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The Creole Heritage

In the early nineteenth century, the culture of New Orleans was as rich and wildly varied as the citizens’ complexions. Pure Spanish families, descended from haughty dons, still dwelt in the city, and some pure French families resided there, but many were already mingled with both Spaniards and Africans. Acadians—or “Cajuns,” as they came to be called—lived outside of the city. This small pocket of Frenchmen had wandered far from home, but, like many groups in New Orleans, they stubbornly kept much of their eighteenth-century heritage intact and ingrained.

Of course, there were many slaves, but there were also the gens de couleur libres, or free men and women of color. Some of these were pure Africans, but most of them were the mulattoes, griffes, quadroons, and ocotoroons who were the result of French and Spanish blending with slaves. There were Americans, too, though they were strictly confined to the “American district.” And there were Creoles, people of French and Spanish blood who were born outside of their native countries. Creoles born in New Orleans were Louisianians, but they were not considered Americans.

All well-born Creole families sent their children to receive a classical education at the Ursuline Convent or the Jesuit schools, and both institutions accepted charity children.

This series of novels traces the history of four young women who were fellow students at the Ursuline Convent School:

• The Exiles: Chantel 

• The Immortelles: Damita 

• The Alchemy: Simone 

• The Tapestry: Leonie 
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• 1832–1837 •
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Chapter one

The Marquis Armand de Cuvier, Lord Beaufort, leaned forward with a sense of satisfaction as he touched the tip of his quill to the white parchment. Quickly the musical notes seemed to flow from his heart (which the marquis felt was the real producer of music!), and some-thing close to rapture touched the composer. He continued to write as rapidly as possible, for he had discovered that when he composed his scores, when the inspiration flowed, nothing must be allowed to interfere.

The sun threw golden beams through the window to the marquis’ right hand, and the warm breezes of May caressed him, stirring his hair gently. Spring had come to France in the year of 1832 almost in a bound, it seemed, bringing out the greenery and causing the flowers to burst in small explosions of color. Even now, as the marquis con-tinued to cover the parchment with musical notes, he was conscious of a sense of well-being.

The composition had not gone well for some time, and Lord Beaufort had lost sleep over it for weeks. Ordinarily the marquis was a gentle man, soft-spoken, with a ready smile, but when whatever demon it is that clogs up the inspiration in the mind of the com-poser gripped him, he became short-tempered and hard to live with. His beloved wife, Jeanne, had learned to recognize those times and managed to keep him from the more violent outbursts. The servants also had learned to recognize the marquis’ uncreative periods and walked softly around him during those days.

An ormolu clock beat out a rhythm like soft heartbeats, and once, as the marquis scribbled furiously, from a lower story came the sound of a clock tolling off one—two—three, sprinkling the hours all through the house. The marquis paid no attention to it. When he was composing, he had the gift of closing himself off to almost anything.

A loud, angry voice from outside his window sounded suddenly, the violence of it breaking into the composer’s inspiration. “Cannot I have even a moment’s peace?” he cried aloud.

Anger swept through Lord Beaufort, and with a violent gesture, he flung the quill down and saw a blob of ink obliterate his last few nota-tions. He leaped up, knocking his chair over backwards. It fell with a crash as he moved quickly to the window. At forty-six, Armand de Cuvier was an active man of medium height with wavy brown hair and eyes that were ordinarily warm. Just now, however, they seemed to flash, sending off flecks of light. Leaning over the window and look-ing down, he saw his gardener, Philippe, a huge man of forty, grasp-ing a stranger by the arm. Philippe was shouting something, and the young man he held was trying to respond.

Suddenly Philippe’s massive arm moved, and his fist caught the visitor high on the forehead. He fell backwards as if poleaxed and lay without moving.

“What in the world is going on down there, Philippe?”

“This fellow insists on seeing you, my lord. He would not take no for an answer.”

“Well, I think you’ve killed the fellow. I’ll be right down.”

The marquis hurried out of the room, stepping lightly down the stairs, through the hallway, and outside. He walked quickly to where Philippe was picking up the young fellow.

“Now, what’s all this about?”

The young man Philippe gripped tightly by the arms was six feet tall but not strongly built like the gardener. His eyes were focused, at least, and the marquis saw that they were of a brilliant, cornflower blue. His hat had been knocked off, revealing thick hair of an auburn tint that caught the sun. He had a wedge-shaped face, a wide mouth, and his eyes were deep-set. When he saw the marquis, he tried to bow, but Philippe held him tightly. “Monsieur, I am Colin Seymour.” Then he tried to speak in French, but it was so pitiful that the marquis could not understand much of it.

The marquis asked, “You are English?”

“Yes, sir,” Seymour said at once. “I’m sorry I don’t speak French.” 

“It doesn’t matter,” Armand said. “What do you want here?”

“I’ll tell you what he wants,” Philippe broke in. He shook the young man, saying, “He broke into the barn, and he’s stolen some food.”

“Is that right?”

“I did sleep in the barn, but I didn’t steal any food.”

“He’s a liar!” Philippe said roughly. “He’s a tramp. Look at him.” 

Indeed, Colin Seymour was dressed in clothing that would have done dishonor to a tramp. He wore a pair of brown britches that were patched on both knees and in the seat, and the stockings that enclosed his lower legs were more runs and holes than cloth. His shirt had at one time been white but now was filthy, and the light-greenish jacket looked as if it were covered with mold. His hair was untrimmed, and his unshaven face was grimy. He was thin and had a lean and hungry look about him.

“What do you want here?” the marquis demanded.

“I was just—”

“He wanted to steal something,” Philippe said loudly. “That’s all these tramps want.”

“I expect you’re right. Hang onto him and have Merle go get the sheriff.”

“Please, sir, I really am not a thief!”

“Shut your mouth!” Philippe said, shaking the young man like a rat. “You’re going to jail where you belong.”

At that moment the front door of the house opened, and Jeanne de Cuvier, Lady Beaufort, stepped outside and approached the trio. She was a small woman, well shaped, in her late thirties. Her hair was light with a trace of gold in it, and her eyes were hazel flecked with blue.

“What is this, Armand?”

“Oh, just a petty thief, my dear. Don’t trouble yourself about it. Philippe, take him now, and hold him until Merle gets back with the sheriff.”

“Just a minute, Philippe.” Madam de Cuvier had her eyes fixed on the young man’s features. “He doesn’t look very dangerous to me.”

“You don’t know these tramps, my lady,” Philippe grunted. “He’d slit your throat in a minute if he had the chance.”

“What is your name, young man?”

“My name is Colin Seymour, Madam.”

“And you are English?”

“I am American.”

“That is even worse,” Philippe snarled, tightening his grip. “Every-one knows the Yankees are nothing but a bunch of killers.”

“Please go inside, my dear,” Armand said with concern. “In your condition, you don’t need this excitement.”

“Just a minute, Armand. Let me talk with him.”

Armand threw up his hands. “That will be the end of it, I sup-pose. You take in every broken-winged bird until I can’t get in the house, but this fellow is not a crippled animal. He could be danger-ous, as Philippe says.”

“How long have you been in France, Colin?”

Young Seymour attempted to smile. “About two weeks. I was picked up by the police and put in jail.”

“You see!” Philippe exclaimed triumphantly. “He’s a criminal!”

“I had done nothing and committed no crime—unless having no money is a crime in France.”

“You’re bleeding,” Jeanne said. Indeed, Philippe’s massive fist had opened a cut over the young man’s left eyebrow. The blood was trickling down, and Jeanne said, “Bring him inside. That must be attended to.”

Philippe began to protest, but Armand interrupted. “Never mind, Philippe. All he can do is run away, and that might solve the problem.”

