningless. Now that the States General have been set, the nobility and clergy will try—unless we act to stop them—to stack the Third Estate with their supporters and deny it any real voice, turning the States General into a tool for maintaining their abuses. To do this, they will stop at nothing. They have already mocked the King’s authority, and are silencing, by murder, those who speak out against them. Yesterday in Rennes, two young men who addressed the people as I do now were killed in the streets by assassins sent by the nobles. Their blood cries out for justice.”

The outraged mutter of his listeners swelled into a roar of fury.

“Citizens of Nantes, our motherland is in danger. Let us march to her defense. Let us declare to the world that we know the liberation of the Third Estate from centuries of slavery has been blocked only by those whose frenzied selfishness sees in the suffering of others a vile tribute, one they would force on generations yet unborn. Seeing from their cruelty in maintaining our oppression just how far the aristocracy will go to make it a permanent constitutional principle in France, let us now declare ourselves free from it.

“The establishment of liberty and equality must be the goal of every citizen of the Third Estate; to achieve this, we must be united, above all the young and energetic, above all those fortunate enough to have been born late enough to benefit from the fruits of this eighteenth-century philosophy.”

Now, the applause returned unabated. His speech had them enraptured, and he pressed his advantage immediately.

“Let us all swear,” he called in a ringing voice, “to raise a rampart in the name of humanity and liberty against our adversaries, to oppose their greedy bloodlust with the steady perseverance of men whose purpose is just. Let us also declare here and now, in advance, our protest against any tyrannical rulings branding us seditious when our only intentions are rightful and just. Let us pledge on our country’s honor that if any one of us is seized by an unjust court for what they call reasons of state—really just raw despotism—let us swear to give the full measure of our strength and do, in our own defense, what nature, courage, and desperation dictate.”

The applause was long and thunderous. With satisfaction—and a touch of grim amusement—he saw that the wealthy merchants who had gathered on the steps, now jostling forward to shake his hand and celebrate him, were not just joining, but actively leading, this fervor of enthusiasm.

This confirmed, if he needed confirmation, his belief that while the philosophy behind this movement originated with thinkers of the bourgeoisie, the need to put those ideas into practice was most urgently felt by the bourgeoisie, who found that privilege prevented their wealth from ever expanding its true potential. If it could be said that Andre-Louis lit the torch of Revolution at Nantes that day, it was even more true that the torch itself was supplied by the prosperous bourgeoisie.

There’s no need to go into great detail on the aftermath, as it is part of history. The oath, administered as Omnes Omnibus to the citizens of Nantes, became the backbone of the formal protest which was drawn up and signed by thousands. Nor was the outcome of that powerful protest—already aligned with the will of the King himself—long in coming. Who can say how much it influenced Necker, who on the 27th of the same November forced the Council to adopt the most significant of all the measures that the clergy and nobility had refused to accept? On that day, the royal decree was published, ordering that the deputies elected to the States General should number at least one thousand, with the deputies of the Third Estate making up as many as those of the clergy and nobility combined.




CHAPTER IX. THE AFTERMATH

Dusk was falling the next day as Andre-Louis made his way home toward Gavrillac. Fully aware of the uproar that would soon be raised about the revolutionary who had summoned the people of Nantes to arms, he wanted to hide as much as possible the fact that he had been to that port city. So, he made a wide detour, crossing the river at Bruz and then crossing again a little above Chavagne, allowing him to approach Gavrillac from the north and give the impression that he was returning from Rennes, where everyone knew he had gone two days earlier.

Within about a mile of the village, he spotted in the dimming light the figure of a horseback rider slowly coming towards him. Only when they were within a few yards did he notice that the cloaked figure was leaning forward to get a better look at him—then, almost right away, he heard a woman’s voice.

“It is you, Andre—at last!”

He drew rein, mildly surprised, and was immediately hit with another impatient, anxious question.

“Where have you been?”

“Where have I been, Cousin Aline? Oh… just seeing the world.”

“I have been riding up and down this road since noon today waiting for you.” She spoke breathlessly, rushing to explain. “A troop of the marechaussee from Rennes came to Gavrillac this morning looking for you. They searched the chateau and the village from top to bottom, finally finding out that you were expected to return on a horse hired from the Breton armee. So they’re staying at the inn, waiting to catch you. I’ve been on lookout here all afternoon to warn you not to walk into their trap.”

“My dear Aline! I never intended to cause so much worry and trouble!”

“Never mind that. It’s not important.”

“On the contrary; it’s the most important part of what you told me. The rest doesn’t matter so much.”

“Do you realize they’ve come to arrest you?” she pressed, her impatience growing. “You’re wanted for sedition, and there’s a warrant for you from M. de Lesdiguieres.”

“Sedition?” he echoed, thinking back to what had happened at Nantes. It seemed impossible they could have already gotten word of that in Rennes and acted so quickly.

“Yes, sedition. The sedition of that outrageous speech you gave at Rennes on Wednesday.”

“Oh, that!” he said. “Nonsense.” His tone of relief might have alerted her, had she been more observant, that he had an even more serious offense to fear since then. “That was nothing.”

“Nothing?”

“I almost think these gentlemen of the marechaussee have been misunderstood. Most likely, they’ve come to thank me for M. de Lesdiguieres. I stopped the people when they were going to burn the Palais down—with him inside it.”

“After you incited them in the first place. I suppose you became afraid of what you started. You backed out at the last moment. But you said such things about M. de Lesdiguieres—if the reports are accurate—that he will never forgive.”

“I see,” said Andre-Louis, falling silent and thoughtful.

But Mlle. de Kercadiou had already thought it all through, and her quick mind had decided what needed to be done.

“You mustn’t go into Gavrillac,” she instructed, “and you must get down from your horse and let me take it. I’ll put it in the chateau stable tonight. I’ll return it to the Breton armee tomorrow afternoon, by which time you should be safely gone.”

“Oh, but that’s impossible.”

“Impossible? Why?”

“For several reasons. First, you haven’t considered what could happen to you if you do that.”

“To me? You think I’m afraid of that crew of oafs sent by M. de Lesdiguieres? I haven’t committed any sedition.”

“But helping someone wanted for a crime is nearly as bad. That’s the law.”

“What does the law matter? Do you think the law would dare to touch me?”

“Well, there’s that. You are protected by one of those old abuses I complained about at Rennes. I forgot.”

“Complain all you want, but make use of it for now. Andre, be sensible. Do as I tell you. Get off your horse.” As he still hesitated, she reached out and caught him by the arm, her voice earnest and urgent. “Andre, you don’t understand how serious this is. If they catch you, you’ll almost certainly be hanged. Don’t you see? You must not go to Gavrillac. You have to go away at once, and remain completely hidden until this blows over. Until my uncle can pull some strings to get you pardoned, you must stay out of sight.”

“That might take a long time,” said Andre-Louis. “M. de Kercadiou has never made friends at court.”

“There is M. de La Tour d’Azyr,” she reminded him, surprising him.

“That man!” he cried, and then laughed. “But I especially turned the people of Rennes against him. Not all my speech reached your ears, I see.”

“It did, including that part,” she replied.

“Ah! And yet you still want to save me—the man who seeks the death of your future husband at the hands of the law or the people? Or is it that, after seeing his true colors in the murder of poor Philippe, you’re having second thoughts about becoming Marquise de La Tour d’Azyr?”

“You often show very little talent for logical deduction.”

“Maybe. But not so little as to believe that M. de La Tour d’Azyr will lift a finger to do what you suggest.”

“That’s where you’re wrong, as usual. He’ll certainly do it if I ask him.”

“If you ask him?” His voice was full of horror.

“Yes. You see, I haven’t agreed to be Marquise de La Tour d’Azyr yet. I’m still considering. It does have its advantages. One is that it guarantees a suitor’s complete obedience.”

“So, so. I see your twisted logic. You’d actually say to him: ‘Refuse me this, and I refuse to be your marquise’? Would you go that far?”

“If necessary, I might.”

“And do you see the reverse implication? That, having promised, you’d be honor-bound and could not refuse him later? Do you think I’d allow something that could tie your hands that way? Do you think I want to see you damned, Aline?”

She let go of his arm.

“Oh, you’re being ridiculous!” she cried, exasperated.

“Possibly. But I enjoy my foolishness. There’s a thrill in it unknown to your kind of wisdom. With your permission, I’ll carry on to Gavrillac.”

“Andre, you must not! It means death!” In her alarm, she backed her horse across the road to block his path.

It was almost fully night now; but behind the broken clouds overhead, a crescent moon emerged to lessen the darkness.

“Come now,” she pleaded. “Be reasonable. Do what I ask. Look, there’s a carriage coming behind you. We shouldn’t be seen together like this.”

He decided quickly. He wasn’t one for false heroics about dying and had no desire to end up on the gallows that M. de Lesdiguieres would provide. The goal he had set for himself might be accomplished. He had made M. de La Tour d’Azyr hear, loudly, the voice he’d believed silenced. But Andre-Louis was far from ready to be done with life.

“Aline, only on one condition.”

“And that is?”

“That you swear to me you’ll never seek the help of M. de La Tour d’Azyr on my account.”

“Since you insist, and as time is running out, I agree. Now come with me as far as the lane. That carriage really is coming.”

The lane she meant branched off three hundred yards closer to the village, leading straight up the hill to the chateau. They rode together in silence and turned into the narrow, thickly-hedged bypath. After fifty yards, she signaled him to halt.

“Now!” she said.

Obediently, he dismounted and handed her the reins.

“Aline,” he said, “I can’t thank you enough.”

“It isn’t necessary,” she replied.

“But I hope to repay you one day.”

“That’s not necessary either. Could I do any less? I don’t want to hear of you hanged, Andre—and neither does my uncle, though he’s furious with you.”

“I suppose he is.”

“And you can hardly blame him. You were his representative, his delegate. He trusted you, but you betrayed him. He’s rightly angry, calls you a traitor, and says he’ll never speak to you again. But he doesn’t want you hanged, Andre.”

“At least we agree on that—I don’t want it either.”

“I’ll make peace between you. And now—goodbye, Andre. Send word when you’re safe.”

She reached out a hand, looking spectral in the faint light. He took it and lifted it to his lips.

“God bless you, Aline.”

She was gone, and he listened to the fading clop of hooves until the sound disappeared. Then, shoulders hunched and head bowed, he retraced his steps to the main road, pondering where to go. Suddenly, he remembered uneasily that he had almost no money. In Brittany, he knew of no safe hiding place, and as long as he stayed there, his danger would remain urgent. Yet, to leave the province as soon as caution dictated, he’d need horses. How could he get horses with nothing but a single louis d’or and a few bits of silver?

He was also extremely tired. He’d barely slept since Tuesday night, and not much even then; most of his time had been in the saddle, exhausting for someone unaccustomed to long rides. So worn out, it was unthinkable to go far tonight. Perhaps he could reach Chavagne. But he’d still need food and rest there, and then what about tomorrow?

If only he’d thought earlier, perhaps Aline could have loaned him a few louis. Now his first impulse was to return to the chateau, but that idea was quickly dismissed. He’d have to be seen by servants to get to her, and word would spread that he was there.

He had no choice; he’d have to walk to Chavagne for a bed and leave tomorrow’s problem for the morning. He set off in the direction he’d come, but then stopped. Chavagne was on the road to Rennes—heading that way meant deeper danger. He decided to head south again. At the edge of meadows outside the village, there was a ferry to cross the river, letting him avoid Gavrillac and place the river between himself and immediate pursuit.

A lane, leaving the main road a quarter mile before Gavrillac, led to the ferry. About twenty minutes later, Andre-Louis walked wearily down it. He avoided the lighted cottage of the ferryman, sneaking down in the dark to the boat, hoping to cross on his own. He felt for the chain mooring the boat and followed it to its lock. To his frustration, there was a padlock.

He stood up in the darkness and laughed quietly. Of course. The ferry belonged to M. de La Tour d’Azyr and wouldn’t be left unsecured for people to avoid seigneurial dues.

With no other option, he walked back to the cottage and knocked. When the door opened, he stood off to the side, out of the light.

“Ferry!” he called, briefly.

The ferryman, a burly fellow he knew well, picked up a lantern and stepped out, holding the light up to see his face.

“My God!” he blurted.

“You see, I’m in a hurry,” said Andre-Louis, watching the man’s startled face.

“And you should be, with the gallows waiting for you at Rennes,” the ferryman grumbled. “If you’re foolish enough to come back to Gavrillac, you’d better get out again quickly. I’ll say nothing about having seen you.”

“Thank you, Fresnel. Your advice matches my intentions. That’s why I need the boat.”

“That, no,” said Fresnel firmly. “I’ll keep my mouth shut, but it’s more than my life is worth to help you.

“You might pretend you didn’t see me. Forget you saw me.”

“I’ll do that, monsieur. But that’s all I can do. I can’t put you across the river.”

“Then give me the key and I’ll cross myself.”

“That’s the same thing. I can’t. I’ll keep quiet, but won’t—can’t—help you.”

Andre-Louis studied that sullen, determined face and understood. Under the shadow of La Tour d’Azyr, this man dared not go against his master’s will.

“Fresnel,” he said quietly, “if, as you say, I face the gallows, it’s because of what happened after Mabey was shot. Had Mabey not been murdered, I wouldn’t have needed to speak out. Mabey was your friend, wasn’t he? For his sake, could you give me the little help I need to save my neck?”

Fresnel didn’t look at him, and his face grew even more closed.

“I would if I dared, but I daren’t.” Suddenly, he got angry, as if to use anger as a shield. “Don’t you get it? Would you have a poor man risk his life for you? What have you or your family ever done for me, that I should take such a risk? You’ll not cross tonight in my ferry. Understand that, monsieur, and go—before I start thinking it’s safer to report you. Go!”

He turned on his heel to go back inside, and a wave of hopelessness washed over Andre-Louis.

But it passed quickly. He realized he could force the man—and he had the means. He recalled the pistol that Le Chapelier had pressed on him as he was leaving Rennes, a gift he’d almost refused. True, it was unloaded, and he had no ammunition, but Fresnel wouldn’t know that.

He acted fast. Drawing the pistol with his right hand, he caught the ferryman’s shoulder with his left and spun him around.

“What do you want now?” Fresnel demanded angrily. “I told you—”

He broke off. The pistol’s muzzle was just a foot from his eyes.

“I want the key to the boat. That’s all, Fresnel. You can either hand it over right now, or I’ll take it after I put a bullet through you. I’d be sorry to kill you, but I won’t hesitate. It’s your life or mine, Fresnel—and you can hardly expect me to choose otherwise.”

Fresnel dipped into his pocket and handed over a key, his fingers shaking—more with anger than fear.

“I submit to violence,” he said, baring his teeth like a snarling dog. “But don’t expect it to help you much.”

Andre-Louis took the key, keeping the pistol raised.

“I think you’re threatening me,” he said. “I understand what you mean. As soon as I’m gone, you’ll run and report me. You’ll send the marechaussee after me.”

“No, no!” protested the other. Now he realized his danger, reading his fate in Andre-Louis’s cold voice, and grew frightened. “I swear, monsieur, I mean you no harm!”

“I think I’d better make certain of you.”

“Oh, God! Have mercy, monsieur!” The man was trembling with terror. “I mean you no harm—I swear it. I won’t say a word. I won’t…”

“I’d rather count on your silence than your promises. Still, I’ll give you a chance. Maybe I am a fool, but I dislike shedding blood. Go inside, Fresnel. Go. I’m right behind.”

Inside the shabby main room, Andre-Louis stopped him again. “Get me a length of rope,” he ordered. Fresnel obeyed quickly.

Five minutes later, Fresnel was tightly tied to a chair, gagged with a block of wood and a muffler.

At the door, Andre-Louis paused.

“Good-night, Fresnel,” he said. Fierce eyes stared in silent hatred. “I doubt anyone will need the ferry again tonight, but someone will likely find you in the morning. Endure your discomfort as best you can, remembering you brought it on yourself. Perhaps you’ll reflect on your unkindness and learn something. By morning, you might even be charitable enough not to remember who tied you up. Good-night.”

He stepped out and shut the door.

Unlocking the ferry and pulling himself over the swift water—lit faintly by the moon—took no more than six or seven minutes. He ran the boat’s nose into the rotten sedges on the southern bank, jumped ashore, and secured the boat. Then, missing the footpath in the dark, he struck off across a soggy meadow to find the road.




BOOK II: THE BUSKIN




CHAPTER I. THE TRESPASSERS

Soon after reaching the Redon road, Andre-Louis, guided more by instinct than reason, turned south and walked on, weary and almost automatically. He had no clear plan of where he was going or where he ought to go. All that mattered was putting as much distance as possible between himself and Gavrillac.

He vaguely considered returning to Nantes and, by using his newfound skill in oratory, incite the people to shelter him as the first victim of the persecution he had predicted—and against which he had urged them to take a stand. However, this was only a half-formed idea, lacking any real impulse to act upon it.

Meanwhile, he found amusement in thinking about Fresnel as he had last seen him, face covered and eyes glaring. “For someone who was anything but a man of action,” he writes, “I felt I handled myself rather well.” This phrase recurs throughout his sketchy “Confessions.” He constantly reminds readers that he is a man of mental pursuits, not physical ones, and apologizes whenever dire necessity forces him into violent action. I suspect this insistence on his philosophical detachment—well-justified though it is—reveals a deep-seated vanity.

As fatigue increased, so did feelings of depression and self-criticism. He realized he had foolishly gone too far by publicly insulting M. de Lesdiguieres. “It is much better,” he says somewhere, “to be wicked than to be stupid. Most of the world’s misery is the result not, as priests claim, of wickedness, but of stupidity.” He considered anger the worst kind of stupidity. Yet he had allowed himself to become angry with someone like M. de Lesdiguieres—a lackey, a fribble, a nobody, even if he could do harm. He could have accomplished his self-imposed mission without provoking the bitter resentment of the King’s Lieutenant.

He saw himself now vaguely set adrift, wearing only his riding suit, with a single louis d’or and a few pieces of silver for his entire capital, and a knowledge of law that had failed to save him from the consequences of breaking it.

He also possessed—though he did not yet recognize them as his true salvation—his sense of humor, much suppressed lately, and the philosophical outlook and spirited temperament that have always been the tools of adventurers.

He continued walking through the night until he could walk no more. He had skirted the small township of Guichen and now, within half a mile of Guignen and a good seven miles from Gavrillac, his legs refused to carry him further.

He stopped midway across the broad common north of Guignen. He had left the road and absentmindedly taken a footpath across the open pasture dotted with clumps of gorse. A short distance to his right, the common was bordered by a thorn hedge. Beyond this loomed a tall building, an open barn, which he recognized, standing at the edge of a long stretch of meadow. Perhaps the silent, dark shadow of the barn subconsciously drew him to stop, suggesting shelter. He hesitated briefly, then made his way to a gap in the hedge blocked by a five-barred gate. He pushed it open, passed through, and stood before the barn. As large as a house, it was just a roof supported by half a dozen tall, brick pillars. But underneath, packed tight, was a great stack of hay that promised a warm bed on such a cold night. Heavy timbers, built into the pillars, jutted out as makeshift ladders for laborers to reach the hay. Using the last of his strength, Andre-Louis climbed up one of these and crawled to the top, where he had to kneel for lack of headroom. He removed his coat and neckcloth, his wet boots and stockings, hollowed a trough for his body, and buried himself up to the neck in the hay. Within five minutes, he was sound asleep, lost to all cares.

When he next awoke, the sun was already high, suggesting to him that the morning was well advanced—even before he quite recalled where he was or how he got there. Then, as he gathered his senses, he heard the drone of voices nearby—but at first, paid little attention. He was wonderfully refreshed, still luxuriously drowsy and warm.

But as awareness and memory returned fully, he raised his head above the hay to listen more closely, his pulse quickening a little with the uneasy thought that those voices could mean trouble for him. Then he heard the reassuring tone of a woman—musical and silvery, though tinged with anxiety.

“Ah, mon Dieu, Leandre, let us part at once. If it should be my father…”

Then a man’s voice broke in—calm and soothing:

“No, no, Climene; you’re mistaken. Nobody’s coming. We’re quite safe. Why do you start at shadows?”

“Ah, Leandre, if he found us here together! I tremble at the very thought.”

That was enough to put Andre-Louis at ease. He’d overheard enough to realize it was only a pair of lovers, who—even with less to fear from life—were, like all their kind, more timid than he. Curiosity drew him from his warm nest to the edge of the hay. Lying flat, he edged his head forward and peered down.

Between the barn and the hedge, in the mown meadow, stood a young man and woman. The man was well-built and handsome, with fine chestnut hair tied back with a wide black satin bow. His clothes were awkwardly embellished in a way that seemed more pretentious than impressive at first glance. His suit, once fashionable, was now faded plum velvet edged with worn silver lace. He wore limp ruffles from lack of starch over delicate hands. His breeches were simple black cloth, his black stockings of cotton—all out of keeping with his flashy coat. His sturdy shoes sported paste buckles lacking sparkle. If not for his open and engaging face, Andre-Louis might have dismissed him as a scoundrel living by his wits. As it was, he withheld judgment and turned his observation toward the girl. It must be admitted, he was immediately fascinated—despite being a bookish type, rarely given to thinking of women.

The girl—hardly more than a child, at most twenty—was blessed with near-perfect face and figure, sparkling energy, and a grace of movement that Andre-Louis had never seen combined before. Her voice, too—that musical, silvery voice that had woken him—possessed such allure in its delicate tones that he thought even the plainest woman would have been irresistible if she’d spoken so. She wore a green hooded mantle, with the hood thrown back to reveal her delicate head. The morning sun glinted gold through her light nut-brown curls, which framed her oval face. Her complexion he could only compare to rose petals. He couldn’t make out her eye color from that distance but guessed they were blue, judging from the sparkle beneath finely-shaped dark brows.

He couldn’t say exactly why, but he felt a pang of resentment at finding her so close to this pretty youth, partly clad, it seemed, in a nobleman’s cast-offs. He couldn’t guess her status, but her cultured way of speaking hinted at refined upbringing. He strained to listen.

“I shall know no peace, Leandre, until we are safely wedded,” she was saying. “Not until then will I feel beyond his reach. Yet if we marry without his consent, we’ll only make matters worse, and as for gaining his consent, I nearly despair.”

Clearly, thought Andre-Louis, her father saw through Leandre’s pretentious attire and wasn’t about to be impressed by cheap buckles.

“My dear Climene,” the young man replied, standing squarely in front of her, holding both her hands, “you are wrong to despair. If I don’t share with you the clever plan I’ve made to win your father’s consent, it’s only because I don’t want to spoil the surprise for you. But trust me, and the brilliant friend I’ve mentioned, who should be here any moment.”

What a pompous oaf! Had he memorized that speech, or was he just a natural-born pedant? How did such a lovely flower end up wasting her sweetness on a prig like him? And what a ridiculous name he had!

So mused Andre-Louis, observing from his hiding place. Meanwhile, the girl spoke again.

“That’s what I want most, Leandre, but I can’t help fearing your clever plan will be too late. I’m to marry this dreadful Marquis of Sbrufadelli today. He’ll arrive by noon to sign the contract—to make me the Marchioness of Sbrufadelli. Oh!” It was a cry of pain from her young heart. “Even the name burns my lips! If it were mine, I could never utter it—never! The man is so horrible. Save me, Leandre! You’re my only hope.”

Andre-Louis felt a stab of disappointment. She failed to rise to the heights he expected. She seemed infected by her lover’s stilted manner—her words lacked sincerity. They interested his mind, but left his heart untouched. Perhaps this was because of his dislike for M. Leandre and for what was at stake.

So her father wanted to marry her to a marquis! That suggested that she came from a noble family. Yet she was willing to run off with this dull adventurer in shabby lace! He supposed this was only to be expected from a sex all philosophy had taught him to see as the maddest part of a mad species.

“It shall never be!” M. Leandre was now exclaiming passionately. “Never! I swear it!” He shook his puny fist at the sky—Ajax defying Jupiter. “Ah, but here comes our clever friend…” (Andre-Louis didn’t catch the name, for at that moment Leandre turned toward the gap in the hedge.) “He’ll bring us news, I’m sure.”

Andre-Louis looked toward the gap as well. A thin, slight man in a shabby cloak and a three-cornered hat pulled low over his nose emerged. When he doffed his hat and made a low bow to the lovers, Andre-Louis thought to himself that if he had such a miserably villainous face, he would hide under his hat as well. If Leandre was wearing hand-me-downs from a nobleman, this newcomer seemed dressed in Leandre’s cast-offs. But despite his ragged clothes and rough face, with its three-day stubble, the fellow carried himself with some bravado and bowed with practiced formality.

“Monsieur,” he said, conspiratorially, “the time for action has arrived, and so has the Marquis… That is why.”

The young lovers jumped apart in alarm; Climene clasped her hands, parted her lips, and her chest heaved under its white fichu-menteur; Leandre stood agape, the very picture of foolishness and despair.

The newcomer rambled on. “I was at the inn an hour ago when he arrived, and I watched him closely at breakfast. After that, I have no doubts about our success. As for his looks, I could describe at length how nature made him for idiocy. But that doesn’t matter. What matters is his mind. I assure you he is so slow and dense that he’ll fall right into all the traps I’ve laid for him.”

“Tell me, tell me! Speak!” Climene pleaded, reaching out in a way no sensitive man could resist. Suddenly, she caught her breath with a little scream. “My father!” she cried, spinning between the two men. “He’s coming! We’re lost!”

“You must run, Climene!” said Leandre.

“Too late!” she sobbed. “Too late! He’s here.”

“Calm, mademoiselle, calm!” urged their sly friend. “Stay calm and trust me. I swear everything will turn out well.”

“Oh!” moaned Leandre, limp with despair, “Say what you will, my friend, this is ruin—the end of all our hopes. Your wits can never get us out of this. Never!”

Through the gap now strode a massive man with a flushed, moonlike face and a great nose, well dressed in the sturdy fashion of a successful bourgeois. His anger was obvious, but the look he gave was one of amazement to Andre-Louis.

“Leandre, you’re an idiot! Too phlegmatic! Your words wouldn’t convince a ploughboy! Did you even think about what they mean? Like this,” he cried, tossing his round hat aside, taking his stand at Leandre’s side, and repeating the exact words Leandre had just uttered, while the three watched him coolly.

“Oh, say what you will, my friend, this is ruin—the end of all our hopes. Your wits can never save us from this. Never!”

His voice vibrated with wild despair. He turned again to face Leandre. “That’s how you do it,” he told him with scorn. “Let your hopelessness show in your voice. Imagine you’re not asking Scaramouche here if he’s patched your breeches. You’re a despairing lover expressing…”

He broke off, startled. Andre-Louis, suddenly realizing he’d been fooled and what was really afoot, burst into laughter. The sound of it echoed uncannily under the barn’s roof, startling those below.

The fat man was the first to recover, announcing it with one of his usual sarcastic remarks.

“Listen!” he cried, “the very gods laugh at you, Leandre.” Then he addressed the barn’s unseen guest: “Hi! You there!”

Andre-Louis revealed himself with a further thrust of his rumpled head.

“Good morning,” he said, pleasantly. Rising onto his knees, his view now included the wide common beyond the hedge. He saw an enormous, battered travelling chaise, a cart loaded with timbers partly hidden under canvas, and a sort of house on wheels with a smoking tin chimney. Three sturdy Flemish horses and two donkeys, all hobbled, were grazing nearby. Had he noticed these vehicles sooner, he might have realized what kind of scene he was watching. More figures moved beyond the hedge. Three emerged through the gap—a girl with a saucy face and tilted nose (surely Columbine, the soubrette), a lanky, energetic boy (surely Harlequin, the lackey), and another somewhat clumsy youth who might be a zany or an apothecary.

He took all this in at a glance—no more time than it took him to say good morning. To that greeting, Pantaloon responded with a bellow:

“What the devil are you doing up there?”

“Exactly what you’re doing down there,” replied Andre-Louis. “I’m trespassing.”

“Eh?” said Pantaloon, looking at his companions, his confidence somewhat shaken. Although they did this sort of thing all the time, hearing it named so bluntly was unsettling.

“Whose land is this?” he asked, less sure now.

Andre-Louis replied, while pulling on his stockings. “I believe this is the property of the Marquis de La Tour d’Azyr.”

“That’s a grand-sounding name. Is the gentleman strict?”

“The gentleman,” said Andre-Louis, “is the devil; or rather, I’d say, that the devil is a gentleman compared to him.”

“And yet,” added the shifty-faced man playing Scaramouche, “by your own admission, you don’t hesitate to trespass on his property yourself.”

“Ah, but you see, I’m a lawyer. Lawyers are famously unable to obey the law, just as actors are notoriously unable to act. Besides, Nature puts limits on us all, and Nature overrides the law—as it overrides everything else. Nature got the better of me last night, so I slept here, regardless of the mighty Marquis de La Tour d’Azyr. Still, M. Scaramouche, you’ll notice I didn’t flaunt my trespassing as openly as you and your companions do.”

With his boots on, Andre-Louis nimbly descended in his shirt-sleeves, riding coat over his arm. As he put it on, Pantaloon’s small, shrewd eyes examined him carefully. Noticing that Andre-Louis’s clothes, though plain, were of quality, that his shirt was fine cambric, and that he spoke like a cultured man, Pantaloon decided to be friendly.

“I am very grateful to you for the warning, sir…” he began.

“Act on it, my friend. M. d’Azyr’s forest guards have orders to shoot trespassers. Follow my example and clear out.”

They followed him immediately, through the hedge gap to the encampment on the common. There Andre-Louis took his leave. But as he was turning away, he noticed a young man of the troupe washing at a bucket on the wooden steps at the back of the house on wheels. He hesitated, then turned to Pantaloon.

“If it’s not too bold to impose further on your hospitality, monsieur,” he said, “I would beg to take advantage of the same services as that excellent young man before leaving.”

“But, my dear sir!” Good humor radiated from every part of the ample body of the master actor. “It’s no trouble at all. Of course! Rhodomont will get you whatever you need. He’s the dandy of the company offstage, though a fire-eater on. Hi, Rhodomont!”

The young man straightened from his bent position over the bucket, emerging from a froth of soap suds, and looked up. Pantaloon gave instructions, and Rhodomont—gentle and amiable in person, though fierce on stage—cheerfully made the newcomer welcome at the bucket.

Thus Andre-Louis again removed his neckcloth and coat, rolled up his fine shirt sleeves, while Rhodomont fetched soap, a towel, even a broken comb, and a greasy hair-ribbon, in case the visitor needed one. Andre-Louis declined the ribbon, but gratefully accepted the comb. After washing himself, he stood with the towel over his shoulder, tidying his disheveled hair in a broken mirror attached to the door of the mobile house.

Standing thus, with amiable Rhodomont chatting idly by his side, Andre-Louis heard horses’ hooves. He looked over his shoulder without concern—then stood frozen, comb in midair, mouth open. Across the common, on the road, he saw a party of seven horsemen in the blue coats with red facings of the marechaussee.

He didn’t doubt for a moment who the intended quarry of these police was. It was as though the cold shadow of the gallows had suddenly fallen over him.

The troop halted in front of them, and the lead sergeant shouted across the common:

“Hi, there! Hi!”—his tone menacing.

Everyone in the company—all twelve or so—stood fixed in alarm. Pantaloon stepped forward, head high, with the demeanor of a King’s Lieutenant.

“Now, what the devil’s this?” he said, though whether to fate, heaven, or the sergeant was unclear.

The horsemen conferred, then trotted straight across the field toward the troupe’s encampment.

Andre-Louis remained at the back of the house on wheels, still combing his hair, but now mechanically. His mind was focused entirely on the oncoming military, his wits ready for whatever move might be necessary.

Still some distance away, the impatient sergeant shouted a question.

“Who gave you leave to camp here?”

That question didn’t reassure Andre-Louis at all. He was not deceived into thinking—or even hoping—that these men’s only duty was rounding up vagrants and trespassers. If they did that, it was just in passing—perhaps hoping for a little unofficial payment. Most likely, they were from Rennes, and their real purpose was hunting down a young lawyer accused of sedition. Meanwhile, Pantaloon shouted back.

“Who gave us leave, you say? What leave? This is communal land, free for all.”

The sergeant laughed unpleasantly, and his troop pressed on.

“There is,” said a voice at Pantaloon’s elbow, “no true communal land anywhere in M. de La Tour d’Azyr’s vast domain. This is terre censive, and his bailiffs collect dues from everyone who grazes animals here.”

Pantaloon glanced down to see Andre-Louis at his side, still in shirt-sleeves and without a neckcloth, towel trailing over his shoulder, comb in hand, half-dressed hair.

“God in heaven!” Pantaloon swore. “The Marquis de La Tour d’Azyr is a monster!”

“I’ve already told you what I think of him,” said Andre-Louis. “As for these fellows, better let me handle them. I know their kind.” Without waiting for Pantaloon’s approval, Andre-Louis stepped forward to meet the advancing marechaussee. He understood that only boldness could save him now.

When the sergeant pulled up next to this half-dressed young man, Andre-Louis kept combing his hair as he looked up, half-smiling in a way meant to be friendly, open, and disarming.

Still, the sergeant barked gruffly: “Are you the leader of this band of vagrants?”

“Yes… that is, my father there is truly the leader.” Andre-Louis jerked a thumb at M. Pantaloon, who stood at attention in the background. “What’s your pleasure, captain?”

“My pleasure is to say you’re all likely to end up in jail for this.” His bullying tone carried over the common, freezing the whole troupe. The life of a traveling player was hard enough without the risk of imprisonment.

“But why, captain? This is communal land, free for all.”

“It’s not.”

“Where are the fences?” Andre-Louis asked, waving the comb to demonstrate the openness.

“Fences!” snorted the sergeant. “What do fences matter? This is terre censive. No one can graze here without paying dues to the Marquis de La Tour d’Azyr.”

“But we’re not grazing,” said innocent Andre-Louis.

“Damn you, fool! Maybe you’re not grazing, but your animals are!”

“They eat so little,” Andre-Louis apologized, trying another ingratiating smile.

The sergeant grew sterner. “That’s not the point. The fact is you’re stealing, and thieves go to jail.”

“Technically, I suppose you’re right,” Andre-Louis sighed, returning to combing his hair as he looked up at the sergeant. “But we sinned in ignorance. Thank you for the warning.” He switched the comb to his left hand and, with his right, fished in his breeches’ pocket, producing a gentle sound of coins. “We’re sorry to have troubled you—perhaps your men would honor us by stopping at the next inn to drink to the health of… of M. de La Tour d’Azyr, or whoever else they choose.”

The sergeant’s expression softened a little at the sound of the coin. But not completely.

“Well, well,” he said gruffly. “But you must move on, understand.” He leaned from his saddle so Andre-Louis could hand him a three-livre piece.

“In half an hour,” said Andre-Louis.

“Why half an hour? Why not now?”

“Oh, just time to have breakfast.”

They eyed each other. The sergeant assessed the silver coin. At last, his features relented.

“After all,” he said, “we’re not here to play bounty hunters for M. de La Tour d’Azyr. We’re from the Rennes marechaussee.” Andre-Louis’s eyelids betrayed him with a flicker. “But if you linger, beware the marquis’s own guards—they won’t be so generous. Well, well—a good appetite to you, monsieur,” he finished.

“A pleasant ride, my captain,” replied Andre-Louis.

The sergeant wheeled his horse, the troop following. As they started away, he halted again.

“You, sir!” he called over his shoulder. Andre-Louis bounded to his stirrup. “We’re chasing a rogue named Andre-Louis Moreau, from Gavrillac—a fugitive wanted for the gallows on a charge of sedition. You haven’t seen anyone whose actions seemed suspicious?”

“We have, indeed,” replied Andre-Louis boldly, with eager helpfulness.

“You have?” cried the sergeant. “Where? When?”

“Yesterday evening, in the area of Guignen…”

“Yes, yes,” urged the sergeant, convinced he was onto something.

“There was a fellow who looked very afraid of being recognized… a man of fifty or so…”

“Fifty!” groaned the sergeant, disappointed. “No, our man is no older than you, thin like you, about your height, with black hair—like yours. Keep your eyes open, master player. The King’s Lieutenant at Rennes is offering ten louis to anyone who brings him in. Could be quite a windfall for you.”

“A fine windfall, indeed, captain,” answered Andre-Louis, laughing.

But the sergeant had already spurred his horse and was trotting off after his men. Andre-Louis continued to laugh, quietly, as he sometimes did when he found something particularly amusing.

He then slowly turned and walked back toward Pantaloon and the rest of the company, who were now all gathered together, watching.

Pantaloon stepped forward to meet him, both hands outstretched. For a moment, Andre-Louis thought he was going to be embraced.

“We hail you as our savior!” the big man declared. “Already the shadow of the jail was creeping over us, chilling us to the bone. Although we are poor, we are all honest people, and none of us has ever suffered the indignity of prison. Nor is there one of us who would survive it. But for you, my friend, it might have happened. What magic did you use?”

“The magic that works in France when you have a King’s portrait. The French are a very loyal nation, as you must have noticed. They love their King—and especially his portrait, even more than the King himself, particularly when it’s crafted in gold. But even in silver it is respected. The sergeant was so moved by the sight of that noble face—on a three-livre piece—that his anger vanished, and he let us go in peace.”

“Ah, right! He said we must move on. Well, get to it, my lads! Come, come…”

“But not before breakfast,” said Andre-Louis. “He graciously gave us half an hour for breakfast, so moved was he. True, he mentioned possible gardes-champêtres. But he knows, as well as I do, that they are hardly to be feared, and if they showed up, the King’s portrait—made of copper this time—would have the same effect. So, my dear M. Pantaloon, enjoy your breakfast. I can smell your cooking from here, and from that aroma, I doubt you’ll need my wishes for a good appetite.”

“My friend, my savior!” Pantaloon threw a heavy arm around the young man’s shoulders. “You must stay to breakfast with us.”

“I was hoping you’d ask,” said Andre-Louis.




CHAPTER II. THE SERVICE OF THESPIS

As Andre-Louis sat down to breakfast with them behind their traveling house, under the bright sunshine cutting the chill of the November morning, he found them an odd yet appealing crew. A sense of cheerfulness filled the group. They pretended to have no worries and joked about the hardships of their wanderer’s life. Curiously, they seemed deliberately artificial; theatrical in their handling of even the most ordinary things, with dramatic gestures and affected speech. It was as if they belonged to a different world—a world unreal, except when they stood on their stage, in the glare of the footlights. Friendship bound them together; and Andre-Louis, a bit cynically, thought perhaps this harmony was exactly what made them seem so unreal. In the real world, greed and competition usually destroy such camaraderie.

There were eleven of them in all, three women and eight men, and they called each other by their stage names: names signaling their character types, and rarely—if ever—changing, no matter what play they were performing.

“We are,” Pantaloon told him, “one of the few remaining true bands of real players, upholding the traditions of the old Italian Commedia dell’ Arte. We don’t strain our memories or ruin our wit with the stiff phrases that come from some poor author’s labors. Each of us is in some way his own author, as he develops the part assigned to him. We’re improvisers—improvisers of the old and noble Italian school.”

“I guessed as much,” said Andre-Louis, “when I found you rehearsing your improvisations.”

Pantaloon frowned.

“I see, young sir, that your humor tends to the sharp, not to say biting. That’s all very well. It’s probably suited to your face. But it may lead you astray, as it did just now. That rehearsal—a very unusual thing for us—was needed because of the inexperience of our Leandre. We are trying to teach him, through training, an art that Nature did not give him in sufficient measure. Should he go on failing to learn… But let’s not spoil our good mood by thinking of troubles we still hope to avoid. We love our Leandre, with all his faults. Let me introduce you properly to our company.”

He began the introductions. He pointed out the tall and good-natured Rhodomont, whom Andre-Louis had already met.

“His long limbs and hooked nose were his basic qualifications for playing brash captains,” Pantaloon explained. “His lungs proved we made a good choice. You should hear him roar. At first we called him Spavento or Epouvapte. But that didn’t suit so great an artist. Not since the great Mondor amazed the world has there been such a boastful bully on stage. So we gave him the name Rhodomont made famous by Mondor; and I assure you, as an actor and a gentleman—for I am a gentleman, monsieur, or at least I was—that he has earned it.”

His small eyes shone in his puffed face as he looked with pride at the subject of his praise. The fearsome Rhodomont, embarrassed by all this, blushed like a schoolgirl under Andre-Louis’s serious gaze.

“Here we have Scaramouche, whom you also already know. Sometimes he’s Scapin and sometimes Coviello, but mostly Scaramouche—his best role, sometimes too good, in my view. For he’s Scaramouche not just on stage, but in life. He has a knack for sly intrigue, a talent for stirring up trouble, and a boldness when he thinks he’s safe from payback. He truly is Scaramouche, the little trickster, to the core. I could say more, but by nature I am charitable and loving to all mankind.”

“As the priest said when he kissed the serving-wench,” growled Scaramouche, and went on eating.

“His humor, like yours, you’ll notice, is cutting,” said Pantaloon. He moved on. “That fellow with the lumpy nose and the grinning country look is, of course, Pierrot. Could he be anything else?”

“I could play lovers much better,” claimed the rustic cherub.

“That’s the delusion all Pierrots have,” Pantaloon said, scornfully. “This heavy, beetle-browed rascal, who’s grown old in sin and only gets hungrier with age, is Polichinelle. As you see, each of us was made by Nature for the part we play. This nimble, freckled rascal is Harlequin; not the glittery Harlequin modernity has reduced him to, but the true original fool of the Commedia, ragged and patched, impudent, cowardly, a true scoundrel of a clown.”

“Each of us, as you see,” said Harlequin, mimicking their leader, “is made by Nature for the part we play.”

“Physically, friend, only physically, else it wouldn’t be so hard to teach this handsome Leandre to become a lover. Then we have Pasquariel here, sometimes an apothecary, sometimes a notary, sometimes a servant—an agreeable, helpful fellow. And also an excellent cook, being from Italy, land of gluttons. And finally, myself: as father of the company I naturally play Pantaloon, usually the father role. Sometimes, true, I am a deceived husband, sometimes an ignorant, self-absorbed doctor. But usually I’m just Pantaloon. I’m the only one with a real name. It is Binet, monsieur.

“And now for the ladies… First, by seniority, we have Madame.” He gestured to a smiling, plump blonde, about forty-five, sitting on the lowest step of their traveling house. “She is our Duegne, Mother, or Nurse, as the story needs. She’s simply known as Madame. If she ever had another name, she’s long since forgotten it—which may be for the best. Then we have this pert one, with the upturned nose and wide mouth—our soubrette Columbine, and lastly, my daughter Climene, a leading lady whose talents would be hard to match outside the Comédie Française, where she has the poor taste to hope one day to be a member.”

The lovely Climene—and indeed she was beautiful—tossed her brown curls and laughed as she looked across at Andre-Louis. By now, he saw her eyes were not blue, but hazel.

“Don’t believe him, monsieur. Here I am queen, and I’d rather be queen here than a servant in Paris.”

“Mademoiselle,” said Andre-Louis, with complete seriousness, “will be queen wherever she chooses to reign.”

She gave only a shy—though inviting—look from under fluttering lashes. Meanwhile her father was shouting at the handsome young man who played the lovers—“You hear, Leandre! That’s the kind of line you should practice.”

Leandre raised an eyebrow. “That?” he said, with a shrug. “Commonplace.”

Andre-Louis chuckled in approval. “M. Leandre is quicker than you credit. There’s wit in calling it commonplace to call Mlle. Climene a queen.”

Some laughed, including M. Binet, in good spirits.

“You think he meant it that way? Nonsense! His wit is all accidental.”

As the conversation became more general, Andre-Louis soon learned what he hadn’t already about this troupe of wanderers. They were on their way to Guichen, hoping to do well at the fair opening on Monday. They planned their grand entrance at noon, with their stage set up in the old market square to give their first performance that Saturday night, with a new scenario—one of M. Binet’s own—that should amaze the locals. Then M. Binet sighed and turned to the older, dark, beetle-browed Polichinelle, who sat on his left.

“But we’ll miss Felicien,” he said. “Truly, I don’t know how we’ll do without him.”

“Oh, we’ll manage,” said Polichinelle, mouth full.

“You always say that, whatever happens, knowing that it won’t be you sorting it out.”

“He won’t be hard to replace,” said Harlequin.

“Maybe, in a civilized place. But which Breton countryman has as much as his few poor skills?” M. Binet turned to Andre-Louis. “He was our property-man, machinist, stage-carpenter, business man, and sometimes actor.”

“The role of Figaro, I presume,” said Andre-Louis, which drew a laugh.

“So you know Beaumarchais!” Binet eyed him anew.

“He’s fairly well known, I think.”

“In Paris, certainly. I never guessed his fame reached rural Brittany.”

“Well, I spent some years at the Lycée Louis-le-Grand in Paris. There I discovered his work.”

“A dangerous man,” said Polichinelle, gravely.

“Indeed, you’re right,” agreed Pantaloon. “Clever—I’ll admit that, though I myself have little use for authors. But his kind of cleverness is dangerous, feeding all these new, subversive ideas. I think such writers ought to be silenced.”

“M. de La Tour d’Azyr would probably agree—the gentleman who, by a mere act of will, makes this common land his private property.” And Andre-Louis drained his cup, filled with the humble vin gris that was the players’ fare.

It was the sort of comment that could have started an argument, except that it reminded M. Binet of their situation—that the half hour was already up. Suddenly he was on his feet, surprising agile for a man of his size, giving orders like a general in battle.

“Come now, everyone! Are we to sit here all day eating? Time’s moving, and much to do if we’re to reach Guichen at noon. Go, get changed. We leave in twenty minutes. Ladies! To your coach, and look your best. Soon all Guichen will be watching, and how they treat you tomorrow depends on what they see today. Off with you! Off!”

The discipline of this autocrat set everyone in motion. Baskets and boxes were quickly gathered up for the remains of their simple meal. In moments, the ground was cleared and the three ladies had gone to the coach set aside for them. The men were already climbing into the traveling house when Binet turned to Andre-Louis.

“We part here, sir,” he said grandly, “richer for your acquaintance; your debtors and friends.” He extended his pudgy hand.

Andre-Louis took it slowly, thinking fast. Remembering the safety he’d found with this troupe, it struck him that nowhere else would he be better hidden while the search for him cooled down.

“Sir,” he said, “I’m the one in your debt. It’s not every day one enjoys the company of such a distinguished and entertaining troupe.”

Binet squinted up at him, searching for mockery. He found only honest goodwill.

“I part from you with regret,” Andre-Louis went on. “All the more so as I don’t see the need to part at all.”

“What do you mean?” Binet frowned, slowly removing the hand Andre-Louis still held a bit too long.

“In this way,” Andre-Louis explained. “You might consider me something of a knight-errant in search of adventure, with no fixed plans at present. Surely you can understand that after meeting you and your fine troupe, I’d want to know you all better. And, as you said, you need someone to replace your Figaro—Felicien, I believe. While it may be bold of me to hope I could fill such a demanding position…”

“There’s that sharp humor again,” Binet interrupted. “Except for that,” he added, slowly, thoughtfully, squinting, “we might discuss what you seem to be proposing.”

“Alas! we exclude nothing. If you accept me, you take me as I am. What else is possible? As for this humor—such as it is—you may find it of use.”

“How so?”

“In a few ways. I could, for example, teach Leandre how to make love.”

Pantaloon burst out laughing. “You don’t lack confidence! Modesty isn’t an issue for you.”

“Which is the first requirement for an actor.”

“Can you act?”

“From time to time, I believe,” said Andre-Louis, thinking of his performances at Rennes and Nantes, and wondering when in all of Pantaloon’s career his improvisation had so moved a crowd.

M. Binet was pondering. “Do you know much about theatre?” he asked.

“Everything,” said Andre-Louis.

“I see modesty will be no barrier for you.”

“But listen: I know Beaumarchais, Eglantine, Mercier, Chenier, and many other modern writers. I’ve also read Molière, Racine, Corneille, and other lesser French writers. And of foreigners, I know the works of Gozzi, Goldoni, Guarini, Bibbiena, Machiavelli, Secchi, Tasso, Ariosto, and Fedini. Of the ancients, I’ve read most of Euripides, Aristophanes, Terence, Plautus…”

“Enough!” roared Pantaloon.

“I’m not even close to finished,” said Andre-Louis.

“You can save the rest for another time. What made you read so many dramatic authors?”

“I study people, in my way, and a while ago I realized the theatre is the best place to observe man’s reflection.”

“That’s an original and deep idea,” said Pantaloon, quite seriously. “I’d never thought of it. Yet it’s true. Sir, it dignifies our art. You’re a man of talent; I’ve known it since we met. I can read people. I knew it from when you said ‘good morning.’ Tell me: do you think you might help me from time to time in preparing a scenario? My mind, busy with all these organizing details, isn’t always clear enough for such tasks. Do you think you could help?”

“I’m sure I could.”

“Yes, I expected as much. You’ll quickly learn Felicien’s other duties. Well, if you’re willing, you may come with us. You’ll want a salary, I suppose?”

“If that’s the custom,” said Andre-Louis.

“How does ten livres a month sound?”

“I’d say it’s not the wealth of Peru.”

“I might manage fifteen,” Binet conceded. “But times are hard.”

“I’ll make them better for you.”

“I’m sure you believe that. So, we understand each other?”

“Perfectly,” said Andre-Louis, wryly, and so was committed to the service of Thespis.




CHAPTER III. THE COMIC MUSE

The company’s arrival in the township of Guichen, if not exactly triumphant—as Binet had hoped—was at least loud and startling enough to make the townsfolk stare. To them, these whimsical figures seemed—justly enough—like beings from another world.

First came the grand traveling chaise, creaking and groaning as it moved, pulled by two Flemish horses. Pantaloon, an obese and imposing figure in a tight-fitting scarlet suit under a long brown bed-gown and with a massive cardboard nose, drove the carriage. Next to him sat Pierrot, dressed in a white smock with sleeves enveloping his hands, loose white trousers, and a black skull-cap. He had covered his face with flour and made grotesque noises on a trumpet.

On the coach roof sat Polichinelle, Scaramouche, Harlequin, and Pasquariel. Polichinelle, in black and white and a doublet styled after the previous century, humps front and back, white frill at the neck, and a black half-mask, stood at the center with feet wide to steady himself, beating a large drum with both solemnity and mischief. The others took their places at the roof’s corners, legs dangling. Scaramouche, all in black like a seventeenth-century Spaniard, sporting exaggerated mustaches, played a guitar discordantly. Harlequin, in a patched, rainbow-colored costume with a leather belt and wooden sword, his upper face blackened with soot, clashed a pair of cymbals from time to time. Pasquariel, playing an apothecary with skull-cap and white apron, amused the crowd with his enormous tin clyster, which emitted a mournful squeak when pumped.

Inside the coach, but frequently appearing at the windows and exchanging banter with the townsfolk, sat the three company ladies. Climene, the lead romantic, wore a fine flowered satin gown, her curls hidden beneath a pumpkin-shaped wig, and looked every inch a fashionable lady, making one wonder what she was doing among such a motley crew. Madame, cast as the mother, was also splendidly dressed—so much so, in fact, that the effect was ridiculous. Her headgear was an outrageous construction, adorned with flowers and topped by small ostrich plumes. Columbine faced them, her back to the horses, demurely attired in a white muslin milkmaid bonnet and a striped green and blue gown.

It was a marvel that the old coach—which in its prime might have carried some church dignitary—did not collapse under such a loud and raucous cargo.

Behind them followed the house on wheels, led by the tall and lean Rhodomont, who had painted his face red and heighted its terror with fearsome mustaches. Wearing thigh-high boots and a leather jerkin, he dragged a huge sword from a crimson sash. His broad felt hat sported a bedraggled feather, and as he advanced, he raised his booming voice in blood-curdling threats to all around. On top of this carriage sat Leandre, alone, dressed in blue satin with ruffles, a small sword, powdered hair, patches, a spy-glass, and red-heeled shoes—the quintessential courtier, very handsome indeed. The Guichen women ogled him shamelessly. He accepted their attention as a due tribute, and returned it generously. Like Climene, he seemed out of place among the bandits making up the rest of the troupe.

At the rear, Andre-Louis led the two donkeys that hauled the property-cart. He insisted on wearing a false nose, claiming it as a flourish when, in truth, it was a disguise. Otherwise, he wore his own clothes. As he trudged beside the donkeys, nobody paid him any mind, to his satisfaction.

