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Central Paris 1786
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Palais-Royal 1786

A. Palace Theatre

B. Variety Theatre

C. Camp of the Tatars

D. Art Gallery

E. Fountain

F. Café Odéon

G. Theatre of the Little Comedians





Chapter 1

Paris, Palais-Royal, August 1785

Antoine leaned out the window and smiled with relief. The leaden sky over the city had begun to clear in the late afternoon, offering him hope of escape from a pall of warm humid air. He turned to his companion, who sat listlessly fanning herself, a frown on her face. Something was bothering her, but she refused to talk about it. He was sure it had to do with this evening’s scheduled visit to the palace theater in the Palais-Royal. Copywork for him, a meeting with the theater’s directeur for her.

“Let’s walk to the river, Lélia. It’ll do us good.”

With a heavy sigh she rose from her chair. “I suppose it would. I feel like I’ve been in prison.”

A few minutes later, Antoine Dubois and Lélia Laplante left their stuffy apartment and strolled in the direction of the Seine. Rain had kept them indoors most of the day. As they reached the left bank, they breathed deeply, taking in fresh summer air scented by pungent whiffs from the city’s slaughter house that stood on the opposite bank. Ferries scurried like water bugs back and forth over the glistening surface of the river.

On the Quai de Conti, they stopped for a view of the Pont Neuf, the New Bridge. The broad stone roadway, uncluttered by houses or shops, crossed the downstream tip of the city’s central island. Jostled by the crowd coming off the bridge, Lélia gripped her purse with mock anxiety and began recounting an episode she had witnessed a few days earlier in the Palais-Royal, the daring theft of a duke’s gold watch in broad daylight.

Antoine listened attentively, relieved that, at least for the moment, she’d forgotten whatever disturbed her.

Arm in arm, they continued along the river on the Quai des Grands Augustins. The book stalls were doing a brisk business now that the rain had ended. Antoine stopped at a stall and began to browse, looking for comic stories he could adapt for the stage. But, Lélia was soon sulking. She had little interest in books. Clothes were another matter. He took her hand. “We have time. Let’s go to the Palais-Royal. Look in the shops, have a bit of supper at Café Odéon.”

She hesitated for a moment, then agreed. “I’d like that.” The lines of worry faded from her brow. Her back straightened. She looked years younger. Nothing satisfied her more than to seek out the latest fashion in the arcades of the Palais-Royal, where celebrated ladies came to be seen. It was enough to gaze at them and to admire or condemn what they wore. They rarely tempted her to buy anything for herself. She had already gathered a large collection of wigs, paste jewelry, and expensive gowns. From admirers, she would say, without blushing.

A flash of doubt seared Antoine’s mind. Did he really know her? She hid part of her life from him. Then he gazed at her lively brown eyes, smooth olive skin, full sensuous lips, ample figure. His affection for her flamed up again, as it had in the days of their youth together in Rouen. They locked arms and set off.

Two hours later, they sat themselves down wearily at an outdoor table of Café Odéon, dabbing perspiration from their brows. They ordered wine and cold soupe aux cerises. From their vantage point, midway in the Montpensier Gallery, the vast enclosed garden spread out before them. An evening crowd strolled beneath its ordered rows of trees. Lamps were lit. Shops began to close their shutters. Fashionable men and women gathered in elegant cafés in the Valois Gallery, on the far side of the garden, or in the Beaujolais Gallery, off to the left. Common folk thronged to the low wooden stalls of the Camp of the Tatars, off to the right. Antoine could hear barkers calling out their wares. In windows above the arcades, tiny points of light appeared. There the Palais-Royal indulged every taste from chess clubs to richly furnished brothels.

Some of the fashionable crowd drifted into the Odéon. Lélia glanced with interest at a pair of women in the latest striped silk gowns à la bergère, their hair worn loose, unpowdered. She preferred a more soignée look in this setting.

Antoine finished his soup and leaned back, twirling the last drops of wine in his glass. He glanced to the right. At the far south end of the garden stood the duke’s palace. Through breaks in the foliage, Antoine picked out the top floor of the palace theater and counted the windows to where its office was located. He had to spend a couple of hours there this evening copying script while Lélia talked to the directeur. About what? he wondered. He stole an anxious glance at her. She seemed absorbed in picking up scraps of gossip from nearby tables. But a few minutes later, she glanced at her watch, then frowned. “Time to go.”

***

“Where’s Pressigny? That man! He should be here by now.” Lélia’s voice echoed in the empty rear entrance hall of the palace theater.

Antoine tried to placate her. “Perhaps he’s already in the building. The watchman should know. I’ll find him.”

“Don’t be long,” she cautioned. “I don’t feel safe here.”

“I’ll be quick.” He set off in the direction of the stage. Though he didn’t say so, he placed little hope in the watchman, who had left the outside door unlocked and a pair of oil lamps burning on the wall. The man was known to seek out the theater’s nooks and crannies to snatch a drink or a nap.

After a brief, fruitless search, Antoine returned to Lélia. “The watchman has probably left. The building seems deserted.”

“I don’t want to stand here waiting.” Lélia tapped her foot impatiently. “Let’s go to the fitting room.”

With a lamp in his hand, Antoine led the way down the narrow corridor, then opened the door for Lélia. She smiled as she entered the room and inspected a rack of clothes. “Very good! Michou’s altered my costumes for tomorrow’s dress rehearsal.” The actress glanced toward the adjacent dark wardrobe room. “She must have come and gone.”

At the open door behind him, Antoine heard a rustle of silk and swung around. In a pale rose suit richly embroidered with silver, his thick curly hair lightly powdered, Chevalier de Pressigny sauntered toward them with studied nonchalance. “I’ve come from the variety theater. Devilishly hot. Let’s get on with our business.” He bowed deeply to Lélia. “Madame Laplante.” Mockery danced on his lips. “You wished to speak to me?”

The actress took his measure with cold regard. “Yes, Monsieur le Directeur! We need to clear up a few matters. Right here will do.”

Antoine frowned. Lélia surely didn’t have just gowns in mind. Her knotted brow was set for battle. With Pressigny it seemed. An uneasy, helpless feeling crept into the pit of Antoine’s stomach.

Pressigny sat down, then beckoned the actress to another chair with a crude jerk of the head. Lélia stiffened, her lips tightened. She took off her hat and jabbed the long, sharp pin into the great pile of her hair.

The directeur swung round to Antoine. “Upstairs with you and get to work.”

Antoine hesitated, glancing with suspicion at Pressigny. Something was wrong. He searched Lélia’s eyes for a clue. “Can I help you, my dear?”

“You’d better leave.” She shot him a quick, nervous smile and followed him to the door. It shut with a sharp click behind him.

Antoine climbed the narrow stairway to the first floor and walked out onto the stage. The boards felt gritty beneath his feet, the air musty. The stage hadn’t been swept for weeks. He wouldn’t complain for fear he’d get the task. He had enough to do. At tomorrow’s rehearsal, he’d play the part of a cuckolded clown. He smiled sardonically. Close to the role he played with Lélia at home.

Lifting his lamp, he peered out over the orchestra pit, barely discerning the upper and lower balconies in the distance. During performances, blinded by footlights, he couldn’t see them much better. But he’d know an audience was there by the buzz of their conversation, their laughter when amused, their hisses when displeased. After many years on stage, he still found it strange that he couldn’t see the faces of the people he entertained, though they could see his.

He glanced into the wings. Dark also. But as he stared, he imagined Annie, his stepdaughter, standing there as if waiting for her cue—a willowy young woman in a long shimmering gown. Yielding to the illusion, he put the lamp aside and beckoned her. He lifted his chin, held out his hand, and began a country dance he’d learned in England. He whirled about the stage, round and round until he felt dizzy…and realized her presence had left him.

For a moment he stood still, sensing the emptiness of the place. How was Lélia doing with the directeur? They were too far away, the walls too thick, to be heard. With a sigh, he picked up the lamp, climbed the stairs to the first, then to the second balcony and made his way to the theater’s office. He sat down at the table, mopped sweat from his brow, and picked up his pen.

***

The clock on the office wall struck ten. Antoine sat still, listening to the resonance of the chimes in his ears and then to the faint, eerie creaking of wooden beams and floorboards. Uneasiness crept over him. Nothing was quite so desolate as an empty theater late at night.

The sultry air dampened to a murmur the sounds from crowds milling in the shopping arcades and gardens in the distance. He walked to an open window. Dark clouds hung low over the city, hiding a crescent moon. He looked down into a deserted palace courtyard, a deep, black pit in the heart of Paris. Beads of light from lanterns at the gate below accentuated the darkness. He felt trapped in this place.

Why did the theater’s office have to be on the top floor? In the winter, he froze; in the summer, he baked. Drawing a deep breath, he returned to the table, dipped his pen in the ink, and went back to copying the script for tomorrow’s rehearsal. He had no choice. Part-time actor, he needed the extra money. He heard his stomach growling.

He bent over the paper, carefully inscribing each letter. The faint light from the oil lamp tired his eyes. He preferred to copy by daylight, but the script had to be ready early in the morning. He finished a line, leaned back, stretched, and glanced round the dingy room, cluttered with unmatched cabinets. Sweat oozed from his body, although he had removed his coat and was working in shirt-sleeves. He had left the door open but the air didn’t move. He wiped his hands again, always taking care not to smudge the paper. When Jean de Pressigny directed productions of the Société des Amateurs, he demanded pristine text.

“Finished!” Antoine at last exclaimed. He shuffled the freshly copied papers into a folder and placed it in Pressigny’s box. He tapped nervously on the table. It seemed like hours since he had left Lélia and the directeur downstairs. “Need to check my wardrobe,” she had said on their way to the theater. He recalled, with a stab of shame, previous evenings when she and the directeur had checked her wardrobe. Tonight seemed different somehow. Lélia was so tense, so angry.

Antoine had worn himself out protesting. She would never mend her ways. Last week he had shouted at her so loudly the neighbors had called in the watchmen and sworn they thought he was murdering her. But, he still loved her. Besides, she brought home more money than he did, and she had persuaded Pressigny to hire him. Seasoned flirt. She could be very persuasive.

Was this the life he wanted, he asked himself. His love for Lélia seemed so one-sided. She used him as she liked and left him for days at a time. And kept much of her doings secret. If he complained, she reminded him they weren’t married. She could do as she pleased.

He should have known better than to join her in Paris three years ago, as if he could renew their old romance. It wasn’t working out. Perhaps he should leave her and return to London. He felt a stir of hope. His wife Pauline had died years ago, but his stepdaughter Annie still performed in the city and was his best friend. They could be partners again, side by side on Vauxhall’s stage, her supple body sheathed in a bright red acrobat’s costume. Together they would bow to loud applause like they used to. If only it were not too late. He might be too old, too lacking in confidence to begin again.

He pulled a leather pouch out of his coat pocket, retrieved an oval silver case, and opened it to a pair of miniature portraits. Pauline seemed to meet his gaze as he would always remember her in the first years of their marriage—a kind, intelligent, and healthy woman. He touched the broad gold band on his finger, slowly tracing the intertwined P & A engraved on its flat surface.

His gaze shifted to the portrait of his stepdaughter, Annie. Ten years old then. So much like her mother, fair-haired and comely. And brave. Antoine’s mind drifted back to an early summer morning at Sadler’s Wells. He had gone to the theater to practice his routine for the evening. Annie had come with him, for she liked to try on costumes in the wardrobe room or play Punch and Judy with the puppets.

As Antoine walked the tight rope, a long pole in his hands for balance, he noticed little Annie watching him, eyes wide, lips parted.

“Can I try it, Antoine?” she called up to him.

Why not, he thought. For her age, she was a strong, agile girl. He found a costume for her and tied the rope a foot above the floor.

She began a slow walk, her face screwed up with determination. She had been watching him more closely than he had realized, for she handled the pole expertly. He stayed near her, steadying her with his hands. After a few successful attempts, she tried to increase her speed. Halfway across, her foot slipped off the rope. With a little shriek she fell into his arms.

Startled but smiling, she looked up at him. “I’ll try that again.” She didn’t fall the next time. Nor the next. She insisted he raise the rope. Before the morning was half over, he had set the rope at twelve feet and tied a net beneath it. She fell a few times but climbed back up to the platform and on to the rope.

At noon, Antoine announced, “Time to go home.”

She pouted. “Once more. Let’s do the rope together.”

He paused for a moment, then consented. It began to dawn on him that he and the girl were becoming partners. He wasn’t sure what Pauline would make of it.

Annie went first off the platform, staring straight ahead, body erect. The muscles of her back tightened, working against the weight of the pole. She glided without a misstep to the opposite platform and threw the pole aside. With a squeak of delight she swung around, smiling ecstatically. Her face glistened with sweat.

Suddenly, the vision vanished. “Damn! Today’s August ninth! Her birthday’s next week!” Antoine struck his forehead a glancing blow. “I’ll write to her now.” He closed the case, caressing it with the tips of his fingers, and replaced it in his coat pocket.

From a drawer in the table he retrieved the small box of writing paper he stored there. He drew out a sheet and stared at its blank surface. Slowly a feeling of great loss swept over him. How he missed her! He cupped his head in his hands, closed his eyes. Felt pain, felt despair.

Eventually, he straightened, reached out for the pen, dated the paper, and wrote a few lines. Annie seemed so near and yet so far away. A wave of fatigue buffeted him. He was tired and hungry. The pen faltered. He laid it in the ink stand, tucked the letter into the box. He would finish it later.

He drew a fresh sheet of paper from the drawer and initialed it in case the directeur wanted to dictate a new passage for the play. He was usually in such a hurry, so impatient. Antoine bent over the sheet, conjuring up the image of Chevalier de Pressigny. Spoiled, arrogant pup! What on earth could he and Lélia be doing downstairs? In the next moment, he thought he heard footsteps in the hallway. He called out, “Lélia?”





Chapter 2

Sadler’s Wells, September 1785

A brisk roll of drums, a piping of flutes thrust through the still, warm air. At Sadler’s Wells Theatre in Islington, a few miles north of London, the last act of the evening variety show was about to begin. Anne Cartier, a tall woman in a wide-sleeved, loose, silver costume, climbed to a high platform at the rear of the stage. A wire stretched out tightly before her. For the past half-hour she had amused a large, noisy audience with cartwheels, a slack-rope dance, and acrobatic stunts. Now she squared her shoulders back and stood poised. Her smile tensed. Beyond the footlights, rows of upturned faces stirred with nervous anticipation. She called for the finale. A hush came over the house.

From the orchestra, the trumpeter blew a rousing fanfare. Anne strolled regally back and forth on her wire, singing Rule Britannia. Her outstretched arms, like slender silken wings, beat a brisk cadence. The audience surged to their feet, faces flushed with patriotic fervor and strong British ale. Two hundred voices joined in pledging: “…Britons never, never, never will be slaves.”

On the last note she saluted, feigned a fall, and back flipped to the stage, landing gracefully on her feet. She bowed deeply. Throwing kisses to her audience, she skipped nimbly from the stage. Loud applause followed her into the wings.

She pulled off her cap, shook loose her thick blond hair, and wove through a crowd of workers in a narrow corridor. At the open door of the women’s dressing room she heard loud male voices. Not again! she thought, her jaw clenching in anger. Forcing her way into the room, she saw a fleshy young man in a red waistcoat and tight tan breeches, tearing at the costume of a frightened young dancer, Harriet Ware. A pair of his toadies held the girl by her arms. The other women huddled in a corner at the far end of the room.

Only a month ago Anne had persuaded Mr. Wroughton, the theater manager, to stop the intruders from coming backstage seeking partners for the night. The men gathered instead near the stagedoor after the show, like mongrel dogs lurking behind a butcher’s shop. But here they were, inside again.

“Where’s the manager?” she asked the stagehands clustered by the door.

“Out with the rest of the company,” one of them replied. “At the White Lion, I think. Won’t be back for half an hour.”

Now she remembered. He’d said she was to join them after her act. She glared at the men. “Help me get that red bastard out of here.”

The men shrank back. Jack Roach, the “red bastard,” was feckless and clumsy, but when someone crossed him, he always got even.

“Cowards! I’ll do it myself.” Anne shoved the men aside, picked up an empty chamber pot and swung it with all her force at the bully’s temple. For a second he stood stock-still, then fell to the floor like an unstrung marionette.

“Take him away,” she shouted to the astonished toadies. In fumbling haste they dragged their fallen leader from the field of battle. The dressing room door slammed shut at his heels.

“Thanks, Miss Cartier,” murmured Roach’s victim, pale with shock.

Anne put an arm around the young woman’s shoulder and led her to a chair. “You’ll be all right, Harriet, in a few minutes.”

The dancer looked up at Anne with alarm. “Roach might cause trouble for you.”

Anne shrugged. “That can’t be helped.” She took the woman by the hand and met her eye. “We shall not let him treat us like whores.”

The dancer took a deep breath, then smiled. “No, we shall not.”

***

Monday evening, September 26th, the doors of Sadler’s Wells slammed shut marking the end of the theater season for the year. Outside, Anne Cartier waved to the departing custodian, then gazed fondly at the plain brick building that had been her home for the past three summers. A helter-skelter of images swept through her mind. The dancing dogs. Hercules, the Amazing Strong Man. Tumbling by Matthew, the English Mercury. Lovely Maria’s sweet Italian ballads. Anne sighed with nostalgia. Decent, honest people, her friends. She would miss their exuberance, their daring, their generous encouragement. Now they would scatter to London, to Bath, or wherever they could find employment, probably to return to Sadler’s Wells on Easter Monday next year for another summer season.

She drew on her cloak. Her life was about to take a new turn. She might not come back here next summer. At least not to dance, or sing, or walk the tight wire. Still, she might see her friends again, but from one of the three-shilling boxes rather than from the wings. Between acts she’d join them for drinks in the garden alongside the theater.

The sound of voices broke into her musing. She turned around. Four persons, faces shadowed, were standing at the edge of the road, involved in a lively discussion. One of them hailed her. “Annie! It’s only eleven. The night’s young. Join us!”

Anne recognized the voice: Harriet Ware, the young dancer she had saved three weeks earlier from the clutches of Jack Roach. The two women had become good friends. Drawing closer, Anne recognized the others: Louis Fortier, the gentle French strong man, billed as Hercules, who bent iron bars like willow branches; Paulo Napolitano, the Italian high-wire clown; and his wife, the singer Maria.

“Right!” Anne replied. “Let’s all celebrate.” She twirled her walking stick, then pointed it at Myddelton’s Head, the tavern at the end of the street.

Patrons of the theater had filled the inn to overflowing. The noise drove Anne and her friends to an upstairs room overlooking a courtyard. It was a cozy space enclosed by a lightly embossed stuccoed ceiling and linen-fold panelling. A low fire in the stone hearth dispelled the chill of the late September air.

The friends settled around a thick oak table, sharing a bottle of wine. Someone asked Anne if she would move from her cottage now that the summer season was over. She shrugged her shoulders. “I’d like to stay there—it’s convenient. My horse has a stall and a pasture in the back lot.”

Paulo slipped into his clown’s role, grimacing broadly. “You live alone with a horse, Annie? That’s no life for a beautiful woman.” He threw up his arms in mock anguish. “Find a boyfriend, get married, have bambini.” He squeezed his wife, Maria, sitting next to him, then nodded to Louis Fortier. “Our Hercules here is just the man for you.”

The giant turned beet red in the face, stared silently into his glass. Everyone knew he was fond of Anne but grew tongue-tied in her presence. Shy with women, he resembled the mythical Greek hero only in his strength. Fortunately, among friends he was good-humored. Screwing up a fierce frown, he muttered, “Someday, Paulo, I shall break you like a twig.”

The slender Italian laughed. “A duel! David and Goliath at dawn on the high wire.”

While they bantered, Anne glanced at Maria. She had smiled, her eyes bright, as her husband squeezed her. But when he turned his attention away, her face settled into a mask. Thin lines of sadness creased the corners of her mouth and eyes. Anne knew why. She had nursed Maria through a difficult pregnancy, followed by a painful depression. Watching this woman suffer reinforced an attitude that had grown in Anne as an adult. She enjoyed children, but the thought of giving birth to one brought up unbidden anxieties. They could be mastered, she knew, like the fear of falling from the high wire, but she would make the effort only for a very good reason.

Unlike most women, she would enter into marriage and have children only on her own terms. She was legally free. No brother, uncle, or father could force her to take a husband. She lived on her salary and on income from a trust fund. She didn’t need any man’s money. Furthermore, she enjoyed what she was doing and the friendships that came her way. She could afford to wait for the right man.

Maria’s eyes met hers in a searching gaze. Anne started. Maria smiled, as if discerning the thoughts Paulo had prompted. Anne asked herself, was she missing something? A vague, floating distress troubled her. She had witnessed the caresses, the gentle teasing, the close attention between her mother and her stepfather Antoine. Their love carried them through hardships, drew them out of loneliness. Anne glanced sideways at Harriet sitting next to her. The young woman had recently begun to blossom. A blush shone on her cheeks, a certain light in her eyes. A young man had come into her life.

Harriet met her glance, leaned toward her, and whispered, “Why don’t you take a lover?”

“For one thing…,” Anne broke off for a moment, then continued softly, “the men who have offered themselves thus far seem keener on their own pleasure than on mine.” She could have added that she’d learned from her mother to tie love to marriage. Now it was hard to separate them.

The two men, becoming aware the women were not paying attention to them, stopped their banter. Harriet seized the opportunity to mention Jack Roach—he had been seen gambling heavily. No one knew for certain where his money came from. Harriet had heard he bought smuggled goods on the West Country coast and sold them in London.

Anne chuckled, “If he tries to fence a chamber pot, he’ll think of me.”

Harriet glanced nervously at her friend. “Annie, be careful. Roach is vicious.”

Anne patted Harriet’s hand. “Thanks for the warning, I can handle him.” She paused, staring into her glass. “I’m also thinking of another line of work. When I begin swinging chamber pots, it’s time for a change.”

“You started out with your father, didn’t you. I heard you were partners.”

“Stepfather, really. But you’re right. I call him father. My real father, Henri, died in a hunting accident when I was a baby. My grandparents say I take after him, their only child.” Anne looked inward, wistfully recalling his image in a portrait. A tall blond young man in riding clothes. She let the image slip away, then turned again to Harriet. “So, I’m fortunate to have had Antoine raise me. A sunny, cheerful man. Kind and encouraging. He trained me as a child on the rope and the wire, while my mother taught me puppetry and to sing and dance. At ten, I joined Antoine on the slack rope. By thirteen, I was in his tumbling act and learning his other tricks.”

Anne’s mind drifted back ten years. For a few moments she was on stage again at the Vauxhall in London, precariously balanced in a handstand on his upraised arms. He had winked at her, then smiled broadly. As the vision faded, Anne grew pensive. “Antoine moved to Paris a few years ago. At the time, I thought I might enjoy working alone. And I have, most of the time. But I miss him. We still keep in touch. He always sends a greeting on my birthday in August, except this year he seems to have forgotten.”

Leaving her glass on the table, she walked to the window and stared out into the murk of the night. She was silent for a few moments, then sighed. Harriet joined her and put a hand on her shoulder. “His note may have been lost in the mail,” she said brightly. “It might still turn up.”

Anne thanked her with a wan smile. “I’m wondering if he’s all right. I don’t think he’s very happy in Paris.”

They returned to the table where their friends were signing one another’s playbills from the last performance. Harriet picked one up. “Mademoiselle Cartier, the famous slack-rope artist from Paris,” read Harriet aloud. She glanced quizzically at Anne. “How French are you?”

Anne laughed. “French enough, I guess! And I’ve been to Paris.” She explained that the manager had invented the title, thinking it would add a touch of distinction to her act. She was born in England, as were her parents. Her Protestant grandparents had fled from persecution in Normandy. At home she had spoken French as well as English. “And when I was young,” she said, fingering her glass fondly, “I spent summers in France with my mother and Antoine acting in the garden theater of a noble family.”

When everyone had signed the playbills, a cry went up for a second bottle of wine.

“It’s on me,” Anne said buoyantly. “I’ve just found new employment.” She shook her mane of hair, letting it fall over her shoulders like a stream of gold in the soft candlelight. Her friends filled their glasses and gathered around her, drinking to her good fortune.

“Who are you going to work for?” Harriet asked.

“Mr. Braidwood, an elderly Scot, who recently moved his school for the deaf from Edinburgh to Hackney, about a mile east of here. I’m helping teach deaf children to speak. He’s been training me in some of his techniques—the simple ones at first.”

“He’s much respected. You are fortunate.”

Anne was surprised. “Have you heard of him?”

“I’ve met him—my parents live in Hackney.” She hesitated before continuing. “I’m frankly amazed he’d hire anyone outside his family. He keeps his techniques to himself and his son.”

“That’s true. But I’ve promised not to steal his secrets and open up a rival school. He wants me to tutor his younger students when they are sick or away from the school, so they don’t become discouraged or lose their speaking skills.”

“But why would you want to leave the theater for that kind of work?”

“I’ve been thinking hard about it.” She fell silent for a few moments, absently swirling the wine in her glass. “After almost twenty years of theater, I feel a need to do something different and worthwhile. Not just entertain people, but help better their lives.” A note of self-doubt crept into her voice. She glanced at her friend. “I’m not sure I’ve said this as well as I’d wish.”

“Don’t worry! As an actress, you’ve learned how to delight people. You’ll be an excellent teacher.”

Anne shrugged her shoulders. “At least I want to try.” She paused. “I enjoy puppetry with children, especially Braidwood’s pupils. Two of them, Benjamin and Sarah Brown, have attached themselves to me, watching my lips like a pair of cats staring at a canary. They can speak a little already, and every word they learn gives them pleasure. I’ll soon have them taking simple parts in a play.”

Harriet took her hand. “You are off to a good start.”

“I hope so,” Anne said with more assurance than she felt. “I can imagine teaching deaf children for the rest of my life, long after I’d have to give up the slack rope.”

As a distant clock struck midnight, Anne finished her wine, got up from the table, and put on her cloak. Harriet drew her aside at the door. “Annie, I’m worried. Jack Roach was loitering outside the theater this evening with a couple of his cronies. Don’t go alone—it’s late. Let Louis walk you home. He’d love to.”

“That’s the problem. I don’t want to encourage him.”

“Then stay the night with me.”

“Thanks, Harriet, for the offer.” She embraced her friend, then turned to leave. “But the new horse patrol has made the village streets safer.” She slashed the air with her heavy, steel-pointed walking stick. “This should keep Roach at a good distance.” She stood erect, framed in the open doorway, and waved farewell.





Chapter 3

Parody of Justice

The lights grew faint, the voices and music softer, as Anne put the inn behind her. She felt light-headed from the wine. The good company of friends and her favorable prospects at Mr. Braidwood’s institute buoyed her up.

Tapping the pavement with her stick, she started briskly up St. John’s Street, passing darkened shops. At New Road she waved to the horse patrol, a pair of coarse-looking men, pistols in their saddle holsters, cutlasses in their scabbards. Near the end of their nightly circuit, Anne thought. They were late, past midnight, and they slumped in the saddle. She was grateful they kept the main roads clear of highwaymen.

At the White Lion Inn in the High Street, the publican held up a lantern and showed his last patrons out the door. They waved back to him, then disappeared into lanes so dark and narrow Anne imagined they had mysteriously walked through solid walls.

The marketplace was deserted except for cats on their nightly prowl, poking into piles of refuse, darting after mice among the stalls. But it was already Tuesday, a market day, and in a few hours the place would bustle. Prosperous villagers would shop at the stalls for duck and cheese, ale and porter, fresh baked bread, and whatever else they needed for a fine dinner on forthcoming Michaelmas Day. On past market days, Anne had seen rough men from the country urge on their fighting cocks while others boxed or wrestled one another until bloody. With a shudder she recalled women and children throwing rotten fruit at some poor wretch in the pillory.

As Anne approached St. Mary’s, the parish church in the Upper Street, she shoved the evils of the marketplace out of her mind and thanked God for her blessings. Last Sunday, she had met Mr. Newton, the vicar, a large man with a barrel chest, a square ruddy face, thick silver hair, and a deep, powerful voice that reached easily to the back of the church. She had lingered inside until the congregation left, then told him of her puppetry at Braidwood’s institute.

The vicar had listened intently and had seemed pleased. For he had a personal stake in her success. She had earlier mentioned to him her desire for new employment. Aware that Braidwood, a frail man, needed help, the vicar had pressed him to take on Anne. Braidwood had at first been reluctant, preferring a kinsman. But none was suitable.

Newton had argued Anne could quickly be useful. After all, she was an actress, half-way to learning how to teach the deaf, who rely on visual cues and facial expressions. Finally, Braidwood had agreed. Newton had then persuaded Anne this was honorable, godly work, and she could do it full tilt in the winter season while Sadler’s Wells was closed.

Thinking of Newton comforted her now as she walked past the church. But the reassurance of his voice faded as the building disappeared in the darkness. She continued a short distance in the Upper Street, then turned right into Cross Street. Not a person in sight. Not a sound from the shuttered cottages along the way. A rat scurried in front of her. She stumbled, recovered her balance, then drew in her cloak against the damp autumn air. At the east edge of the village, she glanced up at the sky. Wispy clouds hung low like wraiths, shrouding a pale moon.

The glow of the wine was wearing off. She grew uneasy in her mind. Harriet’s inquiry about Antoine Dubois had sown a seed of anxiety. His image surfaced now, his eyes dark and somber, his hands raised palms upward. He appeared to need her. She couldn’t guess why. He was not one to complain. She supposed he hadn’t found a good situation. But he could cope with that. He always expected a turn for the better. Something else was wrong that he hadn’t mentioned in his letters.

A dog barking in the distance broke the eerie silence. At least one of God’s creatures was up and about, she thought; let him be gentle. She quickened her steps, her boots echoing on the cobbled pavement. Spying the humped roof of her rented cottage, she let out a breath of relief and turned onto a dirt path. On the left, a hedge’s wall of shadows lined the way to her door. At gaps between the bushes, thin rays of light from the neighbor’s porch lantern shafted through the darkness.

Suddenly, midway on the path, a large figure leaped out in front of her. A ray from the lantern revealed a familiar face, jaw outthrust, brow knotted with wrath.

“Bitch! Here’s a lesson you’ll never forget.” Jack Roach swung a thick fist at her face.

She ducked beneath his arm, shoved her stick between his legs and lifted it with all her might. Roach fell to the ground, screaming and writhing and clutching his groin.

As she straightened up, she sensed a man charging toward her from the right. Swinging her stick blindly, she felt it slashing flesh and heard a shriek of pain. Someone rushed up from behind, reeking of tobacco. But before she could turn, he applied a powerful choke hold on her neck. She tore futilely at his arm. Her knees gave way. She couldn’t breathe.

***

Tom Atkinson had been sitting quietly on a bench in front of his house, letting the cool night breeze bathe his face. He had dozed off. Suddenly, sounds of violence woke him. He scurried toward the cottage he rented to the French actress and peered through the hedge. As lights went on in nearby houses, he saw a large man on the ground moaning. A companion staggered about, holding a bloody kerchief to his face, while a thickset man bent over a woman. She lay on her back on the path to the cottage. The man pulled a flask from his pocket, forced open the woman’s mouth, poured in several drafts and sprinkled more on her clothes.

Tom could smell gin. Sensed evil going on. What should he do? He was old and sickly, no match for the thickset man. And who was the woman? His neighbor? He couldn’t be sure. Better not get involved yet. Let the watchmen sort it out. He crouched down and waited.

Meanwhile, other neighbors had been aroused and were shouting. Within minutes, three watchmen arrived, carrying lanterns and staves. “She attacked Roach,” said the thickset man, “and we tried to help him.” He went on about Roach wanting sex, a quarrel over the terms and her unprovoked assault on him. “She’s Anne Cartier, the Frenchie from Sadler’s Wells. You can smell the drink on her.” He kicked her with the toe of his boot. “Take her to the jail to sober up. The magistrate can deal with her in the morning.”

Atkinson gasped at the name Roach. The bully everyone feared. Something terrible was happening to Miss Cartier. Roach had spread his money freely among the watchmen. Two of them roughly picked her up and carried her away.

While the third watchman was inspecting the scene in the light of his lamp, Tom Atkinson left his hiding place unnoticed and introduced himself.

“Did you see anything?” the watchman asked, lowering his voice to a threat.

“Just heard a racket and saw scuffling in the dark,” Atkinson replied cautiously. “What happened?”

“The woman who lives here, the saucy French actress, got drunk and attacked Mr. Roach and a friend. We’ll have none of that in Islington.” He waved Atkinson away with a curt gesture.

Stunned, his heart pounding, Atkinson slunk back to his cottage, woke his wife and told her what had happened. They sat hunched over the kitchen table, the windows shuttered, the doors bolted and barred. A few embers glowed in the hearth, a single candle threw a fitful light from the mantel.

“Miss Cartier attacked three men twice her size?” Winifrid Atkinson shook her head. “Jack Roach is the villain in this piece.” Her brow furrowed in vexation. “We should help her. She’s been good to us—carries my groceries from the market. Pays the rent on time. We couldn’t ask for a better tenant.”

Her husband wrung his hands. “What can we do? The police have her now. She’s probably best in jail. Roach and his men are out there in the dark, mad as hornets. Probably keeping an eye on us too. They may suspect I saw something. We’d better stay home.”

Winifrid sighed, then pushed her chair back to rise. “We’ll have to wait till it’s safe to go out in the morning.” She rubbed the back of her neck. “Maybe the magistrate will set her free. If he doesn’t…, Mr. Newton should be told.”

***

Anne awoke on a bed of straw, nauseous, her head splitting. She raised herself on one arm and looked about. “Where am I?” she wondered aloud, as the first tingling of fear reached her brain. The room was dark. A thin ray of light shafted through a small high window. It must be morning. Her bed lay on an earthen floor near a wooden door. The stench of urine, unwashed bodies, and moldering plaster wafted through the room. She turned toward the wall and retched violently.

What had happened? she asked herself. She lay still on the straw, trying to recall the evening before. It came back slowly. Roach’s fist, the shadowy figure lunging at her, the stench of tobacco, the choking. Her neck was sore and she felt pain in her ribs. So, she had been knocked out and brought to this place. But by whom? Was she Roach’s prisoner?

She heard a rustling sound. A large shape moved on the opposite side of the room, and then another under the window, and a third even closer. They seemed to be crawling toward her. She sat up, ignoring her headache, and crouched facing them, her back to the wall.

Like curious animals, three women clothed in rags, hair unkempt, their bodies thin and stinking, drew to within a few feet of Anne. One appeared to be young, the other two middle-aged.

“Who are you?” Anne asked in a whisper, the strongest voice she could muster.

The two older women began to babble through toothless gums. Demented, Anne thought. But the younger one appeared sane. Anne turned to her and repeated the question.

“I’m Sarah Parsons, the carter’s daughter.”

In the next few minutes Anne learned she was in a room of the parish workhouse with persons whom the magistrate had decided to lock up. Sarah was a cripple and a compulsive thief, cast out of her family. The older women were lunatics with no one to care for them.

“Meg looks after us,” said Sarah. “She’s coming.”

A pair of eyes appeared at the barred opening in the door, keys rattled in the lock and a tall, stout woman entered.

“Here’s breakfast, girls.” She put three small bowls of porridge and some chunks of bread on a rough wooden table to the left of the entrance. “And you,” she said, pointing at Anne, “are the saucy actress from Sadler’s Wells. The magistrate will see you in an hour.” She turned away and put her hand on the latch.

“Wait!” Anne cried. “What does he want with me? What’s going on?”

“You’ll find out soon enough, slut.” The door slammed behind her. The three women crawled away toward their bowls.

Anne staggered to her feet, so dizzy she had to lean against the wall. “Got to get help,” she muttered to herself, then thought of Harriet, Mr. Braidwood, Mr. Newton. She looked frantically around the room. There was no way to reach them. No way out.

Anne was still leaning against the wall when Meg returned, this time with two women as stout as herself. “I want to contact a friend,” Anne exclaimed. “You can’t hold me here.”

Meg ignored her. “Hold out your arms.”

Unthinking, Anne did as she was told. With a practiced gesture Meg snapped on a pair of manacles. Her two companions dragged Anne out of the room, through the yard of King William’s Inn, an ancient, half-timbered building, then up a few steps and into a “courtroom” rigged up in the inn’s banquet hall. At the far end on a dais sat a black-robed, white-wigged justice of the peace, in front of him a clerk, and to his right the plaintiffs, Jack Roach and his wounded companion. Their supporters sat together on wooden benches to the left. A few more men and women stood on either side of the entrance and watched, mouths agape. Anne recognized Winifrid Atkinson behind a pillar, pale and frightened, out of Roach’s sight. Meg jerked Anne forward and made her stand before the judge. She recognized him and her heart sank.

The man in black was the Honorable Thomas Hammer, commander of the local militia and a wealthy landowner. Beneath the wig on his long, narrow head were a pair of thick black eyebrows, a great hawk nose, and a wide clean-shaven jaw. He surveyed the courtroom with cold, shifty, close-set eyes. An unpaid magistrate dispensing local justice for the Crown, he was chosen by the lord lieutenant of Middlesex County from among rich country gentlemen of the area. He sought the support of common folk with generous portions of ale and such official favors as lay in his power.

Anne had heard that Hammer knew little of the law and cared less for its dignity. He had many enemies, but they could not unseat him. Within the wide limits of his discretionary power over minor offenses, he consulted his own advantage and that of his friends and did what harm he could to those in his disfavor. He was distant kin to Roach and, as some suspected, a blind partner in his business enterprises. She noticed the two men exchanging knowing glances as she approached the bar.

The clerk rose to call the court to order but was stopped with his mouth half-open by the crash of Hammer’s gavel.

“Let’s get on with it,” shouted the judge. “Every fool knows we’re in session.” He glanced down at the clerk. “Read the charges.”

The clerk adjusted his spectacles and read Roach’s rambling account of the clash by Anne’s cottage. The justice frowned at the mention of Anne’s public drunkenness, lewd solicitation, and battery. Roach’s companion, also pressing a charge of battery, removed a bandage from his face and pointed to a deep, jagged wound from ear to mouth.

“What say you to these charges?” roared Hammer, staring fiercely at Anne.

She replied in a strong, steady voice. “Innocent, your honor.” As she tried to tell her story, however, she was heckled by Roach and his clique and cut short by Hammer’s gavel. The room was bedlam until Anne stopped speaking, drew herself up erect and fixed the magistrate with a withering gaze.

For a moment he fumbled with the gavel, then halted the tumult with a simple wave of his hand. “What do you want?” he asked.

She drew a deep breath. “Postpone this trial until my lawyer can investigate last night’s events and call witnesses in my defense.”

Another uproar broke out. The gavel pounded furiously. Hammer leaned forward, speaking softly as if addressing a naughty child. “My dear, if you need a lawyer, you shall have one.” He gestured to a young man standing in the rear of the room. “Get Boomer, the notary. You’ll know where to find him.” A roar of laughter broke out among Roach’s men.

The young man returned a few minutes later with a bent, bleary-eyed, middle-aged man. He tottered through the courtroom in a shabby food-stained coat, pulling up soiled breeches.

“He’s drunk,” Anne shouted, glaring at Hammer. “I demand my own solicitor, Edward Barnstaple of Jermyn Street, London!”

More hoots and shouts. The gavel pounded out enough silence for Hammer to be heard. “Drunk or sober, Boomer’s the best lawyer in Britain.” Hammer motioned for the man to approach. A hurried, whispered conference. Boomer shuffled to his seat.

Hammer called out to him. “Sir, how plead you for your client?”

Boomer rose, took a step toward Anne, and cocked his ear.

“Innocent!” she shouted.

He returned to the bar, glanced anxiously at Roach and then at Hammer. “Your honor…,” Boomer stammered helplessly. Beads of sweat gathered on his forehead, his voice faded. He dropped down on a nearby bench, shaking violently, unable to speak.

Pandemonium broke out. Anne shifted her weight from one leg to the other, studying tufts of hair growing out of Hammer’s ears. He followed her eye, puzzled for a second, then tugged at his wig. He lifted his gavel and restored order again.

“I’ve heard enough.”

Meg’s women pulled Anne closer to the magistrate.

“Anne Cartier,” he said, “you are herewith convicted of public drunkenness, lewd solicitation, and battery upon two gentlemen of this community.” He looked around with a crooked grin on his face. “At noon today you shall be clipped, stripped, and whipped in the marketplace.” He paused for a roar of coarse laughter. “Tender as we are to the ladies, we prescribe a soft lashing. Ten strokes with a smooth leather strap.” He paused again to allow cries for more, then raised his hand for silence. “Ten’s enough. Mr. Roach will apply them to your back.” Huzzahs burst out from Roach’s clique. Hammer leaned back, looking pleased with himself.

Anne nearly choked with rage, but she stood erect at the bar, outwardly ignoring the tumult. Her stoic posture gradually drew all eyes to her, and the noise died down.

Yielding to her unspoken demand and his own curiosity, Hammer asked if she had something to say.

“Yes, I do.” She coolly surveyed the crowd and then looked Hammer in the eye. “This trial is a farce, a crime against the laws of England, and you, sir, are unworthy of your office.” Hammer’s gavel prevented her from saying more. Roach’s men stamped their feet.

Over the din, Hammer screeched, “Contempt of court! Ten more lashes! And you’ll hang till sundown!”

***

Anne paced the cell, jangling her manacles. She was alone. Waves of anger and fear churned in her mind. Was this a bad dream? She had heard of filthy prisons and corrupt judges but she couldn’t believe this was happening to her. The stench of the place brought her back to harsh reality. Whatever happened, she told herself again and again, she would hold on to the truth of her innocence. Somehow, she would be vindicated.

As a distant bell struck the half-hour before noon, Meg and her two companions entered the room. “Time to change,” she said grimly. “Take off your clothes.” She searched the ring on her belt for the key to the manacles.

“No!” Anne crossed her arms defiantly.

“Then we’ll tear them off.” The three women quickly stripped her, pulled a thin linen skirt over her hips, tied a long halter top on her shoulders and a cord around her waist. Outside the workhouse, they secured her to a bench in a small cart pulled by a donkey. Across the yard Justice Hammer awaited them. Grinning, he raised a crude placard for Anne to see—French whore—and hung it around her neck. The procession set off for the scaffold. The magistrate led the way. His clerk followed, ringing a bell and calling out the court’s verdict.

The marketplace was packed with country people, more raucous and excited than usual. In a round pit off to the left, a pair of mastiffs were tearing at each other’s throats, saliva mixed with blood dripping from their jaws. Their partisans pressed up against the fence, shaking fists in the air, and urging on the dogs with their curses. To the right, Anne glimpsed a beggar sitting in the pillory, covered with filth.

Snatches of talk reached her as the cart drove through the crowd.

“I know them Frenchies,” exclaimed a bald, sallow-faced journeyman in a gray woolen smock and worn leather breeches. “They’re wild as alley cats. They’ll scratch your eyes out.”

“Right,” agreed a loutish companion, glancing at Anne, “and she’s probably a papist too.”

She groaned inwardly and gritted her teeth.

In the center of the marketplace, amid a deafening din, Roach and Hammer called men to tables of free beer and ale, joints of roast beef, wheels of cheese, and freshly baked pies. Anne glanced to her left at a stall of flowers. Harriet Ware, a shopping bag on her arm, was staring with horror at the macabre scene. Their eyes met. Anne mouthed a silent cry for help. Harriet nodded cautiously, as if fearing recognition by Roach’s men. She backed out of the crowd and disappeared down a lane.

At the far end of the marketplace stood the scaffold, a temporary platform with two posts supporting a bar between them. A crowd of men and women from the parish workhouses, factories, and nearby farms had gathered there, eagerly awaiting a rare spectacle—Anne being shamed and beaten. It seemed unreal, as if it were happening to someone else. She wanted to scream but the sound stuck in her throat.

At the twelfth stroke of the parish church bell the ritual of punishment began. She was suspended from the cross bar, her toes barely touching the platform. Hammer addressed the crowd like a carnival barker. “What have we here?” he bellowed, pointing to the sign hanging on Anne’s chest.

“A French whore!” replied the crowd, clapping their hands.

“And how do good men of Islington deal with whores?” He held up a pair of shears.

“We clip them!” came a thunderous response.

With a flourish Hammer removed the pins from Anne’s hair, letting it fall nearly to her waist, glistening in the sun. He gathered it tightly in his hand, then cut it. He held it up to the crowd like a golden trophy. A tear trickled down her cheek. Her lips quivered.

“Behold, whore’s hair!” Roach’s men whinnied and broke into raucous laughter.

When the crowd quieted, Hammer paced back and forth. He frowned, as if wrestling with a problem. Then he turned to the crowd.

“What do we do with whores who strike and slash gentlemen?”

“Strip and whip them!” roared the crowd.

Hammer beckoned to Roach and handed him the strap. He flourished it, leering broadly, while the magistrate walked up to strip Anne. Her jaw clenched, she pulled hard against the ropes binding her, cutting into her wrists, but they held her fast.

Suddenly, over Hammer’s shoulder, she noticed a commotion, as if an enormous wedge were cleaving the crowd. Louis Fortier was plunging toward her, thrusting men left and right, his jaw set in a fierce scowl. In his wake came Mr. Newton in his black clerical suit and Mr. Braidwood, followed by Harriet Ware and Tom and Winifrid Atkinson. Over the crowd’s confused babble, Newton’s voice thundered again and again, each time louder. “This must stop!”

Hammer swung round from Anne. His eyes narrowed with fury as he recognized Newton. They had clashed before, Anne sensed. Roach pointed with his whip at the advancing vicar, rallying his men who gathered into a block, and tried to stop Fortier’s forward thrust. Towering over the bullies, the strong-man seized two of them by the hair and banged their heads together. They fell senseless to the ground. With a powerful shove, he scattered the rest like tenpins. Anne sensed Hammer’s resolve weaken. He moved away without looking at her.

Approaching the scaffold, the vicar spoke to the magistrate in a low deliberate tone. “You’d better listen to me, Mr. Hammer, or you will certainly hear from the Lord Chancellor.”

Hammer quickly surveyed the crowd, his brow furrowed. He might change his tune, Anne thought. Prior to Mr. Newton’s intervention, the crowd had been aroused by Hammer’s harangue into a common depraved enthusiasm to see her whipped. Now, the crowd broke up into small, confused groups, quarreling with one another. The magistrate shouted for order, but few paid him any heed. Most seemed fascinated or frightened by the French Hercules.

The vicar stepped up on a bench by the scaffold and faced the crowd. “Miss Cartier…,” he pointed to Anne, “is a good Christian woman. Born in Britain. Baptized in the Church of England. Honorably employed by Mr. Braidwood of Hackney to teach the deaf. She’s innocent of all charges. The victim of an unprovoked assault. At the least, like all of us, she deserves a fair trial.”

To Anne’s relief, the crowd began to quiet down and attend to the vicar, some of them nodding their heads. A tall gray-haired man in front remarked loudly, she didn’t look like any whore he’d ever seen.

Roach’s men gathered furtively around their leader, who had abandoned the platform. While Newton went on speaking, Roach looked to Hammer for a signal. None was given. Hammer stood rigid with frustrated anger, unable to speak or act. The vicar had seized the crowd’s attention, and drawn in the merchants and their customers from the stalls, many of whom disliked the magistrate.

Roach and his men slipped away, while Newton laid out the affair, gesturing toward Anne, still tied to the crossbar, now more like a martyr than a criminal. He called Braidwood and the Atkinsons forward to testify on her behalf. In conclusion, Newton shook a clenched fist at Hammer and shouted, “Free her.” The crowd stirred, then repeated after him, “Free her.”

Newton spoke to Louis Fortier, who leaped onto the platform. He untied Anne’s wrists and eased her down from the crossbar, releasing her slowly, as if he sensed her will to stand on her own feet. Harriet laid a cloak lightly over her shoulders. Anne leaned on her friend and said softly, “I was headstrong, I should have stayed with you.” Harriet caressed her cheek and helped her off the platform to a bench nearby. Mr. Braidwood held a flask of brandy to her lips. She sipped, then pushed the flask aside.

Newton approached her. “Are you well?”

She nodded. “And eternally grateful!”

He threw a tactful glance at her cropped hair. “I wish we could have come earlier. But we needed to organize. It was risky to challenge Hammer in the public market. The crowd’s reaction was hard to predict.” The vicar exchanged glances with Braidwood. “We’ll ask the Lord Chancellor to quash your conviction and deny Hammer a commission of the peace.” Newton leaned forward, his brow knitted with concern. “Roach, unfortunately, is still free. And angry. You must take care.”