“He’ll cut our throats. You’ll see!” Philippe said, glaring at Seymour. “Give me the word, and I’ll have Merle go for the sheriff.” 

“Come inside, young man,” Jeanne said.

“Go on. Do what she tells you,” Armand commanded.

Colin followed the woman, aware that Philippe was glaring at him as he left. He had no intention of escaping, however. When they reached the kitchen, the housekeeper, Josephine Bettencourt, stared at them. “Who is this?”

“Another one of your mistress’s injured creatures.”

“Sit down there, young man,” Jeanne said. “Josephine, get some-thing that we can clean this blood off with, and perhaps a plaster to put over it.”

“Sit down there,” Armand commanded fiercely, pointing at a stool. He stood back and studied the young man as the two women cleaned the blood off his face. He could not help but smile when he saw the tender expression in his wife’s eyes. I think she would be kind to Judas, he thought. He watched as they carefully put a plaster over the cut, and then he stepped forward. “Now that you’ve saved his life, I have a few questions for him.”

Jeanne went to her husband and took his arm. “He’s only a boy. How old are you, Colin?”

“I’m twenty-one, ma’am.”

“‘Ma’am’? What is ‘ma’am’?”

“That’s what we call ladies in America.”

“Ma’am! What a hideous word! Everything from America is ugly,” Armand said, but kindness had begun to show in his expression. “Why did you come to France?”

“I came all the way here to meet you, sir.”

“To meet me!” Armand exclaimed in surprise. “But I don’t know you.”

“But I know you—at least, I know your music.”

Armand suddenly slapped his forehead with his open palm. “Oh no, don’t tell me! Not another genius who has come to let me expose his talent to the world.”

“Armand, be quiet. Let him talk,” Jeanne said firmly. “Tell us about yourself.”

“I want to sing in the opera,” Colin said simply.

Armand stared at him and shook his head, laughing cynically. “So do about one million other people the world over. It seems half the people I meet want to be in opera. What do you know about music, anyway? Have you studied?”

“Not exactly.”

“Not exactly? What does that mean? You’ve either studied, or you haven’t.”

“I’ve never been to a singing school, but I want to learn.”

Armand was amused. Indeed, he had been besieged for years by budding operatic hopefuls. He could no longer attend a party with-out someone saying, “I have a nephew who has great talent. If you would only take him in hand, Marquis . . .” Armand had developed a hard shell when such requests were thrown at him. Sometimes he lost his temper. One lady had produced her son with a statement: “I believe my son has a great career inside him.” Armand had replied shortly: “That’s a good place for it, Madam.” His wife, of course, had chastised him for his rudeness.

Armand had a surefire system for eliminating such applicants as young Seymour. “Can you sing right now?” he demanded. Usually this was enough to shut down the request, for most singers required music, an instrument to accompany them, the right setting, and the right mood, and when they were challenged directly, many were simply unable to sing a note.

“Well, you say you want to be a singer. Can you sing?”

“Yes sir.”

Jeanne giggled and put her hand on her stomach that was just beginning to swell with the child she was carrying. “He is a young man with much confidence.”

“Confidence doesn’t fill operatic houses. Voices do that,” Armand said sternly. “Very well,” he said, “sing.”

Instantly Colin Seymour opened his mouth and began to sing. It was an aria from The Barber of Seville, by Gioacchino Rossini, a rather demanding piece for any tenor. The room was filled with the sound of the song, which was a rousing piece of music.

Seymour’s eyes were alight, and despite the ugly, purplish lump that was developing on his forehead, he seemed completely uncon-scious of anything except the song. It was not a trained voice, as both Armand and Jeanne saw at once, but it had power that most tenors never even dreamed of. At one point it practically rattled the dishes on the shelves, and Josephine Bettencourt’s eyes flew open, and she cov-ered her mouth with her hand.

Finally the song ended, and Seymour said nothing. He simply stood waiting.

“Well,” Armand said slowly, “you certainly are loud.”

“Oh, he’s more than that, Armand!” Jeanne protested. “He has such a sweet sound in his voice.”

“You speak Italian, then?”

“No, sir, I do not.”

“How do you know the words?”

“I memorized them from hearing them onstage. I have some idea what they mean, but even without being sure, I love to sing them.”

Armand hesitated. Jeanne reminded him, “I’ve heard worse voices at the opera house in Paris.”

“You never heard one as ill-trained, though. He has a thousand faults.”

“Oh, I know that, sir! That’s why I’ve come all the way to France. If you’ll just teach me, I’ll work. I’ll do anything. I’ll clean the stables. Just tell me what to do.”

“I don’t have time for that. I’m too busy composing. You’ll have to leave.”

“Are you hungry?”

Seymour looked at the mistress of the house. “I . . . am a little hungry.”

“When did you eat last?” Jeanne asked.

“I think it was two days ago. I found some turnips in a field.”

“Nothing but raw turnips! Josephine, quick. We must feed this young man.”

Josephine laughed. “Yes, Madam, I think we must. He’s skinny as a plucked chicken.”

Armand, despite his harsh verbal judgment, was interested in the young man. As Josephine moved around the kitchen, he pulled Jeanne off to the side and said, “I know you, my dear. Your mind is already spinning webs in which to catch me.”

“He’s such a sweet young man.”

“How do you know that? He may be totally depraved.”

“With those innocent blue eyes? Of course he’s not!”

Armand suddenly laughed. “I understand that some of the most vicious criminals in the world have blue eyes and look innocent as babies.”

“You just made that up. You always make up things when you don’t want me to do something.”

“Well, he does have potential, but I can’t take on a student. I’m right in the middle of this opera, and it’s very difficult. I keep getting interrupted.” He continued to argue fervently.

Finally Jeanne pleaded, “Please, Armand, let’s at least hear his story.”

“All right, I’ll listen, but I’m telling you now I can’t help him.”

They moved over to the table where the young man was eating. He obviously was ravenously hungry, but both noticed that he had at least the rudiments of good manners.

When Josephine had removed his plate, Jeanne said, “Tell us about yourself, Colin.”

“Well, there’s not much to tell. My parents died in an epidemic before I was six. I was raised by a distant cousin of my father, a man named Silas Winters. He was a fisherman who lived outside New Orleans.”

“Was he good to you?”

“Well, ma’am, he was a hard man, and fishing is a hard job.” He put out his hands, and both of them saw that they were scarred and covered with calluses. They looked strong, however, and he said, “He died about a year ago.”

“Did you get any education at all?” Jeanne asked softly.

“Just what little I could pick up. I learned to read and write.”

“What did you do then,” Armand asked, “after your relative died?” 

“I got a job cleaning the opera house in New Orleans, and oh sir, I have never heard anything like it! I stayed for all the perform-ances. It didn’t pay much, but I loved the music. I’d never heard any-thing like it.”

“And so that’s what you did? You memorized the music?”

“Yes, ma’am, I did.” Colin’s eyes were bright, and despite the pur-plish wound, he looked eager. “I don’t want to beg, but if you could let me stay, and just once in a while tell me a little about singing, I can garden for you or take care of your horses. I can fix most things. I’ll do anything, my lord!”

“I’m sorry. It’s just impossible. I don’t have the time.” He expected the young man to argue, but he saw that the eager light seemed to be extinguished in the young man’s eyes. “I’m sorry,” he said. “But we have a room overhead in the stable. You can stay there tonight, and I’ll do something about getting you back to America.”

“Thank you, sir.”

The young man was so meek that Armand felt terrible. He turned and walked out of the room, saying, “Come with me.” When the young man followed, they went outside where Philippe was still work-ing on the yard. “Philippe, this young man will be staying in the room over the barn tonight. See that he has a bath, and perhaps you can find some better clothes for him.”

