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WITH THE CRIMSON, emerald, and purple plumes of their hats streaming out behind them, four young men rode at speed into the village of Versailles one May morning in 1664, scattering squawking geese in their path.

“We should have been here hours ago,” Augustin Roussier yelled to his companions, making his horse rear as they halted to view the busy scene. “All the best lodgings will have been taken by the look of it!”

The rutted streets were crammed with elegant traffic more at home in Paris, from which most of them had come, than in these countrified surroundings. The sun glinted on gilded coachwork and harness, the warm air hazy with dust thrown up by wheels and hooves. Six hundred of the nobility had been invited to the first grand fête ever to be held at the nearby hunting lodge, which was a small place with only accommodation enough for a few of the king’s special guests to stay.

“Is it any use trying the inns to see if there’s a room left?” asked one of his companions as they moved their tired horses forward at a more restful pace. “There are three hostelries, I believe.”

“I’d say we’ve lost that chance, Léon. See! Even those miserable hovels have been taken.” Augustin flicked his gloved hand toward some old stone houses they were passing. Well-dressed arrivals were stepping fastidiously inside, never having set foot in such humble places before, their servants carrying in their boxes and baggage after them. “Those we left behind us on the road will be lucky to get a stable at this rate.”

He was the natural leader of their high-spirited group. They had become friends during their initial year’s service with the First Company of the King’s Musketeers, a duty expected of every young courtier who wished for promotion at Court. Not yet twenty, born of Huguenot stock and of a father with powerful financial interests, Augustin was tall with a straight bearing and a good physique, his looks dashing and debonair.

Like most youths of his age, he scorned the fashionable full-bottomed periwig and wore his own hair, which was thick, curly, and long enough to rest on his broad shoulders in the modish style. Its luxuriant growth, black shot with blueish lights, framed features hardening into the square jaw and prominent nose of his forebears. Beneath thick brows the narrow eyes were a curiously brilliant green and there was a lusty eagerness in the lines of the wide mouth. As always when he was with these particular friends, Léon Postel, François Esconde, and Jacques de Fresnay, any excuse for a prank or horseplay was seized on with relish. They had enlivened the ride from Paris with a number of diversions, such as racing each other dangerously, swerving in front of coach horses, and flirting with pretty women riding together in the lumbering equipages.

“At least let us stop for a swig of wine first.” François eased a gloved finger around the inside of his lace-trimmed neck band, his freckled face gleaming with beads of sweat.

“Agreed!” Jacques, hawk-faced and fair-haired, made exaggerated gasping sounds. “I’m parched from the dust of the ride. There’s a wineshop ahead.”

“We can’t afford to stop yet.” Augustin twisted in his saddle to signal his own servant forward from the retinue of valets who had now caught up in the rear, bringing with them the extra horses with saddle hampers and chests of clothes. “Get a few bottles of the best wine this place can provide,” he instructed, “and follow me.”

The wine, coarse and rough though it was, proved welcome when the search for accommodation brought no result. While the servants did the knocking on doors, Augustin and his companions tossed it back from their silver traveling cups. Its potency took full effect as the rising heat of noon combined with their deep thirst, Léon’s swarthy complexion almost reaching the same hue as the wine itself. All four of them became more boisterous and everything seemed excruciatingly funny to them. There was plenty to amuse as women accidentally set satin-shod feet into cow dung, sometimes causing a loss of balance amid squeals of temper and dismay, and fellow gallants, who were no more used to inconveniences than they were themselves, sprang off their horses to kick and cuff their unfortunate servants for failing to get a room for them in the last of the tolerable property.

The local priest had opened his house for some of the women out of sympathy for their plight, but he ran like a schoolboy, his black robes flapping, to lock the doors of the twelfth-century church before anyone thought to bed down there. He knew as well as anybody that there would inevitably be drunkenness and every other kind of indulgence before the royal fête was at an end. Augustin, laughing, wheeled his black horse about with a sheen of flanks to the church steps and leaned from the saddle to offer him a cup of wine. It was refused with uplifted white palms before the priest went scurrying back to his house.

Gradually the search spread from the center of the village to the outskirts. Versailles, situated as it was on the main road between Normandy and Paris, was better able to house travelers than the neighboring hamlets, but already some people had set off for Clagny and Saint-Cyr and Trianon in the hope of snatching up the best accommodation there, not knowing that they could not expect even a moderation of comfort in those poverty-stricken hamlets.

Augustin’s servant, dodging in front of one of these departing coaches as he returned from a row of mean-looking stone cottages, gave his information breathlessly. “All rooms have been claimed, except in the end one where the housewife is in labor and nobody is being accommodated.”

Augustin raised an eyebrow incredulously. “Do you mean that space has been found at last and admittance refused?”

“The woman is almost at birthing point—”

“Out of my way!” Augustin swung himself down from the saddle and turned to the other three with a sweep of his arm. “Come along, my friends! If this were a royal birth, it would be our noble right to witness the delivery! Apeasant woman has no cause to keep us out!”

He made for the cottage. Whooping and shouting as if going into battle, the trio dismounted and rushed after him. The door was on the latch and he flung it wide as he entered, those in his wake following close behind, the heels of their riding boots ringing on the flagstones. They found themselves in the single whitewashed room that served all purposes. Sparsely furnished with a rough-hewn table, a dresser, and benches, it was stiflingly hot, the windows tightly shut. A midwife swung around from a bed in the far corner, her sleeves rolled up above her elbow, her apron soiled and her sweaty red face a mask of outrage at this intrusion. Deftly she flicked a corner of the sheet over the bare updrawn legs of the groaning woman she was tending before taking up a belligerent stance with feet apart and arms akimbo.

“Messieurs! You must leave this instant! Madame Dremont is unable to wait on anyone and there is no place for you here.”

A scream of torment compelled her to turn back to her charge. The woman in labor, regaining her breath, raised her head weakly from the pillow. “Who has come?”

The midwife reached out to pull the ragged bed-curtain across and block the view, but her action came too late. Jeanne Dremont’s pain-filled eyes became drenched with horror as she saw the four youths advancing toward her. She began to shriek hysterically, releasing the labor rope strung across the bed to clutch frantically at the midwife’s hand.

“Make them go away! Have I not endured enough this day?”

Augustin thrust the curtain far back on its rings and looked down at her. She was about thirty-five but looked much older, her gaunt bones having taken over from the bloom of youth. Her faded hair, with some traces of red, was darkened by sweat and her lips were drawn back grotesquely in her mental and physical agony. Compassion for her moved him.

“Don’t be alarmed, madame,” he assured her kindly, the wine making his tone jocular. “We don’t want your bed. Some clean blankets and fresh lice-free straw will suffice for us.”

She drew breath and tried to answer him, seeing he meant her no harm, but a new wave of pain defeated her, cutting her through. It was hard not to believe she was caught up in a terrible, whirling nightmare. Young male grins and laughing eyes were at the side of her bed, cheering her on as though she were a racehorse nearing the winning post. She did not know that the queens of France had to suffer the same public witness. The midwife, no time left for argument, had elbowed her way free to be ready for the moment of birth and was coaxing her toward it amid the uproar. All decency had flown. Even a doctor delivered under a modesty blanket, but whatever had been covering her seemed to have fallen away. She heard her own ear-splitting scream as she thrust against the final ripping apart of her body, her back arching like a bow. With a rush the baby came. As its wail went up there was a burst of applause from the noblemen. The one she heard addressed as Augustin gave her the news before the midwife had a chance.

“It’s a girl! You have a fine daughter, madame!”

In exhaustion, she let herself sink deep into the mattress of goose feathers, eyes closed and a smile on her lips. She no longer cared about anything else. The baby’s lusty wailing was music to her. After several stillbirths and more miscarriages, she had a living child. “Give her to me,” she implored in an exultant whisper.

The midwife had cut the cord and wrapped the infant in a piece of linen. When she would have handed her over to the mother, Augustin snatched the human bundle away and swept the newborn infant high into the air, regarding her fondly.

“You’re like a crumpled little flower, mademoiselle,” he joked, making swooping circles with her. His friends came to gather around, laughing as they shoved and pushed each other. In the bed Jeanne reached out her arms, gripped by panic at this new turn of drunken horseplay. She was terrified they might start throwing the infant to each other like a ball.

“Let me have her, sir! I beg you!”

He took no notice, continuing to address the baby whose pouched lids blinked at him over an unfocused gaze, her lungs continuing to give forth a newborn cry. “A bloom from the meadows and dung-heaps of Versailles, that’s what you are, ma petite. Marguerite is a name that would suit you. Yes, I name you Marguerite.” His friends cheered noisily. Jeanne would have struggled from the bed if the midwife had not restrained her. “In seventeen years,” he continued laughingly, “Jacques and François and Léon and I will be back to court you. Pay no attention to them. I’ll be the one for you. In the meantime here’s a token of my good faith.” He had a louis d’or in his pocket and as he gave the infant into her mother’s arms he pressed it into her tiny fingers. “See how she clutches it, madame! She’ll be an expensive wife for a man to keep when the time comes.”

Jeanne, whose tears had been streaming down her face in her fright, turned her shoulder to him as she settled the infant protectively against her. He bowed to them both and pulled the curtain across to leave them on their own with the midwife.

When Théo Dremont hurried home from work there was little hope in him that his wife’s labor, which had started in the early hours before sunrise, would have proved any more productive than on previous occasions. After each one Jeanne had become more difficult and at times quite strange in the head. He had had to take a stick to beat the sense back into her too often for his liking, but his reputation in the village had to be considered and no one respected a man not seen to master domestic upheavals in his own house. After a few months of constant weeping, Jeanne had adjusted once again. If after every disappointment she was a little less stable than before, only he knew it.

His mouth fell agape as he stopped in the doorway of his house and saw its disarray. There was no sign of the neighbor who should have had a cooked dinner ready for him. Instead two dandy menservants in doublets and petticoat breeches with ribbons at the knees, aprons about their waists, were removing from the table the remains of what appeared to have been a grand meal judging by the number of chicken bones and emptied wine bottles.

All the windows stood open and under them were four mounds of clean straw that had been shaped into beds, with a satin-lined cloak on each in lieu of blankets. A row of riding boots, newly polished, stood beside some traveling chests stacked against the wall. From the scaffolding around a barn he was building for a farmer, he had seen throughout the day the nobility descending like a great flock of peacocks on the village and he realized full well that his cottage had been taken over. Yet the question still burst from him.

“What’s going on here?”

The two menservants looked condescendingly at him. They had seen their masters rigged out in best clothes and off to the royal lodge before they and their fellows had cooked and enjoyed a good meal themselves out of supplies brought with them. Although of peasant stock, they adopted the rank of their masters in the hierarchy of the servant world and thought themselves well above this thick-shouldered, coarse-featured artisan in his dirty brick-laying clothes. The taller of the two pointed to a leather purse on the windowsill.

“That’s your payment and there’ll be more when our masters are ready to leave.”

Théo snatched up the purse and tipped the contents into his calloused palm. His eyes gleamed. The longer the king’s fête lasted the better as far as he was concerned. As he pocketed the purse he remembered what had brought him home with more haste than usual. He looked toward the bed. The curtains were drawn and there was silence. With a depressed sigh he turned to hang up his hat, only to find every peg taken up with riding coats and headgear. He put his own hat on the floor. Crossing to the bed he drew back the curtains, expecting to find Jeanne lying stark-eyed and immobile with disappointment. Instead she lay sleeping, a babe in her arms. His sharp intake of breath roused her. She opened her eyes on a smile. There was an eerily bright look to her face that he had never seen before. Somehow it unnerved him.

“We have a daughter, Théo. Her name is Marguerite. That’s pretty, don’t you think?”

He forgot that moment of unease. It occurred to him that having proved herself a woman at last she could at least have presented him with a son to be named after himself, but better a daughter than nothing at all. Let the name be whatever she fancied. Leaning a hand on the bed, he bent across to touch the cheek of the slumbering infant with a forefinger.

“Marguerite, eh? Has she strong lungs?”