“I shall.” She rose from the bench and embraced him.





Chapter 4

Chateau Beaumont, April 1786

A red lacquered carriage halted at Montrouge on the Orléans highway a few miles south of Paris. Its two black horses pawed the stony roadbed, rattling their harness. A simple coat of arms on the carriage door, a sword slashing a military cape, identified its owner and sole passenger, Colonel Paul de Saint-Martin. He stepped out of the cab and climbed up next to the coachman. The filth of the city was behind them. The colonel took a deep breath of fresh country air. Thin lines of stress faded from his face. The carriage turned left on the road to Chevilly, crossed the Bièvre River, drove north toward Villejuif, and stopped near the village of L’Hay.

The colonel pointed to a vine-covered sign on a post. “This is it, Chateau Beaumont.” The coachman nodded, then cracked his whip. The carriage lurched through the open gate and rolled at an even pace down the graveled lane. The rhythmic crunching of wheels and hooves blended with the bird songs of spring. Through the thickening foliage of chestnut trees, the colonel glimpsed the large stone building ahead.

He shivered slightly in anticipation, as if coming home from long absence in a distant and alien land. His father had always been away at court or war. At his death in 1762, his debt-burdened widow sank into deep despondency. Only at Beaumont could young Paul find someone who cared for him: Aunt Marie, Comtesse de Beaumont, his mother’s younger sister. She had chosen his earliest tutors and had directed his moral instruction.

“Be worthy of your name,” she had said, as he left for the military academy. Into his hand she had pressed a small book, its leather cover worn and stained. “De Berville’s story of the Chevalier de Bayard. Your father’s copy.” Laying both hands on his shoulders, she had caught his eye. “Serve your king like Bayard, a gentle knight, without fear or reproach, regardless of the evil you encounter. And help the needy, like your namesake, Martin of Tours, who shared his cape with a beggar.” A heavy charge to put on a trembling little boy. That was twenty-three years ago, but as clear in his mind as if yesterday.

Nearing the wide iron gates, the carriage slowed down. The curved wings of the chateau reached toward him like arms in welcome. For a few moments he was once again a first-year cadet, fleeing from merciless hazing at the academy. Older cadets had mocked his high principles. “Saint-Bayard,” they called him and tried every imaginable trick to corrupt him. On his thirteenth birthday, when they put a prostitute in his bed, he had stolen a horse and escaped to Beaumont.

He had heard not a word of rebuke from his aunt. She negotiated his safe return to the academy, then taught him to win the affection and respect of his peers. “Excel in the military arts and submit to discipline,” she had said, “but be your own person.” He had grimly followed her advice, at great personal cost, as if all joy had been pressed out of his heart. The first year had been the worst. The following years had been tolerable only because he could retreat during vacations to Beaumont.

The carriage clattered across the cobblestones of the courtyard and halted in front of a porticoed entrance. A servant smiled in recognition, showed him into a reception room, and left in search of the comtesse. He drew his aunt’s note from his pocket. An invitation to tea, urgent in tone. A curious message, he thought, wondering what might be troubling her.

Brushing specks of dust off his blue coat and its red cuffs and lapels, he glanced in a mirror. The reflected image startled him—the face of a stranger, with lonely, troubled eyes. He frowned. He had thought he was happy. With a sigh he looked down and inspected the polish on his boots. They shone. Even when visiting an indulgent aunt, he mused, one must be careful of appearances.

She entered as he finished grooming. He bowed to the tall, erect woman striding toward him. A light pink robe hung loosely over a paler muslin dress. They embraced. “It’s been too long since my last visit,” he said. He stepped back, holding her hands, and gazed at her. “You’re as lovely as ever.” Her finely etched brow, cheek, and jaw had resisted the ravages of time. Her gray hair was lightly powdered, her complexion clear. And her eyes! Cool gray-blue, discerning, and wise. A genuine jewel of her class, he thought, unlike so many paste imitations.

She returned his gaze. “You seem a little thinner,” she remarked. “Are you taking care of yourself?”

He shrugged his shoulders. “Work takes its toll.”

“True,” she said, “and not only on the body.”

He released her hands. “There are remedies—sport, music, and a few good friends.”

She hesitated for a second, searching his face. “And women?”

“I measure them by your standard,” he bowed slightly, “and, thus far, have found them wanting.”

Shaking her head in mock denial, she took his arm. “Come with me to the picture gallery.”

They walked between slender Ionic columns into a long room illumined by a soft, northern light filtering through tall windows. Marble busts of Diderot, Voltaire, and other enlightened authors favored by the comtesse stood on pedestals between the windows. A row of family portraits shared the opposite wall with paintings by Watteau, Boucher, and Chardin, hung with an eye for symmetry and balance.

His aunt suggested he might enjoy some quiet time with the collection. How considerate of her, he thought. This was a sacred place, evoking in him a reverence for his ancestors akin to the filial piety of Aeneas toward his father in ancient Rome. Comtesse Marie moved to the far end of the room, opened a cabinet and busied herself, rearranging small precious objects. He was grateful his aunt knew when to leave him alone, and not only in an art gallery. Other relatives badgered him to get married or to connect with influential persons at the royal court and advance his military career.

He was drawn, as many times before, to a portrait of his father in the uniform of a lieutenant-general of cavalry. The intrepid brow spoke of valor; the resolute chin, of decisive action; the proud lift of the head, of indomitable honor. The eyes…Paul wanted to find hidden in them a sign that his father had loved him. But, opaque as ever, they kept their secret. He sighed, then turned away.

He glanced at his aunt, who seemed concerned there was no longer any woman in his life. There had been one, a wife he had learned to love, delicate as a porcelain figurine. She had died in childbirth nine years ago, and the baby with her. His grief lingered, mocking his attempts to suppress it with forced marches and battles in America at the side of the colonists fighting the British.

He felt grief stirring again and sought to distract it, when his aunt caught his eye. He joined her at an excellent copy of Chardin’s still-life painting, the Rayfish. A soft light from a window in the opposite wall brought out bright yellows, greens, and reds, subtly hidden in the artist’s somber palette. The picture drew Paul into its illusion. He smelled the sea beast’s oily scent.

His eyes strayed to the window. A worry crept into his mind. He glanced from window to window. They were secured by simple latches. “A professional thief could easily break in here,” he said in gentle reproach, “though Chardin’s pictures wouldn’t interest him. Too difficult to market.” He pointed toward an open cabinet. “But he’d surely pick up those gold and silver vessels and that ivory chess set.”

“Must I put iron bars on the windows?” his aunt asked, hugging herself as if trapped. “The room would feel like a prison!”

“Strong grillwork and locks needn’t be ugly,” he replied dryly, adding he would send an architect to advise her.

Her face clouded with doubt. “Can’t you get more men to protect our homes from burglars? Nothing seems safe here anymore.”

“I’ve asked for another adjutant,” he replied levelly, biting back a sharp retort. She had hit a sore nerve. Rich aristocrats paid no taxes but expected police protection night and day. “‘Can’t afford it,’ Baron Breteuil told me. The thieving’s worse in the city.” He silently chided himself for the irritation he had felt even though he hadn’t vented it. He bowed graciously and offered her his arm. Her eyes warmed. She nodded toward the door. Arm in arm, as if on review, they passed beneath the sightless gaze of their ancestors.

***

Tea was ready in her study, a room with a view over a garden in the English style. Here, during the summers as a boy, he had fed the part of himself that was starved at the military academy. Shelves of gold-embossed, leather-bound books covered the walls from floor to ceiling, feasting the eyes as well as the mind. He passed his fingers lightly over Voltaire’s Candide and Beccaria’s On Crimes and Punishments. They had taught him to abhor torture and arbitrary arrest and to practice enlightened principles of criminal justice. On a library table stood the large world globe he had often explored. He had been to America in his imagination long before he reached its shores as a soldier.

Comtesse Marie led him through the room, spinning the globe as they passed. A vase of freshly cut daffodils from the garden beckoned them to a small round table set with fine Sèvres porcelain. He smiled with pleasure. Her impeccable taste had always lifted his spirits out of the vulgarity of military company. Servants in pale blue livery attended them, pouring from shining silver pots and offering pastry on silver trays engraved with the Beaumont coat-of-arms.

Having dismissed the servants, his aunt turned the conversation to his forthcoming trip to England. He admitted never having been there, but he felt prepared. He had mastered the language while serving with French forces in America during the recent war. During lulls in campaigning he spoke nothing but English, visiting the homes of American officers he had come to know. When the fighting ended at Yorktown, he was given custody of two captured British officers, Captains James Gordon and William Porter. They became his friends and then his teachers, claiming his English had taken on a colonial accent.

“I’ll meet them in London,” he said, as his aunt rose to fill their cups again. Looking up at her, he anticipated a question forming in her mind. “May I do something for you there?”

She replied slowly, as if weighing her words. “A painful errand, I fear. Do you recall the Dubois family?”

“I’m not sure I do.”

“They were here before the war,” she explained. “For several summers they entertained us and taught us English. Antoine Dubois was French. His wife Pauline, English, of French stock. She had a daughter, Anne, from a previous marriage.” The comtesse smiled fondly. “Anne! A beautiful girl. Sweet and kind, like her mother. But stronger. Her acrobatics with Antoine were incredible.”

Sipping from his cup, the colonel pictured slender limbs cartwheeling elegantly across a green summer lawn. Long blond hair whirling. Shrill, clashing music.

When the war came, his aunt continued, the Dubois family was in London. She lost contact with them. “After the war, I learned from Anne that her mother had died.” A pained expression came over the comtesse’s face. “Several months ago…” Her voice broke. “Several months ago in Paris, it appears that Antoine killed himself after murdering an actress he was living with.”

Saint-Martin leaned forward and stroked her hand. “How shocking it must have been for you!” After a quiet moment he went on, searching his memory. “I recall the case; the city police handled it. At the time, I didn’t connect the murder and suicide to the actor at Beaumont years ago.”

In a strained voice the comtesse went on with her story. While in Paris recently, she had chanced to learn that the police had searched the city in vain for the actor’s next of kin. They were too busy to inquire in England. “That’s wrong, Paul,” the comtesse said emphatically. She stared at her nephew. “Antoine’s stepdaughter needs to know.”

His aunt’s visible distress touched Saint-Martin. He spoke softly. “Give me her last address. I’ll start from there and perhaps put a notice in a London newspaper.”

“I knew I could count on you.” She cast a quick, brilliant smile, then lightly gathered the folds of her gown. “I’ve already written a message.” She rose, picked up a letter on her desk, and handed it to him. “You may read it. I’m inviting Anne to visit me in Paris.”

After scanning the letter, Saint-Martin looked up at his aunt. “Any instructions?”

“Use your best judgment about the young woman, whether to extend the invitation. One doesn’t know what to expect after so many years.” She regarded him quizzically. “You will have time for this, won’t you?”

He frowned in mock reproach, then replied gently, “I’ll make time.”

***

After tea they walked to an outdoor theater in a clearing among oak trees, delicately crowned with the light green of spring. The slope of the ground formed a shallow amphitheater, enclosed by a low, semicircular stone balustrade. They passed between two stone maidens guarding the entrance—Thalia, the muse of comedy, and Terpsichore, the muse of dance and song—and walked down the center aisle.

“The Dubois family performed there,” reminisced the comtesse, gesturing toward a closely trimmed sod stage framed by thick boxwood hedges.

“Tell me about them,” the colonel asked as they sat down on a stone bench. He wondered why this family had so deeply touched his aunt.

Comtesse Marie reflected for a few moments, tenderness filling her eyes. “I knew Pauline best,” she began. “She came from a Huguenot family that fled to England early in the century and later prospered in the manufacture of fine silver. A beautiful, lively woman, she was fluent in French and English and musically talented. And unconventional! For a few years she performed in London theaters. When Comte de Beaumont and I visited London in 1769, I inquired for someone to tutor me in English. Mrs. Dubois was recommended. She proved to be an excellent teacher and a charming guide to the city. My English improved remarkably. When the comte and I left London after a few months, I realized I didn’t want to lose Pauline’s companionship. The comte enjoyed her husband and her daughter in vaudeville. He agreed we would all benefit by having the Dubois at Chateau Beaumont for the summer. They came back every year for a decade. Pauline and I grew close. I could confide in her.”

“Comtesse de Beaumont? Confide in an entertainer?” remarked Saint-Martin hesitantly, unable to grasp how these two women might have a meeting of minds.

She raised her hands in protest. “No ordinary entertainer, believe me! but a charming, cultivated lady. In public we acted out what people expected of us, as if on stage. Deference from her, a certain reserve from me. Between ourselves she was Pauline. I was Marie. Like sisters eight years apart. There was even…a family resemblance. Losing her was hard.” She dabbed at her eyes.

Saint-Martin allowed her a quiet moment, then asked, “And what of her daughter, Anne?”

His aunt brightened. “I got to know her, riding together early in the morning at Chateau Beaumont. Impetuous. Took risks. She’d jump a stream that sensible riders would wade through. Still, she was a loving daughter. Devoted to Antoine. She liked nothing more than to perform with him. Pauline had educated her, trained her to act as well. She played Puck in the family’s production of Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream.”

Gazing at the stage, Saint-Martin recalled a willowy green-clad girl dashing through narrow passages in the boxwood, a bright red tassel whirling from her cap.

The comtesse smiled with amusement. “And Antoine was Bottom the Weaver.”

“What kind of man was Dubois?”

Aunt Marie tapped her cheek with the tips of her fingers, then gazed inwardly, as if recapturing the man’s image. “He had black curly hair and a well-formed, muscular body. A lively face, full of sunshine, and quick to smile. Never violent. I can’t imagine he would kill himself or anyone else.”

A summer face, thought Saint-Martin. How would Dubois look in life’s winter weather? In love or war, even decent men sometimes acted like savages. On the other hand, the comtesse was a good judge of men, and she knew Dubois. Soon it was time for him to leave. At the door he assured her, “Before going to London, I’ll look more closely at the case. I understand, however, all the evidence pointed to the man. He left behind a confession.”

***

Alone in the carriage returning to Paris, lulled by the clippety-clop of hooves striking stone, Colonel Saint-Martin let his mind drift back to his youth, to the golden-hued summers at Beaumont. Young cousins and their friends were singing, dancing, playing blindman’s buff on the lawn, picnicking in the garden. He felt a pang of regret. They had long since disappeared into the social niches he chose to avoid.

He looked lazily out the carriage window toward a setting sun. His nostalgia for the good times at Chateau Beaumont began to mix with a new, unbeckoned thought. A wraith-like, slender form glided gracefully past his mind’s eye. “She would be in her late twenties now,” he murmured, stroking his chin. “Curious. I can’t remember her face.” The carriage swayed rhythmically like an infant’s cradle. He closed his eyes and saw, dancing toward him, a bright red tassel.





Chapter 5

Searching for Anne

London was bustling on a late Friday morning in a haze of smoke and spring mist. Tradesmen’s carts and fashionable coaches packed Jermyn Street as Colonel Paul de Saint-Martin stepped out of a hackney cab. The driver tipped his hat and pointed to a narrow building with an elegant bay. A small engraved brass plaque on the wall quietly announced the ground floor tenant, Mr. Edward Barnstaple, Esq., Solicitor. Saint-Martin glanced at his watch. Fifteen minutes early. He sighed, he hated wasting time. But it was best to wait. He shouldn’t give Barnstaple the impression he was eager. The open doors of St. James across the way caught his eye, calling him from the clamor of the street.

Once inside the church he felt his irritation vanish. A pale spring light slanted through the tall clear glass windows, illuminating the spacious room to a cool, soothing ambience. He sat in the back, let his eyes drift upward, and delighted in the richly ornamented, barrel-vaulted ceiling. Excellent plasterwork. He noted a fine limewood carving above the altar, a pelican feeding her young.

“By Grinling Gibbons,” remarked the sexton, walking up the center aisle toward him with a mop and a pail in his hands. He had a ruddy, good-natured face.

The man stopped near Saint-Martin and gestured with the mop to a marble baptismal font, carved to the shape of a tree of life. “That’s Gibbons’ too.” Beneath its branches, Eve tempted Adam with an apple while the serpent slithered up the trunk. The sexton nodded proudly at the sculpture. His eyes shifted to the visitor and narrowed with wary curiosity.

The colonel confessed he was French. This was his first visit to an English church. The sexton swiftly took his measure, then smiled kindly, and bade him welcome. “I’ll leave you to your prayers,” the man said, taking a fresh grip on the mop and pail. He was soon out of sight. A door closed and the church was quiet again.

This brief encounter gave a lift to Saint-Martin’s spirit. Since his arrival in London, his days had been spent tediously seeking ways to curb traffic in stolen goods between England and France. He hadn’t accomplished much. He learned that British magistrates cooperated poorly among themselves. Why should they do better with foreigners? The most he could hope for was an easier exchange of information between the two countries. He sighed softly. His adjutant, Georges Charpentier, was probably enjoying himself, refreshing his acquaintance with the city’s underworld and flirting with buxom barmaids!

A door opened and the sexton reappeared, singing snatches of a hymn. The colonel smiled. The week in London had not been all drudgery. Captains Gordon and Porter, his former prisoners in America, had taken him to a concert almost every evening. And, on Saturday, they had joined the colonel’s acquaintance, Mr. Thomas Jefferson, at the Drury Lane Theatre. The American diplomat was on a visit from his post in Paris.

That evening, Mrs. Siddons had taken on the role of Lady Macbeth. A memorable performance. She had played the part, not as a cruel, shrieking harridan—a common fault of the London stage, claimed Gordon—but as a woman of refined sensibility, driven mad by her tragic choice of violence.

The sexton walked through the church again. Moments later the bell tolled eleven. Saint-Martin shifted in his chair; he would wait a few more minutes. Locating Mrs. Dubois’ daughter had proven more difficult than expected. He had privately engaged a Bow Street Runner. The search led to the office of Barnstaple, the solicitor who looked after Anne’s affairs. In a curt note he had agreed to a meeting in his office, but he had refused to reveal where she lived. Saint-Martin asked himself, why keep that secret? Could she be in prison? God forbid! He rose from the chair and looked for a sanctuary lamp until he recalled he was in a Protestant church. He reverenced the altar anyway and waved to the sexton as he left.

The solicitor’s office was small. Piles of books leaned precariously against one another on the floor. A clerk sat on a high stool at a desk by the only window. His pen scratched monotonously. Barnstaple received Saint-Martin with a cool, inquiring gaze, warming to him slowly as he discerned that the Frenchman was a cultivated person of high rank. The colonel, for his part, discovered the solicitor hid a canny mind behind a cherubic countenance. When the two men had settled into tall leather- covered chairs facing one another, Saint-Martin explained the purpose of his visit.

At the news of Antoine Dubois’ death, the solicitor appeared shocked. He had known the man and liked him. He disclosed that his stepdaughter, Anne, was living with Mr. and Mrs. Thomas Brown, a wealthy Quaker family, at their country home near Wimbledon. “Their children are deaf,” he offered, then added with smiling approval, “She’s caring for them temporarily.”

Barnstaple called the clerk off his perch and ordered tea, as if he had said enough about his client.

The lawyer’s remarks, however, had merely piqued the colonel’s curiosity. “Enlighten me, Sir, I had thought Miss Dubois was an actress.”

“Cartier, my dear colonel. Anne Cartier. She has kept the name of her father, Henri Cartier, Mrs. Dubois’ first husband.” The solicitor explained that Miss Cartier, a gifted young woman, had excelled in a variety of theatrical professions, including vaudeville. Last September, having been persuaded of her talent for instructing deaf children, Mr. Thomas Braidwood had hired her to work in his institute at Hackney. Barnstaple’s eyes grew bright with admiration. “She talks with her fingers as fast as an auctioneer’s patter and the young people seem to understand.”

“And what, may I ask, Sir, is her financial situation?”

The solicitor hesitated a fraction. “She lives modestly on what she earns and on income from her mother’s legacy that I administer. Her paternal grandparents are also alive and helpful.”

“From her name, I assume she’s unmarried.”

“That is true,” said the solicitor as if embarrassed by his client’s spinsterhood. “She’s attractive and charming. Simply disinclined to marry until the right man appears.”

Saint-Martin remembered she was in her late twenties. Surely, English women usually married at a much younger age. He shifted uneasily in his chair. The solicitor was holding back something about Miss Cartier. Granted, he was speaking to a stranger, but his manner seemed more guarded than one would expect even of a cautious solicitor. Saint-Martin left the office convinced he had better probe more deeply into Anne Cartier’s life.

***

Georges Charpentier, Colonel Saint-Martin’s right-hand man, sat at a small table in The Sussex, a chophouse on Jermyn Street. Noonday patrons crowded the long, narrow public room. Pink-faced waiters scurried between the tables, taking orders. Voices rose and fell. Dishes clattered. Huge trays of steaming food sailed by the Frenchman’s nose, casting a rich aroma of boiled cabbage, roast beef, and spilt ale.

Waiting for the colonel, Georges eavesdropped on conversations nearby. It was an old vice he put to good use during investigations. In a short while he was amusing himself, silently mocking a blathering lawyer’s solution to London’s crime problem. More public hangings of thieves, the fool had proclaimed. On the back of a menu, the Frenchman rapidly sketched a caricature: first a gallows; then the lawyer hanging from it, his eyes looking toward Brest and Bordeaux and his long tongue lolling out; and finally, a caption, Primus inter pares, the first among equals.

When the Frenchman had enough of this sport, he leaned back in his chair and glanced into the mirror to his left. “Georges Charpentier,” he said to himself, “you are a handsome devil!” He raised the arched brows above his lively blue eyes, brushed imaginary hair on his bald pate, and admired a pair of large, slightly pointed ears. Forty-five years old? He refused to believe it. Though short and thickset, he was still as agile as a cat. His broad mouth broke into an approving grin.

He turned in the other direction, toward the lunchtime crowd near the entrance. The colonel should come through the door soon. Georges pictured his superior’s erect bearing, his level, unblinking gaze. Noble, every inch of him. He was the king’s officer even out of uniform, provost of the Royal Highway Patrol for the Paris region. Georges lowered his eyes, studying odd patterns in the battered surface of the table, letting his mind drift back to the Seven Years War. He was with the colonel’s father at Minden. August 1, 1759. A battlefield of dead and dying men under a pall of smoke, stinking of gunpowder, offal, and blood. General Saint-Martin lay bleeding beneath his horse. Died of his wounds three years later. Then the general’s funeral. Young Paul, a slim lad, barely eleven, by the side of his pale, trembling mother.

“Such is life,” Georges murmured softly. He steepled his fingers and turned another page in his memory. After the war, he’d been a trooper for a few years with the Royal Highway Patrol in Normandy, then in Paris. Finally, chief investigator for Antoine Raymond Sartine, Lieutenant-General of Police. Georges smiled with pride. Sartine! The master of detection. Nothing escaped his eye. Or his ear. He used to say, “Whenever you see three men speaking together, one of them is mine.” Not precisely true, of course, but close enough to the mark.

A burly waiter interrupted Georges’ musing. “Will you have a drink while you wait?”

Flashing his best smile, the genial Frenchman asked for an ale. Sartine had taught him to treat servants well. In a short while, the man returned and set a foaming pewter mug on the table. Georges pressed a penny into his hand.

Locking his fingers around the mug, Georges stared into the dark amber liquid, conjuring up Colonel Paul de Saint-Martin. Green as grass at the start three years ago. Provost! A post secured thanks to the reputation of his father and the good will of his distant uncle, Baron Breteuil, Minister for Paris.

Georges took a long draft from his mug, silently commending the English for their ale. He felt good. He had travelled over some rough patches in his life, but now fortune smiled on him. He lifted the mug in a salute to the colonel. Aristocrat, to be sure, but a fine man to work for. Respected subordinates and listened to them, worked hard, and learned fast. He gave Georges an office of his own and comfortable quarters in the provost’s residence. And opportunities to earn commissions! They made a good team.

The lawyer holding forth at the nearby table raised an angry voice again above the din. A young waiter fled in confusion. Pity anyone who had to serve him, Georges thought. Behind that bluster hid a small, mean spirit. In comparison, Paul de Saint-Martin was a gem. An imperfect one, Georges granted, for the colonel took his privileges complacently. But he was high-minded and kind. Georges looked around the room, searching for his colonel’s match. He found none until Saint-Martin himself came through the door.

“What have you learned from Barnstaple, Sir?” Georges asked, rising from the table. He pulled out a chair for his superior.

“Let’s order first, then talk.” The colonel looked at the luncheon crowd zestfully attacking heaped plates of food. “I’m starved.”

“Here’s the menu,” said Georges.

The caricature caught Saint-Martin’s eye. He stared, puzzled for a moment, then grinned. “Remarkable! Your verdict on the chef?”

Georges laughed with a glance toward the pompous lawyer. Saint-Martin followed the gesture, nodded, and chuckled.

Although the Frenchmen had not yet found anything on an English menu that they cared for, they ventured to order steak pies, Stilton cheese, and small beers. Over lunch, Saint-Martin summed up the impression he had gained of Anne Cartier. “Favorable thus far. But I want to know more about her before I extend an invitation from Comtesse Marie. Barnstaple’s holding something back.” For a few moments he studied his beer, then turned to his adjutant. “Inquire about Miss Cartier at Sadler’s Wells, among her neighbors in Islington, and with Braidwood in Hackney.”

While the colonel spoke, Georges leaned forward, attentive, taking up the scent. After a few questions, he pushed back his chair. “I’ll find out by tomorrow what kind of woman we’re dealing with.” He rose to his feet and hurried out the door.

***

Late the next afternoon, as a light drizzle fell upon the city, Colonel Saint-Martin walked from the French Embassy, where he was staying, into Saint James’ Park. He badly needed exercise. To his surprise, he found much of the park laid out like a French formal garden, but it was poorly tended. Cattle grazed in a clearing. Brush grew up beneath the tall elms, blocking his view and offering cover to mischief makers. In the evening, he had heard, the park turned into a swarming hive of soldiers and prostitutes.

At the long east-west canal, where he planned to meet Charpentier, his pace quickened. As had his interest in Anne Cartier. Working for the Quaker family spoke well for her virtue. During the war, he had met members of that sect in Philadelphia and had found them to be serious-minded and dependable. Barnstaple’s reticence in her regard was perhaps only a lawyer’s caution.

The colonel circled the canal once with these thoughts before spying the square figure of Charpentier hurrying toward him. As they met, the adjutant’s brow creased with concern. “Sir, I’ve learned from the young lady’s neighbors…she’s been in a bit of trouble.”

Saint-Martin felt his heart sink. “What’s she done?” They set out together on the canal path.

The adjutant’s eyes twinkled. “She whacked a gentleman named Jack Roach with a chamberpot.”

“What?” the colonel exclaimed, irritated at what seemed misplaced humor. Taking the hint with aplomb, Georges put on a sober face and recounted Miss Cartier’s expulsion of Roach from Sadler’s Wells.

“More courage than sense,” said Saint-Martin dryly, wondering if the rashness of her act was typical. Then noting his adjutant’s eyes widen eagerly, he asked, “There’s more to the story?”

“Indeed. Roach became annoyed.” Georges mimicked the bully, scowling fiercely and shaking his fist. “One night he attacked her at the entrance to her cottage near the theater. She shoved her stick between his legs and almost neutered him! Down he went, howling.”

“Quick-witted,” remarked the colonel, feeling a tinge of admiration.

“Unfortunately, Sir, Roach’s two companions leaped at Miss Cartier. She slashed one of them, but the other knocked her out and planted liquor on her.” In graphic detail Georges described her ordeal in the prison and the courtroom and on the scaffold. His face mirrored the horror.

Saint-Martin’s outward composure threatened to crack. Raw images from the past were seeping into his mind. The grim, gray barracks of the military academy. The flickering light of candles. A shy young cadet, his only friend, awakened at night by older boys, gagged, stripped, and whipped. Sweating with fear, Paul was made to look on, his arms pinned behind his back, his head held in a vise-like grip. “Watch, or you’re next,” one of them hissed. They laughed at his tears.

The cadet’s suffering began to bleed into the story of Anne Cartier. The colonel stared sightlessly at the ground. He heard the crowd taunting: “French whore! Strip her!” The urge to strike out nearly overwhelmed him. He clenched his fists, grit his teeth.

Unaware of Saint-Martin’s agitation, Georges went on with his story. “Roach might have planned originally to knock Miss Cartier unconscious, carry her away, torture, and kill her. The body would never have been found, and he couldn’t be blamed. Her resistance forced Roach and Hammer to improvise a scheme for her trial and public punishment. According to Harriet Ware, the town first learned a woman was going to be whipped after the market opened on Tuesday morning.”

Saint-Martin had flinched at the word “kill.” He stopped in his tracks and glared at his adjutant. “If you’re right, then Miss Cartier’s life is still in danger.”

“Unfortunately. They say Roach always gets even.”

Drawing a deep breath Saint-Martin forced himself to recall that, by her solicitor’s account, Miss Cartier was now alive and well. He gazed out over the water’s calm surface to quiet the unease stirring within him. After a few moments, he resumed the walk. “Who saved her?” he asked.

“Some brave good people. She was lucky!” Georges told the story of her rescue in full, vivid detail. His report concluded as they reached the west end of the canal. Saint-Martin pointed to the right and set off at a brisk pace down the avenue that led to the Queen’s Garden.

“What do you make of all this, Georges?”

His adjutant remained silent for several moments, staring into the mist, his brow furrowed in thought. When he finally spoke, he carefully measured his words. “Miss Cartier put herself in harm’s way, walking home alone at night when she knew Roach was lurking about.”

Saint-Martin didn’t dare say what had crept into his mind. Was this violence between Miss Cartier and Jack Roach a bizarre lovers’ quarrel? He slowed the pace of the walk, mulling over the idea. “Georges,” he asked, filtering anxiety out of his voice, “do you think Miss Cartier might have given Roach any reason to believe she welcomed his advances?”

“Oh, no!” The adjutant protested vigorously. “People at the theater insist she never sold herself to anyone, least of all to him. He’s alley scum.”

The colonel breathed more easily, as if a weight had been lifted from his shoulders. Extending Aunt Marie’s invitation to this young woman seemed feasible now. “Did you find out anything about Mr. Roach?”

“A nasty bug, Jack Roach!” Georges paused, savoring the pun. “I met a former clerk from Hammer’s court in Islington.” He grinned. “Cost me a pint of ale but he bent my ear for an hour.” The man had said Roach was involved with a ring dealing in contraband, one of several persons suspected of receiving gold, silver, and jewels stolen in France. He also informed for corrupt magistrates or paid them off. They protected him.

Saint-Martin drew a deep breath and lengthened his stride, forcing Georges nearly to a trot. He glanced at the older man, smiled indulgently, and slowed down. “Learn what you can about Mr. Roach.” The colonel looked into the distance, pursing his lips. “I have some pointed questions for Solicitor Barnstaple.”

***

Saint-Martin found the solicitor at his office the next day, sitting calmly behind his desk, his hands clasped over his ample paunch, a benign expression on his face. The French visitor’s investigation of his client Anne Cartier did not perturb him. “It was better you learned about her tribulations by yourself rather than from me.” With a warning glint in his eye the solicitor added, “Since Jack Roach is at large, I must take care what I reveal about Miss Cartier.”

He leaned forward and met Saint-Martin’s eye. “You will not be surprised to hear I have investigated you. The French king’s representatives in London insist you are indeed Colonel Paul de Saint-Martin and, what’s more, commander of the Royal Highway Patrol for the region surrounding Paris.” He leaned back in his chair, arms crossed over his chest. “What can I do for you?”

“We understand one another,” replied Saint-Martin. “Perhaps you could tell me, sir, how Miss Cartier has coped with the punishment she received from Justice Hammer and Mr. Roach.”

Barnstaple smiled brightly. “She’s a resilient young lady. With treatment from Braidwood’s physician, she recovered quickly from the shock she had received. As her health returned, however, she became very angry.” An ironic tone slipped into Barnstaple’s voice. “This was her first personal contact with English criminal justice. She had no idea how venal and cruel it could be. She’s a proud woman. The shame was almost more than she could bear.” He sighed heavily. “Then depression set in. She realized how vulnerable she was to abuse by rich and powerful men.”

“How are her spirits now?” asked Saint-Martin, his chest tightening with alarm.

“Oh, excellent,” Barnstaple replied, a bit too quickly. “Her teaching at the Braidwood Institute has been a tonic. The children leave her little time to brood.” He explained that the Brown family were caring people. They treated her more like one of the family than a servant, giving her a stall in the stable for her horse. “Riding’s good for the spirits,” he added with a wink. “Sound body, sound mind.”

“Where’s Roach?” the colonel asked pointedly. Barnstaple’s words were too cheerful. With her assailant at large, Miss Cartier’s situation appeared precarious.

The solicitor shifted his weight, adjusting to an uncomfortable issue. He explained the conviction in Islington had been set aside and Hammer deprived of his commission. But Roach and his men were still moving about, “slippery as eels and dangerous as sharks.” He grimaced. “Very unpleasant business.”

Saint-Martin doggedly pursued the issue. “Has Roach threatened her recently?”

“No,” replied Barnstaple. “I would expect him to wait until a half-year or so has passed, hoping that Miss Cartier, and those who care for her, will relax their vigilance. You can be sure Roach has not forgotten! She felled him twice; he hasn’t evened the score yet.” His lips twisted with irony. “Now would be the right time, let us say, for Miss Cartier to suffer a serious, or even fatal accident. It would hardly be noticed. London is such a crowded and violent place.”

“It might be prudent for Miss Cartier to live abroad for a while,” suggested Saint-Martin, reaching into his pocket for his aunt’s invitation. “She could perhaps become involved in our school for the deaf in Paris. Its director, the priest Charles-Michel, Abbé de l’Épée, has invented a new language for the deaf, trains them for useful occupations. I’m sure Braidwood’s heard of him. Miss Cartier could hone skills to bring back later to England.” As he handed over the letter, he added: “My aunt, Comtesse Marie de Beaumont, could introduce her to the abbé. She’s one of his patrons.”

The solicitor read the invitation with care, then returned it. “Braidwood might regard Abbé de l’Épée as a rival,” he said cautiously. “Professional jealousy, you know. But, he might also like to learn from Miss Cartier what the abbé is doing for the deaf. Yes, Braidwood would probably write for her.” Fortunately, the solicitor explained, the expense of the trip was within her means. Her grandparents, pleased that she would be safe and decently employed, would also help her.

The two men then came to an agreement. Saint-Martin would carry a letter from Barnstaple to Miss Cartier, commending the colonel and his proposal. While Saint-Martin whiled away a few minutes with a cup of tea and The Gentleman’s Magazine, the solicitor dictated the letter, read it through and signed it. “There you are,” he said as he handed it over to the colonel. “That should persuade her.”

Barnstaple was indeed a fine fellow! thought Saint-Martin as he left the solicitor’s office, pleased with the accommodation they had reached. But before he had taken more than a few steps into the street, he recalled with a start his next task. He must inform the young lady of Antoine Dubois’ violent death.





Chapter 6

An Invitation

Under a cloudless sky, two horsemen rode through the lush green English countryside, singing a popular French tune, Marlborough se va-t-en guerre, “Marlborough is on his way to war.” With his right arm Colonel Saint-Martin vigorously beat the tempo as if he were leading the Sun King, Louis XIV’s, army against the great English commander. Charpentier joined in the ghostly chorus, Il ne se reviendra, il ne se reviendra, “And he shall not return.”

The colonel and his adjutant knew that John Churchill, Duke of Marlborough, had indeed returned victorious to Britain. But that didn’t matter. They were enjoying the ride to Wimbledon. The colonel’s friends, Gordon and Porter, had lent him a pair of high-spirited thoroughbreds, the finest in their stables.

It was noon when they drew near the Quaker family’s country house, a large, square brick building sitting solidly on top of a low hill. At the near prospect of meeting Miss Cartier, a flutter of apprehension disturbed Saint-Martin’s high spirits. He began to anticipate the pain she would feel upon hearing the news of her stepfather’s death. How fragile was her recovery? he wondered. Could she deal with what he had to say? She and Dubois had seemed so fond of one another.

A servant met them at the entrance and went inside to announce their arrival. The master of the house, Mr. Thomas Brown, a tall, gentle man in plain brown breeches and white shirt, came to the door, a watchful look in his eye. Saint-Martin reassured the man, mentioning Barnstaple’s name, then explained his mission. The Quaker listened with growing concern. “This will sorely test Miss Cartier. But I must call her.” He glanced down at the colonel’s riding boots. “You may wish to change to something more comfortable, while she makes herself ready to see you.” He put Saint-Martin in the care of a servant and went looking for Miss Cartier. Georges left to tend to the horses and the saddlebags. They were prepared to stay overnight either with the Browns or at a nearby inn.

In a sitting room a short while later, Saint-Martin stared absently out a window at a meadow carpeted with spring flowers. Tiny beads of perspiration gathered on his upper lip. Had the incident in Islington scarred the young woman, broken her spirit? Footsteps, then a rustling gown sounded behind him. He turned, saw her, and felt a rush of pleasure. She stood in the doorway in a simple yellow muslin dress, head slightly inclined, eyes alive with curiosity.

He sensed she recognized him but wished him to make the first gesture. Bowing, he introduced himself. She smiled and walked toward him with uncommon grace and extended her hand. He kissed it, then drew back a step, taking in her appear-ance. She was no longer the puckish girl he had earlier known, but a self-assured young woman, lithe, and rather tall, with strong, expressive features. She bore no visible marks of her ordeal, other than the short cut of her golden hair. He breathed an inward sigh of relief.

“Colonel Saint-Martin, why…?” She gazed at him, her eyes perplexed. Finally she asked, “What brings you to Wimbledon?”

“I bear sad news,” he replied. “Antoine Dubois is dead.” With voice and gesture he tried to cushion the impact of his words, but still they shocked her. She shrank back as if struck. Her eyes widened with disbelief.

For a moment she was speechless, her mind struggling with what he had said. Then she glared at him, as if blaming the messenger. “That can’t be,” she said in a low, taut voice, clenching her fists. Her eyes left her visitor for a few moments, fixing on some inner vision. Then, her face reddening, she tossed her head. “It’s not fair! Antoine was a good man, one who truly cared for me.” She eased herself into a chair, dabbing her eyes with a small handkerchief. As she regained command of herself, she glanced at Saint-Martin. Her voice wavered, fighting with her pain. “My real father died when I was only a baby. I’ve never had any other father, only Antoine. I so wanted to see him, to talk to him again.”

She fell into a heavy silence. Her brow furrowed with confusion. Searching for words, she stammered, “What happened to him?”

Saint-Martin felt bound to explain the circumstances of Lélia Laplante’s murder and Dubois’ unfathomable death, labelled suicide by the Parisian authorities. He spoke evenly, avoiding conjecture.

“He would never do that!” the young woman exclaimed at the mention of the murder. The color drained from her face. “Not Antoine! How horrible!” Abruptly gathering her skirt, she rose to her feet and gripped the back of a chair. Rigid, erect, she asked Saint-Martin to continue. The violence of Dubois’ death made her grimace. At the end of the report, deep lines of doubt lingered on her forehead. “The police are all alike,” she snapped. Her eyes locked on his. “They always blame the victim.”

Saint-Martin felt insulted, but he understood her state of mind and responded calmly. “That was surely true in your case, and it might be true in his.”

She was still for a few moments. Then she released her grip on the chair and breathed deeply. In the silence between them a clock ticked away minutes of grief and pain, until a quiet calm came over her face.

Meanwhile, Saint-Martin grew convinced his aunt would want to meet this young woman again. When Miss Cartier sat down and glanced expectantly at him, Saint-Martin sensed it was the right moment for the rest of his message. He reached for the valise he had left on a nearby table and handed her the letters from Barnstaple and Comtesse Marie. Reclining in a chair, he watched her grow absorbed in the reading. The hint of a smile softened the creases of anger at her mouth. Her fingers turning the pages were long and strong, her cheeks and forehead lightly tanned by wind and sun. Probably from frequent riding. No slave to fashion, he thought. The natural look was more to his taste than the garish facades of stylish Parisian women.

She looked up from the letters, smiling wanly. “This is generous of your aunt. I’ll weigh her offer carefully. It would be a good way to learn more about Antoine’s death.” She rang for a servant and ordered glasses of a cool local cider. Settling back in her chair, she inquired politely about the health of the comtesse, changes at Chateau Beaumont, and the like. Her voice was low and no longer strained. His replies appeared to spark genuine interest. Her eyes brightened and cleared. She seemed intrigued with the prospect he laid before her.

“I remember the comtesse fondly,” she said as the cider arrived. She thanked the servant, then poured for the colonel and herself. “She treated my parents with respect, even allowed Antoine to tease her.” She smiled over her glass. “And he was so pleased when the comtesse showed interest in me. After riding early in the morning, we’d have hot chocolate in her room.” She glanced at Saint-Martin, as if fearing her remarks had sounded naive.

“She also treated me to morning rides and chocolate,” he remarked, putting her at ease with a reassuring smile. “And to uplifting conversation as well. What did you two talk about?”

“Sometimes we’d walk in the gallery and she’d explain the pictures to me. ‘Chardin’s narrow but honest,’ she’d say. Or, ‘Boucher’s a charming old satyr.’ We’d go out into the park. She’d tell stories about the important people she knew. I think the comtesse wanted to open my eyes to the world.”

“She has opened mine as well,” admitted the colonel, aware of a personal debt of gratitude to his aunt. “I’m sure I’ve heard many of those stories.”

“Comtesse Marie also warned me about highborn men, some of them at least. Love was a game they played. When they came to her chateau, she hid the maids.” Her eyes brightened briefly with humor, then shadowed. She shot him an enigmatic glance. “She helped me understand things.”

Understand what? Saint-Martin wondered, then smiled. His aunt would have told Miss Cartier how to make her own way in a man’s world. While she moved on to other memories of Chateau Beaumont, he lifted the glass to his lips, watching her over the rim while he sipped. Long-buried impressions surfaced in his mind. He had often watched her return from those morning rides, astride a glistening thoroughbred, her cheeks flushed with pleasure. She dismounted with ease, her body supple as a young willow. Her agility, her grace came mysteriously from within. He had felt an aching for her. But she was a commoner. His cousins called her the clown’s daughter.

“May I pour again?” She was bending toward him, pitcher in hand, a fey look in her eye. She had noticed his distraction.

“I’m sorry,” he replied penitently, “for a moment you carried me back to those summers at Chateau Beaumont.” He raised his glass.

“To A Midsummer Night’s Dream out in the park?” she asked while pouring the drink.

“Yes, indeed…,” he replied, recalling with a stab of pain the last time he had seen her. Ten years ago. It was the morning he had signed the articles of betrothal to a cousin, a nondescript woman he hardly knew. Sick with self-loathing, he had come to Chateau Beaumont, pleased to find no one but the servants, and walked out into the park.

When he reached the theater, he saw Anne Cartier rehearsing with four of his young male cousins. He stepped back into the shade of a tree and watched. She was clad like a boy in red and green striped tights and shirt. Her body undulated sinuously as if moved by a wicked spirit. A perfect Puck! But the young men were acting from a different script, grabbing at her and chasing her through the boxwood entrances. Finally, they cornered her, then crept up to her like animals in heat.

For a moment he was paralyzed with horror. Was he to stand there and watch them rape her? What matter, his peers would have said; let the boys practice on the clown’s daughter. He felt nauseous, but he mastered himself long enough to order the boys out. He recalled staring down at her in shame and despair, but he couldn’t speak. He had left abruptly and retched behind a tree.

The polite clearing of a throat brought Saint-Martin back to the present. Behind her glass of cider, Miss Cartier was attempting to suppress a bemused smile. “Indeed, A Midsummer Night’s Dream,” the colonel repeated hastily, then went on to reminisce about Shakespeare’s play. While speaking, he studied her expression. Had she deliberately alluded to the painful incident in the park? No, she seemed pleased with his company. In her blue eyes he detected no reproach or resentment, only the lingering marks of grief for her stepfather.

Gazing at her over the gulf of those many years, he sensed there might be a way across. “Should you accept Comtesse Marie’s invitation,” he heard himself say, “we could travel to Paris together. My business in London will be finished in ten days. You are welcome to join me then.”

His suggestion did not seem to shock her. “I’ll think it over and give you an answer tomorrow,” she replied, rising from her chair. “Meanwhile, Master Brown has said you are welcome to stay here for the night.” She hesitated as if unsure how he would react, then continued, “The children have prepared an hour of entertainment for later in the afternoon. Please join us.”

He bowed and said he’d be delighted to come. From the doorway he watched her beckon a servant for him. He watched her cross the hall, climb the stairs, turn, smile, and then disappear.

***

The performance was to begin shortly after tea. Colonel Saint-Martin entered a long room with a high ceiling. On a platform at the far end stood a small puppet theater. Sunlight slanted onto its stage from tall windows in the south wall. The audience of a dozen friends and family chatted softly. Mr. Brown beckoned to an empty seat next to him.

Saint-Martin learned from the Quaker that his children, Benjamin, a boy of ten, and Sarah, a girl of eight, had lost their hearing to a fever four years earlier. “Their vocal organs remained intact,” Brown remarked with the detachment of a parent who had long wrestled with a child’s disability. “I immediately hired tutors to teach the children to speak properly. But, lacking system and method, the tutors floundered and the children became discouraged. When Mr. Braidwood moved his institute to Hackney two years ago, I enrolled the children with him.”

The Quaker’s expression grew earnest. A touch of awe crept into his voice. “Braidwood expects Benjamin and Sarah to commit to memory the position of the lips and tongue for each sound they utter. To speak fluently, they need years of training at the institute and constant practice at home.”

“That’s more discipline than soldiers endure,” observed Saint-Martin.

Brown nodded. “And it’s hard on the children, even though they realize it’s necessary. They are encouraged now that we understand better what they say. We are all happier.” Brown glanced up at the puppet stage. “To lighten their burden, our Miss Cartier devises entertainment like today’s production of Punch. I’m told the children will open and close the curtain and speak the smaller parts. She’s reserved Punch to herself.”

At four o’clock, from the back of the room came the familiar melody of Marlborough se va-t-en guerre. Colonel Saint-Martin smiled, recalling that the English used it in For He’s a Jolly Good Fellow. He glanced over his shoulder. In a bright yellow costume covered with large red dots, and playing a fife, Miss Cartier strutted up the aisle and onto the platform, followed by the boy and girl in similar attire, beating drums and singing:

Mr Punch is one jolly good fellow,

His dress is all scarlet and yellow,

And if now and then he gets mellow,

It’s only among his good friends.

Acting the theater proprietor, little Benjamin faced the audience, bowed three times, and delivered the prologue:

Ladies and Gentlemen, how do you do?

If you are all happy, I’m happy too.

Stop and listen to my merry little play;

If I make you laugh,

Don’t forget to pay.

The curtain parted. Punch, armed with his traditional stick, beat his shrewish wife, Joan. A dog, Toby, bit Punch, who turned on the clown Scaramouche, the dog’s merry master. A constable then arrested Punch but, in prison, Punch tricked the hangman into hanging himself. At the end Punch, joined by his wife, fought the devil and drove him off the stage. The curtain closed. The children reappeared, their faces beaming with pride. To vigorous applause, they took several deep bows.

Well earned, Saint-Martin thought, as he joined in the clapping. Much effort had gone into this production. He had no trouble understanding the children’s speech, though it was a bit oddly inflected. Yet appropriate. Puppets, after all, were supposed to speak in their own way.

Benjamin and Sarah dashed behind the little theater, brought Miss Cartier out front and hugged her. They fetched small baskets of fruit and threw pieces to her. She juggled them and cast them to children in the audience. At the last fruit, an apple, she paused, grinning broadly. With the license allowed to clowns, she tossed it to Saint-Martin. He caught it deftly, smiled to the clown, and handed it to the nearest child. The clown waved to the audience, then came to attention and saluted the French colonel. With a grand gesture, she gathered the children and fifed them out.





Chapter 7

A Ride in the Country

The next morning shortly after daybreak, Colonel Paul de Saint-Martin pulled open the door to the stable and drew into his lungs the rich scent of horses, oiled leather, and fresh hay. Directly ahead of him, the thoroughbreds borrowed from Captains Gordon and Porter stood contented in their stalls, already brushed and fed. A door banged at the far end of the long well-lighted building. A pair of stable boys were cleaning an empty stall. The paved floor was spotless.