Philippe stared at the American. “He’ll cut our throats, sir.”

“Oh, I don’t think he’s dangerous. Do as I tell you.”

“Yes, sir.” Philippe nodded. “Come along, fellow.”

Armand went at once upstairs and tried to work on his score again. He cleaned up the mess he had made and was not surprised to find that he had lost his train of thought. He struggled with it for over an hour, then finally muttered, “Blast it! Now I’ll have to wait until it comes back.” He heard the door open and turned to see Jeanne enter. She walked over and put her arm around him. “Are you having diffi-culty with the composition?”

“Don’t I always?”

“You’ll do it, and it’ll be magnificent.”

Armand laughed. “When you’re this nice, I know you want some-thing. It makes me suspicious.”

“I think you might guess what it is.” She put both arms around him, and he stood up and turned to embrace her. He loved the woman with all of his heart and looked forward to the birth of their first child with great expectation. “I think I can guess all right.”

“Please, Armand, let the boy stay. He’ll work hard for his keep, and he’s so hungry to learn.”

“He’s too old to learn everything an opera singer needs to know.”

“No, he’s not. He’s only twenty-one, and he has really a fine voice—just untrained.”

Armand sat down and pulled her onto his lap. She cuddled up against him and put her face on his chest. “Please, Armand.”

“You know I can never refuse you anything.”

“That’s because you’re the most wonderful husband in the world.”

“I suspect you’re right about that, and the handsomest too.”

Jeanne laughed and straightened up. She put her hand behind his neck, pulled his head down, and kissed him. “You’re a good man, the best I know.”

“Before you start buttering me up, listen to my terms. He can stay, and he can help Philippe with the grounds and muck out stables for Perin and do anything else that needs doing. I’ll try him out for a month. If he has the ability to learn, we’ll see. But I have no time for petty talents. If I see he has no potential, he’ll have to go.”

Jeanne patted his cheek and smiled. “You do have wonderful ideas.”

“I haven’t had an idea of my own since I married you. You put them all in my head.”

“It’s going to be wonderful!” Jeanne laughed and threw her arms around him and put her cheek against his. “He’s going to be a great singer, and one day you’ll be proud to say, ‘Colin Seymour was my pupil!’”



Chapter two

Philippe Gerard looked like a huge bear as he approached Colin, who was covering some young roses with dead leaves. Philippe wore a cap pulled down over his ears, and his nose was red, a certain indication that he had been sampling the cognac of which he was so fond. For a moment he watched silently, then asked, “What you do that to her for?”

Colin looked up and grinned. Philippe’s English was worst when he was drunk.

The big gardener read the young man’s expression. “My English is ver’ good! The English language is hard. What you doing?”

“I’m covering up these roses so that storm that’s coming won’t freeze them.”

Philippe stared at the younger man for a moment, then he leaned forward and struck Colin a blow on the arm. It was meant to be a friendly punch, but Philippe never knew his own strength, and Colin staggered backward. Catching his balance, he grinned and said, “Don’t hit me because you can’t learn English.”

Philippe laughed, exposing his enormous teeth, and said, “Come on in the house. I have something you will like there.”

“I know what it is. You’re trying to get me drunk.”

“Why not you get drunk? We celebrate.”

“Celebrate what?”

“You don’t know?” Philippe stared at Colin with astonishment. “This is your birthday.”

“No, it’s not. My birthday’s in May.”

“I mean, you come here seven months ago today. Don’t you rememer nothing?”

“Has it been that long?” Colin asked softly, as if speaking to him-self. He looked around the chateau grounds, which were now dead and brown, but he had seen them when they were emerald green and bright with every kind of flower that France offered. He had dug and trenched and hauled fertilizer and done the other dirty jobs that Philippe heaped on him. Now he looked up and laughed. “I remember that first month well enough, Philippe. You tried to kill me with work.”

“Work never hurt nobody,” Philippe said firmly. “Come on. We’ll have a drink.”

Colin stuck the shovel down in the frozen earth and accompanied Philippe to his house. Philippe was not married, and the house gave evidence of it: clothes thrown everywhere, dirty dishes piled up, dust enough to write one’s name on any flat surface.

“Why don’t you clean this place up, Philippe?”

“What for? Who’s gonna see it?”

“Well, I see it, for one.”

“You came here looking like a ragpicker, and now you gonna tell me my house isn’t nice? She’s nice enough for me.”

Moving swiftly to the cabinet, Philippe opened the door and took out a square, brown bottle. He pulled the cork out with his teeth, and then picked up two dirty glasses and sloshed the amber liquid in both of them. “Here, you drink this. It make a man of you.”

“Philippe, you know I don’t like to drink.”

“This is a celebration. You drink when I say so.”

“All right, but just a taste.” Colin took the liquor bottle, poured most of his drink back in, then took a swallow. He shivered and gasped as the f iery liquor bit his stomach. “I don’t know why anyone drinks. It tastes awful, it burns your stomach, and it rots your insides eventually.”

“She makes me feel good.”

“Not she—it makes you feel good.”

“What difference it make?”

“I thought you wanted to learn English.”

“I never go to that country. Nothing but barbarians there. I bet the gardens there look like a pigpen.”

It was an old argument between the two, Philippe maintaining that France was the only decent place for a human being to live on planet earth, and Colin trying to tell him that other countries had something to offer as well.

“Sit down. We eat some of this cake that Josephine made. She is very good.”

“The cake or the woman?”

Philippe took several swallows from the bottle. Colin could see the liquor going down the thick throat of his friend. The two had indeed become friends during the period that Colin had been there. The big gardener had been a hard and demanding sort of fellow, but when he saw that Colin was not afraid of work or of asking questions, Philippe warmed up to him.

“You know, Colin, I think? I think I marry Josephine Bettencourt.”

“You in love with her?”

“In love? No! She is a wealthy woman. She will be able to take care of me in my old age.”

“But you’re older than she is.”

“Mens lasts longer than womens.”

“I think you’re dreaming. Women live longer than men.”

“Josephine will not dare to live longer than me. It would not be proper.”

Leaning back in his chair, Colin listened as Philippe rambled on. The big man had strange ideas and was totally unreliable where liquor was concerned. But he was amusing and had been a good friend to Colin.

“You know, you look better than you did when you come here. You looked like a skinny tramp dressed in rags.” Philippe stared at his friend with glassy eyes and noted with approval how the young man had filled out. He had a naturally deep chest, and now muscle had formed in the shoulders, the chest, and the arms. His face had filled out, too, so that his fair skin had been burned by the hot summer sun and still held some of that golden color.

Philippe leaned forward and said, “I like you, Colin. I am going to tell you what you should do with your life.”

Colin grinned. It seemed that Philippe had a different plan for his life from week to week, sometimes from day to day. “What have you got on your mind now?”

“Forget all of that singing nonsense. You could be a fine gardener. Maybe as good as me someday.”

“You’ve taught me a lot, Philippe. I’ve enjoyed working for you.” 

“With all this singing: la, la, la, la, la! Who care about that?”

“Well, I do for one, Philippe.” Colin smiled. “It’s what I want to do.”

“It’s no fit thing for a real man. A man should use his hands to make his living, not go tra-la-la-ing all over the place. And besides, the master treats you worse than I do.”

“You’re right about that. You put blisters on my hands, but he puts them on my soul.”

Philippe nodded. “See what I mean? You don’t have to put up with all that. Why, you could be a fine gardener, a master! Take a few more years.”

“No, I don’t think so, Philippe. I may never make it as a singer, but I’ve got to try.”