They made their way around town, which buzzed with preparations for the upcoming fair. They halted at intervals, the racket stopping abruptly, while Polichinelle would announce in a great voice that at five o’clock that evening, in the old market, M. Binet’s famous troupe would present a new comedy in four acts, “The Heartless Father.”

Finally, they reached the old market, which formed the ground floor of the town hall, open to the winds by two archways along each side’s length and one at each end. All but two archways had been boarded up. Through those two, the town’s ruffians and penny-pinchers, unwilling to pay proper admission, could peep in at the show.

That afternoon turned out to be the most strenuous of Andre-Louis’ life, as he was unaccustomed to manual labor. He spent it helping to build and prepare the stage at one end of the market hall, realizing how hard-earned his monthly fifteen livres would be. Four of them started the job—really three, since Pantaloon mostly bawled instructions. Rhodomont and Leandre, out of costume, helped Andre-Louis with the carpentry. Meanwhile, the other four dined with the ladies. Half an hour later, when they came to continue the work, Andre-Louis and his helpers went to dine in their turn, leaving Polichinelle to both direct and help with the work.

They crossed the square to their modest inn. In a narrow corridor, Andre-Louis found himself face to face with Climene—her fine costume set aside, now back to her own appearance.

“And how do you like it?” she asked, pertly.

He met her gaze. “It has its compensations,” he said, in that strangely cold tone of his that made one doubt his sincerity.

She frowned. “You… you’re already in need of compensations?”

“Faith, I felt it from the start,” he replied. “The sense of them drew me in.”

They were alone; the others had gone into the room where their meal awaited. Andre-Louis, largely inexperienced with women, was not aware that his sudden acute consciousness of her femininity came from her own subtle influence.

“What,” she asked, feigning innocence, “are these compensations?”

He stopped himself just short of saying too much.

“Fifteen livres a month,” he said bluntly.

For a moment, she stared at him in confusion; he was unsettling. Then she composed herself.

“Oh, and bed and board,” she said. “Don’t leave those out, as you seem to be doing; your dinner’s getting cold. Aren’t you coming?”

“Haven’t you eaten?” he asked, and she wondered if she heard a note of eagerness.

“No,” she replied over her shoulder. “I waited.”

“For what?” he inquired, hopefully naive.

“I had to change, of course, clown,” she answered rudely. Having led him to the block, she couldn’t resist a chop—but he was one who always chopped back.

“And you left your manners upstairs with your grand-lady dress, mademoiselle. I see.”

A flush spread across her face. “You are very insolent,” she stated, lamely.

“I’ve been told so often. But I hardly believe it.” He swung open the door for her and, bowing with a touch of grandeur—merely copied from Fleury of the Comédie Française—gestured her in. “After you, ma demoiselle.” For added emphasis, he separated the word into its syllables.

“Thank you, monsieur,” she replied frostily, as close to a sneer as such a lovely person could get, and went in, not speaking to him again during the meal. Instead, she devoted herself to Leandre, with unusual and devastating focus—poor fellow, who could not play the romantic lead on stage because he longed to play it in reality.

Andre-Louis ate his herrings and black bread contentedly. It was humble food, but hard times were common for poor people that starving winter, and since he had joined a struggling troupe, he must take the hardships philosophically.

“Do you have a name?” Binet asked during a pause in the meal.

“I do,” replied Andre-Louis. “I believe it is Parvissimus.”

“Parvissimus?” echoed Binet. “Is that a family name?”

“In a company like this, where only the leader claims a last name, it wouldn’t suit the most junior member. So I choose the name which fits me best. Parvissimus—the very smallest.”

Binet found this amusing; it was witty and showed quick thinking. Clearly, they must work together on scenarios.

“I’d prefer it to carpentry,” Andre-Louis replied. Nevertheless, he returned to work that afternoon and toiled hard until four o’clock, when the autocratic Binet finally announced himself satisfied with the setup. With Andre-Louis’s help, he then arranged the lighting, provided by tallow candles and lamps burning fish oil.

At five o’clock the three knocks sounded, and the curtain rose on “The Heartless Father.”

Among the duties Andre-Louis inherited from the departed Felicien, whom he had replaced, was that of doorkeeper. He performed this job dressed as Polichinelle, complete with a pasteboard nose—an arrangement that suited both M. Binet and himself. M. Binet, further securing himself by keeping Andre-Louis’s own clothes, was protected against his new recruit running off with the ticket money. Andre-Louis, for his part well aware of Binet’s real motives, accepted willingly enough, since it also protected him from recognition by anyone who might know him in Guichen.

The performance was tame in every sense; the audience was small and unenthusiastic. There were around twenty-seven people seated in the front half of the market: eleven paid twenty sous each, sixteen paid twelve. Behind them stood about thirty more who had paid six sous apiece. The total take amounted to two louis, ten livres, and two sous. By the time M. Binet paid for the market, the lights, and the inn expenses for Sunday, little was likely left for his actors’ pay. Small wonder, then, that M. Binet’s good humor was a bit dimmed that evening.

“So, what do you think?” he asked Andre-Louis as they walked back to the inn after the performance.

“It could possibly have been worse; it probably couldn’t,” he replied.

M. Binet, astonished, stopped and looked at him.

“Huh!” he said. “Good God! You’re direct.”

“Unpopular among fools, I realize.”

“Well, I am not a fool,” Binet retorted.

“That’s why I am frank with you. I assume you have intelligence, M. Binet.”

“Oh, do you?” snapped M. Binet. “And who are you to assume anything? Your assumptions are rather bold, sir.” With that, he fell silent to brood over his accounts.

But later, over supper, he revived the subject.

“Our new recruit, this fine M. Parvissimus,” he announced, “had the nerve to say our play possibly could have been worse, but probably could not!” He puffed out his cheeks, expecting a laugh at the critic’s expense.

“That’s bad,” remarked the swarthy, sardonic Polichinelle, sounding as grave as a judge. “But worse, the audience had the same nerve.”

“They’re just ignorant yokels,” sneered Leandre, tossing his handsome head.

“You’re wrong,” said Harlequin. “You’re made for love, dear friend, not for criticism.”

Leandre—a rather dull fellow, as you may have guessed—looked down on him contemptuously. “And you? What were you born for?” he asked.

“No one knows,” came the candid response. “Nor why. That’s true for quite a few of us, believe me.”

“But why”—M. Binet interrupted, spoiling a budding quarrel—“do you say Leandre is wrong?”

“Generally, because he’s always wrong. Specifically, because I think the Guichen audience is too sophisticated for ‘The Heartless Father.’”

“You’d put it better,” Andre-Louis interjected, “to say that ‘The Heartless Father’ is too unsophisticated for the Guichen audience.”

“What’s the difference?” asked Leandre.

“I implied no difference. Just a more elegant way to put it.”

“The gentleman is being subtle,” sneered Binet.

“Why is it better?” Harlequin pressed.

“Because it’s easier to raise ‘The Heartless Father’ to the level of the audience’s sophistication than to lower the audience to the play’s lack of it.”

“Let me figure that out,” groaned Polichinelle, cradling his head.

But at the end of the table, Climene, sitting between Columbine and Madame, called out to Andre-Louis.

“So, you’d change the play, would you, M. Parvissimus?” she challenged.

He turned to parry her sarcasm.

“I would suggest a change,” he replied with a bow.

“And how, monsieur?”

“I’d make it better.”

“Of course!” Her sarcasm was slick. “And how would you do that?”

“Yes, tell us!” boomed M. Binet. “Quiet, everyone. Let’s hear M. Parvissimus.”

Andre-Louis glanced from father to daughter and smiled. “Pardi!” he exclaimed. “I’m caught between hammer and blade. If I get away alive, I’ll be lucky. Since you insist, I’ll tell you. I’d go back to the original and borrow from it more freely.”

“The original?” questioned M. Binet—the supposed author.

“It’s called ‘Monsieur de Pourceaugnac,’ by Moliere, I believe.”

Someone tittered—not M. Binet. He was wounded, and the look in his eyes showed that behind his genial exterior he felt anything but genial.

“You accuse me of plagiarism,” he finally said, “of stealing Moliere’s ideas.”

“There is always, of course,” said Andre-Louis, calmly, “the alternative that two great minds think alike.”

M. Binet stared hard at him, finding him bland and unreadable, and decided to pin him down.

“So you don’t mean I stole from Moliere?”

“I advise you to,” was the unsettling answer.

M. Binet was appalled.

“You advise me! You suggest that I, Antoine Binet, should turn thief at my age?”

“He is outrageous,” said mademoiselle, indignantly.

“Outrageous, indeed! I thank you for the word. You eat at my table, have the honor of my company, and advise me to become the lowest sort of thief—a thief of ideas! It’s insufferable! I must have misjudged you, monsieur, just as you misjudge me. I am not the rogue you take me for, and I will not have a man in my company who tells me to become one. Outrageous!”

He was furious; his voice boomed through the tiny room, and the company sat silent and rather scared, their eyes fixed on Andre-Louis, who alone remained unbothered by this moral outrage.

“You realize, monsieur,” he said, calmly, “that you insult the dead?”

“Eh?” replied Binet.

Andre-Louis developed his reasoning.

“You insult the memory of Moliere, France’s stage’s greatest ornament, when you call it shameful to do what he always did. You can’t think Moliere cared about originality of ideas. His stories had all been told before. They were taken, as you know—though you seem to need the reminder—from Italian playwrights, who got them who knows where. Moliere took these old stories and retold them in his own voice. That’s just what I suggest you do. Your company improvises; you supply dialogue as you go, more than Moliere ever did. If you’re too scrupulous, go to Boccaccio or Sacchetti—but even then you’re hardly at the very source.”

Andre-Louis came off well after that. Clearly, a fine debater was lost in him; he was so skilled at making an argument. The troupe was impressed—all the more so Binet, who realized he now had a ready answer to anyone accusing him of plagiarism. He beat a careful retreat from his original stance.

“So, you think,” he said, after a long monologue, “that our ‘Heartless Father’ could be improved by looking back at ‘Monsieur de Pourceaugnac,’ which, I confess, may have a few points in common?”

“I do—so long as you borrow with care. Times have changed since Moliere.” Because of this, Binet soon withdrew, taking Andre-Louis with him. The two worked late into the night and closely the following morning.

After lunch, M. Binet read to the company the revised and expanded canevas for “The Heartless Father,” which, on M. Parvissimus’s advice, he had taken pains to prepare. Before he started to read, most in the troupe already doubted its real authorship; after, none did. There was a new vitality and grip to the plot, and those who knew Moliere realized the script had moved further from the source. Moliere’s title role—the father—had been reduced, to Polichinelle’s annoyance, while other roles gained prominence, except for Leandre. The two major roles now were Scaramouche, as the scheming Sbrigandini, and Pantaloon the father. Rhodomont had a comic part as the blustering bully hired by Polichinelle to take on Leandre. Given Scaramouche’s new prominence, the play was renamed “Figaro-Scaramouche.”

This last change faced much resistance from M. Binet. But his determined collaborator, the real author—drawing shamelessly but practically on a broad reservoir of reading—won out.

“You must keep up with the times, monsieur. Beaumarchais is all the rage in Paris. ‘Figaro’ is famous everywhere. Borrow a little of his glory. People will come to see a hint of ‘Figaro’ when they’d never turn out for a dozen ‘Heartless Fathers.’ Let us cast the name of Figaro upon someone and shout it in our title.”

“But as head of the company…” Binet began, weakly.

“If you’re blind to your best interests, you’ll soon be a head without a body. What use is that? Can Pantaloon shoulder Figaro’s name? Of course not. The only fit person is Scaramouche—Figaro’s spiritual twin.”

Bested, Binet gave in, hoping that his fifteen livres a month investment would soon be earning him as many louis.

The troupe’s reception confirmed this—except for Polichinelle, who, annoyed to have lost half his role, called the new scenario nonsense.

“So, you call my work nonsense?” Binet demanded.

“Your work?” said Polichinelle, his tongue in his cheek. “Forgive me. I didn’t realize you’d written it.”

“Realize it now!”

“You were very close with M. Parvissimus over this,” Polichinelle directed slyly.

“And if I was? What do you suggest?”

“That you had him cut quills for you, of course.”

“I’ll cut your ears if you’re not civil!” Binet shouted.

Polichinelle stood, stretched, and said, “Good God! If Pantaloon must play Rhodomont, I think I’ll leave. He’s not funny in the part.” He swaggered out before Binet recovered from his astonishment.




CHAPTER IV. EXIT MONSIEUR PARVISSIMUS

At four o’clock on Monday afternoon, the curtain rose on “Figaro-Scaramouche” to an audience that filled three quarters of the market-hall. M. Binet credited this strong attendance to the crowds brought into Guichen for the fair and to the splendid parade his company had made through the town’s streets at the busiest time of day. Andre-Louis, however, attributed the turnout entirely to the title. He believed it was the “Figaro” element that had attracted the better-class bourgeoisie, who filled more than half the twenty-sous seats and three quarters of the twelve-sous places. The draw had worked. Whether it would continue to do so, though, would depend on how well the company performed the canevas he had painstakingly prepared to bring credit to Binet. As for the quality of the canevas itself, he had no doubts. The authors from whom he had borrowed were solid, and he had taken their best material, which he believed was only fair to them.

The company outdid itself. The audience enjoyed the sly scheming of Scaramouche, admired the beauty and charm of Climene, was almost moved to tears by the harsh fate that kept her from the longing arms of the handsome Leandre through four long acts, roared with laughter at the humiliation of Pantaloon, the antics of his lively servant Harlequin, and the boastful bluster and loud bravado of the cowardly Rhodomont.

The Binet troupe’s success in Guichen was assured. That night, the company drank Burgundy at M. Binet’s expense. The evening’s takings reached eight louis, as profitable a business as M. Binet had ever done in his entire career. He was delighted. Satisfaction seemed to steam from his round body. He even condescended to give M. Parvissimus a share of the credit for their success.

“It was his suggestion,” he made sure to clarify, properly limiting the extent of that credit, “and it was most valuable, as I recognized at the time.”

“And his cutting of quills,” grumbled Polichinelle. “Let’s not forget that. It’s important to have a man around who knows how to cut a quill; I’ll remember that if I ever turn author.”

But even that jab couldn’t disturb M. Binet’s settled contentment.

On Tuesday, the artistic success was repeated and the financial returns increased. Ten louis and seven livres was the remarkable total that Andre-Louis, acting as doorkeeper, counted and handed to M. Binet after the show. Never before had M. Binet made so much money in a single night—even in a small village like Guichen, where such a windfall was the last thing he’d have expected.

“Ah, but it’s Guichen during the fair,” Andre-Louis reminded him. “People have come from as far away as Nantes and Rennes to buy and sell. Tomorrow, being the last day of the fair, the crowds will be bigger than ever. We should do even better than tonight’s takings.”

“Better than this? I’ll be satisfied if we can equal it, my friend.”

“You can count on it,” Andre-Louis told him. “Are we celebrating with Burgundy?”

Then disaster struck. There were a series of bumps and thuds, ending in a loud crash just outside the door that sent them all rushing to their feet in alarm.

Pierrot ran to open the door, and found a man’s collapsed body lying at the bottom of the stairs. Since it was groaning, it was clearly alive. Pierrot moved closer to turn the figure over, revealing the wrinkled face of Scaramouche—a grimacing, whining, twitching Scaramouche.

The whole company, crowding after Pierrot, burst into laughter.

“I always said you should swap roles with me,” shouted Harlequin. “You’re a natural tumbler. Been practicing, have you?”

“Fool!” Scaramouche snapped. “Must you laugh when I’ve nearly broken my neck?”

“You’re right. We ought to cry because you didn’t break it. Come on, get up,” and he offered his hand to the fallen rogue.

Scaramouche took the hand, gripped it, got himself up from the floor, then screamed and dropped back down.

“My foot!” he complained.

Binet barrelled through the company, pushing them aside. He was quick to worry; fate had tricked him before.

“What’s wrong with your foot?” he asked sharply.

“I think it’s broken,” Scaramouche moaned.

“Broken? Nonsense! Get up, man.” Binet seized him under the arms and lifted him.

Scaramouche managed to stand on one foot, but the other buckled under him when he tried to put weight on it. He would have collapsed if Binet hadn’t held him up. He filled the room with his complaints, while Binet cursed up a storm, inventively and at length.

“Must you bawl like a calf, you idiot? Quiet down. Someone, get a chair.”

A chair was brought forward, and Binet lowered Scaramouche into it.

“Let’s see this foot of yours.”

Ignoring Scaramouche’s cries of pain, Binet stripped off his shoe and stocking.

“What’s wrong with it?” he asked, peering at it. “I see nothing.” He gripped it—heel in one hand, instep in the other—and turned it. Scaramouche screamed in agony, until Climene caught her father’s arm and made him stop.

“Good lord, have you no feelings?” she scolded. “The boy’s hurt his foot. Must you torture him? Does that help?”

“Hurt his foot!” said Binet. “I can’t see anything wrong—nothing to warrant this racket. Maybe he’s just bruised…”

“A man with a bruised foot doesn’t scream like that,” said Madame, looking over Climene’s shoulder. “Perhaps it’s dislocated.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of,” whimpered Scaramouche.

Binet rose up in disgust.

“Take him to bed,” he ordered, “and get a doctor.”

They did so, and the doctor came. After examining the patient, he reported that it was nothing serious—Scaramouche had apparently just sprained his foot a little in the fall. A few days’ rest would make all well.

“A few days!” cried Binet. “My God! You mean he can’t walk?”

“It would be unwise—really impossible save for a few steps.”

M. Binet paid the doctor, poured himself a glass of Burgundy, drank it down silently, and sat, staring into the empty glass.

“This sort of thing always happens to me,” he muttered. The company stood in silence before him, sharing his distress. “I could have guessed that something like this would happen to spoil the first real luck I’ve had in years. Well, it’s over. Tomorrow we pack up and leave. The best day of the fair, when we could have made fifteen louis easily—and then this! My God!”

“Are you really going to cancel tomorrow’s performance?”

They all turned to stare at Andre-Louis.

“You think we can do ‘Figaro-Scaramouche’ without Scaramouche?” Binet sneered.

“Of course not.” Andre-Louis stepped forward. “But maybe the roles could be rearranged. For example, Polichinelle is a fine actor.”

Polichinelle bowed. “Overwhelmed,” he said, as sarcastic as ever.

“But he already has a part,” objected Binet.

“A small one, which Pasquariel could play.”

“And who would play Pasquariel?”

“No one. We’ll just cut the character. The play won’t suffer.”

“He thinks of everything,” sneered Polichinelle. “What a man!”

But Binet wasn’t convinced. “Are you suggesting Polichinelle play Scaramouche?” he asked incredulously.

“Why not? He’s talented enough!”

“Overwhelmed again,” Polichinelle put in.

“Play Scaramouche with that figure?” Binet jumped up and pointed accusingly at Polichinelle’s sturdy, compact frame.

“For lack of a better option,” said Andre-Louis.

“More overwhelmed than ever.” Polichinelle made an elegant bow. “Honestly, I think I’ll step outside to cool off after so much blushing.”

“Go to the devil,” Binet snapped at him.

“Better and better.” Polichinelle headed for the door. On the threshold he struck a pose. “Be clear about this, Binet—I will not play Scaramouche under any circumstances.” And out he went. All told, it was a very dignified departure.

Andre-Louis shrugged, spread his arms, and let them drop to his sides. “You’ve ruined everything,” he told M. Binet. “It could easily have been sorted out. Well, you’re the master here; if you want to pack and leave, I suppose that’s what we’ll do.”

He left too. M. Binet paused in thought a moment, then followed, his little eyes crafty. He caught up with Andre-Louis in the doorway.

“Let’s go for a walk, M. Parvissimus,” he said smoothly.

He slipped his arm through Andre-Louis’s and led him into the street, which was still bustling. They walked past the market booths and down the hill to the bridge. “I don’t think we’ll be packing tomorrow,” M. Binet said eventually. “In fact, we’ll be performing tomorrow night.”

“Not if I know Polichinelle. You…”

“I’m not thinking of Polichinelle.”

“Who, then?”

“You.”

“I’m flattered, sir. In what role are you imagining me?” Andre-Louis was suspicious of Binet’s too-smooth tone.

“I want you to play Scaramouche.”

“In dreams,” said Andre-Louis. “You must be joking.”

“Not at all. I’m perfectly serious.”

“But I’m not an actor.”

“You told me you could be.”

“Oh, in a small part maybe…”

“Well, here’s a big part—a chance to make a name in a single leap. Few men get such a break.”

“It’s a chance I don’t desire, M. Binet. Shall we change the subject?” His tone was icy, sensing in M. Binet’s manner something vaguely threatening.

“We’ll change the subject when I choose,” said M. Binet, letting a hint of steel show in his otherwise smooth voice. “Tomorrow night, you play Scaramouche. You’re smart enough, the right build, and you have the perfect biting wit for the role. You should do wonderfully.”

“More likely I’ll be a complete failure.”

“That won’t matter,” Binet said cynically, then explained: “If you fail, it’s your reputation, not our profits. By then, the cash will be safe.”

“Thank you so much,” said Andre-Louis.

“We should take fifteen louis tomorrow night.”

“Rather unfortunate that you don’t have a Scaramouche,” said Andre-Louis.

“Quite the opposite—I do, M. Parvissimus.”

Andre-Louis pulled his arm away. “You’re becoming tedious,” he said. “I think I’ll head back.”

“One moment, M. Parvissimus. If I stand to lose fifteen louis…you won’t begrudge it if I make up for it another way?”

“That’s up to you, M. Binet.”

“Forgive me, M. Parvissimus. It may well concern you.” Binet took his arm again. “Would you be so kind as to step across the street with me? Over to the post-office there. I have something to show you.”

Andre-Louis agreed. Even before they reached the paper nailed to the door, he knew what it would say. As expected, it was a notice offering twenty louis for information leading to the capture of Andre-Louis Moreau, lawyer of Gavrillac, wanted by the King’s Lieutenant in Rennes on a charge of sedition.

M. Binet watched as he read. Their arms were still linked, Binet’s grip strong and steady.

“Now, my friend,” said he, “will you be M. Parvissimus and play Scaramouche tomorrow, or will you be Andre-Louis Moreau of Gavrillac, and go to Rennes to satisfy the King’s Lieutenant?”

“And if you’re wrong?” Andre-Louis replied, his face unreadable.

“I’ll risk that,” Binet leered. “You said you were a lawyer, didn’t you? That was careless, my dear. It’s unlikely that two lawyers would be hiding in the same region at once. You see, it’s not actually clever of me. Well, M. Andre-Louis Moreau, lawyer of Gavrillac, what’s it to be?”

“We’ll talk about it as we walk back,” said Andre-Louis.

“What is there to talk about?”

“There are a few things. I need to know where I stand. Come on, sir.”

“Fine,” said M. Binet, and they walked back up the street, Binet keeping a tight hold on Andre-Louis’s arm and staying sharp for any tricks. But it was unnecessary; Andre-Louis knew he was no physical match for the strong, burly Pantaloon.

“If I give in to your convincing and seductive arguments, M. Binet,” Andre-Louis said sweetly, “what guarantee do I have that you won’t sell me for twenty louis after I’ve served your purpose?”

“You have my word of honor on that,” said M. Binet, emphatically.

Andre-Louis laughed. “So now we’re talking about honor, are we? Really, M. Binet? You must take me for a fool.”

In the dark he didn’t see Binet’s flush. It was some moments before Binet answered.

“Maybe you’re right,” he grumbled. “What guarantee do you want?”

“I don’t know what guarantee you possibly could give.”

“I’ve said I’ll keep my promise.”

“Until you find it more profitable to betray me.”

“You can always make it more profitable for me to keep faith with you. It’s thanks to you we’ve done so well in Guichen. I’ll admit that.”

“In private,” said Andre-Louis.

M. Binet ignored the sarcasm.

“What you’ve done here with ‘Figaro-Scaramouche,’ you could do elsewhere and with other plays. Naturally I won’t want to lose you. That’s your guarantee.”

“Yet you were ready tonight to sell me for twenty louis.”

“Because, by God, you infuriated me by refusing to do something perfectly within your power. If I’d been the rogue you think, don’t you think I could’ve sold you last Saturday? I want you to understand me, my dear Parvissimus.”

“Please, don’t apologize. That would make you more tiresome than ever.”

“You’re always joking. Always ready with a gibe. It’ll get you into trouble someday. Look, here we are back at the inn, and you still haven’t given me your answer.”

Andre-Louis looked at him. “I must give in, of course. I can’t help myself.”

M. Binet finally let go of his arm and slapped him heartily on the back. “Well said, my boy. You’ll never regret it. If I know anything about the theater, I know you’ve just made the biggest decision of your life. Tomorrow night you’ll thank me.”

Andre-Louis shrugged and started ahead toward the inn. But M. Binet called him back.

“M. Parvissimus!”

He turned. There stood the man’s large frame, the moonlight shining down on his round, fat face, and he was holding out his hand.

“M. Parvissimus, no hard feelings. That is something I don’t allow in my life. Shake hands with me, and let’s forget all this.”

Andre-Louis glanced at him for a moment, feeling disgusted, his anger rising. Realizing this, he suddenly saw how ridiculous he was—almost as ridiculous as that sly, scoundrelly Pantaloon. He laughed and took the offered hand. “No hard feelings?” M. Binet pressed.

“Oh, no hard feelings,” replied Andre-Louis.




CHAPTER V. ENTER SCARAMOUCHE

Dressed in a close-fitting suit from a bygone era, all in black—from flat velvet cap to rosetted shoes—his face whitened and a small, upturned mustache glued above his lip, a small-sword at his side and a guitar slung on his back, Scaramouche examined himself in a mirror, inclined to be sardonic—which was the ideal mood for the role.

He thought about how his life, once stagnant and contemplative, had suddenly become incredibly active. In just one week he had been a lawyer, a public agitator, a fugitive, a stagehand, and now, a clown. Last Wednesday he had been stirring up a crowd in Rennes; this Wednesday, he was to make an audience in Guichen laugh. Then, he had aimed to move people to tears; now, he was supposed to make them laugh. There was a difference, and yet a similarity. Then, as now, he had been an entertainer; and the part he had played then was, when he thought about it, not so different from the one he was about to play tonight. For what had he been in Rennes if not a kind of Scaramouche—the clever schemer, spreading mischief with a sly touch? The only difference was that today, he appeared under a name that accurately described his type, while last week he had been disguised as a respectable young provincial lawyer.

He bowed to his reflection in the mirror.

“Buffoon!” he addressed it. “At last, you’ve found yourself. At last, you’ve claimed your inheritance. You ought to be a great success.”

Hearing his new name called out by M. Binet, he went downstairs to find the company gathered and waiting in the entrance corridor of the inn.

Naturally, he was the focus of great interest. He was inspected most critically by M. Binet and mademoiselle; by the former with a gravely thoughtful look, by the latter with a scornful curl of her lip.

“You’ll do,” M. Binet approved his makeup. “At least you look the part.”

“Unfortunately, people are not always what they appear,” Climene said acidly.

“That may be true, but it doesn’t apply to me right now,” said Andre-Louis. “This is the first time in my life that I look like what I am.”

Mademoiselle curled her lip even further and turned away from him. But the others thought him very witty—likely because his meaning was unclear. Columbine encouraged him with a friendly smile that showed her large white teeth, and M. Binet once again swore that he would be a great success, since he was throwing himself into the role with such enthusiasm. Then, in a booming voice clearly borrowed from the roaring captain, M. Binet marshaled them for the short procession to the market-hall.

The new Scaramouche lined up beside Rhodomont. The old one, hobbling on a crutch, had left an hour before to take over the doorkeeper’s spot vacated by Andre-Louis’s promotion. Thus, the exchange between them was complete.

Led by Polichinelle banging his big drum and Pierrot blowing his trumpet, the troupe set off and were duly inspected by the ragamuffins who lined up to enjoy however much of the spectacle they could watch for free.

Ten minutes later, the three knocks sounded, and the curtains parted to reveal a battered set—part garden, part forest—where Climene frantically awaited the arrival of Leandre. In the wings stood the handsome, melancholy lover waiting for his cue, and right behind him the fledgling Scaramouche, ready to follow.

Andre-Louis was overwhelmed with nausea at that fearful moment. He tried to mentally review the first act of this scenario he had mainly written himself, but his mind went utterly blank. Sweating, he stepped back to the wall, where above a dim lantern was a sheet showing a brief outline of the play. He was still studying it when someone clutched his arm and yanked him violently toward the wings. He caught a glimpse of Pantaloon’s absurd face, its eyes blazing, and heard a harsh growl:

“Climene has said your cue three times already.”

Before he realized it, he had been pushed onto the stage and stood there foolishly, blinking at the glare of the footlights with their tin reflectors. He looked so completely foolish and bewildered that wave after wave of laughter greeted him from the audience, which packed the hall from end to end that evening. Shaking a little, his confusion only deepened at first, and he stood to receive their rolling laughter at his expense. Climene eyed him with mocking expectancy, relishing his humiliation; Leandre looked at him in alarm, and backstage, M. Binet was dancing in fury.

“Name of a name,” he groaned to the uneasy company assembled there, “what will happen if they realize he isn’t acting?”

But they never did realize it. Scaramouche’s real confusion lasted only a few seconds. He realized the audience was laughing at him—and remembered that Scaramouche was supposed to be laughed with, not at. He had to save the moment, turn it to his advantage as best he could. His genuine bewilderment and fear became exaggerated and acted, but no longer as funny. He managed to suggest that his terror was for someone offstage. He took cover behind a painted shrub, and once the laughing began to quiet, he spoke to Climene and Leandre.

“Forgive me, beautiful lady, if my abrupt entrance startled you. The truth is, I have never been the same since that business with Almaviva. My heart is not what it used to be. Down at the end of the lane, I encountered an elderly gentleman with a heavy cudgel, and I immediately feared it might be your father, and that our little plan to get you safely married had already been discovered. It must have been the cudgel that gave me the idea. Not that I am afraid. I am not truly afraid of anything. But I did think, what if it really was your father, and he broke my head with his cudgel? Then your hopes would have died with me. For without me, what would you do, my poor children?”

A steady ripple of laughter from the audience was boosting his confidence and helping him regain his usual boldness. It was clear they found him funny. They were about to find him even funnier than he intended, largely due to an unexpected circumstance he hadn’t fully considered. The fear of being recognized by someone from Gavrillac or Rennes was heavy on him. His makeup disguised his face enough, but his voice remained unchanged. To hide this, he used the fact that Figaro was Spanish. He remembered a Spanish classmate at Louis-le-Grand who spoke fluent yet hilariously odd French, with an exaggerated sibilant accent. He had often mimicked this, as young people do when something amuses them. Conveniently, he recalled that Spanish student, and tonight he copied his speech. The Guichen audience found this accent as amusing on stage as he and his friends once had amongst themselves.

Meanwhile, offstage, Binet—listening to this smooth improvisation not at all in the script—had recovered from his worries.

“Good Lord!” he whispered, grinning. “Did he plan this all along?”

He couldn’t believe that a man who seemed so panic-stricken could recover his wits so quickly and thoroughly. Yet, he still wasn’t entirely sure.

To find out, after the curtain fell on an act whose energy and success were unprecedented in the company’s history—thanks mainly to the new Scaramouche—M. Binet questioned him directly.

They stood in the space that served as a green-room, the company gathered there, showering praise on their new recruit. Scaramouche, a little flushed with his success—however trivial it might seem tomorrow—took the chance for revenge against Climene for the way she had relished his brief moment of terror.

“I’m not surprised you ask,” he said. “Honestly, I should have warned you that I meant to do my best from the start to put the audience in a good mood. Mademoiselle almost ruined everything by not reflecting any of my fear. She didn’t even act startled. Next time, mademoiselle, I’ll let you know my intentions.”

She blushed under her stage makeup. But before she could find a nasty enough reply, her father was scolding her harshly for her error—the harsher because he himself had been fooled by Scaramouche’s supreme acting.

Scaramouche’s success in the first act was only reinforced as the show continued. Now completely at ease and energized by his success, he gave his best performance. Bold, lively, sly, graceful, he captured the very essence of Scaramouche, and he supplemented his own wit with memorable lines from Beaumarchais, convincing the more knowledgeable in the audience that here was some genuine Figaro, and drawing them into a connection with the culture of Paris.

When the curtain finally fell for the last time, Scaramouche shared the applause with Climene, his name being called alongside hers as they were summoned before the curtains.

As they stepped back and the curtains shut them off again from the departing crowd, M. Binet approached, rubbing his fat hands together. This runaway young lawyer, thrust into his troupe by fate, was clearly destined to make Binet’s fortune. The smashing success at Guichen, unmatched until now, could be repeated, even surpassed elsewhere. No more sleeping under hedges and going hungry. Hard times were over. He put a hand on Scaramouche’s shoulder, surveying him with a smile so oily it shone through even his red makeup and gigantic false nose.

“And what do you say to me now?” he asked. “Was I wrong when I assured you of success? Do you think I’ve spent my life in the theater without learning to spot a born actor? You are my discovery, Scaramouche. I have discovered you to yourself. I’ve set you on the path to fame and fortune. I’m waiting for your thanks.”

Scaramouche laughed, though not entirely pleasantly.

“Always Pantaloon!” he said.

Binet’s smile faded. “So you still haven’t forgiven me for the trick I played to force you to realize your own talent? Ungrateful rascal! As if I wanted anything but to make you—and I have! Keep on as you started, and you’ll end up in Paris. One day you may perform on the stage of the Comedie Francaise, rivaling Talma, Fleury, and Dugazon. When that happens, maybe you’ll be as grateful as you should be to old Binet, since you’ll owe it all to this soft-hearted old fool.”

“If you were as good an actor on stage as you are off it,” said Scaramouche, “you’d have reached the Comedie Francaise yourself by now. But I hold no grudge, M. Binet.” He laughed, and offered his hand.

Binet grabbed it and shook it warmly.

“That’s something, at least,” he declared. “My boy, I’ve got big plans for you—for us. Tomorrow we go to Maure; there’s a fair there till week’s end. Then Monday we try our luck at Pipriac, and after that, who knows? I may finally realize my life’s dream. There must have been at least fifteen louis taken tonight. Where the devil is that rogue Cordemais?”

Cordemais was the original Scaramouche, who had so unfortunately twisted his ankle. That Binet referred to him by his real name was a sure sign that, in the Binet company at least, he had fallen forever from the lofty rank of Scaramouche.

“Let’s go find him, then back to the inn to open a bottle of the best Burgundy—maybe two.”

But Cordemais was nowhere to be found. None of the troupe had seen him since the show ended. M. Binet checked the entrance. Cordemais wasn’t there. At first, Binet was annoyed; then, as he searched in vain and called for the man, he grew worried; finally, when Polichinelle discovered Cordemais’s crutch left behind the door, Binet became alarmed. A dreadful suspicion crept in. He turned pale under his makeup.

“But tonight he couldn’t walk without the crutch!” he exclaimed. “So how could he leave it and go off?”

“Maybe he went on to the inn,” someone suggested.

“But he couldn’t walk without his crutch,” Binet insisted.

All the same, since he clearly wasn’t at the market-hall, they all trooped to the inn and pummeled the landlady with questions.

“Oh yes, M. Cordemais came in some time ago.”

“Where is he now?”

“He left right after. He just came for his bag.”

“For his bag!” Binet was nearly apoplectic. “How long ago?”

She glanced at the clock on the mantel. “About half an hour ago. Just before the Rennes coach came through.”

“The Rennes coach!” M. Binet could hardly get the words out. “Could he… could he walk?” he asked anxiously.

“Walk? He ran like a hare as he left. I thought it odd, seeing how lame he’d been since he fell downstairs yesterday. Is something wrong?”

M. Binet collapsed into a chair, holding his head in his hands and groaning.

“The scoundrel was faking the whole time!” exclaimed Climene. “His fall was a trick. He set this up to swindle us.”

“Fifteen louis at least—maybe sixteen!” said M. Binet. “Oh, the heartless villain! To cheat me, who’ve treated him like a son—and to do it just now!”

From the ranks of the silent, awestruck troupe—each member wondering how much the loss would come out of their own small pay—came a burst of laughter.

M. Binet glared with bloodshot eyes.

“Who laughed?” he bellowed. “Who has the nerve to laugh at my misfortune?”

Andre-Louis, still in the black regalia of Scaramouche, stepped forward, still laughing.

“So it’s you? You might laugh differently if I choose the way to make up the loss that I know of.”

“Dullard!” Scaramouche mocked him. “Rabbit-brained elephant! So Cordemais took fifteen louis. Hasn’t he left you something worth twenty times more?”

M. Binet stared blankly.

“You must be half-drunk. You’ve been drinking,” he decided.

“And so I have—at the fountain of Thalia. Don’t you see? Don’t you see the treasure Cordemais left us?”

“What did he leave?”

“A unique idea for a new scenario. The whole thing is clear in my mind. I’ll borrow part of the title from Molière. We’ll call it ‘Les Fourberies de Scaramouche,’ and if we don’t leave the audiences at Maure and Pipriac with sides aching from laughter, I’ll play the dull Pantaloon myself from now on.”

Polichinelle smacked his fist into his palm. “Brilliant!” he exclaimed. “To turn misfortune into fortune, to convert loss into gain—that’s real genius.”

Scaramouche made a bow. “Polichinelle, you’re a man after my own heart. I love someone who can appreciate my talent. If Pantaloon had half your wit, we’d have Burgundy tonight despite Cordemais’s escape.”

“Burgundy?” roared M. Binet, but before he could go on, Harlequin clapped his hands.

“That’s the spirit, M. Binet. You heard him, landlady. He asked for Burgundy.”

“I asked for nothing of the sort.”

“But you heard him, dear madame. We all did.”

The rest joined in, while Scaramouche smiled at Binet and patted his shoulder.

“Cheer up, man, have some courage. Didn’t you say fortune awaits us? And now, haven’t we got what we need to compel fortune? Burgundy, then, to toast ‘Les Fourberies de Scaramouche.’”

And M. Binet, not blind to the power of the idea, gave in, plucked up courage, and got drunk along with the rest.




CHAPTER VI. CLIMENE

Despite careful searches among the many scenarios of the improvisers that have survived, the scenario for “Les Fourberies de Scaramouche”—the play said to have firmly established the fortunes of the Binet troupe—remains elusive. The troupe performed it for the first time at Maure the following week, with Andre-Louis—now known by everyone as Scaramouche—in the title role. After doing well as Figaro-Scaramouche, he outdid himself in this new piece, whose scenario seems to have been far superior to the first.

After Maure, they went to Pipriac, where they put on four performances: two of each scenario that now formed the core of the Binet repertoire. In both, Scaramouche—who was truly finding his stride—improved his performances significantly. The plays ran so smoothly that Scaramouche suggested to Binet that after Fougeray, their next stop, they should try their luck in a real theatre in the important town of Redon. Initially, the idea terrified Binet, but, inspired by Andre-Louis, his ambition was stoked, and he eventually gave in to the temptation.

In those days, Andre-Louis felt he had found his true calling, and not only was he beginning to enjoy it, but he was also starting to look forward to a career as an actor-author that might even lead him to the ultimate goal of all comedians—the Comedie Francaise. There were other opportunities, too. From creating skeleton scenarios for improvisers, he could eventually move on to writing actual dialogue plays, just like Chenier, Eglantine, and Beaumarchais.

The very fact that he allowed himself such dreams shows how much he had come to appreciate the profession into which Chance and M. Binet together had pushed him. I have no doubt that he had genuine talent as both author and actor, and I am convinced that had things turned out differently, he would have secured a lasting place among French dramatists and truly realized that dream.

Yet, no matter how much he dreamed, he didn’t ignore the practical side.

“You realize,” he told M. Binet, “that I have it within my power to make your fortune.”

He and Binet were sitting alone together in the inn’s parlour at Pipriac, enjoying a rather fine bottle of Volnay. It was the evening after their fourth and final performance of “Les Fourberies.” The business in Pipriac, as in Maure and Guichen, had gone excellently—something you can tell by the Volnay they were drinking.

“I’ll grant it, my dear Scaramouche, if only to hear what follows.”

“I’m inclined to use this power, if the incentive is right. Surely you understand that a man doesn’t sell exceptional gifts like mine for only fifteen livres a month.”

“There’s another option,” said M. Binet, darkly.

“There is no alternative. Let’s not be foolish, Binet.”

Binet sat upright as if jolted. No one in his company usually spoke to him so directly.

“Anyway, I give you that option,” Scaramouche continued casually. “Go ahead, inform the police they may seize Andre-Louis Moreau. But that’ll put an end to your dreams of Redon—and performing in a real theatre for the first time. Without me, you’re stuck, and you know it; and I’m not going to Redon or even to Fougeray, unless we reach a fair agreement.”

“But such fire!” complained Binet. “And for what? Must you presume that I am a miser? When our deal was made, I had no idea—how could I?—that you’d become so valuable. You only had to remind me, my dear Scaramouche. I am a fair man. Starting today, you shall have thirty livres a month—see, I double it right now. I am generous.”

“But you lack ambition. Now hear me out.”

He then laid out a plan that nearly floored Binet.

“After Redon—Nantes,” he declared. “Nantes and the Theatre Feydau.”

M. Binet choked in the middle of his drink. The Theatre Feydau was something like a provincial Comedie Francaise. The great Fleury had played there, before one of the most discerning audiences in France. Even thinking of Redon, cherished as it had become, still sometimes gave Binet butterflies, so ambitious did it seem. Compared to Nantes, however, Redon was child’s play. Yet this young man, whom he had picked up by chance just three weeks earlier and who had transformed so rapidly from a country attorney into an author and actor, could speak of Nantes and the Theatre Feydau without batting an eye.

“But why not Paris and the Comedie Francaise?” Binet replied sarcastically, once he caught his breath.

“That can come later,” answered Scaramouche, unruffled.

“Eh? You’ve been drinking, my friend.”

But Andre-Louis explained the plan forming in his mind. Fougeray would be training for Redon, and Redon for Nantes. They’d stay in Redon as long as the audiences kept coming, working hard all the time to improve. They’d hire three or four talented new players; he’d write three or four new scenarios, to be tested and perfected until the troupe had at least half a dozen strong plays to rely on. They’d use part of the profits for better costumes and scenery, and then, after a couple months if all went well, they’d make their real move for Nantes. It was true that companies at the Feydau were usually held to high standards, but Nantes hadn’t seen a troupe of improvisers for a generation or more. They’d be offering a novelty—and all Nantes would want to see them, provided their work was truly good. Scaramouche pledged that if he had full control, his revival of the Commedia dell’ Arte would surpass whatever expectations the people of Nantes might have.

“We’ll talk of Paris after Nantes,” he finished calmly, “just as we’ll decide on Nantes after Redon.”

The same persuasiveness that could move a crowd swept M. Binet along. Scaramouche’s vision was both intimidating and inspiring, and with every objection Binet put up, Scaramouche had a ready answer. At last Binet promised to think it over.

“Redon will show us the way,” said Andre-Louis, “and I have no doubt which way that’ll be.”

Thus the once-daunting prospect of Redon shrank to insignificance. It became simply a rehearsal for something bigger. In his excitement, Binet ordered another bottle of Volnay. Scaramouche waited until it was opened before continuing.

“The plan remains possible,” he said, casually holding his glass to the light, “as long as I’m with you.”

“Agreed, my dear Scaramouche, agreed. Our meeting was good luck for both of us.”

“For both of us,” said Scaramouche, emphasizing the point. “That’s just how I want it. So I doubt you’re going to hand me over to the police just yet.”

“As if I’d even consider it! My dear Scaramouche, you jest. Please—never, ever mention that little joke again.”

“It’s forgotten,” said Andre-Louis. “Now for the rest of my proposal. If I am to be the architect of your fortunes, building them as I plan, then I must, in equal measure, be the architect of my own.”

“In equal measure?” Binet frowned.

“In equal measure. From today, if you please, we’ll run this company properly, and keep proper account books.”

“I am an artist,” Binet declared with pride. “Not a merchant.”

“There’s a business side to art, and it needs to be run in a businesslike way. I’ve thought this out for you. You won’t be bothered by details that might interfere with your art. All you need to do is say yes or no to my proposal.”

“Oh? And the proposal?”

“You make me your partner, with an equal share in the company’s profits.”

Pantaloon’s great face went pale, and he stared at his companion in shock. Then he burst out:

“You must be mad to make such an outrageous suggestion.”

“There are injustices, I admit. But I’ve made allowances. For example, it wouldn’t be fair for me to do all this for you and also play Scaramouche and write your scenarios without compensation beyond half the profits. So, before profits are divided, I’d be paid a salary as actor, and a small sum per scenario I supply; we’ll agree on those. The same for you as Pantaloon. After those payments and other expenses, the remainder is profit for us to split equally.”

As you might imagine, M. Binet did not accept this proposal immediately. He flatly refused at first.

“In that case, my friend,” said Scaramouche, “we part ways at once. Tomorrow I’ll say a reluctant farewell.”

Binet raged. He spoke at length about ingratitude, and slyly brought up once again his “joke” about calling the police.

“As you like. Turn informer if you must. But remember, you lose me either way, and without me, you’re nothing—as you were before I joined.”

M. Binet claimed not to care about the consequences. Let come what may! He’d teach this impudent young lawyer that M. Binet would not be imposed upon.

Scaramouche rose. “Very well,” he said, half-indifferent, half-resigned, “As you wish. But sleep on it first. In the morning, you may see our two offers properly. Mine means fortune for both; yours means ruin for both. Good night, M. Binet. I hope you choose wisely.”

Naturally, M. Binet’s final decision was the only one possible given Andre-Louis’s firm resolve—and his undeniable leverage. Of course, further discussions and much haggling followed before agreement was reached, which was surprising for one who called himself an artist. Andre-Louis made a few concessions: he agreed to forgo payment for writing scenarios, and allowed Binet to set for himself a disproportionately high salary.

Thus, the agreement was reached and duly announced to the company. There were, of course, jealousies and resentments, but these soon faded when the players learned that their own salaries would improve under the new arrangement. M. Binet had resisted this, but Scaramouche swept away his objections.

“If we’re to play at the Feydau, you need self-respecting comedians, not a crew of starving wretches. The better we pay them—within reason—the more they’ll earn for us.”

Thus, the company’s resentment faded—except for one person.

The only exception was Climene. Her inability to win over this intriguing young stranger, who had dropped so suddenly into their midst on that morning outside Guichen, had bred in her a spiteful resentment—which his persistent indifference only made worse. She argued with her father when he first formed the partnership, and lost her temper, calling him a fool; M. Binet, in true Pantaloon fashion, lost his temper in return and boxed her ears. She blamed it on Scaramouche and waited for a chance to get even, but opportunities were rare. Scaramouche was far too busy. During their week preparing in Fougeray, he was barely seen except at performances, and once in Redon he was constantly rushing between theatre and inn.

The experiment at Redon was successful from the start. Fired up by this, Andre-Louis worked tirelessly during the month in that bustling little town. The timing was perfect; Redon’s chestnut trade was then at its height. Every afternoon the little theatre was packed. The troupe’s fame spread quickly, carried by chestnut growers bringing produce to market, and their audiences included people from outlying villages as far as Allaire, Saint-Perrieux, and Saint-Nicholas. To maintain business, Andre-Louis prepared a new scenario each week—three in addition to the two he’d already furnished the company: “The Marriage of Pantaloon,” “The Shy Lover,” and “The Terrible Captain.” Of these, the last was the most successful, loosely based on Plautus’s “Miles Gloriosus”—it offered great parts for Rhodomont and for Scaramouche as the boastful captain’s crafty lieutenant. Its success owed much to the fact that Andre-Louis supplied more detailed indications of dialogue, sometimes even providing actual lines (though not requiring the actors to recite them verbatim).

In addition, as the business thrived, he set about improving costumes, working with tailors. He found two starving artists, recruited them for small parts—apothecaries and notaries—and set them to their spare time painting new scenery, all for the planned conquest of Nantes in the new year. Never in his life had he worked so hard; indeed, by comparison, he had never really worked at all before now. His reserve of energy and good humor seemed endless. He came and went, acted, wrote, organized, directed—all while M. Binet now enjoyed relative prosperity, dined on Burgundy and white bread, and congratulated himself on his “cleverness” in making Scaramouche his partner. With his fears of Redon now proven silly, he began to forget his old terrors about taking on Nantes.

His happiness spread through the troupe—everywhere, that is, except with Climene. She had stopped mocking Scaramouche when she realized her insults didn’t touch him and only made her look bad. Her resentment, stifled and growing, desperately sought release.

One day, as he was leaving the theatre after a show—and the rest had already gone—she intercepted him under the pretense of having forgotten something.

“Will you tell me what I’ve done to you?” she asked, bluntly.

“Done to me, mademoiselle?” He was puzzled.

She gestured impatiently. “Why do you hate me?”

“Hate you, mademoiselle? I don’t hate anyone. Hatred is the silliest of all emotions. I have never hated—not even my enemies.”

“What Christian resignation!”

“Hate you, of all people? Why… I consider you delightful. I envy Leandre every day. I’ve thought about making him play Scaramouche and taking on the lover roles myself.”

“I doubt you’d succeed,” she said.

“That’s the only thing stopping me. Yet, with the inspiration given Leandre, I might just manage it.”

“What inspiration do you mean?”

“The inspiration of playing opposite someone as delightful as Climene.”

Her lazy, watchful eyes searched his face.

“You’re mocking me,” she said, and swept past him back into the theatre. There was no dealing with such a man. He had no feelings; he wasn’t a man at all.

Yet when she came out again, five minutes later, he was still waiting near the door.

“Not gone yet?” she asked, haughtily.

“I was waiting for you, mademoiselle. Suppose I walk you to the inn…”

“Such gallantry! Such condescension!”

“Perhaps you’d rather I didn’t?”

“How could I want that, M. Scaramouche? Besides, we’re both headed the same way—the streets belong to us all. It’s simply that I am overwhelmed by such rare honor.”

He looked at her impish face, noticing how it was shadowed by proud dignity, and laughed.

“Perhaps I feared the honor was unwelcome.”

“Oh, now I see,” she said. “It’s up to me to pursue such honors. I must chase a man before he’ll do me the courtesy of walking me home. So it is, since you—who know everything—have said so. I must apologize for my ignorance.”

“It amuses you to be cruel,” said Scaramouche. “No matter. Shall we walk?”

They set off together, walking briskly to keep warm in the chill evening. For a while they went in silence, each discreetly observing the other.

“So, you find me cruel?” she challenged him, revealing that his remark had struck a nerve.

He looked at her with a half-smile. “Will you deny it?”

“You’re the first man to accuse me of that.”

“I doubt I’m the first to whom you’ve been cruel. That would be too flattering. I’d rather think the others just suffered in silence.”

“My goodness! Have you suffered?” She was half-serious, half-mocking.

“I offer the confession as a tribute to your vanity.”

“I’d never have guessed.”

“How could you? As your father says, I’m a born actor. I acted well before I was Scaramouche. So, I laughed it off. I often do, even when I’m hurt. When you were pleased to be dismissive, I responded in kind.”

“You acted very well,” she conceded without thinking.

“Of course. I’m an excellent actor.”

“So why this sudden change?”

“In response to your change. You grew bored of playing the cruel madam—a dull role, truly, and beneath your talents. Were I a woman with your beauty and grace, Climene, I’d never use them as weapons against others.”

“Beauty and grace!” she repeated, pretending amusement. Still, vanity was appeased. “When did you discover such beauty and grace in me, M. Scaramouche?”

He paused, considering her charming beauty and the irresistible femininity that had drawn him from the start.

“The morning I first saw you in rehearsal with Leandre.”

He saw surprise flicker in her eyes, though she quickly dropped them to avoid his gaze.

“But that was the first time you ever saw me.”

“I hadn’t had a chance before then.”

“You’re asking me to believe too much,” she said, though her voice was softer than ever before.

“Then you won’t believe me if I say it was that beauty and grace that shaped my destiny that day—it pushed me to join your father’s troupe.”

That left her a little stunned. Vengeance was forgotten.

“But why? What for?”

“So that one day I might ask you to be my wife.”

She stopped short at that and turned to face him. Her eyes met his without shyness now; there was a sharpness in her gaze and a flush in her cheeks. She suspected him of outrageous mockery.

“You move very quickly, don’t you?” she said, somewhat heated.