“You’ll hear that for yourself soon enough.”

“Did all go well at the birth?”

Jeanne lowered her lids. If she told him of the noblemen’s behavior he would be enraged, but he would vent his anger on her. She had not been his wife all these years without knowing how his moods took him. The midwife, a kindly and understanding woman, had willingly promised to keep silent on the subject.

He had not kissed her or his daughter and neither did she expect him to. With men like Théo outward demonstrations of affection belonged to courtship and ended once the early days of marriage were over. Her lot was that of most women in the village and yet she knew herself to be different from them. Something in her nature, which she could not always control, strove for an outlet beyond her comprehension and frequently confused her. Even now it was soaring through her, silent and alarming and powerful, as if through her newborn daughter it might come to fulfillment. She put her lips to the soft down on the infant’s head.

“I forgot all the bad moments as soon as I held this little one in my arms,” she answered evasively.

“Good.” He went as far as patting her shoulder surreptitiously, uncomfortably aware of the presence of two strangers in the room, albeit they were clattering about their own business. At heart he was a shy, well-meaning man, best suited to a quiet life, and it was temper at his own inadequacy in the face of anything he could not deal with or understand that brought about his harsh treatment of her at times. In his own way he was as fond of her as she was of him. “Am I to get any dinner?” he inquired on a practical note.

“Those servants brought me food and I asked that some be left in the pot for you.”

He flicked the bed-curtain back in position and she sighed with relief. For a little while longer this bed was a sanctuary for her and her child. Never again would they be alone and undisturbed as they were now. She wanted so much for this infant’s future. Not a marriage like her own that was drudgery and beatings and the constant threat of starvation when there was no work or the time when Théo was laid up for weeks with a broken leg. He still limped, for in spite of the carpenter’s splints it had not set properly, and she was always worried when he was up on scaffolding in case he lost his balance.

Turning her head on the pillow, she looked toward a crevice between the stones of the wall. She had hidden the gold louis there. It had been given to Marguerite and should be used when she had need of it, however distant that time might be. It had not been a lie to Théo when she said she had forgotten much of what had happened at the birth. Somehow the nightmare had faded as if it had been part of the labor pains. All that remained vivid in her mind was the image of the young man in his lace and leather and fine cloth coat, the man whom she now knew to be Augustin Roussier, paying compliments to her daughter. She had seen kindness in his eyes. Who was to say he had not meant what he said about returning in seventeen years’ time? It would be a thought to strengthen her hopes for her child whenever existence was particularly bleak and their stomachs ached with hunger.

         

IT HAD BEEN Augustin’s suggestion that he and his companions should walk to the fête and they willingly agreed. They were a good foursome and rarely fell out over anything these days, but when they did their quarrels were fierce, for all four had strong temperaments. Yet the bond formed during their service as musketeers bound them in honor as well as in friendship. Early in their acquaintanceship, after swords had been drawn in a violent dispute over a woman, they had made a solemn oath never again to poach on one another’s territory once a verbal claim had been made. As they were all gentlemen born it was a pact that could never be broken, no matter how testing the situation or how luscious the woman concerned, and subsequently it had kept their friendships intact.

They strolled with the fashionable strut that gave a swing to their short silk cloaks and an additional arrogance to their posture. Maybe this walk had evolved generally through the wearing of bucket-topped boots, but even in buckled shoes, as they were now, men of fashion and authority walked in this manner as if they owned the world and everyone in it. It reflected the whole structure of their society, for France was the most powerful and prosperous state in Europe, unified and centralized in the king himself.

If anything the spirits of the four friends were even higher than earlier in the day, and they laughed together and chaffed one another good-humoredly, feeling refreshed and full of energy. They had bathed from buckets of water in the ramshackle outhouse before returning naked and dripping to dry off in the cottage. There they donned clean linen and hose and the rest of their finery, which consisted of knee-length silk coats over full-cut breeches, and on their heads wide-brimmed hats with huge nodding plumes. A patch or two on chin and cheekbone to give drama to their looks and finally each took a differently colored spangled mask, fashioned like a face in vivid satin and mounted on ivory handles, to make them part of the magical theme of the fête, which was entitled Les Plaisirs de l’Île Enchantée. It was being held in honor of Louise de La Vallière, mistress of the king, even though his wife and mother were to grace the proceedings with their presence.

As the gates of the hunting lodge came into view, Augustin’s mind flicked back to the only time he had visited here before. That had been three years ago in the early summer of 1661, the weather as balmy then as now and the occasion the first party held here by the king for a group of close friends, whose ages ranged from eighteen to the king’s own age of twenty-three. Augustin, newly arrived at Court and to whom the king had spoken only once, was puzzled as to why he, then only sixteen, should have been included. The most likely explanation was that a few weeks before, his father had done the king a great service in a matter of finance and, as a form of appreciation, the son had been invited to the party instead of the father, whose austere manner and middle age would have been thoroughly out of place.

The lodge, which could be reached in just over an hour at normal speed from Paris, was the king’s own private property and stood on a slight rise overlooking the village and the countryside beyond. Built of warm russet brick and creamy stone, roofed with blue-gray slate, it was a small unpretentious mansion that had been designed originally as a male preserve for the late king, Louis XIII, from which he and his fellow huntsmen rode out to enjoy the chase in the surrounding forests and fenlands where stag and other wild game abounded. In his last days, not knowing death was near, he had expressed a wish to retire there as soon as his son was of age and devote himself to his spiritual salvation. Instead, when he drew his last breath, his son, the new king of France, was still only five years old.

Except for sharing the same consuming passion for hunting, which had been ignited in him in the forests around Versailles when he was twelve, Louis XIV had grown to be quite a different man from his father, being dedicated as much to pleasure as to his royal responsibilities. Through the lodge’s happy associations with his early youth, only joy and relaxation known within its walls and environs, he had begun to see that it could be a delightful center in which to entertain those he liked best. Being away from Court, what better to ensure that married partners were never invited together to these small, informal gatherings. It would enable him to leave his wife of a year in Paris and add to his own and everybody else’s sense of freedom while at his beloved lodge of Versailles.

Augustin had learned a lot about life at that party. An exciting and throbbing sensuality had prevailed throughout the whole three days and nights, generated by lavish hospitality, the excitement of good hunting, and the exuberance of sophisticated youth. Liaisons were many, but discreet, so that nothing marred the harmony that prevailed under the lodge’s roof or on the grounds where the festivities were held, there being no salon large enough within to hold feasting or dancing on any scale.

Although since his first visit Augustin had never again been invited to one of these exclusive parties, a royal obligation having been fulfillled, he continued to take an interest in the lodge and looked forward to seeing what changes had been made there in the interim. As he and the trio with him approached their venue, the sound of music drifted out from the grounds to meet the stream of arriving guests. The precincts of the lodge had a welcoming aspect. Semicircular ramps enclosed an opening forecourt as if to embrace whoever entered the gates, which were set between two small pavilions that echoed the warm russet brick and creamy stone of the lodge itself. East-facing, it further emphasized a hospitable aspect by enclosing three sides of a black and white marble quadrangle, the Cour de Marbre.

Augustin was struck at once by the sumptuous new embellishments of the mansion. One and a half million livres, a sizable fortune, had been spent on interior redecoration and on extending the gardens on a vast scale. The ironwork balcony, which ran above the central entrance and under the windows of the first of the upper floors, had been marvelously gilded, as had other ornamentation that lent itself to this new splendor, all of which shone brilliantly as if the king had chosen to emphasize that his royal device was the face of Apollo, the sun god, whose very rays had been captured to shine out from this country abode.

Dancing in the gardens was already in full swing. There were as many areas in which to dance as there were to feast or gamble or just rest and listen to the music, for rooms had been created within the gardens, sometimes at a sunken level and also by the clever use of box hedges and trees, arbors and blossoming archways and delicate trelliswork, each area spectacularly furnished and hung with silken drapes and tapestries. A long rectangular lawn, known as the Tapis Vert, led down to the gleaming lake, the Bassin des Cygnes.

As dusk fell many thousands of candles, and almost as many flambeaux, glowed to give flickering wells of light and pools of shadow in which people milled about, the sparkle of jewels almost matched by the gleam of satin and silk and brocade, while fountains captured the brilliance in their spray. Those taking part in the enactment of the legend of the enchanted isle, which had inspired the fête, wore exotic headgear and fantastic costumes, giving an added magic to the scene. Almost everyone had a glittering mask on a handle which, like those Augustin and his friends held, were used only for effect and not to disguise. After greeting acquaintances and mingling with those they knew well, the four companions gradually split up to take partners into the dancing.

Out of gallantry, Augustin first asked the king’s mistress. As a lanky youth he had bowed to Louise de La Vallière at that first party he had attended at Versailles. She did not remember him from then and there were too many at Court for her to know him by sight or name, but she smiled and chatted as if she did while they turned and twirled in a gavotte, her skirt of green and silver swirling like the waves of the sea. She wore her golden-brown hair in the fashionable style adopted by most women present, that of a smooth-topped head with a middle parting and bunches of curls bouncing out over the ears to reach to the shoulders. Her single lovelock, arranged to fall below her right breast, sprang in and out of her cleavage in a dance of its own.

“Isn’t it a splendid evening?” she said to him. “To crown it all we shall soon have a moon as bright as a silver ball.”

He responded to her small talk, wondering if she knew that in spite of her being the royal favorite, the king, an insatiable womanizer, was no more faithful to her, according to Court gossip, than he was to Queen Marie Thérèse. At that earlier party the king had been newly in love with this modest young woman whose arched eyebrows over large azure eyes gave her a look of pleased expectancy at whatever was to come and whose inviting mouth had a provocative dip in the full lower lip. Then it had been difficult to decide whether Louise or the lodge held precedence in the king’s heart, for it was obvious then, as it was now, that he was enraptured with the small mansion that he had already set in gilt as if it were a precious gem.

The king, wearing a gold helmet with flame-colored plumes, had come directly into Augustin’s line of vision; a dignified, impressive young man with a natural majesty that made him a dramatic figure even when in more somber clothes and not arrayed as he was this evening as Roger, the hero of the legend, in cloth of gold, a jeweled sun blazing from his silver breastplate.

He reveled in lavish entertainment. The hedonistic side of his complex character needed a constant outlet in lively company, amorous women, and ostentatious pomp and ceremony. In contrast, when in council with his ministers or when dealing with affairs of state, he was stern, severe, and cold. He did not spare himself in long hours of work. On the battlefield he was a formidable warrior.

His features revealed the strength in him. He had the Bourbon nose that was long and thin, flaring out into sensual nostrils, his upper lip adorned with a thin, black moustache. His glittering eyes, heavy lidded, missed nothing, or so it seemed to the nobles who found their plans thwarted or their cunningly devised schemes set awry. Once they had expected him to be malleable as a ruler and easy to control, but he had soon shown them that he was otherwise and did not trust them.

Their lack of respect and open quarrelling during the uprising of the nobles, known as the Fronde, in his early childhood was still a thorn in Louis’s side. He was resolved that never again should there be an aristocratic threat to the Throne of France. Paris would ever be associated in his mind with that painful upheaval and he liked the Louvre least of all the palaces in which he held court. But cities had no charm for him in any case. He was an outdoorsman, happiest in the open air and especially here at his lodge where he could ride and shoot and hunt to his heart’s content. He was already beginning to see that in this place he could create a new seat of power away from all the old intrigues and past bitternesses such as clung not only to the Louvre but also to the palaces of Saint-Germain, Fontainebleau, Vincennes, and Chambord, among others.

He noticed that Louise had finished her dance with Gérard Roussier’s only son and was being brought toward him. Smiling, he gave Augustin a regal nod and held out his hand to take his mistress’s fingers into his. “I’ve been looking for you, Louise. We haven’t danced for an hour. It’s my turn now.”