Philippe argued vehemently for a time, all the while sipping from the cognac bottle. Finally Colin changed the subject by saying, “The marquis is really happy, isn’t he, with this child coming on?”

“He’s a foolish man about his wife. He will be foolish about the child too.”

“I’ve never seen anyone so happy or love a woman so much.”

Philippe belched, and then scratched his behind. “It’s not good for a man to love a woman too much.”

“Why, Philippe? Why would you say that?”

“Because someone might run off with her.”

Colin suddenly grinned, his teeth looking very white against his tan. “Maybe a man should marry an ugly woman.”

Philippe stared at him. “But somebody might run off with her too.”

“But if she’s ugly, you wouldn’t care.”

Philippe was a slow thinker, particularly when drunk, but the humor of Colin’s remark finally got to him. He bellowed with laugh-ter, lunged to his feet, and pounded Colin’s arm. “By gar,” he said, “you are one funny fellow. But I still think you should be a gardener.”

Colin leaned back from Philippe’s clumsy punch. “You nearly broke my arm.” He hesitated, then asked, “Have you ever thought what it would be like if something happened to the Lady Beaufort?”

Philippe’s eyes suddenly flew open wide, and he reached out and grabbed the lapels of Colin’s coat. He lifted him off the floor and whispered, “Don’t ever say that! Don’t even say such things! It’s bad luck.”

“I guess you’re right,” Colin said. When Philippe put him down, he pulled his coat together and said, “We’ll have to pray that she’ll be all right, and the child too.”

“Yes, we do that. I will say an extra rosary for her every day. You ever say a rosary?”

“No. I’m not Catholic, you know. I’m Protestant.”

Philippe stared at the younger man and then shrugged. “Well,” he said, “nobody’s perfect.”

[image: seprater]
“You sound like a braying donkey!”

Colin had never been able to accustom himself to the harshness of the marquis’ words. Armand de Cuvier knew but one way to teach. “It’s the hard things,” he often shouted, “that teach a man! The soft ways are no good.”

“What was wrong with what I did, Monsieur?”

“What was wrong with it? Everything was wrong with it!” Armand doubled up his fists. He struck Colin three light, rapid blows in the chest and said, “It must come from in here. You are trying to sing from your throat.” He wrapped both hands around Colin’s throat and squeezed. “There is no power in the throat.” He began to pound his chest again. “From here! From here and from down here in the diaphragm!”

Colin listened silently. Armand finally quieted down enough to give him more instructions. For seven months, Colin had lived for these times when he was learning how to sing. He had been studying Italian with the help of the marchioness and had made rapid pro-gress. Her method was quite different. She was soft and gentle and could never bring herself to rebuke him. Quite a difference from her husband!

“Am I making any progress at all, sir?” Colin asked.

The marquis turned and stared at his pupil. He saw the deep-set eyes were not as bright as usual, and the broad shoulders were slumped. He put his hand on Colin’s shoulder and squeezed it. “The hard ways are best. Yes, you are making progress.”

“Really?” Colin asked, his eyes widening.

“Yes, you’re not as bad as you were when you first came here.” Colin laughed. “I think that’s the best thing you ever said to me, sir.”

“You are making progress. Now, don’t seek compliments.”

“Philippe says I ought to give up singing and become a gardener.” 

“You are a good gardener. Is that what you’d like to do?”

Instantly Colin sat taller, and determination was a thread of iron in his voice. “I want to be a singer, sir, no matter how long it takes.” 

“Well, you’ve already found out that it’s not easy.”

“I don’t care about that, sir, and I can never thank you enough for letting me stay and for helping me.”

The gratitude in the young man’s eyes seemed to trouble the mar-quis. He waved his hand and said, “Enough of that. Now, try it again. This time, in this passage here,” he put his fingers on the notes, “try to make it as sweet as a dove.”

For the next hour Colin sang at the direction of the marquis. Finally the marquis said, “Well, enough for today.” He hesitated, then said, “It was very good, Colin. Very good.” He picked up his coat and put it on. “It’s getting cold in here. We’ll have to have more fires when my son is born.”

“You always say ‘son.’ What if it is a daughter?”

“I will love her equally well. Of course, a man wants a son to take his name, but if it is a daughter, she will be like my dear wife. And what man could ask for more than that?”

“I’ve appreciated your teaching, sir, but one thing has meant more to me than that.”

“What, Colin?”

“I’ve learned something about how a man should love his wife. I had never seen such a thing as the love you have for Madam Jeanne.”

“When you find a woman, find one you can give your whole heart to.” Armand laughed and said, “I’ll tell you what, my boy. You have done well. I don’t commend you much, but I have a reward for you.”

“Yes, sir. What is that?”

“I’m going to take you to the opera in Paris.”

“Really, sir? That would be wonderful!”

“We’ll go next week. We’ll have to buy you some new clothes. We’ll make a holiday of it.”
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Colin was stunned by the opera house. His only experience had been in the rather small and somewhat dingy opera house that he had cleaned back in New Orleans. But when he entered and saw the blaze of light from the crystal chandeliers, the red plush seats, the ceiling so high above them it seemed that there could be a cloud gathering there, the elaborate dresses of the women, and the men all dressed in the finest fashions, he could not speak.

“If you don’t shut your mouth, a fly might go in, Colin.” Armand laughed. The two were without Jeanne, who chose to stay home because of her advanced pregnancy.

“I can’t believe it. It’s so beautiful!”

“Well, the building is magnificent, but it’s nothing without the singing. They are doing your favorite tonight, The Barber of Seville. You remember? The first song you ever sang for me was from that opera.”

“I remember, sir.”

“Come along. We don’t want to miss the overture.”

Colin followed him into the box and took a seat next to him. It was raised up enough so that he had a panoramic view of the Paris Opera House. He was amazed at the beauty of the women and some-what shocked by the low-cut dresses many of them wore. There was a humming of talk, and laughter filled the air, and then the marquis said, “Now, it begins.”

Colin never forgot what followed. He missed nothing. The orches-tra, as it played the overture, fascinated him. He had never heard such playing in all of his life, and he soaked it in to his very soul.

And when the singers came on and opened their mouths, he mar-veled at the clearness and power of their voices. He was glad that he was now able to understand at least part of what they were singing.

There was an intermission, and the marquis turned and asked, “How do you like it, Colin?”

“It’s magnificent—but I’ll never be able to do what those people do.”

“Never take counsel of your fears, Colin.” Armand smiled. “Your voice is better than anyone’s on that stage. They had the advantage of early training.”

All through the rest of the opera, Armand continued to point out the flaws as well as the skills of the singers. Finally, when it was over, Colin stood with the others and applauded until his hands hurt.

“Come along. We’ll go meet them.”

“You mean—meet the singers?”

“Why, of course.” Armand smiled. “Wouldn’t you like to?”

“Yes!”

Colin accompanied Armand down the stairs, and they made their way backstage. Many other visitors were there, but Colin saw that the marquis was so well known that the crowd parted before him. When they stood before the star tenor, Alex Chapelle, Colin was surprised to find that the singer was much older than he seemed on the stage.

“Alex, I would like for you to meet a friend of mine. This is Colin Seymour, a young American who has been studying with me.”

Chapelle was a short, rotund man with lines in his face that had been invisible from a distance. He bowed from the waist and said, “A pupil of the maestro. I would love to hear you sing, sir.”

“Oh, I’m just a beginner, Monsieur.”

“You had better watch out. This young fellow will put you out of business one day, Alex.”

Chapelle laughed and shook his head. “That is always the way of it. I envy this young man, and I trust he is properly grateful for the training you’ve given him.”

“Oh yes, sir, I am. I couldn’t be more grateful.”