“Yes. Haven’t you noticed? I’m impulsive. Look at what I’ve done for the Binet troupe in just a couple months—another man would have worked a whole year for less. Should I be slower in love than in work? Is that reasonable? I’ve held myself back so as not to frighten you by my urgency. In that, I’ve been more restrained than my feelings allow, especially matching the cold distance you first showed me. I’ve waited—so patiently—for you to tire of playing at cruelty.”

“You’re a remarkable man,” she said, flatly.

“I know,” he agreed. “Believing I’m not ordinary is what has let me hope the way I have.”

By unspoken agreement, they started walking again.

“And let me point out,” he added, “when you complain I go too fast, that, after all, I haven’t actually asked you for anything yet.”

“How?” she demanded, with a frown.

“I have merely told you of my hopes. I’m not so rash as to ask right away whether I may realize them.”

“My word, that is prudent,” she replied, sharply.

“Of course.”

It was his composure that exasperated her; for after that, she walked the short remainder of the way in silence. So, for the moment, the matter was left there.

But that night, after supper, it happened that when Climene was about to retire, he and she were alone together in the upstairs room her father reserved exclusively for his company. The Binet Troupe, you see, was moving up in the world.

As Climene now rose to leave for the night, Scaramouche stood as well to light her candle. Holding it in her left hand, she offered him her right, a long, slender, white hand at the end of a softly rounded arm bare to the elbow.

“Good-night, Scaramouche,” she said so softly, so tenderly, that he caught his breath and stood studying her, his dark eyes aglow.

For a moment he held her fingertips, then bowed over her hand and pressed his lips upon it. He looked at her again. Her intense femininity drew him in, inviting and surrendering to him. Her face was pale, her eyes glittered, a curious smile was on her parted lips, and beneath her fichu-menteur her bosom rose and fell, betraying her emotions.

Still holding her hand, he drew her towards him. She came without resistance. He took the candle from her and set it on the sideboard beside her. The next moment, her slight, graceful body was in his arms, and he was kissing her, murmuring her name as though it were a prayer.

“Am I cruel now?” she asked, breathless. He answered by kissing her again. “You made me cruel because you would not see,” she whispered next.

Then the door opened, and M. Binet entered, his paternal eyes treated to this highly improper behavior of his daughter.

He gazed at them as, quite leisurely and with a calm too complete to be natural, they separated from one another.

“And what is the meaning of this?” demanded M. Binet, bewildered and deeply shocked.

“Does it need explaining?” asked Scaramouche. “Doesn’t it speak for itself—eloquently? It means that Climene and I have made up our minds to be married.”

“And does it not matter what I might think?”

“Of course. But you would neither have such bad taste nor such a bad heart as to stand in the way.”

“You take that for granted? Yes, that is your way, surely—to take things for granted. But my daughter is not to be taken so. I have very definite plans for my daughter. You have done an unworthy thing, Scaramouche. You have betrayed my trust. I am very angry with you.”

He advanced with his heavy but curiously quiet step. Scaramouche turned to Climene, smiled, and handed her the candle.

“If you will leave us, Climene, I will ask your father for your hand properly.”

She left, a bit flustered, appearing lovelier than ever in her blend of confusion and shyness. Scaramouche closed the door and faced the furious M. Binet, who had dropped himself into an armchair at the head of the short table. Scaramouche faced him with the declared intent to formally ask for Climene’s hand. And so he did:

“Father-in-law,” he said, “I congratulate you. This will certainly mean the Comedie Francaise for Climene, and soon; you will shine in her reflected glory. As the father of Madame Scaramouche, you may yet become famous yourself.”

Binet, his face slowly reddening, glared at him, speechless in his shock. His outrage was made worse by the humiliating certainty that, whatever he said or did, this irresistible fellow would bend him to his will. At last, he managed to speak.

“You’re a damned pirate,” he blurted, pounding his ham-like fist on the table. “A pirate! First you sail in and plunder half my rightful gains, and now you want to steal my daughter. But I’ll be damned before I give her to a graceless, nameless scoundrel like you, for whom the gallows are already waiting.”

Scaramouche pulled the bell-rope, completely unfazed. He smiled, a flush in his cheeks, a gleam in his eyes, quite pleased with the world that night. He really owed a great debt to M. de Lesdiguieres.

“Binet,” he said, “forget for a moment that you’re Pantaloon, and act as a pleasant, agreeable father-in-law should, when he’s secured a son-in-law of exceptional quality. We’re going to have a bottle of Burgundy, my treat, and it’ll be the finest in Redon. Compose yourself to honor it properly. Too much bile always spoils the sensitivity of the palate.”




CHAPTER VII. THE CONQUEST OF NANTES

The Binet Troupe opened in Nantes—as you may find in old copies of the “Courrier Nantais”—on the Feast of the Purification with “Les Fourberies de Scaramouche.” But they came to Nantes unlike how they had arrived in little country villages and towns before—unheralded and depending entirely on their parade to attract attention. Andre-Louis, borrowing from Comedie Francaise business tactics, ordered playbills printed at Redon, and four days before their arrival in Nantes, these bills were posted outside the Theatre Feydau and all over town—still a rare sight at the time—creating considerable buzz. He entrusted the task to one of the troupe’s newest members, an intelligent young man named Basque, sending him ahead.

You can see one of these playbills for yourself at the Carnavalet Museum. It lists the players by their stage names only, except for M. Binet and his daughter, and—setting aside that the actor playing Trivelin in one play appears as Tabarin in another—it makes the company seem at least half again as numerous as it was in reality. It announces that they will open with “Les Fourberies de Scaramouche,” to be followed by five other named plays and more unnamed ones, to be added if the patronage of distinguished and sophisticated Nantes encourages the Binet Troupe to extend their stay at the Theatre Feydau. It heavily emphasizes that this is a troupe of improvisers in the old Italian style, the likes of which France hasn’t seen in over fifty years, urging Nantes not to miss the chance to see these distinguished mimes revive Comedie de l’Art glory. Their visit to Nantes, the bill goes on, is only a first step before going to Paris, where they intend to challenge the actors of the Comedie Francaise, and prove the superiority of improvisation over acting from memorized scripts.

It was a bold playbill, and its boldness alarmed M. Binet past the little sense left him by the Burgundy he now could afford to overuse. He had fiercely resisted the idea. Andre-Louis swept aside some of Binet’s objections and ignored the rest.

“I admit it’s bold,” said Scaramouche. “But by now you should know that nothing succeeds like boldness.”

“I forbid it; I absolutely forbid it,” insisted M. Binet.

“I knew you would. But I also know you’ll soon feel grateful to me for not obeying.”

“You’re courting disaster.”

“I’m courting fortune. The worst that can happen is for you to end up back in the village market-halls where I found you. I’ll get you to Paris yet, even against your own will. Let me handle this.”

He left to deal with the printing. His preparations didn’t end there; he wrote a lively article on the glory of the Comedie de l’Art and its revival by the great mime Florimond Binet’s improvising troupe. Binet’s name wasn’t Florimond; it was just Pierre. But Andre-Louis had a flair for theatrics. The article expanded on the excitement of the playbills. He persuaded Basque, who had connections in Nantes, to use all his influence—and whatever bribes they could muster—to get the article published in the “Courrier Nantais” two days before the troupe arrived.

Basque succeeded; with the article’s literary merit and engaging content, it’s no wonder.

So it was to a city already abuzz that Binet and his company arrived in that first week of February. M. Binet would have preferred to make his debut as usual—with a costumed parade, beating drums, and clashing cymbals—but Andre-Louis strongly opposed it.

“We’d only reveal how little we have,” said he. “Instead, we’ll slip quietly into the city and let the public’s imagination work for us.”

Of course, he got his way. M. Binet, already worn down from resisting this young man’s will, was in no shape to fight, especially with Climene siding with Scaramouche, adding her insistence and criticizing her father’s sluggish, old-fashioned ideas. Figuratively, M. Binet threw up his arms; cursing the day he ever took this young man into his troupe, he let things go where they might. He was sure he’d be ruined in the end—and in the meantime, drowned his frustrations in Burgundy. At least the Burgundy flowed freely now—never in his life had it been so plentiful. Maybe things weren’t so bad after all. He reminded himself that he could thank Scaramouche for that Burgundy. While fearing the worst, he hoped for the best.

Yet it was very much the worst he feared as he waited in the wings when the curtain rose for their first performance at the Theatre Feydau, before a respectably filled house enraptured by the advance hype.

Although the scenario of “Les Fourberies de Scaramouche” has not survived, we know from Andre-Louis’ “Confessions” that it opened with Polichinelle as an arrogant, fiercely jealous lover trying to persuade the waiting-maid, Columbine, to spy on her mistress, Climene. He starts with flattery, but fails to sway the cheeky Columbine, who prefers charmers who show due appreciation for her own piquant attractions. The angry hunchback resorts to threats, warning of terrible vengeance should she betray him or fail to obey, but again he fails. Finally, he tries bribery—and only after being properly squeezed by the clever Columbine does he get her consent to spy on Climene and report to him.

The two actors played the scene well, perhaps spurred on by nerves at performing before so grand an audience. Polichinelle was fierce, contemptuous, and insistent; Columbine was the picture of pert indifference at his flattery, saucily mocking at his threats, and impeccably sly in negotiating for bribes. Laughter rippled through the audience—a good sign. But M. Binet, trembling backstage, sorely missed the big laughs of the rustic crowds to whom he was used, and his fears grew.

Then, barely had Polichinelle exited through the door, when Scaramouche bounded in through the window. It was usually a broad comic entrance that brought down the house. Not so this time. That morning, plotting in bed, Scaramouche resolved to present himself differently—cutting out the clowning that had delighted their country audiences, and instead relying on subtlety. Instead of comic mugging, he would be a sly, quietly humorous rogue, dignified and somber, delivering dry lines as if unaware of their comic value. Though it might take the audience longer to catch on, he guessed that they’d like him better in the end.

True to plan, he now played the friend and paid ally of the lovesick Leandre, seeking news of Climene and also using the chance to court Columbine and target Pantaloon’s cash. He had even modified the famous Scaramouche costume: adding red slashes to the traditional black, tailoring the doublet in a sharper style after Henri III, and swapping the velvet cap for a pointed hat with a turned-up brim and feather. He had given up the guitar, too.

M. Binet strained to hear the expected roar of laughter as Scaramouche came on, and his worry grew when it didn’t come. He soon sensed something alarmingly different about Scaramouche’s acting. The foreign accent was there, but not the brash antics their past crowds adored.

He wrung his hands in despair. “It’s all over!” he said. “He’s ruined us! I should have known better than to let him take over!”

But he was completely wrong. He began to suspect this when, taking the stage himself, he found the audience attentive, noting quiet smiles of appreciation on their faces. It wasn’t until thunderous applause greeted the curtain’s fall on Act One that he felt safe.

If the role of Pantaloon had been anything other than a blundering, timid old fool, his nerves would have ruined it. But his very anxiety, making his timidity and confusion even more real, actually improved his performance. And the show was a triumph, more than living up to all Scaramouche’s advance promises.

For Scaramouche, the success wasn’t only with the audience. After the show, his companions in the green room gave him a hero’s welcome. His talent, energy, and resourcefulness had raised them, in weeks, from wandering mountebanks to a self-respecting top-notch troupe. They acknowledged this warmly through a speech, given by Polichinelle, adding that, having conquered Nantes, they could conquer anything under his lead.

In their excitement, they neglected M. Binet’s feelings. He had been aggravated enough already by Scaramouche overriding him at every turn, by his inability to stand up to this young man. Although he’d put up with losing his authority because profit increased at every step, deep down, resentment lingered and stifled any feeling of gratitude due to his partner. Tonight, with his nerves frayed and feeling aggrieved (for all of which he blamed Scaramouche), even the triumph of the night could not convince him his partner deserved credit.

Now, to find himself ignored by his own company—assembled by his careful effort from talented men found in city slums—roused his bile and awoke the malice that never slept long within him. But even as his anger rose, he knew better than to show it: he had to assert himself now, or risk losing all standing among the troupe he’d once ruled.

So he stepped forward when Polichinelle finished. His stage makeup helped mask his irritation as he joined in Polichinelle’s praise of his dear partner—though in such a way as to imply that everything Scaramouche had done, he had done under M. Binet’s guidance. In joining Polichinelle, he thanked Scaramouche like a great lord might thank his steward for loyal service.

The troupe didn’t buy it, nor did it soften Binet’s own bitterness. If anything, the pretense only increased his resentment. Still, it saved his dignity and rescued him from irrelevance—he who had been master.

To say it didn’t deceive anyone may be overstating it, for at least they believed his feelings; they thought, after discounting his self-credit, that deep down he was grateful, as they were. Even Andre-Louis believed this, and was most generous to M. Binet in his own brief reply, more than supporting Binet’s claims.

Then Scaramouche announced that their success in Nantes was especially sweet to him because it meant attaining the greatest wish of his heart: to make Climene his wife. He called it a happiness for which he was completely unworthy, and noted it would bring him even closer to his good friend M. Binet—to whom he owed all he’d achieved. The announcement was greeted with joy, as the theatre loves a romance as much as any place. They congratulated the happy couple—except poor Leandre, whose look was more sorrowful than ever.

They were a happy family that evening in their upstairs room at the inn on Quai La Fosse—the same inn from which Andre-Louis had set out weeks ago to play a vastly different part before a Nantes audience. Yet, he wondered, was it so different? Hadn’t he then been a kind of Scaramouche—an intriguer, smooth-talking, misleading people with opinions not truly his own? Was it such a surprise he’d become a successful performer? Perhaps it was what Nature had always intended.

The following night, they played “The Shy Lover” to a full house; their debut’s fame had spread, and Monday’s success was repeated. On Wednesday, “Figaro-Scaramouche” followed, and on Thursday morning, the “Courrier Nantais” published a column of praise for these outstanding improvisers, claiming they totally outshone mere reciters of memorized lines.

Andre-Louis, reading it over breakfast, knowing full well how exaggerated the claim was, laughed inwardly. The novelty and the pomp with which he’d promoted them had worked brilliantly. He turned to greet Binet and Climene as they entered. Waving the newspaper over his head, he announced:

“It’s settled—we stay in Nantes until Easter.”

“Do we?” said Binet, sourly. “You settle everything, my friend.”

“See for yourself.” He handed over the paper.

Binet read in silence, then turned his attention to breakfast.

“Was I right or not?” pressed Andre-Louis, intrigued by Binet’s behavior.

“About what?”

“About coming to Nantes?”

“If I hadn’t thought so, we wouldn’t have come,” replied Binet, and began to eat.

Andre-Louis let it go, puzzled.

After breakfast, he and Climene set out for a stroll along the quays. It was brilliantly sunny and less cold than it had been. Columbine, unfortunately, joined them, though things improved a bit when Harlequin came running after her, attaching himself to her side.

Walking ahead with Climene, Andre-Louis said what was on his mind.

“Your father is acting very oddly towards me,” he said. “It’s almost as if he’s suddenly turned against me.”

“You imagine it,” she replied. “My father is very grateful, as we all are.”

“He’s anything but grateful; he’s furious with me. And I think I know why. Don’t you—can’t you guess?”

“I can’t, really.”

“If you were my daughter—thank goodness you aren’t—I’d resent the man who took you away from me. Poor old Pantaloon! He called me a pirate when I told him I wanted to marry you.”

“He was right. You are a bold thief, Scaramouche.”

“It’s the role,” he said. “Your father likes his actors to play onstage the parts that match their real temperaments.”

“Yes, you take everything you want, don’t you?” She looked up at him, half adoring, half shy.

“When I can,” he replied. “I forced his consent to our marriage. I didn’t wait for him to give it. When he refused, I just seized it—and I’d dare him now to take it back. That’s what he resents most, I think.”

She laughed and began an animated reply. But he missed it entirely. Amid the street’s bustle, a cabriolet with a glass top approached, drawn by a pair of splendid bay horses, driven by an impressively uniformed coachman.

Inside, alone, sat a slight young woman in a lynx-fur cloak, exquisitely lovely. She leaned forward, her lips parted, her eyes fixed on Scaramouche until she caught his gaze. The shock of it made him stop abruptly, stunned.

Climene, stopping mid-sentence at his sudden halt, tugged his sleeve.

“What is it, Scaramouche?”

He made no reply; just then, the coachman—already signaled by the young lady—brought the carriage to a halt beside them. In the lavish cab, with its coat-of-arms and liveried attendants, its dainty occupant seemed to Climene like a fairy-tale princess. And the young lady leaned forward, her eyes shining, cheeks flushed, extending a perfectly gloved hand to Scaramouche.

“Andre-Louis!” she called.

And Scaramouche took the hand of that highborn young lady, just as he would Climene’s, his eyes reflecting her joy, his voice echoing her delight as he greeted her by name, as she had called him:

“Aline!”




CHAPTER VIII. THE DREAM

“The door,” Aline ordered her footman, and “Sit here beside me,” she told Andre-Louis in the same breath.

“Just a moment, Aline.”

He turned to his companion, who was completely astonished, and to Harlequin and Columbine, who had just come up to share in the surprise. “You’ll let me go, Climene?” he said, breathlessly. But it sounded more like a statement than a question. “Fortunately, you aren’t alone. Harlequin will take care of you. Au revoir, at dinner.”

With that, he leapt into the cabriolet without waiting for a reply. The footman closed the door, the coachman cracked his whip, and the distinguished carriage rolled away along the quay, leaving the three actors staring after it, open-mouthed… Then Harlequin laughed.

“Our Scaramouche is really a prince in disguise!” he exclaimed.

Columbine clapped her hands and flashed her dazzling teeth. “But what a romantic story for you, Climene! How marvelous!”

Climene’s frown faded. Her resentment turned to confusion.

“But who is she?”

“His sister, of course,” Harlequin said confidently.

“His sister? How do you know?”

“I know what he’ll tell you when he returns.”

“But why?”

“Because you wouldn’t believe him if he said she was his mother.”

As they watched the carriage roll away, they wandered off in its direction. Meanwhile, inside the carriage, Aline was studying Andre-Louis with serious eyes, her lips tightly pressed, and a slight frown between her well-shaped eyebrows.

“You’ve chosen strange company, Andre,” were her first words. “Or I’m mistaken in thinking your companion was Mlle. Binet of the Theatre Feydau.”

“You’re not mistaken. But I didn’t imagine Mlle. Binet was so famous already.”

“Oh, as to that…” mademoiselle shrugged, her tone quietly scornful. She explained, “It’s simply that I was at the play last night. I thought I recognized her.”

“You were at the Feydau last night? And I never saw you!”

“You were there too?”

“Was I there!” he exclaimed. Then he stopped and quickly changed his tone. “Oh, yes, I was there,” he said as casually as possible, suddenly reluctant to admit he’d so willingly stooped to something she would consider beneath him, grateful that his disguise of face and voice had kept even someone who knew him so well from recognizing him.

“I understand,” she said, pressing her lips even more tightly.

“But what do you understand?”

“The irresistible charms of Mlle. Binet. Naturally you would be at the theater. Your tone made that quite clear. Do you know you disappoint me, Andre? Perhaps I’m being foolish, but it shows, I suppose, my imperfect understanding of your sex. I know most young men of society find stage women compelling. But I didn’t expect you to imitate the ways of fashionable men. I was naive enough to think you were different, somewhat above such shallow pursuits. I thought you something of an idealist.”

“Sheer flattery.”

“So I see. But you misled me. You spoke so much moral philosophy, you made such easy rhetoric, that I was deceived. In fact, your hypocrisy was so perfect I never suspected it. With your acting talent, I wonder you haven’t joined Mlle. Binet’s troupe.”

“I have,” he said.

It had really become necessary to tell her, choosing the lesser of two evils she presented him.

First incredulity, then dismay, and finally disgust swept across her face.

“Of course,” she said after a long pause, “that would let you be closer to your precious actress.”

“That was only one of the reasons. There was another. Finding myself forced to choose between the stage and the gallows, I had the astonishing weakness to prefer the stage. It’s utterly unworthy of someone with my high ideals, but—what can I say? Like other idealists, I find preaching easier than practice. Should I stop the carriage and remove the contamination of my disgraceful presence? Or will you let me tell you the story?”

“Tell me the story first. Then we’ll decide.”

He told her how he met the Binet Troupe, and how the horse patrol forced him to realize that, among them, he could remain safely hidden until the search had passed. The explanation melted her coldness.

“My poor Andre, why didn’t you tell me this at the start?”

“For one thing, you didn’t give me a chance; for another, I was afraid to shock you with the reality of my situation.”

She took him seriously. “But was there any need for it? And why didn’t you send us word of your whereabouts, as I asked you?”

“I was thinking of it only yesterday. I hesitated for several reasons.”

“You thought it would offend us to know what you were doing?”

“I think I preferred to surprise you with the greatness of my eventual success.”

“Oh, you’re going to be a great actor?” She was openly scornful.

“That’s not impossible. But I’m even more interested in becoming a great writer. There’s no reason for you to sneer. Writing is an honorable profession. The world is proud to know men like Beaumarchais and Chenier.”

“And you hope to equal them?”

“I hope to surpass them, while freely admitting they taught me how to begin. What did you think of the play last night?”

“It was amusing and cleverly designed.”

“Then let me introduce you to the author.”

“You? But the company is made up of improvisers.”

“Even improvisers need someone to write their scenarios. That’s what I write right now. Soon I’ll be writing more modern plays.”

“You’re deluding yourself, my poor Andre. The piece last night would have been worthless without the actors. You’re lucky to have your Scaramouche.”

“Between us, I’ll introduce you to him.”

“You—Scaramouche? You?” She turned to study him closely. He responded with his familiar tight-lipped smile that made deep wrinkles in his cheeks. He nodded. “And I didn’t recognize you!”

“I thank you for the compliment. You probably thought I was a stagehand. Now that you know everything, what about Gavrillac? What about my godfather?”

He was well, she told him, and still deeply angry with Andre-Louis for running away, though secretly worried for him.

“I’ll write him today and tell him I’ve seen you.”

“Do that. Tell him I am well and thriving. But tell him no more. Don’t say what I’m doing. He has his prejudices too. Besides, it might not be wise. Now, the question I’ve been longing to ask since I got into your carriage. Why are you in Nantes, Aline?”

“I’m visiting my aunt, Mme. de Sautron. She was the one I went to the play with yesterday. Things have been dull at the chateau, but that will change now. My aunt is hosting several guests today. M. de La Tour d’Azyr will be one of them.”

Andre-Louis frowned and sighed. “Did you ever hear, Aline, how poor Philippe de Vilmorin died?”

“Yes; I heard it, first from my uncle, then from M. de La Tour d’Azyr himself.”

“Didn’t that help you make up your mind about this marriage?”

“How could it? You forget I’m just a woman. Do you really expect me to judge between men in matters like these?”

“Why not? You’re perfectly able. Especially since you’ve heard both sides. My godfather would tell you the truth. If you can’t judge, it’s because you don’t want to.” His tone grew harsh. “You deliberately close your eyes to justice, which might interfere with your unhealthy, unnatural ambition.”

“Excellent!” she exclaimed, observing him with amusement and something else. “Do you realize how absurd you sound? You rise without shame from the depths in which I find you, shake off the arm of that stage girl, and come here to lecture me.”

“If these were the depths of life, I could still advise you out of respect and devotion, Aline.” He was stiff and stern. “But they’re not the depths of life. Honor and virtue are possible for a stage girl; they are impossible for a lady who sells herself for ambition, who for a title, riches, and status, trades herself away in marriage.”

She looked at him breathlessly. Her anger went pale. She reached for the cord.

“I think you’d better get out, so you can go back and practice virtue and honor with your stage woman.”

“You won’t speak of her like that, Aline.”

“Indeed, now you’re going to get heated in her defense. You think I’m too sensitive? Should I call her a…”

“If you speak of her at all,” he broke in, heatedly, “you’ll speak of her as my wife.”

Her anger was replaced by shock. She grew even paler. “My God!” she said, eyeing him with horror. And with horror she asked quietly, “You’re married—to her—?”

“Not yet. But I will be soon. And let me say, this girl whom you scorn out of ignorance is every bit as good and pure as you are, Aline. She has wit and talent which put her where she is and will take her further. And she has the womanliness to listen to her heart in choosing her mate.”

She trembled with rage. She pulled the cord.

“You will get out immediately!” she told him fiercely. “How dare you compare me to that—”

“And my wife-to-be,” he cut in, before she could speak the slur. He opened the door himself, not waiting for the footman, and jumped out. “Give my regards,” he said furiously, “to the assassin you’re going to marry.” He slammed the door. “Drive on,” he ordered the coachman.

The carriage rolled up the Faubourg Gigan, leaving him standing where he’d jumped out, shaking with anger. As he walked back to the inn, his rage gradually faded. As he cooled, he understood her point of view, and in the end forgave her. It wasn’t her fault that she thought as she did. Her upbringing made her see every actress as immoral, just as it let her calmly consider the monstrous marriage of convenience for which she was destined.

He returned to the inn and found the troupe at table. Silence fell as soon as he entered—so suddenly, it was obvious he had been the subject of their conversation. Harlequin and Columbine had spread the story of this prince in disguise whisked away by a princess, and the story had only grown in the telling.

Climene had been quiet and thoughtful, considering what Columbine called her own romantic adventure. Clearly, her Scaramouche must be far more than he had appeared, or the great lady would never have shown such familiarity with him. Before, when she imagined him no better than he was, Climene had thought him hers. Now she was to receive the reward of love untainted by self-interest.

Even old Binet’s hidden hostility toward Andre-Louis melted in the face of this astonishing news. He playfully pinched his daughter’s ear. “Ah, trust you to have seen through his disguise, my child!”

She recoiled, offended by that implication.

“But I didn’t. I took him for what he appeared.”

Her father winked solemnly and laughed. “Of course you did. But like your father, who was once a gentleman and knows gentlemen’s ways, you saw in him something different from those you’ve been forced to associate with until now. You knew, as well as I did, that he didn’t learn that proud bearing, that air of command, in a lawyer’s office, and his speech and thoughts never truly fit the bourgeois act he put on. And it was shrewd of you to make him yours. I believe I shall be very proud of you, Climene.”

She moved away without answering, her father’s oily tone having offended her. Scaramouche was clearly a gentleman, eccentric perhaps, but truly a man of good birth. And she was to be his lady. Her father would have to learn to treat her accordingly.

She looked shyly—a new shyness—at her lover when he entered the dining room. For the first time, she noticed that proud way he held his head, with his chin thrust forward—that was a personal habit of his—and also saw the gracefulness with which he moved, the ease of someone trained by dancing and fencing masters in youth.

It almost pained her when he threw himself into a chair and bantered with Harlequin as openly as ever, treating him as an equal; and it offended her even more that Harlequin, now knowing what he knew, continued to treat him with the same casual familiarity.




CHAPTER IX. THE AWAKENING

“Do you realize,” said Climene, “that I have been waiting for the explanation which I believe you owe me?”

They were alone together, lingering at the table where Andre-Louis had arrived late, and he was now loading his pipe. Recently—since joining the Binet Troupe—he had acquired the habit of smoking. The others had departed, some to get some air, and others, like Binet and Madame, because they believed it more discreet to leave the two alone for explanations they felt must be exchanged. Andre-Louis himself did not share this feeling. He struck a light and leisurely applied it to his pipe. A frown began to settle on his brow.

“Explanation?” he asked after a moment, and glanced at her. “On what grounds?”

“On the matter of the deception you have practiced on us—on me.”

“I have practiced no deception,” he assured her.

“You mean you have simply kept your own counsel, and that silence is not deceit. But it is still dishonest to withhold facts about yourself and your true position from your future wife. You should not have pretended to be a simple country lawyer, which, obviously, anyone could see you are not. It might be very romantic, but… Well, will you explain?”

“I see,” he said, pulling on his pipe. “But you are mistaken, Climene. I have practiced no deception. If there are things about me I haven’t told you, it’s because I did not consider them important. But I’ve never deceived you by pretending to be anything I am not. I am exactly what I have said I am.”

Her persistence started to annoy her, and the irritation showed on her charming face and in her voice.

“Ha! And what about that fine lady of the nobility you’re so close with, who whisked you off in her cabriolet with so little regard for me? What is she to you?”

“A sort of sister,” he replied.

“A sort of sister!” She was indignant. “Harlequin predicted you’d say that, but he was only joking. It wasn’t very funny. It’s even less funny coming from you. She has a name, I assume, this sort of sister?”

“Of course she has a name. She is Mlle. Aline de Kercadiou, the niece of Quintin de Kercadiou, Lord of Gavrillac.”

“Oho! That’s quite the distinguished name for your kind of sister. What kind of sister is that, my friend?”

For the first time in their relationship, he noticed and regretted a hint of vulgarity and shrewishness in her tone.

“It would have been more exact for me to say a sort of reputed left-handed cousin.”

“A reputed left-handed cousin! And what relationship is that supposed to be? Really, you blind me with your clarity.”

“It needs some explaining.”

“That’s what I asked for. But you seem very reluctant to offer explanations.”

“Oh, not at all. It’s just that they’re so trivial. But let me lay out the circumstances and you can judge. Her uncle, M. de Kercadiou, is my godfather, so she and I played together as children. People in Gavrillac often believe that M. de Kercadiou is my father. He certainly raised me from my earliest years and it’s due to him that I was educated at Louis le Grand. I owe him everything I have—or had, rather; for I chose to break away, and now I own nothing except what I can earn in the theatre or elsewhere.”

She sat stunned and pale under this blow to her escalating pride. Had he told her this only yesterday, it would have made no impression, it would have mattered not at all; if it had come before today, it would only have added to her image of him. But coming now, after her imagination had painted him against such a splendid backdrop, after her mistaken belief in his grand identity had made her the envy of the company, after she had felt herself, by marrying him, to be a great lady, this revelation crushed and humiliated her. Her prince in disguise was just the outcast bastard of a country squire! She would be the laughingstock of everyone in her father’s troupe, of all those who had so recently envied her romantic luck.

“You should have told me this before,” she said, her voice dull as she struggled to steady it.

“Perhaps I should. But does it really matter?”

“Matter?” She suppressed her anger to ask another question. “You say this M. de Kercadiou is believed to be your father. What exactly do you mean?”

“Just that. It’s a belief I don’t share. It’s an instinct with me, perhaps. Also, once I asked him directly, and he denied it. Given the circumstances, it’s not a denial you’d give too much weight, perhaps. Still, I’ve always known M. de Kercadiou as a man of the highest honor, and I would be reluctant to disbelieve him—especially when it matches my own instincts. He assured me he didn’t know who my father was.”

“And your mother, was she equally ignorant?” She was sneering, though he didn’t notice, as her back was to the light.

“He would not reveal her name to me. He said she was a dear friend of his.”

She startled him by laughing, an unpleasant laugh.

“A very dear friend, no doubt—you fool. What name do you use?”

He held back his own rising indignation to answer calmly: “Moreau. It was given to me, I am told, after the Brittany village where I was born. But I have no real claim to it. In fact, I have no name, unless you count Scaramouche, which I’ve earned. So you see, my dear,” he finished with a smile, “I have practiced no deception at all.”

“No, no, I see that now.” She laughed bitterly, then took a deep breath and stood. “I’m very tired,” she said.

He jumped to his feet instantly, full of concern, but she waved him off wearily.

“I’ll rest until it’s time to leave for the theatre.” She headed for the door, dragging her feet. He hurried to open it, and she passed out without looking back.

Her little romantic dream was over. The beautiful world of fantasy she had constructed in such detail during the last hour, where she was destined to rule, lay shattered at her feet, the remains blocking her path back to her former contentment with Scaramouche as he truly was.

Andre-Louis sat in the window seat, smoking and gazing across the river, lost in thought. He had shaken her. That much was clear; the reason, less so. That he’d admitted to being nameless should not especially lower him in the view of a girl raised as Climene was. Yet his confession had evidently harmed him.

Still lost in thought, he was discovered half an hour later by Columbine.

“All alone, my prince!” she called lightly, suddenly shining a light on his confusion. Climene had been disappointed by hopes built on the wild imaginations of the troupe regarding his meeting with Aline. Poor girl! He smiled wryly back at Columbine.

“It looks like I will be, for a while,” he said, “until everyone gets used to the idea that I am not, after all, a prince.

“Not a prince? Oh, then at least a duke—a marquis, surely.”

“Not even a chevalier, unless it’s of the order of fortune. I am just Scaramouche. My castles are all made of dreams.”

A shadow of disappointment crossed her lively, kindly face.

“And I had imagined you…”

“I know,” he interrupted gently. “That’s the trouble.” He might have measured the extent of that trouble by Climene’s conduct that evening with the fashionable gentlemen who now filled the green-room between acts, paying homage to her as the incomparable amoureuse. Previously, she had received them with respectful reserve. Tonight she was recklessly cheerful, bold, almost wanton.

He commented on it as they walked home, advising her to be more prudent in the future.

“We aren’t married yet,” she answered tartly. “Wait until then before you criticize me.”

“I hope there won’t be cause then,” he replied.

“You hope? Ah, yes. You are very trusting.”

“Climene, I’ve offended you. I’m sorry.”

“It’s nothing,” she said. “You are what you are.” Still he was not troubled. He understood the source of her bad mood, could see it even as he regretted it, and, understanding, forgave it. He also realized that her foul mood was shared by her father, which frankly amused him. With M. Binet, only a tolerant contempt could grow from close acquaintance. As for the rest of the company, they seemed more friendly to Scaramouche than before. It was almost as if he had truly fallen from the high estate their own imaginations had once granted him; or perhaps it was because they saw how this fall, however imaginary, had upset Climene.

Leandre alone was the exception. His usual melancholy seemed to vanish, and his eyes gleamed with malicious satisfaction when he looked at Scaramouche, sometimes addressing him with sly mockery as “mon prince.”

The next day Andre-Louis saw little of Climene. This was not surprising, since he was working hard, preparing for “Figaro-Scaramouche,” to be performed on Saturday. In addition to all his theatrical duties, he now spent an hour each morning at a fencing academy. This was not just to make up for missing it in his education but also, and mainly, to give him greater grace and poise on stage. That morning, his thoughts were distracted by both Climene and Aline. Oddly, it was Aline who troubled him more. He thought Climene’s attitude was just a passing phase, but the memory of Aline’s recent conduct—and her possible engagement to M. de La Tour d’Azyr—tormented him.

This reminded him forcefully of the mission he’d set himself, now half-forgotten. He had boasted that he would make the voice M. de La Tour d’Azyr tried to silence ring through the land. And what had he done? He had roused mobs in Rennes and Nantes with words Philippe might have used, and then, faced with trouble, ran and hid, devoting himself to other, self-serving pursuits. What a contrast between his promises and his actions!

So Andre-Louis thought, with self-contempt. While he wasted his time as Scaramouche, aspiring to rival men like Chenier and Mercier, M. de La Tour d’Azyr continued unopposed, doing as he pleased. It was useless to remind himself the demands he’d made in Nantes for the Third Estate had been granted by M. Necker, thanks mostly to the stir his anonymous speech caused. That was not his mission. It was never about regenerating France or even its society. His goal was to make M. de La Tour d’Azyr pay to the last penny for what he did to Philippe de Vilmorin. And it didn’t increase his self-respect to find that the real reason for his resentment was the possible danger Aline faced in marrying the Marquis. Too harshly, perhaps, he dismissed as empty excuses his own claim that there was nothing more he could do; that if he showed himself he’d be arrested and executed.

No one can read this part of his “Confessions” without some pity. One sees his state of mind—a prey to conflicting feelings, and if you can imagine yourself in his place, you realize he could hardly make any decision but the one he says he did: that he would act, as soon as he saw a way that would further his true aims.

It so happened that the first person he saw when he took the stage that Thursday evening was Aline; the second was the Marquis de La Tour d’Azyr. They were in a box to the right of, and just above, the stage. Others were with them—most notably a thin, elderly, richly dressed lady whom Andre-Louis assumed was Madame la Comtesse de Sautron. But at that moment, he could only see those two who had been so much on his mind. Seeing either would have been unsettling; seeing both together nearly caused him to forget his purpose on stage. He pulled himself together and performed. He says he played with unusual nerve, and never in his brief but eventful career was he more applauded.

That was the first shock of the evening. The next came after the second act. Entering the green-room, more crowded than usual, he saw at the far end, with Climene, M. de La Tour d’Azyr bending over her, talking, his eyes fixed on her, smiling. He had her all to himself, something no other fashionable visitor had yet managed. The lesser gentlemen had all yielded to the Marquis as jackals do to a lion.

Andre-Louis stared for a moment, stunned. Recovering, he found himself studying the Marquis: the man’s beauty, grace, elegance, courtly bearing, and calm. But more than all, he noted the expression in those dark eyes as they gazed at Climene, and his own lips tightened.

M. de La Tour d’Azyr ignored him; even if he had noticed, he wouldn’t have recognized Andre-Louis behind the Scaramouche makeup; and even if he had, he surely wouldn’t have cared.

Andre-Louis sat apart, inwardly unsettled. Soon, a prim young gentleman began talking to him, and he responded as expected. With Climene sequestered and Columbine already surrounded by admirers, the remaining visitors were left to talk with Madame and the other men of the troupe. M. Binet was the center of a cheerful group, the focus of laughter at his jokes. He seemed to have emerged from days of gloom into high spirits, and Scaramouche noticed how his eyes lingered on his daughter and her grand suitor.

That night, there was an argument between Andre-Louis and Climene, with the harsh words coming from Climene. When Andre-Louis again, more insistently, urged his fiancé to act more prudently, warning her about encouraging the attentions of someone like M. de La Tour d’Azyr, she became exasperated and verbally attacked him with a shrewish force that stunned him.

He tried to reason with her, and they eventually reached an understanding.

“If you are only marrying me to stand in my way, it’s best to end things now.”

“Then you don’t love me, Climene?”

“Love has nothing to do with it. I won’t put up with your senseless jealousy. A girl in the theatre has to accept the admiration of all.”

“I agree; there’s no harm, provided she doesn’t offer anything in return.”

She whirled on him furiously, her face white and eyes blazing.

“Now, what do you mean by that?”

“My meaning is clear. A girl in your position may accept all the attention offered but must do so with a dignified reserve, making it clear she offers no favors beyond her smile. If she’s wise, she’ll see that her admirers remain admirers collectively and that no one is allowed to approach her alone. If she’s wise, she’ll give no encouragement that she might later find impossible to deny.”

“You dare say that?”

“I know society. And I know M. de La Tour d’Azyr,” he replied. “He is a man without charity or humanity—a man who takes what he wants, whether it’s willingly given or not—a man indifferent to the suffering he causes in his selfishness, guided only by force. Think about it, Climene, and consider if my warning does you any dishonor.”

He left on that note, feeling it degrading to press the subject further.

The days that followed were unhappy for him and for at least one other—Leandre, who sank into deep gloom over M. de La Tour d’Azyr’s steady attention to Climene. The Marquis attended every performance; a box was always reserved for him, and he came alone or with his cousin, M. de Chabrillane.

The next Tuesday, Andre-Louis went out early alone, in a bad mood, bothered by a sense of humiliation, hoping a walk would help. Turning the corner of the Place du Bouffay, he nearly collided with a thin, sallow man neatly dressed in black, wearing a tie-wig and a round hat. The man drew back in surprise, lifted a spy-glass, and then called out in amazement:

“Moreau! Where the devil have you been hiding these months?”

It was Le Chapelier, the lawyer and leader of the Literary Chamber of Rennes.

“Hiding behind Thespis’ skirts,” said Scaramouche.

“I don’t understand.”

“I didn’t intend you to. What about you, Isaac? And what of the world, which seems to have stopped lately?”

“Stopped!” Le Chapelier laughed. “Where have you been? Stopped!” He pointed across the square to a café under the shadow of the grim prison. “Let’s have a bavaroise. You’re exactly the man we want, the one we’ve searched for everywhere, and—look!—you fall into my path from nowhere.”

They crossed the square and entered the café.

“So you think the world has stood still! Good heavens! I suppose you haven’t heard of the royal order for the convocation of the States General, or its terms—that we are to have what we demanded, what you called for in Nantes! You haven’t heard that primary elections have been ordered for the electors. Or of last month’s new uproar in Rennes. The order was that all three estates should sit together at the States General in the bailliages, but in Rennes the nobles remained defiant. Six hundred of them, with their servants and led by your old friend M. de La Tour d’Azyr, actually took up arms to put an end to our insolence.” He laughed thinly. “But, by God, we showed them we, too, could fight. Just what you advocated here in Nantes last November. We battled them in the streets, under leadership of your namesake Moreau, the provost, and battered them until they ran for safety in the Cordelier Convent. That’s the end of their opposition to royal power and the people’s will.”

He spoke rapidly about the recent events, eventually reaching the reason for seeking Andre-Louis so persistently.

Nantes was sending fifty delegates to the Rennes assembly, which would select deputies for the Third Estate and write their list of grievances. Rennes was equally represented, and villages like Gavrillac sent two delegates for every two hundred hearths or less. Each place had clamored for Andre-Louis Moreau as a delegate. Gavrillac wanted him because he was one of them and known for his sacrifices for the popular cause; Rennes wanted him for his stirring speech after the shooting of the students; Nantes—unaware of his true identity—wanted the orator “Omnes Omnibus” who addressed them and wrote the petition that influenced M. Necker.

Since he could not be found, the delegations were filled without him, but recently a couple of vacancies had appeared in the Nantes group; Le Chapelier was in Nantes to help fill them.

Andre-Louis shook his head at Le Chapelier’s proposal.

“You refuse?” the other exclaimed. “Are you mad? Refuse when so many demand you? Do you realize you might well be elected a deputy—sent to Versailles to help save France?”

But Andre-Louis, as we know, had no interest in saving France. He was interested, at present, only in saving two women he loved—though in very different ways—from the man he swore to destroy. He stood firm in his refusal and eventually Le Chapelier—depressed by his failure—dropped the matter.

“It’s odd,” said Andre-Louis, “that I’ve been so absorbed in trivia that I never realized Nantes was politically active.”

“Active! My friend, it’s a bubbling cauldron of political passions. It’s only calm because people think all goes well. At the slightest change, it will boil over.”

“Will it?” said Scaramouche thoughtfully. “That’s useful to know.” Then he changed the subject. “You’re aware La Tour d’Azyr is here?”

“In Nantes? He’s bold to show himself. The Nantais aren’t docile, and they know his record and his part in the Rennes uprising. Surprising they haven’t stoned him. But they will, sooner or later. All it will take is a nudge.”

“Very likely,” said Andre-Louis, with a smile. “He doesn’t show himself much—not in the streets. So he lacks the courage you assume; he has only insolence.”

At parting, Le Chapelier urged him again to consider the offer. “Send me word if you change your mind. I’m at the Cerf, and will be here until the day after tomorrow. If you have ambition, now is your chance.”

“I suppose I have no ambition,” said Andre-Louis, and went on his way.

At the theatre that night, he had a mischievous urge to test Le Chapelier’s comments about the mood of the city. They were performing “The Terrible Captain,” ending with Scaramouche exposing the blustering Rhodomont as a coward.

After the laughter that always followed this, Scaramouche would usually dismiss the villain with an improvised line. This time, he made it political:

“Thus, O boastful coward, is your emptiness revealed. Because you are tall, have a big sword, and cock your hat at a jaunty angle, people feared you, believed in you, imagined you as terrible as you pretended. But when faced with true courage, you collapse, you tremble and whine, the great sword stays sheathed. You remind me of the Privileged Orders when confronted by the Third Estate.”

It was a daring line, and he was ready for anything—a laugh, applause, outrage, or all at once. But he was not ready for what happened next. From the main floor and amphitheatre came a hurricane of applause; men jumped to their feet, stood on benches, waved their hats, and roared with approval. The ovation continued, loud and wild, until the curtain finally fell.

Scaramouche stood grinning with tight lips. At the last moment, he glimpsed M. de La Tour d’Azyr’s face, leaning out of his box, angry and staring.

“Good heavens!” laughed Rhodomont, recovering from his dramatic fright, “you really know how to stir them up, Scaramouche.”

Scaramouche looked up and smiled. “That can be useful, sometimes,” he replied, then went off to dress.

But a reprimand was waiting. Delayed at the theatre by work with the scenery for their next play, he had outlasted the rest of the troupe. He summoned a chair and was carried back to the inn alone—a small luxury his current fortune allowed.

Entering the upstairs room shared by the troupe, he found M. Binet speaking loudly and forcefully. He’d heard his voice on the stairs. When he entered, Binet broke off and turned to face him.

“You are here at last!” The greeting was odd, and Andre-Louis just looked mildly surprised. “I await your explanation for the disgraceful scene you provoked tonight.”

“Disgraceful? Do you mean the audience applauded me?”

“The audience? The rabble, you mean. Do you want to drive away our gentle patrons by appealing to the base instincts of the mob?”

Andre-Louis brushed past Binet and stepped up to the table, shrugging. The man irritated him, after all.

“You grossly exaggerate—as always.”

“I do not exaggerate. And I am the master in my own theatre. This is the Binet Troupe, and it will be run my way.”

“And who are these gentle patrons whose loss you think will so deeply wound the Feydau?” Andre-Louis asked.

“You mean to suggest there are none? See how mistaken you are. After the play tonight, M. le Marquis de La Tour d’Azyr came to me and spoke to me in the harshest terms about your disgraceful outburst. I was forced to apologize, and…”

“That was foolish of you,” said Andre-Louis. “A man who respects himself would have shown that gentleman the door.” M. Binet’s face started to turn red. “You call yourself the head of the Binet Troupe, you boast that you will be master in your own theatre, but you stand there like a servant, taking orders from the first insolent man who enters your green-room to complain about a single line spoken by one of your actors! I say again, if you truly respected yourself, you would have thrown him out.”

Several members of the company murmured their approval, having heard the arrogant tone of the Marquis and feeling resentment at the insult cast upon them all.

“And furthermore,” Andre-Louis continued, “a man who respects himself, for quite different reasons, would have gladly taken this as an opportunity to show M. de La Tour d’Azyr the door.”

“What do you mean by that?” The question rumbled with barely contained anger.

Andre-Louis glanced around the company gathered at the supper table. “Where is Climene?” he asked sharply.

Leandre jumped up to answer, his face pale, tense, and trembling with excitement.

“She left the theatre in the Marquis de La Tour d’Azyr’s carriage right after the performance. We heard him offer to drive her here to this inn.”

Andre-Louis looked at the clock on the overmantel. He seemed eerily calm.

“That would have been an hour ago—or a bit more. And she still hasn’t arrived?”

His eyes searched for M. Binet’s, but M. Binet avoided his gaze. Again, it was Leandre who answered him.

“Not yet.”

“Ah!” Andre-Louis sat down and poured himself some wine. An oppressive silence settled over the room. Leandre watched him expectantly, Columbine with sympathy. Even M. Binet seemed to look to Scaramouche for a cue. But Scaramouche let him down. “Is there anything left for me to eat?” he asked.

Plates were pushed toward him. He helped himself calmly to food and ate in silence, seemingly with a hearty appetite. M. Binet sat down, poured himself wine, and drank. Eventually he tried to make conversation with others, but was answered curtly, with one-word replies. M. Binet was clearly not in favor with his troupe that night.

At last, there came a rumble of wheels below and a clatter of hooves. Then voices—a high, trilling laugh from Climene floated up. Andre-Louis went on eating, unmoved.

“What an actor!” whispered Harlequin to Polichinelle, and Polichinelle nodded gloomily.

She entered as a leading lady, taking command of the stage: head held high, chin thrust forward, eyes sparkling with laughter, exuding triumph and arrogance. Her cheeks were flushed, and her nut-brown hair was a bit disheveled. In her left hand she carried a massive bouquet of white camellias, and on her middle finger, a diamond of great value almost immediately caught everyone’s eye with its brilliance.

Her father rushed to meet her, showing more fatherly tenderness than usual. “At last, my child!”

He led her to the table. She sank into a chair, a bit weary, a bit limp, but the smile never left her face, not even when she glanced at Scaramouche. Only Leandre, watching her closely with a hungry, scowling stare, noticed a fleeting look of fear in her hazel eyes as her lids fluttered.

Andre-Louis, however, continued to eat steadily, without so much as a glance in her direction. Gradually, the company realized that although a confrontation was brewing, there would be no scene as long as they were present. At last, it was Polichinelle who stood up and quietly left, and within two minutes, only M. Binet, his daughter, and Andre-Louis remained in the room. Then, at last, Andre-Louis set down his knife and fork, washed food down with a draught of Burgundy, and sat back to consider Climene.

“I trust,” he said, “that you had a pleasant ride, mademoiselle.”

“Most pleasant, monsieur.” She brazenly tried to match his composure but did not fully succeed.

“And not unprofitable, judging by that jewel. It must be worth at least a couple of hundred louis, which is a substantial sum even for so wealthy a nobleman as M. de La Tour d’Azyr. Would it be out of line for someone who once had thoughts of marrying you to ask, mademoiselle, what you gave him in return?”

M. Binet let out a coarse laugh, blending cynicism and contempt.

“I have given nothing,” declared Climene, indignantly.

“Ah! Then the jewel is to be considered payment in advance.”

“My God, man, you’re being indecent!” M. Binet objected.

“Indecent?” Andre-Louis’ burning eyes turned on M. Binet, discharging such contempt that the old scoundrel shifted uncomfortably in his chair. “Did you say decency, Binet? You almost make me lose my temper, which is something I detest above all else!” His gaze slowly returned to Climene, who sat, elbows on the table, chin cupped in her hands, watching him with a mix of scorn and defiance. “Mademoiselle,” he said deliberately, “in your own best interests, please consider carefully where you are heading.”

“I am quite capable of considering it for myself, and I can make that decision without your advice, monsieur.”

“And now you’ve got your answer,” chuckled Binet. “Satisfied?”

Andre-Louis had grown a little pale; his dark eyes were wide with disbelief as he continued to look at her. He paid no attention to M. Binet.

“Surely, mademoiselle, you cannot mean that willingly—fully understanding what you are doing—you would trade an honorable marriage for… for whatever a man like M. de La Tour d’Azyr might have in mind for you?”

M. Binet made a sweeping gesture, turning to his daughter. “You hear him, the self-righteous prude! Maybe now you’ll believe that marrying him would be your downfall. He’d always be there—the inconvenient husband—to ruin your every opportunity, my girl.”

She tossed her head in agreement with her father. “He’s becoming tiresome with his jealous suspicions,” she admitted. “As a husband, I fear he’d be impossible.”

Andre-Louis felt a pain in his heart. But—ever the actor—he showed no sign of it. He laughed lightly, though not pleasantly, and stood up.

“I defer to your decision, mademoiselle. I only hope you won’t regret it.”

“Regret it?” cried M. Binet. He was laughing, relieved to see his daughter finally rid of this suitor he had never truly approved of, except perhaps during those hours when he thought Andre-Louis might be an eccentric of great rank. “And what’s there to regret? That she’s accepted the protection of a powerful and wealthy nobleman who gives her a jewel worth what an actress earns in a year at the Comedie Francaise? Come, my friend, don’t be bitter. Why would you stand in her way? Can you really blame her for making this choice? Have you thought about what it means for her? Under such a gentleman’s protection, there’s no height she cannot reach. Isn’t it a stroke of luck? If you care for her at all—especially being as jealous as you are—you should want nothing different.”

Andre-Louis looked at him in silence for a moment, then laughed again. “You are fantastic,” he said. “You don’t seem real.” He turned and walked to the door.

The gesture, and even more the contempt in Andre-Louis’ look, laugh, and words, goaded M. Binet to anger and swept away any urge to be conciliatory.

“Fantastic, are we?” he cried, turning to watch Scaramouche leave, his eyes now inexpressibly malicious. “Fantastic, for preferring the powerful support of such a great nobleman over marriage to a penniless, nameless bastard? Oh yes, we’re fantastic!”

Andre-Louis turned, his hand on the door handle. “No,” he said, “I was wrong. You’re not fantastic. You’re just vile—both of you.” And he walked out.




CHAPTER X. CONTRITION

Mlle. de Kercadiou walked with her aunt in the bright morning sunshine of a Sunday in March on the broad terrace of the Chateau de Sautron.

For someone naturally sweet-natured, she had been unusually irritable lately, showing a touch of cynical worldliness that convinced Mme. de Sautron more than ever that her brother Quintin had scandalously neglected the child’s education. She seemed to know all the things a girl ought not to, and not know the things a girl should. At least, that was Mme. de Sautron’s opinion.