Pearly tears of love welled up in her eyes. She could weep as easily from joy as from sorrow, tears spilling from her at the most disconcerting moments. It was a trait he had found endearing in the first flush of passion. It touched him now, inflamed as he was by the warmly erotic atmosphere of the fête, and he forgot the recent times when he had come close to being irritated. He led her with a loving clasp of fingers into a danse à deux, the Slow Courante with its graceful turned-out position of the toes at which he excelled. A superb dancer, acknowledged without flattery to be the best in all France, he was ably partnered by the lovely Louise and everybody else drew back to watch. If his gaze flickered from one pretty woman to another in the clustered spectators, it was not obvious and Louise did not notice.

After the spectacle of the evening was over, a medieval tournament fought in the glow of crystal candle-lamps, all six hundred guests sat down with the king to a banquet at long tables. Masked and costumed servants, looking like creatures from the fantasy island, held aloft greenery-adorned silver candelabra behind every chair. Augustin found himself seated next to a witty young woman who made him laugh. Before they had finished the first course they were on familiar terms. In the middle of the third she drove her little red heel wickedly into his foot, ready then and there to lead him to her bed in the hunting lodge. The lengthy duration of the banquet only added to a mutual and delicious anticipation that reached a satisfactory conclusion later in the night. She clawed his back like a cat and shrieked her ecstasy in a high-pitched note that must have echoed through several walls.

         

DOWN IN THE VILLAGE, Jeanne heard the first crackle of fireworks in the distance and through the chinks in her bed curtain she was bathed in a rose and silver glow. Careful not to disturb her sleeping infant, she sat up to draw the curtain back until she could see the windows and watch the interior of her home change color as if some wizardry was afoot.

She was alone in the cottage. A neighbor had come to settle her and her infant for the night and see to their needs after the servants had bedded down in the outhouse loft. Théo was with them, not having dared to assert his right to sleep under his own roof when four nobles had staked a claim to it. When the rainbow hues of the fireworks finally subsided she lay back again on her pillows and tried to sleep. It was difficult, there being so much joyful excitement in her over the events of the day.

Eventually oblivion did come, only to be broken when the two nobles, Jacques and François, returned to the cottage, their laughter and talk and the thumping of their footsteps awakening Marguerite, who was only quieted when put to the breast. Through a ragged gap in the curtain Jeanne saw to her surprise that Léon was already back and lying on his straw bed fast asleep. She liked him for having taken care not to disturb her, but it was Augustin who had given her a sense of destiny.

He did not return that night. She did not see him until morning when he reappeared to bathe, be barbered by his servant, and don fresh finery before departing once more with his friends until the next night was over. It proved to be the pattern of their days. They ate no food at the cottage, feasts being laid on between nonstop entertainments from breakfast to midnight suppers. They frequently forgot her presence, as the servants did on occasion, and there was much open talk that would have embarrassed a more innocent woman. Jeanne listened keenly, wanting to know as much as she could about the customs, pleasures, and escapades of her so-called betters. She did notice that Augustin had become quieter and more reticent than the rest. None of his companions appeared to be aware of any change in him, but she, watching him as she did, saw how often he was lost in his own thoughts, paying no attention to the bawdy talk around him.

For Augustin the fête had become a search. He had said nothing to his three friends, not wanting them to gibe him for his foolishness when there were any number of beautiful women for the taking, but he had had a glimpse of a female face he could not forget. Young, sparkling, with huge long-lashed dark eyes and the innocent aura that proclaimed a virgin.

It had happened on the second night during Molière’s play, an extravagant production in which the king continued to play the role of Roger, whose love for the heroine echoed his own passion for Louise de La Vallière. The theater had been specially constructed in one of the silk-hung groves where those too late to get a seat could take advantage of the cushions and Persian rugs spread out on the grassy slopes higher up. Augustin, seated with merry company on a rug at the side of the grove, could look down into many faces in the audience. While applauding a scene, he happened to glance along one of the rows and sighted her. Illumined by the glow from the stage, enthralled by the king’s performance, the girl was leaning forward and laughing in her delight, her bejeweled hands clapping enthusiastically. Then she sat back as the play proceeded, never taking her gaze from the unfolding drama and not knowing that he could not keep his eyes from her.

He judged her to be sixteen or seventeen, just a little younger than himself. Her profile was exquisite, her hair a light chestnut and full of curls. He had already made up his mind to find a way to speak to her at the play’s end.

Yet when the actors had taken their final bow and hundreds of people began to move away from their seats the crush made it impossible for him to get through to her. He did get near enough to see that she was just as enchanting at close quarters and caught her clear voice as she addressed the middle-aged man who flanked her protectively.

“I’m so glad you let me come, Papa! Wasn’t it splendid!”

Then a few moments later, quite without warning, she turned her head abruptly and looked back at Augustin, seemingly as surprised by her action as he. He could only conclude that away from the spell of the play she had been seized by the sixth sense that can tell someone when he or she is being closely watched. Whatever the reason, their eyes met and held, hers growing wider, his more intense. A blush soared into her cheeks and she looked hastily away again. To his exasperation more people made a solid block in front of him, putting a greater distance between them. Yet she glanced back once more, giving him a mischievous little smile, and then in the surge of the dispersing audience he lost sight of her completely.

Since then he had searched for her everywhere. With such swarms of guests and a variety of entertainments going on everywhere it was like looking for the proverbial needle in a haystack and he had no success. He had no means of knowing who she was or where she had come from, never having seen her father before, but she had touched a previously un-plucked chord in him, leaving him restless and desperate to see her again.

The third and last evening of the fête arrived. Having looked in vain among the dancers and wandered through many of the open-air bowers and rooms he came to the bank of the Bassin des Cygnes where everyone was gathering for the final enactment of the enchanted legend. There was applause as the realistically constructed palace of the Enchantress, its silver turrets gleaming, began to float swanlike across the water until it reached the middle of the lake. With a fanfare of trumpets the golden figure of the king sprang up onto a gilded platform to confront the Enchantress in her den. As he flung up his arms, drums rolled. To a crescendo of Lully’s specially composed music the magic palace became engulfed in flames while overhead the first wave of exploding fireworks flooded the sky with an ocean of multicolored stars.

Augustin took advantage of the fireworks’ brilliance to climb onto the plinth of a statue and scan the faces of the spectators. His sudden exultation at sighting his quarry gave way to dismay when he saw she was departing. Now that the climax of the fête was over her father was getting her away as quickly as possible, helping her into one of the little open carriages used for viewing the park.

Augustin leapt down from the plinth. By the time he was through the crowd the carriage was bowling away down the Tapis Vert. He sprang into a run in its wake. People he met stared after him, laughing and calling out. He knew there was no chance of catching up with the carriage, but he hoped to be in time to discover the girl’s identity before she left by the main gates.

He was too late. When he arrived breathless in the courtyard the abandoned open carriage was being taken away and a traveling coach was disappearing beyond the palisades. He questioned several grooms and outdoor servants as to whose coach it was, but none was able to tell him, which meant that the girl’s father came rarely if ever to Court. She probably lived far away. He would have liked to know her name. Her lovely face was imprinted on his memory. He could only hope that one day he would meet her again.

         

WITH THE END of the fête the king’s hospitality took on the style usual to such gatherings, with hunting parties in the morning and the rest of the day taken up by extensive gaming sessions, dancing and music and acting, either by courtiers and their ladies or a professional band of players. In this case Molière’s company had stayed on.

Jeanne had become used to the four young men and their servants occupying her home. Augustin, whom she observed still had reflective moments, and his friends always returned to the cottage after the morning’s chase to change out of their riding clothes and bathe before putting on finer garments again. So much bathing astonished her. She had always understood that the rich were no cleaner in their habits than peasant folk, in spite of having access to hot water whenever they wished, but the reverse had been proved. Her cauldrons had never boiled so much water in all the time she had had them, or even when her mother-in-law lived here before her. The servants were kept hurrying with buckets whenever the young nobles chose to strip off and bathe away the sweat of exertion.

By this time she was up and about her domestic chores again and engaged once more in the fan-making she did for a shop in Paris, the owner supplying her with the materials. It was poorly paid for the amount of skill and time she put into the work but it was a much-needed supplement to Théo’s meager income. Usually the spread of a fan, known as the leaf, would be in silk or satin or vellum if it was to be painted. Jeanne was not an embroiderer and often fan-leaves came already embroidered by other outworkers. Then these in turn would be stuck onto sticks of bone or ivory or aromatic wood and pleated before the final clipping together and the last additional touch of a tassel or ribbon streamers to the ring.

While dealing with the orders delayed by her confinement, she concentrated on making a fan of her own choice from a leaf of silk surplus to supplies she had saved from a long time back. She had to use every minute available between attending to her baby and carrying out necessary domestic chores, for she wanted the fan completed before Augustin departed. At least she was spared the cooking, for the servants shared their own meals with her and Théo. They were far more agreeable to her than they were to her husband, who made no secret of disliking their presence, although he bowed almost to the floor if one of the nobles should cross his path.

When on her own with the servants, she took advantage of their geniality to find out more about life at Court. It came as no surprise to be told that marriages in aristocratic circles were made entirely for wealth, rank, and property and she thought it no wonder that couples went their own way once the knot was tied. Who could blame them? Yet she could not stop her eyebrows lifting at the tale of the nobleman who had walked by chance into a rose bower at the Fontainebleau palace and found his wife rutting with her lover. His only concern was that someone else might have discovered them instead of himself! It appeared that to invite scandal was in poor taste, which was why the ladies at Court went to great length to conceal adulterous pregnancies. The Court had evolved its own rules of conduct and etiquette over the years and it only brought disgrace and even banishment to flout them.

“What of the king?” Jeanne asked, adding a dab of blue to the scene on the fan’s silk that she had pinned out on the table. “Suppose the queen took a lover?”

It was Augustin’s valet who answered her. “Strictly speaking it is treason in any country to cuckold a king. As it happens, in spite of it being a political marriage, Queen Marie Thérèse is in love with King Louis and there’s no question of her straying.”

“Yet he—”

“Ah, that’s a different matter. Even the Church accepts that the king is entitled to a titular mistress and she is treated like another queen at Court.”

Jeanne chose not to comment. It was a man’s world and nobody knew better than she that women were put on earth to submit to men’s dubious standards. “What happens to the mistresses of rich men when they are no longer desired?”

Under her lashes she watched the servants glance at one another in amusement as if they had a fund of jokes on that subject. Again it was Augustin’s servant who replied.

“Usually the ladies receive jewels and single women of humbler origin are given a dowry large enough for them to secure bourgeois husbands.”

That was what she wanted to know. She hugged the information to herself with satisfaction and asked no more questions. When the painting on the silk was finished she enlisted the help of the priest, who had called to see her and the baby, in the spelling of Marguerite, for she herself could neither read nor write. Under his direction she copied his fine lettering with her particular skill. When she had done, she asked him a question that had been troubling her.

“There are four nobles staying here, Father, and I’ve heard the one named Monsieur Augustin Roussier referred to once or twice as the Huguenot by the servants. What does it mean?”

The priest’s face took on an immensely grave expression. “Huguenots, my child,” he informed her heavily, “are Protestants. The term is of unknown origin, but it is applied by Roman Catholics of France to our lost brothers and sisters who follow the so-called reformed faith. Have you never heard of the massacre of Saint Bartholomew’s Eve?”

“No, Father.”

“It was a terrible time, but deemed necessary to put down the Huguenot nobles, who had their own private armies then. France had been torn apart by religious violence for far too long. Over thirty thousand men, women, and children were put to torture and the sword.” He saw the flicker of horror in the woman’s eyes and put a reassuring hand on her shoulder. “It happened a long time ago, my child. It is due to the magnanimity of the king’s grandfather, Henri IV, who passed the Edict of Nantes to protect them, that they have religious liberty and equal civil rights with Frenchmen of the true Church today.”

But here and there pockets of resentment against the Huguenots continued to simmer, he reflected. It was his hope that forces would not be released against these Protestants again, but this was not a matter with which to trouble the head of a simple peasant woman. He closed the subject by getting up to leave.