Colin stood back while the marquis greeted other singers. He seemed to know everyone. They finally left the theater and got into their coach. Colin asked, “Do you really think I could sing as well as Monsieur Chapelle some day?”

“Colin, you don’t understand, do you?”

“Understand what?”

“You can already sing better than he can.”

“Oh no, sir. No, not really!”

“Your voice is better than his. It’s more powerful. It’s smoother. It just hasn’t had as much training. He has more control because he’s spent practically his whole life at it, but in another year or two, you’ll be better in that respect also.”

Colin tried to speak but could not. Finally he whispered, “I’ll do my best—my very best!”
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As soon as Colin entered the kitchen and saw Philippe’s face, he stopped dead. “What’s wrong, Philippe?” he demanded.

Philippe shook his head. “Where have you been?” he asked.

“I went into the village to get some supplies. What’s wrong?”

“It’s Lady Jeanne. The child is coming.”

“But that’s good, isn’t it?” Colin spoke hopefully, but as he stepped closer to Philippe, he saw the pain on the big man’s face. “What’s wrong?”

“The doctor has been here for two hours. Our lady is having a ter-ribly hard time.”

Colin stared at Philippe and could not think how to answer him. Josephine Bettencourt entered the kitchen. Her face was pale. “Is it really bad, Miss Josephine?”

“Very bad! I heard the doctors talking. They think there’s—” She turned away quickly, but not before Colin saw the tears running down her cheeks.

Colin stood numbly, not knowing what to do. “It’ll be all right,” he whispered. “It has to be.”

Philippe shook his head. There was a dark streak of pessimism in the big gardener. He went outside, and Colin followed. Philippe pulled a flat bottle from his inner pocket and drank from it. He offered it to Colin, who shook his head.

“I’m going to get drunk.”

“Don’t. It may be all right.”
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The night passed more slowly than any that Colin could remember. The seconds seemed like hours, and there was nothing to do but wait for news. Colin paced the floor in the kitchen, and Philippe contin-ued to drink. He was so numb with alcohol that he sat against a wall, his head back, his eyes glazed. Annette, Jeanne’s maid, entered the kitchen at about midnight, and Colin asked, “How is she, Annette?”

Annette shook her head and bit her lip. She could not answer, but the expression on her face told Colin the situation had not improved.

Finally Colin could not stand the stillness of the house. He poked Philippe’s arm and said, “I’m going to get more wood.” Philippe did not answer, and Colin went outside. He made ten trips to the wood pile, carrying in wood for all the fireplaces, until the boxes were full. After filling the box of the room next to Jeanne’s, he saw one of the doctors leaving.

“Doctor,” Colin said, “how is Lady Beaufort?”

The doctor, whose name Colin did not know, was a tall man with a sallow face and a thin mustache. He stroked it now with nervous fin-gers, and Colin read his answer in his eyes before it came to his lips. “She died fifteen minutes ago.”

Colin’s lips trembled, and tears came to his eyes. Jeanne de Cuvier had been more like a mother to him than any woman he had ever known. Every day he had experienced her kindness and her encour-agement. Suddenly it was as if the sun had gone out. He questioned why God would allow another terrible experience in his life. He turned blindly and walked out into the night, wondering how in the world his master would handle the greatest loss that could come to a man.
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After the funeral of Jeanne de Cuvier, Armand de Cuvier refused to see anyone. He took his meals in his room and never left it. He received no visitors, and only his valet, a small man named Etienne, saw him.

“Philippe, what’s he going to do?” Colin asked. “He can’t stay in that room forever.”

Philippe was chopping wood. His mighty blows were enough to demolish most things, and he seemed to be taking out his anger on the wood. “What is he going to do? He’s going to grieve.”

“But he can’t do that forever, can he?”

“No. He may kill himself.”

“Philippe, don’t say a thing like that!”

“Why not? He’s lost what he loved best: his wife and his child. I know how he feels. I had a wife once, and I lost her.”

“You never told me that, Philippe.”

“I don’t like to think about it.”

“I wish I could help him.”

Philippe tested the ax with his thumb and was silent for a time. Finally he said, “My young friend, some things nobody on this earth can help with, and the marquis is finding out what that’s like. Only the good God can help him.”



Chapter three

Annette Jourdain paused outside the side door to the mansion, hold-ing a parcel. She bent over and stroked the head of the yellow hammer-headed tomcat that pushed himself against her feet. She stroked his coarse fur, saying, “You are a no-good fellow. I heard you out yowling last night. Did you not find a lady friend?”

The big cat growled deep in his throat and butted against Annette’s calf, begging for more attention. Laughing, she pushed him away. “I have no time for you. Go find another girlfriend, and try not to fight so much.” Straightening up, Annette looked up at the blue sky and for a moment let her gaze follow the outlines of the gardens that surrounded the house, thinking what a beautiful place Beaufort was. The tulips in bloom were Philippe’s pride and joy, and she could see the big man bending over, planting something. April had come to France, the forerunner of a glorious spring, and for a moment Annette breathed in the deep fragrance of loamy earth and of wood burning somewhere.

With a sigh she entered the kitchen. Putting down the parcel, she said, “They did not have any fresh truffles at the market, Josephine.”

Josephine had married the gardener, Philippe, and was now Josephine Gerard. Philippe had proposed a dozen times over the last two years and was refused, but he was a determined man. Finally Josephine said, “I’ll have to marry you to make you leave me alone!” It had proved to be a successful marriage, however, and the two were well satisfied. At Annette’s words, Josephine frowned and shook her head. “You would think they would keep a good stock. There’s always a market for them. Did you get the other things?”

“Yes, but I am not very good at picking out vegetables. I was trained to be a ladies’ maid. I don’t know why Monsieur Armand keeps me on. His wife has been dead for two years now, and I have noth-ing really to do.”

“I think it’s for sentimental reasons. He still grieves for her.”

Annette took vegetables out of the sack and placed them on the table in front of the housekeeper. “He’s much better than he used to be. I thought for the first year after Madam died that he would die also. I never saw a man grieve so much.”

“Yes, you are right. You know, Annette, I think if it had not been for Colin, he might have taken his own life.”

“He’s grown very fond of Colin.”

Josephine looked inquisitively at the younger woman. Annette was now twenty, a little plump and bright-eyed with curly auburn hair and dancing brown eyes. A beauty indeed. “What is this with ‘Colin’?”

“What am I supposed to call him—Monsieur Seymour?”

“I think you have eyes for him, Annette.”

“He’s a handsome man, and oh, when he sings those love songs, it makes me melt inside, you know?”

“I do not melt inside,” Josephine said sternly, “and I do not think it wise for you to be so familiar with him.”

“Why not? We’re both young. I like him a great deal, and after all, the marquis has no children. It may be he will adopt Colin. If I marry him, I would be the marchioness. I would be your employer. You would have to do what I say.” Annette laughed at the thought, then went over and put her arm around the older woman. “I’m just teasing.”

“Is there anything between you two?”

“No.” Annette sounded miffed. “He thinks only of singing. That’s all he does, sing, sing, sing, night and day!”

“Yes. Philippe was upset when Monsieur Armand took Colin away from his gardening work and made a full-time pupil of him. He says it ruined a fine gardener.”

“He wasn’t made to be a gardener like Philippe.”

“No, that’s true enough. Well, get about your work. I’ve got to start thinking about the evening meal.”

Annette left the kitchen, and as she passed down the long hallway that divided the house into two parts, she heard the pianoforte in the music room. She stopped, tiptoed over to the door, then opened it cautiously. This was where the marquis gave singing lessons to Colin, but there had been no sound of singing, only the piano. She poked her head inside and saw Colin with his back to the huge window that admitted yellow beams of light. A smile turned up the corners of Annette’s lips, and her eyes sparkled. Stepping inside, she walked up silently behind him. She put her head next to his and whispered in his ear, “Oh, you play so wonderfully, Colin!”