From behind came the snap of a buckle. Saint-Martin swung around, startled. A few stalls away, someone dressed in a black English riding cap, red coat, and tan breeches was saddling a fine-boned black thoroughbred. Saint-Martin stared in amazement; he could recognize a prize horse when he saw one. He called out a greeting. The other early riser looked up. It was Anne Cartier.

“You ride like that?” he stammered, accustomed to women riding sidesaddle in long flowing skirts.

She laughed at his consternation. “I do, at least here. It’s safer and I can control the horse better. In public, I ride the other way. I’d rather not shock people.”

“Mind if I join you?” the colonel asked, marvelling at the woman’s self-assurance.

“Please do,” she replied, as she walked the thoroughbred past him. “I’ll show you the estate. It’s lovely this hour of the day.”

She was waiting, already mounted, when he led his horse into the paddock. Only then did he notice the pistols holstered on her saddle. She followed his gaze. “They are a matching pair, a gift from my grandfather. His name’s engraved on the brass. He thought I might need them.”

“Afraid we’ll be ambushed?” the colonel asked.

“No, not here.” She smiled thinly. “An assassin wouldn’t be put off by this.” She patted a pistol in its holster, then glanced at Saint-Martin, her eyes an icy blue. “But he’d have to be careful.”

They rode down a lane through the meadow behind the house, Miss Cartier leading. “That’s a hot-blooded hunter with only a snaffle bit in its mouth, and she’s wearing no spurs,” the Frenchman muttered to himself. “How will she control the beast? Is she mad?”

They entered a grove of tall oak trees and came to a clearing. “Now, watch,” she said. With no apparent movement or command, she urged her horse to a gallop. Holding the reins tightly with her left hand, she pulled the pistol from the right-side holster, cocked and tipped it to the left, and fired at an old clay pot on a tree stump. It shattered.

Incredible, he thought. She and her hunter understand one another perfectly. No need for spurs.

She beckoned him to join her. “I was lucky,” she said laughing. “I often miss.”

“How did you keep your mount steady? A pistol’s report so near will make a horse skittish, even your hunter.”

“An old cavalryman who works for my grandfather taught me these tricks.” She put the pistol back in its holster. “Come, I’ll show you something else.”

They dismounted at the far end of the clearing, where Saint-Martin saw a devil, complete with horns, cloven hooves, and gaping mouth, crudely drawn on heavy paper and stretched over a wooden frame that hung from an inclining rope between two thin trees. On closer inspection, Saint-Martin noticed the devil had a long human face with thick black eyebrows and a hawk nose. Justice Hammer, no doubt, judging from impressions Georges had gathered in Islington. There were several holes in the target, one of them precisely between the narrowset eyes. A sudden chill seized the Frenchman’s heart.

“I found it in a shed by the house,” the young woman said as she pulled the target up the incline. “I’ve added a few details.”

With the second half-cocked pistol in her hand, she released the target, walked rapidly twenty paces, swung around to face the devil coming at her, cocked, aimed, and fired. The shot passed through its heart and echoed through the woods.

“When the king recruits women for the cavalry, I’ll recommend you,” said Saint-Martin. “May I try a shot?”

She loaded the pistol and handed it to him. “Grandfather Cartier made this one—and its twin—for the Duke of York. Not fancy enough, said His Royal Highness and bought a pair from Wogdon of London.”

Saint-Martin gripped the weapon, aimed at the paper demon standing thirty paces away, then fired. The devil lost his left eye. The Frenchman lowered the pistol, nodding with satisfaction. “It’s perfectly balanced.”

“And reliable,” she added. “It has never misfired.”

At her gesture, Saint-Martin returned the pistol to its holster on her horse. “Wogdon’s guns are good, but you’ve gotten the best of that bargain.” They walked to a bench and sat down side by side. “By the way, where did you learn the trick you played on Mr. Roach in Islington?”

“You’ve heard about that from Barnstaple, I suppose. It’s hardly a secret. If you must know, the trick’s part of a routine my father—Antoine—taught me.” She flushed, waving a correcting hand. “I mean, we dressed as clowns and did foolish things to amuse people. In the act with the stick, I would just pretend to hit him, but he would double up and howl. The crowd loved it.”

She paused, a frown gathering on her face. “Roach jumped in front of me, wild and angry, shouting like a clown. He swung at me.” Her jaw tightened as if in pain. “I didn’t have time to think; I just fell into my old routine. But I sensed he meant to hurt. I didn’t pretend, I hit him as hard as I could. It happened so fast, there wasn’t time to scream or to run.”

“They could have killed you,” said Saint-Martin softly, a brother’s concern in his voice. “How do you feel now?”

Her hand rose spontaneously to her neck. “The bruises are gone, but I sometimes have nightmares.” She looked at Saint-Martin, as if debating whether to continue, her eyes measuring his empathy. Then she spoke slowly in a low voice. “I dream of the prison or the scaffold and I wake up shaking. Even in the village, where there’s no danger, I still look over my shoulder, as if someone were creeping up on me. Roach would attack again if he ever got the chance.” She drew a deep breath and smiled nervously. “But that’s no reason to hide in a hole. I’ll not be chained by fear.”

He laid his hand on hers. She let it rest there for a long second, then gently lifted it. They rode back abreast at a trot to the stable.

***

In her room later that morning, Anne sat at a dressing table, combing her hair. She glanced down at Comtesse Marie’s letter lying in front of her. A tempting invitation. At first she had felt reluctant to accept it. Was there anything belonging to Antoine that she wanted? Did she need to know any more about his life and death in Paris than she already knew? But now her mind was inclining the other way. Intrigued. There appeared to be more to the invitation than met the eye. An underlying urgency. The comtesse really wanted her to come.

She put down the comb and started sifting through a side drawer. Near the top of the pile lay one of her treasures, a miniature portrait of Antoine, a gift to her mother on a wedding anniversary. Anne held it up to the light and caressed it with the tips of her fingers. The broad face beneath the glass was generous and friendly, with large lively eyes and a mouth that broke easily into a smile. He had encouraged her and made her feel confident in herself. “God’s given you many talents,” he had said. “Don’t let people put you down.” She had taken his love for granted until he was gone. As she put the portrait aside, she found herself grieving. She brushed away a tear.

From a trunk under the table she pulled out small packets of letters Antoine had written from Paris. Beneath them lay diaries in which he had entered brief accounts of his performances in London. What clear, strong, and well-formed handwriting! She sat back, closing her eyes. He seemed close to her, full of life. He could not have killed himself. Something strange had happened to him in Paris. She felt driven to find out.

She picked up the comb, glanced at the mirror, and began reasoning with herself. She couldn’t just run off to Paris. A harebrained idea! others would say. She replaced Antoine’s papers in the trunk and snapped the lid shut. On the floor next to the trunk lay Barnstaple’s letter to her. It had slipped from the table. Her eye caught the words, “Abbé de l’Épée,” and “deaf children.” There was a reason for going to Paris. A reason her grandparents could understand. If teaching the deaf was going to become her life’s work, she should try to learn the method of the master. And this might be her only chance. She’d heard he was an elderly man. Colonel Saint-Martin would see her safely to Paris. Comtesse Marie, her patron, would present her to the abbé.

She got up and paced the room, a spring in her step. Out of her memory rose ever clearer images from Chateau Beaumont years ago. Paul de Saint-Martin had then seemed aloof and distant. Yet he had noticed her. He had always been at a window or door when she returned from morning rides. She had felt his eyes on her during performances in the garden theater.

She stopped at the window and tapped the comb in the palm of her hand, recalling a sunny morning. Just turned eighteen, she had gone alone to the theater to rehearse the part of Puck. All the adults were away for some reason, probably hunting. Four of Saint-Martin’s cousins, young males in their mid-teens, joined her, claiming they were Bottom, Quince, Snug, and Snout. They teased her, then chased and jostled her. Sensing danger, she tried to flee. They blocked her escape and closed in on her. Heart pounding, she crouched for a fight.

Suddenly, a harsh command halted them in their tracks. Captain Paul de Saint-Martin, the sun shining upon him, stood at the entrance to the theater looking down. The boys vanished, leaving her shaken and alone on the stage. She looked up at him and was about to speak when she was struck by his expression, lips tight, eyes narrowed to mere slits. He said nothing, turned sharply on his heels, and walked away. He hadn’t cared for her, but for the family’s honor.

She resumed pacing, combing her hair vigorously. Had he changed? He seemed more compassionate than the last time she saw him. Would he try to take advantage of her? She didn’t think so. He hadn’t in the past. But, now? She conjured up the image of his aunt, Comtesse Marie, and felt reassured, knowing she had sent him.

With a sigh, Anne thought of her grandparents. They would surely shake their heads if they heard she had gone off with a French officer! It would be difficult explaining that to them, but she would have to try.

By noon, Anne had made up her mind. The Quaker children had received sufficient instruction from her and would benefit from a change. A substitute from Braidwood’s institute would soon take her place. Yes, she would speak to the colonel. But, she must not appear too easily persuaded, too eager to join him. She would make clear to him that she had a mind of her own.

He was waiting for her in the sitting room near the entrance. His eyes brightened when he saw her. He was nervously fingering a button on his coat. She pretended not to notice, but she was pleased to find him a bit anxious. She would need more time to reflect, she told him, and would give him her decision by letter. Nonetheless, they made tentative arrangements to meet in London for the journey to Paris. She walked him to the door, where his adjutant waited with the horses. The colonel swung into the saddle with ease, then engaged her eye so warmly she felt caressed.

She stood at the front entrance, waving as they rode away. In the distance the colonel turned and waved back. How young he seemed for the rank—he could not be more than thirty-five. And so unaffected, despite his privileges. She recalled tossing the apple to him at the children’s puppet show. His usual composure had dissolved into a heart-felt smile. For a moment she felt she had peered through a window into his soul. She waved again, softly murmuring, “I’ll see you soon.”





Chapter 8

On to Paris

Anne Cartier gasped inaudibly as she entered the foyer of the French embassy at Saint James’ Park. Stately fluted Ionic columns ringed the large circular room. Soft light sifted down from lunettes in a high domed ceiling. Several footmen in blue livery stood still as statues, while others met guests at the entrance. Gentlemen in pastel velvet suits and ladies in lustrous satin gowns glided across the gleaming marble floor, bowing and curtsying to one another, speaking through barely parted lips. The ambassador, Comte d’Adhémar, was receiving visitors somewhere deeper inside the building.

Glancing at her own plain light brown woolen dress, Anne momentarily wondered if she had walked into the wrong place, perhaps a royal palace. Or should she have used a service entrance? She smiled, reassuring herself. Colonel Saint-Martin had given her clear instructions. She squared her shoulders and walked calmly through the elegant crowd.

At the reception table, the clerk ignored her. She grew apprehensive again. But, forcing herself to be brave, she tapped her foot. He looked up, lips pursed. His eyes narrowed skeptically, reminding Anne she was alone, unpowdered, and dressed well below the mark of the present company.

“Colonel Paul de Saint-Martin was expecting me at noon,” she said, adding apologetically, “I’m a little late.” The clerk seemed to smirk. For a few moments, he measured her coolly then dispatched a young page with a note. Anne’s anger had neared the bursting point, but she cautioned herself not to waste it on clerks.

She stepped back and sat on the edge of a chair with a view of the stairs. If travelling together didn’t disturb the colonel, she told herself, it shouldn’t bother her. This was her only way to reach Paris and Antoine’s grave. And a new career. She couldn’t do cartwheels and handstands for the rest of her life.

The page soon reappeared, skipping down the stairs. At a withering glance from the desk clerk, he shifted abruptly to a more stately descent. Colonel Saint-Martin would soon follow, Anne thought. She started to rise, then sat down again, watching for him out of the corner of her eye. She smoothed the folds of her dress. Her heart beat a little faster.

***

Upstairs in his parlor, Colonel Saint-Martin reclined in a chair, legs crossed at the ankles, reading Miss Cartier’s letter a second time. He was relieved. She had accepted Aunt Marie’s invitation and confirmed the tentative plan to meet at the embassy. She should be arriving any minute now. Her baggage would go to the coach station. She would stay the night with a friend.

He looked up from the letter, pleased, even morally vindicated. She trusted him. But she wasn’t a clinging vine!

As I have the means to pay my own expenses, I shall be no burden to you. I also have sufficient strength and wit to cope with travelling to Paris.

Still nursing some bad bruises to her pride, he thought. She’s skittish about men. Well, what matter. He had only to lead her safely to Aunt Marie. She and Miss Cartier could together wrestle with the strange fate of Antoine Dubois.

Out in the hall, a clock chimed noon. He folded the letter, laid it on the side table, and allowed his mind to play. Images from his visit to Wimbledon were soon darting about like minnows in a pond. The clown in bright yellow costume. And the toss of the apple! The young woman hearing of Dubois’ death, her eyes wide with disbelief.

He steepled his fingers, tapped them lightly. Dubois had won her heart. She would try to vindicate him. A hopeless task. The case seemed clear-cut. A crime of passion. How could the police have made a mistake?

His eyes shifted to the folded letter by his side. He opened it again. “Strength and wit,” indeed! He sensed she could cope with more than a trip to Paris. He recalled her in the Wimbledon woods, urging her thoroughbred to a gallop, firing her pistol, the pot shattering. A woman of spirit!

The colonel sat up, glancing at his watch. Ten past the hour. He felt disappointed. Had she changed her mind at the last minute? Her grandparents might have convinced her the trip was an unwise idea. He walked to the window, paced the floor several times, stopped abruptly. So be it. He and Georges would depart tomorrow without her.

There were steps outside his door, then a knock and a voice. He opened for a page holding a folded message on a small silver tray. Saint-Martin took the slip of paper and handed the page a half-penny.

As the boy’s footsteps faded away down the hall, Colonel Saint-Martin stiffly faced the door, fingering the paper. Then he read, A Miss Cartier is waiting in the foyer. “She’s come,” he said aloud. He felt his life taking a major unpredictable turn. His mind urged caution. Inspecting himself in a mirror, he pulled on a plain buff coat with brown buttons. He would invite Miss Cartier to lunch privately.

***

A cab brought Anne and Colonel Saint-Martin to the coach station at the George and Blue Boar Inn in Holborn. It was Monday, the 15th of May, a sunny, cool day. The courtyard rang with the shouts and curses of stableboys, porters, and coachmen, with the clatter of hooves and wheels on cobblestones. Several coaches were loading as others arrived or departed. A crowd of passengers waited at the entrance to the inn. Tradesmen pushed through, carrying goods inside.

Georges Charpentier had collected the baggage and was watching with gimlet eye as a porter lifted it onto a Dover coach. Anne and Saint-Martin backed away from the bustle.

Ready for travel, Anne wore her light brown dress and a matching bonnet. She also carried a walking stick which she shifted nimbly from hand to hand. Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed a small, wiry, round-shouldered man in a carter’s smock, furtively studying passengers preparing to board a coach nearby. They paid him no attention, heatedly accusing one another of misplacing travel documents. At the call to board, the man drew closer. As the passengers surged forward, jostling one another, he singled out a noisy rotund woman, cut her purse, and darted toward a narrow alley from the courtyard to the street. The victim didn’t realize she had been robbed.

Meanwhile, Colonel Saint-Martin had advanced a few steps toward the Dover coach, unaware of what was happening behind him. Anne was more alert. She stepped quickly to her right and tripped the thief with her walking stick. He tumbled head first to the rough stone pavement. Stunned, but still clutching the purse, he rolled over and rested on his elbow, blinking at the steel-tipped stick an inch away from his face.

A pair of steady blue eyes searched him. “Hand me the purse.”

He gave it to her without a word.

“Get out of here.”

He scrambled to his feet and scurried away.

Anne walked back to the woman who was only now becoming aware of a commotion. “Here’s your purse, madam. The thief has escaped.”

“Well, thank you, young lady!” the woman stammered. “It’s a pity no one caught him. He should be hung!”

“You lost nothing,” said Anne over her shoulder, hastening to rejoin the colonel.

The Dover coach was loaded and ready to depart, two pair of horses stamping in their harness. From an outside seat Georges beckoned furiously. Colonel Saint-Martin ignored him and motioned for Anne to come to one side. She balked inwardly at his command but, nonetheless, complied. When they were out of earshot, he asked, with a hint of reproach, why she had not held the thief. “The station master could have brought him to a magistrate.”

“Yes, I know,” she replied evenly, “and in a fortnight he might have been hung.”

Her irony appeared to nettle him. “Hanging’s perhaps what he deserved. Do you suppose this was the first time he’s snatched a purse? Anyway, he’s not your concern.”

She took a step back and glared at him. “My concern? I had his life in my hands. I was his judge! And I had only an instant to decide. He deserved to be punished surely, but not hung.” She paused, then added with a teasing smile, “You probably noticed, he didn’t get off scot-free. He took a nasty fall that he’ll feel for a while.”

***

Returning to the coach, Saint-Martin stole a glance at Miss Cartier. She walked briskly, her brow smooth, free of doubt. He felt his irritation diminish. What the English did with their pickpockets was not his concern. With an indulgent smile, he fell in step with her.

***

Dozens of swooping gulls escorted the ship through Dover’s harbor, their shrill calls echoing across the water. A few miles out in the Channel, white caps crowned the waves. The ship found a favorable steady breeze and steered straight for Calais. The other passengers crowded into the cabin below to sip from flasks they had brought along. Georges Charpentier joined them, hoping to pick up some useful Channel gossip.

Colonel Saint-Martin and Miss Cartier walked the slippery deck amidships, drawing salty air into their lungs, alone except for seamen who were too busy to notice them. England’s chalk cliffs receded and the gulls disappeared. The sounds of the sea grew louder. Waves lapped the ship’s hull. Wood creaked, rope groaned, canvas flapped against the mast.

Glancing sideways at the young woman beside him, Saint-Martin allowed himself to wonder. Could the Antoine Dubois she loved have changed in a few years into a murderer and suicide? Nothing in his letters had apparently alarmed her. The colonel’s curiosity mounted, though he warned himself not to get deeply involved in her affair. Still, this seemed a good opportunity for a gentle probing.

“If it’s not too painful,” he asked, when she turned his way, “perhaps you could tell me something about Antoine’s life with you and your mother.”

“It was a good life,” she replied, gracefully shifting her weight for balance on the pitching deck. “Both of us loved and appreciated him.”

“That speaks well for him. Still, he was handsome and an actor.”

She conceded the point with a grudging nod. “He borrowed money and bought expensive gifts. And, he flirted with other women. He and mother quarreled but always reconciled. My grandparents disapproved of him at first, but eventually learned to like him and helped out with money.”

Gusts of wind suddenly filled the sails. The ship lurched forward. Anne gripped the railing. The colonel slipped back and forth but quickly regained his footing. They glanced at one another and smiled, sharing the moment.

“How did your mother’s death affect him? Was he despondent?”

She knitted her brow in thought for a moment. “At her death, he wept. I recall him grieving but no self-pity or despair. When my maternal grandparents kept him from administering the trust fund my mother left me, he felt hurt. Later, he found lady friends,” she added without reproach. “One day he told me I had talent for something better than vaudeville. And he wanted to try a new partner.” She looked down, studying the ship’s deck. “Who can blame him?”

“No one,” replied Saint-Martin softly, recollecting the emptiness of his own life after his wife’s death. Hopes raised then dashed. He had thrown himself into his duties.

“We kept in touch. After the war, he returned to France to try vaudeville, farce, comedy—the things he was good at.” She shrugged her shoulders. “What else he did there, you probably know better than I.”

“I doubt it,” he replied. “The police interviewed people who worked with him but didn’t learn much. He was liked but not successful. Flitted from task to task. Quarreled with his mistress. You can inquire about him when you’ve visited with my aunt and found your way in Paris. I’ll help locate his things.”

She thanked him, then leaned on the ship’s rail, gazing out over the sea, past the tiny dots of fishing vessels, to the horizon. For several minutes she remained there, still, as if digesting what he had said.

He stood silent next to her, the sea breeze whining in his ears. A few low clouds scudded easterly overhead. Finally, she stirred, and he asked casually what she had done after Antoine left her.

She turned around, resting her elbows on the rail. On her own, she explained, she had tried to become an actress. But she couldn’t find good roles without a patron. Off-season she performed in vaudeville at Sadler’s Wells. In her spare time, she went back to the puppetry her mother had taught her.

“I made puppets, wrote plays, and presented them.” Her face brightened. “One day, after a show, Mr. Braidwood came up to me and asked if I would perform for the deaf children at his school. I discovered I could do some of my vaudeville routines for them as well.”

She looked into his eyes as if worried she might be boring a distinguished French army officer.

He smiled, reassuring her, then glanced over her shoulder. “I think we should prepare to debark.” He pointed toward the sand dunes of the French coast and the low gray outline of Calais. A flock of gulls was soaring out to greet them.

***

Calais had a reputation similar to Dover’s across the Channel, a port city with more than its share of pickpockets, baggage thieves, greedy innkeepers, and prostitutes. If travellers arrived by midday, they hurried on to Boulogne, a three-hour journey by royal highway. It was a beautiful city with decent inns and a large English colony. Thanks to good weather, Anne and her two companions debarked at one o’clock. Within an hour they were on their way to Boulogne in a rented carriage, Anne and the colonel inside, Georges Charpentier outside next to the driver.

The royal highway soon left the coast and cut directly inland. From the carriage window Anne saw grassy dunes, thickets of low bushes, and groves of stunted trees—a barren place where neither man nor beast seemed to thrive. Farm buildings were decrepit and fences in disrepair. The sun disappeared behind a cover of clouds, leaving the countryside, even the grass on the dunes, looking bleak and gray, a monotone relieved only by splashes of pink spring blossoms on the wild bushes.

Halfway to Boulogne, Saint-Martin closed the book he had been reading and looked in her direction. Anne smiled to herself. Was he going to interrogate her again? No, she thought, it was her turn. “What’s it about?” she asked, glancing at the book.

“The Chevalier de Bayard,” he replied. “Commander of French forces in Italy early in the sixteenth century. One of our national heroes, the one without fear or reproach.”

She stared at him, feigning a look of surprise. “I’ve heard of Jeanne d’Arc. She’s my French hero. I didn’t know there was another one.”

He smiled quietly, searching her eyes, detecting the irony. His brow furrowed as if hurt.

She excused herself gently. “A man truly without reproach is rare in any country.”

He handed her the book. “My father’s copy. Bayard was his ideal French officer. Brave, loyal to his king, loved by the men serving under him, and respected by his enemies. A gentleman who pursued honor, not money.”

The son’s ideal, as well, she sensed, opening the book and fanning the frayed pages. “Would you mind telling me about yourself?” she asked directly. She had already learned he was a marquis.

His forehead wrinkled for a moment, as if he seldom needed to explain who he was or what he did. But he quickly recovered his composure. “It’s not a secret.” For the past three years he had been in charge of the Royal Highway Patrol for the area around Paris. Someone else looked after the city. His expression turned apologetic. “I earned that position.” Winking, he added, “By being born into one of the oldest families in France.”

“I’m sure you have other qualifications.” She leaned back, frowning in mock reproof.

“Baron Breteuil, the Minister for Paris, thinks I can work miracles, in view of the small budget he gives me.”

“Do you enjoy what you do?”

He nodded. “I like to work when I can see results. In a regiment of the royal army, I’d be idle.” He sighed. “There are too many officers in service now that our country is at peace. Many of them waste their lives drinking, gambling, and chasing women.”

“You chase criminals instead.” Her voice rippled with amusement. “And keep them from robbing travellers like us going to Paris.”

He soberly explained that his troopers had chased the highwaymen away from the roads to the city. His problem now was thieves who looted rich country houses in the outlying area. He needed more investigators. He pointed upward in the direction of his adjutant, whose bursts of laughter drifted into the coach. “Georges is one of the best, but he’s the only one I’ve got. The criminal investigation bureau in Paris can’t help. Too busy with the affair of the queen’s necklace. I suppose you’ve heard about that in England, where many of the diamonds disappeared.”

“I know that Cardinal de Rohan tried to win the French queen’s favor with an expensive necklace. It never reached her.”

“A daring scheme!” He explained that the necklace was made of some five hundred large, perfect diamonds commissioned by the jeweler Boehmer and offered to Louis XV as a present for Madame du Barry. The king had declined the purchase. A few years later the cardinal’s mistress, Comtesse de la Motte, persuaded him to contract for the necklace on behalf of Queen Marie Antoinette. La Motte would arrange for its delivery. “In fact,” Saint-Martin concluded, his voice rich with irony, “she passed it to her husband, who fled to England and sold it off stone by stone.”

Anne tapped her cheek, reflecting on the bizarre fraud. “It wouldn’t surprise me to hear that Jack Roach’s fingers have touched some of them.”

“Georges agrees but couldn’t find any proof in London.”

By the time they reached Boulogne, the colonel had told her quite a bit about himself. For the present, he lived alone in Paris, except for his adjutant and the servants. As he spoke, Anne sensed an engaging simplicity. His peers must wonder about him, perhaps envy him, but he didn’t seem to care. He enjoyed work and the company of a few friends. To keep fit he rode, fenced, and played court tennis, and, she guessed, lived moderately.

A fine figure of a man, she had earlier observed. Agile, muscular, and a few inches taller than herself. Stealing a sidelong glance, she admired his fine brown wavy hair, gathered and tied back with a black bow; his brown eyes and long black lashes; his frank, generous expression. Yes, she admitted to herself, a man she could grow fond of.

At dusk the carriage rattled over the cobbled streets of Boulogne into the courtyard of the Auberge Royal, a comfortable old inn, where they were to spend the night. After a simple evening meal in a private room, they remained at the table. Anne opened the box of Antoine’s things that Saint-Martin had asked her to bring along. He studied each item—the miniature portrait, the letters, the diaries and odd scraps— encouraging her to reminisce.

Meanwhile, glancing frequently at the miniature, Georges sketched a remarkable life-like portrait. He held it up and asked, “Does this look like a man who would murder a woman and then kill himself?” Saint-Martin looked at the sketch and, hesitantly, passed it on to Anne. She held it to the light, studied it carefully. Georges had shadowed the eyes and given the dead man a menacing smile, lacking in the formal portrait.

“Antoine Dubois?” asked Saint-Martin.

“Yes, but not as I knew him.” She handed the sketch to Georges.

“Perhaps it’s the face he presented to those who crossed him,” Georges remarked. “I questioned people who knew him at Vauxhall. Amiable but touchy, they said.”

Prodded by the sketch, Anne’s mind drifted back to a summer evening in London during the American war. Feelings were running high against foreigners. While Antoine was on stage at Vauxhall, several scoundrels in the audience had taunted him for his French accent. “Frog,” they called him, and “papist.” Why hadn’t he ignored them and moved on? she wondered. No, he had to give them the finger, the royal shaft. “English dogs,” he retorted. The scoundrels pelted him with oranges. He caught several and threw them back. One hit its mark. Splat! Right between the eyes. His tormentors threatened to storm the stage. A riot seemed imminent. At that moment, she had leapt out of the wings, seized the back of his costume, and pulled him spluttering to safety.

Georges stared at the sketch. “A clown’s mask. Hard to penetrate.” He pushed back his chair. “Time to speak to our driver.” At a wave from Saint-Martin, he left the room wishing Anne good night.

Her gaze returned to the sketch of her father. Was the face he had showed her for so many years also a mask? She passed the sketch to the colonel. He held it with both hands, studying it intently, then met her eye. “Who can tell what a man might do,” he said quietly, “if sufficiently provoked.”

After several minutes, Saint-Martin looked up from Dubois’ papers and turned to Anne. “His letters and other papers reveal little of his mind other than his affection for you. Come to think of it, we have no record of his life before he met and married your mother.”

Anne fell momentarily silent, embarrassed by how little she knew about Antoine. He had appeared to live intensely in the present, more disinterested than secretive about the past. “I’m afraid I can’t help you. He said he came from Rouen, in Normandy. Had relatives there.”

Saint-Martin rose from the table and shuffled through the papers. “I’ll write to an acquaintance in Rouen who may be able to help us.” He dropped a few of Dubois’ letters into his valise. “I’ll study these before going to bed.” At the door he threw her a preoccupied glance. “Get a good night’s rest, Anne.”

Lingering at the table, she repeated her name, imitating the way he had spoken it for the first time. She leaned back, hearkening. His footsteps echoed ever fainter in the hall. A candle sputtered and died. The room grew unearthly still, as if sensing the loss of his presence.





Chapter 9

Getting Acquainted

“Comtesse Marie will join you shortly.” With a bow the servant left Anne and Colonel Saint-Martin in a small reception room. It was Saturday, the 20th of May. From Boulogne they had reached the town house on Rue Traversine in less than three days, with a stop at the colonel’s residence nearby for a change to fresh clothes.

Saint-Martin stood in the center of the room, arms akimbo. “Voltaire has also waited here,” he remarked, a touch of awe in his voice.

Anne felt uneasy. She was about to meet a clever aristocratic lady, who had known her only as a girl. She couldn’t help wondering what Comtesse Marie would think of her now. She drew little comfort from learning that Voltaire had also been in this room. The famous French writer had surely not been as anxious as she. His Candide mocked anyone who irritated him, even kings. Comtesse Marie was too wise to have kept him waiting long.

Hiding her distress, Anne surveyed the room for marks of its mistress. Uncluttered, it spoke of a simple, elegant taste. To the right of the entrance, between a pair of matching chairs, stood a mahogany side table with gilded brass fittings. Cream drapery framed the windows. An intricate Turkish rug lay on the parquet floor. On one wall hung a gold-framed mirror. On another, pastel sketches of country scenes.

Intrigued, Anne walked up to the sketches for a closer look. With a sure, deft hand the artist had created enchanting visions of young lovers at ease by thatched-roof cottages. Shepherd boys lounging in lush pastures played pastoral tunes on pan flutes to their sheep. A girl soared on a swing, while another poured water from a pitcher.

The room’s refined taste, Anne sensed, was meant to set the tone for visitors meeting the comtesse, to dispose them to rise to her expectations. Anne stepped back from the sketches, seeing the woman in a new light. Years ago, as a girl, Anne had looked up to her as to a kind, rather distant aunt. Now, from an adult’s vantage point, she recognized Comtesse Marie as a woman with power that worked subtly behind a gracious appearance. “Voltaire had waited here.” The words echoed again in Anne’s mind. And so, no doubt, had other great men.

Anne glanced in the mirror. How common she looked! No lace, no jewelry, no powder or rouge. The pearl grey dress she had chosen to wear—so plain, so out of place in this room. What had she gotten herself into?

Removing her bonnet, she bit her lips for more color, then touched her hair with trembling fingers. The colonel was watching her, thin lines of concern creasing his brow. She began to feel distressed. Her skin tingled. Comtesse de Beaumont would come presently, the servant had said. The waiting seemed to stretch out endlessly, though only a few minutes had passed.

Coming to her side, Colonel Saint-Martin tried to reassure her. “The comtesse will be most pleased to see you again. She still thinks fondly of your mother.”

Whistling in the wind, Anne thought. Much had changed since those summers at Chateau Beaumont. Fortunately, the comtesse would not be taken by surprise. From Boulogne the colonel had prudently alerted his aunt by courier of their arrival. She had replied with a brief note to the colonel’s residence: she would receive them in her town house.

Footsteps, then voices sounded in the hallway. As the comtesse walked into the room, Anne felt her chest tighten. For a brief moment she could hardly breathe. The comtesse smiled, but her cool gray eyes searched Anne’s soul…then softened. She stepped forward and embraced Anne. A warm, but cautious woman, Anne thought, breathing more freely. Fair enough, she was really a stranger in the house, but she was over the first hurdle.

“Let me show you to your rooms,” the comtesse said, gesturing toward the door. “We need to get acquainted again.” She turned to her nephew. “Paul, I’m sure you have work to do. Come back in the evening for supper.” He threw her a knowing glance and took his leave.

Comtesse Marie led Anne to her rooms on the second floor. The parlor reminded her of a privileged servant’s apartment, rather like the one she had in Wimbledon. The furnishings seemed modest compared to those in the public rooms, but comfortable. A worn Turkish rug lay on the floor; a pair of upholstered chairs and a tea table stood by the window, which was open to air out the room. She looked out over the street to the jumble of roofs beyond. Traffic rumbled below. To the left of the parlor was a small kitchen with a glazed tile stove, a dry sink, a cabinet, a plain wooden table and two benches. A simple meal could be prepared and eaten there. To the right of the parlor was the bedroom, also lighted by an opened window.

There was a soft knock on the door. A young maid entered, curtsied, and set a large vase of red and yellow tulips on the tea table, then laid out towels, closed the windows, and quietly left the room.

“Now that we are alone, we may speak freely,” said Comtesse Marie. They sat down by the window and Anne began to tell her story. When she mentioned her doubting the official version of Antoine’s suicide, the countess stiffened. “I have precisely the same feeling.” She pressed Anne’s hands between hers. “Settle in here over the weekend. I’ll show you Paris. And make a few enquiries. I think I know where you might begin to seek the truth.”

***

At the Palais-Royal on Monday morning, the two women found a bank in the Montpensier arcade for Anne’s London letter of credit. Leaving the building, Comtesse Marie remarked that they still had some time for shopping. “With new clothes you will look like a Parisian rather than a foreigner and attract less notice as you go about your investigation.” She cast a keen glance at Anne’s figure. “My dressmaker is only a few steps away in this arcade. She will take your measurements today. I can lend what you may need until she’s finished your things.”

A few hours later, the two women emerged from the dress-maker’s shop. The comtesse turned to Anne. “It’s time now to think of ways to learn about Antoine.” She pointed with a gloved hand toward the south end of the arcade. “The Théâtre des Variétés Amusantes is the place to start. He and Lélia Laplante often performed there. We’ll soon meet its directeur, a Monsieur Bouvin. I’ve arranged for tea at Café du Foy.”

Anne smiled. “Are you thinking of recommending me for a role at his theater?”

“The idea has crossed my mind,” the comtesse replied easily. “You will find persons there who knew Antoine.” She waved a finger of caution. “But don’t reveal he was your stepfather. You don’t know how they might react.”

Directeur Bouvin arrived at the café shortly after the women, his face flushed from dinner at the Café de Conti. He often dined well, Anne thought, judging from his wide girth. A short man, he carried his chin high in a futile effort to look down on people. Anne was tempted to smile at him, but she held back. There was a certain glint in his eyes. Ruthless and cunning, the directeur was not a man to trifle with.

The comtesse had reserved a private room. Seated between the two women, Bouvin drank brandy to their tea. Feminine charm conspired with the liquor to bring him to an amiable mood. He regaled the women with tales of scandal from the world of Parisian theaters.

The women feigned interest until the comtesse managed to turn the conversation toward Anne. “A gifted performer! She’s worked at Sadler’s Wells and the Vauxhall in London.”

“Really!” Bouvin inspected Anne with a practiced eye.

At a word from the comtesse Anne rose from the table and removed the gauze scarf covering her chest. Leaning back in his chair, hands clasped on his paunch, Bouvin ogled the rise of her breasts. Anne caught his eye, then moved gracefully about the room in the steps of a minuet and an English country dance. Pausing in front of him, she sang a medley of country airs. Before the end of an hour he had engaged her for a minor part on his stage. As he was leaving, Anne glanced at the comtesse. Her eyes shone with amusement. She mouthed, “Well done!”

***

The next morning, feeling almost at home on Rue Traversine, Anne waited again in the small reception room. She and the comtesse had agreed to visit Abbé de l’Épée’s institute for the deaf on Rue des Moulins—just a short distance away. Anne glanced once more in the mirror. Out of the scant wardrobe she had brought from England, she had chosen a dark red dress trimmed with black lace. She eyed herself critically, nodded approval, then straightened her black bonnet.

Footsteps echoed in the hallway. Comtesse Marie entered, dressed for the street in moss green and orange. On her arm was a matching green cloak. For a moment, the two women stood reflected in the mirror together, both of them aware of an uncanny resemblance—same height and similar bodies, the comtesse slightly narrower in the shoulders. And similar facial features, though Anne’s eyes were blue, the comtesse’s gray. They could have passed for mother and daughter, Anne thought, had they gone through more of life together.

“The good man expects us at nine,” the comtesse remarked cheerfully, as they descended the stairs to the courtyard. She explained that the abbé opened the institute from seven until noon, Tuesdays and Fridays, to a steady flow of visitors, some of them distinguished foreigners. “Three months ago, Mr. Thomas Jefferson, the American ambassador, came while I was there. A tall man, loose-limbed, with an ambling gait and the most remarkable gray-blue eyes.”

Leaving the courtyard, the comtesse paused. Traffic outside was chaotic. Nearby, a wagon had lost a wheel and overturned, dumping its load of charcoal across most of the narrow street. Carts were backed up as far as Anne could see, their drivers screaming at each other.

“Even the sedan chairs are stopped,” remarked Comtesse Marie, unperturbed. “We shall walk.” She gathered up her skirts. Anne did the same, and the two women threaded their way through a small opening by the cart as oncoming pedestrians yielded place to them.

Once free of the congested traffic, the comtesse continued her story. “While the abbé was busy, I had the pleasure of being Mr. Jefferson’s guide.” At a glance from Anne, who knew the ambassador was a widower, the comtesse added, “He and I had not been introduced, but I felt I knew him. My nephew, Colonel Paul, met him during the war. They visit occasionally.”

A few paces ahead of them, a maid opened a door and without looking left or right threw slop into the street. Comtesse Marie, engrossed in her account of the American diplomat, appeared not to notice. Anne reached out a hand too late to stop her, but the comtesse stepped adroitly over the puddle without losing a syllable of her narrative.

“What an inquisitive mind!” she went on. “Jefferson was fascinated by the hand signing of our students. They seemed especially dexterous and quick that day. In the past, he told me in his halting French, he had believed deaf people were incapable of abstract thought, that they could only understand the meaning of words related to sensory experience, that terms used in philosophy and science—God, Love, Nature—were beyond their capacity. He asked me whether the institute could overcome that basic deficiency. I told him the abbé would fully satisfy his curiosity. And he did.” She glanced at Anne. “Just as he will satisfy yours.”

In a few minutes the two women reached the institute, one in a row of four- or five-story, plain, stuccoed buildings fronting Rue des Moulins. Abbé de l’Épée met them at the door and bowed, recognizing in the comtesse an important patron. A small round-faced man in a plain black soutane, he was stooped with age.

“Mr. Braidwood has written that you wish to learn something from us,” he said to Anne, leading the two women into a narrow room where a demonstration had been prepared. “We are happy to oblige.”

The priest directed them to a wooden bench, then nodded to the students. A boy next to Anne signed a question to a girl at the chalk board. Anne missed its meaning until the girl wrote, “What has Jesus Christ done for us?” Another student at the board wrote, “He has saved us from our sins.”

After several such exchanges the abbé signaled a halt and approached Anne. “Do you understand them?” he asked with a doubting smile.

“I’m confused by their signs,” she admitted without embarrassment.

“Mr. Braidwood mentioned you might not comprehend. The students are using my own system of conventional signs that transforms the everyday sign language of the deaf into an instrument for expressing the most abstract ideas of science and religion.”

He sat down beside Anne, his face brightening with fervor. “Even educated persons used to believe deaf people were a primitive form of human life who could not reason beyond the evidence of their remaining senses. Barely superior to the beasts.” He stamped his foot. “Rubbish! With my system their minds and hearts can reach the heights of what is truly human, the knowledge of God and His creation. And sing out His praise. Angels also lack voices. Who would dare call them beasts?”

The priest surveyed his students affectionately, his hands signing to them an eloquent tribute. They signed their gratitude in return, grinning at the priest, then at one another.

Épée returned to Anne’s bench and sat beside her. “If you were diligent, you could learn the essentials of our local sign language in six weeks and master my system in a year.”

“I would like to try,” she said without hesitation. She had seldom, if ever, met a man of such conviction. And so willing to share what he had invented.

The priest led Anne and the comtesse to the next room. A dozen students sat at plain wooden tables. Their instructor was a slim young dark-haired woman in a gray dress with bits of white lace at the collar and cuffs. Her hands were signing with dazzling speed. “Mademoiselle Françoise Arnaud. She comes from a poor family,” whispered the priest to his two guests. “Lost her hearing as a child.” He gazed at the young woman, pride in his old watery eyes. “Now she reads and writes Latin and Italian, as well as French, and knows my system better than anyone.”

In response to her signs, the students were moving small square metal tiles. They paused for a moment as the visitors approached. The priest touched Anne’s arm and pointed out an older boy.

Bending over his shoulder, Anne saw on each tile a letter of the alphabet. The student glanced at her, then rapidly spelled, “How are you this morning, mademoiselle?” Sensing he could read her lips, she faced him and replied, “Very well, thank you.” She quickly learned he was André Le Blond, sixteen years old and very bright.

“That young man will soon be going to work in a print shop,” the priest remarked. “We place many in that trade.”

Looking toward André and two other boys at the table, Anne asked, “May I join them?”

The priest shrugged. “Are you easily embarrassed?” He smiled at the eager faces of the boys. “They look forward to beating a hearing person at this game.”

“I’m happy to take on that risk!”

“Good. They’ll give you a taste of my system.”

For half an hour, perched like a cat on the edge of her chair, Anne watched the shifting tiles. Then, with a broad smile of encouragement, Mademoiselle Arnaud gave her a set. She soon mastered several signs to the obvious pleasure of her young companions. Meanwhile, the priest left the room to speak with Comtesse Marie.

At the end of the lesson, Anne met Mademoiselle Arnaud at her desk and introduced herself, again taking care to face her and to enunciate clearly. The instructor’s eyes widened with interest as Anne spoke of puppetry and Braidwood. After a few minutes, Abbé de l’Épée and Comtesse Marie returned and joined the two women.

“Mademoiselle Cartier grasps so quickly!” remarked the young woman in good French. “She has encouraged my students.”

The priest studied Anne thoughtfully. “To learn my system you need someone to teach you.” He glanced at the instructor, then back to Anne. “If you wish, you may ask her.”

Anne turned slowly and faced Mademoiselle Arnaud. “Would you please teach me?”

“Yes.” She smiled. “I would like that.”

Anne gently drew the young woman’s hand to her heart.

***

The evening meal came to an end in an intimate private dining room at Rue Traversine. Candle light from the chandelier, refracted by smooth crystal pendants, gave a warm tone to the pale green panelled walls, on which gilded garlands faintly glowed. A servant cleared the small round table, leaving its centerpiece of yellow tulips. Another filled the brandy glasses. It was a quiet Sunday, more than a week since Anne had arrived. The next day, Comtesse Marie would depart for Chateau Beaumont.

She raised her glass to Anne, who responded in kind. For a few seconds they sipped silently, then exchanged wistful smiles. The years had been bridged, the social distance narrowed. Anne sensed they might now become friends.

Comtesse Marie placed her glass on the table, glancing sideways at Anne. “You’ve seen Abbé de l’Épée’s institute several times this past week. What do you think?”

“I don’t know how he manages. He has at least seventy students, many of them penniless, and not enough rooms for instruction. The students lodge in three or four different residences. They might learn better, living together in a larger institute.” She paused, feeling her remarks might have sounded presumptuous. But the comtesse was nodding in agreement.

“As a novice,” Anne continued, “I find the abbé’s method… frankly, cumbersome. But, I see it works. His students read intelligently and learn to think. He helps them earn self-respect. In sum, a wise and skillful teacher.”

The comtesse looked thoughtfully into her glass. “Yes, a rare man. He cares for each student, and they return his love.” She looked up, her gray eyes now warm with feeling, then gazed at Anne. “Have you thought of where to live?”

“Nearby. I’ve looked at a room on Rue Richelieu.”

“You could live here. The building is usually empty.” The comtesse spoke in an offhand manner. “Since my husband’s death, I seldom leave Chateau Beaumont. When I come to Paris to visit old friends or the shops in the Palais-Royal, I use only the ground and first floors. You could keep the apartment on the second floor with its own stairway and entrance.”

Anne felt a rush of pleasure. “It would suit me very well.” She added hesitantly, “I wish to pay rent for it.”

“As you like. We can settle on a reasonable sum, I’m sure.” Comtesse Marie smiled, taking Anne’s hand. “You are doing me a favor. I need to have a person I trust living here.” She met Anne’s eye. “One whose concerns I share.”





Chapter 10

A Private Investigation

A heavy dew had fallen early Monday morning. Paving stones glistened underfoot in the bright sunlight as Colonel Paul de Saint-Martin walked briskly into Place Vendôme. Midway through the vast open space, he stopped in the shadow of the bronze equestrian statue of Louis XIV. As he surveyed the colossal cream-colored facades of the buildings and sensed the unity and regularity of their architecture, he felt lifted by the grandeur of the place. For a moment, with the misery of the poor out of sight and the corruption of the rich out of mind, Paris seemed more than the sum of the people living there.

From Place Vendôme, Saint-Martin made his way to the bureau of criminal investigation on Rue des Capucines. He found the inspecteurs and their staff housed in a warren of small dingy rooms on the ground floor off an inner courtyard. Cabinets and tables crowded the reception room. A thin light seeped through the windows, so dirty they were barely translucent. Unwashed for decades, he thought. He wondered if the inspecteurs gave more careful attention to their cases.

He announced to a clerk that he had come to study Antoine Dubois’ dossier. “I have permission from Lieutenant-General DeCrosne.”

“You’ll have to speak to Inspecteur Jules Mauvert. He had charge of that case.”

Mauvert’s name rang a bell in the colonel’s mind. An inspec-teur who prowled among the rich. “Being of service,” he was rumored to have said. Hypocrite, thought Saint-Martin sourly. The man was more likely digging up scandal and then selling it, trying to recoup the ten thousand livres he had paid for his position.

A few minutes later, the door opened again and the inspec-teur entered, followed by a clerk carrying two boxes. A short narrow-shouldered man, Mauvert wore a black silk suit of the finest quality. From the shop of a society tailor, Saint-Martin surmised. A client, perhaps. The inspecteur’s hair was expertly coiffed and powdered. His small beady eyes, protuberant nose, and receding chin reminded the colonel of a crafty rodent.

As the clerk laid a file box on the table in front of Saint-Martin, the inspecteur remarked, “Nothing of interest here, Colonel.” He patted the box. “Still, we keep journalists and other hacks from prying into the case. Baron Breteuil’s orders. The Duc d’Orléans, owner of the theater where the crime took place, doesn’t want any notoriety.”

“Rest assured, Inspecteur,” Saint-Martin replied, pulling the box toward him, “I shall respect the baron’s wish.”

Mauvert clasped his hands deferentially. “May I ask why you wish to study the Dubois file?”

“I’m looking for clues. Lélia Laplante and Dubois may have performed at country houses in my district where jewelry was stolen.” He lifted a few files, fingered through them, then returned them to the box. “May I bring it to my office? I’ll return it soon.”

The inspecteur agreed, then pointed to the other container. “You may also examine Dubois’s things. Odds and ends. Keep them if you wish. No use to us, and no one has claimed them. My clerk will carry both boxes for you.”

Mauvert started to walk away, hesitated, then stared suspiciously at the colonel. “The Minister has also ordered us not to reopen old closed cases without his permission. But, there’s no reason to look at Dubois again.”

Saint-Martin curbed a surge of impatience. “I understand, Inspecteur. I spoke with Baron Breteuil yesterday.” He had explained to the colonel that the resources of the Paris police were committed to ongoing investigations and to the affair of the queen’s necklace. Its agents were chasing the thieves all over Europe and were still looking for the jewels.

As he crossed Place Vendôme on the way home, doubt began to stir in Saint-Martin’s mind. Mauvert was a clever man. But greedy. A “crime of passion” involving a poor actor like Dubois would have offered little to intrigue him. He could have been hasty, overlooked evidence. The “closed case” might spring open, in spite of the Minister’s orders.

***

At three o’clock that afternoon, Anne Cartier hurried through the courtyard of the colonel’s house on Rue Saint-Honoré, stepping carefully to avoid the places where the pavement was uneven. How convenient, she thought, taking in the building with a glance. A large stone town house, three stories high, just a few steps from the royal garden of the Tuileries and a ten-minute walk east to the Palais-Royal. It was also where he worked, she had learned. Once a week, on Fridays, anyone could speak with him. Otherwise, he received people by appointment. Today, he was expecting her, and she was a few minutes late.

He met her at the door with a polite bow. Watching for her, she thought. They hadn’t seen one another in over a week. He smiled easily as he ushered her to his office on the ground floor. He was in uniform—blue coat with broad red cuffs and lapels, buff waist coat, and buff breeches. His brown hair was groomed but unpowdered. There was energy in his movements, a bounce in his step that she liked.