“Tell me, madame,” said Aline, “are all men beasts?” Unlike her brother, Madame la Comtesse was tall and majestically built. Before her marriage to M. de Sautron, spiteful people used to say she was the only man in the family. Now, she looked down from her noble height at her little niece with startled eyes.

“Really, Aline, you do have a way of asking the most unsettling and improper questions.”

“Perhaps it is because I find life unsettling and improper.”

“Life? A young girl should not discuss life.”

“Why not, since I am alive? Surely, you don’t mean it’s improper to be alive?”

“It is improper for a young unmarried girl to seek to know too much about life. As for your absurd question about men, when I remind you that man is the noblest work of God, perhaps that will answer you.”

Mme. de Sautron did not invite further discussion. But Mlle. de Kercadiou’s bold upbringing had made her headstrong.

“If that’s true,” she said, “then will you tell me why men are so irresistibly attracted to the immodest among us?”

Madame stopped short, raising her hands in shock. Then she looked down her proud, aquiline nose.

“Sometimes—often, really, my dear Aline—you are beyond understanding. I shall write to Quintin that the sooner you are married, the better for everyone.”

“Uncle Quintin has left that decision to me,” Aline reminded her.

“That,” said Madame with absolute certainty, “is the most outrageous of his errors. Who ever heard of a girl being allowed to decide her own marriage? It is… almost improper to let her even think about such things.” Mme. de Sautron shuddered. “Quintin is a boor. His conduct is disgraceful. That M. de La Tour d’Azyr should parade himself before you so you can decide whether he is the right man! Again, she shuddered. “It is gross, even… prurient… My God! When I married your uncle, everything was arranged by our parents. I first met him when he came to sign the marriage contract. I would have died of shame otherwise. And that is how these matters should be done.”

“You may be right, madame. But since my situation is different, please forgive me if I handle it my own way. M. de La Tour d’Azyr wishes to marry me. He has been allowed to court me. I would appreciate it if he were told he may stop.”

Mme. de Sautron was frozen in shock. Her long face turned pale; she seemed short of breath.

“But… but… what are you saying?” she managed.

Calmly, Aline repeated her statement.

“This is outrageous! You can’t be allowed to toy with a gentleman of M. le Marquis’s standing! It’s barely more than a week since you allowed him to be told you would become his wife!”

“I did so in a moment of… rashness. Since then, M. le Marquis’s behavior has convinced me I was wrong.”

“But—my God!” cried the Countess. “Don’t you see the great honor being offered? M. le Marquis will make you the first lady in Brittany. Yet, foolish child that you are, and your uncle Quintin is even greater a fool, you risk losing this incredible good fortune! Let me warn you.” She raised a warning finger. “If you go on like this, M. de La Tour d’Azyr may withdraw his offer for good, insulted beyond reason.”

“That, madame, is precisely what I want, as I’ve been trying to tell you.”

“Oh, you are mad.”

“It may be I am sane in choosing to obey my instincts. Maybe I am even right to resent that the man seeking to be my husband should be so attentive to a wretched theatre girl at the Feydau.”

“Aline!”

“Is it not so? Or perhaps you do not find it strange that M. de La Tour d’Azyr should act like this just now?”

“Aline, you are such an odd mix. Sometimes you shock me with your coarse expressions; other times you amaze me with your prudery. You’ve been raised like a little bourgeoise, I think. Yes, that’s it—a little bourgeoise. Quintin was always a shopkeeper at heart.”

“I was asking your opinion on M. de La Tour d’Azyr’s behavior, madame. Not my own.”

“But it is unseemly for you to notice such things. You should be ignorant of them, and I cannot think who is so… thoughtless as to tell you. But since you know, at least you should modestly ignore what happens outside the… circle of a properly raised young lady.”

“And will it still be outside my circle when I am married?”

“If you are wise. You should remain unaware of such things. It… it ruins your innocence. I would never want M. de La Tour d’Azyr to know how informed you are. Had you been properly raised in a convent this would never have happened.”

“But you do not answer me, madame!” cried Aline desperately. “It is not my chastity at issue, but M. de La Tour d’Azyr’s.”

“Chastity!” Madame’s lips quivered with horror. Her face was filled with it. “Wherever did you learn such an awful, improper word?”

Then Mme. de Sautron forced herself to be calm and prudent. “My child, since you know so much already, perhaps it can do no harm if I explain that a gentleman expects to have such little distractions.”

“But why, madame? Why is that?”

“Ah, my God, you ask me riddles of nature. It is so because it is so. Because men are made that way.”

“Because men are beasts, in other words—which is what I asked at first.”

“You are hopelessly foolish, Aline.”

“You mean that I do not share your outlook, madame. I am not demanding as much as you seem to think; but I do have the right to expect that while M. de La Tour d’Azyr is courting me, he should not be simultaneously courting a theatre girl. I feel there is a subtle connection there that offends and insults me. The Marquis is dull, and his courtship amounts to stiff, boring compliments. They gain nothing when spoken by lips still warm from… that woman’s kisses.”

Madame was so utterly shocked she was left speechless for a moment. Then—

“My God!” she exclaimed. “I would never have suspected you of such indecent imagination.”

“I can’t help it, madame. Every time his lips touch my fingers, I think of what they touched last. I immediately go and wash my hands. Next time, unless you tell him for me, I’ll call for water and wash them in front of him.”

“But what am I to say? How… in what words am I to give him that message?” Madame was aghast.

“Be honest with him, madame. It’s easiest in the end. Tell him that however impure his past, or intends his future life to be, while he’s seeking marriage with a pure, unstained girl, he must at least act with purity.”

Madame pulled back, hands over her ears, horror on her proud face. Her chest heaved.

“Oh, how can you?” she panted. “How can you say such awful things? Where did you learn them?”

“In church,” said Aline.

“Ah, but in church, many things are said that… one would never say in society. My dear, how could I say such a thing to M. le Marquis? How could I?”

“Shall I say it?”

“Aline!”

“Well, there it is,” said Aline. “Something must be done to shield me from insult. I am sickened by M. le Marquis—a disgusting man. And however grand it might be to be Marquise de La Tour d’Azyr, frankly, I’d rather marry a cobbler with decency.”

Her passion and resolve made Mme. de Sautron push past her despair and try to persuade her. Aline was her niece, and such a marriage would honor the family. At any cost, it must not be prevented.

“Listen, my dear,” she said. “Let’s be reasonable. M. le Marquis is away, and won’t be back until tomorrow.”

“True. And I know where he has gone—or at least who he has gone with. My God, and the girl has a father and a lout of a fiancé, and neither does anything. I suppose they agree with you, madame, that a great gentleman must have his little amusements.” Her contempt was burning. “However, madame, you were going to say?”

“That the day after tomorrow you are returning to Gavrillac. M. de La Tour d’Azyr will probably follow soon after.”

“You mean when this sordid business has run its course?”

“Call it what you will.” By now Madame had given up trying to control her niece’s language. “At Gavrillac there will be no Mlle. Binet. This will be finished. It’s unlucky he met her now. The chit is very attractive, after all. You can’t deny that. And you must make allowances.”

“M. le Marquis formally proposed to me a week ago. Partly to satisfy family wishes, and partly…” She paused, clearly in pain, then resumed, “Partly because it did not seem to matter who I married, I agreed. That consent, for the reasons I’ve given, madame, I now want definitely to withdraw.”

Madame became deeply agitated. “Aline, I would never forgive you! Your uncle Quintin would be heartbroken. You don’t know what you’re saying, what a wonderful thing you’re refusing. Have you no sense of your position, of your birthright?”

“If I didn’t, madame, I would have put an end to this long ago. If I’ve endured this courtship at all, it’s because I understand the worldly importance of a good marriage. But I expect more of marriage; and Uncle Quintin has left the decision to me.”

“God forgive him!” said Madame. Hurrying on, she pleaded: “Now, leave this with me, Aline. Let me advise you—please! I’ll consult your uncle Charles. But don’t decide yet, let this trouble pass. Charles will handle it. M. le Marquis shall do penance, child, if you demand it; but not in sackcloth and ashes. You wouldn’t require so much?”

Aline shrugged. “I ask nothing at all,” she said, which was neither yes nor no.

So Mme. de Sautron consulted her husband, a slight, middle-aged man, very aristocratic in looks and with a sharp mind. She spoke with him in just the way Aline had spoken to herself, using even some of Aline’s phrases.

As a result, on Monday afternoon when M. de La Tour d’Azyr’s returning carriage rolled up to the chateau, he was met by M. le Comte de Sautron, who asked for a word even before he’d changed.

“Gervais, you’re a fool,” was M. le Comte’s excellent opening.

“Charles, that’s nothing new to me,” replied M. le Marquis. “What particular folly has upset you?”

He threw himself wearily onto a sofa, his long, elegant body sprawling as he looked up at his friend with a tired smile on that nobly handsome, pale face that seemed immune to age.

“Your latest. This Binet girl.”

“That! Nonsense! Just an incident; hardly a folly.”

“A folly—especially now,” Sautron insisted. The Marquis looked a question. The Count answered it. “Aline,” he said, pointedly. “She knows. How she knows, I cannot say, but she knows, and she is deeply offended.”

The Marquis’ smile vanished. He sat up straight.

“Offended?” he said anxiously.

“Yes. You know how she is. You know her ideals. It hurts her that while you are here to woo her, you should also be having this affair with that Binet chit.”

“How do you know?” asked La Tour d’Azyr.

“She confided in her aunt. And she has a point. She says she will not allow you to kiss her hand with lips still contaminated from… Oh, you know. Surely you see why that disgusts a pure, sensitive girl like Aline. She told me I should let you know that next time you kiss her hand, she will call for water and wash it in front of you.”

The Marquis’s face turned crimson. He got up. Sautron, knowing his friend’s volatile nature, expected an outburst. But none came. The Marquis instead turned, paced to the window, head down, hands behind his back. He stopped there and spoke, voice at once scornful and regretful.

“You’re right, Charles, I am a fool—a wicked fool! At least I have sense enough to see it. It’s my life—I’ve never denied myself anything I wanted.” Suddenly he swung around, and the outburst came, “But God, I want Aline as I’ve never wanted anything before! I think I’d go mad with rage if my foolishness made me lose her.” He struck his forehead. “I am a beast!” he said. “I should have known that if that sweet saint found out about my little vices she’d despise me; and I swear, Charles, I’d walk through fire to win back her respect.”

“I hope it’s won back on easier terms,” said Charles; then, trying to lighten the mood, he made a weak joke. “She merely asks you to avoid certain fires that aren’t purifying enough for mademoiselle.”

“As for that Binet girl, it’s over—over,” said the Marquis.

“I congratulate you. When did you decide that?”

“This very moment. I wish to God I had done so yesterday. As it is—” he shrugged—“well, twenty-four hours of her was enough for me, as it would be for any man; a greedy, self-serving little baggage with a soul like a harlot’s. Bah!” He shivered, disgusted with himself and her.

“Ah! That makes it easier for you,” said M. de Sautron, cynically.

“Don’t say it, Charles. It isn’t so. If you’d been less of a fool, you’d have warned me sooner.”

“I may have warned you soon enough, if you’ll take warning.”

“There is no penance I will not do. I will throw myself at her feet. I will humble myself before her. I will confess with true contrition, and, God helping me, I’ll stick to my resolve to change for her sweet sake.” He was completely in earnest.

To M. de Sautron, who had only ever seen him self-controlled, supercilious, and mocking, this was a stunning new side. It made him uneasy, as if he were peering through a keyhole. He slapped his friend’s shoulder.

“My dear Gervais, what a wonderfully romantic mood. Say no more. Stick with it, and I promise you all will soon be right. I’ll be your ambassador and you’ll have no reason to complain.”

“But shouldn’t I go to her myself?”

“If you’re wise, you’ll disappear at once. Write to her—make your confession in a letter. I’ll explain why you left without seeing her. I’ll tell her you did it at my urging, and I’ll be diplomatic. I’m a good diplomat, Gervais. Trust me.”

M. le Marquis looked up, pain etched on his face. He offered his hand. “Very well, Charles. Help me with this, and I’ll be your friend in all things.”




CHAPTER XI. THE FRACAS AT THE THEATRE FEYDAU

Leaving his host to act as his representative with Mademoiselle de Kercadiou, and to explain to her that it was his deep regret that forced him to leave without taking formal leave of her, the Marquis drove away from Sautron shrouded in gloom. Twenty-four hours with La Binet had been more than enough for a man of his refined and discerning taste. He looked back on the episode with disgust—the inevitable psychological reaction—wondering how until yesterday he could have found her so desirable, and cursing himself that, for such a fleeting and worthless pleasure, he had almost ruined his chances of marrying Mademoiselle de Kercadiou. There’s nothing remarkable in his state of mind, so I needn’t elaborate further. It stemmed from the eternal conflict between the baser and the higher natures that reside in every man.

The Chevalier de Chabrillane—who in reality had a role little different from that of a gentleman-in-waiting to the Marquis—sat across from him in the spacious travelling berline. A small folding table had been set up between them, and the Chevalier suggested they play piquet. But M. le Marquis was in no mood for cards. His thoughts consumed him. As the carriage rattled over the cobblestones of Nantes’ streets, he remembered a promise to La Binet to watch her performance that night in “The Faithless Lover.” And now he was running away from her. The thought appalled him for two reasons. He was breaking his word, and he was behaving like a coward. And there was more to it. He had led the calculating little woman—it was thus he regarded her now, with some justice—to expect favors from him beyond the generous gifts he had already bestowed. She had practically tried to make a deal with him about her future. He was to take her to Paris, put her into her own apartment—as the expression went then, and still does—and, with his powerful protection, see that the doors of the great theatres of the capital were opened to showcase her talents. He had not—luckily, as he now reflected—explicitly committed himself. But neither had he clearly refused her. Now it was necessary to come to an understanding, since he had to choose between his fleeting passion for her—a passion now extinguished—and his deep, almost spiritual devotion to Mademoiselle de Kercadiou.

His sense of honor demanded that he immediately extricate himself from this false position. La Binet would surely make a scene; but he felt confident he knew how to deal with such hysteria. Money, after all, has its uses.

He pulled the cord. The carriage came to a stop; a footman appeared at the door.

“To the Theatre Feydau,” said he.

The footman vanished and the berline moved on. M. de Chabrillane laughed cynically.

“I’d appreciate it if you wouldn’t find this amusing,” snapped the Marquis. “You don’t understand.” He then explained himself, a rare act of condescension for him. But he could not abide being misunderstood in something so important. Chabrillane grew serious, mirroring the Marquis’ gravity.

“Why not write?” he suggested. “Frankly, I would find it easier.”

Nothing could have revealed more clearly M. le Marquis’s state of mind than his reply.

“Letters can be lost or misunderstood. Those are two risks I won’t take. If she didn’t reply, I’d never know which risk had come to pass. And I won’t have peace until I know I’ve put an end to this affair. The berline can wait while we’re at the theatre. We’ll go on afterwards. We’ll travel all night if we must.”

“Peste!” said M. de Chabrillane with a grimace. That was all.

The great travelling carriage stopped at the lit portals of the Feydau, and M. le Marquis stepped out. He entered the theatre with Chabrillane, completely unaware that he was delivering himself into the hands of Andre-Louis.

Andre-Louis was in a state of agitation, caused by Climene’s long absence from Nantes in the company of M. le Marquis, and made worse by the unspeakable satisfaction with which M. Binet viewed that evident and undeniable fact.

No matter how much he tried to assume the attitude of a stoic and judge with perfect detachment, Andre-Louis, in his heart and soul, was tormented and outraged. He did not blame Climene. He realized he had misjudged her. She was simply a weak soul, blown about by any opportunity—no matter how distasteful—that promised her advancement. She was afflicted with the disease of greed; and he congratulated himself on having learned this before making her his wife. Now he felt only pity and a touch of contempt for her. The pity was the remnant of the love she had once inspired in him—like the dregs left after the powerful wine of it had been consumed. His anger he reserved for her father and her seducer.

The thoughts circulating in his mind that Monday morning, when it was discovered that Climene had not yet returned from her excursion the previous day in M. le Marquis’s coach, were already bitter enough—even before being fueled further by the frantic Leandre.

Until then, each man had regarded the other with mutual contempt. That’s a common-enough phenomenon in similar cases. Now, what felt like a shared misfortune brought them into a sort of alliance. At least that’s how it seemed to Leandre when he sought out Andre-Louis, who, with apparent indifference, was smoking a pipe on the quay across from the inn.

“Name of a pig!” said Leandre. “How can you relax and smoke at a time like this?”

Scaramouche looked at the sky. “I don’t find it too cold,” he replied. “The sun’s shining. I’m comfortable here.”

“Am I talking about the weather?” Leandre was very agitated.

“What, then?”

“About Climene, of course.”

“Oh! The lady no longer interests me,” he lied.

Leandre stood squarely before him, a striking figure, handsomely dressed, his hair well powdered, his stockings silk. His face was pale, his wide eyes seemed even larger.

“She doesn’t interest you? Aren’t you going to marry her?”

Andre-Louis blew out a cloud of smoke. “You can’t mean to be insulting. Yet you almost imply I live on other men’s castoffs.”

“My God!” said Leandre, shocked, and stared. Then he burst out again. “Are you completely heartless? Are you always Scaramouche?”

“What do you expect me to do?” Andre-Louis responded, now genuinely surprised, though faintly so.

“I don’t expect you to let her go without a fight.”

“But she’s gone already.” Andre-Louis drew on his pipe a moment longer while Leandre clenched and unclenched his hands in powerless rage. “Why fight against the inevitable? Did you fight when I took her from you?”

“She wasn’t really mine to lose. I merely hoped, and you won. But even if it had been different, where’s the comparison? That was honorable; this—this is hell.”

Andre-Louis was moved by his emotion. He took Leandre’s arm. “You’re a good fellow, Leandre. I’m glad I saved you from your fate.”

“Oh, you don’t love her!” the other cried passionately. “You never did. You don’t know what love means, or you wouldn’t talk like this. Good God! If she’d been my betrothed and this had happened, I would have killed the man—killed him! You hear me? But you… Oh, you, you come out here and smoke, and speak of her as another man’s castoff. I’m surprised I didn’t hit you for that.”

He tore his arm away, almost as if to strike.

“You should have,” said Andre-Louis. “It’s what your part calls for.”

With an oath, Leandre turned on his heel to leave. Andre-Louis stopped him.

“One moment, my friend. Compare me to yourself. Would you marry her now?”

“Would I?” The young man’s eyes blazed. “Would I? Let her say she’ll marry me, and I’m her slave.”

“‘Slave’ is the right word—a slave in hell.”

“It would never be hell with her, whatever she had done. I love her, man, not like you. I love her, understand?”

“I’ve known it for a while,” said Andre-Louis. “Though I didn’t realize your illness was so acute. Well, God knows I loved her too—enough to share your urge to kill. For me, the blue blood of La Tour d’Azyr would hardly quench that thirst. I’d want to add the dirty blood flowing in the veins of the revolting Binet as well.”

For a moment his emotions escaped control, and in those last cutting words he revealed to Leandre a glimpse of what burned beneath his cold exterior. The young man grabbed his hand.

“I knew you were only acting,” he said. “You do feel—you feel as I do.”

“There we are—partners in wrongdoing. It seems I’ve betrayed myself. Well, and what now? Do you want to see that handsome Marquis torn apart? I might give you the show.”

“What?” Leandre stared, uncertain if this was another of Scaramouche’s sardonic remarks.

“It isn’t actually difficult, as long as I have a little help. Will you give it?”

“Anything you ask,” Leandre burst out. “My life if you want it.”

Andre-Louis took his arm again. “Let’s walk,” he said. “I’ll tell you what to do.”

When they returned, the company was already at dinner. Mademoiselle had not yet gotten back. The atmosphere at the table was sullen. Columbine and Madame looked anxious. The reality was that Binet’s relationship with his troupe was growing tenser every day.

Andre-Louis and Leandre took their usual seats. Binet’s small eyes watched them with a malicious gleam, his thick lips twisted in a crooked smile.

“You two have suddenly become very friendly,” he mocked.

“You’re a discerning man, Binet,” said Scaramouche, the cold contempt in his voice itself an insult. “Maybe you know why?”

“That’s easily guessed.”

“Entertain the company with it!” he challenged, and waited. “What? You hesitate? Is it possible that you have some shame?”

Binet lifted his huge head. “Are you looking for a quarrel with me, Scaramouche?” Thunder rumbled in his deep voice.

“Quarrel? You must be joking. One doesn’t quarrel with creatures like you. We all know the place in public esteem held by complacent husbands. But, for heaven’s sake, what place is there at all for complacent fathers?”

Binet heaved himself up, a towering bulk of a man. He violently shook off the restraining hand of Pierrot at his left.

“A thousand devils!” he roared. “If you talk to me like that, I’ll break every bone in your filthy body.”

“If you so much as touch me, Binet, you’ll give me the last excuse I need to kill you.” Andre-Louis was as calm as ever, which made him even more menacing. The company grew alarmed. He exposed the butt of a pistol in his pocket—recently acquired. “I’m armed, Binet. It’s only fair to warn you. Provoke me as you’ve threatened, and I’ll shoot you without more regret than I’d kill a slug—which, after all, you closely resemble: a slug, Binet; a fat, slimy body; filth with no soul and no intelligence. Thinking about it, I can’t tolerate sharing a table with you. It makes me sick.”

He pushed away his plate and got up. “I’ll go eat in the dining room downstairs.”

Immediately, Columbine jumped up.

“And I’ll come with you, Scaramouche!” she cried.

It was like a signal. If they had planned it, it couldn’t have happened more perfectly. Binet was convinced there was a conspiracy. For after Columbine came Leandre, after Leandre, Polichinelle, and then all the rest, until Binet found himself alone at the head of an empty table in an empty room—a shaken man whose rage couldn’t help against the sudden fear that swept over him.

He sat down to think things through, and was still mulling over his troubles when, about half an hour later, his daughter entered, finally returned from her outing.

She looked pale, even a bit frightened—though really just painfully self-conscious now that she faced the ordeal of meeting the entire company.

Seeing only her father in the room, she stopped at the threshold.

“Where is everyone?” she asked, her voice natural only through effort.

M. Binet lifted his heavy head and turned bloodshot eyes on her. He scowled, blew out his thick lips, and made harsh sounds in his throat. Yet he took stock of her there—so graceful and attractive, looking the very picture of a fashionable lady in her long fur-trimmed bottle-green coat, her muff, and broad hat adorned with a sparkling rhinestone buckle above beautifully styled brown hair. No need to fear the future while he had such a daughter, no matter what tricks Scaramouche might try.

He expressed none of those comforting thoughts.

“So you’re back at last, little fool,” he growled. “I was beginning to wonder if we’d perform tonight. Frankly, I wouldn’t have been surprised if you hadn’t come back. Since you chose to play your cards your own way, ignoring my advice, nothing surprises me now.”

She crossed to the table, leaned against it, and looked down at him almost disdainfully.

“I have nothing to regret,” she said.

“So every fool says at first. Nor would you admit it if you did. You’re like that. You go your own way in spite of advice from those older than you. Good God, girl, what do you know of men?”

“I’m not complaining,” she reminded him.

“No, but you might soon, when you realize you should have listened to your old father. While your Marquis pined for you, you could have made him do anything. While you let him have nothing but your fingertips to kiss… ah, heavens! that was when you should have secured your future. If you live to be a thousand you’ll never have such a chance again, and you’ve thrown it away. For what?”

Mademoiselle sat down.—“You’re sordid,” she said with disgust.

“Sordid, am I?” His thick lips curled again. “I’ve had enough of life’s scraps, and so I’d have thought had you. You had a winning hand if you’d played as I advised. Well, you played as you wished, and where’s the prize? We can whistle for it, just like a sailor whistles for wind. And, by heaven, we’ll need to whistle if things in the troupe carry on as they’re going. That scoundrel Scaramouche has been up to his tricks again. They’ve suddenly grown moral. They won’t sit at table with me any longer.” He was sputtering between anger and bitter laughter. “It was your friend Scaramouche who set the example. He threatened my life, actually. Threatened my life! Called me… oh, what does it matter? The real problem is that soon enough, the Binet Troupe may find out it can get along fine without M. Binet and his daughter. This ungrateful scoundrel I took in has one by one robbed me of everything. Today it’s in his power to strip me of my troupe, and he’s vile enough to do it.

“Let him,” said mademoiselle, contemptuously.

“Let him?” He was astonished. “And what are we supposed to do?”

“The Binet Troupe won’t concern me much longer, no matter what,” she said. “I’m going to Paris soon. There are better theatres than the Feydau there. There’s Mlle. Montansier’s theatre in the Palais Royal; there’s the Ambigu Comique; there’s the Comedie Francaise; maybe I’ll even have a theatre of my own.”

His eyes grew wide for once. He stretched out a fat hand and placed it on one of hers. She felt it tremble.

“Has he promised that? Has he promised?”

She looked at him sideways, eyes sly and a small, confident smile on her perfect lips.

“He didn’t refuse when I asked,” she answered, convinced all would go as she wished.

“Bah!” He took away his hand and heaved himself up, disgust on his face. “‘He didn’t refuse!’ he mocked her; and then fiercely: “If you’d done as I said, he’d have agreed to anything—he’d have actually provided anything you asked, and his means are limitless. You’ve traded a certainty for a mere possibility, and I hate possibilities—good Lord, I’ve lived on possibilities, and nearly starved on them.”

Had she known about the conversation happening that very moment at the Chateau de Sautron, she’d have laughed a little less confidently at her father’s gloomy predictions. But she was destined never to know, which was, in fact, the most cruel punishment of all. She would blame all the hardships that suddenly befell her—the ruin of her hopes built on the Marquis and the sudden collapse of the Binet Troupe—on the meddling of that villain Scaramouche.

She had some justification, since, perhaps, without the warning from M. de Sautron, the Marquis would have found in the events of that evening at the Theatre Feydau sufficient reason to break off an affair already fraught with unpleasant excitement, while the destruction of the Binet Troupe most certainly resulted from Andre-Louis’s actions. But it was not a result he had intended or even anticipated.

So true was this that, during the intermission after the second act, he went to the dressing-room shared by Polichinelle and Rhodomont. Polichinelle was in the middle of changing.

“I wouldn’t bother changing,” he said. “The play probably won’t go past my next opening scene with Leandre.”

“What do you mean?”

“You’ll see.” He placed a paper on Polichinelle’s table among the greasepaint. “Look over that. It’s a kind of last will and testament for the troupe. I used to be a lawyer; the document is legal. I give up to all of you my share earned from my partnership in the company.”

“But you don’t mean you’re leaving us?” cried Polichinelle anxiously, as Rhodomont stared the same question.

Scaramouche’s shrug spoke for itself. Polichinelle continued gloomily: “Of course anyone could have expected this. But why should you be the one to go? You made us what we are; you’re the real leader and mind behind the troupe; you’ve turned us into a real company. If someone must go, let it be Binet—Binet and that wretched daughter. Or if you leave—good Lord!—we all go with you!”

“Aye,” Rhodomont added, “we’ve had enough of that fat scoundrel.”

“I’d thought of it, honestly,” said Andre-Louis. “Not out of vanity this time, but out of trust in your friendship. After tonight, if I survive, we can discuss it again.”

“If you survive?” they both cried.

Polichinelle stood up. “Now what madness are you planning?” he asked.

“For one thing, I believe I’m humoring Leandre; for another, I’m pursuing an old quarrel.”

The three knocks sounded as he spoke.

“That’s my cue. Keep that paper, Polichinelle. After all, it might not be needed.”

He was gone. Rhodomont looked at Polichinelle. Polichinelle looked at Rhodomont.

“What on earth is he thinking?” asked the latter.

“The surest way to find out is to watch,” replied Polichinelle. He hurried to finish changing, despite what Scaramouche had said, and then followed with Rhodomont.

As they neared the wings, a roar of applause from the audience met them. It was applause, and something else; applause with an unusual ring. As it faded, they heard Scaramouche’s voice ring out, clear as a bell:

“And so you see, my dear M. Leandre, that when you talk of the Third Estate, you must be more precise. What exactly is the Third Estate?”

“Nothing,” Leandre answered.

A gasp came from the audience, audible even backstage, before Scaramouche quickly asked his next question:

“True. Alas! But what should it be?”

“Everything,” said Leandre.

The audience roared with applause, all the more intense because of the unexpectedness of that reply.

“True again,” said Scaramouche. “And what’s more, that’s exactly what it will be; in fact, that’s what it already is. Do you doubt it?”

“I hope so,” said the cautious Leandre.

“You can believe it,” replied Scaramouche, and once more the audience’s cheers thundered through the hall.

Polichinelle and Rhodomont exchanged glances; in fact, Polichinelle even winked, not without amusement.

“Sacred name!” growled a voice behind them. “Is that scoundrel up to his political tricks again?”

They turned to face M. Binet. Moving silently as always, he had arrived unnoticed behind them, now standing there in his scarlet Pantaloon suit under a trailing bedgown, his little eyes glaring from each side of his false nose. But their attention was drawn back by Scaramouche’s voice. He had stepped to the front of the stage.

“He doubts it,” Scaramouche was telling the audience. “But then, this M. Leandre is himself somewhat close to those who worship the decayed idol of Privilege, and so he’s a little afraid to believe a truth that’s becoming obvious to everyone. Shall I convince him? Shall I tell him how a band of noblemen, backed by their armed servants—six hundred men altogether—tried to dictate terms to the Third Estate of Rennes just a few weeks ago? Need I remind him how the Third Estate stood its ground, and how they cleared the streets of that rabble of nobles—cette canaille noble…”

Applause interrupted him. His phrase hit home. Those who had suffered under that notorious label from their so-called betters now seized on this reversal against the nobles themselves.

“But let me tell you about their leader—le plus noble de cette canaille, ou bien le plus canaille de ces nobles! You know him—this one. He fears many things, but above all, he fears the voice of truth. For men like him, the eloquent truth boldly spoken is something to be silenced immediately. So he gathered his peers and their lackeys, leading them out to kill the miserable bourgeois who dared to speak up. But these supposed wretched bourgeois refused to be beaten in the streets of Rennes. It occurred to them that if the nobles wanted blood to be shed, it might as well be noble blood. They organized themselves too—this so-called noble rabble against the rabble of nobles—and they organized so well that they pushed M. de La Tour d’Azyr and his armed followers out with broken heads and shattered egos. They sought shelter with the Cordeliers; and the priests gave sanctuary in their convent to the survivors, including their proud leader, M. de La Tour d’Azyr. You’ve heard of this brave Marquis, this great lord of life and death?”

For a moment, the audience erupted. It calmed again as Scaramouche continued:

“Oh, it was a fine sight, seeing this fearsome hunter scamper for safety like a hare, hiding in the Cordelier Convent. Rennes hasn’t seen him since. Rennes would like to see him again. But though he’s brave, he keeps his wits about him. And now, where do you suppose this nobleman is hiding, this man who wished to see the streets of Rennes red with its citizens’ blood—a man who’d have butchered young and old among the despised canaille to silence the voice of reason and liberty echoing through France today? Where do you suppose he is? Why, here in Nantes.”

Again, chaos erupted.

“You say it’s impossible? Well, my friends, he’s here right now, in this very theatre—hiding up there in that box. He’s too shy to show himself—oh, he’s a truly modest gentleman. But there he is, behind the curtains. Won’t you show yourself to your friends, M. de La Tour d’Azyr, Monsieur le Marquis who thinks eloquence such a dangerous gift? See, the audience would like a word with you; they don’t believe me when I tell them you’re here.”

Now, whatever Andre-Louis might have thought, and whatever others’ opinions, M. de La Tour d’Azyr was certainly not a coward. Saying he was hiding in Nantes was untrue. He came and went there openly, without shame. Still, the people of Nantes had been unaware of his presence until this moment. Yet he would have disdained to announce his presence just as much as to hide it.

However, when thus challenged, and despite the ominous reaction of the bourgeois crowd to Scaramouche’s stirring words, despite Chabrillane’s attempts to restrain him, the Marquis swept aside the curtain at the side of the box and stepped forward, pale but composed and scornful, first surveying the bold Scaramouche, then the others, who erupted with fresh hostility at the sight of him.

Booing and yelling greeted him, fists shook, canes were raised threateningly.

“Assassin! Scoundrel! Coward! Traitor!”

But he stood firm, answering their fury with a smile of utter contempt. He waited for the outburst to end; he intended to answer them as well. But he quickly saw that the noise would not die down.

His thinly veiled contempt only drove them on further.

In the pit, pandemonium reigned. Blows were being exchanged freely; groups tussled, and here and there swords were drawn, but the crowd was too dense for them to be used effectively. Those accompanied by women, and the naturally fearful, hurried to exit what looked ready to turn into a battleground; chairs had been smashed for weapons, and pieces of chandelier were already thrown as missiles.

One such projectile, thrown by a gentleman from a box, narrowly missed Scaramouche as he stood, watching with grim satisfaction the chaos his words had unleashed. Knowing how flammable this audience was, he had intentionally tossed in the torch of discord and set off this conflagration.

He saw men quickly forming into factions reflecting each side of this major conflict that was beginning to shake all of France. Their rallying cries rang out through the theatre.

“Down with the canaille!” from one side.

“Down with the privileged!” from the other.

Then, above the noise, one cry was heard clearly and persistently:

“To the box! Death to the butcher of Rennes! Death to La Tour d’Azyr, who makes war on the people!”

There was a rush toward a pit door that led to the staircase going up to the boxes.

Now, while chaos and conflict spread rapidly, spilling even out into the streets, La Tour d’Azyr’s box—the focus of the bourgeoisie’s attack—also became a rally point for all the gentlemen present, and for those attached to the nobles’ party, even if not noble themselves.

La Tour d’Azyr had left the front of the box to meet those coming to support him. And now in the pit, one group of angry gentlemen, trying to reach the stage by crossing the empty orchestra so they could punish the bold comedian who had sparked this explosion, found themselves blocked by another group, men whose feelings Andre-Louis had just given voice to.

Noticing this, and remembering the chandelier, he turned to Leandre, who was still beside him.

“I think it’s time we left,” he said.

Leandre, looking ghostly under his makeup and horrified by this storm, far beyond anything his unimaginative mind could have anticipated, muttered a shaky agreement. But it seemed they might already be too late, for at that moment they were attacked from behind.

M. Binet had finally managed to push past Polichinelle and Rhodomont, who had been trying to restrain his murderous rage. Half a dozen gentlemen, regulars of the green-room, had come to the stage to punish the rogue who had caused this riot, and they had thrown the two comedians aside as they clung to Binet. Now these gentlemen followed, swords drawn; but behind them came Polichinelle, Rhodomont, Harlequin, Pierrot, Pasquariel, and Basque the artist, armed with whatever they could quickly grab, intent on saving the man they now supported, despite everything—and in whom all their hopes now rested.

Binet led the way, moving faster than anyone had ever seen him move, swinging the long cane that always went with Pantaloon.

“Infamous scoundrel!” he shouted. “You have ruined me! But, by all that’s holy, you’ll pay!”

Andre-Louis turned to face him. “You’re confusing cause with effect,” he said. But he got no further… Binet’s cane came down hard, breaking across his shoulder. Had he not moved quickly, the blow might have landed on his head, perhaps stunning him. As he dodged, he slipped his hand into his pocket, and close on the snap of Binet’s shattered cane came the crack of the pistol Andre-Louis fired in return.

“You had your warning, you despicable pander!” he shouted, and with that, shot him through the body.

Binet collapsed, screaming, while the fierce Polichinelle, fiercer than ever in that moment of crisis, whispered quickly into Andre-Louis’ ear:

“Idiot! That was more than necessary! Get out now, or you’ll leave your skin behind! Go!”

Andre-Louis took the sensible advice. The gentlemen who had rushed the stage after Binet, partly checked by the players’ improvised weapons and partly intimidated by Scaramouche’s second pistol, let him go. He made it to the wings, where he found himself confronted by two sergeants of the watch—part of the police now entering the theatre to restore order. Their presence reminded him sharply how he stood with the law for what he’d done that night, especially for that shot fired into Binet’s corpulent body. He brandished his pistol.

“Let me through, or I’ll blow your brains out!” he threatened, and deterred, the sergeants—unarmed—fell back and let him pass. He hurried past the green-room, where the company’s women had barricaded themselves until the uproar subsided, and out into the street at the rear of the theatre. It was empty. Down the street he ran, intent on reaching the inn for clothes and money, since escaping town in his Scaramouche costume was out of the question.




BOOK III: THE SWORD




CHAPTER I. TRANSITION

“You might agree,” Andre-Louis wrote from Paris to Le Chapelier, in a letter that still survives, “that it’s rather unfortunate I should have finally given up the costume of Scaramouche, since surely there could be no livery more fitting for me. It seems my destiny to always stir up trouble and then to slip away before I get caught in the chaos I’ve unleashed. It’s a humbling thought. I try to find solace in the words of Epictetus (do you ever read Epictetus?) who reminds us that we’re merely actors in a play, assigned parts as the Director may choose. Still, it does not comfort me to have been cast in such a contemptible role, excelling only in running away. If I lack bravery, at least I possess prudence; so where I am short of one virtue, I can at least claim another, perhaps too much. Once before, they wanted to hang me for sedition. Should I have stayed to be hanged? This time they may want to hang me for even more, including murder; for I don’t know whether that scoundrel Binet is alive or dead after the bullet I put in his fat belly. Nor can I say I care much. If I hope for anything, it’s that he’s dead—and damned. But honestly, I’m pretty indifferent. My own troubles are enough for me. I’ve almost spent the little money I managed to hide before I escaped from Nantes that terrible night; and the only two professions I know—the law and the stage—are closed to me, since I can’t find work in either without revealing myself as someone the hangman urgently seeks. As things stand, it’s entirely possible I might die of hunger, especially given the price of food in this ravenous city. Again, I turn to Epictetus for comfort. ‘It is better,’ he says, ‘to die of hunger having lived without grief and fear, than to live with a troubled spirit amid abundance.’ It seems likely I’ll perish in the very state he so envies. That it doesn’t seem so enviable to me only proves that as a Stoic, I’m a failure.”

There’s also another letter of his, written around the same time to the Marquis de La Tour d’Azyr—a letter since published by M. Emile Quersac in his “Undercurrents of the Revolution in Brittany.” Quersac unearthed it from the archives of Rennes, where it had been sent by M. de Lesdiguieres, who had received it for judicial purposes from the Marquis.

“The Paris newspapers,” he writes in this letter, “which have reported in great detail the fracas at the Theatre Feydau and revealed the true identity of the Scaramouche who started it all, also inform me that you escaped the fate I intended for you when I stirred up that storm of public opinion and outrage. Don’t take pleasure in thinking I regret your escape. I do not. I am glad. Dealing justice by death has the drawback that the victim never realizes that justice has caught up to him. Had you died—torn limb from limb that night—I would now be left with the thought of your eternal, undisturbed sleep. The guilty should atone with torment of mind, not euthanasia. You see, I’m not sure there’s a hell after death, but I’m certain it can exist here in life; and I want you to keep living for a while longer—to taste some of its bitterness.

“You murdered Philippe de Vilmorin because you feared what you called his dangerously persuasive speech. That day I swore your evil deed would be fruitless; that I would ensure it. The voice you tried to silence with murder would still ring like a trumpet across the land. That was my idea of revenge. Do you realize how I’ve been carrying it out—and how I’ll continue? In the speech that roused the people of Rennes the morning after your deed, did you not hear Philippe de Vilmorin’s ideas, spoken with greater passion than he himself could have commanded—because Nemesis gave me her fire? In the voice of Omnes Omnibus at Nantes—my own voice—asking for the petition that ended your hopes of controlling the Third Estate, did you not once again hear Philippe de Vilmorin? Did you notice that the mind of the murdered man, resurrected in me, forced your failed armed attempt last January, which drove your order into the Cordelier Convent for sanctuary? And that night from the Feydau stage, when you were denounced to the people, did you not again hear Philippe de Vilmorin’s voice in Scaramouche, using that ‘dangerous gift of eloquence’ you foolishly thought you could silence with a sword thrust? It’s become persecution, hasn’t it? This voice from the grave insisting on speaking, refusing to rest until you are thrown into the pit. By now, you’ll regret not having killed me too, as I invited you to do then. I imagine how bitter that regret must be, and it pleases me to think on it. Regret for missed opportunity is the worst hell a living soul can endure, especially for a soul like yours. That’s why I’m pleased you survived the riot at the Feydau, although at the time I did not intend it. Because of this, I’m content for you to live, enraged and suffering in the shadow of your crime, finally realizing—since you lacked the wit to see it before—that Philippe de Vilmorin’s voice will follow you, denouncing you more loudly each time, until, after living in dread, you’re brought down in blood by the just fury that your victim’s eloquence is raising against you.”

I find it strange that he left all mention of Mlle. Binet out of this letter, and I’m inclined to see at least some insincerity in the fact that he claimed his actions at the Feydau were entirely due to his self-imposed mission—and not at all to his wounded feelings about Climène.

These two letters, both written in April of 1789, had for immediate effect only the increase of the search for Andre-Louis Moreau.

Le Chapelier wanted to find him, to lend him help and urge him again to pursue a political career. The electors of Nantes would have sought him—at least, they would have looked for Omnes Omnibus, not knowing he and Andre-Louis were the same—whenever a vacancy occurred in their ranks. The Marquis de La Tour d’Azyr and M. de Lesdiguieres wanted to find him, too—in order to send him to the gallows.

No less vindictive was the pursuit by M. Binet, now unfortunately recovered from his wound only to face utter ruin. His troupe had left him during his illness, and re-formed under Polichinelle’s direction, they were now successfully carrying on in the style Andre-Louis had established. The Marquis, prevented by the riot from telling Mlle. Binet in person of his intention to end their affair, had been forced to write to her from Azyr shortly after. He softened the blow by enclosing a bill on the Caisse d’Escompte for a hundred louis. Yet it almost crushed her, and it allowed her father—once recovered—to enrage her by claiming her troubles came from her having ignored his sound advice. Father and daughter both blamed the Marquis’s departure, understandably enough, on the riot at the Feydau. They pinned that on Scaramouche, too, and had to admit, bitterly, that he’d taken a remarkable revenge. Climène may even have come to believe she’d have been better off staying faithful to Scaramouche and marrying him, trusting his talents to achieve the ambitions she’d dreamed of—and which were now hopeless. If so, that was punishment enough. For, as Andre-Louis rightly says, there’s no worse hell than regrets for wasted chances.

Meanwhile, the much-sought Andre-Louis Moreau had gone completely underground for the time being. The diligent Paris police, pushed by the King’s Lieutenant from Rennes, hunted him in vain. Yet he might have been found in a house on the Rue du Hasard, just a stone’s throw from the Palais Royal, where sheer luck had brought him.

What he described in his letter to Le Chapelier as a likelihood in the near future was, in fact, already his reality: he was destitute. His money was gone, including what he got from selling all but his absolute necessities.

So desperate was he that, strolling one gusty April morning along the Rue du Hasard with his face to the wind and looking for any opportunity, he stopped to read a notice outside a house on the left side of the street as he approached the Rue de Richelieu. There was no real reason for him to walk along the Rue du Hasard; maybe the name attracted him, fitting his case.

The notice, in large hand, announced that a young man of good bearing with some knowledge of swordsmanship was wanted by M. Bertrand des Amis on the second floor. Above it was a black board with a shield—red, with two crossed swords and four fleurs-de-lys, one in each angle. Underneath, in gold letters, was the inscription:

BERTRAND DES AMIS

Maitre en fait d’Armes des Academies du Roi

Andre-Louis paused to consider. He thought he met the qualifications: he was young, considered himself to have tolerable manners, and the fencing lessons he’d had in Nantes gave him at least the basics of swordsmanship. The notice looked as if it had been hanging for days, suggesting there weren’t many applicants. Perhaps, then, M. Bertrand des Amis would not be too demanding. Anyway, Andre-Louis had not eaten for twenty-four hours, and though the job’s exact nature wasn’t clear, he wasn’t in a position to be choosy.

He also liked the name Bertrand des Amis—it suggested both chivalry and friendliness. A swordsman’s profession has some romance, so perhaps M. Bertrand des Amis wouldn’t ask too many questions.

In the end, he climbed to the second floor. On the landing, he paused outside a door labeled “Academy of M. Bertrand des Amis.” He walked in, finding himself in a sparsely furnished, empty antechamber. From a room beyond, whose door was closed, came the sound of stamping feet, blades clashing and sliding, and above it all a rich, powerful voice—certainly French, but the kind of French spoken only in fencing schools.

“Coulez! Mais, coulez donc!… So! Now the flanconnade—en carte… And here is the riposte…. Let us begin again. Come! The ward of tierce… Make the coupe, and then the quinte par dessus les armes…. Oh, but extend! Extend! Go all the way!” the voice called, frustrated. “Come, that was better.” The blades stopped.

“Remember: hand in pronation, elbow not too far out. That will be enough for today. On Wednesday we’ll see you tirer au mur. It requires more deliberation. Speed will come when you are more assured of the mechanics.”

Another voice murmured in reply. The footsteps shifted. The lesson was over. Andre-Louis knocked at the door.

A tall, slender, and gracefully built man of perhaps forty opened the door. His lower half was clothed in black silk breeches and stockings, ending in light shoes. Above, he wore a close-fitting leather plastron. His face was aquiline and dark, his eyes deep and dark, his mouth firm, and his hair, tied back, was a shiny black with touches of silver.

He carried a fencing mask over his left arm—a leather and wire grille to protect the eyes. His sharp gaze took in Andre-Louis from head to foot.

“Monsieur?” he asked politely.

Clearly, he misjudged Andre-Louis by appearance, which was understandable. Despite his misfortune, Andre-Louis still looked respectable, and M. des Amis would have no idea that everything he owned was on his back.

“You have a notice downstairs, monsieur,” said Andre-Louis, and from the swift brightening of the master’s eyes he could tell he’d guessed right—applicants had not been flocking to his door. But that flicker of satisfaction quickly turned to surprise.

“You’ve come about that?”

Andre-Louis shrugged and half smiled. “One must live,” he replied.

“But come in. Sit there. I’ll be at your… I’ll be able to attend to you in a minute.”

Andre-Louis sat on a bench along the whitewashed wall. The room was long and low, the floor bare. Simple wooden benches like the one he occupied lined the wall. The rest of the walls were hung with fencing trophies, masks, crossed foils, battered plastrons, and an assortment of swords, daggers, and shields from various ages and countries. There was also a portrait of a portly, big-nosed gentleman in an elaborate wig, with the blue ribbon of the Saint Esprit, whom Andre-Louis recognized as the King. Near this was a framed parchment—M. des Amis’ certificate from the King’s Academy. A small bookcase stood in one corner, and across from the last of four large windows stood a writing table and armchair. Beside the table a well-dressed, young, plump gentleman was putting on his coat and wig. M. des Amis strolled over to him—Andre-Louis thought he moved with remarkable grace and elasticity—and chatted while also helping him finish dressing.

At last the young man left, dabbing his face with a fine kerchief that left a trail of perfume in the air. M. des Amis closed the door and turned to Andre-Louis, who stood at once.

“Where have you studied?” the fencing master asked abruptly.

“Studied?” Andre-Louis was surprised by the question. “Oh, at Louis Le Grand.”

M. des Amis frowned, looking up sharply to see if his guest was joking with him.

“Heavens! I’m not asking where you studied the classics, but where you learned fencing.”

“Oh—fencing!” Andre-Louis had barely thought of swordplay as a real study. “I haven’t really studied it much. I had a few lessons in… well, in the country once.”

The master raised his eyebrows. “But then?” he exclaimed. “Why bother with two flights of stairs?” He was impatient.

“Your notice didn’t require great skill. Even if I’m not that skilled yet, I know the basics, and I learn quickly. For the rest, I meet your requirements: I’m young, as you see; and as for my address—I’ll let you judge. I’m a man of the law by profession, though I see the motto here is cedat toga armis.”

M. des Amis smiled. Clearly, the young man was well-spoken and apparently quick-witted. He looked Andre-Louis over with a critical eye. “What is your name?” he asked.

Andre-Louis hesitated. “Andre-Louis,” he answered.

The dark eyes studied him more intently.

“Well? Andre-Louis what?”

“Just Andre-Louis. Louis is my last name.”

“Oh! An odd surname. You’re from Brittany—your accent gives you away. Why did you leave?”

“To save my skin,” he answered without thinking, then tried to cover up. “I have an enemy.”

M. des Amis frowned, stroking his chin. “You ran away?”

“You could say so.”

“A coward, eh?”

“I don’t think so.” Then, inventing a dramatic tale—believing a man of the sword would appreciate romance—he lied: “You see, my enemy is a swordsman of great skill—the best in the province if not all France. That’s his reputation. I thought I’d come to Paris to learn the art, then go back and kill him. That’s why your notice caught my eye; I can’t afford lessons otherwise. I hoped for work in the law, but found none—the city is overcrowded with lawyers. I spent what little money I had, so… so, your notice seemed almost heaven-sent.”

M. des Amis gripped him by the shoulders and looked him in the face.

“Is this true, my friend?” he asked.

“Not a word,” said Andre-Louis, following an impulse to say the unexpected—possibly risking his chance in the process. But he didn’t lose it. M. des Amis burst out laughing; finding this sort of honesty enchanting.

“Take off your coat,” he said, “and let’s see what you can do. At least, Nature intended you for a swordsman: you’re light, active, flexible, with good reach, and seem intelligent. I may be able to make something of you—teach you enough so you can give basic lessons to new pupils before I finish with them. Let’s try. Grab that mask and foil, and come here.”

He led Andre-Louis to the end of the room, where lines of chalk on the floor served to teach beginners their footwork.

After ten minutes of fencing, M. des Amis offered him the job and explained it. Besides teaching rudiments to beginners, Andre-Louis was to sweep the fencing room each morning, keep the foils shiny, help gentlemen coming for lessons to dress and undress, and generally be useful. His pay, for now, would be forty livres a month, and he could sleep in an alcove behind the academy if he had no other lodging.

The position, as you can see, was humiliating. But if Andre-Louis wanted to eat, he would have to start by swallowing his pride as a starter.

“And so,” he said, managing not to grimace, “the gown yields not only to the sword, but to the broom as well. So be it. I’ll stay.”

Typically, having made the choice, he threw himself into the work with enthusiasm, as was always his way, dedicating his mind and energy to whatever he did. When not teaching beginners formal salutes and the eight guards—which after a few days he had mastered perfectly—he was practicing himself, drilling his eyes, wrists, and knees.

Noticing his enthusiasm—and the potential for making him a truly skilled assistant—M. des Amis started taking him more seriously.

“Your effort and commitment deserve more than forty livres a month,” the master told him at the week’s end. “For now, though, I’ll make it up to you by teaching you the secrets of this noble art. Your future depends on how well you take advantage of this rare good fortune—receiving lessons from me.”

Each morning before the academy opened, the master fenced for half an hour with his new assistant. Under this excellent instruction, Andre-Louis improved at a pace that amazed and flattered M. des Amis. He would have been even more amazed and less flattered had he known that much of Andre-Louis’s rapid progress was due to reading the master’s small library—about a dozen fencing treatises by greats like La Bessiere, Danet, and the King’s Academy syndic, Augustin Rousseau. To M. des Amis, whose abilities were purely practical, not theoretical, that library was just fitting decoration for a fencing school; the books meant nothing to him. He didn’t have the mind to benefit from reading them, nor imagine anyone else could. Andre-Louis, in contrast, had a scholar’s habits and was used to learning from books; he read them greedily, compared various masters’ theories, and selected what he would put into practice.

After a month, it suddenly dawned on M. des Amis that his assistant had become a remarkably skilled fencer—someone against whom he now had to exert himself to avoid losing.

“I said from the outset,” he told him one day, “that Nature made you for the sword. See how right I was, and how well I have shaped the material Nature supplied.”

“To the master be the glory,” replied Andre-Louis.

Meanwhile, his relations with M. des Amis became increasingly friendly, and M. des Amis began entrusting him with more advanced pupils. Andre-Louis was becoming a real assistant. Generous and chivalrous, the master, far from taking advantage of the young man’s situation, increased his pay to four louis a month.