Colin was startled. He took his hands off the keys and turned around and smiled. “Well, you do sneak up on a man, Annette.”

“That’s good for you,” Annette said. She moved closer and leaned against him, the rich curves of her body pressing against his shoulder. He suddenly stood, and she looked up at him and asked, “What was that you were playing?”

“Oh, something the marquis wrote for the new opera.”

“Is he ever going to finish that? He’s been working on it for a long time.”

“You know, I think it’s really finished. I wouldn’t be surprised if he published it.”

“Will you be singing in it?”

“I doubt it. He can have anyone he wants, with his reputation.”

Annette reached up and brushed his shoulder as if there were something there. But her touch lingered, and she lowered her voice and said, “Colin, do you only think of music? Don’t other thoughts ever cross your mind?”

“Why, of course.”

“No,” Annette said, shaking her head in disapproval, “I don’t think you ever think like most young men do.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Well, you’ve never tried to kiss me or even once touched me. I’ve been waiting for two years, but it’s never happened.”

“You know I wouldn’t do a thing like that.”

“Why not?”

“Well, because—” Colin broke off and looked embarrassed. Suddenly he grinned and said, “All right. I’ll behave like other young men.” He reached forward, pulled her into a tight embrace, and kissed her on the lips firmly. Stepping back, he said, “Now, I’m like all the rest of the fellows who chase you around.”

“You’re not very good at kissing. You haven’t had enough experi-ence.” Humor lit Annette eyes, and she said, “Let’s go out this evening. You haven’t asked me out a single time.”

“Where would we go?”

“We’d go have fun. You don’t know what it is to have fun.”

“Of course I do.”

“No, you don’t. You go hunting sometimes with Philippe and fishing by yourself, but aside from that, all you do is sing.”

“I have to take advantage of the marquis’ teaching. He’s a hard master.”

Annette looked disgusted. “Poof!” she said. “You’re nothing but a machine. You don’t even know how to kiss.” She turned around and left the room, huffily slamming the door behind her.

For a long moment Colin stared at the door, then scratched his head thoughtfully. What’s wrong with her, I wonder? I guess she wants me to chase her like all the young bucks in the neighborhood do. I don’t have time for that.

Going back to the piano, Colin looked over the music. He sang softly the words to the solo until he was interrupted when the door opened, and the marquis entered. Colin stopped playing at once and stood. “Good morning, sir. A fine day.”

“Yes, it is. I’ve been thinking I might go out for a ride. Would you like to join me?”

“Very much. We’ve good weather for it.”

Armand looked at the music on the pianoforte. “You’re playing the new solo. Do you like it?”

“I think it’s one of the best things I ever heard.”

“You’re not very critical, Colin. You never find fault with anything I do.”

“That would be wrong of me indeed, for all that you do is right.”

The marquis smiled. Smiles had come rarely to him since his wife had died, but during the past year he had found a great deal of con-solation in pouring himself into the young man who stood before him. “You’re wrong about that, but keep on thinking it if it pleases you. Now, go ahead. Sing that as it should be sung.”

Colin sat down and began to play. He had a natural gift for the piano, and the marquis had hired a master for him. It had been a pleasure for Colin to learn so that he could accompany himself. He was not an accomplished pianist, of course, but he did well enough. He lifted up his voice and poured himself into the song. When he was fin-ished, he struck the last chord, then shook his head ruefully. “I didn’t do the phrasing on that very well.”

“You’re never satisfied with yourself—which is what I taught you.” Armand smiled. “Never be satisfied. There’s always something better.” He hesitated, then said, “I’ve got something to tell you.”

“Yes, sir. What is it?”

“Actually one never finishes a work. At some point you just have to stop and say, ‘At this point in my life, this is the best I can do.’ Don’t you agree?”

“Well, that’s what I have to say to myself. I’m never happy with my singing.”

“I’ve been waiting for two years for you to show some signs of artis-tic temperament or vanity, but I haven’t seen any. That’s a miracle.”

 Armand shook his head, and wonder was in his eyes. “You don’t seem to care for anything but learning and singing.”

“That’s why I came to France.”

“Well, I’ve got a bit of news for you. We’re going on a journey.” 

“Where to, sir?”

“We’re going back to your home in America. New Orleans, to be specific.”

“New Orleans! Do you mean it, sir?”

“Yes. I’ve decided to take this new opera to New Orleans. They are a rather rough, crude bunch, though they would never admit it, but I thought it would be interesting to try out my new work on them before we perform it here.”

“Why, it will be a tremendous success. I know they’ve been trying to get you to come to America for a long time.”

Armand smiled and laid his hand on the young man’s shoulder. “So, you’ll be seeing home again and old friends. You never talk about things like that.”

“Actually,” he said, “I don’t have all that many people. I didn’t have many friends.”

Armand understood that Colin’s life had been an unhappy one, hard and harsh in a land that was noted for such things. “Well,” he said, “I’ve got another surprise for you. You’re going to sing the second lead.”

Colin stared at Armand with astonishment. “You mean it, sir? Of course you mean it.” He shook himself, and his eyes glowed with excitement. “Do you think I can do it?”

“I think you could do the first lead, but it would be better to get a more established figure. This will be a good introduction to your career. We’ll have to be careful, though.”

“Careful about what, sir?”

“Whomever we get for the first tenor, you’ll be better. And you know how these opera singers are—jealous as Caesar. Well, we’ll be leaving in a month. Then, when we get there, I’ve made arrangements with a man called Herzhaft, Enoch Herzhaft, to get things ready.”

“I know that name from when I worked in the opera house.”

“Yes, he’s the owner of the largest opera house in New Orleans. I’ve met him a few times. He had ambitions of being a singer himself, but he didn’t have the voice for it. So, he’s become the biggest figure in opera in America. Even though he can’t sing, he has good judg-ment. I’ve told him not to worry about the second tenor—that I’ll take care of that.” He put his hand again on Colin’s shoulder and said, “It will be a change. I’ve needed it for a long time now. Get yourself ready.”

“I could leave today.”

“Well, I can’t leave quite that quickly, but the voyage will be good for us, and you can show me around New Orleans.”
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The Marquis Armand de Cuvier leaned on the rail of the Diana, his eyes fixed on the teeming harbor of New Orleans. “A crowded place,” he remarked. “I hardly see where the captain can find room to dock.”

Colin was excited at the first sight of his native land. He avidly took in the mixture of steamships and sailing ships that seemed in competition for spaces along the wharf. Turning to the marquis, he said, “This trip over was a little different from my voyage to France two years ago. Then I slept in the foul straw of the cattle on the cattle boat, but this time I ate at the captain’s table and slept between clean sheets. I’ve come up in the world.”

The two stood on deck until finally the Diana was tied up to the dock. “Come along,” said the marquis. “I’m anxious to see this city of New Orleans. I hear it’s like no other city in the world.”

“It can be a very rough place, sir. I’m afraid you won’t find much polish here.”

As they walked off the dock, Armand asked, “Who are those fel-lows over there? They’re a rough-looking bunch.”

Colin followed the marquis’ gesture. “Oh, those are what are called Kaintocks.”

“Kaintock? What does that mean?”

“Well, Kentucky is a state, and many people find their way down-river hauling freight from that place. But it doesn’t matter which state they’re from—they all are called Kaintocks.”

“They look like wild men,” the marquis murmured. “But we have our own gangs of criminals, called apaches, in Paris, and they’re probably wilder than these fellows.”