She glanced about the room while he gave instructions and a handful of papers to a clerk. Detailed maps of Paris and its environs covered the walls between tall cabinets of speckled mahogany, their brass fixtures embossed and gilded. A large conference table to the right of the entrance and a desk to the left matched the cabinets. From his chair, the colonel had a clear view over the courtyard to the front gate.

After ordering a clerk to fetch coffee, he led Anne into a parlor facing a back garden. Ivy covered the windowless walls of buildings to left and right. A low pavilion closed the garden at the far end. She caught the fresh scent of blooming lilacs. He showed her to a table near a large open window and gave her the view over the garden. The coffee arrived; the clerk poured and left.

“The flowers will be lovely,” Anne said, her eyes wandering over carefully tended beds of budding roses. “A diligent gardener works here.”

Saint-Martin gestured modestly to himself. “This is where I feed my spirit.” He gazed fondly at the garden and pointed out a damask rose nearly in bloom. “It may be my favorite this spring.” He turned back to Anne. “Comtesse Marie stopped here on her way to Beaumont. By her account, you’ve adjusted well to Paris.”

“She’s been very helpful.” Anne paused to sip from her cup. “She’s probably told you I’m going to work at the variety theater—to learn what I can about Antoine.”

“A good place to start.” His face took on a serious cast. “We’ll deal next with Antoine’s affairs.”

They finished their coffee and went back to the office. A clerk set a small open box on the conference table. On top lay bundles of playbills and manuscripts. “Your father’s things—whatever the police and the magistrates thought had no value,” remarked Saint-Martin. “They’re now yours.”

She lifted the box as if its contents were precious, then peered in. “Most of these are from engagements since he left England,” she said, browsing quickly. “That’s his handwriting.” She pointed to a page of dialogue from a comic skit. “He would write out a part even when he planned to improvise.”

Opening an oval silver case, she gasped softly. Inside were two miniature portraits, one of herself, the other of her mother. She held them up before her eyes, tenderly regarding her mother’s features. Sudden pangs of grief surprised her. She choked. Tears trickled down her cheeks. The portraits were a priceless legacy from Antoine.

She carefully closed the case and put it in her bag. Drying her tears, she glanced again into the box. At the bottom were his pens, ink, blotters, and a small box of blank stationery wrapped in a paper folder. She fingered through the items, then looked up. “His watch and his ring are missing.”

Saint-Martin grimaced with disgust. “Snatched by whoever found the body or by police agents. Neither watch nor ring appears on the inventory of his confiscated property.”

“Poor Antoine.” Anne sighed, her feelings numbed by this petty indignity to her stepfather, robbed in death.

About to close the box, she decided to take a few sheets of the writing paper. Fanning them in her hand, she noticed one sheet was written upon. She pulled it out, stared frozen for a moment, then read aloud:

9 August, 1785, Paris, Palais-Royal:

Dearest Annie, partner and friend, you will be reading this, God willing, on August 19, your birthday. I wish you good health and many more years. I am well but have lately wondered if I should stay here. Something strange is going on with Lélia…

“The birthday greeting I should have gotten,” said Anne, her throat thick with feeling. “He wrote it the night he died.” She handed the letter to Saint-Martin and walked to the courtyard window, dabbing at her eyes.

“The police might not have noticed it.” The colonel studied the letter for a moment, then pointed to the last line. “‘Something strange is going on with Lélia…’ This would seem to confirm their conclusion. The woman was doing something that provoked Antoine to kill her.”

With a start, Anne turned from the window. “He didn’t kill anybody!” She glowered at Saint-Martin. “Where’s Antoine buried? I want to visit his grave.”

“I wish that were possible.” A pained expression came over the colonel’s face. “His body was burned and the ashes scattered.”

Anne’s eyes narrowed with suspicion. “Was he dishonored?”

“As the law prescribes for a murderer and a suicide, his body was first hanged, then burned.”

“Where?”

“Place de Grève, in front of the Hôtel de Ville.”

Anne stared blindly at the city map on the wall. This insult to her father’s corpse could not hurt him. The law meant to punish her, the dead man’s only family and friend. Dreadful images rushed to her mind. A limp body tied to a stake. Antoine’s lifeless, bloodied face, his mouth open in a soundless scream. Flickering flames. Anne pressed her temples as if her head were about to burst.

“Are you well, Miss Cartier?” The colonel rose from his chair and hurried around the table toward her.

She stopped him with her stare. “How can you be part of such a barbaric system?”

He stepped back, his lips quivering, as if he had been slapped. They tightened to a sharp, thin line. “I’m in the system, not of it.” He paused, mastering his feelings. “If I discover that Antoine Dubois was condemned unjustly, I will do everything in my power to clear his name.”

She looked away from him toward Antoine’s things on the table. The colonel had brought them to her, had spent the morning studying the dossier. Earlier, he had brought the news about Antoine to her in Wimbledon. With a twinge of shame she drew a deep breath and faced him. “Forgive me, I shouldn’t blame you for the evil others have done.”

He bowed slightly. She saw hurt in his eyes. He hesitated, then handed her the file on Antoine’s case. “Unfortunately,” he said in a subdued tone, “It supports the verdict the police have reached. I’ve found very little in the file that I could challenge.”

They sat at the table across from one another while she leaned forward, reading from the file. Suddenly she grew distressed. “Here’s Antoine’s confession! Or so they claim!” She held up a sheet of paper and began to read aloud:

The woman I loved has betrayed me, so I’ve killed her. I can’t bear the shame of it.

A.D.

She dropped the paper dismissively. “Those are Antoine’s initials, but it’s not like him at all!”

“That’s a copy. The original note is also initialed. Experts in handwriting compared it with other samples of his writing and convinced themselves it was authentic.”

Anne protested. “In the note he says he killed her because she was unfaithful. But that doesn’t ring true. He must have known long ago what she was like.”

The colonel shrugged his shoulders, then gestured toward the open file on the table. “The police culled together whatever supported their first impressions. A crime of passion, they thought. The evidence seemed convincing. Since they hadn’t discovered any reason for doubt, they decided the case was solved. And closed.”

“Do you think the case must remain closed?” Anne was unconvinced.

“New, compelling evidence could force it open. The city police will not search for it. And they will not allow the Royal Highway Patrol to do so.” He paused, then measured out his words. “I believe something could be done in private.” He rose from his chair. “I’ll call in Georges Charpentier. He has studied the matter.”

The colonel was gone for a minute, then returned with the short, stocky adjutant. Eyebrows arched, eyes eager, he sat himself at the table, next to the colonel. Anne greeted him with a friendly smile and he replied in kind. At a word from his superior, he began: “There are only two reasonable solutions to the case, a crime of passion, followed by suicide. Or, a double murder by one or more persons known to the victims. There’s no evidence of a burglary or a forced entry at the theater. Nor, in the case of Dubois, of any struggle.”

Georges reached for the file box. “The police chose the first alternative. Dubois killed Laplante, then jumped out the office window.” For a few minutes the adjutant fingered through the file box. “Ah!” he exclaimed, pulling out a paper. “The medical report.” He rapidly scanned its contents. “Cause of death,” he read aloud, “was massive trauma to the head.”

He looked up at Anne. “Do you really want to hear this?”

“Yes,” she replied reluctantly. “It’s painful but necessary.”

“Dubois fell head first from the top floor of the theater into an open outdoor stairwell, fracturing his skull. That probably killed him instantly. As his body tumbled down to the basement landing, his body suffered other fractures and bruises. The examiner identified them without comment. That was enough for Inspecteur Mauvert.”

With a sigh Georges shuffled the examiner’s report back into the box. He slid down in his chair, folding his hands on his chest. “I wish we could take a closer look at those fractures and bruises than the police did. The examiner lists a bruise to the back of the head that appears to have occurred when the body tumbled down the stairs. But it could have been caused by an assassin’s club—someone who then threw the unconscious man out a window.”

“Right!” interjected Anne. “But we’ll never know since his body has been burned.” She glanced at the colonel and scowled. “Could that be a coincidence?”

Lines of doubt creased Saint-Martin’s brow. “Do you mean the police have deliberately destroyed evidence, preventing a thorough investigation? What do you think, Georges?”

“The investigation wasn’t thorough,” the adjutant replied. “The police didn’t puzzle out the physical evidence because the man was unimportant. They had an authenticated written confession. The writing didn’t appear coerced, as if someone were torturing Dubois.”

“The experts must be blind!” Anne exclaimed. “If the man had just killed his lover, wouldn’t he write with more passion than this?” She thrust the note toward each of the men, her finger jabbing at the text. “This is too tame for Antoine. There’s no real grief or remorse. And the hand that wrote it is strong.”

“I’ll play the devil’s advocate,” Saint-Martin said cautiously. “Experts can only guess why a man who has committed a murder and is about to kill himself writes his usual steady hand. Perhaps, the deed done and his mind made up, he enjoyed a moment of composure as he wrote out his confession.”

“Your experts may say what they like!” Anne glared at him with indignation. “I don’t think he killed anyone. I want to explore the idea that someone else killed them both.” She glanced at Georges. “Would you help me get started? I’ll take the risk.”

Georges looked down, tapping his fingers on the table. Then he turned to Saint-Martin. “Miss Cartier could begin by inquiring casually about Lélia Laplante among her acquaintances. I don’t think theater people who knew her would be alarmed by the curiosity of a newcomer.” Detecting disapproval in the colonel’s face, Georges added, “I could back her up in my spare time.”

“What spare time!” Saint-Martin growled, as he rose and walked to the courtyard window. Arms folded, he stood there looking out for a few seconds. Then, he turned around and stared first at Anne and then at Georges. “All right, make a few probes. Search for new evidence. You must not attract the attention of the police.”

He returned to his desk, concern mounting in his face. “And there are others whose attention we don’t want if we’re dealing with a double murder.” He sat down next to Anne. “You may need to speak to me or to Georges. I want to be kept informed. But if you are frequently seen coming to this office, you may arouse curiosity in the minds of certain persons who could do you great harm.”

He reached into a desk drawer. “Take this key. You can enter the back way through the garden pavilion. The servants who live there can be trusted.”

Anne glanced at him without smiling, took the key, and dropped it into her bag.





Chapter 11

The Variety Theater

Early next morning, the sun barely above the rooftops, Anne stood alone by a fountain in the middle of the vast garden of the Palais-Royal. Around her to the north, east, and west, she saw tall, pilastered apartment buildings rising in regimented order, their uniform facades a fresh cream color. At ground level in the arcades, shopkeepers were preparing for the day’s business. To the south, the garden ended at a low arcade of wooden shops and stalls. The Camp of the Tatars, it was called. Beyond stood the duke’s palace, an older, irregular, sprawling gray building. Anne slowly turned a complete circle, letting her impressions sink in. This colossal place was designed more for giants than for mere humans.

Her throat tightened. Here Antoine Dubois had lived as well as died. There must be men and women in these buildings who still remembered him. And Lélia Laplante. Where to begin? For a few moments the question overwhelmed Anne, her arms hanging at her side. Thousands of people were milling about in the garden. Countless thousands more were hidden in the shadows of the arcades, in the shops, the restaurants, and theaters. Searching here for traces of Antoine and his Lélia was like looking for needles in a haystack.

Comtesse Marie had guided Anne through the place. Named after the palace at its southern end, she had said. Cardinal Richelieu had built it, then left it to King Louis XIII. Hence, Palais-Royal. The palace and its grounds passed eventually to Louis-Philippe, Duc d’Orléans, who had transformed them into this bustling commercial and social center.

Anne joined the crowd in the western or Montpensier arcade. She would work her way toward the Théâtre des Variétés Amusantes and her promised job. Dark-skinned Africans in brightly colored robes strolled past her, followed by turbaned Indians. With shame she realized she was staring at them. She began searching for traces of Antoine and Laplante in shops, casually mentioning them without alluding to their violent deaths. Under the gimlet eye of a jeweler she gazed at a diamond studded broach Lélia might have admired. The man hadn’t heard of her. In other shops Anne browsed among enormous wigs, miniature portraits, silks, satins and muslins the actress might have inspected. No one knew her by name. An hour passed in fruitless inquiry. Weary and disheartened, Anne told herself to stop. She must save her energy for the place where the murdered actress had worked.

After morning coffee in a small café, Anne made her way to the south-west corner of the Palais-Royal. The new variety theater was housed there in a large plain wooden building. Anne presented herself, repeating “Directeur Bouvin sent me” to a succession of underlings, until she reached his assistant. Recognizing her name, he gave her an ironic look. She reflected tartly on how Bouvin recruited talent. With a scowl, the assistant led her to the stage, chose music she knew, and stepped aside. As she sang and danced, he began to smile with reluctant pleasure. She could sing that very evening during an interlude. He found similar opportunities for her the next several nights as well.

***

Anne closed her eyes as if to shut herself out of the hot, tiny dressing room. The smell of powder and the rustle of cloth, the outbursts of shrill irritation, the jostling for space had brought her mind back to London and to some of the reasons for giving up a career in theater. Still, after two evenings, she was becoming familiar with her companions. A few were popular with the public. Others were linked to wealthy patrons. Most were poorly paid and lacked self-respect, especially the dancers and singers of the chorus. She suspected that they sold themselves, informed for the police, or taught song and dance for a pittance.

Her act finished, she removed the powder and rouge from her face. The other women in the dressing room were ignoring her or, with sidelong glances, whispering about her. Anne was not surprised. A stranger who enjoyed Bouvin’s favor, she had taken one of the scarce places in the theater company. She pushed back her chair, hung up her costume, and stepped out of the room.

Walking toward the stage, she reflected that she didn’t have time to ingratiate herself, even if she could. From a grapevine running back to Bouvin, they might already know—and resent the fact that Comtesse Marie had helped her get the position. Nonetheless, a few of her companions were surely curious about her and would strike up an acquaintance. From them she might learn something worthwhile.

As she watched the show from the wings, a red-haired dancer coming off the stage threw her a friendly smile and a few words of greeting. For the rest of the evening, Anne hovered between stage and dressing room. When the last performance ended, the friendly dancer came up to her. “I’m Henriette Picard. Care to join us for drinks?” They were a small group of women who relaxed after evening shows at the nearby Odéon, a café in the Montpensier arcade.

“I’d be happy to,” Anne replied, hoping that Laplante had frequented the place.

Through discreet inquiries over the next several days, Anne discovered that Henriette was well-informed and could be helpful, for she earned extra income selling information to the police and to other parties hungry for scandal. Anne feigned a wish to become acquainted. A risky tactic. The dancer was clever and unscrupulous. But Anne would learn what she could from her.

One evening with Henriette at the Odéon, their conversation turned toward crime in Paris. Anne sipped from her wine glass, then set it on the table. “A woman has to be careful here,” she ventured, grasping her opportunity. “I’ve heard that an actress was murdered last year in the Palais-Royal.”

“Lélia Laplante. I knew her.” Henriette waved her hands dismissively. “Stabbed, quarrelling with her lover.”

“She brought it on herself!” said a woman approaching the table with a glass of brandy in her hand. A singer with a fading voice, Georgette had a tired, worn look on her face. She set the drink down and pulled up a chair. “Lélia’d bed any rich man who’d have her.”

“And not just overnight,” added Henriette. “She’d move in with him for a week and come back to Monsieur Dubois as if nothing had happened.”

Anne leaned back in her chair, lifting the wine glass again to her lips to hide her distress. This gossip threatened to stain her memory of Antoine. Had he lost all self-respect?

Georgette emptied her glass. “I’d have thought he’d take her as she was. Unfaithful and all. But Lélia had a nasty tongue. That could’ve pushed him over the edge.” She sneered. “Even a weak man’ll take just so much.”

Angered by this slur, Anne glared at the aging singer. “No! He would have left her instead.”

Georgette shrugged her shoulders and beckoned to a waiter for another brandy.

Henriette appeared startled by Anne’s outburst, began to object, then fell silent.

Regretting the vehemence of her unguarded reaction, Anne inquired in a detached voice, “Was she killed at the variety theater?”

“No, over there.” Henriette pointed toward the massive building to the south, faintly outlined by the dim night light of the city. “They were preparing a production at the duke’s private theater.”

Anne learned that this theater in the west wing of the duke’s palace was used by the Société des Amateurs, an association of young noblemen who claimed to foster the performing arts. A few with talent wrote, produced, and acted in their own plays. Others merely dabbled. Most of them mixed a slight interest in the arts with serious gambling, refined carousing, and sophisticated games with women.

The theater was the Amateurs’ favorite venue. The palace of the duke, a member of the royal family, lay outside the ordinary jurisdiction of the Paris police and beyond the reach of censors. The Amateurs rented palace rooms adjacent to the theater for parties following their productions.

The duke was an honorary patron. Embarrassed by the murder-suicide, he had excluded the society from his property for several months. Recently, however, he was persuaded by several prominent businessmen and Freemasons, who shared an interest in the Amateurs, to open the theater to them again.

“Their directeur, Chevalier de Pressigny, will produce a show in a couple of days,” said Georgette, the singer. “He’s asked our manager for variety acts between plays and during intermissions.” She noticed her remark caught Anne’s ear. “But he pays poorly and expects us to entertain the Amateurs and their patrons.”

She winked at Anne. “You could earn real money, depending on what you’re willing to do. Few of us go there unless we have to.”

“Well, I’ll take up his offer,” said Henriette with a grimace. “I need the money, and I’ll stoop for it.” Turning to Anne, she said, “Come with me, I’ll introduce you. He’ll be happy to fit you in.”

About to refuse, Anne stopped, pretended to stifle a cough. A connection had suddenly leapt to her mind. Pressigny! She shuddered, kept her hand pressed to her mouth. According to the police file, Chevalier de Pressigny had charge of the Amateurs’ production ten months ago when Antoine died. He was a man she needed to know. “Yes, Henriette, I’ll be glad to join you.”

Late that night, Anne walked slowly back to her apartment alone, through a dark narrow street. The moon was but a slim waxing crescent. The bells of Saint-Roch struck midnight. A madman’s shriek, then a volley of curses punctuated the silence of the city. An ominous quiet returned. Anne stopped as if struck. She felt a tremor of fear. The women’s cynical remarks at the Odéon echoed in her mind. Was she being drawn into dangers she might not be able to handle? The events at Islington came back to her. She remembered the pain. Should she quit now?

No, she told herself, she had to take these risks. For Antoine’s sake. She lengthened her stride. In Islington she had also learned the hard way to trust friends. Harriet Ware. Louis Fortier. Mr. Newton. Here, in Paris, she wasn’t alone. She could rely on Comtesse Marie, the colonel, and Georges. Her courage returned. She could deal with the risks.





Chapter 12

The Amateurs, June 1786

Bright sunshine poured into Anne’s bedroom as she woke. A good omen, she thought. She walked to the open window, stretched, breathed deeply. A jumble of street noise greeted her. She pulled back the drapes separating her bedroom from the main room. Sunlight flooded the parlor. She had lived here for almost three weeks and it felt like home. She reached for her clothes and planned the day ahead of her.

The Amateurs had called a rehearsal for the morning, a day before the performance. For her small part she would choose something familiar, Rameau’s The Milkmaid’s Lament, perhaps. She practiced the song at the window, her audience a clutter of chimney pots angled helter-skelter on the tile roofs across the street.

Satisfied her voice was ready, she sat before her mirror, comb in hand, considering the next step in her investigation. It soon became clear she must explore the theater and see where the crimes had taken place.

At nine o’clock she joined her companion, Henriette Picard, for coffee at Café Odéon. They chose an outdoor table with a view of the duke’s palace. Anne put on her most innocent face and asked again about Lélia Laplante.

“Wouldn’t she have had a maid with her that night she was killed, to help her with costumes?”

“She couldn’t afford a maid. When she needed work done, she hired Michou.”

“Michou?”

“A little seamstress.”

Anne cocked her head, affecting mild interest. This little Michou might be the kind of person who went unnoticed in a room and could have observed the actress Laplante in unguarded moments.

“An odd creature,” continued Henriette, sipping her coffee. “Neither speaks nor hears what you say. Can’t read or write either. But she alters garments and paints sets for the stage. She comes cheap. The Amateurs used to hire her.” She frowned, as if the little woman were eluding her. “Come to think of it, I haven’t seen her in quite a while.”

Not a promising lead, Anne thought, but she had to start somewhere. “I might look her up for occasional work. Where does she live?”

“In a garret on Rue Richelieu, a couple of blocks north of here.” Henriette reflected for a moment. “If she’s not in, try the Hospital of the Holy Spirit on Place de Grève. The nuns look after her.”

Midmorning shoppers were now filling the arcades. The two women left the café and walked through the garden toward the palace theater. Henriette pointed to a plain rear door at ground level. “That’s where we’re going, the servants’ entrance.” They snaked their way through a bustle of tradesmen, artisans, and performers in the back hall, then down a narrow corridor. “This is it,” Henriette whispered, stopping at an open door. “Here’s where Laplante was murdered!”

An odd-shaped room, it was enclosed on the outside by the thick curved wall of the foundation and, on the inside, by a solid supporting wall. To the right, where the room narrowed, stood a table piled high with boxes. To the left was a large wardrobe where two seamstresses bent over a table at their work. Through the open door, Anne could see herself in a mirror.

Henriette tugged on Anne’s sleeve and pointed toward a dressing table up against the foundation wall. “Lélia was probably standing there when she was attacked. It was evening and only Laplante and Dubois were in the theater.”

“Wasn’t a watchman at the rear door?”

“He didn’t see a thing.” Henriette rolled her eyes. “He was drunk.”

“Then anyone could have come in and…” Anne glanced toward the seamstresses who were talking to one another, ignoring the intruders. She continued in a low voice. “Anyone could have killed Laplante and Dubois and left unobserved.”

Henriette shrugged her shoulders. Following Anne’s cue, she also lowered her voice. “Nothing was stolen. Why would anyone have bothered to kill them?”

Anne confessed to herself she didn’t know.

Her companion pointed toward a pile of cutting shears on a table. “A powerful thrust from one of them killed her.” She held up a pair of shears for Anne to see, running her finger to its sharp point.

Anne glanced at the tool and abruptly turned away. She walked around the fitting room, silently fighting the image of Antoine raising such a dreadful weapon. She stepped into the wardrobe. There was a cutting table immediately to the right, bolts of material on nearby counters, and racks of costumes. Daylight poured in through a pair of deeply recessed windows. The seamstresses broke off their conversation and looked up, startled.

“Let’s move on,” said Henriette. “There’s more to see.”

They climbed a staircase to the first floor. On the stage, two comedians were rehearsing. Henriette pointed to a slim intense young man off to one side observing the act, chin in hand. “Simon Derennes, assistant to the directeur. There’s bad blood between them. Pressigny would like to get rid of him. Or so I’ve heard. But Derennes is well-connected. Was raised in the palace. Part of the household.” Henriette frowned. “Watch out for him.”

“Why?”

Henriette glanced over her shoulder, shook her head. “I’ll tell you later.”

They climbed up to the second balcony, walked into the front row of benches, and gazed over the auditorium toward the stage.

“How lovely!” Anne murmured. Several years ago, it had been renovated in Louis XVI’s style, all white and gold. It could seat two hundred Amateurs and guests. She imagined the most distinguished persons reclining on comfortable chairs in the elegant boxes of the lower balcony; the least distinguished, perching on the wooden benches where she stood; the remainder, sitting on padded benches on the main floor.

Henriette beckoned, apparently relishing the role of guide. “We still have a few minutes. Let’s see where Dubois killed himself.” She led Anne out of the balcony into a narrow walkway. On their left was the open area above the stage, in which hung rows of curtains; on their right, a closed room.

Her ear to the door, Henriette whispered to Anne, “Do you hear anything?”

Anne drew near and listened, then shook her head. Her companion cautiously opened the door. The two women slipped inside an office sparely furnished with a plain writing table, a few wooden chairs and tall cabinets, a shelf of books, and piles of papers. Large transverse beams supported the exposed roof high above them.

Henriette went to a window. “He must have jumped from here. He was found in the morning lying dead in the abandoned basement stairwell below.”

Her gorge rising, Anne forced herself to lean over the sill and look down into the courtyard. She quickly pulled back, shuddering, nauseous. Don’t faint, she told herself, keep your mind on the investigation. She breathed deeply, then walked to the writing table and stared at its surface, bare except for an ink pot and a rack of pens.

“They found his confession there,” said Henriette.

Anne picked up a pen, possibly the one Antoine had used at this table. She tried to imagine how he felt, his hands still stained with Lélia’s blood, writing his confession. It all seemed plausible to her now, sitting in his chair with his pen in her hand. Still her mind balked. He could not have killed her. There must be an explanation somewhere.

She began fingering through a pile of paper on the shelf above, searching for Antoine’s name. Playbills, notes, scripts, and stage directions were carelessly mixed together.

Her companion shuffled nervously about the room. “We’d better go down to the stage.”

“Yes, in a moment,” Anne replied, but was too engrossed to stop. She had discovered a small, clasped, leather-bound, gilt-edged book. She was unfastening the clasp when she heard the latch rattle.

Simon Derennes burst in, hair unkempt, clothes disheveled. Dumbfounded, the women glanced at one another. Anne quickly fastened the clasp.

“My book! Have you seen it?” He stared with wild eyes, first at one woman, then at the other, as if he expected them to be where they were. They apparently had not aroused his suspicion.

“Is this it?” Anne volunteered, handing the book to him.

“Merde! I thought I might have left the damn thing here.” He took the book, the wild look vanishing from his eyes. For a moment he stared at Anne, reading her face. “Thank you,” he said unsmiling, then turned abruptly and walked away, leaving the door ajar.

“He’s strange!” Anne exclaimed in a hushed voice. “Did you see how his hands trembled?”

“That’s typical,” her companion replied. “They say he drugs himself with laudanum and drinks until he falls on his face. He’s charming one day, cruel the next. Likes women. Especially young ones.”

Anne had taken an instant dislike to Simon Derennes. A devil! she thought, but curbed her tongue. She started toward the open door. “He’s going to wonder what we’re doing in the office. Let’s get out of here.”

A half-hour later, the two women rehearsed before Derennes, Henriette dancing, Anne singing. With cat’s eyes, he tracked the movement of their bodies. His feet tapped to their rhythms. His hands no longer trembled. When they finished, he bent over his writing pad, jotting down a note, then looked up. A mocking smile played on his lips. “You are both ready. Be here tomorrow evening at seven sharp.”

Anne and Henriette met at the theater the next evening. The manager assigned them the same dressing room on the first balcony with several other women. They were putting on their costumes when the door opened. A handsome gentleman in his early thirties sauntered in, tastefully dressed in a shimmering pale blue satin suit and matching gloves. His lightly powdered hair was thick and curly. His lips, red and sensual.

“Who’s here tonight?” he inquired, a cock among hens. Anne had hastily covered herself before noticing Henriette and the other women hadn’t bothered. They were snickering at her. The visitor gave slight, teasing smiles to several familiar faces, including Anne’s companion. When his gaze reached Anne, it halted abruptly.

“And who is this lovely stranger?” His eyes scanned her body, then lingered on her face.

Henriette spoke up. “Anne Cartier, Sir, she’s new at the variety theater.”

“Oh!” he murmured, then smiled at her with interest. “We must meet again,” he said as he left the room.

“Who was that?” she flustered.

“Chevalier Jean de Pressigny, the directeur,” replied Henriette softly. “He’s in charge of tonight’s production.” She seemed to sense Anne’s irritation. “It’s best to go along with him.”

As Anne left the dressing room for her performance during the interlude, she looked up to the second balcony for a glimpse of the office where Antoine had worked. A clutter of stage machinery and curtains blocked her view. She had to force her mind back to the task before her.

A small remnant of the audience had remained in the hall chatting with one another. For their entertainment, she had chosen a popular song: a young princess, betrayed by a false lover at court, fled to the countryside into the arms of a virtuous shepherd. An insipid tale set to a charming melody. Dressed in white muslin like the queen’s “milk maids” at Versailles, Anne lightly parodied the rustic simplicity fashionable among nobles. Taken by her satirical sallies and vibrant voice, her distracted audience untangled itself from its gossip and gave her several minutes of its attention, then hearty applause.

Leaving the stage, she met Chevalier de Pressigny in the wings. “A bit daring, Mademoiselle Cartier. I like that.” He bowed slightly towards her. “I hope we shall have you again on our stage.” He drew close, taking her hands in his. “Come to the palace after the show and meet our members and guests.” For a few moments, he studied her like a fine vase he considered buying. “Delightful creature! Do come!”

She stepped back, withdrawing her hands. “Perhaps,” she said coolly, though she fully intended to come. It seemed wise to keep the directeur at a safe distance.

Near the end of the final performance, Anne readied herself for the reception. Squinting into a mirror, she rubbed powder and rouge from her face. Muffled voices from the stage mixed with dressing room chatter. She fought off an attack of nerves. No need to worry. Georges was coming in disguise. Wear Dido’s costume from Piccinni’s Queen of Carthage, he had said; he would recognize the tiara. The reception was a masked party. Her face concealed, she could move about freely. By the time she finished dressing, she was the only one in the room. Passing the mirror, she struck a regal pose and wordlessly pronounced approval.

As she walked through the hallway to the reception, a man appeared at her side. “Hello, there.” The voice was strange, but she hoped for a moment it might be Georges. It was, instead, the assistant directeur in a short Roman tunic, a laurel wreath in his hair. He seemed sober and courteous, but Anne noticed with alarm a lecherous glint in his eyes. As she had only now masked, he must have recognized her coming out of the dressing room and followed her.

“Let me show you about, Mademoiselle….”

“Cartier,” said Anne sharply, as she quickened her pace.

He appeared to alter his expectations. “Sorry, if I seemed abrupt,” he said in a chastened tone. “I did enjoy your performance. May I formally introduce myself? Chevalier Simon Derennes. I would be honored to be allowed to escort you.” He spoke this plea with good-natured self-irony. Feeling she had the upper hand and might learn something from him, Anne took his arm.

They walked masked into a vast hall lighted by a large chandelier hanging from the ceiling and by hundreds of candles in sconces on the walls. In the center a band of harlequin revellers danced in swirls of green, yellow, and red around a life-sized white marble statue. Standing on a pedestal, the male warrior was nude save for a Corinthian helmet pushed back from his forehead. One of the revellers with a fife and another with a tambourine goaded the dancers into frenzied gyrations, as if the statue were the focus of a pagan rite. Anne stopped and stared, fascinated by the scene.

“Diomedes Carrying Away the Palladium of Troy,” remarked Derennes, nodding to the statue. “Copy of a work by the Swede Sergell, they say.” Muscles tensed in mid-stride, his hand gripping a small statue of Pallas Athena, the Greek hero glanced sharply to his right. “He’s seen light glinting off the sword of an enemy,” said Derennes. A golden glow from the candles bathed the statue’s clean, perfectly proportioned features. Anne imagined him alive, alerted to danger. Her head turned instinctively in the same direction.

Catching her eye, Derennes pointed to galleries beyond the hall. “You must see the duke’s collection, one of the greatest in France.” At the entrance, the young man spoke to a liveried footman who let them pass. They entered a large room with more splendid paintings on its walls than Anne had ever seen before. She raised her mask in wonder.

“Here are my favorites, the Lombard School, especially the Carracci brothers and Guido Reni.” Derennes walked up to a cluster of pictures and also lifted his mask. He seemed at ease and engaged with the art before him, as if the painters were his intimate friends. Anne could understand his appreciation of their lovely landscapes and mythological scenes. But what pleasure could he draw from their religious works? He seemed so worldly. When he stepped back from admiring the pictures, she asked about them.

“These artists had to paint what their patrons wanted,” he replied. “But Augustino Carracci, like the other two painters of the school, sought beauty above all, even when the subject was religious, like this one.” Derennes grasped Anne’s elbow and drew her closer to the picture of a man being skinned alive. “Look, two men with sharp knives are peeling off Bartholomew’s skin, but he feels no pain. His body still expresses ideal beauty. The mounted officer directs the torture with serene calm. A witness discreetly averts his eyes. From above, a sweet angel offers a martyr’s crown to the upstretched hands of the saint.”

Stepping back, the young nobleman extended his arms as if calling a blessing on the painting. “There you have it,” he exclaimed. “Perfect structure and balance, light evenly diffused, colors toned down. A quiet, harmonious scene that delights our eye.”

He savored the pleasure for a moment, then turned to Anne and pointed at the scene with a now trembling hand. “What has this to do with real martyrdom? Think of it! The flaying of a man alive. Bloody butchery.” He folded his arms in disgust. “Art for the devout indeed!”

Anne was at a loss for words, growing weary of the chevalier’s sardonic observations. Much of what he had said made sense, but she detected in him an unhealthy passion for beauty, as if its pleasures were all that mattered.

They hurried past Guido Reni’s Saint Sebastian with a glance at the martyr’s elegant nude body pierced by three arrows. “I want you to see the next one,” the nobleman murmured darkly. “It ought to intrigue you.” They approached a small painting by Reni of a young woman tied to a pillar, gazing toward heaven. A man held a long pincers at her mouth. “She’s Saint Apollina,” Derennes remarked. He shot Anne a malign glance that made her shiver. “The man’s about to pull out her tongue. The best way to deal with women who use it loosely.”

His remark shocked Anne, as if it were a threat aimed at her. Out of the corner of her eye, she observed him closely. Head tilted back, eyes shifting from one painting to the next, he seemed to have altered his attitude. He had had enough of serene beauty, she concluded. His expression had become unfathomable, vaguely menacing. Refusing to be intimidated, Anne cleared her throat to get his attention. “I understand there was a murder here a year ago.” She took care to speak as if merely curious, prompted by the scenes of violence depicted in the paintings.

He glanced at her over his shoulder. “It was nothing—a clown’s quarrel with an old actress.”

His words rang in her mind. “It was nothing.” His cheeks were flushed, sunken. His eyes, dark, cold. With a curt motion for her to follow, he left the gallery.

Back in the main hall they fell behind a group of exotic “savages” beating drums and shrieking wild incantations. He touched her arm and pointed toward a deeply recessed doorway. “In here you will find a rare garden of delights.” She hesitated, sensing that something wasn’t right. He reached for her arm, as if to draw her in. She shook her head and took a step back.

At that moment, a masked pirate appeared suddenly at her side. “Wait a moment,” he said. She recognized Chevalier de Pressigny, a note of anger in his voice. “Simon, I need to speak to you. Miss Cartier, would you excuse us.”

She watched while Derennes unlocked the door and the two men disappeared into the room. How odd! she thought, that the door had been locked. What had Derennes intended? She shivered, as the possibilities flashed before her mind’s eye. Revelers jostled her. She hardly noticed. Why had the directeur intervened? For her sake? He hardly knew her.

While she stood there perplexed, another masked figure in a pirate’s costume came up to her. “Dido, I believe. May I be of service?”

She breathed a sigh of relief.

Georges bowed deeply with a flourish of his hat. “I’ve been following Pressigny, and trying to keep an eye on you as well. Looks like he and I arrived at a critical moment.”

Anne described her encounters with Derennes from the rehearsal yesterday up to now.

“I believe he intended to do you harm. The notebook you mentioned must contain guilty secrets. He may suspect you’ve read parts of it. Pressigny somehow realized what Derennes intended to do and, for whatever reason, stepped in to stop him.”

“I shall think better of him from now on.”

“Let’s see what happens.” Georges glanced dubiously at her regal garb. “You must change your costume downstairs. I’ll wait here for you. Hurry back before they come out.”

Ten minutes later, Anne returned as a shepherd boy. “Any sign of them yet?”

“No. I’m beginning to wonder.”

For another ten minutes, they strolled through the hall, keeping the door in sight. Masked men and women gathered around buffet tables of food and wine, or sat in small groups in the hall. Minstrels in Italian costumes filled the air with lilting songs. At the far end of the hall Anne noticed a pair of rooms apparently reserved for gambling and piquant entertainment. She might check them later.

Finally, the recessed door opened. Pressigny edged out, glancing nervously left and right. He locked the door, took a deep breath, and stepped into the hall. Georges and Anne drew close enough to study his face. Beneath his studied nonchalance she could detect the twitching of his mouth and his shifty troubled eyes. He glanced her way but didn’t recognize her in the new disguise. He donned his mask and hurried away.

Georges leaned over and whispered to Anne, “I’ll follow Pressigny for five minutes and then come back. Keep an eye on the door and stay out of trouble.”

Anne resumed the watch alone. She was trying to look inconspicuous, when Henriette Picard approached her in the guise of a Greek goddess. A garland crowned her hair, a low-cut gossamer gown revealed all the contours of her body. “Good Lord,” Anne thought. “I’m trapped.”

Henriette gripped her by the arm and drew her close. “Who is this charming lad, may I ask?” Brandy had slurred her speech and clouded her vision.

“A humble shepherd, Mademoiselle,” replied Anne, lowering her voice. “Would you excuse me, I’m waiting for a friend. You and I must meet on another occasion.” At that moment, Anne saw Georges weaving his way through the crowd toward her. “Ah, there he is,” she exclaimed, tearing herself loose from Henriette.

Georges appeared puzzled. “Pressigny turned in his costume and left the building. Much agitated.”

“Shouldn’t Derennes have come out by now? Could he have left by another door?”

“This is the only one,” Georges replied. “I know the palace, every inch of it, from the days I worked for Lieutenant-General Sartine. For a month, I investigated a cabal the duke was believed to have organized.” He paused, scratched his head, stared fixedly at the door. Suddenly, his face lighted up. “There is another way out.” He pointed to the recessed doorway. “That leads to a storeroom and a hidden door to the basement. I can guess where he might be. Let’s go!”

They took a circuitous route into the basement and, by the light of an oil lamp, made their way through a narrow, moldy passage. Sconces on the wall, draped with cobwebs, resembled mythological beasts. Their candles had yellowed with age and stood askew. Georges stopped at a rampant basilisk whose webbing had been recently disturbed.

“He triggers a lock,” Georges said. “There’s one like it on the other side. The door’s hollow. Turns on a pivot.”

Anne gingerly touched the basilisk’s serpentine body, the sharp, hooked beak, the malevolent protuberant eyes, the crowned head holding a grimy candle—a cryptic sign for the horror that she suspected took place within.

“Pull down on it.”

She did as he asked and a section of the wall slowly swung inward. She stepped cautiously into a dank windowless room. A few candles burned low in the fantastic wall sconces. Others were spluttering out, throwing a fitful light over the room. Pincers, hooks, pokers, and other sinister instruments hung on the walls of massive, crudely cut stone blocks. A brazier stood in a corner of the room, an iron poker resting in the glowing charcoal.

“Is this what Derennes had planned for me?” She stared at the pincers and the hot poker. “Saint Apollina, indeed!” She trembled.

Georges glanced sharply at her. “What’s the matter?”

She related to him what Derennes had said in front of Reni’s picture of the saint’s martyrdom. As she finished speaking, her eye strayed to a white cloth on the floor in the shadow of the brazier. She picked it up—a kerchief. “Pressigny’s been here.” She showed Georges the directeur’s monogram.

“The two men must have come down here from the storeroom. So where’s Derennes?” Georges looked about the room. With the toe of his boot he lifted the edge of a square straw mat. “What’s this?” He pulled the mat aside, and unbolted and raised a heavy trap door.

A fetid odor from below drove him back reeling. He returned with the lamp and peered into a dark pit.

“Christ!” Georges rubbed his eyes. “A skeleton! A woman, judging from the hair. One of Derennes’ victims?”

Anne looked over his shoulder, then stepped back, nauseated. She couldn’t speak.

“As best I can judge,” Georges continued, “it’s been there for some time.” He lowered the lamp as far as he could. “Good God! The floor of the pit is littered with small skeletons. Cats or dogs, I think. And there’s something moving just beyond the reach of my light.”

Anne joined him again at the trap door.

A figure crawled haltingly into the light and looked up. “Get me out of here,” Derennes cried, his tunic torn and dirty, his face bruised, his nose bleeding.

“Who beat you and threw you in here?”

“I won’t say.”

“Did you do this?” Georges brought the light directly over the skeleton.

“No. I never saw her before.”

“Liar. What had you planned here for tonight? Candles lighted. A hot poker in the brazier.”

Derennes didn’t respond at first, then shouted again, “Get me out of here!” He began to whine piteously, covered his face with his hands.

Georges slammed the trapdoor shut and bolted it. His chest heaved with rage. “Damned, abominable liar!”

“Do we call the police?” Anne asked, her voice breaking.

“Not until I talk to the colonel.” Georges put the mat back over the trapdoor. “We’ll leave Derennes here for now.”

Back in the narrow passage, Georges pushed the door shut behind them. “You’d never find it unless you tapped the wall up to the hollow sound.”

They returned by way of the stairway up to the storeroom, observing that something had been dragged across its dusty floor. Fresh blood had spotted a sofa-cover, a chair had a newly broken leg. “Pressigny must have beaten Derennes here, dragged him downstairs to the dungeon, and thrown him into the pit.”

At the exit to the main hall, Georges leaned on the door for a few moments. “I wonder what drove Pressigny to such violence?” He looked up at Anne. “Is he so fond of you?”

She shrugged her shoulders. “Could be, though I haven’t encouraged him. He might have other reasons. Henriette said he dislikes Derennes and wants to expel him from the Amateurs.” She gestured with her eyes toward the wall with the hidden door. “He also might have learned what Derennes was doing in the dungeon.”

Georges nodded, then picked the lock with a thin tool from his pocket, opened the door, and stepped outside. “The party’s going strong. We can get away unnoticed.” They walked through a colorful tumult of revellers and out of the main hall.

***

The palace theater was dark and empty. From the Amateurs’ party came faint echoes of music and laughter. Revellers returning their costumes to the wardrobe shouted in the distance. Georges studied Anne with concern. “This may be our best chance to visit the office upstairs. Are you fit for it?”

“Yes. I’ll rest tomorrow.” She shook herself awake. “I was looking for a journal or calendar when Derennes walked in.”

They climbed stealthily up to the second floor where they found the office door locked. Georges drew the tool from his pocket. “No one is likely to interrupt us.” He picked the lock in seconds, then secured it again when they were inside. While Anne rolled a rug against the door sill, he closed the shutters on the window and lit a couple of lamps. “Now to work!” He reached for a shelf of books above the table.

Georges soon found the theater’s journal. Its entries began about three years earlier, when Chevalier de Pressigny had taken charge of the Amateurs, bringing order and energy to their enterprises. The journal, in the hand of two or three scribes, recorded each day’s events in copious detail. “The police might have looked at this,” said Georges, scanning the entries, “but they didn’t mention it in their report.”

He stopped at the time in 1785 when the murder and so-called suicide took place. “Copy this section, Anne.” He pointed to the pages for the month of August. “Something may be hidden there.”

For an hour, while Anne worked on the journal, Georges sifted carefully through letters, business records, and unsorted notes. “Nothing here,” he sighed, stretching his arms. He shuffled the papers into a semblance of their original order. “We should slip out before the party breaks up.”

“Just a minute, Georges, I’m on to something. The pages I’ve copied refer frequently to a new play for the Amateurs’ theater party, planned for August 15, last year, but canceled. Have you seen the manuscript? The title changes from page to page but it’s most often, The Cuckolded Clown: a Tragi-Comedy in One Act.”

“I’ll have a look.” Georges walked across the room. “I hadn’t thought of checking here.” He picked the lock of a cabinet, rummaged through it, and returned to Anne with a thick folder. “This is it.”

She skimmed the manuscript, then laid it on the table and leaned back.

“Georges.” She lifted up the open journal. “Antoine has written these pages. I recognize his hand.” Then she patted the folder in front of her. “He has also written this manuscript.” Picking up a sheet, she gathered her breath. “Listen to this.”

The one I’ve loved betrayed me,

so I’ve stabbed her dead.

Now I too must cease to be.

The shame of it I dread.

“That’s the Clown’s confession, after he thinks he’s killed his mistress. Allowing for the poetry, it’s almost identical to Antoine’s.”

“So?” Georges wrinkled his brow.

“Both the journal and the script were dictated to him!” She measured each word. “And so, I believe, was his own confession!”

Georges shrugged. “Or, the Clown’s confession was in Antoine’s mind when he wrote his own.” He anticipated her protest with a shake of his head. “We can’t solve the problem now.” He quickly calculated. “Tonight’s scripts are already here. The Amateurs’ next theater party is two months away. They have no reason to go into this cabinet for at least two or three weeks.” He picked up the manuscript and a few other samples of handwriting he had selected from the files. “The colonel can surely find someone to study them. I’ll put them back before they’re missed.”

Their work finished, Georges and Anne swiftly restored furniture and papers, doused candles, unlocked the door. Anne peeked out into the hallway. She saw no one, although she could still hear revellers in the building.

“They seem to be making their way to the back exit,” said Georges, locking the door. “Let’s leave our costumes downstairs and join them.”

***

Arm in arm, pretending to be tipsy lovers, they staggered past a weary watchman and out of the building. Fresh morning air struck their faces. The thin, blue light before dawn illumined the great expanse enclosed by the apartment buildings. Small human shapes were soon moving in and out of the arcades. The distant sound of bells announced the first mass of the day at Saint-Roch.

“Anne, shall I walk you home?”

“I would be honored, Sir,” she replied in a teasing voice. She took his arm. “How did you join the party?”

He smiled mischievously. “To get into the theater, I picked an invitation from the pocket of a guest. When the lady in charge of the wardrobe left the room unattended, I slipped in and put on a pirate’s costume. I checked her list. Pressigny and several others had chosen the same kind of garb.” He grinned. “We were enough to capture a small ship. That made it easier for me to follow you.”

They set out across the garden. A thought began to nag Anne. “Do you think Derennes might have killed Lélia Laplante and Antoine?”

“Possibly. He has the instinct. The answer might be here.” He patted the papers hidden in his coat. “I’ll interrogate him when I can slip back into the basement. I want to find out first if he had motive and opportunity.”

“And learn the identity of the corpse you just discovered.”

“Right. In the meantime, Derennes can’t hurt you or anybody else.”

Nearing the fountain in the center of the garden, Anne asked, “What will happen to him?”

Georges stared at the fountain. “I think Pressigny wants to get rid of him, finally, secretly. Bur Derennes has water, I saw it running from a pipe into a drain. He could survive for a week or more. The other Amateurs will soon discover he is missing. If they search for him, they won’t think of looking in the dungeon. It’s unused and almost forgotten. They could prefer Derennes vanish before he creates a scandal and becomes a burden to them.” He turned toward Anne. “Don’t pity the villain. He was going to put you in that pit with the corpse.”

She shuddered, overcome by sympathy for Derennes’ victim, someone who’d been tricked as she almost was. “Will Colonel Saint-Martin tell the police?”

“I doubt it. Derennes would claim someone assaulted him. Threw him into the pit. He knew nothing of the corpse. Given his connection to the ducal family, the police would release him.” Georges stared again into the fountain, as if its rhythmic pulse could clear his mind for what he had to do. “Derennes is too dangerous to let loose. In the next few days, before the police or the Amateurs find him, he must be moved to a secure place.” Georges looked up at Anne, his voice fell to a whisper. “You have seen evidence of his crimes. He will kill you if he can.”





Chapter 13

A Cautious Smile

Anne woke later that morning to a dull, throbbing headache. She shuffled to the washstand and splashed water on her face. Drying herself, she glanced in the mirror. Her cheeks looked pale, her eyes red. Too much excitement. Not enough sleep. Touches of powder and rouge would conceal most of the damage.

The evening with the Amateurs had also bruised her nerves. How frequently does one encounter a man like Simon Derennes? Vile monster! He got what was coming to him. Several hours in that stinking black pit! Now, for the first time, it occurred to her, someone might have told him of her unusual interest in Antoine Dubois’ case. Henriette perhaps. Well, it could have been much worse. The iron pincers flashed before her. With an effort she shut them out of her mind.

While dressing, she remembered Colonel Saint-Martin was away on a mission. She or Georges could tell him later about Pressigny’s assault on Derennes. She tied on a pale blue bonnet and shaped it to shadow her face. The sun would burn hot today. And she must venture out to learn more about the little seamstress they called Michou.

By noon, Anne was at the Foundling Hospital of the Holy Spirit speaking to Sister Justina, a pink-faced, ageless nun. Distracted by a hawker’s cry, Anne glanced out the window. In Place de Grève, a noisy, odorous outdoor market extended from the Hôtel de Ville almost to the banks of the Seine. The nun followed Anne’s gaze. “Unwanted infants come from that market and are left at our doorstep. That’s why we’re here.”