Jeanne showed him to the door and bobbed respectfully as he departed. Returning to the table, she sat down deep in thought. It had been a shock to hear that Augustin was not of the Roman Catholic faith into which her infant daughter had already been baptized. Then sensibly she reminded herself that it was not as though there would ever be a marriage between them. It was only in legends that the prince married the beggar maid. Instead, from what she had learned from the servants, her aim was to see Marguerite as Augustin’s mistress until such time as he gave her a handsome dowry, when she would be free to marry well among the bourgeoisie—and for love if she so wished.

Taking up her paintbrush, Jeanne finished her design and waited until the paint was dry. That did not take long. Then she set to work to put the fan together with ivory sticks.

         

THE FESTIVITIES CLOSED as they had started at an afternoon hour. Soon afterward the streets of the village were jammed with departing traffic. Augustin was the only one of the four nobles who had the courtesy to say farewell to Jeanne. He happened to be the last to leave the cottage, for the others had wanted to be among the first on the road to reach Fontainebleau, where the Court was to reassemble, while he was going to visit his home near Le Havre, a flourishing commercial port on the Normandy coast.

“I wish you and your daughter continued good health, madame,” he said to Jeanne. “My compliments to you both.”

He would have turned to leave but she stayed him. “Monsieur Roussier! One moment, please.” She handed him the fan. “It is a keepsake to remind you of this royal fête at Versailles.”

He smiled as he took it from her. “Is it for me to hand to the lady of my choice?”

“Perhaps, monsieur. If you should ever wish it.” She watched him open the white silk fan, not as a woman would have done with a graceful flick of the wrist, but in a masculine way by taking the main sticks and spreading them wide. He reacted with surprise.

“You are an artist! This scene is very fine.” It showed the royal lodge, not as it was now with recent embellishments but with its original appearance, as he had seen it on his first visit three years before. Bathed in a sunny light, backed by the gentle blue of an early summer sky, it was entwined as in a frame by garlands of tuberoses, jasmine, and the lilies of France spread out on either side. Then he noticed more. Wrought into the central garland of marguerites, as if in silken ribbons, was the name of her daughter. It stabbed his memory. His wild promise made in a drunken moment returned to him. He drew in his breath in sharp reaction to the woman’s presumption. Any one of his friends would have cuffed her to the floor and hurled the fan away, but he was levelheaded enough to accept he was not without blame. He folded the fan without further comment and slipped it into his pocket. Unbuckling the purse on the belt of his riding jacket, he put it on the table. “This is all I have to give you in return, madame.”

“I thank you, sir.”

He went from the cottage with his mind relieved, feeling that he had paid her off and there was nothing left with which to reproach himself. She picked up the purse and held it to her as she crossed to the window to watch him mount and ride away. On her face was the radiant, rather curious expression that had made her husband uneasy when he had first spoken to her after their daughter’s birth. He had not recognized it as the reflection of an obsession already rising in her.

As soon as Augustin was out of sight Jeanne turned back into the room, looking down at the purse in her hands. It was weighty and there was no telling how much money it contained, enough in any case to store away until Marguerite had come to womanhood and was in need of some fine clothes. Not for a moment did it occur to her that Augustin had been settling his conscience. She saw the purse as yet another token to strengthen the promise made. Everybody knew that no true nobleman ever broke his word.

Augustin forgot the whole disturbing incident before he was out of the village. When it grew dark he put up for the night at a hostelry. His valet, who had accompanied him, brushed and folded his riding clothes when they had been discarded and Augustin was already asleep. Finding a fan sticking out of one of the pockets, he recognized it immediately and supposed his master had purchased it to help that peasant woman in her poverty-stricken circumstances. It was a fine fan, and had the name of Marguerite not been incorporated it would have made a pretty gift for any woman.

He put it into one of the studded leather pockets in the traveling chest. There it remained, never asked for or remembered by either master or servant, and it was to make many journeys before it came to light again.



Two
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JEANNE DID NOT relinquish her dream. On the contrary, it strengthened within her until at times she had to laugh aloud at the sheer wonder of it. Théo beat her cruelly several times, made as angry by her inexplicable chuckling to herself and the shifting gleam in her eyes as he had been by her postnatal tears in the past. He called in the priest, fearful that the devil had taken control of her wits. Fortunately for Jeanne, the kindly priest had always shown sympathy for the hard lot of the peasant women in his parish.

“Put your fears away, my son,” he advised Théo, “and count your blessings. What woman wouldn’t have an excess of happiness over a strong and healthy child after so many barren years of disappointment?”

It was true that Marguerite was thriving. Her dark birth hair had given way to curls of reddish-gold, the tint that had been Jeanne’s own before premature grayness had dulled its sheen, and her eyes, large and round, deepened to a sapphire blue.

“You’re going to be beautiful,” Jeanne cooed to the infant whenever Théo was out of earshot. “One day I shall pay for you to be taught to read and write. Oh, yes, I have the money for that. You’ll see.”

Jeanne’s complete happiness was marred by one irrational fear that she could not dismiss. It was that she herself might die before she saw her daughter reach womanhood, and then all those marvelous hopes would come to nothing and Marguerite’s life would be no different from her own. Since further pregnancies presented the greatest hazard to her life, she consulted a local wise woman and afterward had no more worries on that score. If Théo continued to hope for a son he did not mention it and she never brought up the subject. Yet the black shadow of a possible early demise continued to lie over her, returning to haunt her in unguarded moments. It made her decide that as soon as Marguerite was old enough she would start instilling in her an aim to rise out of drudgery at all costs while, at the same time, preparing her for what had been decreed at the time of her birth. Then at least the girl could stand alone if deprived of a mother’s care too soon.

The royal lodge became a focal point of interest for Jeanne. It was her only tangible link with Augustin and therefore must be observed as closely as possible, anything of importance happening there being more than likely to have some influence on her daughter’s future. Being a local woman, she had known the building all her life, which was why she had been able to paint it on the gift fan with such ease, drawing on its image in her mind with none of the finer details overlooked.

As a child she had seen the old king many times, and Louis XIV in the saddle was a long-familiar sight. She could remember him riding to hounds as a boy in the company of Cardinal Mazarin, who had trained him in the duties of kingship. There had also been countless occasions throughout the years when she had watched in envious hunger as stag and boar, swinging suspended from poles slung across the shoulders of hunt attendants, had gone past to feed the already well-fed at the lodge. Feathered game was bagged on other days, sometimes so many that the bearers seemed cloaked in them. Only the nobility had the right to hunt. The penalty for anyone else trapping something for the pot was death, which was how her father had met his end when starvation was staring him and his family in the face. It was no wonder the royal sport remained virtually unimpaired by poachers.

With some local people employed in menial tasks at the lodge and in digging and weeding the gardens, it was not hard for Jeanne to keep abreast of events there. The village grapevine positively hummed with news at certain times, such as when the royal architects appeared shortly after the grand fête to examine the soil, make sketches and notes, and investigate possible new supplies of water, which in itself had always caused problems at the lodge. Before long it became apparent that some major rebuilding was to take place.

The king visited frequently for consultations on the spot with the chief architect, Monsieur Le Vau, whose work he was known to admire. Everybody in the village, as well as those in higher circles, expected the lodge to be pulled down and replaced with a new building entirely. Old people in the village remembered it had happened before when the old king had found the first lodge he had built in 1623 too small even for his simple requirements and had had it replaced with the present charming little maison de chasse some years before the present king was born. But it soon became known that Louis had no intention of pulling it down. On the contrary, it was to be enveloped by an extension on three sides, juxtaposing the new residence with the old.

“If fate or fire should raze my father’s lodge to the ground,” he was heard to say on one occasion, “I would build it up again exactly as it was.”

Théo, who knew about building, scratched his head that the king should be so infatuated with the lodge as to authorize its enlargement on a site where the ground had always been bad and inclined to shift. His sympathy was with the architects, who had countless difficulties to overcome.

Le Vau lost no time in making moves to carry out the royal wishes. By the time Marguerite could take a few steps alone, a great pump and water tower had been erected to solve the supply problem and the ground had been marked out and dug up in sections until at last Le Vau’s satisfied nod had sent the word that everything was ready to build what was already being referred to as the King’s Château, his country seat.

Yet in spite of the continuous flurries of activity as architects and engineers came and went, little more happened until after the king had given another grand fête on a scale even more spectacular than before. Jeanne hoped that Augustin might reappear, but although the village was just as crammed as in 1664, it seemed as if many people were choosing to make the journey daily from Paris rather than face bedbugs in dubious country quarters. Three-year-old Marguerite was never to forget the excitement of being taken at night to a vantage point to watch the fireworks and then, as a finale, to see flaring up in golden stars just above the treetops the double reversed L for Louis the Sun King.

“Look!” she cried, pointing her little finger. “The king is writing in the sky!”

Around her everyone laughed and her mother hugged and kissed her, telling her she was a clever girl.

Not long afterward, life in the village of Versailles changed completely as every able-bodied man not otherwise gainfully employed was given the chance of working on the new extension. Théo was one of the first to sign on, able to see there would be work in abundance for a skilled artisan such as he. In the vast open space in front of the gates of the lodge, already spoken of as the Place d’Armes, workshops sprang up for every branch of the building trade as thousands of workmen poured into Versailles from all parts of the country. Cranes and winches were brought in and scaffolding erected to encase the russet and cream lodge. Hundreds of huts had been put up with speed to house the tremendous workforce and there were food kitchens to feed them, women from the district being taken on for the task of cooking and baking.

The majority of the masters of the trades chose to live away from the men in their charge by staying in local homes, which that way brought extra money into the villagers’ pockets. In spite of the heavy taxes, which never seemed to ease, times looked better, at least for those engaged in any work related to the building at Versailles and also in Paris, where the Louvre was undergoing similar reconstruction and alteration. Some said that whenever the king was not at war he was possessed of a building fever, for even Paris itself was being remolded under his direction to become a fitting capital for a great nation, and the new avenue to be cut through the heart of the city at Le Nôtre’s design was to be known as the Champs-Élysées.

It suited Jeanne to have Théo at work on the site. While confined to her fan-work, her domestic chores, and, above all, the rearing of her daughter, she still received firsthand reports on developments. It had soon become apparent to everyone, as the digging for new foundations began, that this was not to be a modest expansion but a project on a grand scale. Local people began to make Sundays after Mass the time to stroll to the Château and assess the progress since the previous Sabbath. Jeanne was always among them, her child on her hip. Usually they went on their own, for Théo said he saw enough of the site during the week and he liked to repair to the wineshop for a while and chat with friends over a glass.

         

AS SOON AS Marguerite had been able to toddle around by herself, Jeanne taught her to pick up anything that fell accidentally from the long table at which she herself sat at fan-making. Marguerite’s only toys were chipped or broken fan-sticks and a rag doll that she dragged about everywhere.

She was not very old before she learned to stir together the ingredients of the gum made to her mother’s own closely guarded formula. It had been handed down to Jeanne from her grandmother, who had also been a fan-maker, and when skillfully applied it would neither mark nor harm the most delicate of fabrics when the sticks were fastened to the leaf. The foul odor that was emitted from the gum pot at its initial heating to blend the ingredients bore no relation to the dainty workmanship of fan-making itself. Sometimes a box of prettily pierced carved or lacquered sticks would arrive and these had to be threaded together by ribbons or cords into what were known as bisqué fans. Marguerite had nimble fingers and she was no more than six when she became adept at threading these up.

It was to celebrate her sixth natal day that a treat was arranged for her. It fell on a weekday, but as Jeanne had just dispatched a batch of finished fans and the new materials had yet to arrive, she had a little time on her hands. It was Théo’s suggestion that Marguerite should be taken to see the new arrivals at the menagerie in the Château’s park where he was working on a new run. The king was elsewhere, but even if he had been at the Château there was no barrier to ordinary citizens enjoying the beautiful gardens as long as they did not get in the way of the building work or any new innovations being introduced to the park by the garden designer, Le Nôtre.