The two disembarked, and Colin saw that the luggage was located and stored in one of the many carriages that were for hire. Etienne, the marquis’ valet for years, had remained at home, protesting that he was too old for such a trip. Colin had vowed that he would see to it that his master did not have to deal with the problems of travel. Then they got into the carriage, and he said, “St. Louis Hotel, driver.”

“Yes sir.” The driver was a small, dark-skinned man with flashing white teeth and a ferocious mustache. He touched his top hat with his whip and then touched the horses with it, calling for them to step out. 

As they made their way through the city toward the hotel, Armand was fascinated by it all. “It’s a very cosmopolitan place, isn’t it?”

“Sir?”

“I mean there are many nationalities here. I see a great many Spanish people and even more black people.”

“Well, there are Cajuns and Creoles and just about any other peoples that you’d like to meet. They come in on the big ships, and some of them stay.”

“Who are the Creoles?”

“Creoles are people who are descended from both the French and Spanish,” Colin said. “There are always some very prominent Creole people here. Many of them are interested in the arts, from what little I picked up. Of course, you understand, sir, I wasn’t moving in high circles in those days. They would have thrown me out of their homes.” 

“Well, they won’t throw you out this time.”

“No, sir, not as long as I’m in your company.”

The driver pulled up in front of a block-long building simple and dignified in design. “St. Louis Hotel, sir.” He hopped out, unloaded the carriage, and Colin asked a porter to take their luggage inside. “I think you’ll find the hotel impressive,” Colin told the marquis. He led Armand into the lobby, past a large rotunda covered by a magnificent dome sixty-five feet in diameter. The ceiling rose at least ninety feet.

“What going on in there, Colin?”

“Well sir, I’m afraid it’s a slave auction. They use the rotunda for that sometimes. It’s not a pretty sight.”

The marquis insisted on stopping, and for a while the two men watched as the blacks were led up to the slave block and auc-tioned off.

“Why, it’s as if they were vegetables or animals!” the marquis exclaimed.

“It’s very bad, sir. New Orleans is the slave market for the rest of the country. A very bad thing. I never liked to see it.”

The marquis shook his head sadly. Colin led to him the desk, where they registered, then to their rooms upstairs. He asked, “Would you like to lie down and rest, sir?”

“No. We should get ready for the reception.”
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Enoch Herzhaft, a portly man, presided over the reception for the marquis. His hair and beard were blond, and his eyes were electric blue. Every sentence seemed to be a proclamation rather than a mere statement of fact. He had greeted the marquis effusively, and when introduced to Colin, he had been fully as enthusiastic. He was a man who lived in a constant state of excitement.

“My dear marquis, you honor us with your presence, and the opera—what a triumph it will be!” Herzhaft exclaimed, waving his hands. “The entire world will hear of it.”

“Well, I would be content with a little less success than that, but I am very interested in my protégé’s doing well.”

“He will be fantastic, I am sure. I have persuaded Dominic Elfonso to sing the leading role. You have heard him?”

“Oh yes, I have heard Señor Elfonso many times. A fine voice indeed. Not much of an actor.”

“No, indeed, he is not, but never tell him so. His ego is even larger than his body.” Enoch Herzhaft turned to Colin. “Have you had much experience, may I ask?”

“None whatsoever,” Colin answered. He saw Herzhaft’s surprise and smiled. “I hope I will not ruin the performance.”

“Oh, I’m sure you will not.” There was less assurance in Herzhaft’s voice than before. “Come. We will eat, and then there will be speeches.”

“I hope I’m not expected to make one,” the marquis murmured. 

“But of course you are! They have all come to hear you. Come now. We have the finest chefs in New Orleans, and you will taste Creole cooking.”

The meal was indeed unusual. It consisted of shrimp Creole, a spicy dish that the marquis tasted for the first time. There was shrimp remoulade and pompano en papilote. Colin said to Armand, “This Creole cooking, is it too spicy for you?”

“I don’t think I’ll have any taste buds left after I get through with this, but it is good.”

The meal ended with small cakes served with black chicory cof-fee. The marquis took one swallow, and his eyes flew open. “This is strong stuff, Colin!”

“Yes, it is. You can barely stir it with a spoon! But you’ll get used to it.”

Finally, when the meal was over, Herzhaft made a glowing speech proclaiming that the Marquis de Cuvier was the greatest composer the world had ever seen. He painted a picture that no man could have lived up to, and when Armand stood amid the applause, he said, “I will disclaim 90 percent of all of my friend, Mr. Herzhaft, has said. Not even Mozart and Beethoven rolled into one could live up to such a reputation.” The marquis was a good speaker, though his remarks were brief. He knew how to address a crowd, and when he sat down, the applause was enthusiastic.

After more speeches, Herzhaft said, “Now I must introduce you to our guests. I know they are anxious to meet you.”

Colin stood away from the pair but followed closely enough to hear the introductions. He lost track of the names, but he did see a young woman who stood out from all the rest somehow. She was of medium height; her blonde hair was as fair as anything he had ever seen. Her complexion was perfect. But the most striking thing about her was her large, well-shaped, dark-blue eyes. For some reason she seemed familiar. Colin put that thought aside. He had not moved in society such as this before going to France!

The woman glanced at him once, then looked back at the mar-quis, and Colin heard Herzhaft say, “And this is Monsieur Louis d’Or and his wife, Renee. This is their son, Bayard, and this is Mademoiselle Simone d’Or.” He waved his hand toward the mar-quis, saying, “Of course, Lord Beaufort needs no introduction.”

Colin watched as the marquis bowed to the family and called them each by name—but he saw that Armand’s eyes were fixed on the young woman. It struck him that she bore a resemblance to Jeanne de Cuvier! The facial structure was the same, the hair was the same color; the eyes were different, but there was a general resemblance.

The marquis could spend little time with the d’Or family, as others were waiting to be introduced. When Armand turned to greet another family, Louis d’Or approached Colin and asked, “Pardon me, Monsieur, are you a relative of the marquis?”

“Oh no, sir. Merely a pupil.”

“Ah,” Louis d’Or said. “Enoch has told me about you. You will be singing in the master’s new opera.”

“Yes, sir. My name is Colin Seymour.”

“But you are not French.”

“No, as a matter of fact, I’m an American.”

“Oh, let me introduce you to my family. We are all aficionados of the opera.” He introduced Colin to his wife, his son, and his daugh-ter, and said, “Simone will ask you a million questions. She is a great fan of the opera.”

“I’m afraid you would be disappointed, Miss d’Or. I have very little background.”

Simone d’Or looked at the young man curiously. She stepped for-ward and said, “I will interrogate him, Father.”

“Be careful of her, Mr. Seymour. She’s a dangerous woman.”

“Pay no attention to Bayard, sir. Now, you must tell me all about yourself. Where are you from?”

“Well, mostly from Louisiana.”

“Oh, you must have been in France a long time then.”

“No. Only two years. Before that I lived here in New Orleans.” 

Simone gave Colin an odd look and tilted her head to one side. She was the most provocative woman Colin had ever seen. It was not just her outward beauty, which was great indeed, but there was a fiery spirit within her that he had never seen before.

“But I never met you. Who was your family?”

Colin hesitated. He had an inkling that the truth would not endear him to Simone d’Or, but he said rather bluntly, “I was an orphan, Miss d’Or. Mostly I was raised by a distant relation. He was a fisherman.”

Something changed in the woman’s eyes then, and Colin knew that she had placed him in a completely different category than before. She lifted her chin and said, “A fisherman?” in a voice of disdain.