As he thoughtfully studied other people’s theories, it was natural that Andre-Louis began developing his own. One June morning, lying on his small bed in the alcove behind the academy, he mused over a passage in Danet about double and triple feints. It had struck him that Danet had stopped just short of a major discovery in fencing. Ever the theorist, Andre-Louis saw the theory Danet hinted at without realizing it himself. Lying on his back, staring at the cracks in the ceiling, he went over the idea with the morning clarity that comes to sharp minds. By now, after nearly two months of practicing and teaching fencing day in and day out, he had developed remarkable insight. Fencing, as he saw and taught it, was a series of attacks and parries—a series of disengages from one line to another. But always a limited series. A half-dozen disengages per side was, practically speaking, as far as a fight went. Then it would start again. But even there, these disengages just happened. What if, from start to finish, they could be calculated ahead of time?

That idea—one part of his theory—suggested: what would happen if you expanded Danet’s notion of triple feints into a longer series of carefully planned disengages, culminating in, say, the fourth, fifth, or sixth? That is, if you made a series of attacks, inviting ripostes that you would parry, not actually trying to hit but to guide your foe’s blade into a line which, at the intended moment, would be wide enough for an unstoppable lunge. Each counter from the opponent would have to be foreseen, his guard gradually widened so subtly that he wouldn’t notice, always thinking he was about to land his own attack.

Andre-Louis had been a strong chess player, excelling by planning several moves ahead. Applying that to fencing could revolutionize the art. Of course, this already happened in a basic way through feints—single, double, or triple—but even the triple was crude compared to what he imagined.

Thinking more, he was convinced he was on to a real discovery. He was eager to test it.

That very morning, he was given a skilled pupil, one he’d usually struggled to defend against. Taking position, Andre-Louis decided to hit on the fourth disengage, pre-planning the sequence. They began in tierce; Andre-Louis attacked with a beat and arm extension. The expected demi-contre followed, which he parried with a thrust in quinte; this was again countered, so he lowered further, and being parried as anticipated, he lunged into carte, scoring directly. Its ease surprised him.

They tried again. This time he resolved to score on the fifth disengage, and again succeeded just as easily. Next, he planned for the sixth and mapped the five preliminary moves. Once more, he succeeded.

His opponent—a capable young man—laughed, a little embarrassed.

“I’m all over the place this morning,” he said.

“You aren’t at your best,” Andre-Louis agreed politely. Then, to test his theory, he added, “In fact, I could probably hit you whenever I wanted.”

The pupil looked at him skeptically. “Ah, surely not.”

“Let’s try. I’ll hit you on the fourth disengage. Allons! En garde!”

And just as promised, he did.

The young gentleman, who had never much respected Andre-Louis’s skill and thought him merely adequate for sparring, stared in amazement. In a surge of generosity and excitement, Andre-Louis was almost tempted to share his secret—this approach which would later become a staple of fencing academies. But he stopped himself in time. Revealing it would only ruin the advantage his method gave.

At noon, with the school empty, M. des Amis called Andre-Louis for one of his occasional lessons. And for the first time ever, the master received from him a full hit in the first bout—and laughed, pleased, as he was a generous man.

“Aha! You’re improving fast, my friend.” He laughed, though less happily, after being hit in the second bout. After that, he fought seriously, and then Andre-Louis was hit three times in a row. The master’s speed and accuracy, once fully applied, disrupted Andre-Louis’s theory, which, not yet second nature, still required too much conscious effort.

Still, Andre-Louis felt certain his theory was sound—it just needed practice in applying it. So, he dedicated himself passionately to mastering his combinations, practicing them until they became reflex. He proved them repeatedly on the school’s best students.

Finally, a week or so after that last match with des Amis, the master called him once again to spar.

When hit again in the first bout, the master summoned all his skill, but today Andre-Louis’s fierce attacks overcame him completely.

After the third hit, M. des Amis stepped back and removed his mask.

“What’s this?” he asked. He was pale, his eyebrows drawn together in a scowl. He hadn’t been so shaken in years. “Have you been taught a secret botte?”

He’d always insisted he was too knowledgeable to believe in secret thrusts; but Andre-Louis’s success had him doubting.

“No,” said Andre-Louis. “I’ve just worked hard; and I fence with my brains.”

“I see. Well, well, I think I’ve taught you enough. I have no wish to employ an assistant who’s better than myself.”

“Little chance of that,” Andre-Louis replied pleasantly. “You’ve been fencing all morning and you’re tired, while I — after a light day — am fresh. That’s the only secret of my temporary success.”

His tact, and M. des Amis’s basic good nature, kept the situation from escalating. After that, whenever they fenced, Andre-Louis—while perfecting his nearly flawless method—made sure M. des Amis landed at least two touches to every one of his own. That was as much as discretion demanded. He wanted the master aware of his strength, but not of its full extent, for fear of arousing unwarranted jealousy.

He managed so well that, as he grew increasingly helpful—and his style and skill improved further—M. des Amis regarded him with pride as the brightest pupil ever to pass through his doors. Andre-Louis never told him that he owed more to the master’s library and his own wit than to the lessons received.




CHAPTER II. QUOS DEUS VULT PERDERE

Once again, just as he had when he joined the Binet troupe, Andre-Louis now committed himself wholeheartedly to the new profession that necessity had thrust upon him, and in which he found an effective way to hide from those who might seek him harm. This profession might have led him to see himself as a man of action—though in reality, it did not. Yet, he had not ceased to be a man of thought, and the events in Paris during the spring and summer of 1789 provided him with plenty to consider. He observed, firsthand, what is perhaps the most astonishing chapter in the history of human progress, and ultimately, he had to admit all his early ideas were mistaken, and that impassioned enthusiasts like Vilmorin had been right all along.

I suspect he actually took pride in having been wrong, smugly explaining his mistake as the result of having a mind too rational and logical to perceive the depths of human madness now on display.

He watched the growing hunger, poverty, and distress of Paris during that spring, and understood its origin, as well as the patience with which people endured it. The world of France was holding its breath, paralyzed in anticipation, waiting for the States General to assemble and for centuries of tyranny to end. Because of this anticipation, industry had halted, commerce had slowed to a drip. Men would not buy or sell until it was clear how the ingenuity of the Swiss banker, M. Necker, would deliver them from disaster. And because of this standstill, working men were left unemployed, forced to watch their families starve.

Andre-Louis looked on and smiled grimly. So far, he saw, he had been correct. The poor were always the ones to suffer. The men leading this revolution, the electors—here in Paris as everywhere else—were men of property, notable bourgeois, wealthy traders. While these men, looking down on the rabble and jealous of the privileged classes, spoke loudly about equality—by which they meant an equality that would elevate themselves to the ranks of the gentry—the poor died of want in their hovels.

At last, in May, the deputies arrived, with Andre-Louis’ friend Le Chapelier among the prominent figures, and the States General was inaugurated at Versailles. It was then that things became intriguing, and Andre-Louis began to truly question the soundness of his previous beliefs.

When the royal decree was issued specifying that the deputies of the Third Estate should number twice as many as those of the other two orders combined, Andre-Louis assumed that the resulting majority ensured the reforms they had pledged to make.

But he had failed to account for the privileged orders’ influence over the proud Austrian queen, and her sway over the obese, phlegmatic, irresolute king. That the privileged would fight to defend their advantages was understandable to Andre-Louis. Human nature, always desiring more, never gives up possessions willingly, whether fairly gained or not. What surprised Andre-Louis was the utter stupidity of the Privileged’s methods in preparing for battle. They opposed brute force to reason and philosophy, and sent foreign mercenaries to fight ideas. As if ideas could be killed with bayonets!

The war between the Privileged and the Court on one side, and the Assembly and the People on the other, had begun.

The Third Estate maintained its composure and waited—with the patience of nature—a whole month while, with business paralyzed, famine gripped Paris more tightly; waited a month while Privilege gradually assembled an army in Versailles to intimidate them—an army of fifteen regiments, nine of which were Swiss and German—and placed artillery in front of the deputies’ building. But the deputies were undaunted; they refused to see the guns and foreign uniforms, focusing only on the purpose for which the royal proclamation had convened them.

So it went until June 10, when the great thinker and philosopher, Abbe Sieyes, gave the signal: “It is time,” he said, “to cut the cable.”

The opportunity soon followed, at the very start of July. M. du Chatelet, a harsh, strict disciplinarian, proposed moving eleven French Guards under arrest from the military prison at the Abbaye to the unsanitary jail at Bicetre, usually reserved for thieves and the lowest criminals. News of this plan spread, and at last the people met violence with violence. A mob of four thousand broke into the Abbaye and freed not only the eleven guardsmen but all the other prisoners except one, whom they discovered was a thief and returned to prison.

That was open rebellion, and Privilege knew how to respond to rebellion. They would crush rebellious Paris with foreign regiments. Plans were quickly made. Old Marechal de Broglie, a veteran of the Seven Years’ War, confident that the sight of soldiers’ uniforms would restore order, took command with Besenval as his deputy. The foreign regiments were stationed around Paris, regiments whose very names angered the Parisians: Reisbach, Diesbach, Nassau, Esterhazy, Roehmer. Extra Swiss troops were sent to reinforce the Bastille, where, since June 30, cannons had already appeared threateningly between its battlements.

On July 10, the electors again asked the King to withdraw the troops. The next day they were told the troops were needed—to defend the Assembly’s liberties! Then, the following day—Sunday—the humanitarian Dr. Guillotin—whose invention for humane execution would soon see much use—came from the Assembly, of which he was a member, to assure the electors that all was well; that, appearances aside, Necker was more secure than ever. Dr. Guillotin didn’t know that at that very moment, M. Necker had just been dismissed yet again by the hostile faction around the Queen. Privilege wanted decisive measures, and decisive measures it would get—against itself.

At the same time, another humanitarian, also a physician, Jean-Paul Mara—better known as Marat, a French version of his name—a man of letters who had lived in England and published works on sociology there, was writing:

“Be careful! Imagine the fatal result of a riot. If you give way to it, you will be treated as rebels, and blood will flow.”

Andre-Louis was in the gardens of the Palais Royal—that place of shops, puppet shows, circuses, cafes, gambling houses, and brothels—on that Sunday morning when news broke of Necker’s dismissal, spreading panic and outrage. The people saw in Necker’s dismissal the triumph of their enemies, and the death of all hope for justice.

He saw a young man, slight, with a pock-marked face saved from ugliness only by magnificent eyes, jump onto a table outside the Café de Foy, brandishing a sword and shouting, “To arms!” As silence fell, he poured forth a torrent of fiery rhetoric, sometimes marred by a stammer. He warned the crowd that the Germans on the Champ de Mars would enter Paris that night and massacre the citizens. “Let us wear a cockade!” he cried, and tore a leaf from a tree, creating the green cockade of hope.

Excitement swept the crowd—a motley mix of all walks of life, from beggar to noble, from prostitute to lady of fashion. The trees were stripped of leaves, and the green cockade was worn everywhere.

“You are caught between two fires,” the stammering agitator raged. “Between the Germans at the Champ de Mars and the Swiss in the Bastille. To arms, then! To arms!”

The fervor boiled over. From a nearby waxworks came a bust of Necker, and soon the bust of the Duke of Orleans, that opportunistic comedian prepared to seize the moment for his own gain. Necker’s bust was draped in black.

Andre-Louis watched and grew uneasy. Marat’s pamphlet had lingered in his mind. It voiced the very thing he had told the mob in Rennes half a year before. He felt strongly this crowd had to be restrained. That impulsive, reckless orator would have the city in ruins by nightfall if nothing was done. The young man—a lawyer named Camille Desmoulins, later to be famous—jumped from his table, brandishing his sword and shouting “To arms! Follow me!” Andre-Louis moved in to take the platform, hoping to counter that rabble-rousing speech. He pushed through the crowd, only to find himself face to face with a tall, elegantly dressed man, whose handsome face was stern and whose deep eyes burned with hidden anger.

So they stood, eye to eye, for a long moment, while the crowd surged around them, ignored. Then Andre-Louis laughed.

“That fellow has a dangerous way with words, M. le Marquis,” he said. “There are many like him in France these days. They spring from the soil your class has watered with the blood of the martyrs of liberty. Soon it will be your blood, perhaps. The earth is parched and hungry for it.”

“Gallows-bird!” came the reply. “The police will see to your business. I’ll tell the Lieutenant-General where you are in Paris.”

“My God, man!” cried Andre-Louis, “will you never see reason? You talk of Lieutenant-Generals while Paris is ready to collapse or go up in flames! Shout, Marquis. Denounce me here, to these people. In times like this, you’d turn me into a hero. Or should I denounce you? Maybe it’s about time. Hi! You others, listen to me! Let me introduce you to—”

A surge of men suddenly swept him away, separating him from M. de La Tour d’Azyr. He tried to push back, but the Marquis stayed stuck in an eddy of the crowd and Andre-Louis, in his last glimpse, saw him forced to smile an ugly, tight-lipped grin.

Meanwhile, the gardens were emptying behind that stuttering firebrand with the green cockade. The human current poured into the Rue de Richelieu, and Andre-Louis was forced to go along with the rush as far as the Rue du Hasard. There, he managed to slip away, not wishing to be trampled in the turmoil or to take further part in the madness. He went down the street and returned home to the deserted academy, where no students appeared that day and even M. des Amis, like Andre-Louis, had gone out seeking news of events at Versailles.

This was not normal for the Academy of Bertrand des Amis. While much in Paris had slowed or stopped recently, the fencing academy was thriving as never before. Typically, both master and assistant were busy all day, and now Andre-Louis was paid for the lessons he gave, receiving half the fee, an arrangement that served him well. On Sundays, the academy had a partial holiday; but this Sunday, with the city in turmoil, no students came by eleven, so both des Amis and Andre-Louis left. Little did they think, as they parted so casually—they were now good friends—that they would never meet again in this world.

There was bloodshed in Paris that day. On the Place Vendome, a detachment of dragoons awaited the crowd Andre-Louis had escaped. The horsemen descended, scattering the mob, smashing the wax-bust of Necker, and killing one man—a French Guard who stood his ground. This was just the beginning. Besenval responded by bringing in his Swiss from the Champ de Mars, organizing them for battle on the Champs Elysees with four cannons. His dragoons were stationed at Place Louis XV. That evening, a huge crowd traversed the Champs Elysees and Tuileries Gardens, alarmed by the military display. Some insulted the foreign mercenaries and threw stones. Besenval, panicked or following orders, summoned his dragoons to disperse the crowd. But it was impossible to do so without trampling people; several were crushed. When the dragoons, led by Prince de Lambesc, advanced into the Tuileries Gardens, the angry crowd retaliated with a volley of stones and bottles. Lambesc ordered his men to fire. There was chaos. Survivors fled the Tuileries, spreading word across Paris of German cavalry trampling women and children, and giving real weight to Desmoulins’ midday cry for arms.

The victims were carried away, and among them was Bertrand des Amis—like all who made a living with the sword, a fervent supporter of the nobility—trampled to death by foreign soldiers unleashed by the nobles and led by a nobleman.

To Andre-Louis, waiting that evening on the second floor of No. 13 Rue du Hasard for his friend and master’s return, four men of the people brought that shattered body—one of the first victims of the now truly launched Revolution.




CHAPTER III. PRESIDENT LE CHAPELIER

The turmoil in Paris, which over the next two days resembled an armed camp more than a city, delayed the burial of Bertrand des Amis until the Wednesday of that historic week. Amid events that were shaking France to its core, the death of a fencing master drew little attention—even from his pupils, most of whom did not come to the academy during the days his body remained there. Some did come, spreading the news to the others, so that a score of young men followed the master’s cortege to Pere Lachaise, with Andre-Louis leading as chief mourner.

There were no family members to notify, as far as Andre-Louis knew, though within a week a sister arrived from Passy to claim his estate. This was sizable, as the master had prospered and saved, much of his money invested in the Compagnie des Eaux and the National Debt. Andre-Louis handed her over to the lawyers and saw her no more.

The death of des Amis left Andre-Louis with a deep sense of loneliness, so great he had no thought for the fortune that now fell to him. The master’s sister might inherit the wealth he had accumulated, but Andre-Louis inherited the very source of that wealth: the fencing-school, where he was already so respected as an instructor that the many pupils looked to him to lead it on. And never had fencing academies enjoyed such prosperity as in these troubled days, with every man sharpening his sword and learning to use it.

It was only a couple of weeks later that Andre-Louis realized what had happened. At that point, he was utterly exhausted: during that fortnight, he had done the work of two men. If not for the fortunate idea of pairing off advanced students for sparring, standing by to critique and instruct, he would have been overwhelmed completely. Even so, he still fenced for six hours each day, growing more fatigued as the days went by. Eventually, he found an assistant for beginners—the toughest work—by luck among his own pupils, a man named Le Duc. As summer progressed and students continued to pour in, he added another instructor—an able young man named Galoche—and another room upstairs.

These were intense days for Andre-Louis, more exhausting than any he had known, even when he had labored to build up the Binet Company. But, inevitably, these were days of extraordinary prosperity. He regretted only that Bertrand des Amis had so unfortunately died on the eve of such a profitable boom in fencing.

The arms of the Academie du Roi, to which Andre-Louis had no right, remained displayed outside his door. Scaramouche-like, he solved this issue inventively. He left the shield and the inscription, “Academie de Bertrand des Amis, Maitre en fait d’Armes des Academies du Roi,” and simply added another: “Conducted by Andre-Louis.”

With little time now to go out, it was from his students and the emerging newspapers—a flood in Paris since the Press gained its freedom—that he learned about the revolutionary events, including the fall of the Bastille. That took place while M. des Amis lay dead, the day before his burial—a key reason for its delay. The Bastille’s storming was itself inspired by the rash charge of Prince Lambesc in which the fencing-master had died.

The outraged people had besieged the electors in the Hotel de Ville, demanding arms for their own defense against foreign mercenaries hired by despotism. In the end, the electors agreed to arm them, or rather—lacking arms themselves—to let them seek them elsewhere. They also created a new cockade of red and blue, Paris’ colors. To distinguish it from the liveries of the Duke of Orleans, they added white—the historic color of France—and thus the tricolor was born. They also formed a permanent committee of electors to oversee public order.

Thus empowered, the people acted quickly: within thirty-six hours, sixty thousand pikes had been made. By nine on Tuesday morning, thirty thousand men had arrived at the Invalides. By eleven, they had seized its entire store of some thirty thousand muskets; others raided the Arsenal for powder.

But Paris did not wait for an attack from the seven directions planned against them that evening. Mad with enthusiasm, they dreamed of an impossible victory over the menacing fortress of the Bastille—and, as history knows, succeeded before five that afternoon with the help of French Guards and cannon.

Lambesc, fleeing with his dragoons from the surging, newly armed masses, brought the news to Versailles, causing panic at Court. The people now had the Bastille’s guns and were erecting barricades and mounting the guns upon them. The attack had come too late. It must be called off, or it would mean only bloody defeat, further shattering the prestige of Royalty.

So the Court, at last seeing sense through fear, decided to stall for time. Necker would be recalled yet again, the three orders would sit together as the National Assembly demanded. It was a full surrender to the demands of force—the only language understood. The King, alone, went to inform the Assembly of this last-moment change, to the relief of the members troubled by Paris’s dreadful state. “Only the force of reason and argument,” they insisted, and so it would remain for two years, with more patience under provocation than is usually acknowledged.

As the King left the Assembly, a woman threw herself at his knees, saying what all France might have wished to ask:

“Ah, sire, are you really sincere? Are you sure they will not make you change your mind?”

Yet no such question was raised when, a few days later, the King, alone and unguarded except by the people’s representatives, entered Paris to cement the peace, the surrender of Privilege. The Court was aghast: Were the Parisians not “the enemy”? Should the King risk going among them? If he shared that fear, he wasted it. What if two hundred thousand armed men—without uniforms, wielding every kind of strange weapon—waited for him? They greeted him as a guard of honor.

Mayor Bailly met him at the city gate with the keys. “These are the same keys given to Henri IV. He reconquered his people. Now the people have reconquered their King.”

At the Hotel de Ville, Bailly presented the new tricolor cockade, the symbol of constitutional France. When the King ratified the Garde Bourgeoise and the appointments of Bailly and Lafayette, he returned to Versailles amidst cheers of “Vive le Roi!” from his loyal people.

Now, at last, Privilege faces the cannon—submitting where earlier surrender might have saved oceans of blood—mostly their own. Nobles and clergy now join the National Assembly to work on the new constitution. But the reunion is a farce—just as absurd as the Archbishop of Paris singing the Te Deum for the Bastille’s fall, the most grotesque of these grotesque and unbelievable events. The only result for the Assembly is the addition of five or six hundred opponents to hinder its work.

But all this is part of the often-told story, found in detail elsewhere. I give just enough to show the changes in Andre-Louis’ thinking—using almost his own words from his writings. Now completely silent, he came to fully believe those things he had doubted before.

At the same time as his change of fortune, his legal situation changed too—brought about by the transformations sweeping the country. He no longer had reason to hide. Who now would bring the old, absurd charge of sedition for his words in Brittany? What court would dare sentence him to the gallows for saying what now all France was saying? And as for murder, who cared about the death of poor Binet—killed, if he was, in self-defense?

So, one fine day in early August, Andre-Louis took a holiday from the thriving academy and hired a chaise for a trip to Versailles and the Café d’Amaury, meeting place of the Club Breton—the seed from which would spring the Society of the Friends of the Constitution, or Jacobins. He was seeking Le Chapelier, one of the club’s founders, now an important figure, president of the Assembly, just as it was debating the Declaration of the Rights of Man.

Le Chapelier’s growing importance showed itself in the sudden deference of the shirt-sleeved, white-aproned waiter whom Andre-Louis asked about the representative.

M. Le Chapelier was upstairs with friends. The waiter wanted to serve Andre-Louis, but hesitated to interrupt the group.

Andre-Louis gave him a coin for encouragement. Then he sat by the window at a marble-topped table overlooking the broad, tree-lined square. There, in that nearly empty café room, the great man came down to him. Less than a year before, Le Chapelier had yielded to Andre-Louis in a tricky matter of leadership; now, he stood atop the heights, a national leader, while Andre-Louis remained below.

Both men saw the difference as they sized each other up, each noting the changes a few months had brought. Le Chapelier, Andre-Louis noticed, showed a new refinement in dress and manner, along with a paler face and tired eyes behind a gold-rimmed spy-glass. In Andre-Louis, those quick-eyed Breton eyes noted even greater change. The almost daily swordplay had given him new poise, an air of command, and greater grace. He seemed taller, and although he was quietly dressed, it was elegant—he wore a small silver-hilted sword naturally, and his black hair, never before seen by Le Chapelier as anything but limp and shaggy, was now glossy and neatly tied back. He almost looked the gentleman.

Yet the changes were only skin-deep, as they quickly proved. Le Chapelier remained the same brusque Breton, direct and unpolished. He smiled in mingled surprise and pleasure, then spread his arms wide. They embraced under the amazed gaze of the waiter, who immediately disappeared.

“Andre-Louis, my friend! Where do you spring from?”

“We come down from above,” replied Andre-Louis. “I’m here to take a close look at someone on the heights.”

“On the heights! But for your own choice, you could be here in my place.”

“I have a poor head for heights and find the air too thin. You don’t look too well up there yourself, Isaac. You’re pale.”

“The Assembly was in session all night. That’s all. These damned Privileged multiply our difficulties. They will keep doing so until we abolish them.”

They sat. “Abolition! You’re thinking so far? I’m not surprised. You’ve always been an extremist.”

“I want official abolition—to save them from a worse fate at the hands of the angry people.”

“I see. And the King?”

“The King is the incarnation of the nation. Together, we’ll free him and France from Privilege’s chains. Our constitution will do it. Do you agree?”

Andre-Louis shrugged. “Does it matter? I’m a political dreamer, not a man of action. Until recently, I was more moderate than you think. Now, I’m almost a republican. I’ve been watching—and I see that this King is nothing but a puppet, dancing to whoever pulls the strings.”

“This King, you say? What other king could there be? Surely you’re not one of those hopefuls dreaming about Orleans? He has his party, mostly thanks to the Queen’s dislike and people’s hatred for her. Some wanted to make him regent, or more—even Robespierre.”

“Who?” asked Andre-Louis, unfamiliar with the name.

“Robespierre—a ridiculous little lawyer from Arras, shabby, awkward, timid—he’ll make endless nasal speeches no one listens to. He’s an ultra-royalist, used by both royalists and Orleanists. He persists; he insists on being heard. He might be listened to one day. But that he or anyone will do anything with Orleans—pish! Orleans may want it, but, as Mirabeau says, ‘the man is a eunuch in crime; he would, but he can’t.’”

He paused. “But enough about that—what of you?”

“You didn’t treat me as a friend when you wrote,” Le Chapelier chided. “No clue to your whereabouts, telling me you were near destitution but hiding where you were. I was worried about you, Andre. But judging by your looks, I needn’t have been. You seem well and secure. Tell me about it.”

Andre-Louis told him everything frankly. “You’re an amazement to me,” said the deputy. “From lawyer’s robe to actor’s buskin, now to the sword! What comes next for you, I wonder?”

“Probably the gallows.”

“Pish! Be serious. Why not a senator’s toga in senatorial France? You could have it now, if you wanted.”

“That’s the surest road to the gallows,” laughed Andre-Louis.

At that, Le Chapelier grew impatient. Did that phrase come to his mind later when he rode in the death-cart to the Greve, four years on?

“We’re sixty-six Breton deputies in the Assembly. If a vacancy should occur, would you serve as a substitute? A word from me, with the influence of your name in Rennes and Nantes, and it’s done.”

Andre-Louis laughed aloud. “Isaac, you never meet me without trying to push me into politics!”

“Because you’re made for it! You were born for politics.”

“Ah, yes—Scaramouche in real life. I’ve played it on stage; that’s enough. Tell me, Isaac, what news of my old friend, La Tour d’Azyr?”

“He’s here in Versailles—damn him—a thorn in the Assembly’s side. They burned his chateau at La Tour d’Azyr, but he wasn’t there. The flames didn’t even touch his arrogance. He still dreams that when all this is over, peasants will rebuild for him.”

“So there’s been trouble in Brittany?” Andre-Louis’ face turned grave, his thoughts returning to Gavrillac.

“Plenty—elsewhere too. Is it any wonder? Delays at a time like this, with famine rampant! Castles have been going up in smoke for two weeks. The peasants, taking their cue from Paris, treat every chateau like a Bastille. Order’s being restored, there and here, and things are quieter now.”

“What about Gavrillac? Do you know?”

“I think all is well. M. de Kercadiou isn’t like La Tour d’Azyr. He sympathizes with his people. They wouldn’t likely harm Gavrillac. Don’t you write to your godfather?”

“Not under the circumstances. What you tell me only makes that harder; he must think me partly to blame for the revolution that set fire to his kind’s estates. Please find out for me if all is well, and let me know.”

“I will, right away.”

At parting, as Andre-Louis was about to step into his cabriolet back to Paris, he sought one more answer.

“Do you know if M. de La Tour d’Azyr has married?” he asked.

“No—which really means he hasn’t. In his case, everyone would know.”

“Of course.” Andre-Louis spoke indifferently. “Au revoir, Isaac! Come see me—13 Rue du Hasard. Come soon.”

“As soon and as often as my duties allow. For now, I’m kept here.”

“A poor slave of duty, preaching liberty all the while!”

“True! And because of that, I will come. I owe Brittany a duty: to make Omnes Omnibus her representative in the Assembly.”

“That’s a duty I beg you to neglect,” Andre-Louis laughed, then drove away.




CHAPTER IV. AT MEUDON

Later that week, Le Chapelier visited him just before noon.

“I have news for you, André. Your godfather is at Meudon. He arrived there two days ago. Had you heard?”

“But no. How would I have heard? Why is he at Meudon?” He felt a faint excitement, which he could barely explain to himself.

“I don’t know. There have been fresh disturbances in Brittany. That may be the reason.”

“So he’s come to his brother for shelter?” asked André-Louis.

“To his brother’s house, yes; but not to his brother. Where do you live, André? Do you never hear any news? Etienne de Gavrillac emigrated years ago. He was part of M. d’Artois’ household, and he crossed the frontier with him. By now, he’s probably in Germany with him, conspiring against France. That’s what the émigrés are up to. That Austrian woman at the Tuileries will end up destroying the monarchy.”

“Yes, yes,” said André-Louis, impatiently. Politics held no interest for him this morning. “But about Gavrillac?”

“Haven’t I told you that Gavrillac is at Meudon, settled in the house his brother left behind? Dieu de Dieu! Don’t I speak French, or don’t you understand the language? I believe his steward, Rabouillet, is in charge for Gavrillac. I brought you the news as soon as I got it. I thought you’d want to go out to Meudon.”

“Of course. I’ll go at once—well, as soon as I can. I can’t today, nor tomorrow. I’m too busy here.” He gestured toward the inner room, where the click-click of blades, shuffling of feet, and the instructor Le Duc’s voice could be heard.

“Well, well, that’s your affair. You’re busy. I’ll leave you now. Let’s dine this evening at the Café de Foy. Kersain will join us.”

“A moment!” André-Louis’ voice stopped him on the threshold. “Is Mlle. de Kercadiou with her uncle?”

“How the devil should I know? Go and find out.”

He left, and André-Louis stood for a moment, deep in thought. Then he returned to resume with his pupil, the Vicomte de Villeniort, the interrupted lesson on Danet’s demi-contre, using a small-sword to illustrate the advantages of its use.

Afterwards he fenced with the Vicomte, perhaps his most talented pupil at the time, all the while his mind was on the heights of Meudon, tallying the lessons he had to give that afternoon and the next day, considering which ones he might reschedule without disrupting the academy. When, having touched the Vicomte three times in a row, he paused and forced himself to the present moment, he marveled at the precision that comes from pure habit. Without a conscious thought for what he was doing, his wrist, arm, and knees had automatically executed their task, like the well-drilled fighting machine practice had made of him for over a year.

Not until Sunday was André-Louis able to satisfy a desire which, over the impatient days, had turned into a yearning. Dressed more carefully than usual, his hair elegantly styled—by one of those hairdressers to the nobility whom the waves of emigration were putting out of work—André-Louis hired a carriage and drove out to Meudon.

The younger Kercadiou’s house was no more like that of the family head than his own person was. A man of the Court, while his brother was essentially a man of the land, and an officer of M. le Comte d’Artois’ household, he had built for himself and his family an imposing villa on Meudon’s heights, in a small park conveniently located between Versailles and Paris, easily accessible from either. M. d’Artois—the royal tennis-player—had been among the first to emigrate. With the Condés, Contis, Polignacs, and other close advisers of the Queen, as well as Marshal de Broglie and the Prince de Lambesc, who recognized that their names had become odious to the people, he had left France immediately after the Bastille fell. He went to play tennis beyond the frontier—and there finish the work of ruining the monarchy that he and others had begun in France. Etienne de Kercadiou, along with his family—wife and four children—accompanied him, being part of his household. Thus the Seigneur de Gavrillac, glad to escape a province as troubled as Brittany—where the nobles were more intransigent than anywhere else in France—came to occupy the courtier’s elegant villa at Meudon during his brother’s absence.

It is hardly likely that he was content there. A man of nearly Spartan habits, used to plain living and self-reliance, he felt somewhat out of place in this luxurious home, with its soft carpets, lavish gilding, and regiment of sleek, silent servants—for the younger Kercadiou had left his entire household in place. Time, which at Gavrillac he kept busy with agricultural concerns, now hung heavily on his hands. In self-defense, he slept much, and if not for Aline, who made no attempt to hide her delight at being close to Paris and at the center of events, he might have retreated straightaway from such surroundings that so ill suited his habits. Perhaps, in time, he would adapt and grow resigned to the idle luxury. For now, the novelty grated on him, and it was to a peevish, rather drowsy M. de Kercadiou that André-Louis was brought in the early afternoon on that June Sunday. He was unannounced, as had always been the custom at Gavrillac. This was because Benoit, M. de Kercadiou’s old steward, had come along for this soft adventure, and was installed—to the endless, if half-concealed amusement of the impertinent lackeys M. Etienne had left—as maître d’hôtel at Meudon.

Benoit welcomed M. André with incoherent delight; he practically danced around him like a faithful dog, leading him to the salon and into the presence of the Lord of Gavrillac, who—according to Benoit—would be overjoyed to see M. André again.

“Monseigneur! Monseigneur!” he cried in a wavering voice, entering a few steps ahead of the guest. “It’s M. André… M. André, your godson, here to kiss your hand. He’s here… and so fine you’d hardly recognize him. Here he is, monseigneur! Isn’t he handsome?”

And the old servant rubbed his hands, certain he was bringing delight to his master.

André-Louis stepped into the grand room, carpeted wall to wall, dazzling to the eye. It was strikingly high, its decorated ceiling supported by fluted pillars with gilded capitals. The doorway and the windows facing the garden stretched almost to the ceiling itself. Everywhere was gold, ornate ormolu on the furniture, much as was customary in the homes of people of rank and wealth. Rarely had so much gold been used for decoration as in this era—when coin was scarce and paper money had come to fill the gap. André-Louis used to say that if only these people could put the paper on their walls and the gold in their pockets, the kingdom’s finances would quickly improve.

The Seigneur—dressed up and ruffled to match his surroundings—had stood up, startled by Benoit’s lively entrance, being himself almost as forlorn since arriving at Meudon.

“What is it? Eh?” His pale, near-sighted eyes glared at the visitor. “André!” he exclaimed, caught between surprise and sternness as color rose in his big pink face.

Benoit, his back to his master, winked and grinned at André-Louis to encourage him not to be deterred by his godfather’s gruffness. That done, the clever servant quietly withdrew.

“What do you want here?” grumbled M. de Kercadiou.

“No more than to kiss your hand, as Benoit said, monsieur my godfather,” replied André-Louis respectfully, bowing his smooth black head.

“You managed without kissing it for two years.”

“Do not, monsieur, reproach me for my misfortune.”

The old man stood rigid, his disproportionately large head held high, his pale, prominent eyes very stern.

“Did you think vanishing so heartlessly, leaving us unsure if you were alive or dead, made your outrageous crime any better?”

“At first it was dangerous—for my life—to reveal my whereabouts. Then for a while I was in need, almost destitute, and my pride kept me, after what I’d done and how you must see it, from asking you for help. Later…”

“Destitute?” the Seigneur interrupted, his lip trembling for a moment. Then he regained control, his frown deepening as he observed his godson’s transformation: the fine clothes, jeweled buckles, red shoe heels, sword with mother-of-pearl and silver hilt, and the carefully styled hair once always left unruly. “You certainly don’t look destitute now,” he sneered.

“I am not. I have prospered since. In that, monsieur, I differ from the usual prodigal, who only returns when he needs help. I return simply because I love you, monsieur—to tell you so. I came as soon as I heard you were here.” He stepped forward. “Monsieur my godfather!” he said, offering his hand.

But M. de Kercadiou stayed unyielding, wrapped in offense and cold dignity.

“Whatever hardships you may have suffered, or think you have, are far less than your disgraceful conduct deserved, and I see they haven’t humbled your insolence. You think coming here and saying, ‘Monsieur my godfather!’ is enough for everything to be forgiven and forgotten. That’s your mistake. You have wronged me too deeply; you have violated everything I stand for and my personal trust in you. You’re one of those damned scoundrels responsible for this revolution.”

“Alas, monsieur, I see you share the common delusion. These ‘scoundrels’ only demanded a constitution, as was promised from the throne. They did not realize the promise was insincere, or that the privileged classes would block it. The men who forced this revolution, monsieur, are the nobles and the clergy.”

“You dare—at a time like this—stand there and tell me such vile lies! You dare claim the nobles started the revolution, when so many, following M. le Duc d’Aiguillon, gave up their privileges, even their title deeds, to the people! Or do you deny it?”

“Oh, no. Having recklessly set fire to their house, they now try to put it out by dousing water over it; and where they fail, they blame only the flames.”

“I see you have come here to talk politics.”

“Far from it. I’ve come, if possible, to explain myself. To understand is to forgive. That’s Montaigne’s great saying. If I could make you understand…”

“You can’t. You’ll never make me understand how you became so disgracefully notorious in Brittany.”

“Ah, not disgracefully, monsieur!”

“Certainly, disgracefully—among those that matter. It’s said you were even Omnes Omnibus, though I can’t and won’t believe it.”

“Yet it’s true.”

M. de Kercadiou choked. “And you admit it? You dare admit it?”

“What a man dares to do, he should dare admit—unless he is a coward.”

“Oh, and of course you were ever so brave, running away each time after you made trouble, turning actor to hide, causing more trouble as a comedian, stirring a riot in Nantes, then running again, to become God knows what—something dishonest, by your affluent appearance. My God, man, these past two years I’ve hoped you were dead, and it’s a deep disappointment that you are not!” He clapped his hands and shouted—“Benoit!” He strode to the fireplace, face scarlet and trembling with rage. “Dead, I might have forgiven you, as one who paid for his wrong. Living, I never can. You’ve gone too far. God only knows where this will end.

“Benoit, the door. M. André-Louis Moreau to the door!” His tone left no room for discussion. Pale and composed, though with a strange pain in his heart, André-Louis heard the dismissal, saw Benoit’s white, scared face and trembling hands half-lifted as if about to plead with his master. Then another voice—a clear, youthful voice—interrupted.

“Uncle!” it cried, full of indignation and surprise, then, “André!” And this time there was almost gladness, certainly a note of welcome, mixed with the surprise.

Both turned, half the room between them, and saw Aline in one of the tall, open windows, stopped in the act of stepping in from the garden; Aline, in a dairymaid’s bonnet of the latest style, though without the tricolour decorations that were so popular.

André’s thin lips twisted into a peculiar smile. A memory of their last parting flashed through his mind: he saw himself standing on the pavement in Nantes, burning with anger, watching her carriage retreat down the Avenue de Gigan.

She approached now, hands outstretched, color in her cheeks, and a smile of welcome. He bowed low and kissed her hand silently.

Then, with a look and a gesture, she dismissed Benoit and, in her commanding way, made herself André’s advocate against the harsh dismissal she’d overheard.

“Uncle,” she said, leaving André and crossing to M. de Kercadiou, “you shame me! To let irritability overwhelm all your affection for André!”

“I have no affection for him. I had once. He chose to extinguish it. He can go to the devil; and I won’t have you interfering.”

“But if he confesses he’s been wrong…”

“He confesses nothing of the kind. He’s here to argue with me about these damned Rights of Man. He’s proudly unrepentant. He claims, as all Brittany says, to have been the scoundrel who hid under the name Omnes Omnibus. Can that be excused?”

She turned to André, across the wide room.

“But is this true? Don’t you repent, André—now that you see all the harm caused?”

It was clear she was urging him to say he was sorry, to make peace with his godfather. For a moment, he almost yielded to it. Then, considering it beneath him to dissemble, he answered honestly, though pain sounded in his voice.

“To confess repentance,” he said slowly, “would be to admit a monstrous crime. Don’t you see? Oh, monsieur, have patience with me; allow me to explain a little. You say I am partly responsible for what happened. My speeches to the people at Rennes and twice at Nantes are said to have played a part in what followed. That may be; I can’t deny it. Revolution and bloodshed came after. More may come. To repent would be to admit I did wrong, placing part of that blood on my soul. Let me be frank, to show how far I truly am from repentance: what I did was against my own convictions at the time. Because there was no justice in France to punish Philippe de Vilmorin’s murderer, I acted in the only way I saw that could return the evil to those guilty and to those who had the power to punish, but not the will. Later I came to see I was wrong, and that Philippe de Vilmorin and those who thought as he did were right.

“You must realize, monsieur, it’s with the deepest gratitude that I find I have nothing I must repent; on the contrary, when France finally gains the blessing of a constitution—as soon it must—I can take pride in having helped create the conditions that made it possible.”

There was a pause. M. de Kercadiou’s face turned from pink to purple.

“You are quite finished?” he said harshly.

“If you have understood me, monsieur.”

“Oh, I’ve understood you, and… and I must ask you to go.”

André-Louis shrugged and bowed his head. He had come so eagerly, yearning, only to find a final dismissal. He looked to Aline. Her face was pale and troubled; yet she couldn’t see a way to help him. His complete honesty had destroyed his chance.

“Very well, monsieur. But I ask you to remember this after I am gone. I haven’t come to you seeking help, nor driven by need. I’m not a prodigal returning, as I said. I am someone who, needing nothing, free in his destiny, comes to you out of affection alone—moved by the love and gratitude he feels and always will feel for you.”

“Ah, yes!” cried Aline, turning to her uncle. Here, she thought, was an argument in André’s favor. “That is true. Surely that—”

He hissed her abruptly into silence, exasperated.

“Perhaps that will help you think of me more kindly in time, monsieur.”

“I see no reason, sir, to think of you at all. Again, I beg you to go.”

André-Louis looked at Aline a moment, as if still uncertain.

She answered with a glance at her angry uncle, a faint shrug and raised brows, her expression showing sadness.

It was as if she said: “You see how he is. Nothing can be done.”

He bowed with the grace fencing had given him and left by the door.

“Oh, it is cruel!” Aline cried, her voice stifled, hands clenched, and she ran to the window.

“Aline!” called her uncle, stopping her. “Where are you going?”

“But we don’t know where he can be found.”

“Who wants to find that scoundrel?”

“We may never see him again.”

“That is precisely to be wished for.”

Aline said “Ouf!” and slipped out through the window.

He called after her, imperiously ordering her back. But Aline—dutiful child—closed her ears so she wouldn’t have to disobey, and sped light-footed across the lawn to the avenue to intercept the departing André-Louis.

As he emerged, gloomy, she stepped out from the trees into his path.

“Aline!” he cried, almost joyfully.

“I didn’t want you to leave like this. I couldn’t let you,” she said. “I know him better than you do, and I know that his big soft heart will soon melt. He will be full of regret. He will want to send for you, and he won’t know where to send.”

“You really think so?”

“Oh, I know it! You arrived at a bad time. He’s peevish since he came here. These soft surroundings are completely foreign to him. He tires away from his beloved Gavrillac, his hunting and farming, and honestly, he blames you for what has happened, for the need—or at least, the wisdom—of this move. Brittany, you know, was becoming too unsafe. The château of La Tour d’Azyr, among others, was burned down a few months ago. At any moment, given some new disturbance, Gavrillac could be next. And for this, as well as his present discomfort, he blames you and your friends. But he’ll come around soon. He will be sorry he sent you away—I know he loves you, André, in spite of everything. I’ll talk to him when the time is right. Then, we’ll want to know where to find you.”

“At number 13, Rue du Hasard. The number is unlucky, the street name fitting. That should help you remember.”

She nodded. “I’ll walk with you to the gates.” And they went together at a slow pace down the long avenue, the June sunshine dappled by the trees. “You look well, André; and do you realize you’ve changed a great deal? I’m glad you’ve prospered.” Then, before he could answer, she suddenly came to what was most on her mind.

“I’ve wanted to see you all these months, André. You’re the only one who can help me, the only one who can tell me the truth, and I was angry you never wrote to say where to find you.”

“Of course, you encouraged me to do so when last we met in Nantes.”

“What? Still resentful?”

“I am never resentful. You should know that.” He indulged one of his vanities—he liked thinking himself a Stoic. “But I still have the scar of a wound that could use the salve of your retraction.”

“Why, then, I retract, André. And now, tell me.”

“Yes, a self-serving retraction,” he said. “You grant me something so you may get something.” He laughed, pleasant enough. “Well; command me.”

“Tell me, André.” She hesitated, eyes on the ground, then mustered her courage: “Tell me—the truth about the incident at the Feydau.”

His brow creased at the request. He immediately guessed her motive. Simply and briefly, he gave her his version of the event.

She listened intently. When he finished, she sighed, face thoughtful.

“That’s much as I was told,” she said. “But I also heard M. de La Tour d’Azyr went to the theatre especially to break with La Binet. Do you know if that’s true?”

“I don’t, nor any reason it should be. La Binet gave him the sort of amusement he and his kind constantly seek…”

“Oh, there was a reason,” she interrupted. “I was the reason. I spoke to Mme. de Sautron. I told her I would not continue to receive someone who visited me so compromised.” She spoke of it with visible difficulty, her color rising as he watched her half-turned face.

“If you had listened to me…” he began, but again she stopped him.

“M. de Sautron conveyed my decision to him, and afterwards described him to me as desperate, repentant, ready to prove—to do anything—to show his dedication to me. He told me that M. de La Tour d’Azyr swore to him he would end it, that he would see La Binet no more. Then the very next day I heard he’d nearly lost his life in a theater riot. He had gone straight from that meeting with M. de Sautron, straight from those promises, to La Binet. I was angry. I made it final—I would never receive M. de La Tour d’Azyr again under any circumstances! And then they insisted on this explanation. For a time, I refused to believe it.”

“So you believe it now?” André pressed. “Why?”

“I haven’t said that I do. But… but… neither can I distrust it. Since we came to Meudon, M. de La Tour d’Azyr was here, and he swore to me himself that it was true.”

“Oh, if M. de La Tour d’Azyr has sworn…” André-Louis laughed with biting sarcasm.

“Have you ever known him to lie?” she demanded sharply. That stopped him. “M. de La Tour d’Azyr is, after all, a man of honor, and men of honor don’t deal in falsehood. Have you ever known him to do so, that you should sneer as you did?”

“No,” he admitted. Fairness required that he acknowledge at least that virtue in his enemy. “I haven’t known him to lie, that’s true. His type is too arrogant, too self-assured to resort to falsehood. But I have seen him do things just as vile…”

“Nothing is as vile,” she interrupted, speaking from the code by which she had been raised. “There’s no hope only for liars—who are first cousins to thieves. Only in falsehood is there real loss of honor.”

“You’re defending that satyr, I think,” he said coldly.

“I want to be just.”

“Justice might seem different to you when you’ve finally decided to become the Marquise de La Tour d’Azyr.” His tone was bitter.

“I don’t think I’ll ever make that decision.”

“But you’re still uncertain—in spite of everything.”

“Can anyone ever be sure of anything in this world?”

“Yes. One can be sure of being foolish.”

Whether she didn’t hear him or simply ignored him, he could not tell.

“You don’t personally know that what M. de La Tour d’Azyr claims isn’t true—that he went to the Feydau that night?”

“I don’t,” he conceded. “It’s possible, of course. But does it matter?”

“It might matter. Tell me; what happened to La Binet, after all?”

“I don’t know.”

“You don’t know?” She turned to look at him. “And you can say that so indifferently! I thought… I thought you loved her, Andre.”

“So did I, for a while. I was mistaken. It took a La Tour d’Azyr to reveal the truth to me. These gentlemen have their uses. They help fools like myself recognize important truths. I was lucky my revelation came before marriage. Now I can look back on the episode calmly and be thankful to have escaped the consequences of what was really just a passing infatuation. That’s something often confused with love. The experience, as you see, was very instructive.”

She looked at him in frank surprise.

“You know, Andre, sometimes I think you have no heart.”

“Probably because I sometimes show some intelligence. And what about yourself, Aline? What about your own attitude from the start, where M. de La Tour d’Azyr is concerned? Does that show heart? If I told you what it really shows, we’d end up quarreling again, and God knows I can’t afford to quarrel with you right now. I… I’ll take another approach.”

“What do you mean?”

“Oh, nothing at the moment, since you’re not in any danger of marrying that man.”

“And if I were?”

“Ah! In that case, my affection for you would find some way to stop it—unless…” He hesitated.

“Unless?” she pressed, raising herself to her full, petite height, her eyes stern.

“Unless you could also tell me that you loved him,” he said simply, at which she suddenly and most unexpectedly softened. Then he added, shaking his head: “But that, of course, is impossible.”

“Why?” she asked him, her voice gentle now.

“Because you are who you are, Aline—completely good, pure, and wonderful. Angels do not join with devils. You might become his wife, but never his true mate, Aline—never.”

They had reached the wrought-iron gates at the end of the avenue. Through these, they saw the yellow chaise waiting for Andre-Louis. From nearby came the sound of other wheels and hooves, and now another vehicle appeared and stopped beside the yellow chaise—a handsome carriage with polished mahogany panels on which gold and blue armorial bearings gleamed in the sunlight. A footman stepped down to throw open the gates; but in that moment, the lady occupying the carriage, seeing Aline, waved to her and gave a command.




CHAPTER V. MADAME DE PLOUGASTEL

The postilion drew rein, and the footman opened the door, lowering the steps and offering his arm to assist his mistress as she had requested. Then he opened one wing of the iron gates and held it for her. She was a woman just past forty, who must once have been strikingly beautiful—and was still lovely, now graced by the refinement that age can bring to some women. Her attire and bearing both proclaimed her high status.

“I’ll take my leave here, since you have a visitor,” said Andre-Louis.

“But it’s an old acquaintance of yours, Andre. You remember Mme. la Comtesse de Plougastel?”

He looked at the approaching lady, whom Aline now hurried forward to greet, and because she was named to him, he recognized her. He realized that he might, had he only looked, have recognized her anywhere at any time, even though it had been sixteen years since he had last seen her. Seeing her now brought back everything—a cherished memory that had never allowed itself to be fully covered by later events.

When he was a boy of ten, just before being sent to school at Rennes, she had come to visit his godfather, who was her cousin. At that time he was brought by Rabouillet to the Manor of Gavrillac, where he was introduced to Mme. de Plougastel. The great lady, radiant in her youthful beauty, with her gentle, cultured voice—so cultured that it seemed to him she spoke a strange language—and her majestic air that hinted at the highest society, intimidated him a little at first. Very gently, she calmed those fears, and by some mysterious charm, utterly won his affection. He recalled now his fright as he reluctantly accepted the embrace to which he was summoned, and how he hesitated to leave those soft, rounded arms afterwards. He remembered, too, the sweet fragrance she wore—a lilac scent—for memory is curiously persistent in such details.

For three days while she stayed at Gavrillac, he went daily to the manor, spending hours in her company. A childless woman with a strong maternal instinct, she had opened her heart to this precociously intelligent, wide-eyed boy.

“Give him to me, Cousin Quintin,” he remembered her saying to his godfather on her last day. “Let me take him back with me to Versailles as my adopted child.”

But the Seigneur gravely shook his head in silent refusal, and nothing more was said on the matter. And then, as she said goodbye to him—that memory returned in a flood—there had been tears in her eyes.

“Think of me sometimes, Andre-Louis,” were her last words.

He remembered how proud he had felt to have won the affection of this great lady in such a short time. The feeling gave him a sense of importance that lasted for months before finally fading.

But all was vividly recalled now as he saw her again, after sixteen years, much changed and matured—the girl she was then transformed into this worldly woman, dignified and self-possessed. Yet, he felt certain he would have known her again anywhere.

Aline embraced her warmly and, answering the questioning glance Madame shot at Aline’s companion—

“This is Andre-Louis,” she said. “You remember Andre-Louis, madame?”

Madame paused. Andre-Louis saw surprise ripple across her face, draining some of her color and leaving her momentarily breathless.

Then the voice—the well-remembered, rich, musical voice, now deeper than before—repeated his name:

“Andre-Louis!”

The way she spoke it suggested that it stirred memories, memories perhaps of her lost youth with which it was associated. She paused a long moment, looking at him wide-eyed, while he bowed before her.

“But of course I remember him,” she said at last, coming forward and extending her hand. He kissed it dutifully and without hesitation. “And this is what you have become?” She studied him, and he blushed with pride at the satisfaction in her tone. For a moment he felt once again like the little Breton boy at Gavrillac. She turned to Aline. “How mistaken Quintin was in his assumptions. He was pleased to see him again, wasn’t he?”

“So pleased, madame, that he’s shown me the door,” said Andre-Louis.

“Ah!” Her brow furrowed as she continued to look at him with those dark, wistful eyes. “We must fix that, Aline. Of course he’s very angry with you. But that isn’t the way to win converts. I’ll plead for you, Andre-Louis. I am a good advocate.”

He thanked her and took his leave.

“I leave my case in your hands with gratitude. My respects, madame.”

Thus, in spite of his godfather’s forbidding reception, a fragment of a song was on his lips as his yellow chaise sped him back to Paris and the Rue du Hasard. That meeting with Mme. de Plougastel had lifted his spirits; her promise to plead for him alongside Aline made him confident all would be well.

He was right, as proved by the events of the following Thursday, towards noon, when his academy was visited by M. de Kercadiou. Gilles, the boy, brought him word, and, interrupting his lesson, Andre-Louis pulled off his mask and, still dressed in a chamois waistcoat buttoned to the chin with his foil under his arm, went to the modest salon below where his godfather was waiting.

The florid little Lord of Gavrillac stood almost defiantly to greet him.