It was always a pleasure for Jeanne to visit there. Attracting her more than the statuary or the fountains that only played when the king was in residence, or the costly orange trees in their tubs, were the parterres, the laid-out flower beds that were as neat as embroidery in intricate designs, each bloom in harmony with its neighbor. It was said that Le Nôtre knew when a pansy was planted a fraction out of place and could spot an errant leaf in a clipped hedge as if it were a branch that had extended. Marguerite was fascinated by the evergreen trees clipped to the shape of tall cones, which flanked the paths of the parterres like soldiers at attention, and on this day she sprang into a game of hide-and-seek with her mother.

Eventually they took a path through planted woodland and came out not far from the shining water of the Bassin des Cygnes where the menagerie stood with its central dome for all the world like a little palace in itself. Théo, who had been watching out for them, had just taken his noon break with the other workers and he used the time to show them around, eating his chunk of bread and cheese at the same time.

Jeanne was overawed by the splendor of the setting in which an elephant, a dozen camels, several ostriches, and some odd-looking sheep lived in their own quarters with extensive runs laid out as from the hub of a wheel. She followed at a slower pace behind her husband, who had lifted their daughter up in his arms in case she should be nervous of the strange animals on the other side of the gilt-tipped bars. It was quite the reverse. Marguerite was excited and eager.

She shrieked delightedly at the elephant and in the Cour des Oiseaux she stood on tiptoe, fascinated by the sight of so many exotic birds, the flamingos, toucans, and birds of paradise, the parrots, hummingbirds, and cockatoos. She made up her mind that if ever she should become as much of an artist as her mother, she would always try to include a lovely bird in her fan design, either on the wing or perched lightly on a blossoming branch.

Being a child herself, she liked best to work on fans for children. She would sit beside her mother at the cottage table, her feet dangling, as she concentrated hard on the task in hand. She never felt envy toward the little girls better off than herself who would be given the fans. Without her knowing how or when, there had been subtly instilled into her by her mother a kind of anticipation that she could not as yet express, but which carried her through the disappointments and sicknesses of childhood as if they were minor inconveniences that had no true bearing on her life. It was as if she always stood on the brink of something wonderful and unknown. Instinct told her that with time her mother would reveal the secret to her, but in the meantime it remained a silent bond between them, enriching their relationship.

In spite of her obedience at work she was not an easy child to raise. There was a streak of willfulness in her that fed on a strength of will inherited from both parents. At times she was infuriated by her mother’s fussing with her long tawny hair, its constant washing and brushing, and by the insistence on frequent bathing when nobody she knew gave any thought to such finicky refinements.

“You would bathe daily if you were a lady living at the Château” was the only reply her mother ever gave her. “So once a week in winter and twice or more in summer is not too often for a little girl under this roof.”

She began to note how often her mother mentioned the Château. It was as if that mass of rising stone had thrown some kind of spell over her parent. None of her friends went as often to view the building with their mothers and fathers as she did with Jeanne. Yet the Sunday walks to the Château were never monotonous for her as they might have been for another child, because Jeanne always had some new tale to tell about it, based either on past hearsay or present gossip, or even Théo’s latest reports. In spite of her complete lack of education, Jeanne had a flair with simple words, able to conjure up a picture for her naturally imaginative daughter, just as she was able to paint artistically with the primitive skill in her fingers, talents that would have been fostered to a higher level if she had been born into more affluent circumstances.

“The king has won a great battle. His soldiers marched across Flanders and all the flags waved,” she said once, marching two fingers down her daughter’s arm to the hand. “He would have conquered Holland easily if the Dutch hadn’t let in the sea and flooded their own land. The king could not get across because all the fishes danced with rage at finding themselves in shallower water.”

Marguerite liked to hear about the golden-haired young Dauphin, who was just three years and a few months older than herself. He was also an only child, none of his newly born brothers or sisters managing to survive the hazards that beset infancy, and he had his own suite of rooms at the Château for his visits as well as a white pony to ride. She was less interested in hearing that the king had a new lady to amuse him. He had taken Athénaïs de Montespan on campaign and when his former playmate, Louise de La Vallière, followed after them, he had sent her away in tears that fell from her eyes like dew and covered the grass all around.

Jeanne, entertaining her daughter with these tales, sometimes tried to estimate the cost of all that was going into the building of this great Château, but it was as impossible for her to imagine the amount as it would have been for her to guess the distance between the sun and the moon. One who knew the cost exactly was Jean Baptiste Colbert, the minister in charge of providing, through exorbitant taxes, the necessary monies. He had given up all arguments against extravagance and become resigned when he discovered that a curb he had tried to put on the king’s spending had been balked by advice given by a certain financier, Gérard Roussier. Considering it demeaning to his own position, he resolved it should not occur again. Although he would have preferred the monies to have been spent on the Louvre palace, he indulged every royal whim.

From the start the king had wanted the furnishings to be French wherever possible and to Versailles came red, gray, pink, black, and white marble from the south of the country, furniture of solid silver executed by superb craftsmen, embroidered velvets, Gobelin tapestries depicting scenes of Louis’s activities in peace and war as well as others of comparable beauty, and glittering chandeliers of French crystal. The artist Le Brun was supervising the interior decoration and he charged the best of artists and sculptors to create a setting as glorious as a casket of jewels. Above all, gold, the solar metal, was to predominate throughout.

The glowing face of Apollo, as well as the double reversed L for Louis the Sun King, appeared in gold leaf in the midst of encrusted decoration on doors and shutters and in ironwork. Ceilings rioted with gods and goddesses while masterpieces in gilded frames adorned walls hung with glorious Lyonnaise silks.

Only in the matter of mirrors had there been a problem. Venice had a monopoly in this trade, its quality unsurpassed and its secrets closely guarded. In order to pacify the king, who saw no reason why French glassworks could not achieve the same standard, Colbert had arranged the dangerous enterprise of smuggling eighteen Venetian glassworkers into France. This was done with the aid of the French ambassador to Venice, who would have had his throat cut and his body hurled into the sea if his deed had been discovered. But whether these glassworkers knew less of the secret process than they had boasted, or else had sworn between themselves not to reveal too much, there was no marked improvement in French products. Worse, French people continued to buy Venetian mirrors until the king passed a law prohibiting their import. It added to his chagrin when a mirror-smuggling trade developed as a result.

Colbert, who always shuddered inwardly at each new expense, grew grim-faced when yet another set of plans for a future extension of the Château was put into his hands for perusal. His dismay was boundless when to top everything he learned that Le Nôtre was to lay out a new town of architect-designed buildings to replace the old village of Versailles and make a fitting environ for the great Château. A wide central avenue of trees, to be known as the Avenue de Paris, would enable it to be seen from a great distance away, and on either side the new town was to rise. Two more gracious avenues were to approach at an angle, making the Château and its park the axis of a wide area of elegance and beauty.

The vast Place d’Armes, familiar as an open-air workshop for the multitude of workmen engaged in royal construction work, was to be flanked by two great stables to replace the present ones and house the thousands of horses and equipages required by the king and those invited by him. Just as it was once said that all roads led to Rome, it now appeared that in France at least, by direction of the king, all roads should lead to the Château of Versailles.

         

WHEN THE DEMOLITION of the village started, the Dremont family had no cause for alarm. Being on the outskirts meant that for a while at least there was no danger of the authorities turning them out of their home. As for the new owners and tenants of the property being erected, it was obvious that a far more prosperous category of people, such as bankers and merchants as well as those connected in some way with the Château, would be moving in and the character of the place quite changed.

Shortly before Easter of 1671 an honor was bestowed on thirteen poor families in Versailles. A little girl from each household was to attend the Chapel of the Château on Holy Thursday and Marguerite was selected to be one of them. Jeanne, ready to refuel her hopes for her daughter from any source, convinced herself that Augustin had recommended Marguerite as a candidate. It was an erroneous supposition, the priest having been responsible, but as the details of selection were never made public, Jeanne’s cherished dream took a new surge forward.

She was almost delirious with happiness as she washed and pressed her daughter’s best garment for the occasion. A new dress would not have been appropriate in the circumstances, particularly as she, with her secret hoard, was the only parent who could have afforded it.

“Why should the queen wash my feet?” Marguerite had asked immediately.

“She is following the example of our Lord,” Jeanne explained blissfully, “when He washed the feet of His disciples.”

Afterward, when the event was over, a few moments shone out for Marguerite above all the rest. There was the Chapel’s richly decorated brilliance in the sunlight that poured through the windows, its warmth a contrast to the chill of the marble floor, she and the other girls being barefoot. Then there was the luxurious softness of the velvet-covered stools on which they sat in a row and the hammering of her heart against her ribs when the Spanish-born queen knelt before each of them and her own turn came nearer. At close quarters the queen looked quite young in spite of the somber gown she wore, whereas the king was resplendent in purple and silver. Her hands were white and soft, the almond-shaped nails buffed to a polish and, in spite of bad teeth, her smile coaxed a response from even the shyest child.

There was no room in the Chapel for the parents of the candidates, for members of the Court occupied every inch of space. Jeanne, waiting to reclaim her daughter, scanned every face leaving the Chapel in the hope of seeing Augustin, but she had not sighted him anywhere. It did not shake her conviction that he had acted on Marguerite’s behalf and she was encouraged to take the first steps toward her daughter’s education. She had expected Théo to be the stumbling block, but he proved easier to persuade than she had expected. Her argument was that out of their improved earnings she could manage the fees, which would be small for the girl’s instruction in any case, and that in the new township there would always be shopkeepers and other tradesmen to whom a wife able to keep their books would be a sought-after asset. Théo loved his little daughter in his own undemonstrative way and, providing any domestic economies for the fees did not affect his drinking money, he saw no reason why she shouldn’t acquire some learning.

“Very well, wife,” he consented with a nod of his head. “Do as you wish.”

To his astonishment, Jeanne sprang up from the bench to throw her arms about his neck in a show of affection unknown for years. It stirred him and briefly what each felt for the other rushed to the surface just as if for a short spell they were young lovers again. Their relationship remained enriched by it, although out of their natural reserve neither ever referred to it afterward.

Jeanne went to see the priest. He had retired, distressed that in his old age his little church should be demolished in Le Nôtre’s grand design for the township. He had had pupils in his time, but he felt himself at seventy to be past taking on another. Yet he did not discourage Jeanne and recommended a certain Mademoiselle Printemps.

“She is a relative of the Desgranges family who recently moved from Paris into one of the newly completed houses here.”

Jeanne shrank back. “I couldn’t approach anyone who lives there, Father, I’d be kicked from the door.”

He thought this highly likely if she met anyone except Marie Printemps herself, who was a penniless relative compelled by circumstances to be dependent on her cousins, Monsieur Desgranges and his wife, an unenviable state since they were not charitable at heart. It would do her all the good in the world to have an interest of her own and a little financial reimbursement. “Would you like me to ask her on your behalf?”

The offer was gratefully accepted. The priest, knowing that the Desgranges would not allow a peasant child to cross their threshold, offered a room in his house for the lessons, for it was equally out of the question for Marie to go to the Dremont cottage.

Marguerite liked Marie from the start and the feeling was mutual. In spite of her charming surname, Marie was plain, bone-thin, and past her springtime. Yet she had a gentle way that was appealing and she proved to be kindness itself in her teaching. Although the lessons took place only once a week, Marguerite’s main task being to help her mother in fan-making, she learned well and quickly. Grammatical errors were soon erased from her speech. When the priest’s servant brought refreshments, Marie showed her how to eat neatly without fuss and not to bolt her food.

“Let’s go to the park for lessons today,” Marie always said when the weather was dry. She believed it was good for Marguerite, confined to fan-making indoors for much of her time, to get fresh air and exercise whenever possible, while she herself enjoyed the sense of freedom it gave her to be among the spaciously set trees and flowers.

She never met her pupil’s parents, reports on Marguerite’s excellent progress being conveyed by the priest who also dealt with the fees to spare either side any embarrassment. Together Marie and her pupil came to know every inch of the park and they chose a different stone seat to sit on every time. Pleased with the child’s intelligence and finding there an imagination already ignited by the mother, Marie regaled Marguerite with tales from Greek mythology, bringing every one of the many statues to life for her. The beautiful marble and gilded Latona fountain, placed at the foot of the wide steps leading down from the Water Parterres of the Château, took on a new meaning when Marie explained that Latona was the mother of Apollo, whose own gilded fountain lay in a direct line away at the far end of the Tapis Vert, both tangible links with another Sun King who radiated from within the Château itself.