“Yes. I left here on a cattle boat to go to France. I was determined to become a singer and to study under the marquis, and that’s what I did.”

Simone stared at him for a moment, then shrugged her shoulders. “That’s very interesting.”

At that moment a tall, lean man with black hair and dark eyes approached. “Simone,” he said, “I’ve been looking for you.”

“Oh, yes. Claude, this is Monsieur Colin Seymour. Mr. Seymour, Claude Vernay.”

Vernay looked puzzled, but he said, “Happy to make your acquaintance.”

“Mr. Seymour will be singing in the marquis’ new opera.”

Vernay smiled. He had a thin, black mustache, and his black eyes were smoldering. “Never could sing myself. Not my style.”

“You’ll have to forgive Mr. Vernay,” Simone said, her eyes spark-ling. “He’s more interested in swords and pistols than he is in art.”

“Now, that’s not so!” Vernay protested. He was a fine-looking man and dressed at the height of fashion. “I do like to shoot, and I keep in form by fencing, but I like opera.”

“Don’t listen to him, and don’t offend him, whatever you do, Mr. Seymour. He’s deadly with either weapon.”

“I’ll try to be as inoffensive as possible.”

Vernay laughed. “Simone always makes things seem more dra-matic than they are. I’ll look forward to seeing you in the opera. Are you ready, Simone?”

“Yes.” She nodded slightly and said, “I will be interested in hear-ing you when the opera takes place. When will it be, do you know?”

“I would think at least two weeks, from what the maestro has told me.”

She nodded, and Vernay said, “Enjoy your visit, Mr. Seymour.”

Colin watched the two leave and then snorted, saying under his breath, “What a snob! I’ve never seen such a proud pair in all my life.”

Later, however, he saw that Simone d’Or speaking with the mar-quis. Colin was startled to see the eagerness with which Armand con-versed with her. Of course it was true enough that Simone d’Or behaved much better to a nobleman than she had to an ex-fisherman. The idea troubled Colin for a moment, but then he thought, Don’t be foolish. He’s not interested in any woman—especially a woman like that.
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In the two weeks that followed, Colin often thought of his first opin-ion of the marquis’ interest in Simone d’Or. He had seen nothing to trouble him at first, but then it became clear that the young woman fascinated Armand. She was no more than twenty-two, he guessed, while the marquis was in his late forties. The d’Ors were a prominent family interested in opera, and Simone went often to the rehearsals. Afterward, Armand escorted her out, and Colin could not help but notice that his master came in very late following these trips.

As the days passed, the marquis’ infatuation with the young woman became obvious, not only to Colin, but to others of the company.

The lead tenor, Dominic Elfonso, was talking once with Rosa Calabria—the diva—the star soprano. She was a vivacious woman with thick chestnut hair and warm brown eyes. During a break, Colin had been standing near when he heard Calabria say, “Well, Dominic, have you noticed the old maestro?”

“What about him?”

“He’s gone crazy over the d’Or woman.”

Dominic Elfonso was a big man with black hair, dark eyes, and a bristling mustache. He shrugged his beefy shoulders, saying, “She’s a good-looking woman. Why not?”

“He’s too old for her.”

“You’re just jealous, Rosa.”

Rosa glared at him. “Jealous? I have no feelings for him, not in that way.”

“Well, if I understand correctly, the marquis lost his wife a couple of years ago. I suppose he’s lonely for feminine company.”

“I think he’s found it then. But something is foolish about an older man falling in love with a young woman.”

Later that day, after rehearsals were over, Rosa said to Colin, “Let’s go out and have something to eat. I’m starving.”

“All right, Miss Calabria.”

“Don’t be so formal. You can call me Rosa.” She took his arm and pressed herself against it, then led him outside. She knew every restau-rant in New Orleans and directed him to a small, intimate place. There she proceeded to eat like a stevedore and at the same time pump him with questions. The fact that he had grown up as a fisherman amused her. “I worked in a cigar factory in Madrid. That’s even worse than being a fisherman.”

Colin liked the singer very much. She was in her mid-thirties, he guessed, somewhat older than himself, and she had no inhibitions that he could discover. He found out more about this when she invited him to her room. She made the offer as if she had been offering him a cup of coffee, and he saw that it meant little more to her. He stood for a moment, awkwardly trying to think how to answer without hurting her feelings, when she laughed out loud.

“I can’t believe it!” she cried, her eyes sparkling. “You’re blush-ing! I didn’t think there was a man in America that had a blush left in him.”

“I’m sorry, Rosa. I don’t mean to be—”

“It’s all right, lover,” she said. She patted his cheek. “I’ll have at least one man that I can trust in this world. That’s quite refreshing.”

“I suppose I’m a fool, but that’s the way I feel.”

“Oh, you’re saving yourself for some woman down the road!”

“That’s part of it, I suppose. Rosa, I heard you and Dominic talk-ing about Simone d’Or and my friend the marquis. Were you serious?”

“Haven’t I seen enough old men make fools of themselves? Not that he’s that old. He still has desires. Did he love his wife?”

“More than I’ve ever seen any man love a woman, and to tell the truth, Miss d’Or does resemble her.”

“There you have it.” Rosa shrugged. “She’s turned down enough men, but one thing worries me about his infatuation.”

“What’s that?”

“You met Claude Vernay?”

“Yes, I have.”

“He’s cock-of-the-walk in New Orleans. Loves to fight duels. He’s killed at least a couple of men and wounded a great many more. You know about this code duello that the young bucks follow?”

“I don’t know much about it.”

“They go around looking for someone to insult them so they can call a duel and hack at each other. Stupid, if you ask me, but they spend a great deal of time talking about honor, and Vernay’s the worst. He has a crowd around him—Byron Mayhew and Leon Manville are a couple of his prominent friends. All of them are wealthy, and they all lust after victims! Tell your friend the marquis to steer clear of them and to be careful.”

“Thank you, Rosa. I’ll talk to him.”

“Well, up in my lonely bed I’ll dream about you.”

Colin reached out and took her hand and kissed it. “You’re a good sport, Rosa.”

“Yes, I suppose I am. Go along with you now before I change my mind.”
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The opera was a smashing success. The house was packed on open-ing night, and the critics raved in their reviews. Colin even rated a few lines, though, of course, Rosa and Dominic got the lion’s share of the praise. But Colin was satisfied with his first endeavor into the opera.

What did not please him was the fact that nothing he could say to the marquis about Simone d’Or made any difference. “For such a wise man, he is blind as a bat!” Colin said angrily to himself. He had been in the presence of the woman enough to know that she was self-ish to the bone and cared very little for anyone but herself. He had tried to hint to Armand that though she resembled the marquis’ dead wife physically, she was totally different in character. There was little kindness in her, and in Colin’s mind it would be a disaster if he were to marry her.

But nothing he could say to the marquis seemed to have any effect.

One day late in summer, the marquis, his eyes sparkling, said to Colin, “I have good news.”

“About the opera?”

“No, not about that. That’s a success, and you’re doing very well. No, this is a personal thing.”

An alarm went off in Colin’s mind, and he held his breath.

Armand said, “I have decided to ask for Miss d’Or’s hand in marriage.”

Colin tried desperately to think of an answer, but he could only say, “Well, that—that is quite a surprise.” Actually it was not. He had seen it approaching but could no more stop it than he could have stopped an avalanche on its inexorable path.

“She’s such a handsome woman—and so like my Jeanne.”

Colin wanted to cry out, but he knew that there was no hope that Armand would listen to him. He heard the glowing hope in Armand’s voice as he spoke of Simone, and finally he said, “I want only your happiness, sir.”

Armand replied, “And I will find it with Simone. She is what I have been looking for since I lost my dear wife!”
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