“I have been over-persuaded to forgive you,” he announced brusquely, as if to imply he consented only to end persistent appeals.

Andre-Louis saw through the act. He sensed that it was merely a way for the Seigneur to make a dignified retreat.

“My thanks to those who persuaded you, whoever they may have been. You restore my happiness, monsieur my godfather.”

He took the offered hand and kissed it, yielding to the habit ingrained since boyhood. It was a gesture symbolizing his submission, reestablishing between them the bond of protector and protected, with its mutual claims and duties. No words could have reconciled him more thoroughly to this man who loved him.

M. de Kercadiou’s face flushed a deeper shade of pink, his lip trembled, and there was a huskiness in his voice when he murmured, “My dear boy!” Then he drew himself up, threw back his head, and frowned. His voice resumed its usual shrillness. “You realize, I hope, that you have behaved damnably… damnably, with the utmost ingratitude?”

“Doesn’t that depend on your point of view?” said Andre-Louis, though his tone remained conciliatory.

“It depends on fact, not on point of view. Now that I’ve been persuaded to overlook it, I trust you intend to mend your ways.”

“I… I will keep out of politics,” said Andre-Louis, that being as much as he could truthfully promise.

“That’s something at least.” His godfather allowed himself to be appeased, since a concession—or what sounded like one—had been made.

“Take a seat, monsieur.”

“No, no. I’ve come to take you with me to pay a visit. You owe it entirely to Mme. de Plougastel that I agreed to see you again. I wish you to come with me to thank her.”

“I have business here…” began Andre-Louis, then stopped. “No matter! I’ll take care of it. One moment.” He turned to re-enter the academy.

“What business? You’re not a fencing-instructor by chance?” M. de Kercadiou had noticed the leather waistcoat and the foil under Andre-Louis’ arm.

“I am the master of this academy—the late Bertrand des Amis’ school, the most successful in Paris.”

M. de Kercadiou’s eyebrows rose.

“And you’re the master?”

“Maitre en fait d’Armes. I inherited the school after des Amis died.”

He left M. Kercadiou to ponder that, and went to make the needed arrangements and change his clothes.

“So that’s why you carry a sword,” M. de Kercadiou said as they climbed into his carriage.

“That, and the need to protect oneself in these times.”

“And you mean to say that a man who lives by such an honorable profession—a profession mainly supported by the nobility—can at the same time mix with those peddling attorneys and low pamphleteers who spread dissension and insubordination?”

“You forget that I am a peddling attorney myself, made so at your own request, monsieur.”

M. de Kercadiou grunted and took some snuff. “You say the academy does well?” he asked after a pause.

“It does. I have two assistant instructors. I could use a third. It’s hard work.”

“Then your circumstances must be good.”

“I have reason to be satisfied. I have more than I need.”

“Then you’ll be able to help pay off this national debt,” the nobleman grumbled, pleased—thinking that some of the trouble Andre-Louis had sown would rebound on him.

The conversation then turned to Mme. de Plougastel. M. de Kercadiou, Andre-Louis gathered—though not the reason—strongly disapproved of the visit. But Madame la Comtesse was a determined woman, not to be denied, and to whom all seemed to defer. M. de Plougastel was currently away in Germany, but would return soon. The indication was clear—M. de Plougastel was likely one of those agents who moved between the Queen of France and her brother, the Emperor of Austria.

The carriage stopped in front of a handsome hotel in the Faubourg Saint-Denis, at the corner of Rue Paradis, and they were shown by a sleek servant into a small boudoir, all gilt and brocade, which opened onto a terrace above a garden like a miniature park. There, madame awaited them. She rose, dismissed the young person who had been reading to her, and came forward with both hands outstretched for her cousin Kercadiou.

“I almost feared you wouldn’t keep your word,” she said. “It was unfair of me. But I hardly expected you’d succeed in bringing him.” Her gentle glance, smiling with welcome, included Andre-Louis.

He answered with formal gallantry.

“The memory of you, madame, is too deeply etched in my heart for any persuasion to have been needed.”

“Ah, the courtier!” said madame, offering her hand. “We’re to have a little talk, Andre-Louis,” she said, with a seriousness that made him vaguely uneasy.

They sat, and for a time the conversation turned on general matters, mostly concerning Andre-Louis, his work, and his opinions. All the while, madame studied him carefully with those gentle, wistful eyes, until he began to feel more and more uneasy. He sensed instinctively that his visit’s true purpose was deeper than what had been stated.

At last, as if by arrangement—and the rather clumsy Lord of Gavrillac was the last person to hide his intentions—his godfather stood and, wanting to see the garden, wandered through the windows onto the terrace over whose balustrade the geraniums cascaded in a riot of scarlet. He vanished into the greenery below.

“Now we can talk more privately,” said madame. “Come here, sit beside me.” She indicated the empty side of the settee.

Andre-Louis went over, though slightly ill at ease. “You know,” she said gently, placing her hand on his arm, “that you’ve acted badly, and that your godfather’s anger is well founded?”

“Madame, if I believed that, I would be the unhappiest, most despairing man.” He explained himself, just as he had to his godfather on Sunday. “What I did, I did because it was the only means at my disposal in a country where justice was shackled by Privilege, to oppose an infamous villain who killed my closest friend—a wanton, brutal murder there was no law to punish. And as if that weren’t enough—forgive me for speaking so frankly, madame—the same man later seduced the woman I was going to marry.”

“Ah, mon Dieu!” she exclaimed.

“Forgive me. I know how horrible it is. You see what I suffered, and how I was driven. The last thing of which I am guilty—the riot that started in the Feydau Theatre and then swept through the whole city of Nantes—was provoked by this.”

“Who was this girl?”

It was just like a woman, he thought, to focus on such a detail.

“Oh, a theatre girl, someone I no longer regret. La Binet was her name. At that time I was performing with her father’s troupe; I’d had to hide after the Rennes affair, when the only justice in France for the unfortunate—those not ‘born’—is the gallows. That added wrong led me to start a riot in the theatre.”

“Poor boy,” she said tenderly. “Only a woman’s heart can truly understand what you must have suffered. And because of that I forgive you so easily. But now…”

“Ah, but you don’t understand, madame. If today I thought I’d acted only for personal reasons in helping to do away with Privilege, I’d sooner take my own life. My true justification is the insincerity of those who meant the convocation of the States General to be a sham, merely to blind the nation.”

“Wasn’t it, perhaps, wise to have been insincere in such a matter?”

He looked at her in disbelief.

“Can it ever be wise to be insincere, madame?”

“Oh, indeed it can; believe me, I’m twice your age and know the world.”

“I would say, madame, nothing is wise that makes life more complicated; nothing does so like insincerity. Consider the complications springing up because of this.”

“But surely, Andre-Louis, you don’t think there shouldn’t be a governing class?”

“Of course I do—it’s just not necessary for it to be hereditary.”

“What else?”

He replied with a witty remark. “Man, madame, is the child of his own work. Let no one inherit rights except from such a parent. Then a nation’s best will always rise, and such a nation will achieve great things.”

“But you find birth of no importance?”

“None at all, madame—or else my own might trouble me.” From her deep blush, he worried he had spoken too bluntly. But rather than reprimand, she simply asked:

“And does it not?” she pressed. “Never, Andre?”

“Never, madame. I am content.”

“You have never… never regretted lacking parental care?”

He laughed, brushing aside her kind but unnecessary concern. “On the contrary, madame, I shudder to think what they might have made of me; I am grateful to have shaped myself.”

She looked at him sadly, then smiled and gently shook her head.

“You lack self-satisfaction… Still, I wish you saw things differently, Andre. This is a time of great opportunity for a talented, spirited young man. I could help you—I might help you go very far, if you’d let me.”

“Yes,” he thought, “help me to a noose by sending me on seditious missions to Austria on the Queen’s behalf, like M. de Plougastel. That surely would result in a ‘high’ position for me.”

Out loud, as politeness required, he answered: “I’m grateful, madame. But you see, with the ideals I’ve described, I couldn’t serve any cause that opposes them.”

“You’ve been misled by prejudice, Andre-Louis, by personal wounds. Will you let them bar your path to advancement?”

“If my so-called ideals were really prejudices, would it be honest to go against them while I hold to them?”

“If I could convince you you’re mistaken! I could help you find a worthy use for your gifts. In the King’s service you would prosper quickly. Will you consider it, and let’s talk again?”

He replied, formally and coolly polite:

“I fear it would be pointless, madame. Still, I appreciate your interest in me, and thank you. Unfortunately, I am too stubborn.”

“And now who uses insincerity?” she challenged him.

“But you see, madame, it’s an insincerity that doesn’t mislead.”

Then M. de Kercadiou re-entered through the window, announcing fussily that he must return to Meudon, and would take his godson with him, dropping him at Rue du Hasard.

“You must bring him again, Quintin,” the Countess said as they took their leave.

“Some day, perhaps,” said M. de Kercadiou vaguely, ushering his godson out.

In the carriage, he asked pointedly what madame had discussed.

“She was very kind—a sweet woman,” said Andre-Louis pensively.

“Devil take you, I didn’t ask for your opinion of her. I asked what she said.”

“She tried to show me the error of my ways. She spoke of great things I might do—about how she would gladly help me—if only I came to my senses. But as miracles don’t happen, I didn’t encourage her hopes.”

“I see. I see. Did she say anything else?”

He was so insistent that Andre-Louis turned toward him.

“What else did you expect her to say, monsieur my godfather?”

“Oh, nothing.”

“Then she met your expectations.”

“Eh? Oh, for heaven’s sake, why can’t you speak plainly so that a simple man can understand you without having to puzzle it out?”

He sulked for most of the way to the Rue du Hasard, or so it seemed to Andre-Louis. At the very least, he sat in silence, looking gloomily thoughtful.

“You may come see us again soon at Meudon,” he told Andre-Louis at parting. “But please remember—no revolutionary politics in the future, if we’re to remain friends.”




CHAPTER VI. POLITICIANS

One morning in August, Le Chapelier arrived at the academy on the Rue du Hasard accompanied by a man with a remarkable appearance, whose huge stature and scarred face seemed vaguely familiar to Andre-Louis. The man was just over thirty, with small, keen eyes deep-set in an enormous face. His cheekbones were prominent, his nose crooked as if broken by a blow, and his mouth misshapen from another injury—a bull had gored his face when he was a boy. As though that weren’t enough to make his appearance fearsome, his cheeks were deeply pock-marked. He wore a long, scarlet coat that reached almost to his ankles, soiled buckskin breeches, and boots with reversed tops. His shirt, not very clean, was open at the throat; the collar drooped limply over an untied cravat, revealing the full, muscular neck rising from his massive shoulders. He wielded a cane almost as thick as a club in his left hand, and wore a cockade in his biscuit-colored, conical hat. He carried himself with an aggressive, commanding air, his great head thrown back as if forever in defiance.

Le Chapelier, his manner very serious, introduced him to Andre-Louis.

“This is M. Danton, a fellow lawyer, President of the Cordeliers, whom you surely have heard of.”

Of course Andre-Louis had heard of him. Who hadn’t by that time?

Studying him now with interest, Andre-Louis wondered how it was that nearly all the leading revolutionaries seemed to be pock-marked. Mirabeau, the journalist Desmoulins, the philanthropist Marat, Robespierre from Arras, this formidable Danton, and several others he could recall bore the scars of smallpox. He almost began to wonder if there was some connection. Did smallpox cause some moral transformation expressed in this way?

He dismissed the idle thought—or rather, it was cut short by the booming voice of Danton.

“This ——— Chapelier told me about you. Says you’re a patriotic ———.”

Andre-Louis was more shocked by the obscenities with which the colossus laced his first words to a stranger than by his booming tone. Andre-Louis laughed out loud; there was nothing else to do.

“If he told you that, he’s overstated it! I am a patriot. The rest, modesty compels me to deny.”

“You’re a joker too, are you?” roared the other, but he laughed as well, his booming laughter rattling the windows. “No offense in me. That’s just how I am.”

“What a pity,” said Andre-Louis.

This unsettled the king of the markets. “Eh? What’s this, Chapelier? Your friend’s putting on airs?”

The neat Breton, a true petit-maître in appearance compared to his burly companion, yet blunt in manner and Danton’s equal in directness—though without the obscenities—shrugged and answered:

“It’s simply that he dislikes your manners, which is hardly surprising. They are atrocious.”

“Ah, bah! You’re all like that, you ——— Bretons. Let’s get down to business. Have you heard what happened in the Assembly yesterday? You haven’t? My God, where do you live? Have you heard this scoundrel calling himself King of France gave Austrian troops free passage across French territory to crush those fighting for liberty in Belgium? Heard that, perhaps?”

“Yes,” said Andre-Louis coolly, restraining irritation at the other’s overbearing manner. “I have heard.”

“Oh! And what do you think of that?” Arms akimbo, the colossus loomed over him.

Andre-Louis turned to Le Chapelier.

“I’m not sure I understand. Did you bring this gentleman here to interrogate my conscience?”

“Name of a name! Prickly as a ——— porcupine!” Danton protested.

“No, no,” Le Chapelier soothed, trying to counteract his companion’s abrasive manner. “We want your help, Andre. Danton thinks you’re just the man for us. Listen now…”

“That’s right. You tell him,” Danton agreed. “You both speak that mincing sort of French. Maybe he’ll get it from you.”

Le Chapelier continued, ignoring the interruption. “This violation by the King, undermining an obvious right of a nation creating a constitution to become free, has shattered any remaining illusions we had. Some even declare the King an enemy sworn against France. But that, of course, is extreme.”

“Who says so?” Danton burst out, swearing profusely to show total disagreement.

Le Chapelier waved him to silence and went on.

“At any rate, this, on top of everything else, has thrown the Assembly into chaos. It’s open war again between the Third Estate and the privileged orders.”

“Wasn’t it always?”

“Perhaps. But it’s taken a new form. Have you heard of the duel between Lameth and the Duc de Castries?”

“A trivial matter.”

“In its outcome. But it could have been much worse. Mirabeau is now challenged and insulted at every sitting. But he goes his way, cold-bloodedly wise. Others aren’t so cautious; they answer insult with insult, blow with blow, and blood is being spilled in private duels. These swordsmen of the nobility have reduced it to a system.”

Andre-Louis nodded, thinking of Philippe de Vilmorin. “Yes,” he said, “it’s an old trick of theirs. So simple and direct—just like them. I only wonder they didn’t try it sooner. In the early days of the States General, at Versailles, it might have had greater effect. Now, it’s a little late.”

“But they plan to make up for lost time—sacré nom!” cried Danton. “Challenges are flying everywhere between these bravos, these spadassinicides, and poor clerks who never fenced with anything but a quill. It’s plain ——— murder. Yet if I’d go among the nobles and crack a few empty heads with my stick, or snap a few aristocratic necks with the fingers God gave me, I’d swing for it. That’s supposed to be liberty in this land! Why, Dieu me damne! They won’t even let me keep my hat on in the theatre. But they, these ———s!”

“He’s right,” said Le Chapelier. “It’s become unbearable, intolerable. Two days ago M. d’Ambly threatened Mirabeau with his cane before the entire Assembly. Yesterday M. de Faussigny jumped up and urged his order to violence. ‘Why don’t we fall on these scoundrels, sword in hand?’ Those were his exact words: ‘Why don’t we fall on these scoundrels, sword in hand.’”

“It’s certainly easier than making laws,” said Andre-Louis.

“Lagron, the deputy from Ancenis in the Loire, replied, but we didn’t catch it. As he left the Manège, one of these bullies insulted him. Lagron merely pushed past, and the man pretended to have been struck and issued a challenge. They fought at dawn this morning in the Champs-Élysées, and Lagron was killed, stabbed through the stomach by a man who fought like a fencing master. Poor Lagron didn’t even own a sword; he had to borrow one for the duel.”

Andre-Louis—thinking of Vilmorin, whose experience was being repeated here—was swept by a wave of keen anger. He clenched his fists, jaw tight. Danton’s small eyes studied him closely.

“Well? What do you think of that? Noblesse oblige, eh? Well, we must pay them back the same way; meet them with their own weapons. Wipe them out; toss these murderers into oblivion by the same means.”

“But how?”

“How? Name of God! Didn’t I just say?”

“That’s why we need your help,” Le Chapelier cut in. “Surely some of your most advanced students have patriotic feelings. M. Danton’s idea is that a small group—maybe half a dozen, led by you—might teach these bullies a hard lesson.”

Andre-Louis frowned.

“And how, precisely, did M. Danton suppose this would be done?”

M. Danton explained himself, forcefully.

“Like this: We station you in the Manège as the Assembly adjourns. We point out the six leading swordsmen—let you loose to insult them before they can harass any more deputies. Then tomorrow morning, six phlebotomists get a dose of their own medicine, done professionally. That’ll give them something to consider. If need be, repeat until they learn. If you kill the ———s, all the better.”

He paused, his sallow face flushed with the excitement of his idea. Andre-Louis gazed at him inscrutably.

“Well, what do you think?”

“It’s most ingenious.” Andre-Louis turned away to the window.

“And is that all you think of it?”

“I won’t tell you the rest, because you likely wouldn’t understand. For you, M. Danton, there’s at least the excuse that you didn’t know me. But you, Isaac—to bring this proposal to me!”

Le Chapelier looked embarrassed. “I admit I hesitated,” he apologized. “But M. Danton wouldn’t believe me that the idea would not appeal to you.”

“I wouldn’t!” Danton yelled, turning on Le Chapelier, brandishing his arms. “You said he was a patriot. Patriotism knows no scruples. You call this prancing fencing-master a patriot?”

“Monsieur, would you, out of patriotism, agree to become an assassin?”

“Certainly I would! Didn’t I say so? Didn’t I say I’d gladly go among them with my club, smash them like so many fleas?”

“Why don’t you, then?”

“Why? Because they’d hang me. Didn’t I say that?”

“But what about ——— being a patriot? Why not, like Curtius, leap into the gulf since you think your country would profit from your death?”

M. Danton looked exasperated. “Because my country benefits more by my being alive.”

“Allow me, monsieur, to claim the same vanity for myself.”

“You? But where’s the danger for you? You’d do your work under the guise of duelling—just like they do.”

“Have you considered, monsieur, that the law may not view a fencing-master who kills his opponent as just another combatant, especially if it’s shown the fencing-master provoked the quarrel?”

“So! Name of a name!” M. Danton puffed out his cheeks and replied with scorn, “So you’re scared!”

“You may think so if you like—that I’m too afraid to do slyly and treacherously what a blustering patriot like yourself won’t do openly. I have other reasons. But that should be enough.”

Danton gasped, then swore more shockingly than ever.

“By ——! You’re right,” he finally admitted, to Andre-Louis’ surprise. “You’re right, and I’m wrong. I’m as poor a patriot as you and a coward too.” He invoked every god to witness his self-accusation. “Only, you see, I matter: and if they take and hang me, well, that’s life! We’ll have to find another way, monsieur. Sorry to intrude. Goodbye!” He offered his huge hand.

Le Chapelier stood, uncomfortable.

“You see, Andre? I’m sorry that…”

“Please, say no more. Come see me again soon. I would ask you to stay, but it’s striking nine, and my first student is about to arrive.”

“I wouldn’t allow it anyway,” said Danton. “The two of us will find some way to get rid of M. de La Tour d’Azyr and his friends.”

“Who?”

That sharp question, like a gunshot, stopped Danton as he was turning away. He faced them again, with Le Chapelier.

“I said M. de La Tour d’Azyr.”

“What has he to do with the plan you’re proposing?”

“Him? He leads the whole murderous crew.”

And Le Chapelier added, “It was he who killed Lagron.”

“He’s not a friend of yours, is he?” asked Danton.

“And it’s La Tour d’Azyr you want me to kill?” Andre-Louis spoke very slowly, as if turning the idea over.

“That’s it,” said Danton. “And that’s no beginner’s job, I assure you.”

“Ah, that changes things,” said Andre-Louis thoughtfully. “It poses a strong temptation.”

“Well, then…?” The Colossus stepped closer.

“Wait!” Andre-Louis raised his hand. He paced toward the window, head bowed, lost in thought.

Le Chapelier and Danton exchanged glances and waited while he pondered.

At first he wondered why he hadn’t already decided on something like this to close the old account with M. de La Tour d’Azyr. What was the use of all his skill with the sword if not for avenging Vilmorin, or protecting Aline from her own ambition? It would be easy to find La Tour d’Azyr, publicly affront him, and force a duel. But now, that would be murder—as cold and calculated as what La Tour d’Azyr did to Philippe de Vilmorin; for now, their positions were reversed, and Andre-Louis could be certain of the outcome. Morally, he dismissed this obstacle quickly. But the legal problem remained, as he had told Danton: the law in France, which would not act against La Tour d’Azyr, would move swiftly against him if he did the same. Then, suddenly, as if inspired, he saw a way—a way to bring La Tour d’Azyr to poetic justice, make him come, self-assured, to provoke Andre-Louis and bring the blame on himself.

He turned to face them. They saw he was very pale, his dark eyes burning.

“It may not be easy to find a replacement for poor Lagron,” he said. “Our countrymen will scarcely compete for the chance to be cut down by Privilege.”

“True,” said Le Chapelier glumly; then, as if realizing Andre-Louis’s thought: “Andre!” he cried, “Would you…?”

“That’s what I was thinking. It would give me a legitimate seat in the Assembly. If your Tour d’Azyrs come after me then, well, their blood will be on their own heads. I certainly won’t discourage them.” He smiled curiously. “I’m just a rogue who tries to be honest—Scaramouche as always; a creature of sophistries. Do you think Ancenis would have me as its representative?”

“Will it have Omnes Omnibus for its representative?” Le Chapelier laughed eagerly. “Ancenis will feel honored. It’s not Rennes or Nantes, as you might have wished, but it gives you a voice for Brittany.”

“I would need to go to Ancenis…”

“No need at all. A letter from me to the Municipality and they’ll confirm you immediately. You don’t have to leave here. In two weeks, it will be arranged. Shall we consider it settled?”

Andre-Louis considered briefly. There was his academy; but he could arrange for Le Duc and Galoche to run it, with his overall direction. Le Duc was now a fully qualified master, and trustworthy. A third assistant could be hired if needed.

“So be it,” he said at last.

Le Chapelier shook his hand and began congratulating him, until the red-coated giant interrupted from the doorway.

“But what does this mean for our business, anyway?” he asked. “Does it mean that once you’re a representative, you won’t mind running M. le Marquis through?”

“If M. le Marquis invites it, as he surely will.”

“I see the distinction,” said M. Danton, sneering. “You have a clever mind.” He turned to Le Chapelier. “You said he used to be a lawyer, didn’t you?”

“Yes, I was a lawyer, and later a mountebank.”

“And this is the result!”

“As you say. And you know—we’re not so different, you and I.” “What?”

“I once went about urging others to kill the man I wanted dead. You’d call me a coward, I suppose.”

Le Chapelier got ready to step between them as the clouds gathered on the giant’s face. Then they parted with another thunderous laugh.

“You’ve hit me for the second time, and in the same spot. Ah, you’re a fencer, my lad. We should be friends. Rue des Cordeliers is where I live. Any—scoundrel will direct you to Danton’s lodgings. Desmoulins lives below. Come visit any evening. There’s never a lack of bottles for a friend.”




CHAPTER VII. THE SPADASSINICIDES

After being away a little more than a week, M. le Marquis de La Tour d’Azyr returned to his seat on the Cote Droit of the National Assembly. Strictly speaking, by this point we ought to refer to him as the former Marquis de La Tour d’Azyr, for it was now September 1790, two months after the decree—proposed by that outspoken Breton reformer, Le Chapelier—that abolished hereditary nobility. The decree stated that nobility should be no more hereditary than infamy; just as the stigma of criminal punishment should not mark the possibly worthy descendants of a convicted man, neither should the glory of noble achievement elevate the possibly unworthy heirs of someone who had once been honorable. Thus, hereditary nobility was abolished, and coats of arms were thrown onto the scrapheap of outmoded ideas, discarded by a generation of philosophers determined to enlighten their nation. M. le Comte de Lafayette, who had supported this motion, left the Assembly as plain M. Motier, the great tribune Count Mirabeau became simply M. Riquetti, and M. le Marquis de La Tour d’Azyr was now just M. Lesarques. The vote occurred during one of those moments of enthusiasm leading up to the great National Festival of the Champ de Mars, and no doubt many regretted their decision the following day. So, although it was law by now, it was not a law anyone was yet eager to enforce.

But that, as I’ve said, is beside the point. It was September, the weather dull and rainy, and some of that damp gloom had seeped into the Manege’s long hall, where eight or nine hundred of the nation’s representatives sat in eight rows of green benches, arranged elliptically in tiered rows around the area called La Piste.

The constitution-builders were debating whether the body that would succeed the Constituent Assembly should collaborate with the King, whether it should be periodic or permanent, and whether it should govern by two chambers or one.

The Abbe Maury, son of a cobbler and therefore now—thanks to these days of opposites—the chief orator for the Right (the “Blacks,” as those who defended Privilege in its decline were called), was in the tribune. He was advocating for a two-chamber system modelled after the English Parliament. If anything, he was even more long-winded and tedious than usual; his arguments took on a sermonic quality; the Assembly’s tribune became a pulpit, but the Assembly members became less and less like a congregation. They fidgeted beneath his unceasing, pompous speech, and it was in vain that the four ushers, in black satin breeches with powdered wigs, chains of office, and gilded swords, circulated in the Piste, clapping their hands and hissing,

“Silence! En place!”

The President’s sporadic ringing of the bell from his green-covered table facing the tribune was equally futile. Abbe Maury had talked too long, and long staled his audience’s interest. At last, realizing this, he stopped. The general hum of conversation returned, then suddenly quieted. A hush of expectation fell; heads turned, necks craned. Even the secretaries at the round table below the President roused themselves to observe the young man mounting the tribune for the first time.

“M. Andre-Louis Moreau, deputy-suppleant, vice Emmanuel Lagron, deceased, for Ancenis in the Department of the Loire.”

M. de La Tour d’Azyr snapped out of the gloomy reverie he’d been in. The successor to the deputy he’d killed was, in any case, of particular interest. Imagine how much more that interest grew when he heard the name, and, looking across, recognized in Andre-Louis Moreau the young adversary who continually crossed his path and exerted, time and again, an unsettling, almost sinister influence, making him regret not having killed him at Gavrillac two years ago. That Andre-Louis should step into Lagron’s vacant seat seemed too unlikely for mere coincidence—a direct challenge.

He considered the young man with more wonder than anger, and grew uneasy with a sense of foreboding.

From the outset, the presence that he sensed as a challenge made that point unmistakably clear.

“I come before you,” Andre-Louis began, “as a deputy-suppleant to fill the place of one who was murdered some three weeks ago.”

This was a provocative beginning, instantly drawing indignant outcries from the Right. Andre-Louis paused, and looked at them, smiling a little—a young man full of confidence.

“The gentlemen of the Right, M. le President, do not appear to like my words. But that is not surprising. The gentlemen of the Right notoriously do not like the truth.”

This time, the Left roared with laughter, while the Right responded with angry shouts. The ushers hurried around faster than usual, clapping and calling in vain for order.

The President rang his bell.

Above the commotion came La Tour d’Azyr’s voice, rising up from his seat: “Mountebank! This is not the theatre!”

“No, monsieur, it’s becoming a hunting-ground for bully-swordsmen,” Andre-Louis shot back, and the uproar intensified.

Andre-Louis looked around and waited. Close by, he saw Le Chapelier grinning encouragement, and Kersain, another Breton deputy, giving him a quiet, approving nod. Farther away was the impressive figure of Mirabeau, head thrown back, large eyes watching in curiosity, and among the sea of faces, the pale countenance of the Arras lawyer Robespierre—or de Robespierre, as he now called himself, having adopted the aristocratic “de” as the privilege of a distinguished statesman. With his upturned nose, carefully curled hair, and chin held high, the Arras deputy eyed Andre-Louis, peering through a spyglass, his thin lips twisted into that sly tiger-cat smile that would later become so notorious.

Gradually, the uproar faded enough for the President to speak. Leaning forward, he soberly addressed the young man:

“Monsieur, if you wish to be heard, I beg you not to provoke with your language.” Then, turning to the others: “Gentlemen, if we are to proceed, please restrain your feelings until the deputy-suppleant has finished his remarks.”

“I will try, M. le President, to comply, leaving provocation to the gentlemen of the Right. If any words I’ve used so far have been provocative, I regret it. But I had to refer to the distinguished deputy whose seat I now occupy, and I could hardly avoid referring to the event that led to this sad necessity. The deputy Lagron was a man of rare nobility—a selfless, duty-driven, zealous man, inspired by the goal of fulfilling his duty to his electors and to this Assembly. He possessed what his opponents would call a dangerous gift of eloquence.”

La Tour d’Azyr squirmed at the familiar phrase—his own phrase—the same he once used to justify his action in killing Philippe de Vilmorin, a phrase that kept being thrown back at him with bitter vengeance.

Then the sharp, witty voice of Canales—the Privileged party’s own rapier—broke the momentary pause.

“M. le President,” he asked with heavy solemnity, “has the deputy-suppleant mounted the tribune to debate the constitution of the legislative assemblies, or to deliver a funeral oration for the late deputy Lagron?”

This time, the Right burst out laughing, until silenced by the deputy-suppleant.

“That laughter is obscene!” In this truly Gallic manner, he hurled his challenge in Privilege’s face, making it clear he would not deal in half measures; the laughter dried up at once, replaced by rage.

He continued, solemnly.

“You all know how Lagron died. Merely mentioning his death takes courage; to laugh about it shows something I won’t try to describe. If I brought his death up, it’s only because my own presence here seems to require it. I have to shoulder the burden he set down. I do not claim to match Lagron’s strength, courage, or wisdom, but what strength and courage and wisdom I have, I will devote to that duty. And let those who might try it take warning: the methods used to silence that eloquent voice shall not be used to silence mine.”

There was a faint murmur of applause from the Left, and snickers of contempt from the Right.

“Rhodomont!” a voice called.

He looked toward the group of swordsmen among the Right and smiled. His lips formed a silent message:

“No, my friend—Scaramouche; Scaramouche, the sly and dangerous man who moves toward his goal by cunning ways.” Aloud, he continued: “M. le President, there are those who don’t seem to grasp that our purpose here is to create laws by which France can be justly governed—to lift her from the brink of bankruptcy she is in danger of falling into. For some, it seems, want not laws but blood. I warn them solemnly: this blood will end up choking them, unless they learn to abandon force and let reason prevail.”

Again, something in his words triggered a memory for La Tour d’Azyr. Turning in the renewed uproar, he spoke to his cousin Chabrillane beside him.

“A daring fellow, this bastard of Gavrillac’s,” he said.

Chabrillane stared at him, eyes flashing, face pale with rage.

“Let him talk as much as he likes. I doubt he’ll be heard again after today. Leave him to me.”

La Tour, though he couldn’t have explained why, leaned back in relief. He had been thinking action was needed, and that he had to take up the challenge. But despite his anger, he felt an odd disinclination. This young man had a way of recalling old memories—too vividly—of the young priest killed in the garden behind the Breton inn at Gavrillac. Not that the death of Philippe de Vilmorin weighed on M. de La Tour d’Azyr’s conscience—he felt fully justified in what he’d done. It was just that, brought back to mind, the whole scene was deeply unpleasant: the heartbroken boy kneeling over the body of his friend, almost begging to be killed too, calling the Marquis murderer and coward in hopes of provoking him further.

Meanwhile, having moved past the subject of Lagron’s death, the deputy-suppleant had finally shifted into order, addressing the real matter under debate. He offered nothing remarkable; he argued nothing definite. His remarks on the subject were brief; it was a pretext, not his purpose for taking the tribune.

Later, as he left the hall with Le Chapelier at his side, he found himself surrounded as if by a protective escort of deputies—mainly Bretons—intent on shielding him from the inevitable provocations his own bold words in the Assembly were sure to draw. For a moment, the huge figure of Mirabeau joined him.

“Congratulations, M. Moreau,” the great man said. “You acquitted yourself ably. They’ll want your blood now, of course. But be prudent, monsieur, if I may offer advice—don’t let a false idea of chivalry mislead you. Ignore their challenges. I do so myself. There are over fifty men on my list who’ve challenged me—and there they can stay. Refuse to give what they call satisfaction, and all will be well.” Andre-Louis smiled and sighed.

“That takes courage,” said the “hypocrite.”

“Of course it does. But you seem to have plenty.”

“Perhaps not enough. But I’ll do my best.”

They passed through the vestibule, lined with hostile Right deputies waiting for the outspoken young man who had insulted them in the Assembly, but Andre-Louis’ Bretons kept anyone from reaching him.

Now out under the awning at the carriage entrance, with rain pouring down and the ground churning into mud, Andre-Louis and Le Chapelier hesitated at the edge of the cover.

Chabrillane, seeing his opportunity, had slipped out into the rain and came face to face with the bold young Breton. He pushed Andre-Louis rudely aside, as if making room under the shelter.

Andre-Louis had no delusions about the Chevalier’s intentions, nor did those nearby, who too late tried to close in around him. He was disappointed—it was not Chabrillane he was expecting. Chabrillane mistook Andre-Louis’ look for fear.

But if Chabrillane was to be his challenger, so be it.

“I believe you’re pushing against me, monsieur,” he said politely, and with arm and shoulder, pushed Chabrillane back into the rain.

“I wish to take shelter, monsieur,” Chabrillane demanded.

“You can do that without standing on my feet. I have a strong dislike of anyone stepping on my feet; they’re very sensitive. Perhaps you didn’t know that, monsieur. Please, let’s not discuss this further.”

“I wasn’t speaking, you brute!” retorted Chabrillane a bit awkwardly.

“Weren’t you? I thought maybe you were about to apologize.”

“Apologize?” Chabrillane laughed. “To you! You are a joke.” With that, he stepped under the awning again, in full view of everyone, and again rudely shoved Andre-Louis.

“Ah!” cried Andre-Louis, feigning pain. “You hurt me, monsieur. I told you not to push me.” He raised his voice so all could hear, and again pushed Chabrillane out into the rain.

For all his slender build, Andre-Louis’ daily fencing practice had given him a strong arm. He also added his weight to the push. Chabrillane reeled backward, stumbled over a timber left by workmen that morning, and landed in the mud.

A roar of laughter erupted from all who saw the fine gentleman’s fall. Furious and caked with mud, Chabrillane sprang at Andre-Louis.

“You’ll answer for this!” he spat. “I’ll kill you for it.”

His flushed face was inches from Andre-Louis’. Andre-Louis laughed. In the silence, everyone heard his next words.

“Oh, is that what you wanted? Why not say so before? You’d have saved me knocking you down. I thought gentlemen of your profession settled these matters with a bit of dignity and style. Had you done so, you might have saved your breeches.”

“How soon shall we settle this?” snapped Chabrillane, livid.

“Whenever you wish, monsieur. Name the time you’d like to kill me. Wasn’t that what you threatened?” Andre-Louis was all polite composure.

“To-morrow morning, in the Bois. Perhaps you’ll bring a friend.”

“Of course, monsieur. To-morrow morning, then. Let’s hope the weather is clear—I can’t stand the rain.”

Chabrillane stared at him in amazement. Andre-Louis smiled sweetly.

“Don’t let me keep you, monsieur. We understand each other. I’ll be in the Bois at nine tomorrow morning.”

“That’s too late for me.”

“Any earlier is too early for me—I dislike breaking my habits. Nine, or not at all, as you please.”

“But I must be at the Assembly at nine!”

“I’m sorry, monsieur. You’ll have to kill me first, and I dislike being killed before nine.”

This complete reversal of normal procedure was too much for M. de Chabrillane. Here was a rustic deputy using the same mocking tone his own class used for their Third Estate victims. To top it off, Andre-Louis—ever the actor, ever Scaramouche—produced his snuffbox, offering it casually to Le Chapelier before taking some himself.

Even after such humiliation, Chabrillane was not allowed a dignified exit.

“Very well, monsieur,” he said. “Nine o’clock, then; we’ll see if you’re so bold afterwards.”

With that, he departed, booed by the provincial deputies, his anger worsened by the street urchins who laughed at his muddy, filthy breeches and coat as he made his way down the Rue Dauphine.

But though the deputies of the Third had outwardly laughed, inside they trembled with fear and outrage. This was too much. Lagron killed by one of these bullies, and now his successor challenged—and likely to be killed, too—on his first day in Lagron’s seat. Many came to beg Andre-Louis not to go to the Bois, to ignore the challenge—a transparent ploy to get rid of him. He listened seriously, shook his head gloomily, and finally promised to think it over.

He showed up at his seat for the afternoon session as if unbothered.

But in the morning, as the Assembly convened, his place was empty—and so was Chabrillane’s. Gloom and resentment hung over the Third, sharpening their debates. They disapproved of their recruit’s recklessness; some openly criticized his lack of caution. Few—only those in Le Chapelier’s confidence—really expected to see him again.

So when he arrived, calm and collected, a little after ten, they stared in amazement and relief. The speaker—one of the Privileged—stopped mid-sentence in disbelief. What could this mean? Then someone, to satisfy the general curiosity, explained the only way they could.

“They haven’t met. He backed out at the last minute.”

Everyone accepted this explanation. But as Andre-Louis reached his seat and heard the comment, he felt he must clarify the truth.

“M. le President, my apologies for my late arrival.” This was unnecessary—a bit of theatrical flair typical of Scaramouche. “I have been detained by an urgent engagement. I also bring the apologies of M. de Chabrillane. He, unfortunately, will be permanently absent from this Assembly in future.”

A pall of silence fell. Andre-Louis took his seat.




CHAPTER VIII. THE PALADIN OF THE THIRD

M. Le Chevalier de Chabrillane had been, as you may recall, closely involved in the wrongful affair that led to the death of Philippe de Vilmorin. We know enough to legitimately suspect that he was not only La Tour d’Azyr’s second in that encounter, but also an instigator of the whole business. Therefore, Andre-Louis may have felt a justified satisfaction in offering up the Chevalier’s life to the spirit of his murdered friend. He might have seen it as an act of justice that could not be secured any other way. And it is important to remember that Chabrillane went to the meeting with full confidence, believing that he—a seasoned swordsman—would face an unskilled bourgeois. Morally, then, he was little above a murderer, and for him to fall into the trap he had intended for Andre-Louis was fitting poetic justice. Yet, even so, I would find the cynical tone on which Andre-Louis announced the outcome to the Assembly utterly detestable if I believed it was sincere. It would justify Aline’s opinion—one she shared with many who had come to know him—that Andre-Louis was entirely heartless.

You have seen something of this heartlessness in his reaction upon discovering La Binet’s faithlessness, although his subsequent attempt at revenge undermines that impression. His later contempt for the woman, I believe, grew out of the affection he held for her for a time. I do not think that affection was as deep as he first imagined, but neither was it as shallow as he pretended by making it seem he had completely erased her from his mind after learning her true character. And, as I have pointed out, his actions do not support that belief. Again, his cold cynicism about hoping he had killed Binet is also mostly an affectation. Realizing that such people as Binet are better gone from the world, he likely felt no remorse; you must remember, he had that rare clear vision that sees things in their true proportions and does not exaggerate or diminish them because of sentimental feelings. At the same time, for him to consider the taking of a life with such total and calculated indifference, no matter the justification, is quite unbelievable.

In a similar way, it’s hard to believe that, coming straight from the Bois de Boulogne and directly after killing a man, he would sincerely express his feelings in such shockingly flippant terms. He was not so completely the embodiment of Scaramouche. But he was always enough so as to mask his true feelings with a striking gesture, and to hide his real thoughts with a well-chosen phrase. He was always acting, a man constantly considering what impact he would make, always careful to avoid self-revelation, always intent on hiding his true self behind an invented persona. There was a mischievousness in this, among other qualities.

No one laughed at his flippancy now. He had not intended them to. He intended to be frightening; and he knew that the more casual and offhand his tone, the more menacing the effect would be. He achieved exactly the effect he wanted.

What happened next, in a place where feelings and customs had deteriorated as they had, is not hard to guess. After the meeting adjourned, a dozen swordsmen waited for him in the vestibule—and this time, men from his own party were less eager to protect him. He seemed so thoroughly able to defend himself; he appeared, despite his caution, to have completely taken the battle to the enemy, so fully adopting their tactics, that his allies scarcely felt the need to shield him as they had the day before.

As he emerged, he looked over that hostile line, whose appearance and dress clearly marked them for what they were. He paused, searching for the man he expected—the one he most hoped to meet. But M. de La Tour d’Azyr was missing from those eager ranks. This struck him as strange. La Tour d’Azyr was Chabrillane’s cousin and closest friend; surely he would be among the first today. The truth was, La Tour d’Azyr was too deeply stunned and saddened by the entirely unforeseen situation. His vindictiveness was also oddly restrained. Perhaps he too remembered Chabrillane’s role in the Gavrillac affair, and saw in the obscure Andre-Louis Moreau—who had so doggedly opposed him ever since—a kind of destined avenger. The sense of disgust he felt at the prospect of confronting him, especially after this latest incident, was confusing even to himself. But it was there, and it held him back.

To Andre-Louis, given that La Tour was not among that hostile group, it mattered little who would be next that Tuesday morning. As it turned out, the next was the young Vicomte de La Motte-Royau, one of the most skilled swordsmen in the group.

On Wednesday morning, once again arriving a little late to the Assembly, Andre-Louis announced—in terms much like those he used for Chabrillane’s death—that M. de La Motte-Royau would probably not trouble the Assembly for some weeks, assuming he should be fortunate enough to eventually recover from the effects of an unforeseen accident he had the misfortune to encounter that morning.

On Thursday, he made a similar announcement about the Vidame de Blavon. On Friday, he said he had been delayed by M. de Troiscantins, and then, turning to the members of the Cote Droit, lengthening his face with sympathetic seriousness:

“I am glad to inform you, gentlemen, that M. des Troiscantins is in the hands of a very skilled surgeon who hopes, with care, to return him to your meetings in a few weeks.”

It was shocking—fantastic and unreal; friend and foe alike sat dumbfounded at his calm daily reports. Four of the fiercest swordfighters put out of commission for a while, one of them dead—and all of it announced with such nonchalance by a mere provincial lawyer!

In their eyes, he began to take on a romantic aura. Even that group of philosophers on the Cote Gauche who refused to worship any force but reason began to regard him with a respect and seriousness that no amount of oratorical achievement could have earned.

And from the Assembly, his reputation gradually spread throughout Paris. Desmoulins wrote a tribute to him in his newspaper “Les Revolutions,” calling him the “Paladin of the Third Estate,” a name that caught the public’s imagination and stuck for quite a while. He was mentioned with disdain in the “Actes des Apotres”—the satirical paper of the privileged party, so playfully and provocatively edited by gentlemen suffering from remarkable mental short-sightedness.

On the Friday of that remarkably busy week in the life of this young man—who, even afterwards, would keep insisting he was not a man of action—the vestibule of the Manege was free of swordsmen when he made his routine and expectant exit between Le Chapelier and Kersain.

He was so surprised, he stopped in his tracks.

“Have they had enough?” he wondered, directing his question to Le Chapelier.

“I should think so,” was the reply. “They’ll probably look for an easier target next time.”

This was disappointing to Andre-Louis. He had gone along with this series of duels for a very specific purpose. The victory over Chabrillane had been, as far as it went, satisfying. He regarded it as something of a pleasant appetizer. But the subsequent three adversaries were of no particular interest to him. He faced them out of a certain reluctance, and dealt with each as gently as he could, given his own need for safety. Would his tormentors now stop while the very man he was after had not shown himself? If so, he would have to force the action!

Outside, beneath the awning, a group of gentlemen stood in serious conversation. Glancing swiftly at them, Andre-Louis spotted M. de La Tour d’Azyr among them. He pressed his lips together. He must not provoke anything; it was up to them to direct any quarrels at him. Already that morning “Actes des Apotres” had exposed his identity, announcing him as the fencing-master of the Rue du Hasard, successor to Bertrand des Amis. Even before, it had been risky for a man of his social standing to enter into duels; now this exposure, framed as an aristocratic justification, made it twice as dangerous.

Nevertheless, things could not stay as they were, or all his efforts would be in vain. Deliberately looking away from that group, he raised his voice so his words would reach their ears.

“It looks like my fear of having to spend the rest of my days in the Bois was unfounded.”

Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed the stir his words caused in the group—the members had turned to look at him; but, for the moment, that was all. A bit more was needed. Walking casually between his friends, he continued:

“But isn’t it strange that Lagron’s assassin should make no move against Lagron’s successor? Or maybe it isn’t strange. Maybe there are reasons. Perhaps the gentleman is cautious.”

By now he had passed the group, letting his last remark linger behind him, and he added laughter, insolent and provoking.

He did not have long to wait. A brisk step sounded behind him, and a hand grabbed his shoulder, spinning him around. He found himself facing M. de La Tour d’Azyr, whose handsome features were calm and composed, but whose eyes gave away a sudden blaze of passion. Behind him, several from the group approached slowly. The others—like Andre-Louis’ two companions—stood and watched.

“You referred to me, I think,” said the Marquis quietly.

“I mentioned an assassin—yes. But to my friends here.” Andre-Louis’ tone was just as quiet, indeed even more so, for he was the more experienced actor.

“You spoke loudly enough for others to hear,” replied the Marquis, addressing the implication that he had been eavesdropping.

“Those who want to overhear often manage it.”

“I see it is your aim to be offensive.”

“Oh, you are mistaken, M. le Marquis. I do not wish to be offensive. But I do object to being grabbed, especially by hands I cannot consider clean. Under the circumstances, you can hardly expect me to be polite.”

The elder man’s eyelids flickered. For a moment he almost admired Andre-Louis’ composure; more likely, he feared his own would appear wanting by comparison. Because of this, he lost his temper entirely and lost self-control.

“You called me the assassin of Lagron. I will not pretend to misunderstand you. You explained your views to me once before, and I have not forgotten.”

“What a compliment, monsieur!”

“You called me an assassin before because I used my skill to dispose of a dangerous hothead who made life unsafe for me. But how are you any better, M. the fencing-master, when you pit yourself against men whose skill is naturally less than your own!”

M. de La Tour d’Azyr’s friends looked concerned and serious. It was truly incredible to see such a distinguished gentleman degrade himself by arguing with a mere lawyer-swordsman. Worse still, he was being made to look foolish.

“I pit myself against them?” said Andre-Louis, with a touch of amused protest. “Oh, pardon me, M. le Marquis; it is they who choose to oppose me—so stupidly. They push me, slap my face, tread on my toes, insult me. So I am a fencing-master? Does that mean I must submit to any insult from your ill-mannered friends? Perhaps if they had known sooner that I am a fencing-master, their manners would have been better. But to blame me for that! Absurd!”

“Comedian,” the Marquis sneered. “Does that change the facts? Are these men you have fought against men who make their living with the sword, as you do?”

“On the contrary, M. le Marquis, I found them men who died by the sword with surprising ease. I cannot believe you wish to join their number.”

“And why not?” La Tour d’Azyr’s face flushed before that taunt.

“Oh,” Andre-Louis raised his eyebrows and pursed his lips, a man deep in thought. He spoke slowly. “Because, monsieur, you prefer easy victims—the Lagrons and Vilmorins of this world, lambs for your butchering. That’s why.”

At that, the Marquis struck him.

Andre-Louis stepped back. His eyes flashed for a moment; but in the next, he smiled up at his tall opponent.

“No better than the rest, after all! Well, well. Notice, if you will, how history repeats itself—with certain differences. Because poor Vilmorin could not accept a vile lie you provoked him with, he struck you. Because you cannot tolerate an equally vile truth I’ve spoken, you strike me. Yet the vileness is always yours. And now as then, for the striker there is…” He omitted the rest. “But why spell it out? You remember what comes next. You wrote it yourself with the point of your quick sword that day. Still, I’ll meet you if you insist, monsieur.”

“What else do you think I desire? Conversation?”

Andre-Louis turned to his friends and shrugged. “So, another journey to the Bois. Isaac, perhaps you’ll speak to one of M. le Marquis’ friends, and arrange for nine o’clock tomorrow, as usual?”

“Not tomorrow,” interrupted the Marquis to Le Chapelier. “I have a commitment in the country I cannot postpone.”

Le Chapelier looked to Andre-Louis.

“Then for M. le Marquis’ convenience, let’s say Sunday at the same time.”

“I do not duel on Sunday. I am not a pagan to violate the holy day.”

“But surely, the good Lord would not dare to condemn a gentleman of M. le Marquis’ rank for such a thing? Well, Isaac, arrange for Monday, unless it is a holiday, or monsieur has some other pressing engagement. I leave it in your hands.”

He bowed with the air of a man tired of such details, and, taking Kersain’s arm, withdrew.

“Heavens above! What a knack you have for this,” said the Breton deputy, entirely unaccustomed to such matters.

“Of course I do. I learned from their own example.” He laughed, in high spirits. And Kersain joined those who saw Andre-Louis as a man without heart or conscience.

But in his “Confessions” he tells us—and here is one of those glimpses that show the real man beneath all the posturing—that that night he knelt to commune with his dead friend Philippe and to call upon his spirit to witness that he was at last about to take the final step in fulfilling the oath he had sworn at Gavrillac two years earlier.




CHAPTER IX. TORN PRIDE

M. de La Tour d’Azyr’s engagement in the country that Sunday was with M. de Kercadiou. To keep this appointment, he drove out early to Meudon, carrying with him a copy of the latest “Les Actes des Apotres,” a journal whose witty jibes at the expense of the revolutionaries greatly amused the Seigneur de Gavrillac. The scorn and venom it heaped upon those worthless scoundrels offered him a measure of comfort against the discomforts of exile brought on by their detestable actions.

Twice in the last month, M. de La Tour d’Azyr had visited the Lord of Gavrillac at Meudon, and the sight of Aline—so sweet and fresh, so bright and lively—had rekindled in him desires he had thought long dead. He wanted her as a man desires Heaven. I believe it was the purest passion of his life; had it come to him earlier, he might have become a very different man. The cruelest wound of his selfish life was dealt when she sent word, quite definitely after the affair at the Feydau, that she could never receive him again under any circumstances. With that single incident—that disgraceful riot—he lost both a mistress he cherished and a wife he had come to need for his very soul. The sordid love of La Binet might have comforted him for the loss of his great love for Aline, just as for his exalted love for Aline he had been willing to give up his attachment to La Binet. But the misfortune of the riot had taken both from him at once. Faithful to his word to Sautron, he had ended things with La Binet, only to find that Aline, too, had ended things with him. And by the time he recovered enough to think of La Binet again, the actress had vanished without trace.

For all this, he blamed—and blamed most bitterly—Andre-Louis. That low-born provincial upstart pursued him like a Nemesis; he had become, in fact, the evil genius of his life. That was it: the evil genius of his life! And odds were that on Monday… He did not like to dwell on Monday. He was not particularly afraid of death. He had the usual courage of his kind in that regard—too brave, and too confident in his skill, to seriously consider the possibility of dying in a duel. Only, it seemed like a fitting end to all the misfortune he had suffered, both directly and indirectly, because of Andre-Louis Moreau, that he should die ignobly by his hand. He could almost hear that insolent, pleasant voice making some flippant announcement to the Assembly on Monday morning.

He forced aside the gloom, irritated with himself for feeling it. It was sentimental folly. After all, Chabrillane and La Motte-Royau were exceptional swordsmen, but neither truly matched his own formidable skill. As he drove through the country lanes, filled with pleasant September sunlight, his mood lifted. His spirits rose. A premonition of victory stirred within him. The Monday meeting, which he had so unreasonably feared, he now began to anticipate. It would provide the means to put an end to the persecution he had suffered. He would crush this insolent and persistent pest who had stung him at every opportunity. Buoyed by this optimism, he became more hopeful about his chances with Aline.

At their first meeting, a month ago, he had spoken with complete honesty to her. He explained his true motives for going to the Feydau that night, making her realize she had judged him unfairly. True, he had gone no further than this.

But that was quite a start. And during their last meeting, a fortnight ago, she had received him with open friendliness—though a bit reserved, as was to be expected until he declared his revived hope of winning her. He now considered himself a fool for delaying his return until today.

So, in this mood of renewed confidence—confidence risen from the ashes of despair—he arrived at Meudon on Sunday morning. He was cheerful and sociable with M. de Kercadiou while waiting in the salon for mademoiselle to arrive. He spoke confidently about the country’s future. Signs already suggested—he wore the rosiest spectacles that morning—a change of opinion, a more moderate tone. The Nation was beginning to realize the direction these lawyers were leading it. He pulled out “The Acts of the Apostles” and read a biting paragraph. Then, when mademoiselle finally appeared, he handed the journal to M. de Kercadiou.