Louis entertained lavishly there between spates of building, and sometimes even when the construction was in progress for he found himself unable to stay away for long. In spite of the din of hammering and sawing, the film of plaster dust, and often a quagmire of mud to ride through amid a maze of stacked bricks and timber and unplaced statuary, invitations to the Château had become the most sought after. It had nothing to do with the area, which many courtiers hated. It seemed incredible to them that out of all France with its fine scenery, its rich hills and valleys and forested mountains, the king could have chosen the dull and unhealthy land around Versailles with its low-lying mists and damp marshes for an additional country residence.

It was certainly true there was a high death rate among the workmen as a result of strange fevers believed to have been caused by the inhalation of peculiar odors that emitted from sections of newly dug earth. Some members of the Court protested they always felt unwell at Versailles, but neither they nor anyone else ever declined an invitation through choice. They might grumble about the inadequacy of the accommodation, overcrowding being the chief complaint, and always a large number having to stay in the growing township and elsewhere, but it had become the epitome of social success to be seen at the Château. People not invited on any specific occasion frequently feigned illness or put up some other pretense to escape the humiliation of being overlooked.

Louis, who thrived on the air of Versailles and the soft winds which blew down from the gentle heights of Satory, observed it all, and under the hooded lids there was a glint blended of triumph and satisfaction. It was through the nobility’s penchant for always wanting to be à la mode that he was manipulating them like puppets and making them dance more and more to his tune. Because of this, his Château would have endeared itself still more to him for the extra power it had delivered into his hands even if he had not been enraptured with it already. He sometimes acknowledged to himself that he loved it more than any woman and this when Athénaïs de Montespan had a tight hold on his heart if not on his head.

“My body may be weak for the gratification of carnal desires,” he said once to his mother not long before she died, in answer to yet another maternal admonition about his licentious ways, “but my brain is France and strong as iron, always under my command and immune to coercion of any kind.”

It was the truth, for the whole makeup of his character made it impossible for him to be subservient to anyone, even when in love. With each passing year he seemed to expand into still greater majesty. Always awe-inspiring, he was able to terrify by the merest lift of an eyebrow or the sudden impatient tattoo of his fingertips. It gave him immense satisfaction to see the Court hang on his every word and scuttle to his will. In spite of the vast number in attendance, he knew far more about the majority of them individually than most of them realized. He took an intense dislike to those who made no secret of preferring Paris to his beloved Versailles, and he marked in his own mind against the ones who spent excessive lengths of time away from Court. In contrast, he respected the courtiers who, at a courteous level, were unafraid to disagree with him or to bring a controversial matter to his attention, and he always listened and considered, for at all times he tried to be fair and to judge wisely.

Among the younger courtiers, he looked for loyalty and a dedicated sense of duty. Augustin Roussier was one who had been noticed for bringing forward cases of injustice to Huguenots and no less for his valor on the battlefield. Louis, his memory jogged, was pleased to recall that this was the son of Gérard Roussier, whose financial power he could still use against Jean Baptiste Colbert, his chief minister and adviser, if ever the need should arise.

As one year and then another went by Louis continued to observe Augustin. When the time was right he would show some mark of favor, but in the meantime he had other things to think about and there were plenty of developments at Versailles to keep a continual correspondence flowing between him and his architects whenever he was elsewhere. He had bought the hamlet of Trianon and demolished it to extend his park to the north, and Clagny to the south had suffered a similar fate. A little porcelain palace was being erected at Trianon, and Le Nôtre had also enlarged the Bassin des Cygnes into a Grand Canal.

         

BETWEEN VISITS TO the Château there was always a constant flow of movement from palace to palace, for the king never stayed long under one roof. Interspersed with these sojourns were the sorties into whatever war was being fought, for Louis was set on expanding the eastern border of France.

Warfare, with its military service, provided a different kind of excitement for the young men of the Court. When Augustin sustained a severe shoulder wound during the current Dutch campaign, he was forced to lie up in a sickbed in a foreign convent until fit to travel again by coach, although not in the saddle. He had hoped to meet the Court at Chambord, only to find it had already departed in the wake of the king, home again from his triumphal entry into Utrecht after its surrender to his troops, for Fontainebleau and boar-hunting. After a day’s rest Augustin set off again through the autumnal countryside. There was no question of his joining the chase for, although it was healing well, his shoulder had to be dressed daily and any unnecessary exertion avoided.

It was a pleasure to meet Jacques again when he arrived at Fontainebleau and they greeted each other heartily. The bond of their friendship had been strengthened immeasurably since François had been killed in battle and since Léon’s more recent death from gangrenous wounds.

“How will you pass the time of day while the rest of us are hunting?” Jacques asked him.

“I’m not here to stay this time. As you know, it is expected of any one of us recovering from campaign wounds to make an appearance at Court, however briefly, as soon as possible. My duty done, I shall go home to Le Havre. A visit is long overdue and I can complete my recuperation there.”

“When shall you be leaving?” Jacques spoke as if he might have some special reason beyond a normal inquiry for wanting to know, but as Augustin answered him the moment passed without explanation.

“I’ll be off tomorrow afternoon after I’ve made my bow to the king at the appointed hour. It will give me a chance to take a leisurely ride beforehand to see how it feels to be back in the saddle.”

Like the king, he rode whenever possible. Often he joined the escorting riders when Louis untiringly covered in the saddle many leagues between palaces or cities. If Louis did travel by coach he invariably invited two or three women to travel with him, selecting them for their charm, beauty, or wit. His mistress was always his first choice unless there was some good reason, such as a pregnancy, as to why she could not travel. For Augustin in his drive home to the coast of Normandy there would be only his own company. He had been in and out of love many times, but as yet he had not met a woman he cared about enough to take home to present to his father as his future wife.

That evening he and Jacques made their way to the stateroom where dancing was in progress. Side by side they entered the wide-open doors and stood to survey the scene, a striking pair themselves, the dark-haired handsomeness of one contrasting with the fairness of the other. Many a time this effect had aided them in individual conquests, but always they kept to that long-distant pact of never making a play for the other’s woman.

The stateroom presented a colorful sight. The heavily carved ceiling and walls inset with paintings held, as if in a large rectangular box, the stately dancers. At the far end was a canopied chair for the king and in a gallery the musicians played, their music sometimes lost in the buzz of conversation from those seated around the floor. Princes of the Blood Royal, glittering with jewels, sat in the brocade chairs in a single row, while the princesses were accommodated in the same style on the opposite side. Nobody else sat in the presence of the king and when not engaged in the dancing, people milled about in the background. Jacques indicated a severe-looking woman of middle age, sparkling with diamonds, who stood on the far side of the room.

“There’s the Duchesse de Valmy. I must pay my respects.”

“By all means.” Augustin knew that Jacques’s family and the Valmys were friends over many years. “We’ll meet again later.”

As Jacques left him, Augustin moved on through the throng of spectators, stopping to talk here and there with those he knew. In a lull of conversation, momentarily on his own, he looked toward the dancers. The musicians had just struck up a new measure and the king was partnering the queen for the second or third time that evening, both of them grandly dressed in scarlet and black, the appearance of each complementing the other. She was transparently happy at his show of attention, for she continued to adore him. Light on her feet, she was proud that her dancing still met his high standards and occasionally earned his praise. To be complimented by the king on one’s dancing was the aim of every woman at Court. Augustin, his gaze already drifting from the royal couple, fastened on a young woman who was as graceful as a gazelle and might well deserve the sought-after royal praise.

She was vaguely familiar to him. He was certain he had seen her somewhere before. Then it came to him. It was the girl he had first seen at the king’s fête at Versailles. She had matured to an astonishing beauty, swan-necked and narrow-waisted, her breasts rising out of her bodice like small peaches. The new mode of drawing the hair back into a knot with falling side-curls, echoing the fastening back of pretty overskirts to more fullness at the rear, suited her patrician features, her complexion pale against the light chestnut of her locks and the swing of her diamond eardrops. A beguiling smile at her partner curled the rosy mouth and she looked luminous and chaste with an intriguing hint of unplumbed depths in the twinkling dark eyes that he remembered well.

He was filled with excitement. She charmed him no less now than she had at the fête. He hardened his stare to compel her to glance in his direction as she had done before. The moment came when she swirled away from her partner before linking fingers again. Her eyes met his and the look between them locked for a second or two, triumph in his and a widening flicker of surprise in hers. The dance carried her on and away from where he was standing. There had been no recognition in her glance and neither had he expected it. After all, it was he who had tried to find her and she had been completely unaware of his search. He waited eagerly for the moment when the music would tell him at which end of the floor he should be in order to meet her as she left it. He knew her partner only slightly, but enough to secure a long overdue introduction. Nothing should keep him from her now.

The last notes of the dance came and she dipped into a curtsy to her partner, her skirt a ripple of coral satin. She was slightly nearer the north end of the room. As Augustin set off purposefully to reach the gap through which she would come, he saw Jacques go from the duchesse’s side to take the young woman’s hand from her partner. From the way they greeted each other it was obvious they were on close terms and knew each other well. But there was more. Augustin recognized on his friend’s face that rapt expression that meant it was not just friendship he felt for her, his gaze doting as he led her to the duchesse, who was beaming on them both.

“Who is that young woman?” Augustin asked an acquaintance who stood nearby. “Do you know her?”

“That’s Mademoiselle Susanne Le Viger.”

Augustin knew the name immediately. Jacques had mentioned the family many times over the years and was as well acquainted with the Le Vigers as he was with the Valmys. “How long has she been at Court?”

“Not long. No doubt she would have been here before and married long since if she had not nursed her sick father for a number of years. Since then she has been over twelve months in mourning for him. She is under the protective wing of her aunt, the Duchesse de Valmy, who presented her when the Court was at Chambord.”

With fierce regret Augustin conceded that he could make no move toward Susanne Le Viger until it was established whether a serious courtship by Jacques was in progress. Whore or lady, it made no difference. The old pact still held, no matter what his personal feelings might be. He could make no prior claim on a chance sighting, particularly as Susanne would not remember him.

He watched them dance together. The fact that she might be already out of his reach again violently increased his attraction to her. Once he thought she glanced in the direction of where he had been standing, but it was probably wishful thinking, for she was animated and lighthearted in her attitude toward Jacques, who was not able to take his eyes from her.

Becoming increasingly impatient with the situation, Augustin left the dancing and made his way to the gaming tables where he spent a couple of hours before retiring. He was barely asleep when he was roughly awakened again by Jacques dropping his weight down at the end of the bed. The candles had been relit and Augustin blinked as he heaved himself up against the pillows. Jacques sat grinning widely, his back against the end bedpost, his long legs stretched to the floor.

“Offer me your felicitations at once, my friend! I’m going to be married.”

Augustin experienced a shaft of disappointment. Worse, he felt rage. “The lady is undoubtedly Susanne Le Viger.”

Jacques raised his eyebrows. “You saw us together, did you? That’s odd, because when I intended to present you there was no sign of you anywhere.”

“I didn’t stay long. Somebody told me who she was and you were oblivious to everything in her company.”

Jacques laughed out of the exuberance of his mood. “I’ve known her since my boyhood, as you may have guessed. Not that I took any notice of her then, because she is three years younger than I. Do you know, her father brought her to that first fête at Versailles and I avoided them as much as possible, seeking less respectable company as you can well imagine. Then I saw her again after a long period when I went home for my sister’s wedding. To me Susanne had blossomed out of all recognition. We began to correspond and after she lost her father she seemed to turn to me before anyone else.”

Augustin drew a finger and thumb across his forehead as if to stir his memory, seeking to quell the burning jealousy that possessed him. “I recall your saying something about that at the time, but you made no great issue of it.”