Anne had heard that nuns were rich, their convents large as palaces. Some had formal gardens, like Hôtel des Capucines at the north end of Place Vendôme. Anne had seen it with Comtesse Marie. The Foundling Hospital was also large, but crowded into the city’s teeming center. The two women sat on a pair of straight wooden chairs in the reception room. A crucifix hung on a wall. The room was otherwise bare. And recently scrubbed. The tile floor gave off a faint scent of lye. Probably typical of the living quarters as well, Anne mused. The nuns didn’t appear to spend much money on themselves.

A lingering suspicion on Sister Justina’s brow disappeared when Anne said she wanted to employ Michou, the little seamstress. Yes, the nun knew her. Abandoned as an infant at the hospital thirty years ago on the feast day of Saint-Michel, she was christened Michelline du Saint-Esprit and nicknamed “Michou” by the nuns. For years she had been a burden to the hospital until one of the older nuns discovered her talent for sewing.

“She learned to sketch as well,” said Sister Justina. With awe in her voice, she explained that Michou’s teacher, Sister Madeleine, the daughter of a certain great painter at the royal court, had been a skilful artist herself before entering the convent. “Michou draws beautifully. From her pictures and gestures, we can usually puzzle out what she needs.”

“Sounds like much talent still hidden.”

The nun agreed. “It’s a pity she never learned to read and write. When she was growing up, it didn’t seem worth the effort to teach her. She helped in the hospital in the hospital’s linen room until she found work in a clothing store.”

“I understand she sewed for the actress Lélia Laplante,” Anne remarked offhand.

Sister Justina’s face turned a deeper shade of pink, her eyes widened. “What happened to that poor woman terrified Michou. She shrank into herself like a mouse trapped in a corner. Afraid the same thing might happen to her, I suppose.” The nun let out an exasperated sigh. “And to make matters worse, the police broke into her room—she couldn’t know they were knocking on the door! She’s stone deaf. They carried her off in manacles. Then that horrid little man, Inspecteur Mauvert, asked her questions she couldn’t understand. Barked at her, shook his fist, treated her as if she were a criminal. I’d say he scared the wits out of her. She couldn’t work for weeks! She’s better now, but she still hides from people she doesn’t trust.”

Anne wondered about the inspecteur’s interest in the little seamstress. “Did the police think Michou was somehow involved in the crime?”

“I don’t know what they thought,” replied the nun. “But, in the end, they decided she didn’t know anything and let her go.”

Thanking the nun, Anne rose to leave. “Where can I find Michou?”

“At the Théâtre des Petits Comédiens in the Palais-Royal. She’s been there since it reopened a month ago.”

***

Freshly painted, the theater graced the north-west corner of Palais-Royal’s ensemble of buildings near the Beaujolais portal. The crowds had thinned out in the early afternoon. To Anne’s eye, the theater appeared deserted. She approached the service entrance, then smoothed her dress and walked in.

“Michou’s with the others, getting costumes ready for this evening,” snapped the harried wardrobe manager. “Don’t disturb her.” He glared at Anne. “She’ll have time off in an hour. You can’t miss her—the tiny one wearing a white bonnet.”

As the manager ran off, Anne retreated to a small café with a view of the theater. Sipping lemonade, she observed the human comedy being played out in the shaded avenues of the garden. The tempo began to increase. Well-dressed men came from dinner at the Café de Conti, business papers stuffed into their pockets. A pair of fashionable women paraded before her, their bodies encased in enormous skirts, their heads covered by great plumed hats. Anne shut her eyes and smiled inwardly in a moment of playful fantasy. Transformed into festive barges, the two ladies glided majestically over the shimmering waters of Versailles’ Grand Canal.

In an hour, the theater’s service door opened and several working women emerged, blinking in the bright afternoon light. After them trailed a small thin figure in a white bonnet. Anne paid her bill and followed the deaf woman to the center of the gardens.

At the fountain, Michou nibbled on a crust of bread, watching goldfish dart below the glassy surface of the basin. She tossed them crumbs, then danced with delight as they rose to snatch them.

“That’s a start,” Anne murmured to herself. “At least she’s comfortable with fish.”

Michou left the pool and walked south toward the “Camp of the Tatars” and its covered rows of temporary wooden sheds and booths connecting the eastern and western arcades near the palace. At midafternoon, the camp’s lanes were visited by smaller, quieter crowds than in the evening. The deaf woman moved quickly up and down the rows, looking for free entertainment. Finally, she stopped in front of the Tatar Puppet Theater to watch an outdoor show of Punch.

The puppeteer caught Anne’s eye; he seemed confused. She nodded and he carried on with the show. Victor Benoit was a man Anne had cultivated as soon as she became acquainted with the Palais-Royal. Watching his performance for the first time, she had sensed an opportunity to supplement her occasional work at the variety theater. Victor could fashion puppets and manipulate them with great dexterity, but he lacked the talent for creative story telling. His plays failed to fascinate and few people came to watch them. Anne had offered to put a little money into the enterprise. She would assume responsibility for writing scripts and directing the productions. Victor had readily accepted.

Entranced with the puppets, Michou had not noticed the silent exchange. Anne came up beside her, stretching to watch the performance. When a dog bit Punch, the little woman shook with laughter. She clapped her hands as Punch tricked the hangman into hanging himself. Gradually sensing Anne’s close presence, Michou tried to move away. But the crowd pressed the two women together. They were soon exchanging glances at the amusing turns of the story.

The show ended, the crowd scattered, and Michou left Anne’s side without looking back. Her chest tightening with anxiety, Anne wondered if she had gained any measure of the woman’s trust. After a few steps, Michou turned and smiled cautiously. Anne replied with a wave of her hand. And breathed more easily.





Chapter 14

Missing Person

Georges stared vacantly out his office window into the garden, stirring sugar into a cup of coffee. As he leaned over his desk, his mind drifted back to last evening in the palace. He smiled at the thought of Miss Cartier. A brave and clever young lady. He and she had worked together as a team. And more than that, he realized. She had been tender towards him, like a daughter, holding his hand and kissing him goodnight. To other women he was merely a passing plaything, a good fellow.

Sipping his coffee, he heard a fluttering on the wall behind him and turned in time to see several sheets of paper floating zigzag to the floor. A breeze from the window was telling him to tidy up. To clear space on the desk for his cup, he gingerly pushed aside stacks of precariously piled folders. He rose from his chair and approached the clutter of police sketches pinned to the walls. Most of them were two or three years old. A dozen missing persons stared blankly at him, as if they had already found death in Paris. What had become of these serving girls, prostitutes, and poor young peasant women? One of them could well be the corpse in the pit with Derennes.

Georges picked up the fallen sheets, his own crude sketches of valuable objects stolen within the colonel’s jurisdiction. They revealed a pattern of theft—exotic pieces of jewelry and decorative art bound for London, Amsterdam—anywhere but Paris. He refreshed his mental image of each object as he pinned its sketch to the wall.

He moved on to pictures of criminal suspects that had come from Paris police headquarters. Comtesse de la Motte and some of her accomplices in the theft of the queen’s necklace held pride of place. He removed the pins, crumpled the sheets into small tight balls, and threw them expertly into a basket. The Parlement de Paris had convicted the felons last week. Whipped and branded, the comtesse was now in prison. Georges saved pictures of her husband and other accomplices still at large, as well as the necklace since the police had not yet recovered it.

Enough housekeeping, he thought, stepping back. Now to the business at hand. Had Derennes slept well? Georges was eager to question and then dispose of him, but the more he thought about it, the wiser it seemed to wait until he could speak with Colonel Saint-Martin. A day or two in the pit might persuade the villain to talk more freely. In the meantime, Georges would visit police headquarters. He might learn Derennes’ background and find out what he had been doing on the mid-August night in 1785 when Laplante was murdered.

It was late afternoon when Georges returned to the office. After a light supper at his desk, he leaned back in his chair, studying the ceiling. On that night in August, Derennes had been attending the variety theater, a five-minute walk from the scene of the crime, in the company of Chevalier de Pressigny and Monsieur Robert LeCourt, a rich Dutch financier currently living in Paris. The audience was often up and about during several intermissions. Derennes could have easily slipped away from the others to kill Laplante and Dubois. Or, the murders could have taken place shortly after the theater closed. Derennes had ample opportunity. But what could have been his motive? The police files offered no answer.

Frustrated, Georges mumbled a curse. He left his desk and ambled into the garden. Derennes had grown up in the palace, son of an architect in the duke’s service. Searching for a hiding place, Derennes had probably studied records in the palace archives that led him to the secret dungeon. Pacing back and forth in the twilight, Georges wondered why Derennes had wanted to attack Miss Cartier? For sadistic pleasure? Why her, rather than a prostitute? Simply because she was alone and the dungeon ready for a victim? Georges was unpersuaded.

He stopped at the garden fountain. Hands clasped behind his back, he leaned over and gazed into the water. Derennes’ attack was not random. He’d had his eye on Miss Cartier. Caught her prowling in the theater office, her hands on his book. He’d waited for her outside the dressing room.

Had he feared she was a police agent who might uncover something damaging to him—like the murder of Laplante? Georges returned to his office with the feeling he needed to talk to someone from the ducal household who might have known Simon Derennes. It was still early enough in the evening to pay a visit to an old acquaintance.

In a few minutes, Georges was at the door of Louise Tremblay, retired governess of young girls in the household of the deceased Louis, Duc d’Orléans. Mademoiselle Tremblay, an infirm spinster, lived in a small room in her niece’s garret apartment on Rue St. Honoré near Palais-Royal.

“Police business,” Georges announced to the niece, and gave his name. “Your aunt knows me.” The niece raised an eyebrow momentarily, then showed him into a tiny parlor and went to fetch her aunt. He took in the room’s spare, shabby appearance—cracked plaster, no rugs or drapes, plain wooden furniture. Well below the standard Tremblay could have claimed in the duke’s employ. The old woman shuffled into the room on her niece’s arm, settled into one of the chairs, and motioned for Georges to take the other. The niece withdrew.

“Stiff joints,” muttered Tremblay, grimacing with pain, as she crossed her legs at the ankle. “Don’t get old.” She looked at Georges with a sharp, clear eye. “I do remember you—Sartine’s man. Investigated a cabal at the palace almost twenty years ago. You had more hair on that occasion.” Her lips curled into the hint of a smile. “I couldn’t help you then. What can I do for you now?”

“Simon Derennes has disappeared.”

“I know. The police were here a few hours ago—that nasty little inspecteur.”

“Mauvert?”

“That’s him. Wanted to know where Simon Derennes was. I said I hadn’t any idea. I’ve had no contact with him or his family since the old duke died last year. Mauvert never asked what I thought of Derennes.”

“But I shall,” Georges remarked, settling back in the chair. “How did you come to know him?”

She was silent for a moment. Then she met his eye. “While I served the duke, I seldom talked about family affairs, never to outsiders. Since his death, I feel no obligation to him or his family. He left me a pittance after I had given more than fifty years of faithful service.” She lifted her hands palms up. “I’m a beggar. I live on the charity of my niece, who has barely enough for herself and her man.” Her eyes clouded and left Georges for a few moments, then turned back to him quizzically. “Who are you working for now?”

“Colonel Paul de Saint-Martin, a provost of the Royal Highway Patrol.”

“I’ve heard of him. Breteuil’s kin. An honorable man. Why’s he interested in Simon?”

“Derennes may have killed a woman three years ago and has recently attempted to kill another. The colonel wants me to stop him before he kills anyone else.” Close enough to the truth, Georges thought.

“Someone should have stopped Simon long ago.” Her face hardened in a grim expression. “I’ll tell you what I know.” The young man was born in 1763, she explained, when she was a fifty-year old governess, pursuing her family’s career of service in the Palais-Royal. She grew concerned about Simon when he was seven. The girls she oversaw reported the young boy teasing them maliciously, pulling their hair, stealing their dolls, tormenting their pets. This went on for a while, the governess loath to complain. When she finally brought the matter to the attention of Simon’s parents, they became angry and threatened to have her dismissed. They were proud of their son, a handsome boy, who could be sweet and charming. He had also won the affection of the old duke, intrigued by the boy’s talent for theater and his precocious appreciation of the palace art collection.

Neglected as well as spoiled by his parents, the boy grew worse. By the time he was fifteen, certain ladies of the palace accused him of killing their pets and harassing their daughters. The old duke wouldn’t listen to their complaints. When Simon was twenty, the police suspected him of sadistic attacks on prostitutes and the rapes of young country girls newly arrived in Paris. A magistrate interrogated him, but didn’t press charges for lack of evidence. The Société des Amateurs spoke up for him.

“Simon’s an artful deceiver,” she remarked with a tired voice. “And, secretive. He has hiding places—some of them in the duke’s palace—where he practices his vices.”

“Derennes, the Amateurs. Pampered parasites, the lot of them!” Georges sniffed with contempt. He leaned forward and held the old lady’s hand, then met her eye. “I can assure you, Simon Derennes is nearing the end of his career of deception.”

***

Early the next morning, Georges approached the Palais-Royal dressed as a carpenter. Questioning Derennes could not wait until the colonel returned. He would be out of town until Sunday evening. Getting into the palace should not be difficult. For the past several years it had been undergoing renovation, and workmen moved about freely.

At the service entrance, he talked his way past the guard. Finding the door to the great hall locked, Georges climbed down into the basement of the theater, then snaked through a dense jumble of sets, stage properties, and discarded furniture to the narrow passage into the palace.

He threaded his way past the exotic brass sconces shrouded with cobwebs until he reached the basilisk, sentinel at the dungeon’s secret door. He paused for a moment, ears alert for voices or footsteps. Derennes’ disappearance had not yet been announced, but the Amateurs might well be looking for him—though not likely in this musty corridor. Still, Georges didn’t want them to find him in the midst of an unauthorized interrogation.

He cautiously opened the dungeon door and stepped inside. His eyes swept the room, looking for changes. He froze. The kerchief Miss Cartier had found was missing. She had thrown it on the floor, Georges was certain of that. He stepped quickly to the trapdoor, not bothering to put on a mask to counter the stench. He heaved up the door and peered into the pit.

Empty, as he had feared. Ignoring the stench, he lowered himself on a rope down to the pit’s rough stone floor to search for evidence of Derennes and the corpse. Not a trace. Even the animal remains were gone. He climbed out and searched the dungeon carefully. The iron poker still rested on the brazier, the pincers on the wall.

He paced back and forth, his heart pounding. The clack of his boots echoed off the gray stone walls. Incredible! Someone had removed Derennes and cleared out the pit, then arranged the dungeon to look like nothing had happened! Someone knew what had happened to Derennes and where to find him—in the most secret room of the palace. And only a few hours ago—just before dawn.

Pressigny? Not likely. Probably two men pretending to haul trash in and out of the building. Too much hard work, too little time for one man. So what had Derennes’ rescuers done with him? Released him, and he chose to remain in hiding? Or, if they were Amateurs and suspected he was responsible for the corpse and would cause a scandal, they might ferry him out of the country with a new identity, or hide him away as a prisoner, or even secretly kill and bury him.

The Société des Amateurs would want to protect its good name and avoid the displeasure of the duke. LeCourt would be equally concerned. He had invested money and, more important, his reputation, in the Amateurs. They had helped him gain entrance into aristocratic society where he attracted its money to his investments. He also was negotiating on behalf of Dutch bankers with the French government for refinancing its debts. He had good reason to be concerned about scandal involving Derennes, especially a double murder of Dubois and Laplante. Georges was at a loss. He couldn’t question either Pressigny or LeCourt without reopening the case again.

Georges stopped, then stared at the open door. His mind raced on. Derennes in hiding? He’d want Miss Cartier dead. And, so just might his mysterious rescuers. He glanced at his pocket watch. Eight o’clock. She’d be at the Tatar Puppet Theater. No time to lose. He must warn her.

***

Georges paused for a moment at the entrance to the puppet theater. He had run from the palace and was out of breath. Some theater! he thought, hardly more than a wooden shack. Before him stretched a narrow room with benches for thirty patrons. At the far end, a dark green cloth masked a waist-high plank platform. Kneeling on the platform, her skirt hitched up, Miss Cartier was arranging the strings of a marionette. She recognized him as he walked forward, her expression of pleasure giving way to concern. She jumped nimbly down and met him in the aisle.

“What’s happened, Georges?”

“Someone got to the dungeon before I did. Derennes’s gone. And so is the corpse. The pit’s clean.”

She drew him to a bench and sat on the edge, her eyes fixed on him.

He spoke in a low, insistent voice. “Your life’s in danger. If he’s loose, he will try again to kill you. Even the Amateurs might want you dead, if they are the ones who pulled him from the pit.”

“So what am I supposed to do?” She looked at him askance.

“You’re free to do as you like, but stay in a safe place.” He paused, fearing he might offend her. “And the safest place is the colonel’s residence.” He proposed she move into a small apartment in the garden pavilion, the one reserved for visitors. She already had a key to the rear entrance.

She rose to her feet, her eyes black with anger. “I’m free, indeed, and I choose not to live like a caged or hunted animal.” She walked to the platform and leaned against it, glowering at him. “I can take care of myself,” she said emphatically. “You are exaggerating the danger.”

“Perhaps. But consider the last time you ‘took care of yourself,’ Jack Roach damned near killed you.”

His words had a cold, hard edge. They hit home, he could tell. Her mouth worked with pent-up feelings, struggling to reply. She turned away from him, as if recollecting the shameful punishment she’d received at Islington.

“On that occasion last September,” she said, carefully articulating the words, “I recklessly ignored the warning of my friend, Harriet, and paid dearly. I should have spent the night with her.” She looked at Georges, clear-eyed and direct. “I count you also as my friend. I shall accept your advice. Staying in the provost’s residence over the weekend is certainly the wisest thing to do.”

Georges took her hand and stroked it. That confession had cost her a great deal. He felt honored.

***

The visitor’s apartment reminded Anne of a small fortress. The back wall’s thick stone blocks shut the provost’s property off from an alleyway. She walked through the rooms, opening louvers to catch a slight breeze. It was a warm night. She would have liked to sleep outdoors. The place was safe enough. The bedroom, kitchen, and parlor faced the garden. An older married couple, living in a similar apartment next door, watched the back entrance during the day. Their terrier guarded it by night. She was also under Georges’ vigilant eye. From his apartment in the main building, he could survey the entire garden.

Throughout the day, she had had little reason to fear Derennes or anyone else. Guarded by one of Georges’ agents, she had kept herself busy at the Tatar Puppet Theater most of the afternoon. The agent watched over her also during her short evening engagement at the variety theater. Chevalier de Pressigny was there with several Amateurs, patrons, and courtesans. Handsome devil! He had stared at her and winked.

Now, however, she sat by herself in the parlor. It was late. Several oil lamps gave off a warm golden light, but the shadows they cast on the walls looked menacing. After the loud music of the theater and the raucous noise of the streets, the room seemed unearthly quiet, its atmosphere heavy and threatening. She felt uneasy. Derennes’ attempted deception recalled to mind Roach’s assault. The ground she had to cover to clear Antoine appeared more treacherous than she had imagined. She wished for a companion with whom she could share her feelings.

She got up from the chair, threw a thin scarf over her shoulders, and stepped out into the fresh air. Bending over the fountain, she splashed cold water on her face. The terrier approached silently out of the darkness, sniffed and licked her outstretched hands, then disappeared. For several minutes Anne strode back and forth, breathing deeply, and dismissed Roach and Derennes from her thoughts. She looked up. Bright stars patterned the clear night sky, their magnificent display telling of their creator, who wisely governed the affairs of men as well as nature. Her nerves calmed. When she went to bed, she was lulled to sleep by the faint rippling sounds of the fountain.

***

Monday morning, Georges was sitting in his office, reading the mail. He had not yet spoken with Colonel Saint-Martin, who had returned home late at night and left again early in the morning. A door slammed. Georges looked up, hearing a familiar voice.

A minute later, Saint-Martin walked in. “I’ve just come from a conference with the lieutenant-general. He says Chevalier Derennes is missing. He was last seen several days ago at the Amateurs’ theater party.” The colonel shed his coat and sat down at the desk across from Georges. “The duke’s upset. He doesn’t want another scandal.”

“Does the lieutenant-general suspect foul play?” Georges pushed a pile of letters to the side. “Would he care? Derennes is the worst of a bad lot.”

“The lieutenant-general suspects the Amateurs might have decided to get rid of him.”

“In that case, they’ve done a favor to the young women of Paris.” Georges crossed his arms on his chest, slouched back in his chair.

The colonel looked down, then slowly pulled off his gloves. “Do you know anything about Derennes that I might relay to the lieutenant-general?”

“As Martha said about Lazarus,” Georges replied, lifting his hands, “I know he’ll rise on the last day.” He smiled inwardly. He enjoyed a game of cat and mouse with his superior.

The colonel pursed his lips. “The lieutenant-general may already know that.” He slapped the gloves lightly on his thigh.

“What I have to say may not be for the lieutenant-general’s ears.” Georges paused, observing the colonel begin to sit up. “Derennes attempted to seize Miss Cartier while she was investigating the Amateurs’ reception at the Palais-Royal.” With an apprehensive eye on the colonel’s face, Georges related what had happened that night at the palace. “When I returned later to question Derennes, the pit was empty. I’ve searched all the likely spots but found no trace of him.”

“And how is Miss Cartier?” The colonel’s brow furrowed.

“Fine.” Georges smiled guardedly. “But if Derennes’s free, she’s in danger. I’ve arranged for her to stay in the garden pavilion.”

Saint-Martin hesitated, as if about to make a remark. But he appeared to change his mind. He rose, clutching his gloves, walked to the window and looked out over the garden toward Anne’s apartment. Georges sat in respectful silence.

After a few moments, the colonel cleared his throat, then turned around. He reached for his coat, frowning. “The Amateurs may have rescued Derennes and concealed him. And that corpse you saw in the pit is a matter for the Paris police. But we can’t go to them yet. They would realize we are prying into the Laplante case.” He paused in the doorway. “My aunt, Comtesse de Beaumont, must know Chevalier de Pressigny. I’ll pay her a visit. And you, Georges, try to get better acquainted with Monsieur Robert LeCourt.”

***

The colonel walked through the garden and knocked on Miss Cartier’s door. He waited nervously. His imagination conjured up Derennes’ iron poker, its white hot point darting like a snake at her face.

The ghastly apparition vanished when Miss Cartier opened the door, a surprised smile on her lips. Saint-Martin bowed, then held her hands for a moment. “Would you step out into the garden with me? I’ve just learned from Georges what happened Wednesday night at the Palais-Royal. I’m thankful you weren’t hurt.”

As they strolled between beds of roses, the gravel crunching beneath their feet, Miss Cartier told him her story. Her voice was firm, unruffled. He glanced at her sideways and could detect no damage to her spirit. If anything, she appeared a little more sure of herself, like a promising young officer who has just passed the first test of battle.

At the fountain they listened to the soothing sound of water and enjoyed the warmth of the midmorning sun. The delicate scent of roses in bloom enveloped them, triggering Saint-Martin’s chivalrous instincts. From infancy he had been taught to protect women. And this was a woman he was growing to like.

“I can imagine the dreadful prospect of that dungeon, what horror might have happened. I would understand if…” He groped for words. “If you decided to be less involved…”

She cut him short. “Colonel Saint-Martin!” Her voice failed momentarily, struggling for words. Her eyes narrowed with resolve. “You can’t push me aside. After all, I found the source of Antoine’s so-called confession in the office.”

Startled by her vehemence, he fell silent, then nodded. “Georges just told me. I’m pleased.” He added, “I’ll give the manuscript to an expert reader.” He walked her back to the apartment, keenly alert to the swishing of her gown, the heaving of her chest. He sensed in himself a stirring of affection, a yearning for her. As they approached her door, she turned to him, her jaw taut. “If I must, I’ll carry on alone.”

“No need to do that,” he said gently. “I understand how you feel.” She searched his eyes, her expression softened, she moved a step toward him. He reached out his arms and embraced her. “We’ll carry on together.”





Chapter 15

Chevalier Jean de Pressigny

“Miss Cartier fell into a viper’s nest,” said Saint-Martin to his aunt. He had ridden into her courtyard at Chateau Beaumont while she was instructing her groom for the day. The sun had barely risen above the trees. The cobblestones glistened with dew. She had just returned from exercising her horse and was dressed in a maroon riding suit. A black leather crop hung from her wrist.

“Viper’s nest?” She searched his face, as if she couldn’t under-stand what he meant. She told the groom to care for the colonel’s horse. When man and horse were out of earshot, she asked her nephew what had happened.

“Simon Derennes tried to abduct Miss Cartier at Palais-Royal,” he replied, then went on to describe Pressigny’s conflict with Derennes, the discovery of the latter together with a corpse in the dungeon’s pit, and Derennes’ disappearance.

“How is Miss Cartier?”

“Unharmed and more determined than ever. For safety’s sake, she’s moved into my garden apartment.”

“I didn’t expect anything like this, Paul. What have you stumbled upon?”

“It appears that Lélia Laplante and Antoine Dubois were victims of a double murder. That’s the theory Georges is pursuing. Secretly.” He cautioned his aunt. “For the time being, the Paris police must be kept in the dark.”

“Paul, I trust you know what you are doing. Baron Breteuil would be displeased.”

“Georges thinks Dubois’ death was made to look like a suicide. Miss Cartier’s inquiry might have led Derennes to fear she would discover evidence incriminating him, either in killing Laplante and Dubois or in some other unrelated crime. We have the word of a trustworthy witness that Derennes injures and perhaps also kills for the pleasure it gives him.”

“Poor Miss Cartier,” exclaimed the comtesse shuddering. “So nearly in the clutches of a human beast.”

“Whose fangs must be pulled before he can harm her.” Saint-Martin’s voice threatened to break. He drew a deep breath. “The Amateurs may have saved us the trouble. Derennes had become a potentially serious embarrassment to them. Think of the scandal if the police were to investigate that corpse in the dungeon and arrest Derennes. So, he has vanished, possibly with the connivance of the directeur, Jean de Pressigny, and the principal patron, Robert LeCourt.” The colonel paused, seeking his aunt’s eye. “We need to know more about these men and what they may have done with Derennes—and the corpse.”

For a long minute, Comtesse Marie studied the cobblestones, digesting what she had heard. Finally, she looked up, swinging her riding crop a full circle. “We’ll have a bite to eat, then ride over to Chateau Debussy, twenty minutes from here. That’s where Jean de Pressigny lives.”

***

“Impressive view!” said Colonel Saint-Martin to his aunt, reining in his horse. They had approached from the east. The morning sun behind them tried fitfully to break through a bank of clouds. Chateau Debussy lay below at the bottom of a long green slope. Four cylindrical towers anchored the corners of the main building, a large gray square structure, flanked by two pavilions and covered with a dull red tile roof.

Beyond the chateau, the land rose gently to the western edge of the estate where it reached a steep chalk ridge partially covered by dark woods. A river, the Bièvre, snaked through the fertile valley, fed a glistening pond in front of the chateau, and went on its way north-eastward toward Paris and the Seine. At least from a distance, the estate appeared well-managed. Near the chateau stood a large greenhouse surrounded by gardens. Stables and work shops seemed busy and in good repair. At midmorning a dozen men were tilling the fields, driving wagons up and down the lanes, and tending cattle and sheep.

The comtesse beckoned her nephew to a grove of trees on a knob of land overlooking the chateau. They dismounted and tethered the horses, then walked to a small shaded clearing facing the chateau. From this closer vantage point, the chateau took on a sinister appearance. The pond now appeared deep and dark, a barrier to entering the building. Its gray walls seemed thicker. It would be easy to hide Derennes there. Or bury him.

Saint-Martin turned to his aunt. “What can you tell me about Chevalier Jean de Pressigny?”

“I have met him a few times, and we have mutual acquaintances.” She explained he was a gifted young man with a troubled past. As an infant, he lost an impoverished father who bore one of the great names of the French aristocracy. A few years later, his mother married Comte Philippe Debussy, a man of obscure lineage but much wealth recently acquired in India. “Debussy then bought this property at a bargain price.” Comtesse Marie raised her arm in a sweeping gesture over the valley. “He renamed it after himself.”

She went on to describe the neglected upbringing of Jean and his younger sister, Claire. The comte never legally adopted them. When their mother passed away, she left her modest estate in her husband’s hands. As Jean grew older, he fell into gambling and other costly vices. He demanded his inheritance. Servants reported fierce quarrels. The rascal even spread rumors that Debussy had stolen his legacy.

“I’ve heard he killed Chevalier Richard de Boisvert in a duel,” said Saint-Martin. “For what reason?”

“Jean treated young women like oranges, eating the fruit and throwing away the peel. Boisvert accused him of dishonoring his sister.” She sighed. “The king imprisoned Jean in the royal fortress at Vincennes. He was mysteriously released shortly afterwards.”

“For a fatal duel, Pressigny should still be in prison,” the colonel observed. “He must be connected to a person with great political influence.”

His aunt could not name such a person with certainty, but shortly after leaving prison Pressigny joined a masonic lodge that met at the Palais-Royal under the protection of the Duc d’Orléans. Whatever the connection, the young man’s behavior seemed to improve. He gave up gambling, became directeur of the Amateurs, and even began enlightened work on the Debussy estate. She pointed toward a marshy area along the Bièvre. Two men were laying a drainage system, using tiles and brick from the old kilns at the foot of the chalk ridge.

Drainage ditches and old kilns, Saint-Martin thought darkly. Convenient for disposing of an unwanted person like Derennes. “I need to get someone into that place,” he said as they mounted the horses.

On the way back to Comtesse Marie’s chateau, they agreed it was unlikely Pressigny had undergone a religious conversion. “Let’s give him the benefit of the doubt,” she said with little conviction. “Perhaps he realized his behavior was self-destructive and followed the example of Emperor Joseph, the queen’s brother, and nobles who aspire to be socially useful.”

“I would be very surprised,” he remarked, then asked her, “Would it surprise you to learn, dear Aunt, that Chevalier de Pressigny may have hidden Derennes or his body at Chateau Debussy?”

“No, it wouldn’t,” she replied with a sigh. “He’s a cunning man and a talented actor. He may be cleverly playing a new role.”

***

That morning, Anne was in the garden apartment by the window, writing the script of a marionette play for Abbé de l’Épée’s institute. She usually devoted these, the freshest hours of the day, to improving her skills for teaching the deaf. She would work at the puppet theater in the afternoon and the variety theater at night.

There was a knock on the door. She looked up startled. Few people knew she was staying at the provost’s residence. A young page stood outside with a note from Chevalier de Pressigny.

Would you please meet me at the fountain in the garden of the Palais-Royal at noon. I would like to discuss a project that might appeal to you. Perhaps we could do this over lunch. The messenger will wait to receive your reply.

Anne retreated to her parlor and paced the floor, glancing askance at the note. She felt a tremor of anxiety. How had Pressigny found out where she was staying? He must have had her followed. Was he trying to trap her, to find out what she knew about Derennes?

Or did he have something else in mind? She read the note aloud. Its tone was courteous. Reason enough to suspect him. She recalled his preening among the women in the palace theater’s dressing room, his scrutiny of her body. Like Jack Roach, he considered women no more than instruments of pleasure. He was elegant and attractive, but she couldn’t trust him.

She walked to the window and leaned out, her arms resting on the sill, mulling over the invitation. She could cope with Pressigny. True, he had killed a man in a duel, but he wasn’t a deranged murderer like Derennes. He posed a threat to her virtue, not to her life. If he tried to seduce her, the harder she made it for him, the more he would enjoy the effort. She could perhaps trick him into revealing his dealings with the actress Laplante. He had surely known her.

She rose from the sill, nodding thoughtfully. After all, his proposal might be aboveboard. And the fountain, neutral and public, was a safe place to meet. But she would ask for a later date. He shouldn’t be allowed to think she was at his beck and call. On the other hand, she was free at noon.

Glancing across the garden window toward Georges’ office, she wished he were there. He and the colonel wouldn’t be back until later in the afternoon. She might as well find out what Pressigny had to say. She sat down at the table and took a plain sheet of paper. “I shall already have eaten lunch,” she scribbled, “but I’m willing to hear about your project. I’ll meet you at the fountain at noon.” She folded the note, handed it to the page, and sent him off.

***

Chevalier Jean de Pressigny stood by the fountain five minutes before noon. Mademoiselle Cartier’s note had been impudent, but he had received the insult to his rank with amusement. He had discerned her spirit the moment they met in the dressing room. Proud bitch! No fluttering eyelids and simpering smile like the others, but a cool, direct, and steady gaze. No doubt she could play the part his stepfather expected, regal but free of pretense and pomposity.

What a challenge, to break through her facade, to take her down to raw instinct. He imagined subtly enticing her with deference, treating her like a lady. Yes! Then there would be a meeting of minds. He would pretend to long for a simpler, more authentic life, closer to nature. Having won her trust, he would play upon her hidden desires. Yield to nature, he would say, even while dissolving her inhibitions with the artifices of love. In the end, she would come crawling to him naked!

The satisfaction of conquering her would be all the greater, knowing she was the mistress of that prig, Paul de Saint-Martin. Free of danger as well, for the colonel refused to duel! Pressigny shook his fists, amazed by his good fortune. What a prospect to look forward to! He nearly quivered with pleasure, indulging his fantasy to eke out a few more moments of venery.

His eye caught her as soon as she stepped out of the shaded arcade into the open space of the garden. She wore a simple robe, her face shielded from the sun by the brim of a light straw hat. Erect and rather tall, alert and self-assured, she walked toward him with unaffected grace. “Perfect,” he murmured to himself. “But, of course, she’s an actress and knows I’m watching her.” As she drew near, he bowed. “Good day, Mademoiselle Cartier, I’m pleased you could come.” She greeted him with polite reserve.

“I’ll get right to the point,” he said, as they strolled on a graveled path southward toward the palace. “On behalf of the Société des Amateurs, I invite you to join our next production.”

He paused slightly to register her reaction. She gestured for him to continue.

“It will take place in five weeks at Chateau Debussy, my step-father’s estate near Paris, to honor the high-born and wealthy notables who patronize us during the year. We offer them a superb meal in the dining hall, followed by entertainment in the chateau’s own theater, and conclude with fireworks, games of chance, and other diverting amusements. Since many of our guests prefer not to stay overnight, our program begins early in the afternoon and ends an hour or two after sunset.”

“And what would be my part?” she asked with a bemused smile.

“To play a queen.”

“What?”

“Yes,” he continued, “but not in a drama.”

He explained that her role would be to wear the priceless Chanavas jewels, made in India for a very rich and powerful potentate. Comte Debussy had seized them during a colonial war thirty years ago and brought them to France. They were now in the chateau’s treasure room, the centerpiece of the comte’s remarkable art collection. Because of their value, they were rarely displayed, and then only under glass.

The heat of the day grew uncomfortable, clouds gathered, and rain threatened. They sought the shelter of a row of chestnut trees. Pressigny gestured toward a bench and they sat down, keeping a suitable distance from one another.

Patting his damp brow, he began to explain that recently, while discussing the Amateurs’ production at the chateau, Comte Debussy had made a most unusual request. In all the years he had owned the jewels, he had never seen them at their full glory. Chanavas Khan had commissioned them for himself to wear in public. But, insisted the comte, they were really best suited for a beautiful woman in a splendid but intimate setting. The chateau’s dining hall and theater were the right places to display them. The Amateurs and their patrons were the right people to see them. What was needed was the right woman to wear them.

“Why me?” exclaimed Mademoiselle Cartier, disbelief written large on her face. “I’m no beauty!”

“True, you have too much spirit in your eyes and too little soft flesh on your bones to have posed as Venus for Monsieur François Boucher. But you have the mind and body to wear the Chanavas jewels. Trust me. The comte does—at least on this point.”

“If I accept this offer, what would I need to do?” Her voice was heavy with suspicion.

“You would be fitted for the role at the chateau in a rich, exotic costume. Bedecked with the jewels, you would accompany my stepfather to the dinner and, afterwards, sit with him in the theater.” He raised his hand in a reassuring gesture. “Don’t worry, you won’t be bored. The count is a diverting companion; he knows many anecdotes and tells them well. From the theater, you would return to the treasure room, the jewels would be put back in their case, and you would be free to do as you please. My stepfather is frail and retires early. He does not expect you to entertain him.”

“Would you trust a stranger with such a treasure?” she asked.

He insinuated a playful, mischievous tone into his reply. “When I first had this idea, I decided to get to know you better. I have learned you enjoy the patronage of the Comtesse de Beaumont, an estimable woman with whom I am acquainted, and have the confidence of Colonel Paul de Saint-Martin.” With a wink he added, “What finer credentials could I hope for?”

She started, then frowned. Was she surprised, perhaps annoyed that her link with Saint-Martin had been found out? Pressigny discreetly averted his eyes as the young woman struggled to regain her poise.

“I’ll consider your offer and give you my reply tomorrow,” she replied finally, “together with measurements for the costume, if I accept.” To encourage her, he then mentioned the stipend, one hundred livres. She seemed surprised. As well she should, for it was as much as an experienced actress might earn in a month. With that they parted. When she was out of sight, he snapped his fingers, danced a few steps, and walked away with a jaunty air.

***

An evening hush came over the garden. Anne was alone in Georges’ office, looking out the open window, watching a pair of twittering sparrows at play in the bushes. Rain had cooled the air. She allowed her mind to drift, wondering how the colonel would react to Pressigny’s odd invitation. With suspicion, probably. What did the man really have in mind? Why didn’t he enlist the services of Henriette or another woman at the variety theater? On the other hand, the colonel might welcome an opportunity to pursue an investigation at Chateau Debussy.

Anne continued this debate fruitlessly for a few more minutes, then shrugged. The colonel would soon arrive and could speak for himself. She picked up a crust of bread from the window sill, broke it into pieces, and fed them to the sparrows.

When the bread was gone, she turned from the window and surveyed the adjutant’s domain. Georges had shown her into the room, then had gone to fetch his superior. As he left, he gestured to a row of sketches on a wall. If she recognized anyone there, he had said laughing, she should let him know. Dutifully, she studied the faces of several men wanted for murder and other horrendous acts. The evil of their deeds seemed imprinted in their eyes. She thanked God she hadn’t met any of them.

She stepped to the left to view the pictures of stolen goods. Georges had said he sketched them himself. The lamps on the wall threw too little light to appreciate his rendering of detail in the jewelry, but certain curious designs caught her fancy—the Z-shaped pedestal of one of the bowls, the serpentine handle of another.

At the sound of steps approaching, she drew back from the sketches. Georges entered, followed by the colonel, who took a chair by the window. Unmindful of the fading light, he sat back, arms crossed, while Anne reported on Pressigny’s proposal to her. The colonel’s expression remained inscrutable. As dusk filled the room, Georges leaned forward at his desk and lighted the lamp in front of him. Saint-Martin rose and lighted several others. A golden glow spread through the room.

At the end of her report, the colonel raised the questions she had expected. In the discussion that followed, he welcomed the opportunity to carry the investigation into Chateau Debussy. The proposal to wear the necklace was highly unusual, but did not appear threatening. He glanced at Anne. “Comte Debussy’s an invalid and has no reason to harm you.” He turned to Georges and continued, “I’m sure he’ll have the jewels well guarded. She should be in no danger on their account.”

“Looks splendid for her,” Georges said, “all that money! The dressing up!” He simpered, eye lids fluttering. “I wish Jean had asked me.”

“Silly goose!” Anne frowned at him. “Pressigny’s giving me an opportunity to pry into his affairs. That’s the point!”

Saint-Martin nodded. “Since he has acknowledged that Comtesse de Beaumont and I stand behind you, he’s not likely to force his attentions.”

Georges winked at Anne. “And I’m sure you can handle his tricks.”

She grimaced with mock pain, then turned to Saint-Martin. “I’ll send Pressigny a note accepting his proposal.” Anticipating an objection, she hesitated. “Could Georges go with me?”

“Yes, incognito.” The colonel caught his adjutant’s eye. “You have one month, Georges. Arrange to be at Chateau Debussy to work with Miss Cartier. I’ll be nearby at my aunt’s chateau.” Saint-Martin slapped his thigh, preparing to leave.

Anne spoke up. “I think it’s safe now to move back to my own apartment. There’s been no sign of Derennes. He’s either out of the country or held captive by the Amateurs.”

“Or dead and buried,” interjected Georges.

The colonel rose from his chair. “Keep the key, Mademoiselle. It’s still useful.”

She jiggled her purse, feeling the key’s weight, reassuring herself. “Thank you. I’ll be leaving tomorrow.”

“The garden apartment will remain free,” he said, walking her to the door. “You might need it again.”

***

Alone in the sitting room, Colonel Saint-Martin poured a glass of brandy. He eased himself into a chair and took a sip. The calculating part of his mind liked the idea of prying into affairs at Chateau Debussy. He had smelled something rotten there. It wasn’t farfetched to think the Amateurs or their directeur might have hidden Derennes in one of the many caves that must riddle the chalk ridge. Or in the cellars of the chateau. Georges and Anne would find out.

The prospect of her venturing into Pressigny’s lair, however, disturbed him. Her role in the Amateurs’ reception appeared genuine, but their directeur surely had ulterior motives. That thought agitated Saint-Martin so violently he had to ask himself why.

He discovered he feared for Anne, that she might be violated, stripped of her innocence—as if she were a helpless, naive girl who needed his protection. He scolded himself. She was a mature woman, alert to the sexual games Pressigny played and able to exploit his sensuality. At Chateau Debussy she would need a partner like Georges, not a protector. He gazed into the brandy, aware of a feeling akin to jealousy creeping into his soul.





Chapter 16

Spying

Late the next afternoon, Anne sat sipping a lemonade in the small café by the Théatre des Petits Comédiens. Michou, the deaf seamstress, should soon appear. Over the past several days, Anne had learned the woman’s daily routine. She always left her garret on Rue Richelieu a little after dawn and walked the short distance to work. At midday she visited the Palais-Royal, sometimes alone, now and then with two other women from the theater. From their gestures Anne realized they were also deaf. Probably seamstresses like Michou.

After work Michou often wandered in the garden with the same two women until darkness attracted young toughs, prostitutes, and thieves. Then she hurried home like a frightened rabbit. In rare moments of leisure, her favorite pastime was sketching people, animals, and anything else that caught her fancy. Anne occasionally greeted her in passing with a fleeting smile, hoping to gradually appear familiar to her eyes.

Today the women’s routine changed. Michou’s two friends came from the service door to the table next to Anne’s. The café was otherwise empty, except for a waiter. At a signal from Anne, he brought her another lemonade. She paid him and he disappeared into the kitchen. Anne turned her back to the deaf women, then drew a plain snuff box from her bag. The box was empty. She grimaced. The very thought of snuff was repulsive. But inside the lid was a mirror.

Placing the box on the table at her left hand, she adjusted the lid to an angle where she could observe her neighbors. Much of what they were signing to one another meant little to her, but she understood they had just been paid and were through for the day. They were soon joined by two men. Young apprentices, judging from their work clothes. Deaf as well. Wine arrived. The signing grew more animated.

Anne surmised that Michou had also been paid. Within minutes she joined the circle, greeted with smiles and hugs and a glass of wine. The silent conversation continued until the apprentices rose from the table. The circle broke up in a flurry of signing and gestures, and the two men walked out into the garden. Michou’s companions from the theater glanced at Anne, who pretended to read a menu.

The older of the two women sat up straight. Her eyes narrowed, searching the room. She signed to the younger one, who reached into a sack at her feet and swiftly moved the contents into Michou’s bag.

Anne stared into the tiny mirror. What was going on? She clutched the menu. Her shoulders tensed. Had the women taken something valuable from the theater and passed it to Michou? Hardly surprising. The manager paid them a pittance. Anne recalled his pinched, unsmiling face. He could be ruthless. The women risked being dismissed, then whipped and sent to the workhouse.

Michou closed her bag, a brown cloth sack Anne had not seen before, and waved as her friends went after the men toward the Camp of the Tatars. Clutching the bag, Michou left the Palais-Royal through the Beaujolais portal. Anne followed her to Rue Richelieu, where she turned northward. It appeared she was going to her room.

As she walked on the narrow crowded sidewalk, she glanced left and right like an anxious sparrow. Near the entrance to the Bibliothèque Royale, a barrel fell off a wagon and frightened a horse pulling a cart a few feet from Anne. The animal reared, then charged out of control on to the sidewalk. People leaped out of its way, screaming. With a clatter of hooves, it bore down on the deaf woman. Anne shouted in vain. At the last moment, Michou appeared to detect alarm in the face of an on-coming coachman. She jumped to her right. The cart hurtled past, missing her by inches. But she lost her balance, tripped and fell, knocking her head on the pavement.

Anne rushed up. Michou lay still for a few seconds, then struggled to her knees, a dazed look on her face. A dense, mindless stream of people jostled the two women. Anne lifted Michou and carried her, light as a child, into a corner café and laid her on a wall bench. The proprietor hurried toward them, his arms gesticulating, a protest on his lips.

“We won’t be long,” Anne said, calming him with a coin. “Some water and a clean cloth, please.” Caressing Michou, she wiped dirt from a bruise on her forehead. There were no other injuries she could see. As Michou’s daze wore off, panic set in. She touched her chest and seemed momentarily relieved. She’d found her purse. But then she reached frantically for her handbag. Her eyes widened in despair.

Anne leaped to her feet and ran back to the scene of the accident, her hope sinking with every step. Paris was a city of thieves.

But the bag was there, leaning against the library wall. She opened it quickly and saw paints, used brushes, irregular sheets of paper and canvas, and other artist’s supplies. Gathered furtively, it appeared, out of fear the manager would object.

Anne closed the sack and hurried back to the café. Michou was anxiously watching the door, sitting upright on the bench. At the sight of her bag, she burst into tears. Anne laid it in her lap, wiped the tears from her cheeks, and hugged her gently. Looking up, Michou gave her a grateful smile.

***

The following day Anne was resting on a bench against a plane tree, sheltered from the afternoon sun. The air was warm and still along the Boulevard. Behind her was a depot of the French Guards, where Georges said they should meet. She had been anxious at first about her disguise, a young man’s simple brown suit and a short wig. A powder dulled and darkened her complexion.

She relaxed, however, when the uniformed men going in and out of the building took no notice of her. On the Boulevard, coaches clattered by, filling her nostrils with dust. Her eyes darted through the traffic, searching for Georges.

Early that morning he had called at her apartment, saying he needed her later in the day to spy on Robert LeCourt. “He runs the Amateurs from behind the scenes. Puts up most of the money. I’ve been wondering why.”

“Can’t one of your agents help?” she had protested. She had planned to spend the day at Épée’s institute.

“I try to keep them away from Antoine’s case, especially when LeCourt’s involved. They might tell the Paris police what we’re doing.” He had handed her the suit of clothes. “Your costume!” When she had agreed reluctantly, he grinned encouragement. “An actress needs practice. This is like being on stage.”

Anne felt relieved when Georges emerged from the crowd, waving his hand.

“You’re perfect!” he whispered as she rose to meet him.

“Come here.” She led him to a furniture shop next door to the depot. Pointing to their reflection in a display window, she asked, “Who are we supposed to be?”

“A furniture dealer and his son from Rouen.” Georges puffed out his chest, every inch the businessman. “We’ll use the Norman accent you learned from Antoine.”

They did indeed look like a pair of provincial visitors, Anne agreed. Their brown suits were out of style, the coats longer than the present fashion, the buttons larger. Georges’ wig added years to his appearance, reminding her that he was old enough to be her father.

They walked to the next corner, where Georges pointed up Rue d’Artois, north of the Boulevard. Financiers, bankers, and other newly rich businessmen had recently built luxurious town houses on its large noble estates. “They’re LeCourt’s kind of people. He lives nearby on Rue Thaitbout.”

“What’s happened to the old families who lived there?” Anne had earlier noticed Georges’ aversion to the aristocracy.

“They’ve done very well on profits from dividing their estates and selling off the pieces. Some of them moved across the river into the Faubourg Saint-Germain. Others stayed where they were and renovated their mansions or built new ones.” Georges warmed to the topic. “Greedy bastards, crooked as fishhooks! Lieutenant-General Sartine had me investigate one of them. I found an illegal distillery in the basement!”

Turning around, Georges pointed southward at a large, pillared stone building across the Boulevard. “The Italian Comedy Theater, built just a few years ago. The café that LeCourt frequents is a short distance to the east. Gets a lot of late evening business after the shows.” They crossed the Boulevard through a moving maze of carriages and pedestrians. A few minutes later they entered a simple two-story building. Over the door hung a weathered sign, Café Marcel.