M. de Kercadiou, considering his niece’s prospects, took the paper into the garden, positioning himself where he could keep the couple in view, as his duty required, but remain out of earshot.

The Marquis seized the opportunity, aware it might be brief. He openly declared himself, begging, imploring to be accepted back into Aline’s good graces—at least to have hope that someday soon she might consider him more closely.

“Mademoiselle,” he told her, his voice vibrating with deep feeling, “you cannot doubt my utter sincerity. The constancy of my devotion should prove this to you. It was just that I should be banished from you, since I showed myself unworthy of the great honor I sought. But this exile has not lessened my devotion. If you knew what I have suffered, you would agree I have paid dearly for my failing.”

She looked at him with a gentle, wistful cast to her lovely face.

“Monsieur, it’s not you whom I doubt. It’s myself.”

“You mean your feelings for me?”

“Yes.”

“But that I can understand. After all that’s happened…”

“It was always so, monsieur,” she interrupted quietly. “You speak of me as if you lost me by your own actions. That’s saying too much. Let me be frank. Monsieur, I was never yours to lose. I appreciate the honor you offer. I esteem you deeply…”

“But, then,” he interrupted confidently, “from such a beginning…”

“Who can say it’s a beginning? Might it not be the whole? Had I loved you, monsieur, I would have sent for you after the incident you mention. At least, I would not have condemned you without hearing your explanation. As it was…” She shrugged, smiling gently, sadly. “You see…”

But his optimism, far from dashed, was instead encouraged. “But it gives me hope, mademoiselle. If I already have this much, I can confidently hope to gain more. I will prove myself worthy. I swear it. Whoever is privileged to be near you would want nothing more than to make himself worthy.”

And before she could respond, M. de Kercadiou came bustling through the window, spectacles on his forehead, face flushed, waving “The Acts of the Apostles,” and, for the moment, speechless.

Had the Marquis spoken his mind aloud, it would have been profane. Instead, he bit his lip in vexation at this poorly timed interruption.

Aline jumped up, startled by her uncle’s agitation.

“What’s happened?”

“Happened?” He finally found his voice. “The scoundrel! The faithless traitor! I agreed to forgive the past on the condition that he avoid revolutionary politics in the future. He agreed, and now”—he slapped the news-sheet—“he’s betrayed me again. Not only has he returned to politics, but he is now a member of the Assembly, and what’s worse, he has used his skills as a fencing-master, turning himself into a bully. My God! Is there any law left in France?”

One lingering doubt M. de La Tour d’Azyr had—though faint—had tempered his rising optimism: it concerned this Moreau and his relationship with M. de Kercadiou. He knew what their connection had been, how it had changed due to Moreau’s actions against the class of his benefactor. But he did not know they had reconciled. For the past month—since Andre-Louis had, out of necessity, resumed political engagement—he had stayed away from Meudon, and his name hadn’t come up in La Tour d’Azyr’s presence on earlier visits. He discovered the reconciliation now—but learned at the same time that the breach had reopened, deeper than ever. Without hesitation, he revealed his own situation.

“There is a law,” he replied. “The law that this reckless young man himself calls upon: the law of the sword.” He spoke gravely, even with sadness, knowing how delicate the ground was. “He cannot continue forever down this path of evil and murder. Sooner or later, he’ll meet a sword that avenges the others. You’ll see my cousin Chabrillane is among this murderer’s victims—he died on Tuesday last.”

“If I haven’t offered my condolences, Azyr, it’s because my outrage drowns every other feeling. The scoundrel! You say that sooner or later he will meet a sword to avenge the others. I pray it happens soon.”

The Marquis replied quietly, with only sorrow in his voice. “I believe your prayer will be answered. This unfortunate young man has an appointment for tomorrow, when he may face his reckoning.”

He spoke with such sure conviction it sounded like a death sentence. His words halted M. de Kercadiou’s anger; the color drained from his flushed face and dread appeared in his pale eyes, showing M. de La Tour d’Azyr more clearly than words could that M. de Kercadiou’s harsh words were spontaneous anger—the wish for vengeance was unconsciously insincere. Now, facing the reality that punishment was impending for his godson, his true gentleness and kindness rose up; his anger was swallowed by fear; his affection for the boy surfaced, making Andre-Louis’s crime pale beside the threatened penalty.

M. de Kercadiou moistened his lips.

“With whom is this arrangement?” he asked, managing to steady his voice with effort.

M. de La Tour d’Azyr bowed his handsome head, eyes on the shining parquet floor. “With myself,” he replied quietly, already bracing himself, knowing his answer would bring distress. He heard a faint cry from Aline; saw M. de Kercadiou’s sudden recoil; and quickly launched into the explanation he thought necessary.

“Because of his connection to you, sir, and out of respect for you, I tried my best to avoid this, though, as you can imagine, the death of my cousin Chabrillane called me to action, and I was aware my caution was being criticized by my friends. But yesterday, this unrestrained young man made it impossible. He deliberately and publicly provoked me, delivered a gross insult, and… tomorrow morning in the Bois… we meet.”

He hesitated at the end, fully aware how hostile the atmosphere had become. M. de Kercadiou’s earlier change of tone had prepared him for the uncle’s hostility; mademoiselle’s hostility surprised him.

He now understood the new obstacles his chosen course brought. Another barrier stood in the path he had just, he thought, cleared. Yet his pride and sense of justice would brook no retreat.

He realized, looking from uncle to niece, with a glance now oddly furtive, that even if he killed Andre-Louis the next day as he intended, Andre-Louis, by his death, would still take vengeance upon him. He had not exaggerated in believing Andre-Louis Moreau was the evil genius of his life. He saw now that, even if he killed him, he could never truly conquer him. Andre-Louis Moreau would always have the last word. Bitter, angry, and humiliated—an almost new feeling—he realized this, and this realization only hardened his resolve, despite recognizing its futility.

Outwardly, he remained calm and composed, suggesting a man accepting his fate from necessity. There was as little to criticize in his stance as there was any use in trying to dissuade him. M. de Kercadiou saw this.

“My God!” was all he could manage, scarcely above a whisper, almost a groan.

M. de La Tour d’Azyr did, as always, what courtesy demanded. He took his leave. He knew it would be impossible, indecent, to linger where his news had caused such an effect. So he left, bitter as only the memory of his earlier optimism could make him—the sweet fruit of hope turning to gall as it touched his lips. Yes; the last word would always belong to Andre-Louis Moreau.

Uncle and niece stared at each other as the Marquis departed, horror in both their eyes. Aline was nearly deathly pale, and as she stood she wrung her hands in pain.

“Why didn’t you ask him—beg him…” She trailed off.

“To what end? He’s in the right, and… and there are things one cannot ask; things it would be needless humiliation to request.” He sat, groaning. “Oh, the poor lad—the poor, misguided boy.”

Neither doubted what the outcome would be. La Tour d’Azyr’s calm confidence was contagious. He was no empty braggart, and both knew his formidable reputation as a swordsman.

“What does humiliation matter? A life is at stake—Andre’s life.”

“I know. My God, don’t I know? And I would humble myself if I thought it would do any good. But Azyr is a hard, relentless man, and…”

Abruptly, she left him.

She caught up with the Marquis as he was about to enter his carriage. He turned as she called his name and bowed.

“Mademoiselle?”

He instantly guessed her purpose, tasted in advance the unique bitterness of being forced to refuse her. Yet, at her invitation, he stepped back into the coolness of the hall.

In the center of the black-and-white checkered marble floor stood a carved black oak table. He paused here, leaning lightly against it while she sat, almost regally, in a great crimson chair.

“Monsieur, I cannot let you leave like this,” she began. “You cannot know, monsieur, what a loss it would be for my uncle if… if something tragic, irreparable, happened to his godson tomorrow. Those words of his at first…”

“Mademoiselle, I understood their true meaning. Spare yourself. Believe me, I am deeply saddened by these unexpected circumstances. You must believe me when I say so—it’s all I can say.”

“Must that truly be all? Andre is very dear to his godfather.”

Her pleading tone cut him deeply; then suddenly it sparked another emotion—a feeling he knew to be shameful, sullied by his pride of birth, but he could not suppress it. He hesitated to voice it, loath to suggest even the possibility that he might think a man of such humble origin could be a rival. Yet that sudden surge of jealousy was stronger than his pride.

“And to you, mademoiselle? What is Andre-Louis Moreau to you? Please forgive the question. But I want to know clearly.”

He saw the blush spread across her face. At first, he read it as confusion, but then the flash in her blue eyes revealed it came from anger. Comforted—since he had offended her, he was reassured. It never crossed his mind that her anger might have a deeper cause.

“Andre and I have been childhood playmates. He is very dear to me too; I think of him almost as a brother. If I needed help and my uncle wasn’t there, Andre would be the first person I’d turn to. Is that enough, monsieur? Or do you require more of my private thoughts?”

He bit his lip. He felt off balance, he thought, or such a foolish suspicion would never have occurred to him.

He bowed very low. “Mademoiselle, forgive me for troubling you with such a question. You’ve answered more thoroughly than I could have hoped.”

He said nothing more. He waited for her to continue. At a loss, she sat silent for a moment, frowning, nervously drumming her fingers on the table. At last she launched herself desperately against his polished, unyielding front.

“I have come, monsieur, to beg you to postpone this meeting.”

She noticed his faintly raised eyebrows and the slight, regretful smile which barely touched his lips, and rushed on. “What honor awaits you in such a duel, monsieur?”

It was a perceptive blow at his pride of birth, which she saw as his chief motivator—sometimes for good, sometimes for error.

“I do not seek honor in this, mademoiselle, but—let me say it—justice. The duel, as I’ve explained, was not my choosing. It’s been forced upon me, and with honor I can’t back down.”

“What shame would there be in sparing him? Surely, no one would doubt your courage? No one could misunderstand your motives.”

“You are mistaken, mademoiselle. My motives would certainly be misunderstood. You forget this young man has lately earned a reputation that might cause some to hesitate before facing him.”

She dismissed that, nearly scornful, seeing it as no more than an excuse.

“For some men, yes. But not you, Marquis.”

Her faith in him was sweetly flattering. But beneath the sweetness was a bitter edge.

“Even I, mademoiselle—believe me. And more than that. This quarrel forced by M. Moreau is not new. It is the culmination of long persecution…”

“Which you welcomed,” she interrupted. “Be fair, monsieur.”

“I hope fairness is always in my nature, mademoiselle.”

“Then remember you killed his friend.”

“That is no source of regret for me. The circumstances justified my action—subsequent events in this troubled country only confirm it.”

“And…” She hesitated, looking away for the first time. “And you… and what of Mademoiselle Binet, whom he was to marry?”

He looked at her, surprised. “Was to marry?” he repeated, almost shocked.

“You didn’t know?”

“How do you?”

“Didn’t I tell you we are almost like brother and sister? I have his confidence. He told me, before… before you made it impossible.”

He looked away, hand on chin, thoughtful, unsettled, almost wistful.

“There is,” he said slowly, “a strange fate at work between that man and me, always setting us in each other’s path…”

He sighed, then faced her again, speaking more briskly. “Mademoiselle, I had no idea of this until now. If I did him wrong, it was unknowingly. One can only be judged by intentions.”

“But does it not matter?”

“Not that I can see, mademoiselle. It does not justify me backing out of what I’ve undertaken. Nothing could weigh more heavily than my regret for the pain this must cause my dear friend, your uncle, and perhaps even yourself.”

She stood abruptly, facing him, desperate, ready to play her last card.

“Monsieur,” she began, “you did me the honor today of speaking in a certain way; of hinting at certain hopes with which you honor me.”

He looked at her in alarm. In silence, fearing to speak, he waited.

“I… I… Will you please understand, monsieur, that if you go through with this, if… unless you cancel tomorrow morning’s engagement in the Bois, you must never speak to me of this subject again, or ever approach me as a suitor.”

That was as far as she could go. It was for him to take the next step, if he would.

“Mademoiselle, you cannot mean—”

“I do, monsieur… irrevocably, please know that.” He looked at her, miserable, his handsome face as pale as she had ever seen it. The hand he’d been holding out in protest began to tremble. He lowered it, so she wouldn’t see. For a brief second, he battled within himself—his longing against what he saw as the demands of honor, never realizing how much his honor was reinforced by lingering resentment. He thought retreat impossible without shame; and shame was to him agony unthinkable. She asked too much. She didn’t understand, or so he told himself. But he also saw no use in trying to convince her.

It was finished. Even if he killed Andre-Louis Moreau the next morning, as he desperately wished, the true triumph would still go to Andre-Louis Moreau.

He bowed deeply, grave and sorrowful in face and in heart.

“My compliments, mademoiselle,” he murmured, turning to go.

“But you haven’t answered me!” she cried after him, terrified.

He hesitated at the threshold and turned, and from the cool shadows of the hall she saw him, a black, graceful silhouette against the shining sunshine—a memory that would remain, sinister and threatening, through the dreadful hours to come.

“What would you have, mademoiselle? I only wished to spare us the pain of a refusal.”

He was gone, leaving her crushed and angry. She sank into the great red chair, slumping, her elbows on the table, face in her hands—a face burning with shame and passion. She had offered herself, and she had been refused! The unthinkable had happened. The humiliation of it seemed to her a stain that would never fade.

Startled, appalled, she staggered away, her hand pressed to her tormented breast.




CHAPTER X. THE RETURNING CARRIAGE

M. de Kercadiou wrote a letter.

“Godson,” he began, without any softening adjective, “I have learned with pain and indignation that you have dishonored yourself once more by breaking the promise you gave me to abstain from politics. With even greater pain and indignation I learn that your name has become in just a few days a byword, and that you have exchanged the weapon of false, insidious arguments against my class—the class to which you owe everything—for the sword of an assassin. I am aware that you have an appointment tomorrow with my good friend M. de La Tour d’Azyr. A gentleman of his standing is bound by certain obligations due to his birth, which do not allow him to withdraw from an engagement. But you are under no such constraints. For a man of your class to refuse a matter of honor, or to neglect it once promised, involves no sacrifice. Your peers will likely consider you admirably prudent. Therefore, I beg you—indeed, were I to believe I still held over you any of the authority my kindness toward you should entitle me to exercise, I would command you—not to let this matter go further, and to refrain from keeping your appointment tomorrow morning. But since I have no such authority, as your recent conduct makes clear, and having no reason to hope that a proper gratitude toward me might persuade you to hear this, my most earnest request, I must add that should you survive the encounter tomorrow, I cannot, under any circumstances, allow myself ever again to be aware of your existence. If any spark remains of the affection you once expressed for me, or if you value in any way the affection that, despite all you have done to forfeit it, is the primary motivation for this letter, you will not refuse to do as I ask.”

It was not a tactful letter. M. de Kercadiou was not a tactful man. However much he read it, Andre-Louis—when it was brought to him that Sunday afternoon by the groom sent with it into Paris—could interpret it only as concern for M. La Tour d’Azyr, “M. de Kercadiou’s good friend,” as he called him, and his probable future nephew-in-law.

He kept the groom waiting an hour while he composed his answer. Despite its brevity, it cost him considerable effort and several failed attempts. The final letter read:

Monsieur my godfather—You make refusal especially hard for me by appealing to my affection. All my life I would welcome the chance to prove it to you, and I am therefore more distraught than I can express that I cannot give you the proof you demand today. There is too much between M. de La Tour d’Azyr and myself. Also, you do both me and my class—whatever that may be—less than justice when you say that obligations of honor do not bind us. I consider them so binding that even if I wished to, I could not now withdraw.

If you persist in the harsh intention you express, I must accept it. You may be sure that I will feel the consequences.

Your affectionate and grateful godson

Andre-Louis

He dispatched the letter back with M. de Kercadiou’s groom and regarded this as the end of the matter. It wounded him deeply; but he endured it with the external stoicism he always displayed.

The next morning, at a quarter past eight, as he was rising from breakfast with Le Chapelier—who had come to join him before they set out for the Bois—his housekeeper startled him by announcing Mademoiselle de Kercadiou.

He glanced at his watch. Though his cabriolet waited at the door, he still had a few minutes. He excused himself to Le Chapelier and went briskly out to the anteroom.

She advanced toward him, her manner eager, almost feverish.

“I won’t pretend I don’t know why you’re here,” he said quickly, wanting to get to the point. “But time is short, and I warn you: only the most compelling reasons are worth stating.”

This surprised her. It was essentially a rebuff right at the start, even before she had spoken; and this was the last thing she had expected from Andre-Louis. Moreover, there was an unusual air of aloofness about him, and his voice was strangely cold and formal.

It wounded her. She could not guess the conclusion he had reached. He made about her—as, after all, was only natural—the same mistake he made about yesterday’s letter from his godfather. He believed her actions were motivated solely by concern for M. de La Tour d’Azyr. The idea that she might be concerned for him never entered his mind. So absolute was his conviction as to what must be the outcome of the meeting that he could not imagine anyone fearing for him.

What he believed was anxiety for the predestined victim had irritated him in M. de Kercadiou; with Aline, it filled him with cold anger. He reasoned she had hardly been honest with him, and that ambition was leading her to look favorably on M. de La Tour d’Azyr’s suit. And nothing could have more relentlessly driven him in his resolve, since saving her was almost as important as avenging the past.

She studied him searchingly, amazed at his complete calm in such a moment. She could not help but remark upon it.

“How calm you are, Andre!”

“I am not easily shaken. It’s a vanity of mine.”

“But… Oh, Andre, this meeting must not occur!” She came close to him, placed her hands on his shoulders, and stood so, her face just a foot from his own.

“You know, of course, some real reason why it shouldn’t?” he asked.

“You could be killed,” she said, her eyes widening as she spoke.

It was so far from anything he expected that he simply stared at her for a moment. Then he believed he understood. He laughed, removed her hands from his shoulders, and stepped back. This seemed a shallow, childish trick, unworthy of her.

“Do you really think to persuade me by trying to frighten me?” he asked, almost sneering.

“Oh, you must be mad! M. de La Tour d’Azyr is reputed the most dangerous swordsman in France.”

“Have you never noticed most reputations are undeserved? Chabrillane was a dangerous swordsman, and Chabrillane is in his grave. La Motte-Royau was an even greater swordsman, and he’s in a surgeon’s hands—like the other so-called duelists who thought to skewer a humble provincial lawyer. Today comes the chief, the finest of these bully-swordsmen. He comes for a debt long overdue. Rest assured. So if you have no other reason…”

His sarcasm mystified her. Could he be sincere in believing he’d prevail over M. de La Tour d’Azyr? To her—knowing little, and her head filled with her uncle’s opinion—Andre-Louis was only acting; he would play a role to the end.

Be that as it may, she changed her approach to answer him.

“You received my uncle’s letter?”

“And I answered it.”

“I know. But what he wrote, he will carry out. Do not think he’ll relent if you see this horrible matter through.”

“Now, that’s a better reason than the other,” he said. “If any reason could move me, that would be it. But too much lies between La Tour d’Azyr and myself. I swore an oath on the dead hand of Philippe de Vilmorin. I could never have hoped that God would give me such a chance to keep it.”

“You haven’t yet,” she warned.

He smiled at her. “True,” he said, “but nine o’clock is approaching. Tell me,” he asked abruptly, “why didn’t you bring this request to M. de La Tour d’Azyr?”

“I did,” she answered, flushing as she remembered her rejection the day before. He interpreted the flush differently.

“And he?” he inquired.

“M. de La Tour d’Azyr’s obligations—” she began, then stopped, answering shortly: “Oh, he refused.”

“So, so. He must, of course, whatever it cost. Yet in his place, I’d have counted the cost as nothing. But men differ, you see.” He sighed. “And in your place, had that been so, I think I would have let the matter rest. But then…”

“I don’t understand you, Andre.”

“I’m not very mysterious. Not nearly as cryptic as I can be. Think it over. It may comfort you later.” He checked his watch. “Please make yourself at home here. I must go.”

Le Chapelier put his head in at the door.

“Sorry to interrupt, but if we don’t go, Andre, we’ll be late…”

“I’m coming,” Andre replied. “If you’ll wait for my return, Aline, I’d be grateful—especially given your uncle’s resolution.”

She didn’t answer. She was numb. He took her silence as assent, bowed, and left. Standing there, she heard his steps with Le Chapelier’s descending the stairs. His voice was calm and ordinary as he spoke to his friend.

Oh, he was mad—blinded by self-confidence and vanity. As his carriage rattled away, she dropped into a chair, exhausted and sick with horror. Andre-Louis was going to his death. She felt convinced of it—an irrational conviction, perhaps the result of all M. de Kercadiou’s warnings. She sat paralyzed by hopelessness. Then she leaped up, wringing her hands. She had to do something to prevent this tragedy. But what? To follow him to the Bois and intervene would only create a scandal, with no real purpose. Social conventions barred the way; it was a barrier not to be crossed. Was there no one who could help?

Standing there, half-crazed at her helplessness, she heard again the sound of wheels and hooves on the cobbles below. A carriage was approaching. It stopped noisily before the fencing academy. Could it be Andre-Louis returning? She clutched at that hope with desperation. Loud, urgent knocking sounded at the door. She heard Andre-Louis’ housekeeper, her wooden shoes clattering on the stairs, hurrying down to open it.

She ran to the anteroom door, flung it wide, and stood breathless to listen. But the voice that floated up was not the one she desperately hoped for. It was a woman’s voice, urgent, at first only vaguely familiar—then fully recognized as Mme. de Plougastel’s.

Excited, she ran to the head of the narrow staircase just in time to hear Mme. de Plougastel exclaim in agitation:

“He’s gone already! Oh, how long ago? Which way did he go?”

This was enough to tell Aline that Mme. de Plougastel’s errand was similar to her own. For the moment, in her great distress and confusion, her mind fixed on the one urgent thought, she found nothing odd in this. Mme. de Plougastel’s special concern for Andre-Louis seemed then explanation enough.

Without stopping to think, she ran down the staircase, calling:

“Madame! Madame!”

The portly, good-natured housekeeper stepped aside, and the two ladies faced each other on the threshold. Mme. de Plougastel looked pale and haggard, a nameless dread in her eyes.

“Aline! You here!” she cried. Then, swept up in urgency, dismissing all minor matters: “Were you also too late?” she asked.

“No, madame. I saw him. I begged him. But he would not listen.”

“Oh, this is horrible!” Mme. de Plougastel shuddered as she spoke. “I heard about it only half an hour ago, and came at once, to stop it at any cost.”

The two women looked hopelessly at each other. In the sunny street, a few shabby idlers paused to eye the fine carriage with its grand horses, and the two great ladies on the doorstep of the fencing academy. Across the way, an itinerant bellows-mender’s coarse voice rang out as he plied his trade:

“A raccommoder les vieux soufflets!”

Madame turned to the housekeeper.

“How long since monsieur left?”

“Ten minutes, maybe; hardly more.” Believing these elegant ladies to be friends of her master’s latest opponent, the good woman remained dutifully impassive.

Madame wrung her hands. “Ten minutes! Oh!” It was almost a moan. “Which way did he go?”

“The meeting is set for nine in the Bois de Boulogne,” Aline told her. “Can we follow? Could we do anything, if we did?”

“Oh, God! The question is, could we arrive in time? By nine o’clock! And it’s scarcely more than a quarter till! Mon Dieu! Mon Dieu!” Madame clasped and unclasped her hands in anguish. “Do you, at least, know where in the Bois they’re to meet?”

“No—only that it is in the Bois.”

“In the Bois!” Madame was frantic. “The Bois is nearly half the size of Paris!” But she pressed urgently on: “Come, Aline, get in, get in!”

She ordered her coachman, “To the Bois de Boulogne, via the Cours la Reine, as fast as you can drive! There are ten pistoles for you if we make it in time. Whip up, man!”

She thrust Aline into the carriage and leapt in after her with the energy of a girl. The heavy vehicle—far too heavy for a race with time—was rolling forward before Madame had taken her seat. Rocking and swaying, it hurtled along, earning curses from pedestrians it nearly crushed against the walls or trampled underfoot.

Madame leaned back, lips trembling and eyes closed. Her face was very pale and drawn. Aline watched her in silence, almost feeling that Mme. de Plougastel was suffering as acutely as herself, enduring the same anguish and fear.

Later, Aline would marvel at this. But now, all the scattered thought her half-numb mind could manage was given to their desperate errand.

The carriage rumbled across the Place Louis XV and out onto the Cours la Reine. Along that beautiful, tree-lined avenue—nearly empty at this hour—they made better speed, leaving a cloud of dust behind.

But fast as it went, to the women inside it seemed all too slow. As they reached the barrier at the end of the Cours, the city clocks were striking nine, and each toll sounded like a note of doom.

Here the regulations required a brief halt. Aline asked the sergeant on duty how long it had been since a cabriolet like the one she described had gone by. He replied that about twenty minutes ago he had let one through with M. le Chapelier, the deputy, and the Paladin of the Third Estate, M. Moreau. The sergeant was well informed and guessed shrewdly, grinning, at the business that had taken M. Moreau out so early.

They left him and raced through the open country, following the road that ran close by the river. They sat back, speechless and despairing, staring ahead, Aline’s hand gripped tightly in Madame’s. Across the meadows to their right, they could already see the dusky line of trees marking the Bois, and soon the carriage swung aside along a road turning right, leading them straight toward the forest.

At last, Mademoiselle broke the silence of hopeless waiting that had lasted through the ride.

“Oh, it is impossible that we should come in time! Impossible!”

“Don’t say so! Don’t say so!” Madame cried.

“But it’s well past nine, madame! Andre would be punctual, and these… affairs take so little time. It… it must be over by now.”

Madame shivered and shut her eyes. Soon, however, she stirred, and looked out the window. “A carriage is approaching,” she announced, her voice filled with dread.

“Not already! Oh, not already!” Aline echoed her fear, finding it hard to breathe. Something throbbed in her throat as if choking her; her vision blurred.

In a cloud of dust, an open calèche was speeding toward them from the Bois. They watched it, both women pale, neither daring to speak—Aline, indeed, unable to breathe at all.

As it neared, it slowed for safe passage on the narrow road. Aline leaned at the window with Mme. de Plougastel, and both, eyes wide with fear, peered into the passing carriage.

“Which of them is it, madame? Oh, which is it?” gasped Aline, hardly daring to look, her senses swimming.

On the nearer seat sat a swarthy young man, a stranger to both, smiling as he spoke to his companion. A moment later, the other man came into sight. He was not smiling. His face was pale and rigid; it was the Marquis de La Tour d’Azyr.

For a long, silent moment, both women stared at him in horror. When he caught sight of them, surprise flashed across his stern features.

At that instant, with a long, shuddering sigh, Aline collapsed in a faint at the carriage floor behind Mme. de Plougastel.




CHAPTER XI. INFERENCES

By driving quickly, Andre-Louis arrived at the ground several minutes early, despite the slight delay at the start. There, he found M. de La Tour d’Azyr already waiting, accompanied by M. d’Ormesson, a swarthy young man in the blue uniform of a captain in the Gardes du Corps.

Andre-Louis was silent and preoccupied throughout the drive. He was unsettled by his last conversation with Mademoiselle de Kercadiou and the bold assumptions he had made about her motives.

“Absolutely,” he had said, “this man must be killed.”

Le Chapelier had not replied. In fact, the Breton had almost shuddered at his compatriot’s cold-bloodedness. Lately, he had often thought that this fellow Moreau was hardly human. To him, Andre-Louis was also perplexingly inconsistent. When this business of killing swordsmen had first been suggested, Andre-Louis had been so haughty and disdainful. Yet, having accepted it, he sometimes approached it with a ghastly flippancy that was appalling, and at other times, with a detachment that was even more disturbing.

Their preparations were made swiftly and silently, without any unnecessary haste or indication of nervousness on either side. Both men were driven by the same grim determination. The opponent must be killed; half-measures were out of the question. Stripped of coat and waistcoat, barefoot, and with shirt-sleeves rolled up to the elbow, they finally faced each other, both resolved to exact full payment for the long-standing score between them. I doubt that either harbored any doubt about what the outcome must be.

Beside them, and facing one another, stood Le Chapelier and the young captain, alert and watchful.

“Allez, messieurs!”

The slim, dangerously fine blades met, and after a momentary glide, they whirled, swift and brilliant as lightning, and almost as impossible to follow with the eye. The Marquis led the attack, impetuous and forceful, and almost at once Andre-Louis realized that he faced an opponent of a much higher caliber than the previous week’s succession of duelists, even beyond La Motte-Royau of fearsome reputation.

This was a man whose regular practice had given him extraordinary speed and technique that was nearly flawless. Moreover, he had physical advantages over Andre-Louis—strength and reach—which made him truly formidable. He was also cool; composed and unflinching; calm and focused. Would anything unsettle that composure, wondered Andre-Louis?

He wanted the punishment to be as severe as possible. Not content merely to kill the Marquis as the Marquis had killed Philippe, Andre-Louis wanted him first to know what it was to be powerless to escape death, just as Philippe had been. Only that would satisfy Andre-Louis. M. le Marquis must first taste that cup of despair. It was his due.

With a sweeping maneuver, Andre-Louis parried the heavy lunge that ended the first series of passes. He even laughed—gleefully, like a boy enjoying his favorite sport.

That strange, ill-timed laugh caused M. de La Tour d’Azyr’s recovery to be quicker and less dignified than usual. It rattled him, who was already unsettled by failing to land such a perfectly timed and executed lunge.

He, too, realized that his opponent’s skill was far greater than he had expected, even for a fencing-master, and so he had exerted all his energy in an attempt to finish things quickly.

More than the parry itself, it was the accompanying laugh that signaled this would only be a beginning—not an end. Yet it was the end of something: the unwavering confidence that had carried M. de La Tour d’Azyr until now. He no longer saw the result as inevitable. He realized that to win this fight, he must be cautious and fence as never before in his life.

They resumed; once again—on the principle that the best defense is a good offense—the Marquis pressed the attack. Andre-Louis allowed him, even encouraged him; he wanted the Marquis to exhaust himself and his considerable speed against the greater speed that nearly two years of daily fencing practice had given Andre-Louis. With a skillful, effortless pressure of his forte against his opponent’s foible, Andre-Louis kept himself fully protected in this second bout, which again ended in a lunge.

Anticipating it this time, Andre-Louis parried it with a deft touch. At that instant, he stepped forward, right inside the other’s guard, leaving the Marquis utterly at his mercy; so much so that, as if mesmerized, the Marquis didn’t even try to recover.

This time, Andre-Louis didn’t laugh. He merely smiled into the widening eyes of M. de La Tour d’Azyr and didn’t use his advantage.

“Come, come, monsieur!” he chided sharply. “Am I to run my blade through a man who has no defense?” He deliberately stepped back while his shaken opponent finally recovered.

M. d’Ormesson let out a breath that horror had briefly held. Le Chapelier swore softly, muttering:

“Name of a name! It’s tempting fate to play the fool like that!”

Andre-Louis noticed the ashen pallor spreading over his opponent’s face.

“I think you are beginning to understand, monsieur, what Philippe de Vilmorin must have felt that day at Gavrillac. I wanted you to experience that first. Now that it’s done, let us finish this.”

He lunged with blazing speed. For a moment his point seemed to La Tour d’Azyr to be everywhere at once, and then, from a low engagement in sixte, Andre-Louis lunged forward in tierce with swift, practiced precision. He aimed to run his opponent through, exploiting openings created by a series of feints. But to his amazement and frustration, La Tour d’Azyr parried—though just a second too late. Had the block been complete, all would have been well. But in that final fraction of a second, the Marquis’s blade struck, deflecting the point away from his body, though not enough to stop nearly two feet of steel from tearing into the muscles of his sword-arm.

To the seconds, none of these details were visible. They only saw a quick, whirling flash of swords, and then Andre-Louis stretched almost to the ground, delivering an upward lunge that pierced the Marquis’s right arm just below the shoulder.

The sword slipped from La Tour d’Azyr’s suddenly powerless fingers. He stood now, disarmed, biting his lip, pale-faced and breathing heavily, while his opponent calmly recovered. With the blood-stained tip of his sword resting on the ground, Andre-Louis regarded him coldly, as we look at prey that escapes due to our own mistake.

In the Assembly and in the newspapers, this might be seen as another triumph for the Paladin of the Third Estate; only Andre-Louis could know the depth and bitterness of his failure.

M. d’Ormesson had rushed to his principal’s side.

“You’re hurt!” he exclaimed in shock.

“It’s nothing,” said La Tour d’Azyr. “A scratch.” But his twisted lip and the blood-soaked sleeve of his fine cambric shirt told otherwise.

D’Ormesson, practical in such situations, pulled out a linen kerchief and quickly tore it into strips to make a bandage.

Still, Andre-Louis stood there, watching blankly, until Le Chapelier touched his arm. At last, he roused himself, sighed, and walked away to retrieve his clothes, neither speaking to nor looking again at his former opponent as he left the grounds.

As he and Le Chapelier walked slowly and silently, dejected, toward the entrance of the Bois where their carriage waited, they were passed by the caleche carrying La Tour d’Azyr and his second—which had originally driven almost right up to the dueling site. The Marquis’s wounded arm was in a sling improvised from his companion’s sword belt. His sky-blue coat with three collars was buttoned over it, so the right sleeve hung empty. Apart from a hint of pallor, he looked much his usual self.

Now you understand why he was the first to return. Seeing him return apparently safe and sound, the two ladies—intent on stopping the duel—assumed their worst fears had come true.

Mme. de Plougastel tried to call out, but her voice failed. She attempted to open her carriage door, but her fingers fumbled clumsily with the handle. Meanwhile, the caleche passed slowly, La Tour d’Azyr’s eyes meeting her anguished gaze somberly and directly. Then she noticed something else. As M. d’Ormesson leaned back from his forward bow to join his companion in saluting the Countess, he revealed the empty right sleeve of La Tour d’Azyr’s coat. Further, the coat’s near side fell open, revealing the slung, blood-soaked sleeve beneath.

Even then, she feared to jump to the obvious conclusion—afraid that perhaps the Marquis, though wounded, might have dealt his opponent an even deadlier wound.

She finally found her voice and signaled the driver of the caleche to stop.

As it came to a halt, M. d’Ormesson got out and met madame between the two vehicles.

“Where is M. Moreau?” she asked, surprising him.

“Following at his leisure, no doubt, madame,” he answered, recovering.

“He isn’t hurt?”

“Unfortunately, it is we who…” M. d’Ormesson began, but M. de La Tour d’Azyr’s voice interrupted sharply from behind:

“This interest in M. Moreau, dear Countess…”

He broke off, noting the slight challenge in her expression. But he really needed say no more.

There was an awkward pause. Then she turned to M. d’Ormesson. Her demeanor changed as she gave what seemed an explanation for her concern.

“Mademoiselle de Kercadiou is with me. The poor child has fainted.”

She wanted to say more, much more, but was prevented by M. d’Ormesson’s presence.

Moved by deep concern for Mademoiselle de Kercadiou, de La Tour d’Azyr rose despite his wound.

“I am hardly in a state to help, madame,” he said with an apologetic smile and pale face. “But…”

With d’Ormesson’s help, and despite the latter’s protests, he got down from the caleche, which then moved forward a little to leave room for another carriage approaching from the Bois.

So it happened that, a few moments later, as that cabriolet overtook the stopped vehicles, Andre-Louis saw a touching scene. Standing up for a better view, he saw Aline, still half-fainting—though beginning to revive—seated in the carriage doorway, supported by Mme. de Plougastel. M. de La Tour d’Azyr, despite his wound, was hunched over the girl in deep concern, while behind him stood M. d’Ormesson and madame’s footman.

The Countess looked up and, seeing Andre-Louis as he passed, her face brightened; it almost seemed she would greet or call to him. To avoid a scene, given his late antagonist’s presence, he merely bowed coldly—for he felt cold and distant, especially from what he saw—and sat down again, staring straight ahead.

Could anything have more thoroughly convinced him that it was because of M. de La Tour d’Azyr that Aline had come to plead with him that morning? For what he perceived was a lady overcome with emotion at seeing blood on her dear friend, and that same dear friend comforting her by assuring her his injury was not fatal. Later, much later, he would blame himself for his stubbornness. Perhaps he is too harsh on himself. How else could he have interpreted the scene, given his state of mind?

What he had already suspected seemed now confirmed. Aline had not been entirely honest about her feelings for M. de La Tour d’Azyr. Women, he supposed, tended to be secretive in such matters, and he couldn’t hold it against her. Nor could he truly fault her for falling for someone as charming as the Marquis—for not even Andre-Louis’s bitterness could blind him to M. de La Tour d’Azyr’s appeal. That she had fainted at the sight of him wounded surely revealed her feelings.

“My God!” he exclaimed. “What must she have suffered if I had killed him as I intended!”

If only she had been honest with him, she could have easily gained his consent for what she asked. If only she had explained, as he now saw was the case, that she loved M. de La Tour d’Azyr, instead of leaving him to think her interest in the Marquis was just worldly ambition, he would have agreed at once.

He sighed deeply, offering a prayer for forgiveness to the shade of Vilmorin.

“Perhaps it’s just as well my lunge went wide,” he said.

“What do you mean?” asked Le Chapelier.

“That I must give up all hope of starting over in this business.”




CHAPTER XII. THE OVERWHELMING REASON

M. de La Tour d’Azyr was seen no more in the Manege—or indeed in Paris at all—throughout all the months that the National Assembly remained in session to complete its work of providing France with a constitution. Although his bodily wound had been comparatively slight, for a man with his pride, the emotional wound was almost fatal.

Rumor circulated that he had emigrated. But that was only half the truth. The reality was that he had joined the group of noble travelers who moved between the Tuileries and the headquarters of the émigrés at Coblenz. In short, he became part of the royalist secret service that would ultimately help bring down the monarchy.

As for Andre-Louis, he no longer visited his godfather’s house, convinced that M. de Kercadiou would not relent from his written resolution never to receive him again if the duel took place.

He threw himself into his Assembly duties with such zeal and effectiveness that, when—its purpose accomplished—the Constituent was dissolved in September of the following year, election to the Legislative Assembly, which followed immediately, was thrust upon him.

He considered then, as did many, that the Revolution was achieved, that France had only to govern herself by the newly established Constitution, and that all would go well. And so it might have been, but the Court could not accept the new order. As a result of its intrigue, half of Europe was arming to fall upon France, making her struggle that of the French King against his people. That fundamental horror lay at the root of all the catastrophes that followed.

Nowhere were the counter-revolutionary disturbances stirred by the clergy more acute than in Brittany. In light of his expected influence in his native province, the Commission of Twelve, during the early days of the Girondin ministry, invited Andre-Louis to go there to combat the unrest. He was to proceed peacefully, but his powers were nearly absolute, as evidenced by the orders he bore—orders compelling all to assist him and warning any who might hinder him that they would do so at their peril.

He accepted the task, and was one of five plenipotentiaries sent on similar errands in that spring of 1792. This kept him away from Paris for four months, and would have kept him longer, but at the start of August he was recalled. More pressing than any trouble in Brittany was the danger brewing in Paris itself, as the political atmosphere darkened more than it had since ‘89. Paris knew the hour was rapidly approaching for the climax of the long struggle between equality and privilege. And as Andre-Louis sped from the West towards such a city, he was also heading towards the climax of his own unsettled career.

Mlle. de Kercadiou was also in Paris in those early August days, visiting her uncle’s cousin and dearest friend, Mme. de Plougastel. Although the signs of unrest and looming upheaval were clearer than ever, the atmosphere of gaiety—even jocularity—at Court, where madame and mademoiselle went almost daily, reassured them. M. de Plougastel had come and gone again—back to Coblenz, absorbed in that secret business that now kept him away from his wife for long stretches. While with her, he had confidently assured madame that all was ready, and that an insurrection was to be welcomed, since it could only end in the complete crushing of the Revolution at the gates of the Tuileries. That, he told her, was why the King remained in Paris. If not for his confidence, he would have surrounded himself with his Swiss Guards and his knights of the dagger, and left the capital, cutting his way out if necessary. But even that, he said, would not be required.

Yet as August began, after her husband’s departure, the reassurance from his words gradually faded as events unfolded before madame’s own eyes. Finally, on the afternoon of the ninth, a messenger from Meudon arrived at the Hotel Plougastel bearing a note from M. de Kercadiou, urgently requesting mademoiselle to join him at once, and advising her hostess to accompany her.

It should be remembered that M. de Kercadiou was known to befriend men of all classes. His old lineage put him on equal terms with the nobility, while his simple manners—somewhere between rustic and bourgeois—and natural friendliness put him on equally good terms with people of lower rank. Everyone in Meudon knew and esteemed him. Rougane, the friendly mayor, had heard on August 9th of the imminent storm and, knowing of mademoiselle’s absence in Paris, urged him to remove her from what might become a danger zone for anyone of noble birth, especially those suspected of royalist ties.

Madame de Plougastel’s connection to the Court was beyond doubt. Evidence would soon surface that the secret societies safeguarding the young revolution were well aware of M. de Plougastel’s frequent journeys to Coblenz, and were not fooled as to their purpose. Thus, if the royalist faction lost the coming struggle, Madame de Plougastel’s position in Paris would become dangerous—and any of noble birth staying at her hotel would share that risk.

M. de Kercadiou’s affection for both women heightened the fears provoked by Rougane’s warning. So he hastily sent a note imploring his niece and his friend to come to Meudon at once.

The kind mayor went further, sending the letter to Paris by his own son, a smart nineteen-year-old. It was late that perfect August afternoon when young Rougane arrived at the Hotel Plougastel.

Mme. de Plougastel graciously received him in the salon, whose grandeur, combined with her distinguished presence, overwhelmed the modest, unsophisticated young man. Madame decided at once.

M. de Kercadiou’s urgent message only confirmed her own fears and inclinations. She resolved to leave immediately.

“Bien, madame,” said the youth. “Then I have the honor to take my leave.”

But she would not let him go. First, he was sent to the kitchen to refresh himself while the ladies prepared, then a seat was reserved for him in her carriage as far as Meudon. She could not let him return on foot after the service he’d rendered.

This small act of kindness, so thoughtful in a moment of anxiety, would soon be rewarded. Had she done less, she would have endured even more agonizing hours than those already in store.

About half an hour before sunset, they set off in her carriage, planning to leave Paris via the Porte Saint-Martin. With only one footman as escort, Rougane—overwhelmed by such condescension—was seated inside the carriage with the ladies, where he promptly fell in love with Mlle. de Kercadiou, whom he judged the most beautiful being he had ever seen, and who spoke to him simply and warmly as an equal. The experience unsettled some of his republican principles that, until then, he had believed firmly rooted.

The carriage stopped at the city barrier, halted by a picket of the National Guard stationed before the iron gates.

The sergeant in command strode up to the carriage door. The Countess leaned out the window.

“The barrier is closed, madame,” he informed her curtly.

“Closed!” she echoed, stunned. “But… but do you mean we cannot pass?”

“Not unless you have a permit, madame.” The sergeant leaned on his pike. “Orders are that no one may enter or leave without proper papers.”

“Whose orders?”

“Orders of the Commune of Paris.”

“But I must get to the country this evening,” madame said with almost petulance. “I am expected.”

“In that case, let madame obtain a permit.”

“Where can it be procured?”

“At the Hotel de Ville or at the headquarters of madame’s section.”

She considered briefly. “To the section, then. Please tell my coachman to drive to the Bondy Section.”

He saluted and stepped back. “Section Bondy, Rue des Morts,” he instructed the driver.

Madame sank back into her seat, visibly agitated—a state shared by mademoiselle. Rougane tried to comfort and reassure them. Surely the section would set things right. Certainly, they would be given a permit. What possible grounds could there be for refusal? It was just a formality!

His optimism briefly revived their spirits, but this would only prepare them for greater disappointment when they were soon bluntly refused by the section’s president, who received the countess.

“Your name, madame?” he asked bluntly. A coarse man of advanced republican type, he did not even rise for the ladies. He was there, he might have said, to do his official duty, not to give dance lessons.

“Plougastel,” he repeated back, with no title, as if it were the name of a tradesman. He took a hefty volume from the shelf beside him, opened it, and flipped through pages—a directory of the section. Soon he found what he sought. “Comte de Plougastel, Hotel Plougastel, Rue du Paradis. Is this correct?”

“That is correct, monsieur,” she answered, conveying as much civility as possible in the face of his rudeness.

There was a long silence while he studied several penciled entries beside the name. The sections had been working far more systematically in the last few weeks than people generally realized.

“Your husband is with you, madame?” he asked abruptly, eyes still on the book.

“M. le Comte is not with me,” she answered, firmly pronouncing the title.

“Not with you?” He looked up suddenly, suspicion and mockery mingling in his gaze. “Where is he?”

“He is not in Paris, monsieur.”

“Ah! Is he at Coblenz, perhaps?”

A chill swept over madame. There was something threatening in all this. Why had the sections so thoroughly traced the activities of their residents? What was being set in motion? She felt trapped, caught in an invisible net.

“I do not know, monsieur,” she replied, her voice trembling.

“Of course not,” he sneered. “No matter. And you, too, wish to leave Paris? Where do you want to go?”

“To Meudon.”

“Purpose of your visit?”

Her face flushed. The insolence was intolerable to a woman who had always been treated with the highest respect. But realizing that she now faced a new order, she suppressed her anger and answered steadily.

“I wish to return this lady, Mlle. de Kercadiou, to her uncle who lives there.”

“Is that all? Another day will do. The matter is not urgent.”

“Pardon, monsieur, but for us, it is very urgent.”

“You have not persuaded me. Only those with the most satisfactory and urgent reasons may pass. You must wait, madame, until the restriction is lifted. Good evening.”

“But, monsieur…”

“Good evening, madame,” he repeated pointedly, dismissing her more contemptuously and absolutely than any king’s “You may go.”

Madame exited with Aline, both trembling with anger they dared not express. They got into the coach and ordered the driver home.

Rougane was first astonished, then dismayed when he heard what had happened. “Why not try the Hotel de Ville, madame?” he suggested.

“After that? It would be pointless. We shall have to stay in Paris until the barriers are opened again.”

“Perhaps it will not make a difference to us either way by then, madame,” said Aline.

“Aline!” madame exclaimed, horrified.

“Mademoiselle!” echoed Rougane. Then, aware that those detained in this way might face unseen dangers—possibly worse for being unknown—he tried to think of a solution. As they neared the Hotel Plougastel again, he declared he’d solved the problem.

“A passport from outside would work just as well,” he said. “Listen and trust me. I will go back to Meudon at once. My father can give me two permits—one for myself alone, and another for three persons—from Meudon to Paris and return. I re-enter Paris with my own permit, then destroy it, and we leave together, the three of us, using the other, saying we came from Meudon today. It’s really simple. If I hurry, I can be back tonight.”

“But how will you leave?” asked Aline.

“I? Oh, don’t worry. My father is Mayor of Meudon—many people know him. I’ll go to the Hotel de Ville, tell them the truth—that I was caught in Paris by the closing of the barriers, and my father is expecting me home this evening. They’ll let me through. Quite simple.”

His confidence restored theirs. The plan seemed as easy as he said.

“Then make your passport for four, my friend,” madame requested. “There is Jacques,” she explained, nodding to the footman who had just helped them out.

Rougane departed, promising to return soon, leaving them optimistic. But as the hours passed, the night drew in, and bedtime arrived, there was still no sign of his return.

They waited until midnight, each pretending for the other’s sake to remain fully confident, although both felt dark premonitions. They distracted themselves with tric-trac in the salon, as if not remotely anxious.

At midnight, Madame sighed and stood.

“It will have to be tomorrow morning,” she said, without believing it.

“Of course,” Aline agreed. “Really, he couldn’t have been expected back tonight. It’s better to travel tomorrow—the journey now would be too tiring for you, dear madame.”

So they continued pretending.

At dawn, they were woken by clanging bells—the tocsins of the sections ringing the alarm. Drum rolls sounded soon after, and at intervals, they heard a marching crowd. Paris was rising. Later there was the rattle of small arms in the distance, and the deeper boom of cannons. The people and the Court were fighting. The city’s armed population was attacking the Tuileries. Wild rumors spread everywhere; some reached Hotel Plougastel via the servants, telling of the dreadful battle at the palace that ended in the senseless massacre of those the cowardly monarch abandoned as he put himself and his family under the Assembly’s protection. Aimless until the end, ever led by ill advisers, he prepared for resistance only to surrender when it was actually needed, leaving his loyal followers to an enraged mob.

All this while, the two women at Hotel Plougastel waited for Rougane, now with dwindling hope. He did not return. The matter seemed far less simple to the father than to the son. Rougane the elder decided he could not participate in such a deception.

Father and son went to M. de Kercadiou to inform him of the son’s efforts and their outcome.

M. de Kercadiou pleaded and even tried to bribe the mayor, but Rougane stayed firm.

“Monsieur,” he said, “if this were found out—as it inevitably would be—I’d be hanged. Apart from that, much as I want to help you, it would be such a breach of trust I cannot contemplate it. Do not ask, monsieur.”

“But what do you think is going to happen?” asked the now almost unhinged gentleman.

“It is war,” Rougane answered, well informed as we have seen. “War between the people and the Court. I am sorry my warning came too late. Still, I don’t think you need truly worry. War won’t be made on women.” M. de Kercadiou clung to this hope after the mayor and his son departed. Yet he could not forget what M. de Plougastel was involved in. Suppose the revolutionaries knew? Most likely they did. Women related to political offenders had already suffered for their men’s crimes. Anything could happen in a time of popular upheaval, and Aline would be at risk along with Mme. de Plougastel.

Late that night, as he sat morosely in his brother’s library, pipe dead in his fingers, there was a sharp knock at the door.

To the old seneschal of Gavrillac who answered, a slim young man in a dark olive surcoat appeared on the threshold, its skirts down to his calves. He wore boots, buckskin breeches, and a small sword, with a tricolour sash around his waist and a tricolour cockade in his hat—giving him an official air alarming to the old retainer, whose own fears matched his master’s.

“Monsieur desires?” he said, torn between respect and doubt.

Then a brisk voice startled him.

“Why, Benoit! For heaven’s sake! Have you forgotten me entirely?”

With a trembling hand, the old man lifted his lantern to examine the wide, lean face.

“M. André!” he cried. “M. André!” But then he noticed the sash and cockade, hesitating at a loss.

But Andre-Louis stepped into the wide vestibule, its floor of black-and-white marble tiles.

“If my godfather hasn’t retired, take me to him. If he has, take me anyway.”

“Oh, certainly, M. André—and he’ll be delighted to see you. No, he hasn’t retired. This way, M. André; this way, if you please.”

Andre-Louis, having reached Meudon half an hour earlier, had gone to the mayor first for definite news of what was happening in Paris, hoping to confirm or dismiss the grim rumors he’d heard in ever-increasing volume as he approached the city. Rougane told him insurrection was imminent, that the sections held the barriers, and that only fully accredited persons could enter or leave.

Andre-Louis bowed his head, deeply troubled. He had long seen the danger of this secondary revolution from within, which might undo everything and deliver power to a dangerous faction, plunging the country into anarchy. The catastrophe he’d feared was now imminent. He resolved to go on into Paris that night to see for himself.

As he was leaving, he paused to ask Rougane if M. de Kercadiou was at Meudon.

“You know him, monsieur?”

“He is my godfather.”

“Your godfather! And you a representative! You may be just the man he needs.” Rougane then told him about his son’s mission to Paris and its outcome.

That was all he needed to hear. That his godfather had, two years ago, on certain terms refused him entry to his house meant nothing now. He left his carriage at the inn and went directly to M. de Kercadiou.

M. de Kercadiou, startled by the sudden arrival of someone against whom he held a bitter grudge, greeted him almost exactly as he had in that same room on a similar occasion before.

“What do you want here, sir?”

“To help you if I can, godfather,” was the disarming reply.

But M. de Kercadiou wasn’t disarmed. “You’ve stayed away so long that I hoped you’d not disturb me again.”

“I would not have dared disobey you, except in the hope of being helpful. I saw Rougane, the mayor…”

“What’s this about not venturing to disobey?”

“You forbade me your house, monsieur.”

M. de Kercadiou stared at him, baffled.

“And is that why you have not come near me all this time?”

“Of course. Why else?”