“That was because I hadn’t realized what was happening between Susanne and me. Everything came to the surface when you were away on that recent campaign and she and I met again at Chambord. As soon as we were together once more we knew we were in love. She’s a marvelous girl. I’m the luckiest fellow.”

“Why didn’t you tell me about this when we met today?”

“I hadn’t spoken to the duchesse then and the betrothal was not yet official. I have just come from her salon.” He shook his head in wonderment at his good fortune. “You’re the first to know.”

So that was that. Augustin forced down his own disappointment in genuine goodwill at his comrade’s happiness and leaned forward to clasp his hand. “You have my felicitations! You have won a beautiful bride.”

“I thank you. I want you to meet Susanne as soon as possible. Now good night to you.”

“Good night.” Augustin drew the covers up over his shoulder again. Jacques obligingly snuffed the candles and, whistling exultantly under his breath, left the room, closing the door behind him.

Augustin lay awake. The Court was full of lovely women and it was folly on his part that Susanne should again appear to outshine them all. All he knew was that there was a magnetism about her that he feared would always draw him. He shifted his position restlessly, unable as yet to lie on his left side, and punched his pillows viciously into a more comfortable shape. When he slept it was to dream lustfully of her until he awoke with a start, bathed in sweat, his desire for her even stronger than before.

When morning came he rose leisurely, took his bath, and, still in a robe, breakfasted in his room on savory soup served in a silver bowl with new-baked bread hot from the palace ovens. Afterward his valet rebandaged his shoulder. Augustin liked peace at the beginning of a day whenever possible and was thankful his lot was not that of the king’s, whose dressing at his lever in the morning and undressing at his coucher at night always took place in the presence of gentlemen of the bedchamber and other courtiers. Even when the king sat on his chaise percée he was not left alone for the few minutes of privacy that even the most humble of his subjects considered a natural right at these necessary times. It was a fact that the king, by long tradition, lived every minute of his life in public and was virtually never on his own, for with his insatiable sexual appetite some part of every night was spent in the arms of Madame de Montespan or one of his many other mistresses.

At half-past ten Augustin ordered his horse to be saddled for him. When he emerged from the palace he found a bevy of women of the Court in flower hues, plumes and ribbons on their hats, forming a riding party of their own, their menfolk being at the hunt. Some were already mounted in the forecourt, others still gossiping together on the steps, and he greeted those he knew as he descended to where his horse awaited him. He mounted and was about to ride off by himself when one of the women riders detached herself from those waiting for the rest of the party and rode toward him.

“Monsieur Roussier! Forgive me for delaying you, but we missed meeting each other yesterday evening.”

He steeled himself to turn his head and look toward Susanne Le Viger. As he had feared, he received the same fierce shock to the heart at the sight of her lovely face, framed by the sweeping brim of her plumed, poppy-red hat, her smile dazzling. There was a morning freshness to her that was as captivating as the softer look given her by candlelight. Involuntarily he recalled his dream of her with such implicit vividness that he assumed a hard expression as if somehow she might read what lay behind his eyes. Almost rigidly he doffed his hat and held it briefly to his chest. “You do me honor, Mademoiselle Le Viger. How did you know me by name?”

“From Jacques’s description. In any case, he told me you would be riding alone today. I trust your shoulder is not too painful. I understand that you’ll be unable to hunt for several weeks.”

“Not as long as that, I hope. At the present time it’s impossible to tell.”

She flung out a gloved hand in invitation. “Why not ride with us today? I know I speak for all the ladies here when I say we would be glad of a gentleman’s company.”

He was not at all sure that she was not making fun of him. There was a brilliance in her eyes he could not define, and the other women were giggling and whispering among themselves as they brought their horses up around him. He knew from experience the state of mind of many of them. Bored, always ready for a new diversion, they would enjoy having a lone man in their midst to tease and entice. If Susanne supposed him to be too serious to take a joke well, it would be entertaining to show her otherwise.

Doffing his hat again, he bowed from the saddle to those gathered around him. “I’ll escort you with pleasure, ladies.” His glance returned to Susanne. “Pray lead the way, mademoiselle. We shall follow.”

“Let’s be gone then!”

If she had expected him to ride beside her she gave no sign of it and set the pace and direction. Great forests surrounded Fontainebleau and the procession of riders wound its way along a bridle path through the trees, he riding with the last of them. There was plenty of flirtatious chatter from his new companions, few of whom were intent on enjoyment of the open air. He soon tired of it. When he saw Susanne whip her horse into a gallop and break away through a natural clearing in the forest, he flicked his horse as well and went after her with some others eager for real exercise. Clods of soft earth and dry leaves flew up in their wake, while the rest of the party was soon left far out of sight.

None of them slackened pace until Susanne rode her horse through a stream, sending up glittering spray, and brought it to a halt in the shelter of a leafy grove. Everywhere the trees were turning to flame, the color harsh against the sharp blue of the morning sky. Augustin found himself with just five women and as they dismounted and dropped down onto the grass, laughing and exhilarated, he followed suit. He chose to sit facing Susanne and next to a married woman, Madame Vermorel, as if it was her close proximity he preferred.

“We should have arranged to have a picnic waiting for us here,” Susanne said with a sigh of pleasure, watching a flight of birds. She had lost her hat during the gallop and her hair was gloriously disheveled. “This is a delightful spot.”

“Let’s do that tomorrow,” Madame Vermorel suggested, putting her hands together girlishly. “I adore to eat alfresco.”

Susanne looked casually toward Augustin, running a piece of feathery grass she had picked through her fingers. “Would that suit you, Monsieur Roussier?”

It would have been all too easy to delay his departure and accept, but he was on dangerous ground. Every nerve in him was keyed to the scented warmth of exertion that emanated from her, the rise and fall of her buttoned jacket over the swell of her breasts and the way her skirt had drawn taut to reveal the line of her thigh before she adjusted it where she sat on the grass. He shook his head without any sign of regret that he would be absent.

“I’m leaving Fontainebleau this afternoon. This happens to be a good time for me to go home for a few weeks.”

“Won’t that displease the king?” one of the other women asked.

“Not in my case. He knows I was wounded and would prefer me to be out of his sight.”

They all understood. The king abhorred sickness of any kind. He was also intolerant of any physical weakness. Susanne knew her aunt dreaded to be invited to travel in the royal coach for a journey of any length, for the king had a strong bladder himself and expected everyone else to have the same. Nobody ever dared risk his disgust by asking for a necessary halt and suffered agonies in consequence.

“Where is your home?” she asked with interest.

“Near Le Havre. By chance I was born at my grandparents’ residence in Luneray.”

She looked surprised. “Isn’t that a Huguenot stronghold?”

“Yes, it is.” He noticed how she glanced away at his reply, lashes lowered, and guessed that her upbringing had included the all too common prejudice against the Huguenots. Much of that feeling inherent in her came from the general resentment throughout France, human nature being what it was, that the Huguenots had banded still closer together after their decimation through past massacres and flight to safety overseas. They had thrived through their own industrious efforts as craftsmen, tradesmen, and shopkeepers; many were engaged in banking, shipping, and other great commercial enterprises; few, even of noble blood, leading idle lives. For once her familiar attitude did not displease him, for it set a sturdy barrier between them that was of help in keeping him an emotional distance from her. The less they had in common the better.

Madame Vermorel touched the back of his hand lightly with her fingers. “Your parents will be overjoyed to see you, I’m sure.”

He gave her a lingering smile. “How kind of you. I’m sad to say my mother died a few years ago. Fortunately my father retains good health.”

Susanne came back into the conversation. “Have you brothers and sisters?”

He looked across at her almost as if he had forgotten she was there. “No brothers. I have one sister who is married to a Scottish merchant and lives far away in Edinburgh.”

“Ah.” She inclined her head sympathetically, understanding that he might as well not have a sister for all the meetings they would have these days. Then, her attention attracted to a point beyond where he sat, she sprang lightly to her feet. “Here come the rest of the party.”

He helped all five women to remount. Susanne’s fragrance swept over him, intoxicating his senses. Turning away, he swung himself into his own saddle, ignoring her words of thanks. The six of them waited until the procession of riders drew near and then rode forward to join up once more. As before, Augustin fell back to the rear, Madame Vermorel doing likewise. Although he tried to listen and respond to her chatter, his eyes kept returning as if magnetized to Susanne riding well ahead. Somebody had rescued her hat en route and the nodding red plumes tantalized him like beckoning fingers.

When they returned to the palace, he bade her au revoir in exactly the same courteous tones that he used toward everyone else. The last he saw of her was when she went up the horseshoe steps to the great entrance, engaged in close conversation with two of the party. If she did give him a backward glance, puzzled and disappointed, he was not aware of it as he gave the groom instructions to have his coach waiting for him in exactly an hour’s time.

Before the huntsmen returned from the chase, Augustin was on his way. He had ridden too long and too hard that morning and set up such pain in his shoulder that he was glad of the support of the firm upholstery. It would be a relief to get home.

The Roussier ancestral home, known as the Manoir, was an ancient stone building that had once stood alone, part fortress and part residence, its vantage point enabling a watch to be kept for raiders or invaders. With time the port of Le Havre had grown in importance for trade and the dwellings of the townsfolk had spread through the centuries to reach the gates of the walls that now enclosed the Manoir, its parterres and trees and fountains conspiring with ivy and wisteria to mellow and soften the gaunt lines of its structure.

Once the Roussier banking had been conducted from the Manoir, but Augustin’s grandfather had built a large pavilion, constructed around an inner court, for the chambers of finance. It stood some distance from the Manoir, although still within its grounds, and had its own access from the road, busy with traffic to and from the harbor. It was to these chambers that merchants of every trade came; shipowners and sea captains; nobles who were in dire straits, perhaps through gaming, and many more who were prudent and wanted a safe haven for their money that would bring them accumulated profits. On the level that appealed most to Augustin, expeditions and voyages of discovery were financed and those that were successful added to the fortunes of Gérard Roussier and, indirectly, his son.

As Augustin had expected, upon his arrival he found his father in the great central chamber that was enriched by leather-bound volumes covering the walls from floor to ceiling. Gérard Roussier, a high-born man of immense dignity and intellect, was a daunting figure to those who came in request of a loan and few of them would have recognized him disarmed by pleasure at the unexpected sight of his son. As always, he was impeccably dressed, his gray periwig freshly brushed and curled, the lace fall of his neckcloth and cuffs crisp and pristine.

“What brings you home this time, Augustin?” he asked when greetings were over. “Are you in need of funds or is that sword-hand of yours itching to take a pen to ledgers?” It was a dry joke, referring to the fact that whenever Augustin was home he absorbed himself in the business and, between seeing old friends in the district and being entertained by them, he worked as hard as any clerk until the day he left. As to the reference to funds, that was as close as Gérard could come to outright humor, for investments made on Augustin’s behalf gave him an income comparable to that of most men at Court and even covered the occasional heavy loss at gaming.

Augustin smiled. “I think you know well enough, sir, it’s not debt that ever brings me back to Le Havre.”

“I welcome you home. Your arrival could not have been more opportune. I heard only yesterday that your sister has given birth to a son. There is to be a celebratory banquet here at the Manoir this evening.”

Augustin was relieved to hear that his sister was safely delivered. He missed her whenever he came home, for their ages were not far apart and they had been close until her marriage had taken her far away to Scotland. Jeanette had understood more than anyone else what it had meant for him to be sent away to Court at the age of sixteen instead of going into the business, which was what he had always wanted. He had been taught the ins and outs of finance almost from the time he could walk and then, without warning, Gérard had made the devastating decision about his future that had barred him from it.

“Why?” he had protested vehemently. “My rightful place is here—at the Roussier banking pavilion!”

Gérard had given him a brief answer. “When you have served your year with the musketeers and another year at Court, I’ll give you an explanation. Enjoy those two years. Sow your wild oats. Never waste a minute of life in regrets.”

It was no wonder those two years were lived to the full, especially as at the back of Augustin’s mind was the hope that with time he would be allowed to return, for who else would follow in Gérard’s footsteps? There was not the least likelihood of his father ever marrying again to beget more sons, for these days banking was Gérard’s sole interest in life.