They found a small marble-topped table for themselves in the main room near the entrance. Anne glanced about, counting a dozen similar tables along the walls and four larger ones in the center. Fewer than half the chairs were occupied in the late afternoon, mostly by merchants and tradesmen reading newspapers or chatting. A few waiters were scuttling about. One of them came by. “Tea and biscuits,” Georges said soberly. Anne ordered the same.

Through a wide archway into the next room she could see a bar, more half-occupied tables, and a rack of newspapers on a far wall. Both rooms had once been elegantly decorated. Large crystal chandeliers hung from ceilings that needed fresh paint. Several of the wall mirrors were discolored. The floors were worn near the bar and at the entrance. A steady stream of customers approached the bar and bought wine to take out.

Anne felt at ease. The café’s clientele appeared diverse enough to ensure anonymity, her decent bourgeois clothing helped her blend in. Thanks to the mirrored walls she could observe what went on without appearing curious.

“There are rooms upstairs.” Georges pointed with his eyes towards a stairway opposite the entrance. “I’ll take a quick look. They must be empty now.”

When their tea had arrived and the barkeeper was preoccupied by a customer, Georges slipped away, leaving Anne alone at the table.

In the mirror next to her table she checked her posture. She had to remember to sit like a man, spreading her legs and slouching slightly. When ordering, she dropped her voice to a lower register. A harmless deception, she thought, the concealing of one’s sex, not to be compared with the evil tricks of a charlatan. People often wore disguises of word, gesture, and dress, pretending to be honest when they were false; wealthy, when they were poor; beautiful, when they were ugly.

She gazed at the men around her, wondering whimsically whether any of them were women in disguise. She half-seriously thought she could pick out one or two. And perhaps a few other imposters.

Georges’ return jarred her out of this line of reflection. He sketched a plan of the upper floor. A T-shaped corridor ran from the top of the stairs to the back of the building. The next thing to check, he said, was the newspaper rack. He walked into the barroom, studied the selection of papers, and returned to the table with two of them.

“What’s this?” asked Anne, scanning a front page.

“Dutch. Probably the reason LeCourt comes to this café. He reads French, of course, but he gets news from Holland from these two papers and meets a few of his countrymen here.” After skimming the papers, Georges returned them to the rack.

Near six in the evening, Anne noticed the tables begin to fill up with wealthier, more stylish customers. As a clock chimed the hour, Georges whispered, “LeCourt just arrived, he’s the man in the dark green suit.” Anne watched him in a mirror, struck by the simple elegance of his movements. And of his attire. The collar, lapels, and cuffs of his coat were embroidered with delicate silver patterns.

He walked through the barroom, greeting men at tables as he passed by. At the newspaper rack he picked up the two Dutch papers and approached the bar. After a few words with the barkeeper, he received a drink and a key. He tucked one of the papers under his arm, returned the other to the rack, and went upstairs.

“So, this evening he engages a private room,” said Georges. “We’ll wait and see who comes to visit him.”

A question had been forming in the back of Anne’s mind. “What’s going on, Georges?” she asked doubtfully. “How do you know he’s going to meet someone to discuss something we’d want to hear?”

“A professional secret, my dear,” he replied grinning. “But I can trust you.” He leaned forward—his grin vanishing, and lowered his voice. “LeCourt’s barber spies on him for Comptroller-General Calonne. For a little extra money, he also works for me. Yesterday, while peeking in LeCourt’s appointment book, he noticed a strange entry for early this evening. Here’s a copy.” Georges pressed a scrap of paper into her hand.
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She studied it, then looked up. “What does it mean?”

“A simple code for Café Marcel, Simon Derennes, 16th of this month, in the evening. fn should soon appear.”

They sat quietly for a few minutes, drinking their tea. Suddenly, Georges gestured with his eyes toward the barroom. “Watch,” he whispered.

A sullen sharp-faced man in a plain brown suit picked up the remaining Dutch paper, read it for a few seconds, then returned it to the rack. When a customer distracted the barkeeper, the sharp-faced man walked quickly upstairs.

“LeCourt surely left a message in that paper,” Georges said. “He’s covering his tracks.”

A few moments later, Georges and Anne also approached the barkeeper. They could have any room except number one; it had been taken. For a couple of sous, Georges got the key for number two and put it in his pocket. Anne followed him up the stairs. The two rooms were side by side in the rear of the building. Their windows opened to narrow balconies over a courtyard, enclosed by the blank walls of neighboring buildings.

Georges placed a funnel-shaped device against the wall of number one, trying to hear the conversation between LeCourt and his visitor. The trick failed. Either the wall was too thick or the voices too soft.

While he was preoccupied, Anne stepped out onto the balcony. A narrow ledge jutted out from the café’s outside wall, connecting her balcony with the one next door. The ledge was smooth and level but barely visible. The sun had sunk low in the sky. The courtyard was becoming dark.

Anne took a deep breath, climbed over the railing, and shuffled slowly along the ledge to the neighboring balcony. She peered cautiously into the room. The two men sat at a table in quiet, earnest conversation. Only meaningless bits of it came through the closed window.

At a gesture from LeCourt, the other man rose from the table and walked toward the window. Anne pressed her back flat against the wall in the small space between the window and the railing. He pushed open both halves of the window, the right side scarcely a foot away from her. She trembled, certain that he would see her.

“That’s too much,” she heard LeCourt say. The man muttered under his breath, then closed the window halfway. The half of the window opposite her now served as a mirror, offering a clear view into the room. LeCourt sat with one leg crossed over the other, a glass in his hand. The newspaper lay on the table in front of him. About fifty years old, he was one of the most distinguished-looking men she had ever seen. Dark eyebrows. Finely chiseled handsome face. Thick silver hair. In the room’s subdued light, his deepset eyes were inscrutable.

The other man picked up a sheaf of papers, held them close, and squinted at them. Nearsighted, Anne thought. When he finished reading, he took a small notebook from a leather wallet in his pocket and made several entries. He put the notebook and wallet away and looked up at LeCourt. Anne strained to hear.

The financier set his glass on the table. “Remind me, Monsieur Noir, how you found Derennes. From the beginning.”

His companion reported that he had slipped into the basement of the palace unobserved, discovered Derennes in the pit below the old torture chamber.

“I had followed him there during the intermission when the English blonde was singing. Knew he was up to something. Afterwards, when he disappeared, I guessed he might have gone back. And there he was. Beaten and out of his mind. Crying that a pirate had attacked him. I also found a woman’s skeleton and a mess of animal bones!”

LeCourt stiffened, his dark brow working into a frown. He motioned for the man to continue.

“I searched him. Found the keys to his apartment. Picked up a kerchief belonging to Chevalier de Pressigny.” He gave LeCourt a knowing glance. “Pressigny also left his signature on a wardrobe list for a pirate’s costume.”

LeCourt pursed his lips at the mention of Pressigny. “Why didn’t he kill Derennes outright? Why leave him alive to be discovered by you?”

“He probably acted in haste and thought the man was dead.” He hesitated a moment for his master to comment. The financier merely nodded. Noir went on to explain how he had moved Derennes and the corpse. Anne could not hear where he had put them.

He pulled a small, leather-bound, gilt-edged book out of his pocket. Anne recognized it immediately from the theater office. “Derennes’ journal,” he said, handing it across the table to LeCourt. “He’s recorded the name of his victim in the dungeon.”

LeCourt unfastened the clasp and scanned the pages. “Aha, she was the one, I half suspected, …’s daughter. A pity.” His voice had trailed off. Anne could not grasp the parent’s name—it was foreign, not French.

Noir pointed to the little book in LeCourt’s hand. “Pressigny was also involved in the woman’s death.”

“The fool!” hissed LeCourt. “Give me the gist of the story.” He glanced down at the book and closed it. “Derennes’ handwriting is as bad as his character.”

Noir explained that, shortly after leaving the king’s prison, Pressigny had seduced the woman at a country estate near Paris and brought her to an Amateurs’ party at the palace theater. Growing bored, he handed her over to Derennes, who raped her. She threatened to expose both of them to her father. Derennes strangled her and obliged Pressigny to help move her body to the dungeon and throw her into the pit. Derennes warned him to keep quiet, or they would lose their heads on the block. Afterwards, Derennes borrowed money from Pressigny and never paid it back.

“What a pair!” exclaimed LeCourt, breathing heavily, his face flushed. He soon regained his calm, then opened the book again, paused on a page, and scowled. “Here’s last year’s incident. The actress and the clown.”

Anne’s heart leaped at the allusion to Antoine. The story of his death must be in there! She stared at the book, as if to seize it with her eyes.

There was a moment of heavy silence. “Pressigny!” the financier exclaimed again. “I should have left him to rot in prison!” He pressed both hands flat on the table, calming his temper. “I assume he tried to kill Derennes to put an end to extortion. Why didn’t he come to me with the problem in the first place? Or, at least tell me, after he had disposed of Derennes?”

The other man waited respectfully silent until LeCourt invited his opinion. “In some ways, Sir, the chevalier is still a boy. He acts on foolish impulses and makes bad mistakes. But you are to him like a stern parent. He does not wish to admit he needs help.”

LeCourt shrugged. Then, leaning forward, hands clasped before his mouth, he began speaking in a low voice. Anne drew as close to the window as she dared but could not make sense of what he said. Sounded like Dutch. Finally he put Derennes’ journal in his pocket and leaned back in the chair. “By the way, what was Derennes planning to do in the dungeon in the first place?”

Anne’s heart skipped a beat.

“To question a young woman he called Dido. He claimed she spied for Pressigny.”

“Dido? Sounds odd. Find out who she is. And whether I should be concerned.”

“Henriette claims to know. She’s holding out for 50 livres.”

“Pay her.” LeCourt retrieved his glass, took a sip. “Is Derennes safely hidden? I may need to see him.”

“Nobody’ll find him, and he can’t run away. Unconscious most of the time. Spits blood. Has trouble breathing.”

“Then we’re done,” said LeCourt and finished his drink. “Let’s stretch.” The two men rose from the table and walked toward the window.

Panic gripped Anne. There wasn’t time to return to the other balcony. She slid over the railing and crouched on the iron supports beneath the balcony. The two men continued to talk but too softly for much to be overheard. Finally, they left. The window clicked shut. Anne crouched for a few more minutes, then scrambled up onto the balcony.

Her partner appeared at the window and opened it. “What possessed you!” he exclaimed, as he led her into the room the men had vacated. “That was too dangerous. You’re lucky LeCourt didn’t catch you.”

“It was worth the risk,” she retorted exuberantly. “You won’t believe what I heard!”

When she repeated LeCourt’s comments about the corpse in the pit, Georges nodded. “Nalini, daughter of Krishna, steward at Chateau Debussy. That’s where Pressigny lives. Her sketch is hanging on my office wall.” His eyes moistened, his voice fell. “Lovely girl.” He remained silent for a long moment, sorrow working the corners of his mouth. Finally, he glanced at Anne. “We can’t tell her father yet, or we’d give ourselves away.”

Anne shuddered. In a month she would play her role at the same chateau and most likely meet the young woman’s father. She sighed, then moved on to the strange story of Derennes’ rescue.

“Pressigny, the pirate!” exclaimed Georges. “The head of the Amateurs assaults his assistant! What’s LeCourt going to do about that?” Georges stared at Anne. “And, will he go after you?”

***

Georges stood nervously behind her at the door, while she searched for her key. This was the first time she had invited him home. Though he had never married, he had lived off and on with several different women. But he had never known a woman quite so headstrong as this one. Once inside the apartment, his anxiety grew as she took off her coat, shed the wig, pulled the pins out of her hair, and wiped the powder from her face.

“There!” she said, smiling at him. “I’m myself again.”

Georges grew more at ease opening a bottle of fine wine, a gift from the Comtesse de Beaumont’s cellar. He rarely drank except at meals, so he sipped a glass while they shared cheese and bread at the table. His partner’s adventure appeared to have drained her and left her tired and thirsty. After a couple of glasses, she complained it was hot in the room and removed her vest. Her face was flushed and her eyes unnaturally bright. Georges asked if she was all right.

“I’m delighted, Georges,” she replied laughing. “We’ve made headway tonight. If we could only lay hands on Derennes’ journal, we’d prove Antoine’s innocence.” She held out her empty glass. “Let’s celebrate!”

He poured a second glass of wine for himself and a third for her. His nerves calmed, and he felt relaxed. She grew livelier as she drank, singing and sharing jokes with him. They finished the bottle and moved toward the chairs by the window. She laid a hand on his shoulder; he tentatively put an arm around her waist. She leaned toward him, parted her lips, closed her eyes and…passed out.

For a moment Georges didn’t know what to do. He stood there, wet with sweat, holding her limp in his arms. Then he lifted her up and carried her to the bedroom, laid her down, and covered her. She began to perspire and to shiver. He bent anxiously over her, patting her forehead with a towel.

A few minutes later, she opened her eyes. Disbelief spread over her face. “What happened, Georges?”

“You fainted,” he said lamely.

“I guess I spoiled the party.” She sat up, eyes heavy-lidded, and leaned against the headboard. “The room’s moving. Are we crossing the Channel?” She pressed her fingers against her temples. “Tell the captain I’ll walk to France!”

Wondering if she was going to be sick, Georges looked around for a pail. “I’ll tell him right away. This evening at the café, I learned you can fly, so I suppose you can also walk on water.”

She started to laugh, then stopped, squinting with pain. “Georges, take my head with you. I don’t want it tonight.” She raised a hand and caressed his cheek. “Gentle Georges,” she said. “Best partner.”

He kissed her hand and was about to leave when she called out. “It just flashed in my mind the last thing LeCourt said on the balcony: ‘Keep a sharp eye on Pressigny, we still need him.’”





Chapter 17

A Precious Bowl

Short of breath, her head aching, Anne hesitated at the rear entrance to the provost’s residence. The sun had not yet climbed above the rooftops of Paris. The air was warm and moist. A brief thunder storm had wakened her at dawn. Feeling queasy from too much wine, and a little ashamed, she had skipped breakfast. While she was dressing, a note from Colonel Saint-Martin had slipped under her door, asking her to see him today. She had hurried her toilette and hastened through nearly empty streets to his door.

Was she too eager, she asked herself, glancing at the key he had given her, heavy and black and as long as her hand. No matter, she knew he was an early riser. She bit her lip, opened the door, and stepped inside. He was in the garden in shirt-sleeves, a pair of scissors in his hand, snipping wilted flowers from a rose bush. As she approached, he looked up. A pleased expression came over his face.

“An expert now holds the script you discovered in the Amateurs’ office.”

Anne flashed a smile, then paused. “I’ve given more thought to that script.” Her breath still short, she measured out her words. “We know that Antoine’s alleged confession is almost identical to a passage from the farce, The Cuckolded Clown. He could have borrowed the passage to explain his suicide. But he could also have simply taken dictation, and it was used to incriminate him. I hope your expert will judge the confession, at the least, to be suspect.”

“You can be sure he will examine it critically. He has served me well before.”

He bowed and took her arm. “Shall we go to my office?”

On their way through the garden, they stopped to pick a half-dozen yellow roses. He cut the thorns off the stems and handed the roses to her one by one. Tiny drops of dew fell from their petals on to her dress. She chose one of the flowers, inhaled its delicate scent, and offered it to him. He received it with a gracious bow, drew in its aroma, then gestured with it toward the house.

When she had arranged the roses in a vase on his desk, he beckoned her to a chair.

“Are you well? You look pale. What happened yesterday?”

“We learned Derennes is alive!” She went on to report LeCourt’s conversation with the sharp-faced Monsieur Noir, with-holding the more harrowing details. Georges would present them when he met the colonel later in the morning. And she would be spared a scolding for the risk she’d taken.

“You’ve confirmed our suspicion,” he said. “LeCourt is protecting the Amateurs from the scandal of Derennes’ crimes. Perhaps that’s good. While in LeCourt’s custody, Derennes, whether ill or mad, won’t harm anyone. Unfortunately, we can’t question him about Antoine’s case.” He settled back in his chair, examining the roses with a preoccupied air. “LeCourt believes Pressigny was involved in the death of the young woman known as Nalini. But he needs Pressigny, so he’s going to protect him. At least for now.” He looked up from the roses and glanced at Anne. “Is Pressigny really indispensable to the Amateurs?”

She shrugged her shoulders. “Indispensable to LeCourt at least. His own reputation is at stake. After all, he persuaded the king to let Pressigny out of prison. Picked him to direct the Amateurs. LeCourt wants people to trust his judgment, invest their money with him.”

“We may find ourselves jousting with Monsieur LeCourt before this is over.” Saint-Martin leaned forward with concern in his eyes. “By the way, if he discovers the identity of the woman whom Derennes was planning to ‘question,’ you might hear from Lieutenant-General DeCrosne—and so might I.”

While he was speaking, Anne’s headache returned. Her short supply of good humor diminished. The lieutenant-general could go to hell, she thought, barely concealing her irritation. She stirred in her chair. “Let’s talk about what you’ve found for me.”

He nodded patiently, as if he were facing a testy child, then walked round the desk and put before her a copy of a memorandum, dated September 21, 1785. “Georges dug it out of the Paris police archives,” he remarked, leaning over her shoulder. She felt the heat of his body and warmed to the thought that he and Georges were taking risks too.

“Start here. Inspecteur Mauvert is reporting to Magistrate Sorin concerning the Laplante case.” He pointed to persons questioned by the inspecteur. Anne recognized Henriette Picard and other companions at the variety theater as well as several Amateurs.

“This is what caught my attention.” He touched a line with his finger. Mauvert had also summoned a woman called “Michou,” who had sometimes assisted Lélia Laplante with her wardrobe. He could not interrogate Michou because she was deaf and simple-minded; could neither read nor write. Between the lines of the memorandum the magistrate had written, “mute witness, incompetent to testify.”

“Incompetent? Nonsense! I’ve met her.” Anne stared at the colonel defiantly. “She’s scarcely incompetent, but she’s terrified of the police and closed up like a clam when Mauvert tried to interrogate her.”

Saint-Martin stepped back, lips pursed. “Then we need to know more about her. The magistrate paid her little attention. The Amateurs and their patrons had urged him to close the case as quickly and quietly as possible.” He paused, tapping his fingers together. “You’ve had experience in London dealing with people like Michou.”

Anne recalled tutoring Benjamin and Sarah at Wimbledon, children who had heard for several years and had attentive, caring parents. “Michou’s more withdrawn, more challenging to reach than the children I taught for Braidwood. But I’m hopeful.”

Returning to his chair, he glanced at her with an encouraging smile. “Then see if she can help us.”

As Anne rose to leave, he handed her a paper from the desk. “Sorry, I meant to tell you. I’ve received a report from Rouen. You recalled correctly, Antoine Dubois was born and raised there. We found several of his cousins.”

“I see the name Lélia Laplante,” said Anne skimming the page.

“Yes, she came from the same parish as Antoine.” He frowned. “Their families disowned them when they joined the theater and started living together. They soon clashed and separated, he going to London and she to Paris.”

“Why on earth did he live with her when he returned to Paris after the war?” Anne laid the paper on the desk, tapped it lightly. “They surely weren’t good for each other.”

“Yes, the Paris police would say this report supports their findings.”

“Well, I’m not going to stop now.” She jammed Mauvert’s memorandum into her bag. “I’m eager to learn what the inspecteur’s ‘simple-minded deaf mute’ can tell us.”

***

Michou was among the small knot of people gathered at midday in front of the Tatar Puppet Theater. Victor Benoit was performing a harlequin sketch with the hand puppets. Anne had followed her through the garden and now joined the crowd. Michou beckoned for Anne to join her. When the show ended, they were the only ones left. Anne called to the puppeteer. Would he let them play with the puppets while he waited for a crowd to gather? At first he looked surprised and annoyed. Then, recognizing her, he nodded.

Anne offered a hand puppet to Michou. She frowned slightly and refused, but Anne’s repeated gesture reassured her. In a short while, with a little coaching from the puppeteer, the two women were running through simple skits. The pleasure of play transformed Michou. A smile erased the tight lines around her mouth, and her green eyes grew large and luminous.

When a half-hour had passed, Michou laid down the puppets. With a sigh, she mimicked a seamstress at work. Time to return to the theater, Anne thought. They set out together through the garden. As they approached the fountain, Anne pointed to Michou and to herself, then clasped the little woman’s hands. Might they meet again?

Michou hesitated, a cautious look in her eyes. Her hands grew tense but she did not withdraw them. She scrutinized Anne for what seemed like minutes. Then, smiling, she pointed to the fountain. They would meet there.

Deeply touched by the woman’s trust, Anne cast about in her mind for a way to fix the date.

Apparently anticipating the question, Michou made the sign of the cross, lifted her eyes, folded her hands in prayer.

Tomorrow, Sunday, at the fountain, Anne said aloud, clearly articulating the words.

Michou stared with blank eyes. She couldn’t read lips, Anne realized. She also crossed herself and folded her hands. Michou nodded, raised nine fingers, then pointed toward the eastern sky.

“Nine o’clock in the morning,” Anne murmured, extending a hand to shake good-bye.

Michou took the hand and pressed it to her heart.

***

Anne entered the mall of the Palais-Royal on a cloudy Sunday morning, thinking Michou had perhaps not really understood their agreement. Or, she might have become ill. Anne was relieved to find her seated on a bench near the pool, surrounded by ducks. She rose quickly, scattering the birds in every direction. Anne put out her hands. Michou took them in hers. How delicate and beautiful they were, Anne observed. Slender yet strong.

To Anne’s surprise, Michou seized the initiative. With a gentle smile she beckoned Anne to follow her. She had a routine for this, the only day of the week that was her own. They set off for the river Seine. For an hour they walked on the embankment toward the Pont-Royal, stopping several times to watch boats or to admire the imposing palaces on the other side.

As Michou’s shyness receded, she let Anne look at a small book in which she sketched anything that caught her eye. The pages were filled with human faces in rage, ecstasy, repose or pleasure. A bushy-tailed cat arched its back, repelling an inquisitive poodle. Swallows swooped over rooftops. Fashionable men and women strolled in the garden of the Palais-Royal. Beggars sat at a church door. Peddlers showed their wares on a tree-lined boulevard. There were swords and costumes and designs for embroidery and tools of the seamstress’ craft.

The sketching was often just a few fine lines, enough to capture a child’s hoop or a street lamp. Several drawings were in a nearly finished state. Among them was a sensitive, miniature portrait of an elderly nun, evidently the one who had befriended her.

As the sun broke through the clouds and approached its meridian, Michou indicated it was time to eat. Anne glanced about for a street vendor or a decent café. Her companion smiled and took her hand. Follow me, she gestured.

A half-hour later, barely escaping a summer shower, Anne climbed behind Michou up steep, narrow stairs to her little attic room on Rue Richelieu, a block north of Palais-Royal. Anne welcomed this opportunity for an undisturbed conversation with the little woman. She was far from moronic. If she could express what she knew about Lélia Laplante, she might shed light on the dark mystery of her death.

Watching Michou prepare the meal, Anne leaned back on a wooden chair, lulled by the patter of rain on the roof blending with muted sounds from the kitchen. Michou stirred charcoal, poured water, chopped a carrot, then a stalk of celery. From time to time, she cast a glance over her shoulder, her large green eyes smiling, no longer wary. Anne felt a simple closeness to this person, an undemanding trust.

She hadn’t known such intimacy since her mother died and Antoine left her. Alone, she had relied on her own wits. Dodged obstacles in her way. Then the nightmare at Islington: Roach’s fist; Hammer, gloating, her long, golden hair clutched in his hand. She saw again the upturned, leering faces. Coarse voices thundered, “French whore.” No one had helped her. No one. Until almost too late.

A drawer slammed shut. Anne’s demons vanished. She saw Michou bending over a bubbling pot, tasting with a wooden spoon. The aroma of chicken broth hung in the air. Anne was not alone. Somehow Michou was leading her out of what she now recognized as personal darkness. Her eyes moistened. Dear God, she thought, this had to be what redemption meant.

When they had finished the meal of soup, bread, and cheese, Michou laid out on the table several thick, well-worn folders of drawings and watercolor paintings. At a quick glance, Anne recognized a few finished pictures from sketches in the notebook. Michou’s tutor, the old nun, was lovingly rendered, a white wimple framing her long, thin face with its generous mouth and proud, mischievous eyes.

Thumbing through the folders, Anne realized this was Michou’s journal, the fruit of a powerful curiosity. “Incredible,” she murmured. By drawing or painting objects, Michou took mental possession of them, adding to the rich treasury of her imagination. Unable to speak with others, she seemed to converse with their images.

Anne looked up, suddenly aware of Michou’s scrutiny. Lips parted, she leaned forward with cautious anticipation. Discovered, she flashed a smile, then pushed two miniature portraits across the table to Anne, both highly finished watercolors.

The first depicted the murdered actress, Anne surmised, comparing the image with descriptions she had gathered at the variety theater. As if to please the actress, Michou gave her a long, slender neck, a clear olive complexion. In the eyes and mouth, however, Michou had captured the woman’s vanity and guile.

Chevalier de Pressigny was the second portrait, his handsome countenance disturbingly enigmatic. In the lines of his mouth Michou had found playful sensuality; in his eyes, a cold and calculating intelligence.

Anne laid the portraits side by side. When had Michou done them? And why? Perhaps Laplante commissioned them, a gift for Pressigny as directeur of the Amateurs. Or, as lover? Anne shrugged. The actress had not claimed them before she was murdered. She and he might have had a falling out.

Pointing to the portraits, Anne nodded her appreciation. Michou leaned back, smiling, then pulled three more pictures from a file. Anne gave a start—they were extraordinary mosaics. For better light Anne held them up at an angle to the window, one by one, and felt a surge of pleasure. With infinite patience Michou had pieced together countless tiny colored fragments cut from scraps of heavy paper. Gathered secretly, no doubt, from stage sets.

As Anne gazed at these works, she marvelled at the range of Michou’s observations. The first mosaic was a large gilded monstrance she must have often observed at the cathedral. The second depicted a sumptuous carriage. She would have seen many like it outside the theaters where she worked.

The third piece, a strange, richly decorated ornamental bowl, unsettled Anne’s mind and set her to wondering. Exquisitely designed, it was the kind of precious object meant for private viewing in the home of a very rich, aristocratic family. How could Michou have seen it? Anne felt certain she had never worked in such a household. And it seemed unlikely she could have committed to memory a complex piece like this one in the course of a fleeting visit.

Could it be the fruit of fantasy? Intrigued, Anne looked closely at the green oval bowl. On its rim sat a human figure poised to throw a three-pronged spear at a sea beast swimming inside. Its broad snout protruded above the rim of the bowl. Its pedestal was a similar exotic sea beast resting on its chest, holding up the bowl with its tail.

It seemed vaguely familiar. Anne lifted up the picture, viewing it from different angles. Closing her eyes, she settled back in her chair and wracked her memory. She was sure she had seen the design recently. She opened her eyes and glanced at her companion. Michou might have copied a precious bowl in one of the art dealers’ shops in the Palais-Royal. But Anne hadn’t been in such a shop.

Across the table, Michou observed Anne’s interest, mistook her curiosity for desire, and offered the picture insistently to her. Embarrassed by the confusion and anxious to please Michou, Anne accepted it as a loan. After embracing Michou and thanking her warmly, Anne took her leave. As she climbed back down the stairs, the picture under her arm, she resolved to discover its source.

***

The next morning Anne lay in bed puzzling over Michou’s worth as a witness. A bright flash of light startled her. The gilded figure in the picture of the bowl had reflected a ray of morning sunlight. Upon returning to her apartment last night, she had slipped the picture into a frame and hung it on the wall near her bed.

“I’ve seen it,” she said aloud to herself. “But where? In the duke’s galleries?” She swung out of bed, took the picture off the wall, and stared at it. Perhaps Georges would recognize it.

He was in his office, gathering his wits over a cup of coffee, idly stirring in a lump of sugar. His eyebrows arched in surprise at her unexpected arrival.

“Look at this.” She leaned the picture against a stack of files on his desk. “Michou lent it to me.” She described her day with Michou, then pointed to the picture. “Has she seen a real bowl or an illustration? Or has she imagined the bowl?”

Georges glanced at the piece while Anne spoke. “Hard to say,” he replied. “I don’t recall anything like it at the Palais-Royal.” He shrugged his shoulders. “I’d guess it’s imaginary.” He picked up the picture, pursed his lips, took a closer look. “At least Michou’s got a sense of humor. Look at those odd fish!”

Anne lapsed into disappointed silence. Georges wasn’t going to be much help. Then the nonchalance suddenly drained from his face. He lurched from his chair and held Michou’s picture next to one of his drawings of stolen goods.

“It is the same bowl! I guessed wrong. She certainly has seen this piece, though her version is twice its size.”

Anne rushed to join him. “Tell me about it.”

It was stolen about two years ago, he explained, from a chateau near Paris, one of the earliest and most valuable of the recent thefts. “It’s five and a half inches high and about as wide, made of jasper and decorated with enamel, pearls, and several large exquisite diamonds. The sea beasts are dolphins.” He pointed to the human figure on the edge of the bowl. “That’s Neptune. He’s the size of your index finger, but he’s white gold! Splendid fellow!”

Georges brought Michou’s picture back to his desk and laid it in front of Anne. The jeweler Boehmer in Paris had told him that an Italian master goldsmith had made it two hundred years ago. According to Boehmer, if it were legally offered for sale in a good year, it would probably fetch a half-million livres; but a thief wouldn’t dare bring it to one of the major art markets.

“He might break it up, then sell the precious parts,” suggested Anne, “for far less than the piece is worth.”

“Or,” Georges added, “he stole it for a wealthy collector who will hide it. Or, it’s on its way to a remote market, like India. We looked all over London for it.”

Footsteps sounded outside in the corridor.

“Must be the colonel,” said Georges. “He’s been gone for several days on an inspection tour.”

He entered the office, greeting them with a tired voice. Lines of fatigue creased his face. His boots and coat, however, were free of dust. Anne smiled inwardly. He had taken a moment to have himself brushed. After ordering coffee from a servant, he joined Georges and Anne at the desk. They showed him Georges’ sketch and Michou’s mosaic. Anne related what she had learned.

With a picture in each hand he walked to the garden window. “Michou had to have access to this bowl and time to observe it closely.” His face freshening with enthusiasm, he lifted up the pictures, compared one with the other.

“Did she see it before or after the theft?” Georges wondered aloud to Anne. He would inquire at the chateau where the bowl had been stolen. Anne said she would try to extract more information from Michou, though that might prove difficult.

As she rose to leave, her bag jingled. Georges glanced at her quizzically. She flashed him a smile. “My metal tiles! A game I play with Épée’s deaf students. Miss Arnaud is expecting me.” Halfway to the door Anne paused, reflecting. Perhaps Michou…

Anne glanced at the colonel by the window, absorbed by the mosaic. He appeared unaware of anyone else in the room. She cleared her throat. He looked up, startled, then smiled so sweetly that she flushed with pleasure.

“Shouldn’t we try to improve Michou’s ability to communicate?” she asked. “I’m on my way to Abbé de l’Épée’s institute. I could inquire if he would help her.”

“By all means,” he replied.

He appeared about to discuss the jasper bowl, but she hurried on. “Michou has no money. Neither has Abbé de l’Épée.” She hesitated slyly. “Since she’s helping a provost of the Royal Highway Patrol solve a crime, perhaps he would be willing to support her.”

He smiled, glanced again at the mosaic, then leaned back against the window. “A good investment, whatever she learns. She’s already given us the first clue we’ve had in two years.”

***

At the Palais-Royal that afternoon, rain forced the fashionable crowd from the garden into the shelter of the arcades. Anne pressed through the dense human mass with little regard for all the full skirts in her way. She was wrestling with a problem. How could she draw information about the jasper bowl from a person who could not speak or hear, read or write? Worse yet, a timid person who was still recovering from brutal interrogation by the police.

An hour ago, Anne had brought Michou to the institute and left her with Miss Arnaud. They would work out a plan of instruction. But that wouldn’t prove useful to the investigation for weeks. Gradually a strategy took shape in Anne’s mind. Another way to discover what Michou knew.

The door to the Tatar Puppet Theater stood open. The manager, Victor Benoit, was arranging scenery when Anne entered. Through the drawn curtains she saw the stage set for the production of Pulcinella that she had arranged for the next several days. Behind the stage on a concealed platform the manager’s young assistant was adjusting strings to the marionettes.

Anne closed the door and approached the two men. “Could I have a word with you,” she called out.

They glanced at one another, shrugging, then joined her in front of the stage. After they had gone over the day’s program, Anne mentioned she would like to bring an “apprentice,” the little deaf seamstress, into the company. “At no extra cost to you. I’ll bear the expense. But I need the stage to train her—when it’s free, of course.”

“What can she do, if she can’t speak or hear?” asked the manager, his brow creased with doubt.

“She’s worked in theaters for years, painting sets and making costumes,” Anne replied brightly. “She has talent we could use for the new Pulcinella.”

Early in the evening, Anne brought her new “apprentice” to the theater and introduced her to the two men. Her eyes darted anxiously from one to the other, but she seemed to feel secure with Anne present. When she understood what she was becoming involved in, she clapped her hands in delight.

Agreement was reached in a nearby café over a glass of wine, and the men went home for supper. The women hurried to Michou’s garret, picked up the portraits of Lélia Laplante and Chevalier Jean de Pressigny, and returned to the theater. Anne sat Michou at a table with paints and brushes and put a blank wooden marionette next to each portrait, asking with a gesture if she understood she was to fill in the features. She grinned, then set to work.

***

Later that week, Georges was in his office waiting for Anne. They had exchanged notes. He had informed her that the family and servants at the chateau remembered Lélia Laplante, the actress who had played in their theater. She had come without Michou. For her part, Anne reported only that she and Michou were learning to understand one another while Michou made rapid progress in puppetry.

At ten in the morning, when he heard Anne enter the building, he suddenly realized how much he looked forward to seeing her. “Coffee?” he asked, as she shook his hand.

“No thanks. There’s something I need to show you. Can you come with me now to the puppet theater?”

“I suppose I could.” He stared at her. “What’s so urgent?”

“Now’s the only time we can have the theater to ourselves. I’d explain more, but it’s better you form your own opinion.”

Ten minutes later, Georges seated himself on a front bench in the darkened theater while Anne went behind the stage. Soon a thin little figure scurried about illuminating the stage lights. A few minutes more and the curtain was drawn, revealing a dressing room in miniature. An elegant lady stood before a mirror while a small servant arranged her gown. The figures were large, well-formed marionettes, their facial features finely drawn. Georges immediately recognized Laplante and Michou.

There was a knock on the door. The actress dismissed Michou, then opened the door. A male figure entered, his sword identifying his rank, his face clearly that of Chevalier Jean de Pressigny. His hand held a small object wrapped in a cloth. She led him to a table set for two.

At the table he removed the cloth to reveal a tiny replica of the priceless stolen bowl with two cherries.

Georges gasped, speechless.

The actress lifted the bowl and admired it while her companion urged her to eat. They shared the fruit, rocking back and forth, laughing.

Meanwhile, the little servant cowered in a darkened hallway, watching the merry pair through a crack in the door. Finally, they made their way into the next room to a large bed. The door closed behind them. The little servant waited patiently for a while, then hurried to the bedroom door, and peered through a key hole.

Assured the lovers were asleep, the little servant returned to the table. She carefully moved the precious bowl into the light of an oil lamp and studied it from every angle. She then drew a sketch in her pad, replaced the bowl, and slipped out of the room. The curtain fell.

From behind the stage, Anne emerged with Michou in hand. They hugged one another and solemnly bowed to Georges, now on his feet, clapping.

“Fantastic,” he shouted. “I can’t believe it.” Glancing left and right to see if they were alone, he groped for words. “Pressigny and Laplante stole the bowl! We’re on to something!”

***

Michou left Anne at the theater door, signing she could find her own way to Épée’s institute. With a new bounce in her walk, she disappeared into the crowd. Anne felt profoundly satisfied. Michou had come out of her shell and demonstrated her credibility as a witness.

An hour later, Anne and Georges breathlessly related Michou’s revelation to Colonel Saint-Martin at his desk. “Chevalier de Pressigny and Lélia Laplante may have stolen the jasper bowl themselves,” Georges concluded, “or received it from the thieves.”

While they were speaking, Saint-Martin leaned forward, listening intently. “I’m pleased,” he said when they finished. “It appears we have taken yet another step toward solving the series of art thefts. Pressigny and Laplante were involved somehow, and they may lead us to accomplices.”

He paused, sat back in his chair, and crossed his arms. “Unfortunately,” he added, his brow wrinkling, “Michou’s testimony would not persuade an examining magistrate, especially concerning a man as well connected as Chevalier de Pressigny.”

“How can you say that?” Anne protested.

He put on a grave, judicial mien. “Suppose I were the magistrate, and I were watching Michou’s performance. Why should I accept it as credible evidence? My colleague, Sorin, has declared her a simpleton. In the setting of a puppet theater, she might have thought she was inventing the plot of a play.”

“She’s depicted a real, stolen bowl, not a phantasy,” replied Anne, a testy tone in her voice. “The actress and the directeur of the Amateurs are also real, and what they did is at least plausible.”

“Michou did work for the actress and for the Amateurs’ productions,” added Georges. “She must have known Pressigny and would not have mistaken him for someone else.”

“Yes,” countered Saint-Martin, still playing the devil’s advocate, “but she might have a hidden reason to implicate him in a crime he did not commit.”

“Come, come, your honor.” Georges’ voice dripped with mock sarcasm. “Do you suppose they were lovers once and he jilted her?”

The colonel glowered at his adjutant. A moment of icy silence passed before he continued, “Magistrates raise similar questions.” His voice lowered. “And we need more than Michou’s report to answer them.”

Troubled by this discussion, Anne slouched in her chair. She knew Michou, the colonel didn’t. While mulling over his remarks, she saw him reach into his desk, bring out a file, and hand it to Georges. “This is the manuscript you stole from the office of the Amateurs,” he said with a wry smile. “You can return it now. I’ve heard from my expert reader.”

Anne sat up, lips parted, staring at him expectantly.

“The way the play is put together suggests two different authors,” he explained. “Antoine Dubois might have assisted them, but only as a scribe correcting minor faults of grammar. The author of the Clown’s confession had to be either Derennes or Pressigny.”

“Rogues both.” Anne shook her fists. The principal piece of evidence against Antoine was crumbling.

He glanced at her sideways. “You are leaping to a conclusion, a magistrate would say. Antoine Dubois may have adapted the confession in the script to serve as his own.”

“Oh, no!” she groaned. “You are too cautious, as if a magistrate is listening to your every word!” Angered, her hopes dashed, she spoke through clenched teeth. “I’m encouraged by your expert’s report, if not by your opinion.” He looked sharply at her but said nothing. She rose abruptly and left by the back way.





Chapter 18

Death of an Actress

At the Tatar Puppet Theater the early July heat had driven the audience away. Victor and his assistant took afternoons off, and Michou tired of the marionettes. On the third of July, the air inside reached the temperature of hell. Anne locked up the building. She and Michou sought the shade of a large linden tree in the garden. Sweat trickling down her neck, Anne stared into the green foliage, mesmerized by the humming of bees above her. Michou sketched listlessly in her pad.

Anne stirred the gravel with the toe of her shoe, discouraged by the slow progress of her father’s case. She hadn’t seen Georges or Colonel Saint-Martin for a week, not since Baron Breteuil had sent them to inspect a royal highway post in Normandy. They had returned to Paris in the morning, but the colonel went immediately to the lieutenant-general’s office. That he had not embraced her view of the reader’s report still disappointed Anne. It took an effort of will to put herself in the colonel’s place. Each piece of evidence, including the expert’s report, had to be sound. She could leap to conclusions, the colonel could not.

“I see,” said a familiar voice, “you’ve found Michou.”

Startled, Anne sat up. Henriette Picard stood before her in an expensive, stylish robe, a poke bonnet on her head, a silk parasol in one hand and an oriental fan in the other. Her eyes shifted inquisitively between Anne and Michou.

Gathering gossip, Anne thought. A sordid way to make a living. She gasped with feigned astonishment. “What a beautiful parasol and fan! From an admirer?”

Henriette waved aside the question, flashing a large paste diamond in the thin beams of sunlight stealing through the leafy canopy. “Is she of much use?” she persisted, glancing at Anne’s companion.

“She paints sets and sews costumes for me.” Anne pointed toward the distant Camp of the Tatars. “I’ve a share in the puppet theater.” She glanced at Michou, glad that she appeared stupefied by the heat. “It’s hard to communicate with her, but she gets the work done. Thanks for the hint.”

Henriette waved to an attendant for a chair. “I suppose you know Simon Derennes mysteriously disappeared at the Amateurs’ party.”

“So I’ve heard.”

“Didn’t I see him with you in the picture galleries?”

Anne wrinkled her face in surprise. “Did you?”

Henriette insisted. “Yes, you were looking at the Lombard School in Dido’s costume. I recall the tiara.”

“Derennes guided me through the Carracci and Reni paintings,” Anne conceded, “but I don’t know what’s become of him.” She sought Henriette’s eye. “Do you?”

The woman pursed her lips. “They say he’s fled the country, or been killed by relatives of women he’s ravished.” Leaning toward Anne, she lowered her voice to share a secret. “Chevalier de Pressigny must know, but he’s not saying.” She sat back, fanning her face emphatically. “Not to me at least.”

Anne shrugged. Henriette was fishing.

The woman gathered her skirts to leave. “Do you see him often?” A touch of envy seemed to creep into her voice. “I understand he’s engaged you for the reception in two weeks.”

“Yes, I’ll play a small part,” said Anne shortly. She didn’t wish to elaborate for this woman.

Henriette sucked in a breath. “Well, I’ll see you there.” She pushed open the parasol and set off toward Rue Montpensier.

Anne stood up and stretched, turning over in her mind what she had just heard. Henriette had spoken to Pressigny but had not learned much. Anne fretted. It was galling to be linked intimately with the dissolute young man. But it was more troubling that someone had paid Henriette to find out the woman who was seen with Derennes the night he disappeared.

Anne felt a touch on her arm and glanced sideways. Michou held up a sketch. A caricature of Henriette as a long-nosed hunting dog wearing a fancy bonnet, sniffing at a languid, half-recumbent Anne. A familiar-looking gentleman, his face dark with menace, led the dog on a leash.

Pointing at the man, Anne mouthed the name LeCourt and mimicked his dignified stance. Michou nodded. She must have seen Henriette working for him. “You read people even better than I thought,” said Anne to Michou, ignoring her deafness. “We had better talk to Georges.”

***

Robert LeCourt beckoned to his companion, a few deferential steps behind him. “Monsieur Noir, a word with you please.” The two men were walking in the garden of the Palais-Royal. It was early afternoon, rain threatened, and the crowds were thin. “So Henriette Picard spoke with the young English woman yesterday. What’s her name again?”

“Cartier. Anne Cartier. The Dido whom Derennes was going to question in the palace dungeon.” Noir drew abreast of LeCourt. “Henriette thinks Cartier is gaining the confidence of Chevalier Jean de Pressigny.”

“Winning his heart?” asked LeCourt.

The man shrugged. “She doesn’t seem to like him. Treats him coolly. But that fascinates him, draws him to her.”

“A clever tactic.” LeCourt allowed himself a sardonic smile. “Pressigny’s a fool. Unfortunately, he’s my fool.” The financier slowed his pace, absorbed in thought. “Miss Cartier’s no ordinary tart. She’s become a problem.”

The men halted midway through the garden and looked around.

“The inspecteur should arrive at any minute.” LeCourt glanced at his watch, then at his companion. “You did say two o’clock at the fountain?”

The financier didn’t wait for a reply. He scanned the sky, arms akimbo. Dark clouds lowered over Paris. Rain had fallen off and on during the day. He was wearing a plain buff suit without ornament. He wanted to be overlooked. His companion wore an even less noticeable gray. They sought the shade of a chestnut tree where they could observe persons approaching the fountain.

“What else did Henriette tell you?”

“Miss Cartier spends afternoons at the puppet theater in the Camp of the Tatars. Stops for a drink at the Odéon on the way. Evenings, she plays small parts in the variety theater.”

“Are you sure she will go to the puppet theater this afternoon?” LeCourt disliked wasting time, but this was a risk he had to take now. He should study this woman for himself and not depend on reports from others.

“She closed it down yesterday. Too hot, I suppose. Today’s rain has broken the heat, so she should return. It’ll be easy to find her.”

“Any friends?”

“She’s seen with a small deaf woman who does odd jobs in the theaters. Used to work occasionally for Lélia Laplante.”

“Should I be concerned?”

“No. The deaf woman is stupid. But what’s going on between Cartier and Jean de Pressigny is another matter. He’s invited her to the Amateurs’ reception next month. She’s to wear the Chanavas jewels from Comte Debussy’s collection.”

“I’ve heard that.” LeCourt smiled thinly. “I also know she’s been seen with Comtesse Marie de Beaumont and her nephew, a provost of the Royal Highway Patrol.” His eyes lighted upon a thin figure in black hastening toward the fountain. “Ah, there’s Inspecteur Mauvert.”

Together the three men walked to Café Odéon and sat inside at a secluded table with a view of the main room. Due to the threat of rain, the outdoor tables were not being served.

Noir pointed to an empty table near the door. “She’ll sit there, where we can see her.”

They ordered cold lemonade, then sat back to wait. LeCourt turned to the inspecteur. “My companion here, Monsieur Noir, has indicated to you some of my concerns. I’m grateful you could take the time to discuss them privately. I want you to see the woman, Anne Cartier, who is showing an unhealthy interest in last year’s unfortunate incident involving the actress.”

Mauvert dabbed perspiration from his brow. He had hurried to the meeting. “I can’t know every police agent in Paris, but I doubt Anne Cartier’s one of them. I’d remember the name.”

Noir looked up. “Here she comes.”

The tall blond woman took the table he had predicted and ordered a lemonade. She glanced over her shoulder into the room without appearing to recognize anyone. The three men remained hidden from view behind a wall of tall potted plants. Noir sat back, fingering his chin. Mauvert frowned, then whispered, he’d seen her before—the face looked familiar. But he couldn’t say where.

LeCourt leaned forward, hands tightly clasped, and stared at the woman. She drank slowly, eyes shadowed, ignoring the bustle of patrons coming and going. Her face was striking rather than pretty. Strong chin, high cheekbones, clear skin. The blond hair took on a brownish tint in the café’s subdued light. Her chest rose and fell in the slow rhythm of her breathing. Otherwise, she hardly moved, except to play with the lid of a snuff box.

A tigress in repose, lithe and tawny. A hunter. For a moment, the middle-aged financier was once again a young man in a hot steaming Indian jungle. The tigress had stalked him when he ventured too close to her den. He had escaped, then returned and shot her while she rested unawares.

His mind came back to Anne Cartier. Previously, he had imagined she was a common spy. Her low cunning and sly feminine charms had won a place for herself in Pressigny’s fickle heart. Now, LeCourt felt his opinion changing. Miss Cartier was an intelligent, resourceful, and determined woman. A dangerous adversary.

She drained her glass and rose from the table, scanned the room again and left. LeCourt signaled to his man, Noir, who was now sitting up, alert. He waited a few moments, then followed her.

LeCourt pushed away from the table and turned toward Mauvert. “Inspecteur. We must take care. Philippe d’Orléans resents the scandalous deaths of the actress Laplante and her companion in the palace theater. The Amateurs do not want him to be troubled again. By anyone. We need to know if this woman Cartier is acting on her own. Or, on behalf of someone in high position who intends, for whatever reason, to embarrass the duke.”

The inspecteur pursed his lips, then remarked in a low voice, “Colonel Paul de Saint-Martin called up the records of the case, though it’s outside his jurisdiction.”

LeCourt sipped from his glass, looking over the rim thoughtfully. “Miss Cartier has apparently tried to draw information from him. No matter. The police records betray no secrets.”

“Nonetheless, the colonel has cooperated with her.”

With growing unease, the financier shifted in his seat. “Indeed! I don’t know why. Neither he nor Comtesse Marie de Beaumont appear to have any reason to pry into the incident. And Miss Cartier has no social standing that might influence them.”

“A newcomer, I’ve heard. English. Speaks perfect French.” Mauvert paused, weighing an idea. “If you wish, I’ll write to an acquaintance of mine in London.”