M. de Kercadiou continued to stare—then swore quietly. He was thrown off by having to deal with a man who took him so literally. He had expected Andre-Louis to come back in repentance and beg for forgiveness. He said as much.

“But how could I think you meant less than what you said, monsieur? You were so definite in your declaration. What use could a display of contrition have served, without honest intention to amend? And I had no intention of amending. We may yet be thankful for that.”

“Thankful?”

“I am a representative. I have certain powers. I happen to be returning to Paris at just the right time. Can I help you in ways Rougane cannot? The need, monsieur, must be very urgent if even half of what I suspect is true. Aline should be brought to safety immediately.”

M. de Kercadiou gave in completely. He came over and took Andre-Louis’ hand.

“My boy,” he said, visibly moved, “there is a certain nobility in you that can’t be denied. If I seemed harsh with you before, it was because I was fighting against your misguided tendencies. I wanted to keep you out of the dangerous world of politics that have brought this unfortunate country to such a terrible state. The enemy is at the frontier; civil war is about to break out at home. That’s what you revolutionaries have caused.”

Andre-Louis did not argue. He moved on.

“About Aline?” he asked. Then answered himself: “She is in Paris, and she must be brought out of it at once, before the city turns into a battleground—as it very well might once all the passions that have been building for months are unleashed. Young Rougane’s plan is a good one. I can’t think of a better.”

“But Rougane the elder won’t hear of it.”

“You mean he won’t do it on his own authority. But he has agreed to do it on mine. I’ve left him a note, signed by me, stating that a safe-conduct for Mlle. de Kercadiou to travel to Paris and return is issued by him, acting on my orders. He is satisfied that the powers I carry justify him in following my instructions. The note is to be used only in an emergency, for his own protection. In return, he has given me this safe-conduct.”

“You already have it!”

M. de Kercadiou took the sheet of paper Andre-Louis held out. His hand trembled. He held it close to the burning candles on the console and squinted to read.

“If you send this to Paris with young Rougane in the morning,” said Andre-Louis, “Aline should be here by noon. Of course, nothing can be done tonight without arousing suspicion. It’s too late. And now, monsieur my godfather, you know exactly why I came despite your orders. If there’s any other way I can help you, just say so while I’m here.”

“But there is, Andre. Didn’t Rougane tell you about others…”

“He mentioned Mme. de Plougastel and her servant.”

“Then why…?” M. de Kercadiou stopped, looking for an answer.

Very solemnly, Andre-Louis shook his head.

“That is impossible,” he said.

M. de Kercadiou’s mouth fell open in astonishment. “Impossible!” he repeated. “But why?”

“Monsieur, I can do this for Aline without offending my conscience. In fact, for Aline, I would even offend my conscience and do it anyway. But Mme. de Plougastel is a very different case. Neither Aline nor her family have been involved in counter-revolutionary activities, which are the real reason for the disaster about to befall us. I can arrange for Aline to leave Paris without any self-reproach, confident that I’m doing nothing anyone could blame or investigate. But Mme. de Plougastel is the wife of M. le Comte de Plougastel, who everyone knows acts as a go-between for the Court and the emigres.”

“That is no fault of hers,” cried M. de Kercadiou in dismay.

“I agree. But she could be called on at any time to prove she’s not involved in these plots. It’s known she was in Paris today. If she’s sought tomorrow, and it’s found she has gone, there will certainly be an investigation. That would show that I’ve abused my position and powers for personal reasons. I hope you understand, monsieur, that this risk is too great to take for the sake of someone who, to me, is a stranger.”

“A stranger?” said the Seigneur reproachfully.

“Practically a stranger to me,” said Andre-Louis.

“But she’s not a stranger to me, Andre. She’s my cousin and a very dear and valued friend. And, my God, what you say only makes it more urgent to get her out of Paris. She must be rescued, Andre, at all costs—she must be rescued! Her case is far more urgent than Aline’s!”

He now stood pleading before his godson, very different from the stern man who greeted him earlier. His face was pale, his hands trembled, and sweat stood on his brow.

“Monsieur my godfather, I would do anything reasonable. But I cannot do this. Rescuing her might mean ruin for Aline, for you, and for myself.”

“We have to take the risk.”

“You have the right to speak for yourself, of course.”

“Oh, and for you, believe me, Andre, for you!” He came closer to Andre-Louis. “Andre, I beg you to trust me in this, and to get the permit for Mme. de Plougastel.”

Andre looked at him, puzzled. “This is fantastic,” he said. “I have grateful memories of the lady’s kindness to me when I was a child, and again, more recently in Paris when she tried to convert me to what she sees as the true political faith. But I will not risk my neck for her—no, nor yours, nor Aline’s.”

“Ah! But, Andre…”

“That’s my final word, monsieur. It’s getting late, and I want to sleep in Paris tonight.”

“No, no! Wait!” The Lord of Gavrillac was now showing signs of deep distress. “Andre, you must!”

The insistence and, even more, the frantic manner of it, now made it clear to Andre that there had to be some dark, unknown reason behind it.

“I must?” he echoed. “Why must I? Your reasons, monsieur?”

“My reasons are overwhelming, Andre.”

“Please let me be the judge of that.” Andre-Louis’ tone was nearly commanding.

The demand seemed to throw M. de Kercadiou into despair. He paced the room, hands clasped tightly behind his back, brow furrowed. At last, he returned to stand before his godson.

“Can’t you trust me when I say there are reasons?” he cried in anguish.

“In a matter like this—one that could cost me my life? Oh, monsieur, that is not reasonable.”

“I break my word of honor, my oath, if I tell you.” M. de Kercadiou turned away, wringing his hands, clearly tortured; then faced Andre again. “But in this crisis, in this desperate situation, and because you insist so stubbornly, I have to tell you. God help me, I have no choice. She’ll realize that when she knows. Andre, my boy…” He paused, fearful. He put a hand on his godson’s shoulder, and to Andre-Louis’ increasing surprise, he saw that over those pale, nearsighted eyes there was a film of tears. “Mme. de Plougastel is your mother.”

For a long moment, there was utter silence. Andre-Louis did not at first grasp what he had been told. When understanding dawned, his first impulse was to cry out. But he controlled himself and put on a stoic front. He was always playing a part—that was his nature. And in this supreme moment, he stayed true to himself. He stayed silent until, following that odd instinct for drama, he was sure he could speak calmly. “I see,” he said at last, quite coolly.

His mind raced back over the past. He quickly reviewed memories of Mme. de Plougastel—her unusual, if occasional, interest in him, the odd mix of affection and wistfulness she always showed toward him—and at last, he understood much that had previously puzzled him.

“I see,” he said again, and now added, “Really, anyone but a fool would have guessed long ago.”

It was M. de Kercadiou who cried out, recoiling as if struck.

“My God, Andre, what kind of man are you? You can take such news like this?”

“And how would you want me to take it? Should it surprise me to find out I had a mother? After all, a mother is absolutely necessary for being born.”

He sat down abruptly, hiding the fact that his legs were shaking. He pulled out a handkerchief to wipe his brow, now damp. And then, quite suddenly, he found himself weeping.

At the sight of those tears, silently streaming down his pale face, M. de Kercadiou quickly crossed to him. He sat beside him, putting an affectionate arm over his shoulder.

“Andre, my poor boy,” he murmured. “I… I was fool enough to think you had no heart. You fooled me with your infernal pretending, and now I see… I see…” He wasn’t sure what he saw, or hesitated to say it.

“It’s nothing, monsieur. I’m just tired out, and… and I have a cold,” he said. Then, finding he couldn’t keep up the act, he suddenly dropped it and stopped pretending. “Why… why all this secrecy?” he asked. “Was it meant that I should never know?”

“It was, Andre. It… it had to be, for the sake of prudence.”

“But why? Please, tell me everything. Surely you won’t stop here. Now that you’ve told me so much, you should tell me everything.”

“The reason, my boy, is that you were born three years after your mother married M. de Plougastel, about eighteen months after M. de Plougastel had left with the army, and four months before his return to his wife. M. de Plougastel has never suspected, and for the gravest family reasons, he must never suspect. That’s why the utmost secrecy has been kept. That’s why no one was ever allowed to know. Your mother came early to Brittany and, under an assumed name, spent some months in the village of Moreau. You were born while she was there.”

Andre-Louis mulled over this. His tears had dried, and now he sat upright and calm.

“When you say no one was ever allowed to know, you mean, of course, that you, monsieur…”

“Oh, good heavens, no!” The denial was forceful. M. de Kercadiou jumped up, moving away from Andre as if horrified by the suggestion. “I was the only other one who knew. But it is not as you think, Andre. You can’t believe I would lie to you, that I would deny you if you were my son?”

“If you say I am not, monsieur, that is enough.”

“You are not. I was Therese’s cousin and also, as she knew, her truest friend. She trusted me; and it was to me she came for help in her extremity. Years ago, I would have married her. But, of course, I’m not the kind of man a woman can love. Still, she trusted my love for her, and I have kept her trust.”

“Then, who was my father?”

“I don’t know. She never told me. That was her secret, and I didn’t pry. It’s not in my nature, Andre.”

Andre-Louis stood and faced M. de Kercadiou in silence.

“You believe me, Andre.”

“Of course, monsieur; and I’m sorry—I’m sorry that I’m not your son.”

M. de Kercadiou gripped his godson’s hand tightly, holding it wordlessly for a moment. Then, as they separated:

“And now, what will you do, Andre?” he asked. “Now that you know?”

Andre-Louis stood for a moment in thought, then laughed. The situation had its own irony. He explained it.

“What difference should this make? Should I suddenly feel filial piety just because I hear I’m related to her? Am I to risk my neck by being careless, all for a mother so cautious she never meant to reveal herself? The discovery is pure chance, a lucky roll of Fate’s dice. Is that enough to sway me?”

“The decision is yours, Andre.”

“No, it’s beyond me. Let someone else decide—I can’t.”

“Do you mean you still refuse?”

“I mean I agree. Since I can’t decide what I should do, I’ll simply do what a son ought to. It’s ridiculous, but all of life is ridiculous.”

“You’ll never, never regret it.”

“I hope not,” said Andre. “Though I suspect I probably will. Now, I should probably go to Rougane right away and get the other two permits. Maybe it’s best if I take them to Paris myself in the morning. If you’ll give me a bed tonight, monsieur, I’d be grateful. I… I confess I’m hardly fit for anything more tonight.”




CHAPTER XIII. SANCTUARY

As the seemingly endless day of terror wore into the late afternoon, filled with constant alarms, the firing of muskets, rolling drums, and the distant rumble of angry crowds, Mme. de Plougastel and Aline sat waiting in the elegant house on the Rue du Paradis. They were no longer waiting for Rougane. By now, for whatever reason—and many reasons surely existed—their trusted messenger would not return. Instead, they waited without knowing what for. They waited for whatever might come.

Early in the afternoon, the roar of battle came racing toward them, growing louder and more terrifying by the moment. It was the maddened uproar of a bloodthirsty mob hellbent on destruction. The furious surge approached, then halted suddenly nearby. Next came the pounding of pikes against a door and harsh demands to open up, followed by the splintering of wood, the smashing of glass, screams of terror mixed with shrieks of rage, and, laced through, the deep, animal-like rumble of cruel laughter.

It was a hunt for two desperate Swiss guardsmen, blindly searching for escape. They were cornered in a nearby house and brutally killed by that frenzied mob. When it was over, the mob—men and women together, almost forming a battalion—marched down the Rue du Paradis, singing the Marseillaise—a song new to Paris then:

Allons, enfants de la patrie! Le jour de gloire est arrivé Contre nous de la tyrannie L’étendard sanglant est levé.

The chant, raggedly shouted by hundreds of voices, was a terrible sound that had suddenly replaced, at least for now, the cheerful “Ça ira!” that had been the revolution’s usual anthem. Instinctively, Mme. de Plougastel and Aline clung together, having heard the destruction in the nearby house without understanding the cause. What if now it was the turn of the Hôtel Plougastel? There was really no reason to expect it—but in turmoil imperfectly understood, and therefore more frightening, the worst always seemed possible.

The dreadful singing, the thunderous tramping of feet on the rough pavement, passed on and faded away. They breathed again, almost as if they had been saved by a miracle—only to be struck with fresh fear a moment later, when young Jacques, the most trusted of madame’s servants, burst in unceremoniously, face pale with fear, announcing that a man had just climbed the garden wall, claimed to be madame’s friend, and wished to see her at once.

“But he looks like a sansculotte, madame,” the loyal Jacques warned.

Her thoughts and hopes leapt instantly to Rougane.

“Bring him in,” she said breathlessly.

Jacques left and soon returned, accompanied by a tall man in a long, shabby, very roomy overcoat and a wide-brimmed hat pulled down all around, adorned with an enormous tricolour cockade. He removed the hat as he entered.

From behind, Jacques noticed the man’s hair, despite being disheveled, had clearly been carefully styled. It was tied back and showed traces of powder. The young footman wondered what it was in the stranger’s face—visible only to his mistress—that caused her to cry out and recoil in horror. Then he found himself dismissed with a gesture.

The newcomer moved to the center of the salon, walking like an exhausted man, breathing heavily, and leaned against a table, facing Mme. de Plougastel. She stood staring at him, horror-stricken.

At the far end of the salon, Aline sat in bewilderment and some fear, trying to recognize a face so smeared with blood and dust that it was almost unrecognizable, yet still familiar. Then the man spoke, and instantly she knew the voice of the Marquis de La Tour d’Azyr.

“My dear friend,” he said, “Forgive me if I startled you—if I forced my way in uninvited, at such a time, like this. But… you see my state. I’m a fugitive. In my desperate flight, not knowing where else to turn, I thought of you. I told myself that if I could only reach your house, I might find sanctuary.”

“You are in danger?”

“In danger?” He almost seemed to laugh silently at the needless question. “If I were to show myself in the streets right now, I might be lucky to live five minutes! My friend, it’s been a massacre. Some of us escaped from the Tuileries only to be hunted down in the streets. By now, I doubt if a single Swiss is left alive. They fared the worst, poor souls. As for us—my God! They hate us even more than the Swiss. That’s why I wear this filthy disguise.”

He shrugged out of the rough greatcoat and, casting it aside, stood revealed in the black satin uniform worn by the hundred bodyguards who had rallied that morning to defend their king in the Tuileries.

His coat was torn across the back, his neckcloth and wrist ruffles were dirty and blood-stained; with his smeared face and ruined hair, he was terrible to behold. Yet he maintained his usual confident bearing, and even remembered to kiss the trembling hand that Mme. de Plougastel offered in greeting.

“You did the right thing by coming to me, Gervais,” she said. “Yes, here you’re safe for now. You’ll be quite secure—at least, as long as we are. My servants are completely reliable. Sit down and tell me everything.”

He obeyed, nearly collapsing into the chair she provided, utterly spent—whether from exhaustion or nerves or both. He pulled out a handkerchief and wiped away some blood and dirt from his face.

“It’s soon told.” His voice was bitter with despair. “This, my dear, is the end for us. Plougastel is fortunate to be across the frontier now. If I had not been foolish enough to trust people who have proven so utterly unworthy, I would be with him. Staying in Paris was the crowning mistake of a life full of them. Coming here to you at my most desperate hour just adds to the irony.” He laughed harshly.

Madame wetted her dry lips. “And… and now?” she asked.

“All that’s left is to get out, as soon as possible—if it can still be done. Here in France, there’s no place left for us—at least not above ground. Today proved that.” Then, noticing her standing beside him, pale and timid, he managed a smile and patted her hand on the arm of his chair. “My dear Thérèse, unless your charitable nature extends to getting me a drink, you’ll see me die of thirst before the mob can finish me.”

She started. “I should have thought of it!” she cried, reproachful with herself, and turned quickly. “Aline, please—ask Jacques to bring—”

“Aline!” he interrupted, turning quickly as well. Then, when he finally saw her, standing out from the shadows, he abruptly forced himself to his weary feet and bowed stiffly across the gleaming floor. “Mademoiselle, I had no idea you were here,” he said, looking exceptionally abashed, like a man caught doing something illicit.

“I saw it, monsieur,” she replied, stepping forward as if to carry out madame’s request. She paused before him. “From my heart, monsieur, I grieve that our next meeting must be amid such sorrow.”

Not since the day of his duel with Andre-Louis—the day that marked the death of his last hope of winning her—had they stood face to face.

He hesitated, as if about to reply. His eyes flitted to Mme. de Plougastel, and, unusually reserved for such a fluent man, he bowed silently.

“Please sit, monsieur. You are exhausted.”

“You are kind to notice. With your permission, then.” He took his seat again as she went to the door to carry out her errand.

When she returned, they had, for some reason, changed places. Now it was Mme. de Plougastel in the brocade and gilt armchair, and M. de La Tour d’Azyr—despite appearing so weary—leaning over its back, speaking earnestly, clearly pleading with her. He broke off instantly when Aline entered and moved away, leaving her with the sense of having intruded. She also saw that the Countess was in tears.

Soon after came dutiful Jacques, carrying a tray with food and wine. Madame poured for her guest, and he took a long drink of Burgundy before asking, holding out grimy hands, to tidy up before eating.

He left to be attended by Jacques, and when he returned, he had erased all signs of his rough treatment. Once more, he looked almost his normal self—his clothing repaired, calm and dignified as ever, but now pale and haggard, suddenly seeming older, finally showing his true age.

As he ate and drank—hungrily, since, as he admitted, he hadn’t tasted food all day—he described the dreadful events of the day, including his own escape from the Tuileries, when the Swiss, after firing their last shot, were slaughtered by the furious mob.

“Oh, it was all horribly mishandled,” he concluded bitterly. “We were cautious when we should have been bold, and finally bold when it was too late. That is our story throughout this cursed struggle. We have lacked true leaders. And now—as I said—it’s finished for us. All that remains is to escape, if we can find the means.”

Madame told him of her hopes for Rougane.

The mention roused him from his gloom. He grew more optimistic.

“You shouldn’t give up on that hope,” he assured her. “If the mayor is so well disposed, he can certainly do as his son promised. But last night it would have been too late to reach you, and today—assuming he did come to Paris—almost impossible to cross the city from the other side. I think he may yet come. I pray for it; knowing you and Mlle. de Kercadiou have escaped would be my greatest comfort.”

“We should take you with us,” said madame.

“But how?”

“Young Rougane was to bring permits for three people—Aline, myself, and my footman Jacques. You would take Jacques’ place.”

“Faith, to get out of Paris, madame, I would take any man’s place.” He laughed.

Their spirits rose with his, hope revived. But as darkness fell again over the city without any sign of their expected rescuer, hope began to fade once more.

At last, M. de La Tour d’Azyr pleaded fatigue and asked to retire to rest before whatever might have to be faced soon. When he had gone, madame urged Aline to lie down.

“I’ll call you, my dear, the moment he arrives,” she said, bravely trying to project confidence she no longer felt.

Aline kissed her and left, so outwardly calm and collected that the Countess wondered whether she realized the danger that surrounded them—a danger made far greater by the presence of M. de La Tour d’Azyr, a man well-known and hated, surely being hunted by his enemies even now.

Left alone, madame lay down on a salon couch, ready for any emergency. It was a hot summer night, and the glass doors to the lush garden stood wide open to let in the air. From the distance, on the breeze, came the intermittent sounds of the city’s ongoing chaos—the aftermath of that bloody day.

Mme. de Plougastel listened to those distant noises for upward of an hour, thanking Heaven that they were, for the moment, far away, yet dreading lest they suddenly move closer—that the Bondy section where her house stood might yet become the scene of the same horrors echoing from the southern and western quarters of Paris.

The couch the Countess occupied lay deep in shadow; every light in the long salon was out except for a cluster of candles on a massive silver candelabrum in the center of the room—an island of light in the gloom.

The clock on the overmantel chimed ten, melodious, and then, startling in its abruptness, another noise echoed through the house and brought madame to her feet in a rush of hope and fear. Someone was knocking sharply at the door below. After anxious moments, the breathless footman Jacques burst into the room, scanning it before seeing his mistress.

“Madame! Madame!” he gasped.

“What is it, Jacques?” Her voice was steady now that composure was necessary. She stepped from the shadow into the island of light at the table. “There is a man below. He is asking—he is demanding—to see you at once.”

“A man?” she repeated.

“He… he seems official; at least he’s wearing a sash of office. He refuses to give his name, saying it would mean nothing to you. He insists you see him yourself, right away.”

“An official?” said madame.

“An official,” Jacques repeated. “I wouldn’t have let him in, except he demanded it in the name of the Nation. Madame, you must decide what to do. Robert is with me. If you wish… whatever it may be…”

“My dear Jacques, no, no.” She was perfectly composed. “If this man meant harm, surely he wouldn’t come alone. Show him up, then ask Mlle. de Kercadiou to come if she’s awake.”

Jacques left, somewhat reassured. Madame settled herself in the armchair beside the table, squarely in the light. She smoothed her dress with a nervous hand. If, as seemed likely, her hopes were in vain, so were her fears. Someone on any errand but peace would surely have brought others with him, as she had said.

The door opened. Jacques appeared again; then, striding past him, came a slight man in a broad-brimmed hat with a tricolour cockade. Around his olive-green riding coat, a broad tricolour sash was tied; a sword hung at his belt.

He swept off his hat, candlelight catching the silver buckle. Madame found herself silently studied by a pair of large, dark eyes in a lean, brown face—eyes extraordinarily intent and searching.

She leaned forward; disbelief washed over her face. Then her eyes sparked with recognition, and color returned slowly to her cheeks. She rose abruptly, trembling.

“Andre-Louis!” she exclaimed.




CHAPTER XIV. THE BARRIER

His gift of laughter seemed completely extinguished. For once, there was not a hint of humor in those dark eyes as they continued to watch her with that strange, searching gaze. And yet, though his expression was somber, his thoughts were not. With his brutally honest mental clarity that penetrated through pretenses, and his capacity for detached observation—which, if properly applied, could have taken him quite far—he saw the absurdity and artificiality of the emotion he now experienced, but which he refused to let control him. It arose entirely from the awareness that she was his mother; as if, all things considered, the somewhat accidental fact that she had brought him into the world could now establish any real bond between them! Motherhood that bears and abandons is less than animal. He had considered this; during those long, tumultuous hours in which he was forced to wait, unable to cross that teeming city, he’d had plenty of time to think it through.

He had decided that by agreeing to go to her rescue at such a time, he was committing himself to an act of pure sentimental foolishness. The concessions required by the Mayor of Meudon before issuing the necessary safe-conducts placed his entire future—perhaps even his life—in jeopardy. And yet he had agreed, not for something real, but out of respect for an idea—he who all his life had avoided the empty lure of worthless sentimentality.

Such were Andre-Louis’s thoughts as he regarded her now, fascinated by the extraordinary experience of consciously looking upon his mother for the first time at twenty-eight years of age.

At last, he looked away from her and toward Jacques, who still stood at attention by the open door.

“Could we have some privacy, madame?” he asked.

She waved the footman away, and the door closed. In agitated, unquestioning silence, she waited for him to explain his presence there at such an unusual hour.

“Rougane couldn’t return,” he informed her shortly. “At M. de Kercadiou’s request, I came instead.”

“You! You are here to rescue us!” The note of astonishment in her voice was stronger even than her relief.

“That, and to make your acquaintance, madame.”

“To make my acquaintance? What do you mean, Andre-Louis?”

“This letter from M. de Kercadiou will explain.” Intrigued by his strange words and manner, she took the folded sheet. With trembling hands, she broke the seal and brought the written page to the light. As she read, her eyes grew troubled; the trembling of her hands increased, and midway through she gave a moan. With a glance that was almost terror, she looked at the slim, straight man standing so impassively at the edge of the light, then tried to go on. But M. de Kercadiou’s cramped handwriting swam before her eyes, unreadable. What did it matter now what else he said? She had read enough. The sheet slipped from her fingers to the table, and with a face as pale as wax, she looked wistfully, with indescribable sadness, at Andre-Louis.

“And so you know, my child?” Her voice was stifled to a whisper.

“I know, madame my mother.”

The grimness, the subtle mingling of merciless mockery and reproach in his tone went unnoticed by her. She cried out at the new name. In that moment, time and the world seemed to stand still. Her danger in Paris as the wife of a royalist at Coblenz was forgotten, as was everything else—her mind made space for nothing but the fact that she was at last acknowledged by her only son, the child conceived in adultery, born in secret and shame in a remote Brittany village twenty-eight years earlier. Not even a thought for the betrayal of that inviolable secret, or for any consequences that might follow, could she spare in this supreme moment.

She took one or two faltering steps toward him, then, hesitating, opened her arms. Sobs choked her voice.

“Won’t you come to me, Andre-Louis?”

He stood a moment longer, hesitating, startled by her plea, even irritated by the way his heart responded, as reason and emotion clashed within him. This wasn’t real, his mind asserted; the emotion she showed and that he felt was a fantasy. Yet he went to her. Her arms closed around him; her wet cheek pressed tightly against his; her figure—still graceful despite the years—shook with the passion within.

“Oh, Andre-Louis, my child, if you only knew how I have yearned to hold you like this! If you knew how, in denying myself, I have atoned and suffered! Kercadiou should not have told you—not even now. It was wrong—so wrong, perhaps, for you. It would have been better for him to leave me here to my fate, whatever it might be. And yet—come what may—to be able to hold you, to acknowledge you, to hear you call me mother—oh! Andre-Louis, I cannot regret it. I cannot… I cannot wish it otherwise.”

“Is there any need, madame?” he asked, his stoicism deeply shaken. “There is no reason to involve anyone else. This is just for tonight. Tonight, we are mother and son. Tomorrow, we return to our previous roles, and, at least outwardly, forget.”

“Forget? Have you no heart, Andre-Louis?”

The question reminded him curiously of his usual outlook on life—that theatrical attitude he considered true philosophy. He also remembered what lay ahead; he realized he must control not only himself but her too; that giving in too much to sentiment at such a time could ruin them all.

“It’s a question I’m asked so often that it must be true,” he replied. “My upbringing is to blame for that.”

She clung more tightly to his neck as he tried to gently free himself from her embrace.

“You don’t blame me for your upbringing? Knowing everything, as you do, Andre-Louis, you cannot blame me completely. You must be merciful. You must forgive me. You must! I had no choice.”

“When we know everything about anything, forgiveness is the only possible response, madame. That’s the most profound religious truth ever written. It contains, in fact, the essence of the noblest religion any person could have. I say this to comfort you, madame my mother.”

She sprang away from him with a startled cry. Beyond him, in the shadows by the door, a pale figure shimmered ghost-like. It stepped into the light, revealing itself as Aline. She had come in response to madame’s forgotten summons through Jacques. Entering unnoticed, she had seen Andre-Louis in the arms of the woman he called “mother.” She recognized him at once by his voice, and she could not have said what surprised her more: his presence here, or the revelation she had overheard.

“You heard, Aline?” madame asked.

“I couldn’t help it, madame. You sent for me. I’m sorry if…” She trailed off and looked at Andre-Louis long and curiously. She was pale but calm. She held out her hand to him. “So you’ve come at last, Andre,” she said. “You might have come sooner.”

“I come when I’m wanted,” he answered. “Which is the only time you’re certain of being welcome.” He spoke without bitterness, and after saying it, bent to kiss her hand.

“I hope you can forgive me for what’s past, since I failed in my purpose,” he said gently, almost pleading. “I couldn’t have come to you pretending that the failure was deliberate—a compromise between necessity and your wishes. For it wasn’t that. And still, you don’t seem to have benefited from my failure. You are still a maid.”

She turned her shoulder to him.

“There are things,” she said, “you will never understand.”

“Life, for one,” he acknowledged. “I admit I find it bewildering. Even the explanations that should clarify things only complicate them further.” And he looked at Mme. de Plougastel.

“You mean something by that, I suppose,” said mademoiselle.

“Aline!” It was the Countess who spoke. She knew the danger of half-understandings. “I can trust you, child, I know, and I am sure Andre-Louis will raise no objection.” She’d picked up the letter to show it to Aline. Yet first she looked to him for approval.

“Oh, none, madame,” he assured her. “It’s entirely your decision.”

Aline looked from one to the other with troubled eyes, hesitating to accept the letter now being offered. After reading it, she thoughtfully replaced it on the table. She stood for a moment with bowed head, the other two watching her. Then she impulsively ran to madame and put her arms around her.

“Aline!” It was a cry of wonder, almost of joy. “You don’t utterly hate me!”

“My dear,” said Aline, and kissed the tear-stained face that seemed to have aged years in just the past few hours.

In the background, Andre-Louis, determined not to be swept away by emotion, spoke with the tone of Scaramouche.

“It would be wise, mesdames, to save all these feelings for a time when we can indulge them more safely and at more leisure. It’s getting late. If we’re to escape this slaughterhouse, we should leave without more delay.”

That was just the shock they needed to remember their situation, and spurred by it, they began at once to prepare for departure.

They left him alone for perhaps fifteen minutes, pacing the long room, his impatience kept at bay only by his own mental turmoil. When they finally returned, they were joined by a tall man in a full-skirted, shaggy greatcoat and a broad hat with a downward-turned brim. He kept to the shadows by the door.

The two women had planned this between them—or rather, the Countess had done so when Aline warned her that Andre-Louis’s deep hostility toward the Marquis made it unthinkable for him to knowingly help save him.

Despite the close friendship between M. de Kercadiou and his niece with Mme. de Plougastel, there were several matters of which the Countess knew nothing. One such matter was the previous plan for a marriage between Aline and M. de La Tour d’Azyr. Naturally, Aline had never mentioned this, given her feelings, and M. de Kercadiou had never spoken of it since arriving in Meudon, realizing how unlikely it was to happen.

M. de La Tour d’Azyr’s concern for Aline that morning of the duel, when he found her half-fainting in Mme. de Plougastel’s carriage, had been so guarded as to reveal nothing of his true feelings, and had seemed natural enough for one who felt responsible for her distress. Likewise, Mme. de Plougastel had never realized—and did not now, since Aline hadn’t explained—that the hostility between the two men was more than political, or that the quarrel was something besides the one that had already taken Andre-Louis to the Bois daily for the past week. Yet she realized that, even if Andre-Louis’s bitterness came from nowhere else, that inconclusive duel was reason enough for Aline’s concerns.

And so she had suggested this obvious deception, to which Aline had agreed to be a passive party. But they had made the mistake of not fully preparing or persuading M. de La Tour d’Azyr. They relied entirely on his desire to escape Paris to ensure he stuck to the plan. They had not considered the peculiar sense of honor governing men like M. le Marquis, raised on a code of pretenses.

Andre-Louis, turning to examine the disguised figure, advanced from the darkness of the salon. As the light fell on his pale, lean face, the disguised footman started. The next moment, he too stepped forward and swept off his broad-brimmed hat. Andre-Louis noticed his hand was fine and white and that a gem flashed on one finger. He caught his breath and stiffened as he recognized the revealed face.

“Monsieur,” that stern, proud man was saying, “I cannot take advantage of your ignorance. If these ladies can persuade you to save me, at least you deserve to know whom you are saving.”

He stood by the table, straight and dignified, ready to die as he had lived—without fear and without deceit.

Andre-Louis came slowly forward until separated only by the table; then at last, the muscles of his set face relaxed, and he laughed.

“You laugh?” said M. de La Tour d’Azyr, frowning in offense.

“It is so damnably amusing,” said Andre-Louis.

“You have an odd sense of humor, M. Moreau.”

“Oh, undoubtedly. The unexpected always amuses me. I have discovered many things about you during our acquaintance. Tonight you are something I never expected you to be: an honest man.”

M. de La Tour d’Azyr quivered, but made no reply.

“Because of that, monsieur, I am inclined to be merciful. Perhaps foolishly so. But you have surprised me into it. I give you three minutes to leave this house and find your own way to safety. What happens to you afterward is not my concern.”

“Ah, no, Andre! Listen…” Madame began in anguish.

“Forgive me, madame. That is the most I can do. I am already betraying my sense of duty. If M. de La Tour d’Azyr remains, he not only destroys himself, but puts you all in danger. Unless he leaves at once, he’ll go with me to the headquarters of the section, and they’ll put his head on a pike inside the hour. He is a notorious counter-revolutionary, a knight of the dagger—one the angry people are determined to exterminate. Now, monsieur, you know your fate. Decide at once, for the sake of these ladies.”

“But you don’t know, Andre-Louis!” Mme. de Plougastel’s anguish was indescribable. She came forward and clutched his arm. “For Heaven’s sake, Andre-Louis, be merciful! You must!”

“But I am being merciful, madame—more than he deserves. And he knows it. Fate has meddled most strangely tonight to bring us together. It’s almost as if Fate were forcing retribution at last upon him. Still, for your sake, I will not take advantage, as long as he does what I have asked right away.”

Now the Marquis spoke coldly from beyond the table, his right hand moving under his greatcoat.

“I am glad, M. Moreau, that you speak to me that way. You remove my last reservation. You mentioned Fate—it has meddled strangely, though maybe not in the way you imagine. For years you have blocked my path and thwarted me, always threatening me. You have persistently tried to take my life, first indirectly, then directly. Your interference has destroyed my greatest hopes—more effectively than you may know. You have always been my evil genius. And you are one of the agents of tonight’s despair for me.”

“Wait! Listen!” Madame was gasping, sensing what might happen. She pulled away from Andre-Louis, moved by some instinctive warning. “Gervais! This is horrible!”

“Horrible, perhaps, but inevitable. He has brought it on himself. I am a man in despair, a fugitive from a lost cause. That man holds the keys to escape. And, besides, there is a debt to settle between us.”

His hand emerged from under the coat at last, holding a pistol.

Mme. de Plougastel screamed and threw herself at him. Dropping to her knees, she clung to his arm with all her force.

He tried in vain to free himself from her desperate grasp.

“Therese!” he cried. “Are you mad? Do you want to destroy both of us? This man has the safe-conducts we need. Alone, he is nothing.”

From the background, Aline—breathless, horrified witness to the scene—spoke quickly, her sharp mind finding the answer.

“Burn the safe-conducts, Andre-Louis. Burn them in the candles.”

But Andre-Louis, taking advantage of the Marquis’s helplessness, had drawn a pistol as well. “I think it would be better to burn his brains instead,” he said. “Step away from him, madame.”

Instead of obeying, Mme. de Plougastel rose to shield the Marquis with her body. She still clung to his arm, her unexpected strength stopping him from using the pistol.

“Andre! For God’s sake, Andre!” she begged hoarsely over her shoulder.

“Step away, madame,” he ordered sternly. “Let this murderer get what he deserves. He’s risking all our lives, and he’s been forfeit for years. Move away!” He lunged forward, intending to fire over her shoulder, and Aline was too late to stop him.

“Andre! Andre!”

Panting, gasping, face drawn and wild, nearly hysterical, the desperate Countess threw one final, devastating barrier between the hatred of those two men, each determined to kill the other.

“He is your father, Andre! Gervais, he is your son—our son! The letter there… on the table… O my God!” And she collapsed to the floor, sobbing at the feet of M. de La Tour d’Azyr.




CHAPTER XV. SAFE-CONDUCT

Across the body of that convulsively sobbing woman—the mother of one and the mistress of the other—the eyes of those mortal enemies met, filled with a startled, horrified interest that left them speechless.

Beyond the table, as if turned to stone by the ultimate horror of the revelation, stood Aline.

M. de La Tour d’Azyr was the first to move. Suddenly, he recalled something Mme. de Plougastel had said about a letter on the table. He stepped forward, unopposed. Now that the truth was out, Mme. de Plougastel no longer feared what might come next and allowed him to proceed. He walked unsteadily past his newly discovered son, picking up the letter lying beside the candlestick. He stood for a long moment reading it, unnoticed by the others. Aline’s gaze was fixed on Andre-Louis, full of wonder and pity, while Andre-Louis stared down in stunned fascination at his mother.

M. de La Tour d’Azyr read the letter slowly to the end. Then, quietly, he placed it back. Being the product of an era skilled at masking emotions, his next concern was to regain composure. Then he returned to Mme. de Plougastel and bent to help her.

“Therese,” he said.

Obedient, almost instinctively, she struggled to stand and to regain self-control. The Marquis half guided, half supported her to the armchair by the table.

Andre-Louis watched, numb and disoriented, making no attempt to help. He observed, as if in a dream, the Marquis bending over Mme. de Plougastel. He heard, as if from a distance, the Marquis ask:

“How long have you known this, Therese?”

“I…I have always known…always. I confided him to Kercadiou. I saw him once as a child…Oh, but what of that?”

“Why was I never told? Why did you deceive me? Why did you make me believe this child had died just days after birth? Why, Therese? Why?”

“I was afraid. I…thought it best that nobody—nobody, not even you—should know. And nobody has known, except Quintin, until last night, when, to persuade him to come here and save me, he was forced to tell him.”

“But I, Therese?” the Marquis pressed. “It was my right to know.”

“Your right? What could you have done? Acknowledge him? And then? Ha!” Her laugh was desperate and strained. “There was Plougastel; my family. And there was you…you, who had stopped caring, whose fear of discovery had choked love. Why should I have told you then? Why? I wouldn’t have told you now except there was no other way to…to save you both. Once before I endured these same awful fears when you and he fought in the Bois. I was on my way to prevent it when you met me. I would have revealed the truth, as a last resort, to avoid that disaster. But God mercifully spared me the need then.”

None of them thought to doubt her statement, impossible as it might seem. Had they doubted, her words now would have resolved it, explaining much that, until now, had been mysterious to each listener.

M. de La Tour d’Azyr, overwhelmed, stumbled to a chair and collapsed into it. For a moment, he lost control and buried his haggard face in his hands.

Through the open windows came the distant, faint beating of a drum—a reminder of what was happening outside. But none took notice. Here, each one faced a horror greater than any tormenting Paris. At last Andre-Louis spoke, his voice firm and icy.

“M. de La Tour d’Azyr,” he said, “I trust you’ll agree this revelation, which can hardly be more unpleasant and unbearable to you than to me, changes nothing, for it erases nothing of what stands between us. Or, if it changes anything at all, it is only to add to the tally. And yet…What does it help to speak of it? Here, monsieur, take this safe-conduct, made out for Mme. de Plougastel’s footman, and use it to escape as best you can. In return, I ask only that you never let me see you or hear from you again.”

“Andre!” His mother turned to him with that cry. Again, the question echoed: “Have you no heart? What has he ever done to you that you bear such bitter hatred?”

“You shall hear, madame. Two years ago in this very room I told you of a man who brutally killed my dearest friend and corrupted the girl I was to marry. M. de La Tour d’Azyr is that man.”

She could only moan in answer, covering her face with her hands.

The Marquis rose slowly to his feet. He approached, his intense gaze searching his son’s face.

“You are hard,” he said grimly. “But I recognize the hardness. It comes from the blood in your veins.”

“Spare me that,” said Andre-Louis.

The Marquis nodded. “I won’t mention it again. But I wish at least for you and for you, Therese, to understand me. You accuse me of murdering your friend. I admit the methods may have been unworthy. But what other choice did I have to deal with an urgent situation that every day since has proven real? M. de Vilmorin was a revolutionary, a man of new ideas intended to overthrow society and rebuild it for men like him. I belonged to the group that, just as rightfully, wanted society preserved as it was. Not only was it best for me and mine, but I contend—and you have yet to prove me wrong—that it is better for all, and that no other realistic society is possible. Every human society must naturally have layers. You may turn it temporarily into a shapeless mass by a revolution like this; but only for a short time. Out of the chaos you and your kind create, order must arise or life will end; and with order’s return, so comes the restoration of these necessary layers. Yesterday’s elite may, in the new order, be dispossessed, but that benefits no one. I resisted that change. I fought that spirit with whatever means I had, whenever and wherever it appeared. M. de Vilmorin was the most dangerous kind of incendiary: eloquent, sincere, but spreading false hope, convincing ignorant people that the proposed change would make their lives better. You are intelligent; I challenge your heart and conscience to say such a thing was possible. You know it’s not true, you know it’s a harmful idea; and what made it worse in Vilmorin’s hands was that he was so sincere and eloquent. His voice was a threat that needed to be silenced—for my own defense and my order. I had no personal grievance with him. He was a gentleman, estimable, even pleasant.

“You imagine me killed him for the sheer thrill of killing, like a beast on its prey. That has been your error all along. I did what I had to do with the heaviest of hearts—oh, don’t sneer—I do not lie, I never have. I swear to you by all I hope for in Heaven that I tell the truth. I hated the deed. But I felt it a duty to myself and to my order. Ask yourself—would M. de Vilmorin have hesitated for a second, if by procuring my death, he could have brought his utopia closer?

“After that, you decided that the sweetest revenge would be to fill the silence I made by repeating Vilmorin’s message yourself, continuing his cause of equality. But you lacked the vision to see that God did not create men as equals. Well, now you see which of us was right and which was wrong. You see what is happening in Paris; you see anarchy tramping through a land in chaos. Imagine, if you can, what comes next. Do you tell yourself that from this filth a new, ideal society will rise? Don’t you see that soon society will have order forced upon it once more?

“But enough. I must have said enough for you to understand the most important point—I killed Vilmorin as a duty to my order. And the truth—which, though it might displease you, should convince you—is that tonight I can look back on it calmly, with no regret beyond what lies between us.

“When, kneeling by your friend’s body at Gavrillac, you provoked me, had I been the predator you believed, I would have killed you too. I’m a man of quick passions, as you know. Yet I stifled my anger then, because I can forgive an insult to myself when I cannot overlook an attack on my order.”

He paused. Andre-Louis stood rigid, listening and pondering, as did the others. Then the Marquis continued, less sure of himself. “As for Mlle. Binet, I was merely unfortunate. I wronged you unintentionally. I didn’t know of your relationship with her.”

Andre-Louis broke in sharply: “Would it have mattered if you had known?”

“No,” came the frank answer. “I have the faults of my background. I can’t pretend any such scruple would have stopped me. But can you—if you can think dispassionately—blame me greatly for that?”

“All things considered, monsieur, I’m quickly coming to the conclusion that blaming anyone for anything in this world is pointless; we are all at the mercy of fate. Look at this situation—this family gathering tonight, while out there… O my God, let us be done with it! Let us go our ways and put an end to this horrible chapter of our lives.”

M. de La Tour regarded him gravely and silently for a moment.

“Perhaps it is best,” he said at length, quietly. He turned to Mme. de Plougastel. “If I must admit to a regret—a wrongdoing in my life—it is the wrong I have done to you, my dear…”

“Not now, Gervais! Not now,” she pleaded, cutting him off.

“Now—for the first and last time. I am leaving. It is unlikely we’ll ever meet again—I shall never see any of you again, you who should have been dearest to me. We are all, as he says, at the mercy of destiny. Ah, but not entirely. Destiny is guided by intelligence and purpose. In life, we pay for our wrongs. That is the lesson I learned tonight. By betrayal, I unknowingly fathered a son who, ignorant of our bond, became my nemesis, thwarted me, and finally brought my downfall. It is just—poetically just. My acceptance of that is all the atonement I can offer.”

He bent and took one of madame’s limp hands.

“Goodbye, Therese!” His voice broke. He had reached the end of his iron self-control.

She rose and clung to him for a moment, unashamed before the others. The ashes of their old romance had been stirred deep tonight, uncovering embers that briefly glowed before dying away forever. She made no move to stop him. She understood that their son had shown the only wise, possible course—and was grateful M. de La Tour d’Azyr accepted it.

“God keep you, Gervais,” she whispered. “Take the safe-conduct, and… and let me know when you are safe?”

He held her face in his hands for a moment; then very gently kissed her and set her aside. Standing tall and calm again, he looked at Andre-Louis, who was holding out a piece of paper.

“It’s the safe-conduct. Take it, monsieur. It’s my first and last gift to you, and certainly one I never thought to give—the gift of life. In a sense, it leaves us even. The irony, sir, is not mine, but Fate’s. Take it, monsieur, and go in peace.”

M. de La Tour d’Azyr accepted it. His eyes looked hungrily into the stark, stern face before him. He tucked the paper into his breast, and then suddenly, with emotion, reached out his hand. His son’s eyes asked a question.

“Let there be peace between us, for God’s sake,” said the Marquis thickly.

At last, pity stirred Andre-Louis. Some of the harshness faded from his face. He sighed. “Goodbye, monsieur,” he said.

“You are hard,” his father told him softly. “But perhaps you are right to be. Under different circumstances, I should have been proud to call you my son. As it is…” He broke off abruptly, and just as suddenly added, “Goodbye.”

He released his son’s hand and stepped back. They bowed formally to each other. Then M. de La Tour d’Azyr bowed deeply to Mlle. de Kercadiou, in complete silence—a bow of total renunciation, of finality.

That done, he turned and walked stiffly out of the room—and out of all their lives. Months later, they would hear of him in the service of the Emperor of Austria.




CHAPTER XVI. SUNRISE

Andre-Louis went out early the next morning onto the terrace at Meudon. The sun, just risen, was turning the lingering dewdrops on the lawn into diamonds. In the valley five miles away, morning mists rose over Paris. Yet though it was early, the house was already bustling with preparations for their imminent departure.

Andre-Louis had left Paris safely the previous night with his mother and Aline, and today, all of them were to set out for Coblenz.

As Andre-Louis strolled, hands clasped behind him and head lowered—for life had never offered him so much to reflect on—Aline came out to him through one of the glass doors from the library.

“You are up early,” she greeted.

“Faith, yes. I haven’t been to bed. No,” he answered her startled look, “I spent the night at the window, thinking.”

“My poor Andre!”

“You describe me perfectly—I am very poor, for I know nothing and understand nothing. It’s not a tragic state until you realize it. Then…” He spread his arms, and let them fall. His face, she noticed, was drawn and tired.

She walked with him along the old granite balustrade where geraniums spilled over in green and scarlet.

“Have you decided what you’re going to do?” she asked.

“I’ve decided I have no choice. I too must emigrate. I’m fortunate to be able to. Lucky that, in yesterday’s chaos, I couldn’t find anyone to report myself to—as I foolishly wanted—otherwise I might not still have these.” He pulled from his pocket a powerful passport from the Commission of Twelve, requiring all Frenchmen to help him as needed and warning any who might oppose him of the risks. He showed it to her. “With this, I can get you all safely to the frontier. Over the border, M. de Kercadiou and Mme. de Plougastel must conduct me; then we’re even.”

“Even?” she asked. “But you won’t be able to come back!”

“You imagine, of course, how eager I am to return. My dear, in a few days there’ll be questions about me. Events will come out. Then the pursuit will begin. But by then, we’ll be far along, well ahead of any possible pursuit. You don’t suppose I could ever offer the government any satisfactory excuse for my absence—assuming a government survives to require one?”

“You mean…you’ll sacrifice your future, this career you’ve started?” She was shocked.

“As things are now, there’s no career for me down there—at least not an honest one. I hope you don’t think I could be dishonest. It’s the era of men like Danton and Marat, the day of the mob. The government’s reins will be tossed to the people, or the people, pumped up by Danton and Marat, will seize them openly. Chaos will follow, and a dictatorship by the worst, a government run by the lowest classes. It can’t last, because unless a nation is led by its best, it decays.”

“I thought you were a republican,” she said.

“Why, I am. I’m speaking as one. I want a society where the best from every class are chosen as rulers and no class or group has the right to monopolize government—be they nobles, clergy, middle class, or workers. Single-class government is a disaster. Two years ago, our ideal almost came true. Power, held too long and unfairly by inheritance, was spread through the state, and if we had stopped there, all would have been well. But we went too far; the privileged orders pushed back, and now comes the horror you only glimpsed yesterday. No, there are opportunities now only for the corrupt, for opportunists; none for a man who wants to respect himself. It’s time to go. I give up nothing in leaving.”

“But where will you go? What will you do?”

“Oh, something. Consider: in four years I’ve been lawyer, politician, swordsman, and jester—especially the last. There’s always a place for Scaramouche. Besides, unlike Scaramouche, I’ve been surprisingly prudent. I own a little farm in Saxony. Perhaps agriculture will suit me; it’s contemplative, and I am not a man of action. I lack the necessary qualities.”

She looked up at him, a wistful smile in her blue eyes.

“Is there anything you truly lack the qualities for, I wonder?”

“Do you really think so? Yet you can’t say I’ve succeeded in any of my roles. I always end up running away. I’m running now from a fencing-academy—which Le Duc will inherit. All because I took up politics, and now I run from that too. Running away—my real talent. That, too, is Scaramouche’s trait.”

“Why do you always mock yourself?” she asked.

“Because I know myself to be part of this mad world, I suppose. Would you have me take it seriously? I’d lose my mind, especially since discovering my parents.”

“Don’t, Andre!” she pleaded. “You’re insincere, you know.”

“Of course I am. Who expects sincerity in a world where hypocrisy is the very core? We’re raised on it, educated in it, we live by it, and rarely realize it. You’ve seen it rampaging in France these past four years—hypocrisy on the lips of both revolutionaries and defenders of the old regime; a riot of hypocrisy birthing chaos. And I, criticizing it this beautiful morning, am the biggest hypocrite of all. That’s the truth that kept me awake all night. For two years I hounded every way I could… M. de La Tour d’Azyr.”

He paused before speaking the name, as if unsure how to mention him.

“And in those two years, I deceived myself about my own motives. He called me last night the evil genius of his life, and admitted the justice of it. Perhaps he was right, and even if he hadn’t killed Philippe de Vilmorin, our paths would have clashed anyway. I know now they must have. That is why I called myself a hypocrite, a poor, self-deceiving one.”

“But why, Andre?”

He stopped and looked at her. “Because he courted you, Aline. Because of that alone, I had to oppose him, utterly and absolutely. Because of that, I put all my energy into defeating him—to save you from becoming prey to your own ambition.

“I wish to speak of him as little as necessary. After this, I hope never to speak of him again. Before our lives crossed, I knew of his reputation—it was hated throughout the countryside. Even then, I loathed him. You heard him mention poor La Binet last night, you heard him excuse his fault by referring to his upbringing. Perhaps there’s no reply. He’s a product of his type. Enough! To me, he was the embodiment of evil, just as you have always been the embodiment of good; he was sin, you are purity. I put you on a very high pedestal, Aline, but not higher than you deserved. Could I allow you to be dragged down by ambition, to see the good I loved mate with evil I despised? What could have come of it but your own damnation, as I told you at Gavrillac? Because of that, my detestation became personal and active. I swore to save you at any cost from that fate. If love had influenced your choice, it would have been different—I might hope you could redeem him. But to marry without love, for ambition…It was vile. And so, I fought him—a rat against a lion—fought him endlessly until I believed love had replaced ambition in your heart. Then I stopped.”

“Until you saw love had replaced ambition!” Tears were in her eyes as he spoke. Now, amazement replaced her emotion. “But when did you see that? When?”

“I—I was mistaken. I see it now. But at the time…surely, Aline, that morning when you asked me not to keep my engagement with him in the Bois, you were motivated by concern for him?”

“For him? It was for you!” she cried, without thinking.

But it did not convince him. “For me? When you knew—when everyone knew what I’d been doing every day for a week!”

“Ah, but he was different from the others you had met. My uncle considered him unbeatable; he convinced me that if you met, nothing could save you.”

He frowned at her.

“Why are you saying this, Aline?” he asked, a little sternly. “I can see that, having changed, you want to disown those feelings. Perhaps it’s just a woman’s way.”

“Oh, Andre, how wrong you are! I told you the truth!”

“And was it concern for me,” he asked, “that made you faint when you saw him return wounded? That’s what made me realize.”

“Wounded? I hadn’t seen his injury. I saw him sitting, alive and apparently untouched, and thought he had killed you, as he’d threatened. What else could I think?”

Realization came to him, blinding and overwhelming. He staggered back, hand to his forehead. “And that was why you fainted?” he asked incredulously.

She looked at him silently. As she realized how much she’d said in her eagerness to correct him, a sudden fear crept into her eyes.

He held out both hands to her.

“Aline! Aline!” His voice broke. “It was I…”

“O blind Andre, it was always you—always! Never, never did I think of him, not even for a loveless match, except once for a little while—when…when that theatre girl came into your life, and then…” She paused, shrugged, and turned away. “I thought of following ambition, since there was nothing left behind.”

He shook himself. “I must be dreaming, or mad,” he said.

“Just blind, Andre; only blind,” she assured him.

“Blind only where it would have been presumptuous to see.”

“And yet,” she teased him in a flash of her old spirit, “I have never known you to lack presumption.”

M. de Kercadiou, stepping out a moment later from the library, saw them hand in hand, gazing at one another beatifically, as if each saw Paradise in the other’s face.