As Augustin dressed for the banquet that would be celebrating the birth of a baby many leagues away, he recalled clearly his high sense of anticipation when his two years were up and he had come home again to keep that appointment for an explanation from his father. They had sat together by a roaring log fire, a decanter of wine on the table between them.

“Are you still enjoying life at Court?” was Gérard’s opening after the wine had been poured into crystal goblets.

Augustin had smiled reflectively. There was nothing like a life of pleasure to ease an early disappointment and provide enriching experiences. He was more than willing to spend another year or two in the king’s service before taking up the different excitements of the financial world, but he wanted to be sure that his place was waiting for him when the time came.

“It is all extremely pleasant,” he replied. “I know the Court ways now, its protocol and its elaborate etiquette. I can call myself a courtier of the first order.”

“Do you see a challenge in advancement there?”

Augustin’s eyes narrowed warily. “Only by my own merits as I would expect to prove myself here. I would never join that vast flock of groveling courtiers who run after the king every minute of the day, pressing for higher positions, currying favor, trying to catch his ear with flattery and virtually pleading for an audience in which to put forward their case or that of some member of their family. They swarm about him like bluebottles, cringing and obsequious to a sickening degree. The king is a patient man. In his place I would have thrown them out of my sight.”

“He is also a clever man. Don’t you see his political masterstroke? He has them all in the palm of his hand. He is an absolute monarch. All the power is his now. If you win his recognition by your own worth, you will achieve the ultimate for our Huguenot cause.”

Augustin shot forward in his chair and thumped a fist hard on the table between them in comprehension. “So that’s why you installed me at Court!”

Gérard faced him keenly. “I wanted to take you into banking with me from the time you were born. Any man in my position would, and more so when you began to show a quick brain and a natural aptitude for figures. Even the necessary spirit of daring and adventure was in you as in me and my father before me. It was hard for me to make the decision that I did. On the one hand there was a certain wildness in you, which I can tell still thrives, because as yet you are young and you would never have settled down among documents until your system was cleared of it.” He took a sip of wine and set the glass down again. “Mercifully, your generation lives less under the shadow of Saint Bartholomew’s massacre than those of us who are older, but never suppose its threat has been totally removed. History has a way of repeating itself.”

“The king would never—”

Gérard interrupted, holding up his hand. “For all his licentious ways, the king is an intensely pious man at heart.”

“That’s true. He prays every morning before leaving his bedchamber, attends Mass daily at ten o’clock and is sincerely devout. Are you saying he might turn against us out of religious fervor?”

“I say only that it would be folly to be overconfident or to feel secure. That’s why I sacrificed my own wishes in order to place you at Court. I had, and always will have, faith in your integrity. All the time a Huguenot is seen to be favored with social invitations to Versailles and eventually advances to stand near the king, there are few who would dare to make a concerted attack on the Huguenot cause. You have it in your hands to gain the authority to serve the Throne and France by the best means possible, for thousands of innocent lives depend on your steadfastness and that of others like you.”

Augustin looked down as he twisted the stem of the glass on the table in front of him, the jut of his chin showing that he had accepted the responsibility placed on his shoulders. “Why haven’t you said all this before? On the eve of my leaving home, perhaps?”

“It would not have been fair to burden a mere lad with such a heavy duty long before time. That was why I chose to wait.”

         

THAT WAS ALL a long time ago. Now Augustin gave a touch to the lace on his linen cuff and went downstairs to be with his father when the guests arrived. Sixty people sat down at the long banqueting table, some of them cousins or otherwise distantly related, the rest friends of the family. As the party progressed, Augustin took note of his father’s exceptionally elated mood. He wondered if Gérard saw in the birth of his grandson his successor in the business, perhaps even as a reward for having sacrificed his most heartfelt aim for his son to a greater cause.

The next morning Augustin was up early and soon engaged at the pavilion in reading various contracts and documents that his father knew would be of particular interest to him. A few days went by before he was able to test whether his theory about the new grandson was right. A chair was always put for him in his father’s chamber and he sat in whenever clients came to discuss their business. A merchant had just departed and it had been the last appointment of the afternoon. As Gérard locked away a few papers in his desk, Augustin went across to look out the window at the plane trees.

“Although I’m committed to the task entrusted to me,” he said contemplatively, “the tug on my roots becomes stronger every time I come home.”

“I am confident that eventually you will overcome it.” Gérard slammed the drawer shut and turned the key. “You know full well that all is severed for you here.”

Augustin turned and stood against the daylight, his tall, broad-shouldered frame in silhouette. “What if the danger we fear from the king no longer exists? If time should prove that any threat is a thing of the past, I would expect you to open these doors to me in my own right.”

Gérard had risen from his chair and he jingled the keys in his hand. “You still trust Louis, don’t you?”

“I do.”

“Pray God you are right. If you have proof when my last day at this desk comes, these keys shall be yours.” His tone was such that Augustin felt he had no hope in that direction.

Holding to his own opinion about the king, Augustin should have been encouraged by the knowledge that he was still his father’s first choice as his successor if circumstances permitted, but his peace of mind was already disturbed by haunting thoughts of Susanne. In addition, he found some papers in a file that listed recent incidents instigating trouble against Huguenots in certain parts of the country where the Edict of Nantes had always been poorly enforced. Although he took copies for investigation, he became increasingly restless, less absorbed in work than usual and savagely impatient for his recuperation to be at an end. With two or three of the family dogs loping along with him, he went for long walks by the sea whatever the weather, and drank more than was usual. His shoulder finally healed, but had given a stiffness to the upper part of his left arm that would always be there, not a serious handicap in civilian life, but making an end to his military service. He was getting ready to return to Court when a letter was delivered to him in Jacques’s hand.

He broke the seal and it told him what he had half-expected. Jacques and Susanne had named their marriage day. In spite of being prepared, jealous rage ran through his veins and he realized that he had been hoping against all odds for everything to have fallen through between them. He might have crumpled the letter and thrown it into the fire if it had not contained further information written out of sheer goodwill. Jacques wrote that the king had included Augustin in an invitation to Versailles. His advice was that Augustin should make for the Château immediately whatever his condition, for the exodus of the privileged from Fontainebleau had already begun.

He broke the good news to his father. “This invitation is not just for some grand occasion as in the past when I’ve been included with hundreds of others. It appears I’ve made my mark at last in my own way.”

“Well done!” Gérard was immensely pleased.

“It also means that I must depart at once.”

“May God go with you, my son.”

Since his coach had brought him to the coast, Augustin had no choice but to make the return journey in it, although he felt well able to ride any distance. It was when he reached Versailles, where recent rain had created thick mud around some new roadworks, that the coachman brought the horses to their slowest pace. To Augustin’s surprise a peasant woman, who had been standing back to avoid getting splashed as the wheels went through puddles, suddenly gaped at him in recognition. Not having the least idea who she was, he stared as she plunged her clogged feet into the liquid mud, soiling her skirt-hems, and rushed to grab the edge of the window as she gazed up at him.

“Good day to you, Monsieur Roussier! I’m Jeanne Dremont. You favored my home by staying in it at the time of the first grand fête.”

He remembered her then. Hadn’t he and Jacques and the late lamented Léon and François watched her give birth? It had meant nothing to any of them, but this creature seemed to think she had been honored in some way. The coach was gaining a little speed, but she kept pace with it alongside, an almost demented expression of excitement on her thin, upturned face that made him wonder if she was entirely sane.

“How is your daughter, madame?” He had been reared in an environment where courtesy and kindness were paramount. Not all the sophistication of Court life had been able to take that from him and, in any case, none was more polite than the king himself, who would doff his hat to a kitchenmaid if he met her out of doors.

“Well indeed, sir!” She seemed beside herself with joy at his inquiry. “I know you will recall that you named her Marguerite.”

“So I did.” He smiled on the memory. How drunk he must have been! “Is she blossoming like her namesake?”

“Oh, yes. She is a beauty already and has learned to read and write.” Her pride in her child was enormous and seemed to swell out of her. “She is being taught pretty speech and manners, too. You will not be disappointed in her when the time comes!”

The coach took a lurch forward onto harder ground and she was left behind, staggering a little to keep out of the way of the wheels. It saved her from seeing Augustin’s expression of bewilderment and distaste. She hugged herself in her exuberance. He was more handsome than ever with the boyishness gone from his strong features, the green eyes more worldly, the mouth quite splendid. Marguerite could not help but love and be loved by such a man. Throwing back her head, she laughed aloud as if some part of her mind had taken off on wings of its own happiness. Passersby, their notice drawn by her strange mirth, saw her set off homeward at a run, mud dropping from her clogs.

In the coach Augustin had not recovered from this extraordinary encounter. That woman, a respectable artisan’s wife, had spoken to him as if she were a procuress with girls for sale, her own daughter being raised apparently for his future pleasure. But why? What claim did she imagine she had on him? Then dimly he recalled some foolish promise he had made. And hadn’t there been the gift of a fan with her daughter’s name on it? Who could say what untold damage he had done to the placid existence of a peasant woman through the sheer thoughtlessness of youth?

At the Château the coach drew up at the place allotted to those of his position at Court. Those of higher rank could go further ahead. An etiquette of its own was evolving at the Château, almost as if an invisible web was being spun to bring every noble still tighter under the king’s control.

Augustin found he had been given one small attic room for his sojourn and he was thankful to be under the Château’s roof, recalling again the inconveniences of staying in that woman’s cottage. Strange that she should have made such an impact on him with her wild promise.

“Have you ever seen a fan among my possessions?” he asked his valet. This man had been in his service for the past two years, the previous one having been dismissed for idleness.

“Yes, sir.” The valet prided himself on being able to put his hand on anything his master required, from a certain design of face-patch to a third-best pair of bucket-topped boots. The traveling chest was already open and he dived his hand down into one of the leather pockets to produce the fan, which he had wrapped in a piece of fine linen upon first discovering it, supposing it to be a sentimental keepsake.

Augustin took it from him and opened it. He was struck anew by how exquisitely the scene on the leaf had been painted and he smiled reflectively at the comparatively simple maison de chasse that the Château had once been. The main parts of Louis XIII’s retreat were still as they were, enclosing the Cour de Marbre on three sides, although eight rose-pink marble columns and more gilded ironwork now added to the beauty of the East Front, while statuary and gilded ornaments graced the edge of the roof. Yet the old section was now truly enveloped on three sides by a majestic building in Roman style. Sand-colored, its walls were enriched with statues and columns, its flat roof with the ornamented balustrade a complete contrast to the rising gray-blue slates of the preserved East Front. On the new West Front, which looked across the parterres and fountains to the distant Grand Canal, a recessed terrace with arches linked two symmetrically placed apartments, the king’s to the north and the queen’s to the south.

Already these extensions were not enough, evidence found in the overcrowded quarters that had been assigned to Augustin, and he had heard from those he had met since his arrival that once again new plans were being drawn up. It was as if the Château had taken on a will of its own and nothing could stop its constant expansion or the beautifying of the gardens.

Augustin closed the fan again. He would keep it. It was an interesting souvenir of the past and would increase in novelty value as the Château continued to grow. The name incorporated in the ribbons seemed to stay with him as he handed the fan back to his valet.

“Make sure this is never mislaid.”

As he dressed for the evening, his thoughts turned bitterly to Susanne and his lost chance. At least she and Jacques were not at Versailles and by the time he met them again he might well have met someone else to stem those feelings for her. Wryly he thought of Marguerite. Hadn’t he said he would return when she was seventeen? By his reckoning there were still eight years left to wait. He did not intend to wait as many minutes for some balm to his jealousy. With a flick of his cuffs he left his room to find his way through the sumptuous labyrinth to the State Apartment where everyone would be assembling.

Oddly the name of Marguerite stayed in his mind. It was like the sight he had once had of meadowland white with those namesake flowers as far as the eye could see, almost as though snow had fallen onto green stalks in summer and been dusted with golden pollen. Without being aware of it, he had begun to associate with beauty a misty figure waiting in the future whom he never expected to meet.
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