“That sounds like a good first step.” LeCourt drew a small purse from his pocket and pressed it into Mauvert’s palm. “This is for you.”

The inspecteur protested with a wave of the hand but held on to the money. “I’d be happy to serve free of charge.”

LeCourt insisted, “Five louis d’or to cover expenses. There will be more later.”

Mauvert placed the purse in his pocket. “In a month, or sooner, we should know what kind of trick she’s up to.”

***

As she sipped lemonade in Café Odéon, Anne felt she was being watched again. For the past few days, she had had that feeling. Today, Georges had agreed to observe the patrons when she entered. She casually looked around for him. From the back of the room, he caught her eye, then pointed surreptitiously to a table near her veiled by greenery.

Figures had stirred there when she walked in. One of them now bent forward, head craned toward her, face indistinguishable. While she viewed him in the mirror of her snuff box cover, the person never conversed or took a drink. He was still in that posture when she got up to leave. A figment of her imagination? Hardly.

Walking south in the Montpensier arcade, the odd feeling still nagging her, she glanced at the scene reflected in a window and caught a glimpse of a vaguely familiar man’s face near a pillar. Was she being followed? Should she keep her appointment with Michou at the Tatar Puppet Theater? She had intended to invite her home that evening for supper. But suppose a trap was being set for her.

To allay her suspicion, Anne stopped at the entrance to a milliner’s shop and glanced to the left. The face appeared again in the crowd bustling through the arcade.

She entered the shop, brushed past the clerks, and left by the rear door on Rue Montpensier, then rushed down the street to the café and through the back door, just as Monsieur LeCourt walked out the front, together with a small thin man in a black suit. She looked around the room.

“LeCourt hung on you like a cat watching a canary,” said Georges, coming up to her side. “He gave some money to the man in black, Inspecteur Mauvert. I don’t like the looks of that. And there was a third man.…”

Anne broke in, “The one who followed me in the arcade.…I remember his face now. Monsieur Noir. He was with LeCourt upstairs in Café Marcel.” Suddenly, a frisson of fear struck her. She imagined snarling dogs circling her, baring their teeth, waiting for an unguarded moment to attack.

***

By evening a rain shower had cooled the city and a fresh breeze blew through the windows of Anne’s apartment. Some of her anxiety from the incident in the Café Odeon had dissipated. Georges had followed her to the puppet theater, where she found Michou touching up the face of a marionette. Yes, she would be delighted to have supper with Anne on Rue Traversine.

An hour later she arrived with a handful of daisies. On this, her first visit, Michou was apprehensive, casting quick, side-long glances about the parlor. Gradually relaxing with a glass of wine, she began to examine the room’s spare furnishings. In the kitchen preparing an herb omelette, Anne observed her out of the corner of her eye. Suddenly, the little figure grew tense, still. Her gaze had fixed on the three miniature portraits of Anne, her mother, and Antoine which hung side by side on the wall.

As if entranced, Michou rose from her seat and walked up to the pictures. She studied each of them, then compared them to one another. Slowly she turned toward Anne, a stricken expression on her face. Antoine Dubois, she had apparently concluded, was Anne’s father. She walked up to Anne, caressed her cheek, and embraced her. With a nod Anne confirmed Michou’s assumption. Antoine Dubois, after all, was the only father she had ever known.

After supper, while Michou sat at the table, Anne gave her a blank marionette and the materials to paint it, then placed Dubois’ picture next to them. Michou understood immediately and set to work. Before the evening was far gone, she had produced a marionette with a credible likeness to him.

Early the next day, before the Tatar Puppet Theater opened to the public, Anne and Michou climbed onto the platform behind the stage and arranged the strings for three marionettes in a dressing room scene. Victor Benoit soon joined them to prepare the lighting. Anne had told him only that this production was a test for Michou, who had shown unexpected talent in puppetry.

Anne directed Michou to work the marionette representing herself while Benoit worked Lélia Laplante’s. When Anne attempted to move the newly painted “Antoine Dubois” into the arms of the actress, Michou waved her hands in protest. Then Anne had her father attack the actress, his arms beating upon her.

Suddenly, a crash echoed through the empty theater. Michou’s marionette lay on the stage, its limbs sprawling grotesquely. She had released the strings and rushed from the platform, gesturing to the others to remain. A few minutes later, she returned with another marionette.

An astonishing transformation took place. Possessed by an idea, Michou took command of the stage. She beckoned to the manager to operate “Michou,” which she moved into a darkened closet open to the actress’ dressing room. “Michou” lay down as if resting, concealed in a jumble of clothes but able to watch whatever happened. She removed “Dubois” from the stage and gave Anne the strings to “Lélia Laplante,” who sat at a table. Finally, Michou walked the new marionette into the room. It was “Chevalier de Pressigny.”

Michou gestured to Anne that “the actress” should rise. What was clearly a quarrel then took place, with much fist-shaking and foot-stamping. Michou yanked a pin out of her hair and thrust it at her marionette. Anne understood that her enraged “Lélia” should reach into her hair, pull out a long pin, and strike at “Pressigny’s” face.

The marionettes had fallen by now into slow motion. Michou’s “Pressigny” lifted his left arm to parry the blow. The pin hit his hand; he shook it with pain. He leaned toward the table, seized an object, and struck the actress powerfully in the throat. Confused, Anne asked, “What’s that object?”

In reply, Michou reached behind the stage for a pair of scissors. With a fierce expression on her face, she held it up as if to stab Anne, who then let “Lélia Laplante” drop to the floor. The manager raised the concealed “Michou’s” arm in horror. “Pressigny” staggered backwards out of the room.

Michou closed the curtain, jumped from the platform, and ran out the door.

There was a moment of silence. “Christ!” exclaimed Victor. “Who would think she could produce a play like that?”

Hurrying out, Anne glanced over her shoulder. “Victor, put together a piece for today. I’ll look after Michou.”

Anne found her friend on a bench under a chestnut tree in the garden, staring down at the gravel, trembling. Anne sat next to her and stroked her gently until she grew calm. She looked up. Anne dried her tear-stained face. Soon the arcades began to bustle with morning shoppers. Anne and Michou rose from the bench and walked together slowly toward the Beaujolais exit like two grieving sisters.

***

The sun was still high, but a light breeze cooled the air. Anne and Colonel Saint-Martin walked in his garden, discussing Michou’s astonishing performance that morning at the Tatar Puppet Theater. When they reached the fountain, he wondered aloud what Pressigny had said to provoke Laplante’s attack. “It’s a pity Michou couldn’t hear him or at least read his lips.” With a cautious glance he asked, “Could you persuade her to tell us more. Perhaps something about the death of Dubois?”

“Not in her present state of mind,” Anne replied, feeling pity for her deaf friend. “I’ve tried, but she balks. Won’t touch the marionettes any more. Her memories are too painful.” Anne turned to the fountain, listening to the rhythmic splash of water. “For now it’s best that she lose herself in her studies at Abbé de l’Épée’s institute. She’s learning to sign with his method and to read and write.”

“Good. She may yet be a credible witness.” He sighed. “In any case, we would need more than her testimony to bring Pressigny to court.”

“My father is innocent,” said Anne, suppressing an urge to dispute his point. “Pressigny’s the key to proving it.” She grimaced at the thought she would be with him soon at the Amateurs’ reception.

As they walked back to the residence, she told the colonel she was thinking of bringing Michou with her to Chateau Debussy since she would need a maid. The woman’s skill at sketching might also prove useful.

Saint-Martin stopped suddenly and stared at Anne. “Pressigny might know Michou! If he does, he’ll suspect you’re up to something.” He raised a warning hand. “What do you suppose he’ll do, if he discovers the sole witness to his crime only an arm’s reach away?”

Anne refused to flinch. “He won’t notice Michou. She’s just another servant in the house. And he doesn’t know she witnessed his attack on Lélia.”

The colonel’s expression hardened.

“Of course,” she added with a conciliatory smile, “I’ll take sensible precautions. Pressigny can be dangerous.”

Before the exchange could grow more heated, a servant walked toward them announcing that coffee was ready upstairs. Saint-Martin bowed slightly to Anne and extended his right arm. She took it, suppressing a sigh of relief. Quarreling with him was becoming pointless. He spoke from a sense of honor and duty, as best she could judge. She felt his arm, strong from fencing. The pressure of her grip drew his eyes to her. With a smile, he flexed the arm in response.

The servant led them through the house and opened the door to the salon overlooking the courtyard. A foreigner in Paris, Anne could ignore the social convention allowing only a man’s wife or mistress the freedom she was enjoying in Saint-Martin’s home. While the colonel instructed the servant, she glanced about the room. The furniture was contemporary and comfortable. The sideboard looked English. A Sheraton, she thought. Newspapers, magazines, and theater programs from London were scattered across the mahogany library table. In one corner, four music stands stood in front of as many chairs.

She also noticed a volume of Shakespeare’s plays opened to Macbeth. Her curiosity aroused, she sorted the programs until she came to a production of the play at Drury Lane Theatre, April 22, 1786.

Smiling amiably, Saint-Martin joined her by the table. “You’ve discovered my fascination with your great national poet. I’d heard from a friend before going to London that I should not miss Mrs. Sarah Siddons in the role of Lady Macbeth. By happy coincidence, she was playing at the Drury Lane the evening of the day after my arrival.”

“You were fortunate. I’ve also seen her once in Macbeth.” Anne lifted her eyes, struck her breast. 

“Come you spirits that tend on mortal thoughts, unsex me here, and fill me from the crown to the toe top-full of direst cruelty.”

“What single-minded evil!” Saint-Martin exclaimed.

Anne rubbed her hands, as if tormented by guilt.

“Out damned spot. Out, I say! Who would have thought the old man to have had so much blood in him!”

“Well done!” Saint-Martin’s eyes smiled with appreciation. “Lady Macbeth was driven by ambition and it destroyed her.”

“Perhaps something like her spirit lurks deep within me, straining to break out.” Ever since realizing Antoine had been murdered, she had sensed in herself a barely conscious, but single-minded, raging passion to avenge a great wrong done to her. An eye for an eye. Thus far she had ignored it, denied it, at least kept it under control. But what would she do, if she were to confront his unknown killer face to face?

The servant returned with a tray set for coffee. The colonel dismissed him, then poured. As he handed Anne a cup, he stared into her eyes. “I see her steely will.”





Chapter 19

The Scar

“He’s full of surprises,” Anne said to Michou, forgetting for the moment that she couldn’t hear. Chevalier de Pressigny had sent his own coachman to fetch them. The light carriage, pulled by two horses, rolled rapidly southward on the road from Paris to Orléans, tossing its occupants from side to side. Michou’s eyes darted about, viewing the countryside through the open windows. Her mood seemed subdued.

Yesterday afternoon at the puppet theater, Anne had asked Michou, did she think Pressigny knew her? She had thought for a moment, then replied, no, he had never paid attention to her. When she had worked for the Amateurs, she was usually in the wardrobe and out of his sight. If she were with Laplante when he came to visit, the actress sent her away.

Anne had then explained she was going to Chateau Debussy for an investigation. Georges would be with her and the colonel would be nearby. Would Michou come along as Anne’s maid? Her skill at sketching might also be needed. She had reacted to the proposal with reasonable apprehension and had asked for time to think it over. Later in the afternoon, she had come to Anne with a sober, trusting face and had agreed.

The carriage left the main highway and soon cut through the chalk ridge above Chateau Debussy. Anne gazed over the vast estate, anxiety gathering in the pit of her stomach. She descended into the broad valley of the Bièvre feeling like Daniel going down into the lions’ den.

The seventeenth-century chateau stood in the middle of the valley under a clear blue sky. Its four stout, domed towers appeared to peg it firmly to the ground. The carriage drove along the west bank of the Bièvre in the shade of plane trees, then eased through a passageway in a large gate house. A dark-haired woman inside looked up from her sewing, glanced at the passengers, then nodded. The carriage rolled into an outer courtyard. To the right, Anne glimpsed a busy farmyard flanked by workshops, barns, and stables. The carriage turned to the left, crossed a pond covered with water lilies in bloom, passed under a second, richly decorated gate house, and entered the inner courtyard. The gray mass of the chateau loomed up before her—the roughly cut stonework of the ground floor, the majestic main floor, the mansard roof. Michou’s eyes opened wide with awe.

Servants in silver and blue livery escorted the women through a side entrance and up two flights of stairs to their apartment on the mansard floor. The parlor was spacious, comfortably furnished in the style of Louis XV, and recently aired. A large bouquet of freshly cut yellow and lavender freesia stood on the window sill. Through the open doors, Anne saw smaller bouquets in each of their bedrooms. Arms akimbo, she asked herself why a commoner was receiving so much consideration. To groom her for the courtly part she was to play? That perhaps made sense. She felt her skepticism eroding.

While Michou unpacked in her own room, Anne stepped out on a small balcony for a view over the garden to the dark, wooded ridge beyond. Bursting through thick white clouds, the late morning sun fell on rocky outcroppings among the trees, creating an impression of ruined palisades. At the base of the ridge, Anne also discerned the entrance to a cave, like a low gate into a fortress. She half-seriously imagined Simon Derennes hidden inside. A lonely cottage squatted below the ridge in a pool of sunlight. Two small figures walked out of the building to a kiln near the cave.

There was a knock on the door. A man called out her name. With a frisson of apprehension, Anne recognized Chevalier de Pressigny’s voice. What was he up to? If this were a message, why wouldn’t he send it with a servant? She threw a hasty glance at herself in the mirror and, smiling politely, opened the door. His face brightened easily when he saw her. He was exquisitely attired in a mauve suit embroidered with silver. Bowing to her without a trace of mockery, he announced that Comte Debussy wished to speak with her. For a moment she felt like a visiting dignitary.

She made herself ready while he waited in the parlor, then they went downstairs to the comte’s apartment. The old man sat in an armchair, his legs covered by a thin blue blanket, his feet resting on an upholstered stool. He was idly petting a black cat that had curled up in his lap. Anne stopped at a respectful distance.

“Please come closer, Mademoiselle Cartier, I want to get acquainted.” The cat opened two thin yellow slits and yawned.

A large head on a shrivelled body, the comte seemed condensed into little more than mind and will. He reached out thin, cold hands and drew her close. She looked into his eyes, almond-shaped, brown with a golden tint.

For what seemed several minutes, he studied Anne. She walked back and forth, turned left, then right. He said nothing, his brow knitted in concentration. Finally, he reached to a side table, and rang a bell. The cat leapt from his lap. A door opened and the dark-haired woman Anne had glimpsed at the gatehouse entered the room, followed by a maid carrying a large garment bag. As they passed by, the dark-haired woman gave Anne the flicker of a smile.

The comte glanced at the garment bag, then at Anne. “Chevalier de Pressigny has given us an estimate of your size. Claudine has produced this costume. Put it on so we can see if she may need to alter it.”

The dressmaker and the maid led Anne to an adjacent room. Until now, she hadn’t thought much about what she was to wear. A costly and elaborate costume, perhaps, in the style worn at the opera or formal balls, the skirt wide, the bodice low-cut.

From the garment bag Claudine drew a deep purple bodice over one arm, a mustard yellow skirt over the other, while Anne removed her clothes. Over a silk petticoat she put on the long, full skirt, followed by the short-sleeved bodice with a v-neckline. She glanced at herself and gasped. As an actress, she had worn all kinds of costumes but never one like this. Her midriff was bare to the navel.

She fingered the skirt: thin delicately patterned silk of the finest quality. It lay lightly on her body. Her eyes took in the strong contrast of purple and yellow. In comparison, the pale blues, greens, and pinks favored by the French taste of the day seemed washed out and insipid.

She paced the room, whirled about, bent her body this way and that. The exotic costume let her move freely, unlike the tight-waisted, stiff, layered garments French women wore. And, the bare midriff—designed for a very warm climate—also suited Chateau Debussy under a blazing July sun. Inspecting herself in a mirror on the door, she smoothed the silk over her hips. A nearly perfect fit, thanks to Pressigny’s practiced eye. She frowned, as if he had somehow violated her.

Claudine approached from behind and pinched the skirt at the waist. It needed no alteration. Her fingertips caressed the smooth silk falling in graceful folds. She pointed to a chair. “Please sit down. There’s more.” She tied a yellow turban on Anne’s head, then bent down to put a pair of purple slippers on her feet.

Anne gazed at the dressmaker, an intelligent, efficient woman in her forties, rather stout, but fine-featured, brown-eyed, with light brown skin and lustrous black hair. She bore a French given name and carried herself in the manner of a bourgeoise. Detecting Anne’s curiosity, she stepped back, her brow creased, offended.

“You were sitting at the gatehouse window when we arrived.” Anne hastened to say.

“At work on your costume.” Claudine held Anne’s eye in a level gaze. “I was born in Pondicherry to a French officer and his Indian wife. We came to this country thirty years ago, where I met my husband, Krishna, the steward.” She searched Anne’s face for a moment, then glanced at the garment. “How do you like it?”

“It’s lovely. And unusual. I’ve never seen anything quite like it.”

The dressmaker smiled, her eyes beaming with pride. “In India, it would be worn by a noble lady at the court of a prince, like Chanavas Khan.”

“Was it Comte Debussy’s choice?”

“Yes. He saw my daughter Nalini wear it three years ago during a masquerade ball at the chateau. With paste jewelry of course. She was stunning. Carried herself like a queen. The comte could hardly take his eyes off her. The costume reminded him of India, where he made his fortune years ago—and of the beautiful women he knew there.” Her lips curled slightly in the hint of a sneer. She pointed to the skirt. “I’ve had to lengthen it. You are taller than she was.” She bit her lip, then turned suddenly away.

A heavy silence fell over the room. Anne shivered with horror, recalling Derennes and the corpse in the palace dungeon. “My God,” she murmured silently, “I’m wearing the murdered daughter’s costume!”

Claudine slowly, methodically folded the garment bag, her neck bent, her features lined with sorrow. The maid wrung her hands and looked down at the floor. Touched by the dressmaker’s grief, Anne gazed at her speechless, not knowing what to say.

Claudine pointed toward the door. “We’re ready now to let the comte see you.”

As Anne emerged from the room, Debussy stared at her for a moment, then rang a bell. A dark-skinned man carried in a highly burnished wooden case which he opened on a nearby table. “Mademoiselle Cartier,” the comte said. “This is Krishna, my steward and the faithful guardian of my treasure. He has brought the jewelry to us.”

Krishna! Anne felt a surge of compassion for the man. Father of Nalini, Derennes’ young victim. And for Claudine, her mother! Watching them carefully, Anne began to sense something prickly in the way they eyed one another. The two were husband and wife—but not friends. Had their daughter’s tragedy spawned recriminations and soured their relationship?

At the comte’s gesture, the dressmaker laid a cold, heavy necklace on Anne’s chest and fastened the clasp behind her neck, fitted a gold tiara on to her turban and bracelets on her arms, wrists, and ankles, and hung pendants from her ears.

“Look at yourself, Mademoiselle,” said Debussy, pointing to a full-length mirror on the wall.

She walked toward it, self-consciously squaring her shoulders. “I look a little ridiculous,” she mumbled to herself, unaccustomed to acting as a mannequin. But, as she contemplated the jewelry, she found it dazzling. Its Indian creator had adorned the front of the tiara with a sculpted medallion of white jade as large as a man’s hand. Behind the tiara, rising above the medallion, Claudine had attached a gold and enamel flower inlaid with several fine emeralds, rubies, and diamonds. Above the flower she had fitted a feather of pearls also set in gold and enamel.

A wide collar of gold links set with dozens of emeralds, pearls, and rubies encircled her neck. Ropes of pear-shaped diamonds cascaded over her chest and stomach. She gasped. Each diamond was at least the size of her thumbnail! She lifted her arms, bending them in front of her. Around her upper arms were matching wide gold bracelets, delicately designed, finely wrought, and as richly studded with irregularly shaped diamonds as were those on her wrists and ankles. She turned first left and then right, glancing in the mirror. Pear-shaped gold pendants, each studded with three exquisite oval diamonds, hung from cords looped over her ears.

The jewelry and costume brought Anne to a regal frame of mind. She turned around and walked back slowly toward Debussy as a gentle light poured through the windows. The precious stones glowed with a touch of the purple from the bodice; the gold glittered. An expression of rapture came over his face. “That will do very nicely, indeed,” he said softly. Claudine removed the jewelry and returned it to Krishna. The comte sighed softly, closed his eyes, and motioned everyone out of the room.

***

Chevalier de Pressigny lightly touched Anne’s arm as they strolled away from the comte’s apartment through a wide hallway, its walls hung with tapestry depicting hunting scenes. “Diana’s displaying her charms,” he said, pointing to the nude huntress in sensual repose. “François Boucher’s design.”

Studying the work, Anne began to suspect her companion of an ulterior motive, but she corrected herself. Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed his expression seemed almost innocent, suffused with delight in the elegance of the reclining female figure.

As they resumed their walk, Anne fell into thought. Gone was the rude manner he had displayed in the variety theater’s dressing room where she had first met him. He was treating her now with respect, perhaps out of deference to Comtesse Marie de Beaumont and Colonel Paul de Saint-Martin. Or as a subtle tactic in a campaign of seduction.

He stopped before a massive door crowned by an ornate pointed gable that two marble nude male slaves struggled to support. Beckoning Anne, he began to pull the door open. “The comte’s finest paintings and sculptures are in this gallery. He keeps the jewels and other priceless small objects in the treasury, the round tower room by his sleeping chambers.”

Anne recalled with a start the last time a lecherous young man, Simon Derennes, had shown her through a gallery. Wide-eyed, tense, she quickly scanned the hallway for an accomplice. Servants passed by in both directions, but none looked suspicious. A solid, honest-looking older woman approached who appeared to carry some authority in the chateau. The housekeeper, Anne thought, noting a ring of keys on her belt.

As the woman greeted Pressigny, apprehension flickered on his face but vanished almost immediately. “Good afternoon, Madame Soucie,” he responded, bowing slightly.

She returned the greeting, then nodded to Anne as if she knew her. Anne felt reassured. With relief she saw through the open door that it was indeed a gallery.

To her right, the large vaulted room stretched at least fifty paces along the chateau’s garden side. Light was filtering through window blinds partially drawn to prevent damage to the carpets and tapestries. At an open window, Anne looked out over the garden to its centerpiece, an octagonal oriental pavilion, its reds, yellows, and blacks bleached by the noonday sun. She would visit it later.

They stopped in front of the portrait of a beautiful young seated woman in a full, yellow, silk gown richly brocaded in a floral pattern. Posing in three-quarter profile, a smile on her lips, she cast her eyes down toward a tiger cat that gazed inscrutably at the viewer. It lay on its side to the left of the chair on a thick, cream-colored damask cushion with gold fringe and tassels.

“My mother at the age of thirty,” said Pressigny, who had noticed Anne’s interest in the picture, “with her favorite pet, Princesse.”

Anne moved back a few steps to a better vantage point. The painter was a master, a discerning observer. He had subtly captured the spirit of the woman. With a side glance, Anne detected the mother’s fine, well-proportioned, but loveless features reflected in the face of her son. Then she noticed fleeting lines of sorrow about his mouth. She wondered uneasily, did he feel the loss of his mother? Or feign sadness to win sympathy?

“She passed away ten years ago,” he replied to her quizzical expression as they resumed their walk through the gallery.

He stopped abruptly and scowled. “Someone’s been careless here.” A marble statue, the Faun by Sergell, rested dangerously close to the edge of its pedestal. Pressigny removed his dress gloves and drew a pair of white cloth gloves from his purse. As he put one on his right hand, Anne noticed with a start the scar on the back of his left hand. When he turned the hand, she saw the scar on its palm. Lélia had thrust the hatpin through his hand! The wound must have become infected. Ugly scar tissue had formed where it had been lanced.

Anne stepped back, shaking. In her mind’s eye, she saw the raging actress striking at him, the pin penetrating his hand. She struggled with the horror that surely showed on her face, glad that Sergell’s statue preoccupied him. By the time he had finished, she felt outwardly calm.

He changed his gloves again, exposing the scarred hand. She couldn’t avert her eyes quickly enough.

“Mademoiselle Cartier! You’re trembling!” He stared at her with a worried look, then smiled. “Sergell’s Faun is safe now.”

As she walked again at his side through the gallery, she thought of the scars now concealed by a glove. He bore uglier, crippling scars on his spirit.

***

The maid closed the door to the corridor, leaving behind a lunch tray of fruit, bread, cheese, and wine on a side table in the parlor. Michou took a portion to her room, where she would eat and rest, then finish unpacking. In what remained of the afternoon, she would practice signing, in which she was making good progress.

Biting into a pear, Anne walked to the window and breathed a sigh of relief. There would be no formal midday meal. She would have time in the afternoon to explore the grounds of the chateau. While eating the fruit, she arranged the freesia in a new rhythm of lavender and yellow. The shocking image of Pressigny’s scarred hand slowly ebbed into the remote recesses of her mind.

After lunch she stepped outside into bright sunshine. On the path from the chateau to the garden, she noticed a large-boned woman pruning a pear tree on a trellis. A gray sun-bonnet guarded her face, a plain brown robe covered her body. Although clothed like a peasant, she moved with the unmistakable assurance of an aristocrat. Ah, thought Anne, that must be Claire de Pressigny, the chevalier’s sister.

The woman was alerted by the crunch of Anne’s shoes in the gravel. Wary, unfriendly eyes glared at her from a face well-formed but scarred by smallpox. Anne walked to a nearby jasmine arbor that overlooked an ornamental kitchen garden. The bright lemon-yellow flowers gave off a pungent vanilla fragrance. “Do you mind if I rest here for a moment?” she asked. “Anne Cartier. I’ve come for the Amateurs’ reception.”

Claire shrugged her shoulders, then fixed her attention again on the trellis. She hadn’t said a word. Anne heard the sound of hammering in the distance, but no one was in sight.

After several minutes she left the arbor and approached Claire, whose expression remained flint-like. Undaunted, Anne tried to cajole her with friendly questions about the garden. Her responses were cool, terse.

“Would you show me the greenhouse?” Anne persisted. “I’ve been told you have tropical plants.”

Claire consented curtly and set off in the direction of the hammering.

As they entered the building, the sound stopped. A tall, muscular young man looked up at them, a hammer in his hand. He had rough, handsome features, marked by a knife scar on his cheek, black curly hair, and dark flashing eyes. He threw a quick smile at Claire, then an inquisitive glance at Anne.

“René Cavour, our gardener,” said Claire. “Mademoiselle Cartier has come for the reception.”

Cavour studied Anne for a moment, then spoke in heavily accented French to Claire about the pear trellis. He gave Anne a final glance and returned to his work, a flatbed for potted plants standing nearby. During this brief encounter Anne detected an unmistakably erotic message in the eye contact between the young people.

“Is René French, from the south?” Anne asked, after they had left the entrance hall.

“Italian, from Piedmont,” Claire replied, leading the way through an orangery into a room of brilliant flowers. Little by little, she grew more congenial in this place where she felt at home. She pointed to several exotic plants, reciting their Latin botanical names. When they passed a bank of rare orchids and Anne identified a few she had seen in the colonel’s home, Claire smiled for the first time.

A mocking smile, Anne thought. “Do you raise medicinal plants as well?” she asked, recalling the comte’s wasted appearance.

“We grow the basic ingredient of laudanum right here.” Claire led her into a large room of tall plants with bluish purple flowers. Papaver somniferum, she explained, a poppy native to southern India. She helped Krishna harvest the sap, from which he manufactured the drug in a solution. “It smells of cinnamon and cloves. Tastes good too. Krishna claims it’s medicinal.”

“Is that true?” Anne looked askance. From the Vauxhall in London, she knew of young men given over to the drug. They became listless and unreliable and neglected their health.

“Krishna’s laudanum seems to ease the comte’s pain,” Claire conceded.

“Does he make it only for the comte?” Anne’s curiosity was aroused.

“No, he also sells it to my brother and his acquaintances.” Claire glanced sideways at Anne. “Like Simon Derennes. You know him from the palace theater, don’t you?”

Anne shrugged noncommittally. She could feel the woman’s probing eyes, her lingering suspicion.

The two women left the greenhouse, Anne striking off in the direction of the oriental pavilion in the center of the garden. Claire hesitated at first, then joined her. The low octagonal structure had a yellow foundation and a red tile pagoda roof. Black wooden latticework covered four alternate sides; the others were open. Inside were benches attached to the four latticed walls and a few wooden chairs. In the middle of the raised unpainted wooden floor was a trapdoor.

“It opens into a tunnel to the chateau,” Claire offered. “It’s fastened tight at both ends.” She gestured toward a pair of benches. The two women sat down facing one another.

“How well do you know my brother Jean?” asked Claire, barely concealing a smirk.

Refusing to be drawn out, Anne revealed only that she had performed in one of his productions and he had invited her to the reception.

Claire frowned, a doubting glint in her eyes. “You know, he always has his way with women.”

Anne shook her gown and rose to leave. “Perhaps with women of a certain kind.”

***

On the way back to the chateau, Anne went looking for Krishna to ask if she might have a horse for a ride in the countryside. She found him seated behind a desk in the chateau’s basement office, wearing a brown suit like a proper Frenchman. A large account book lay open in front of him. To his right, within arm’s reach, stood shelves of leather-fronted file boxes lined up in neat rows. To his left, a rack of iron keys hung in an open cabinet. Light came from high deep-set windows in the thick whitewashed walls. A musty smell hung in the air.

When she put forward her request, he agreed without question. He penned a note to the stablemaster, blotted it, and handed it to her with the obliging smile of a proprietor rather then a servant. She hurried to her room. Comtesse Marie had lent her a fashionable wine-colored English riding habit embroidered with spangles and silver thread, a black tricorn hat, and boots. The fit was good, just a little tight in the shoulders.

Krishna’s note in hand, Anne went to the farmyard opposite the chateau. The stablemaster prepared a riding horse with a sidesaddle for her, then beckoned to a groom working nearby. He should go with her the first time. She wanted to ride alone—she could explore more freely. But, as a guest, she thought it best to comply. She mounted the horse and rode out into the courtyard. The groom followed a length behind. When he seemed about to close the gap, she glanced irritably over her shoulder and increased her speed. He gained ground.

Beyond the courtyard, where the road forked in several directions, she had to stop for a hay wagon. The groom came alongside her on the left. A sharp reproach on the tip of her tongue, she shifted in the saddle to confront him. He winked.

“Georges!” she flustered, choking back the urge to laugh.

“My lady!” He touched the tip of his cap, grinning like a monkey. He pointed to a path winding up to the wooded chalk ridge. She took the lead. When they were out of sight in a small clearing, they dismounted and tethered the horses.

“The stablemaster is one of ours,” said Georges, patting his horse. “We were in the cavalry together, so he hired me. He needs extra help for gatherings like the Amateurs.” Georges gestured politely toward a crude bench in the shade. “What do you have to tell me?” His eyebrows arched with curiosity.

Sitting on the edge of the bench, Anne eagerly described her visit with Pressigny in the art gallery. “I’ve seen where Laplante’s hat pin went through his left hand,” she said in a hushed voice. “The wound became infected and left an ugly scar. That’s why he always wears gloves.” She settled back on the bench, a question slowly forming in her mind. “Can anyone here treat a wound like that?”

Before replying, Georges looked over his shoulder as if they might be overheard. “Yes, the housekeeper at the chateau, Madame Soucie.” He explained she was the stablemaster’s wife and had learned the healing arts from her father, a military surgeon. On the estate she treated cuts and bruises and set minor fractures. Nearby villages often called her. “She’s also keeping an eye on you,” Georges added, clucking softly. “She thought of the bouquet of flowers for your window sill.”

“I sensed something between her and Pressigny when we met outside the gallery.” Anne grew excited. “He must have gone to her.”

“I’ll soon find out. She’s invited me to supper with the family.” Georges got up from the bench, tentatively offered his hand to Anne. Declining with a smile, she sprang to her feet and followed him on a narrow path to a rocky platform at the edge of the ridge. Hidden behind brush growing out of cracks in the rock, she gazed across the valley to the chateau.

“Oh,” she murmured, recognizing the balcony of her room. She started to speak. Georges touched her arm, cautioning her. The wind behind them could carry their voices. He pointed to two men stacking tiles at the kiln below.

“They work on Pressigny’s projects,” he said softly. “See the older wiry one…”

“He’s Monsieur Noir, the man we’ve seen twice with Monsieur LeCourt,” she whispered in his ear. “A clever fellow, my shadow in the Palais-Royal.”

“A dangerous one,” Georges warned. “The servants call him François. He keeps an eye on Pressigny.” He pointed toward the short, thickset younger man. “And that’s Jacques Gros, Noir’s faithful companion. He’s brighter than he looks.”

After a few minutes, the two men left the kiln and went into the nearby cottage. Georges beckoned Anne forward to the edge of the ridge for a view of the entrance to the caves a short distance beyond the kiln. “I had a stable boy search them when the men weren’t around. Lots of sheep shit but no sign of Derennes. And he’s not in the chateau. The Soucies would have let me know. Noir has hidden him somewhere else.” Georges paused to think for a moment, then shrugged his shoulders. “Let’s get back to the chateau.”

They untethered the horses and rode back silently. At the door to the stable, they dismounted. Seeing no grooms about, they led the horses to the stalls. Anne wanted to help Georges remove the saddles and feed the horses but he objected, shaking his finger at her. “You’re supposed to play the part of a queen. You’d better start acting like one.” He did the chores himself with help from a groom he found sleeping in the hayloft.

While the men were stowing the tackle in another room, Anne wiped the sweat from her horse’s glistening neck and admired its rich chestnut color. She found herself hoping to ride it again. With a grimace she stepped back. What a silly notion, to stay at Chateau Debussy a minute longer than necessary! As she left the stable with Georges, she drew a deep breath of fresh air, then sniffed her sleeve. “I’d better wash and change. I shouldn’t go to the comte’s supper smelling like a thoroughbred.”

***

The meal was in a small, dark-panelled dining room on the main floor, with only Anne, the comte, and Claire at the table. Thin rays of twilight shafted through the windows. Several candles flickered on the walls. The room momentarily reminded Anne of a poorly lighted stage. And Claire looked like a clown. She had attempted to conceal her facial scars beneath a thick layer of powder.

Loath to appear rude, Anne forced her eyes away from Claire to the marble sideboard where food stood ready. A waiter came with a Sèvres tureen of potage au cresson for Anne and Claire, while a second waiter served the comte a cup of chicken broth. The soup was delicious, rich with butter and garnished with water-cress leaves. Anne consumed every bit of it. Claire hardly touched hers. Since she appeared well-fed, Anne thought, she had to be eating somewhere else.

While soup was being served, the comte asked Claire a few polite questions about her day. “It was ordinary, of little interest,” she replied curtly.

Unperturbed, he turned to Anne. “Miss Cartier, what have you seen in the gallery?”

“Sergell’s Faun,” she readily replied. Thanks to Pressigny’s preoccupation with the work, she knew it well: a reclining figure, caught at the moment of waking from sleep. Blood seemed to surge through his marble veins. His limbs were poised for action. “What vitality,” she observed. “Only the voice is missing.”

“I’m impressed that you appreciate the sculptor.” A hint of wistful regret shadowed the old man’s face. “Sergell’s patron, Bailli de Breteuil, lent me the Faun. Unfortunately, he died last year. The statue will pass to his cousin, our Baron de Breteuil, Minister for Paris.”

The dish of haricots verts en vinègre was served while the comte discoursed on the history of the chateau. It was built in mid-seventeenth-century on the foundations of a medieval castle, hence its irregular shape. Certain passageways and vaulted chambers in the basement belonged to the original building. “The seventeenth-century architect cleared out most of the old moat to gain a dry basement, leaving only a pond in front and adding a tunnel to the pavilion in the garden.”

“Why build a tunnel?”

The comte shrugged his shoulders. “The owner’s folly. Perhaps he wanted a secret means of escape, should his creditors pursue him.”

“Is the tunnel still in use?”

“We keep it locked,” replied the comte, glancing maliciously toward his stepdaughter, “lest the gardener sneak through it to abduct our Claire.”

A grimace cracked the layer of powder on the young woman’s face, but she stared silently at her plate.

Embarrassed, Anne winced at the insult. She regarded Claire with a sympathetic eye. Her marital prospects were indeed bleak. Georges had said she found comfort with René Cavour, the young man in charge of the greenhouse.

The comte turned to Anne. “Your costume should be ready tomorrow morning. See Madame about the final fitting.” He looked at her with a lascivious smile. “I look forward to seeing you wear it.”

Claire stirred, her lips drawn back in a malign grimace. “Why bother with the costume, Mademoiselle Cartier? For the hundred livres he’s paying, you’d display the jewels naked.”

Taken by surprise, Anne stared at the woman, then opened her mouth to protest.

The comte stopped her with a wave of his hand. “Ignore my stepdaughter, Mademoiselle, she’s witless as well as ugly.” The comte glared across the table at Claire.

“Bastard!” shrieked Claire, gripping the table knife near her plate.

Anne looked on, stunned, as the young woman pushed back her chair and began to rise. Instantly the two waiters standing by the sideboard rushed to her side. She hesitated for a second, then tossed the knife with a clatter on the plate.

“Well, we’ve had a little tantrum, haven’t we.” The comte spoke to Claire in a low, unnaturally soft voice. “These men will escort you to your apartment and see that you stay there tonight.” He turned to Anne as if nothing had happened, smiled thinly, and bade her good evening. He rang a bell. Two footmen entered and picked up his chair to carry him away. His eyes closed; he looked as if he were already a cadaver.

***

At the stroke of nine, Anne and Michou were ushered into Comte Debussy’s parlor. They found him seated in an arm chair, expecting them. And, in remarkably good spirits, considering his confrontation with Claire at the supper table. Shortly after supper, Anne had dared to send him a request. Could her maid, a gifted artist, sketch the Chanavas treasure? To her surprise, he had agreed. They should come to his apartment in an hour.

“Let us go to the jewels,” he said, his voice resonant with expectant pleasure. A tall robust footman carried him from the parlor through his adjacent bedroom to a locked door. Anne and Michou followed. With a key from his belt, the comte opened the door to a large round room. Brown mahogany cabinets lined its walls.

The Chanavas jewelry glittered between two lighted candelabra on a low green velvet-covered table in the center of the room. The two women and the comte settled into chairs around the table. The footman withdrew to his station by the door. Michou glanced shyly at the comte for permission to begin. He nodded to the table. She drew closer and contemplated the pieces, her hands clasped tightly as if she were in church. He studied her with cool regard. After a few minutes, she pulled a large pad out of her bag and set to work, intense concentration creasing her face.

Anne went back to the conversation at the supper table, probing into the comte’s renovation of the chateau, a topic of which he was fond. The footman brought a portfolio of architectural drawings from a nearby cabinet. They revealed the chateau’s interior as it was when the comte bought it, as well as the new arrangements he had planned and executed. At first glance, Anne could make no sense of the old and new walls, ceilings, and floors. But, with his help she gradually gained a mental picture of what lay behind the present surface.

An hour passed, during which they occasionally glanced at Michou, still absorbed in her task.

“Shall we see what she’s done?” asked the comte.

Anne looked over Michou’s shoulder, gently interrupting her, and took her sketches to Debussy.

“Quite remarkable,” he exclaimed. “She has a draftsman’s eye, though her hand needs more training.”

“She has sketched everything except the tiara,” Anne observed, “saving her favorite piece till last.”

“Perhaps she would like you to wear it.” He had Anne bring the tiara from the table and kneel before him. When she held it up for him to take, he leaned forward. “Allow me,” he said, then ran his hands through her hair, as if arranging it for the tiara. His touch was rough, but she decided not to complain. Suddenly he grabbed her hair and snapped her head back. Their eyes locked in a visceral confrontation. A malevolent grin flashed across his face.

Anne gripped the tiara. The urge to strike him welled up within her. In an instant, like a chameleon, the comte smiled pleasantly and adjusted her head to a comfortable angle. “That will do.” He took the tiara from her hands and placed it on her head. She walked back to her chair, trembling with frustrated anger.

Michou shot a frown at the comte, who did not appear to notice, then caught Anne’s eye and signed, “I’m sorry.” She gazed thoughtfully at Anne for a moment before going back to her sketching.

As if nothing had happened, Debussy continued to discuss the chateau. “Look up there.” He pointed to the dark semi-circular lunettes of the domed ceiling. “In one of them is a clever mirror. Standing behind it, Krishna can observe whatever happens here—a useful precaution when I display the treasures.” He gestured to several glass cases scattered about the room. “Even distinguished visitors have sticky fingers.” A sardonic grin broke through his mask of pain.

When Michou finally laid down her sketchbook, Anne returned the tiara to the table, promising the comte that Michou would send him a finished drawing. Anne left the apartment, troubled by the malice she had experienced from the comte. At her side, Michou clutched her sketchbook, her eyes focused inwardly on the images she had captured.

In the main hall they stepped into a pool of light from the open door of the art gallery. Hearing a familiar voice, Anne peeked inside. Chevalier de Pressigny was holding forth on François Boucher’s palette in a landscape painting. Around him had gathered several guests, evidently Amateurs who had arrived in advance of the next day’s reception.

Anne sensed Michou sneaking by her through the doorway. Seeing Pressigny, the little woman froze and began to tremble. At that moment, he started to walk toward them. Anne’s heart leapt. She yanked Michou out of sight. Anne peeked again, then breathed a sigh of relief. His eyes fixed on a painting, Pressigny had not seen Michou. He and his guests soon left the gallery by the farther exit.

Anne hugged Michou, calming her, and pointed out that the room was now empty. “Don’t worry,” Anne signed. “He doesn’t know you or your secret.”

Recalling Michou’s love of animals, Anne led her up to the portrait of Pressigny’s mother and her “Princesse” on the damask cushion. She stood still before the picture, leaning forward, eyes intent. Then she pulled out her sketchbook and, with a few deft strokes of her pencil, captured the image of the recumbent cat. A pleased expression came over her face. She signed that she would complete the drawing in her room and do a version in color back in Paris. With a start Anne realized Michou was gaining confidence in herself.





Chapter 20

A Stiletto

Georges cooled down in a late afternoon breeze, his back to an open casement window, his hands clasped behind his head. He surveyed the family’s common room. Rustic but clean and spacious, a far cry from the filthy cramped quarters of the peasantry or the glittering luxury of the nobility. Large exposed beams supported the low ceiling. The tile floor was level and smooth, the plaster walls freshly whitewashed. Shiny copper kettles and pans stood in good order on shelves near the hearth. The Soucies were simple, honest, hard-working people. He could trust them.

Catching his eye and smiling, Madame Soucie teased him with an apple tart fresh from the oven. “Good,” he told himself, “they appear to trust me.” He knew, however, they would resist discussing Pressigny’s wounded left hand.

A few weeks ago, when Georges had asked Monsieur Soucie about working at the chateau, he had said he wanted to ensure the safety of Mademoiselle Anne Cartier during the Amateurs’ reception and to search for Simon Derennes, who had threatened her. Georges hadn’t mentioned prying into Jean de Pressigny’s criminal behavior. Nonetheless, Soucie might have suspected as much. He knew the young man’s crooked past. He also knew Georges worked for Colonel Paul de Saint-Martin, the man responsible for law and order in the area. That Georges was an old comrade didn’t make it easier to persuade the stablemaster to cooperate. He had a great deal to lose if he angered the comte.

What had convinced Soucie was Paul de Saint-Martin’s personal guarantee, relayed by Georges, of full protection for himself and his family and compensation for any loss he might suffer. The colonel did not give such a promise lightly, Georges realized, for it could mean spending considerably from his reserves of money and influence. It indicated how serious his interest in the Dubois case had become.

Georges had further reassured Soucie with a promise to avoid drawing suspicion to him. The balding thickset colonel’s adjutant would become a factotum, helping out as groom in the stables, pot-scrubber in the kitchen, and handyman throughout the chateau.

Only the Soucies knew who he was. Equipped with false discharge papers, he had presented himself to Krishna and the rest of the staff as a recently retired soldier in need of temporary employment. For the few days he expected to be at Chateau Debussy, he had a small room in the upper floor of the stable near the Soucie cottage. To get acquainted with the servants, he usually took his meals in the chateau’s kitchen.

This evening, however, he had accepted an invitation to share supper with the Soucies. At a call from Madame, he sat with the family around a thick wooden table laden with her own dark bread, freshly churned butter, cheese, liver paté, salad, and wine. Two of their four children, a boy and a girl who still lived at home, ate silently and listened respectfully to the adults.

Conversation revolved around the years they had spent together in the army, an experience that Madame Soucie partly shared. As a young woman, she and her mother had followed her father, assisting in his medical work on campaigns. In varying degrees, they all had known General Saint-Martin, the colonel’s father. Madame Soucie had nursed him briefly at the end of the Seven Years War.

After the apple tart the children were dismissed, the table was cleared and brandy poured. Georges led the conversation toward Madame Soucie’s medical practice. She was a sturdy, taciturn woman, but he got her to talk about a few recent cases. Then he asked about the wound on Pressigny’s left hand. The Soucies glanced apprehensively at one another.

“You can tell me the truth,” Georges said kindly. He went on to remind them of Colonel Saint-Martin’s promise of protection and reward in return for cooperation. A man of honor, he would not let them down. But, if they refused to cooperate, Georges hinted ever so gently, they might be accused of aiding and abetting Pressigny’s criminal attempt to escape the king’s justice.

For several moments, Madame Soucie stared rigidly at the plate in front of her as if her jaw were locked. Then she glanced at her husband, received a signal from him, and sighed. “I recall when Chevalier de Pressigny came to me.” She spoke slowly, measuring her words. “It was this time last year, about eleven in the evening. My husband and I were in bed when the young man pounded on the door. Hurt his hand in an accident, he said.”

She had sat him at the table and cut a bloody cloth away from his left hand. An unusually thick hatpin about six inches long had pierced the palm. He told her he had lost his balance and fallen on it. By the time he reached her, the hand had swollen badly and the pin was stuck fast. Her husband poured him a large glass of brandy mixed with a sleeping potion, while she applied a cold compress to reduce the swelling. He fainted the moment she tentatively pulled on the pin! When she finally got it out, she saw it was no ordinary pin. Its shaft was tempered steel.

“A stiletto?” asked Georges.

“Yes,” she replied.

“An illegal weapon,” her husband added.

“Where is it now?” Georges looked her directly in the eye. “Colonel Saint-Martin is going to want to know.”

The corners of her mouth twitched nervously. She took the last sip from her glass. “When Chevalier de Pressigny woke up the next day, he asked for it. I told him it went with the other medical trash into the lime pit. That seemed to satisfy him. His hand was twice its normal size and throbbing. The pain nearly drove him mad.” She got up from her chair and began to gather the glasses from the table.

As she reached for Georges’ glass, he looked up at her with a guarded smile.

“But you still have it, don’t you?”

She froze, his glass in her hand.

Monsieur Soucie furtively glanced at his wife and at a wall cabinet near the hearth.

“That’s right,” she said at last, then carried the glasses to the sink. She opened the cabinet, retrieved the stiletto from behind a false panel, and brought it to Georges. She sat down again, staring at the table. “At the time, we were sure it wasn’t an accident.” She glanced at him defensively. “No one asked our opinion, so we kept it to ourselves.”

“Why?” He leaned forward, fingering the stiletto.

“It’s foolish to get involved in the affairs of the nobility.” She spoke with strong conviction.

“A wise rule,” he agreed, then laid the weapon on the table between them. “But there are exceptions.”

He went on to assure the anxious woman she had done the right thing. The colonel would shield her and her husband from harm. Privately, he began to wonder what would happen to them if Pressigny were arrested. Even if they were to present evidence against him now, they might still be charged with complicity in a criminal act for having failed to denounce him earlier. Could Colonel Saint-Martin really guard them from the wheels of a blind criminal justice?

Madame Soucie didn’t seem reassured. “We can’t win. If we keep quiet, the police will accuse us of conspiring with Chevalier de Pressigny. If we tell our story to the police, Comte Debussy will turn us out in disgrace or maybe do worse.” She paused, reflecting for a moment. “You think he killed the actress, don’t you?” She stared at Georges. “Otherwise, why are you here, and Colonel Saint-Martin at his aunt’s chateau nearby? And there’s probably a brigade of royal troopers in the woods.”

With a calming gesture, Georges rose from the table. “Your best choice is to do as I tell you. Alert me if Mademoiselle Cartier’s in danger and help me follow Pressigny’s movements. In the meantime, tell no one about the stiletto.”

Outside the Soucie cottage, Georges took a close look at the weapon, balancing it in his hand. Shouldn’t be hard to trace, he thought. Its silver handle was engraved with the initials “L.L.”

***

Chateau Beaumont was already dark and the moonlit courtyard deserted. A pair of glowing oil lamps drew Georges to the entrance. He had ridden at breakneck speed, giddy with excitement. The Laplante case was breaking open! Hard evidence finally! He rushed into the chateau, only to learn from a servant that the colonel had not yet returned from a meeting with Lieutenant-General DeCrosne. Georges said he would wait. The servant was not to disturb the comtesse. He showed Georges to the reception room and left him pacing back and forth.

Shortly after ten, Georges heard a horse’s hooves on the cobblestones outside, then voices at the entrance, and finally the colonel entered, surprised to find his adjutant waiting. “Have you left Miss Cartier alone?” His brow furrowed in irritation.

“The Soucies will look after her.” Georges noticed impatience creeping into his voice. He quickly mastered his feeling, for he saw that the colonel’s day in Paris had taken a toll.

“We’ll get to that in a minute.” Saint-Martin gestured wearily to sit down. A servant removed his boots, collected his sword, brought him fresh hose and shoes, then went for refreshments. The traveller slid back, stretching out his legs. Meanwhile, Georges sat on the edge of his seat.

“Well?” asked the colonel, folding his hands in his lap. He shot a quizzical glance at his adjutant.

“We’ve found the weapon Laplante used on Pressigny.” Georges handed over the stiletto.

Saint-Martin sat bolt upright. “Did you find out who treated him?” He drew his fingers lightly up and down the slender weapon and touched its sharp point.

“Madame Soucie,” Georges replied. “Pressigny came to her late that evening, the hatpin still piercing his hand. Before pulling it out, she put him to sleep. He doesn’t know she kept it.”

“Good work, Georges.” The colonel bent over the stiletto’s handle and examined Laplante’s initials under a magnifying glass. “We will need proof she owned it and had it in her possession,” he said, laying the weapon on the gaming table between them. “The Paris police can do that for us later.”

The servant returned with a tray of red wine, fruit, bread and cheese, then left. Saint-Martin beckoned Georges to join him. As he poured for his adjutant, he remarked, “For the time being, the stiletto remains a secret.”

Georges frowned. “We should hold Pressigny for questioning,” he snapped. “Surely we have enough evidence. Soucie’s a credible witness. Her story supports Michou’s. The police will listen to her.”

The colonel stiffened, his eyes grew dark.

Georges rushed on. “I feel in my bones he’s about to make a move. Anne or Michou or the stablemaster and his wife may be in danger.” He paused, glowering at his superior. “Must we wait for another murder?”

Saint-Martin’s lips tightened, his nostrils flared. “I should not have to remind you, Monsieur Charpentier, I must win the lieutenant-general’s approval even to investigate Chevalier de Pressigny or anyone in his family. To attempt to hold him now would be sheer folly. This afternoon, I spent two hours with DeCrosne, arguing that Pressigny should be questioned in connection with Derennes’ disappearance. The lieutenant-general refused. He had handed the matter over to the Société des Amateurs. They were not to be disturbed.”

Anger welled up in Georges, overriding the respect he felt for the colonel. The deeper he probed into the case of Antoine Dubois, the more he resented Pressigny and his parasitic kind. “Of course,” he spat, “we must respect noble privilege!”

Saint-Martin rose to his feet, his face reddened. “Indeed we must, not because privilege is right, but because it can destroy any rash challenger.” He glared at his adjutant. “I detest the evil Pressigny embodies as much as you do, but I must survey his defenses and assemble a force that can overrun them.”

Georges shifted in his chair, sullen and unrepentant, wondering who the colonel thought he was talking to, a callow youth?

“If we were dealing with a commoner,” the colonel continued, “we could arrest and convict him with the evidence we have. But, Pressigny is protected by several of the wealthiest and most powerful persons in the kingdom.”

“Like whom?” Georges asked, goading his superior, who was pacing the floor.

“The Duc d’Orléans, the comptroller general of finance, and the foreign minister,” Saint-Martin shot back. “How’s that for a start! And, I smell a masonic connection with large amounts of money at risk.”

“Is that all?” Georges retorted.

“That’s enough!” The colonel stood silent for several moments, slowly shifting his gaze to the checkerboard pattern on the gaming table between them. He stared as if puzzled. “Why do these people protect Chevalier de Pressigny? If this were chess, he would be a pawn. They would gladly sacrifice him. Unless….” He paused again. “Unless he were essential to some grand scheme.”

Georges yielded gradually, realizing the futility of further protest. The colonel ordered him back to Chateau Debussy to keep a watchful eye on Miss Cartier, Michou, the stablemaster, and his wife. When he rose to leave, he sensed the colonel’s mood changing. His eyes seemed to probe gently for hidden wounds his harsh words might have caused.

Slowly, Saint-Martin raised the stiletto with his right hand, as if swearing an oath. “In due course,” he said in a low, calm voice, “Pressigny will pay for his crime.”

***

As horse and rider faded into the night, Colonel Saint-Martin left the entrance and walked to the picture gallery. He felt a strong urge to commune with his father and the philosophers whose spirits inhabited the place. The night watchman locked the front door, then brought a lighted candle and a chair to the gallery.

Saint-Martin sat before the portrait of his father, hearkening to the quiet in the room. The general’s features seemed to come alive in the low, flickering light, his brow and his chin still proud and valorous, reflecting the face of battle. He drew a grudging respect from his son sitting silently beneath him.

“Noble privilege.” The contempt in Georges’ voice rankled in Saint-Martin’s mind. Indeed why should anyone respect nobles, much less their privileges? He glanced up at his father. “You died serving a king who cared for nothing but his own pleasure, in a war that was not in France’s interest. Most of your peers regarded your valor as eccentric and your chivalry foolish. They kept out of harm’s way, loitering in the boudoirs of Paris and cultivating the fine arts of gossip and intrigue.”

The dark face seemed unconcerned that others fell so far short of the ideal he had died pursuing. He had ridden into combat in front of his men to rouse their courage. He had shown magnanimity, forgiving fellow officers who had failed him. He had spent his fortune prodigally, aiding the widows and children of men who had died under his command. In his father’s features, Saint-Martin now discerned lines of intrepid integrity where he had previously seen only vainglory. He felt strangely moved.

Lieutenant-General DeCrosne had invoked noble privilege to protect the “good name” of the Société des Amateurs. Nobles invoked it to gain offices, titles, and pensions they did not deserve. The colonel sighed. His adjutant had brought home to him what he had long suspected. Today’s nobility hadn’t the slightest commitment to public service. Its only concerns were pleasure, prestige, and profit. Its honor, no more than elegant posturing.

The disturbing image of Robert LeCourt forced itself into this silent discourse. LeCourt, whose power rested on money. Nobles now groveled before bankers and financiers. The finance minister, Calonne, was beseeching LeCourt and his Dutch bankers to kindly help ease the king’s debt. Dozens of the most distinguished men at court were pressing LeCourt to invest their money. Whatever he touched seemed to turn a profit.

Saint-Martin shuddered, as if foreseeing a grim future. Clever, ruthless men of money, like LeCourt, would eventually brush aside aristocratic privilege, its foundations rotting away, and take the privileges of power for themselves.

“What should I do?” mused Saint-Martin out loud, seeking contact with his father’s eyes. “Retreat?” He paused expectantly for a moment, then answered himself in measured, mocking cadence: “Let the Amateurs have their way, don’t probe. That’s what all the king’s ministers say.”

Looking down at the floor, dark and inscrutable in the thin candle light, Saint-Martin experienced a curious sensation. The ground of his life—all that he had assumed to be solid—now seemed to be shaking, like the treacherous surface of a quagmire in a storm. And he was risking rebuke and disgrace. With menace in his voice, the lieutenant-general had warned, “I will not tolerate disobedience.”

In the eerie stillness of the gallery, Saint-Martin gazed at his father, yearning silently for reassurance. Time seemed suspended. Then, rapt by the portrait, he sensed the old warrior nodding. Fiat justitia, ruat caelum. Let justice be done, though heaven falls.





Chapter 21

Night Games

As Anne stepped out of the picture gallery, she heard an orch-estra playing in the distance. With Michou in tow, she followed the sound to a thicket of servants and visitors in the far end of the building. Through an open door, she glimpsed a swirling medley of pink, yellow, and green silk ribbons; pale, filmy gowns; pastel shirts, breeches, and silk hose. A babble of voices rose above the music. She was tempted to linger, to observe the party, but she knew Michou would become anxious.

When they reached their apartment, a page was waiting outside with a message from Chevalier de Pressigny. The music came from his party, a prelude to the next day’s reception. Would she sing a few songs for a stipend of twenty livres? There were no further obligations and dress was informal. If she wished, she could stay for dancing and games of chance.

Leaving the page in the hallway, Anne followed Michou into the parlor. She leaned back against the door, reading the message again. Twenty livres. A generous sum! Another trick by Pressigny, no doubt. Two could play that game. She kissed the paper, then let it drop. Whirling about the parlor, flaring her skirt in graceful arcs, she mimicked the dancers she had seen in his apartment. She halted by the window, the small of her back against the sill.

Across the room, Michou picked up the crumpled message from the floor. Though she couldn’t read, she mulled over it with growing anxiety. For a moment, she stared at Anne with an expression akin to terror. Then she whirled twice, mimicking Anne’s movements, and struck the paper as if with a dagger.

Anne nodded gravely. Her friend realized Pressigny had invited Anne to the party.

Michou slowly shook her head. Tears began to trickle down her cheek.

Some of Michou’s terror crept into Anne’s own flesh. The host was hardly someone she could trust. With a rush of tenderness, she put a reassuring arm around Michou’s shoulder and caressed her, then led her to her room, where she set to work on her sketch of the Chanavas jewels.

Alone again in the parlor, Anne paced the floor, raking her hand through her hair. If she joined the party, she could get to know Pressigny better, explore his apartment. She might even recognize a stolen work of art, like the jasper bowl.

A mirror caught her eye. She strutted like a street-walker and pouted sensuously. Was Pressigny trying to seduce her? Fine. She would sing and dance with him. Then she saw herself growing still before the mirror. A shadow of fear crossed her face. Could she control him? Georges had returned to Chateau Beaumont. She would be on her own.

She glanced at the clock on the wall. It showed eleven at night. The party had only begun. Squaring her shoulders, she went resolutely to the armoire in her bedroom and drew out a gauzy robe and a handful of blue silk ribbons. She dressed quickly, her fingers trembling with excitement.

The page brought Anne into a large salon lighted by a crystal chandelier hanging from the ceiling and by sconces on the wall. She caught sight of Henriette Picard and several other familiar faces from the variety theater. Supplementing their meager income, Anne thought sadly. Laughter rippled across the room. At the far end, a group of musicians seated on a low stage accompanied men and women in a lively gavotte.

Chevalier de Pressigny appeared at her side, his mauve shirt open at the throat. “Delighted you could come!” He flashed her a disarming smile. After the dance, she followed him through the crowd to the stage. He surprised her, proposing they sing a duet. Why not? she thought. Singing was both innocent and safe. And a step toward knowing him better.

Their first song, a popular love ballad by Rameau, began hesitantly but the harmonies were simple and their voices soon blended, his rich baritone with her alto. The words called for her to flirt with him, a task she found dangerously easy. His hair was thick, black, and wavy; his mouth ripe.

Between songs they danced a simple gavotte, she eluding the kisses allowed him by custom. He acknowledged her dexterity with an indulgent smile, his eyes exploring her face, his right arm around her waist. She would have enjoyed his company, were it not that every time he extended his left hand, clothed in a soft, fawn glove, she recalled the scar and shuddered inwardly.

Their act finished to polite applause. He suggested a cool drink outside. They picked up a carafe of white wine and glasses, left the salon, and passed through a small library into a darkened sitting room. A single spluttering sconce feebly lighted a pair of ornamental fig trees standing like sentinels in large urns, flanking the open doors to a balcony. As Anne drew closer, a shaft of pale moonlight revealed a young man and a woman coupled in passionate embrace. At the sight of Pressigny, they smiled, unembarrassed, and yielded the place.

The sounds of the party, now distant and muted, competed with a chorus of crickets on the ground below. The warm still air lay soft on the skin. Anne put her glass on a table, reached for the metal railing, and glanced up toward the hazy moonlit sky. She sensed her companion moving closer. When their bodies touched, she stepped back from the railing and took a sip of the wine. He accepted her gesture without protest. He had learned how to wait, thought Anne, surprised. She had believed him more inclined, like a spoiled child, to grow petulant when denied a pleasure.

As they sat at the table drinking, his tongue loosened. His guests could manage very well without him for a while. She drew him toward theater life, something they shared. He enjoyed vaudeville, he said, fancying especially the tightrope acts. He would like to tie a rope between this balcony and the next and walk across. With training he could do it, she agreed, squinting at him in the dim light. While dancing, she had noticed his excellent balance, perfect coordination, and lithe, muscular physique.

Fingering her glass, she put on a face of innocent curiosity. “What are you preparing for us at the theater tomorrow night?”

“A frothy little thing about a clown cuckolded by his wife and her lover.” He pulled his chair closer to hers.

Anne shivered. This could be the very same sex farce she and Georges had discovered in the Amateurs’ office. “And what happens to the clown?” She sipped from her glass to mask her feelings.

He grinned waggishly. “You will find out tomorrow night.”

For a few moments, he seemed willing to be led on, but he was distracted by a slight rustling noise high above them. Anne involuntarily stepped back. An instant later, a large handful of debris clattered on the tiles where she had been standing. Startled, she glanced up, the crash echoing in her ears.

“Is someone on the roof?” she asked incredulously, recalling it rose high above the mansard floor. It would be difficult to cross even in daylight.

“A large bird or small animal,” he replied calmly. “A man can’t be up there.”

Beneath his reassurance, she detected a note of alarm. “Are we in danger?”

“Yes, if the culprit were to dislodge loose masonry on our heads.”

“We’d better move inside.” She rose from her chair, the warm stillness of the air now feeling ominous.

In the faint light of the sitting room, he appeared tense and preoccupied, his eyes blank. Entering the salon, they were greeted by slurred shouts and raucous laughter. Anne spied a pink ribbon hanging from one sconce and a pair of pale blue slippers slung over another. Several couples near the stage swung about in a rollicking country dance, out of step with the music. A pride of young men, faces flushed with wine, prowled among the tables, leering at bosoms flaunted by courtesans, including Henriette, who caught Anne’s eye and beckoned.

It was time to leave. She started for the door. Pressigny came out of his distraction, caught up with her, and took her hand, bowing slightly. Acting the perfect gentleman, she thought, and bid him a polite goodnight.

The clack of her heels echoed eerily in the corridor to her apartment. No one was in sight. A lone sconce cast a thin flickering light, triggering her imagination. The shadows of grotesque beasts played on the walls; malign spirits lurked in the darkness of the doorways. She slipped into the apartment, carefully locking the door behind her, and breathed a sigh of relief.

Michou was still awake, bent over her table. Anne tiptoed up to her and glanced over her shoulder. Her gallery sketch lay to one side. She was drawing the cat, Princesse, lying on the cushion. Anne tiptoed out, closed the door quietly, and went to her own bedroom. The hour was late, the air very warm and humid. She took off her clothes and lay on the covers, drifting into a deep sleep.

She woke suddenly. Michou stood beckoning in the doorway with a spluttering candle. For a few moments, Anne had no idea where she was. She pulled on a light robe and followed Michou. The clock on the mantel showed one in the morning. She gestured to Anne that she had left her room to check the hall door before going to bed. She had just seen the handle move.

Anne calmed her with a hug, drew close to the door, and listened. At first, she heard nothing. But a few seconds later, there were footsteps and whispers. Her heart pounded. Who could be trying to come in? Several Amateurs had rooms in the mansard. By now they would be drunk on Pressigny’s wine.

“Well,” Anne said to Michou, “we can’t stare at the door all night.” She waved her friend to the side and armed herself with an iron poker from the fireplace. Holding her breath, she turned the key, pushed the handle down, then yanked open the door. Michou lifted her candle. A man was leaning against the opposite wall, a sheepish expression on his face. He swiftly raised a finger to his lips.

“Georges!” Anne whispered. She beckoned him into the parlor and closed the door.

“How’d you know I was there?”

“Michou saw the door handle turn and became frightened.”

“Sorry. I was making sure the door was locked. I thought you were asleep.”

“What’s going on?”

“I returned from Chateau Beaumont a half-hour ago. Madame Soucie said Pressigny and his guests were running wild. Krishna’s in Paris. The servant girls had come to her for safety. Then she worried about you and Michou. Sent one of Soucie’s men up here. I just took his place. That’s what you heard.”

Anne took the candle from Michou’s hand and brought its light close to Georges’ face. His eyes were blood-shot and heavy-lidded. A day’s growth of beard added ten years to his appearance. She gestured toward chairs by the window where they could enjoy a slight breeze. “It was Madame Soucie who treated Pressigny, wasn’t it?” she asked confidently.

“Yes,” he replied. “And she gave me the stiletto she had pulled out of his hand.” He leaned back, folding his arms across his chest. “The colonel has it now. The initials L.L. are on the handle.”

Anne felt elated. Laplante’s stiletto in Pressigny’s hand the evening of her death! Could any magistrate continue to blame Antoine Dubois? “What does the colonel want to do with Pressigny?” she asked.

He shrugged his shoulders. A flash of anger hardened his face. “Nothing, for the moment,” he remarked dryly. “Keep him in the dark.”

“Why not arrest him?” Her hope for Antoine ebbed like an outgoing tide.

Georges shifted in his chair, as if uncomfortable with the question. “That’s what I asked him. He said Pressigny has powerful protection. We would need overwhelming evidence against him to persuade the lieutenant-general.”

There had been conflict between the two men, Anne realized, and she felt torn. Her heart was with Georges, but her mind with the colonel. She forced a troubled smile. She wanted justice done quickly. But, perhaps the colonel was allowing Pressigny, a little fish, to remain on the line as bait to catch a bigger one. The better she had come to know the dissolute young man, the less she believed he could have killed her stepfather in cold blood. If he were somehow involved, he must have been led by another, much stronger person.

“I shall see at least one of his protectors tomorrow,” she said, “Monsieur Robert LeCourt.”

“And I’ll keep an eye on you.” He yawned, then apologized, muttering he’d better take up his post again outside in the corridor.

She stared at him. Lines of fatigue fissured his face. Her eyes moistened. “I don’t want you standing out there all night!” She tried to sound exasperated. “You can have this room.” She brought bedding into the parlor, spread it out on the floor, and bid him goodnight. Michou slipped away to her room, smiling, clearly relieved Georges would guard the door.

As Anne walked to her bedroom, she felt Georges’ eyes upon her. She stopped and slowly turned, calling to mind his concern for her, his standing guard outside her room. He slouched on the bedding, his back against the door, his shoulders slumped forward. She met his eyes. He sat up, expectant. She started. From deep within, the realization suddenly dawned on her that Georges had become a true friend and partner, filling the place in her heart that Antoine had once held. “Sleep well, dear Georges,” she whispered with a tired smile. “Tomorrow will be a long day.” His tired face broke out in a crooked smile.

***

Her head buried in a pillow, her brain fogged with sleep, Anne heard a voice at a great distance telling her to rise. She rolled over and rubbed her eyes. Georges was standing in the open doorway in livery of silver and blue, a powdered wig on his bald head. “Good God!” she croaked, waving him out. She grabbed for a robe.

As he retreated into the parlor, a maid brushed by him with warm milk, coffee, and bread, announcing breakfast. She stopped abruptly in the doorway to the bedroom, staring at Anne, at her bed, at Georges. “Put down the tray,” Anne exclaimed with heat, and pointed to a low table near the door.

Hoping to clear her mind, she shuffled to the wash stand and splashed water on her face.

Georges was soon at the door again telling her to hurry up. “It’s past eight!”

She flicked water at him. He ducked back into the parlor. Peering into a mirror, she combed a spiky mop of thick blond hair. Shadows lay under her eyes.

Georges grinned as Anne stepped into the parlor. “You look like one of the Furies. But it’s nothing that can’t be fixed.” He bent forward simpering, could he be of service. Before she could curse him, he waved his hands in apology, then went on to explain that Madame Soucie had suggested him when an extra footman was needed. “You have nothing to fear during the reception. I’ll be close by, either outside in the courtyard or in the servants’ common room.”

He walked briskly to the hall door, lingered briefly, looked back at her. For a moment he dropped his sprightly, jocular mask. She read in his face a longing and a concern that wrenched her heart. He slowly closed the door.

For a few seconds, she stood in the middle of the parlor, shaken by his departure. Then she carried the breakfast tray to the window sill. A pleasant morning breeze caressed her face. She ate standing up, gazing absently out over the garden.

A nagging thought disturbed her. Chevalier de Pressigny would certainly hear that a man had spent the night in her apartment. She shrugged. What Pressigny might think of her hardly mattered. She did feel uneasy about how he might misuse the information. Suppose he brought it back to Paul, blown up into a tawdry affair?

The colonel and Georges had quarreled last night about whether to arrest Pressigny. She sensed other issues lurked in the background. Was she one of them? She liked both men and didn’t want them quarreling over her.

She raised a cup of coffee to her lips. An image of Paul came to her mind. A deep, fascinating man. Graceful in his bearing. Kindly as well. She recalled the way he bent forward to catch her words, the warmth of affection in his eyes, even when he and she disagreed. The rumor of an affair behind his back between Georges and herself would upset him. She might lose his respect.

She sighed, then drained the cup. Her imagination was running out of control. One thing at a time. Behind her a door opened. Michou entered the room with an empty breakfast tray. Anne smiled a greeting. First she would see Michou occupied for the day, and next deal with the Amateurs. Any problem with Paul would have to wait.





Chapter 22

A Question of Love

Paul de Saint-Martin rose an hour after dawn and walked to an open window overlooking Beaumont’s garden. The smell of damp grass braced him. Men were already at work, trimming the boxwood edges of the flowerbeds before the heat of the sun grew too strong. Several magpies had gathered on the terrace below him. He threw out pieces of dry bread, raising a frantic flapping of wings and a raucous quarrel.

As he watched them scramble for food, the stronger birds shoving aside the weaker, he grimaced. They reminded him of a similar morality among humans. Rich, privileged families in the city’s Saint-Germain quarter dined at sumptuous tables while their footmen chased away poor women begging for their garbage. The image chilled him.

He lifted his eyes to the English park beyond the formal garden. A mist hung over the groves of oak and beech, concealing whatever violence nature’s creatures might do to one another there. He stood at the window for a few more minutes, allowing the serene beauty of the park to lift his spirits. Then he sat at a desk, rolled back its cylinder top, and picked up a manuscript of his aunt’s memoirs.

He had promised to read a chapter before breakfast, an engaging task. As a younger woman, Comtesse Marie had attended the brilliant Parisian salons frequented by Voltaire, Diderot, and other luminaries, foreign and domestic, including, occasionally, the eccentric Rousseau. She also counted among her acquaintances the most distinguished churchmen, military officers, and statesmen of the generation that flourished after the Peace of Paris in 1763. An observer more than a participant, she kept an inner distance from the celebrities around her, recognizing their personal failings, sorting out their ideas in her own mind.

The rays of sunlight crept across the floor, while he slowly turned the pages of the neat, closely written text. He had just finished her reflections on the occasion of Voltaire’s death in 1778 when a chambermaid announced that Comtesse Marie had returned from her morning ride. He said he would join her for breakfast. He laid down the manuscript and pondered her opinion of the great philosophe: a Socrates in silk who had chosen exile rather than hemlock. Near the mark, he thought.

He closed the desk, stroking its smooth shiny surface, and glanced at himself in a wall mirror. His aunt would approve. He was wearing the buff breeches of his field uniform, but was otherwise dressed for warm weather in a simple cotton shirt, open at the neck. His face was tanned, his dark brown hair combed back and tied with a black ribbon. In his eyes, however, he detected a glimmer of anxiety. Anne was about to play her part at Chateau Debussy.

At nine o’clock, he followed a servant carrying a breakfast tray into his aunt’s room. She was seated at a small round table. Lightly clothed in a soft rose morning robe, her thick silvery hair newly brushed, she could have posed for an intimate portrait. He noticed a touch of rouge powder on her cheeks, a small concession to vanity. While coffee was being poured, she looked at him sideways. “Paul, what brings you to Chateau Beaumont? Merely the pleasure of my company?” She turned her gaze to a basket of biscuits. After a few moments of deliberation, she picked out a currant scone.

“What I say must remain within these walls,” he warned.

“Of course,” she replied, as if insulted.

“Our investigation into the deaths of the actress Laplante and Antoine Dubois has led us to Chateau Debussy.” He paused to take a biscuit. “We’ve found an opportunity to look inside.”

“We?”

He explained what Miss Cartier and Georges were doing at the Amateurs’ reception. They had already discovered new evidence linking Chevalier de Pressigny to the actress’ death, lifting guilt from Dubois.

“What a risk you’ve taken, defying the orders of the lieutenant-general of police.”

“Does anyone suspect us?” He filled her cup with coffee. “What have you learned on your recent trip to Paris?”

“Nothing to do with your investigation.” She hesitated, as if reluctant to continue. “But you and Miss Cartier are another matter—she is said to be your mistress.”

He felt a frisson of embarrassment. Had he been careless? He shrugged, he didn’t think so. “Rumor, as so often, is wrong. It’s best ignored.” He sipped some coffee.

Gazing into her cup, the comtesse remained silent for a few moments. Then she glanced up at him. “Consider Miss Cartier.”

“Yes?” he replied, searching for his aunt’s point.

She looked at him with reproach. “Is it nothing to be regarded as a man’s trophy or his pet?”

He weighed her remark, stung by its sharp edge. “You are right, dear aunt, I should be mindful of her reputation.”

“And, of her safety,” she added, meeting his eye.

He nodded soberly. “Miss Cartier’s a remarkably resourceful person, capable of taking care of herself, and determined to see justice done for her stepfather. I’ve arranged for Georges and the stablemaster to look after her.” Saint-Martin pushed his cup aside, then leaned back. “Is anything else on your mind?”

“Let’s stroll in the garden while it’s still cool,” she replied, throwing a gossamer mauve scarf over her shoulders. She rang for a maid to clear the table.

At the steps down to the formal garden she waved to men trimming the boxwood edges. The cuttings were piled high in a cart hitched to a donkey. She petted the animal as she walked by, then called her nephew’s attention to a row of stem roses. They both bent low to smell the fragrance.

An ear-piercing bray suddenly interrupted their pleasure.

“Bottom!” The comtesse wagged a finger at the animal and turned to her nephew. “He expects a piece of sugar when I pet him.” She drew a small bag from her pocket. “Sorry, Bottom,” she said, palming him a treat.

When she returned to the rose bushes, Paul bowed to her. “Queen Titania! Gulled again by a donkey!”

She smiled quizzically for a moment before catching his meaning. “Shakespeare, of course. A Midsummer Night’s Dream was one of your favorite summer plays. I recall Antoine Dubois was an hilarious Bottom.” A twinge of pain seemed to work the corners of her mouth. She turned her eyes away.

The donkey and his companions soon departed. The comtesse led Paul into the shade of a bower covered with roses and jasmine, one of four at a crossing of gravel paths that divided the garden into four squares. A small fountain in the crossing trickled water into a basin.

“Are you in love with Miss Cartier?” she asked abruptly, when they had seated themselves. For a few moments she looked out at the fountain, while he tried to mask the feelings stirring within him.

He didn’t take offense. “I’ve grown fond of her.” He looked up hesitantly for the effect of his words.

His aunt asked gently, “Is she fond of you?”

“I think so. But she guards her feelings closely.” His pulse quickened. He walked to the opening of the bower and stared at the fountain, his back to his aunt. “I feel drawn to her. To marriage.” He surprised himself; he had not meant to say that. He had not even thought of marrying again. The words lingered in his ears, as he turned to face his aunt. “Miss Cartier’s… bracing, like a gust of fresh air. She fascinates me.”

Comtesse Marie was silent for a few seconds, then spoke in a low, measured voice. “I dearly wish for you—and Miss Cartier— the mutual love and respect of a good marriage. I believe you love one another, and I’m pleased. But in this matter you must listen to your head as well as your heart. Let me be blunt for a moment. Imagine, Paul, if you married Miss Cartier.” She paused, engaging his eye. “She might hurt your career. At best, she could not advance it, having little money and few connections. How much would that matter to you?”

He sat down next to her. “Frankly, it would matter. But loving someone like Miss Cartier matters more.”

She leaned back against the bench, folding her arms. “And Miss Cartier? She could expect society to ignore her. Or worse. What kind of life would she have?”

“The life she has now,” he snapped. “Free from mindless convention.” He sought the comtesse’ eye and saw there only compassion. “Dear Aunt, you have also chosen your own way. Can you imagine Miss Cartier and I doing that as well?”

His aunt smiled, then smoothed her gown. “You are an army officer, accustomed to giving orders, controlling people.” She rose slowly from the bench and faced him. “Miss Cartier is used to managing her own affairs. I believe she’d like to direct an institute for the deaf. If you two married, would you expect her to gladly give up that idea and submit to you like one of your soldiers?” She eyed him askance.

***

The outdoor theater was deserted—the comtesse had left him with his thoughts. He stood quietly in the entrance between the statues of Thalia and Terpsichore, and listened for sounds lingering from the past. Leaves rustled faintly, like music from an ancient chorus. Sitting on one of the shaded upper benches, he stared at the stage. The questions raised by his aunt might be moot, for marriage with Anne Cartier seemed doubtful. She was fully absorbed in pursuing her father’s vindication. And he certainly had enough problems with the Royal Highway Patrol to occupy his mind.

Yet work filled only the mind. He also hungered for companionship, affection, tenderness. Neither nostalgic memories of a sensuous, adolescent Puck, nor distant prospects of marital union with a vigorous, self-assured young woman, met the needs of his heart now. He felt lonely and desolate.

He walked down the grassy aisle to the stage, checking his watch. It was past noon. Anne would be wearing an exotic costume and displaying the jewels. He yearned to see her.

Pacing back and forth across the stage, he began to feel uneasy. He imagined that sybarite, Pressigny, gripping her arm and leading her among the Amateurs. A lamb among wolves! The thought turned his stomach. Suddenly, she appeared to his mind’s eye, pressed back against a wall, eyes wide with terror. Young men closed in on her. She opened her mouth in a voiceless scream.

With a strong effort of will he drove these horrid images from his mind. Still, he wondered, could something be going wrong at the reception? He felt a twinge of fear, but he told himself she was safe. Georges was there to protect her. Georges, again! Discharging a duty the colonel wished was his.

He looked out over the empty rows. Could she conceivably prefer Georges to him? He hadn’t realized he might meet competition for her affection. Least of all from his own subaltern—rough ugly Georges! Envy stabbed at his heart.

A bell rang. Startled, he glanced about, then realized it came from his aunt’s chateau. “Time for dinner,” he said aloud to an invisible audience. He stopped pacing and listened until the final peal.





Chapter 23

A Threat

Tension crackled in the air of the small, ground floor antechamber. A maid put a pair of purple slippers on Anne’s feet, another fitted the turban to her head, while Claudine, the dressmaker, stared critically at her skirt. Anne glanced into a large gold-rimmed mirror and discovered herself biting on her lower lip. Smiling nervously, she raised her arms for the dressmaker, who deftly adjusted the fit of the bodice and gave her a pat of approval.

A knock on the door startled the women. Before a maid could react, Chevalier de Pressigny rushed in and fixed his eyes on Anne. “Excellent, she’s ready for the jewels.” He turned to Claudine, who nodded in agreement. He left without another word, but Anne understood the reception would soon begin.

Shortly before noon, Krishna came to the door with the burnished wooden box. Two muscular servants stood alert in the entrance. Earlier, the Indian had been a shadowy figure in the background. Now, Anne took note of him, a lean, graying man in his forties. Near her height. Remarkably fit. He was dressed in a patterned white silk Indian costume, a feathered white turban on his head, an ornate, curved knife at his waist. His dark intelligent face gleamed like delicately sculpted mahogany. His facial muscles, however, were taut, and his expression joyless.

Brusquely waving his wife aside, he slipped behind Anne to clasp the necklace around her neck and hang the ropes of diamonds over her shoulders and the pendants over her ears. She felt the heat of his body and smelled his scent, a strong, pleasant musk. He came around in front of her to place the tiara, the ceramic flower, and the ornate feather on the turban. His eyes—amber, like smoldering fire—met hers. He nodded. She held out her arms. He slipped on the bracelets, then bent down to fit other bracelets on her ankles. He rose, surveyed his work, then drew near to arrange the ropes of diamonds across her bosom. In his eyes she detected the hint of a leer. She looked away over his shoulder. His closeness unsettled her.

When he stepped back, she walked to the mirror, keying herself, as if for the stage. The costume fit perfectly, the diamonds sparkled. The maids flitted about her, tucking wayward strands of blond hair into the turban. She wondered whether Comte Debussy would escort her; he could hardly walk. It would look absurd for him to be carried, with her trotting alongside like a gilded poodle.

Krishna smiled politely, proffered his arm and led her to the great hall that looked out over the main courtyard. With a bow he passed her arm to Chevalier de Pressigny. Incredible, she thought. He looked none the worse for last night’s party.

Resplendent in a purple linen suit trimmed with embroidered gold flowers, a sword at his side, he nearly danced in anticipation. His eyes darted about, assuring that everything was as it should be. She sensed his tension in the hand gripping her arm as he gave commands to the servants. He stopped for a moment just short of the entrance, held her at arm’s length in a shaft of light and gazed at her with a rapt expression. It was for her, she realized, as well as for the jewelry.

Through the open door she surveyed the hall, a starkly simple space that would be cold and austere, were it empty, especially on a gray day. It was now flooded with sunlight, alive and noisy. The Amateurs, their patrons, and their guests milled about, fashionably dressed for a summer feast at a country place, the women in light country gowns, the men in silk waistcoats and breeches, shirts open at the neck.

This hardly looked like a nest of vipers, she murmured to herself, but she knew appearances could deceive. Pressigny leaned toward her, remarking that the white walls of the room had at one time been hung with hundreds of antlers. “They were removed,” he whispered. “The comte worships at the altar of Venus rather than Diana.”

A gong sounded. Stroking the Chanavas tiara with nervous fingers, she moved forward a few steps until she stood framed in the entrance. A hush came over the hall. All eyes turned toward her. A soft murmur of admiration swelled to a roar. She felt exhilarated. The cold weight on her chest, however, was a reminder that the jewels, not she, deserved the crowd’s attention. Yet, she was an actress. It cost her an effort not to compete.

Pressigny guided her through the hall, Krishna following a few paces behind. Wide-eyed, open-mouthed, the Amateurs parted as Anne moved among them. She raised and lowered her head, turned left, then right, bowed, lifted up her arms. She heard audible gasps of amazement, whispered estimates of the jewelry’s worth.

The Amateurs and their female consorts admired her as well, some glancing slyly, others staring shamelessly. She pretended not to notice, being more concerned to study the men, some thirty of them between twenty and forty years old. Common to all was the self-assurance mounting to arrogance that money and rank could confer. Despite their youth, they seemed jaded. As soon as she passed, the wonder left their eyes. She sensed them incapable of great passion for anything.

“A rather dull lot, wouldn’t you say?” Pressigny whispered, as they moved away from an obese, pasty-faced young man, upon whom the jewelry’s impact seemed typically shallow.

Surprised he would share this opinion with her, Anne hesitated, struggling for appropriate words. “They may be so accustomed to paste jewelry that they cannot appreciate the real thing. The glitter is nearly the same.”

He squeezed her arm and smiled.

Having completed a circuit, Pressigny led Anne into the large pillared vestibule on the garden side of the great hall where a half-dozen of the most prominent patrons had gathered. Quickly scanning the room, she noticed Georges, who nodded to her almost imperceptibly. A few paces away Monsieur Robert LeCourt conversed with three other gentlemen in front of several large pieces of East Indian glazed pottery in niches in the wall. One of them, a tall pale blue vase, had captured his attention. Anne stared: she could not help but admire the studious slant of his head, the elegance of his light green suit trimmed with silver. He seemed even more distinguished than when she had observed him earlier in Café Marcel.

As she drew near, he turned. A frisson of fear warned her. He surely suspected she was the woman Derennes had intended to question in the dungeon of Palais-Royal.

LeCourt gave her a brief, sharp glance, then greeted Chevalier de Pressigny with a few curt words. The young man appeared to stiffen. A question mark flitted across his face before he returned a polite reply. There was an awkward moment.

Then, to Anne’s relief, the financier’s eyes fastened on the jewels. Lips slightly parted, dark eyebrows raised, he grew engrossed. “May I touch them?” he asked Pressigny, as if unaware of Anne, an arm’s length away.

“Of course,” he murmured, clearly caught by surprise and loath to refuse his patron.

LeCourt slipped both hands under the necklace, lifting up the diamonds, caressing their smooth, cabochon surfaces, dangling them from his fingers to refract the colors of the spectrum.

His presence was overpowering. Anne felt faint from the heat of his breath, from his hands at her throat. Her body began to tremble, to perspire. She fought back her feelings with a powerful effort of will. Then the memory of crouching beneath him under the balcony at Café Marcel forced itself into her mind. She could barely breathe.

A bell tinkled. A servant was announcing the banquet. LeCourt tore his eyes from the jewels, bowed to Pressigny, and rejoined his companions. Anne’s gaze followed him to the door. It swung open and he disappeared. She gulped air, as if freed from a strangler’s grip.

***

Anne stood for a few minutes in the wide doorway, peering into the banquet salon. The Amateurs and their guests were taking their seats, assisted by a dozen liveried servants in silver and blue. The tables were set with elegant Sèvres porcelain, gleaming silver utensils, and floral arrangements from the chateau’s gardens. Large landscape paintings hung on the cream-colored walls. Its lofty, richly textured plaster ceiling gave the spacious room a lively, airy aspect. Two large windows opened to the garden. The graveled terrace outside shimmered in the early afternoon sun.

She walked slowly by the windows, allowing streams of sunlight to play upon the gold and the precious stones she wore. Georges came out of a service entrance, carrying a tray of food to a sideboard. He gave her an encouraging glance. She followed Krishna to a table of honor on a low platform opposite the windows. Comte Debussy, who was now just arriving, beckoned to a seat next to him. He appeared to be in excellent spirits.

He bowed, then lightly touched her arm. “You look lovely, Mademoiselle. I feel we’ve made the right choice.” He inspected the tiara, then the necklace, and finally the lesser pieces, his brown eyes glowing with satisfaction.

Chevalier de Pressigny welcomed his guests, concluding with “Let the banquet begin.” There was a scraping of chairs on the parquet floor, a light clatter of silverware, and a growing buzz of conversation. Waiters glided among the tables with bottles of wine.

Anne’s frail elderly companion turned away course after course, taking only broth for nourishment. And he paid little attention to the visitors, favoring them with a quick glance from time to time. He seemed pleased with her company. His cheeks gained color and his voice grew lively. Sensing a propitious moment, Anne fingered the necklace and asked when he had acquired it.

He threw her a fleeting smile, then beckoned a waiter who removed the dishes. “As a young man I spent several years with the French East India Company in the Deccan, a region in southern India.” He fell into the past. His eyes misted in reverie. “I was helping an Indian ruler, a client of the French king, recover his lands from a usurper, Chanavas Khan. After months of fighting, we laid siege to the khan’s palace. In the final assault, he was killed and his treasure discovered.”

As he spoke, the tone of his voice grew darker. He glanced at Anne, then fastened his eye on the tiara. “Since I commanded the force, I could claim the jewels.” She suspected her question had touched a tender spot.

At a sign from the comte, a servant shifted his chair a quarter turn to face Anne in profile. “I believe the tiara is my favorite.” He stroked his chin wistfully. To please him she moved her head slowly back and forth. The deep green of the emeralds, the red of the rubies, the sparkle of the diamonds, and the glitter of the gold splashed on a silver salver in front of her, blending into new living colors. She understood how this beauty could fascinate Debussy.

He looked up at his Indian steward standing impassively behind Anne. “It had actually been found by Krishna, then a boy who had recently entered my service.” The Indian glanced at his master, but did not smile.

“A few years later,” the comte continued, “when the English and their Indian allies seized most of the Deccan, I returned to France with the jewels.” He coughed, complained of a dry throat, and signaled for water.

Anne seized the opportunity to glance toward Georges, now framed by a pair of colossal oriental vases. He had placed himself close enough to Pressigny to overhear his conversation. The comte followed the drift of her eyes, then snorted: “Lazy fellow!” Anne’s heart leaped. Debussy wagged a finger in Georges’ direction. “He’s hiding between two of the finest pieces of East Indian pottery in France.” Perceiving he had been noticed, Georges slid back to a sideboard. Anne breathed easier.

Meanwhile, Krishna had begun to fan the comte and Anne. Debussy smiled, remarking that Krishna had returned with him to France and eventually married the daughter of a former French colonial officer and his Indian wife. “Claudine and Krishna have been with me thirty years. Very loyal, both of them.”

While listening to the comte speak of India, Anne kept Monsieur LeCourt in the corner of her eye. Unlike many patrons and Amateurs who had brought along mistresses or female companions, he had come alone. He ate and drank very little and did not take part in the general frivolity. Sitting next to him, Henriette Picard glanced furtively at Anne, then bent toward him, veiling her mouth with bejeweled fingers. His eyes turned to Anne. She noticed his lips move slightly.

When the comte paused for another sip of water, Anne inquired about LeCourt, mentioning his singular appreciation of the jewelry.

“He must have good taste,” Debussy observed. “But I do not know him personally. He arrived in Paris when I retired to the chateau. We have not met.”

Nor, Anne realized, did the comte feel a need to make LeCourt’s acquaintance on this occasion, though the man was sitting at a table scarcely ten paces away. Through his illness Debussy had become a recluse, finding satisfaction only in his art treasures.

“I’ve heard about him,” he continued indifferently. “His name suggests a Huguenot family that fled from France to Holland.” He shrugged his shoulders. “I’m told he worked abroad for many years in the Dutch East India Company and became rich.”

“Why did he come to France?” asked Anne, narrowly avoiding LeCourt’s eye.

“Good question, Mademoiselle,” Debussy replied. “He represents a group of Dutch investors and financiers. Due to the wretched condition of our royal finances, the king’s ministers are ‘paying court’ to LeCourt.” He paused, then smiled when she caught the pun. “They are hoping to borrow money from the Dutch to repay loans we incurred during the American war.” He spluttered in disgust, “A fool’s errand!”

Anne felt she could safely probe further. “If LeCourt’s such an important man of affairs, why does he bother with the Amateurs?”

Debussy spread his hands toward the young noblemen at table before him. “Fools, every one of them. Fish to his bait. As their patron, he entices them and their families to invest in his own dubious financial enterprises. Sugar. Slaves. Exports to Britain. He promises to double their money. For a year or two, they will receive handsome dividends, then nothing. Before they realize what has happened, he will have left the country, much richer than when he arrived.” Debussy continued with a sneer. “The French nobility has apparently forgotten how John Law tricked them sixty-five years ago with similar schemes.”

A servant approached the comte with dessert, blanc-manger à l’orange, and was waved away. The old man was clearly tiring. His eyes had grown heavy-lidded, and his hands trembled. He excused himself with the promise he would join her later at the theater. “Krishna will stay by you.” A pair of servants helped the comte through a curtain behind the platform.

Anne had expected to find it hard to talk to the unsmiling Indian who now sat beside her. She was delighted to discover that, while serving the comte some thirty years, he had acquired the language and manners of a French gentleman. He took barely concealed pleasure in filling the comte’s place. That happened often, she suspected, in Debussy’s decline. He clearly trusted his steward more than Pressigny, his stepson.

Krishna had grown accustomed to his privileged position. After a few glasses of wine, he even indulged in witty remarks about the guests and their companions. Henriette Picard was no stranger to him. “A tart should be sweet,” he whispered, nodding toward the woman. “That one sets my teeth on edge.”

Anne sensed him leaning closer to her, felt his arm brush against hers. To distract him, she asked about his family.

“We’ve been content here,” he said, drawing back in his chair. “The large gate house is our home.” He frowned as if it were painful to continue.

Anne offered silent encouragement.

Krishna stared down at the table in front of him. “We had one child, Nalini, a lovely daughter. Three years ago, she vanished. The police looked everywhere but found no trace of her.” The Indian leaned forward, his brow creased with misery. “Is she dead or alive?” he asked himself. “The uncertainty is torture. My wife can hardly bear it.” He turned slowly toward Anne and glared at her. His voice fell to a whisper. “Can you imagine how she felt altering Nalini’s costume for you?”

Anne recoiled aghast, words failing her. After a few moments, Krishna’s gaze seemed to turn inward, as if seeking his lost daughter. Anne regained enough composure to ask, “Do you suspect foul play?” Pressigny might have enticed Nalini away from an Amateurs’ reception like this one.

Shrugging his shoulders, Krishna fell into heavy silence. He bent forward, facial muscles twitching beneath the dark skin. He slowly scanned the tables, as if one or more Amateurs might have been responsible for his daughter’s disappearance.

Poor man, Anne thought, studying the lines of sorrow in his face. She could hardly ask whom he suspected. Nor could she tell him what she knew without betraying herself. Should he discover the culprit some other way, his reaction might be violent. Though a servant, he could not be abused with impunity. She sensed powerful passions roiling beneath his still surface.

When Krishna’s glance reached LeCourt, they exchanged signs of recognition, leading Anne to wonder how closely the two men were connected. For LeCourt knew Nalini’s name, and that Derennes had killed her. Why had LeCourt not informed Krishna? Possibly because he too feared Krishna might explode, injuring himself and others and compromising LeCourt’s efforts to build up the Société des Amateurs. No wonder the financier seemed tense. He was trying to keep the lid on a boiling pot.

Anne used the distracted silence of her companion to search the room for Georges. She glimpsed him disappearing through a service entrance with a loaded tray. When he returned a few minutes later, the empty tray under his arm, she caught his eye. His slight bow reassured her as he set to work clearing the sideboard.

A gong sounded the hour for dancing. The guests pushed their chairs away from the tables. There was a burst of chatter. All eyes turned toward Anne at the table of honor. She rose gracefully and looked out over the crowd, touching the great necklace and then the tiara, calling attention to their rare beauty.

Krishna escorted her back to the main hall, where an orchestra had assembled. For the opening dance, a stately old pavanne, he handed her over to Chevalier de Pressigny. As the Indian backed away, he pierced Anne with a glance, as if to say, he should have had the honor of the dance. A proud man, she thought, aware of his worth. Anger smoldered in his eyes. Might he resent guarding the treasure he had found thirty years ago?

While the second dance was being prepared, she noticed Monsieur LeCourt approaching. He shook Krishna’s hand with a peculiar grip, then whispered to him, glancing in her direction. As she had suspected, LeCourt was her next partner in a minuet. He appeared to be unruffled. His posture was elegant, his rhythm perfect. But the palms of his hands felt moist and tiny beads of perspiration gathered above his lip. His eyes fixed on one piece of the jewelry after another. He didn’t speak; he hardly noticed her. Strange man! She forced a smile on her face, although she felt ill at ease.

In the last movement of the dance he startled her with a penetrating glance. “May I give you a piece of advice,” he said softly, as he drew near to her. “Lélia Laplante’s violent death is none of your business.” He held her eye as they stepped back from one another. At the final pass he pulled her close and murmured, “Take care, lest you meet a similar fate.”





Chapter 24

Farce or Tragedy

From his post at the main door Georges studied the rough cross beams, the high wooden walls of the theater, imagining the ghosts of ancient horses harnessed in this place. A previous owner had cleared several old carriage rooms on the ground floor of the chateau’s east wing and built a stage and an auditorium for about eighty spectators. A ramp led to a loge of comfortable chairs reserved for the comte and his favorite guests. The rest of the audience were to sit on upholstered benches.

A door handle rattled behind Georges. A low murmur of voices penetrated the thick oaken door. The guests had arrived and were growing impatient. He surveyed the auditorium: everything was ready. He had helped two ushers arrange the benches under the critical eye of the senior footman in charge while Krishna guarded the jewels. Other servants had lit the wall sconces and the stage lights. They were all waiting now for a signal from Chevalier de Pressigny, who had disappeared behind the stage curtain.

A clock chimed five in the evening. Pressigny reappeared, skipped down the side stairs, barked a command to Georges. He pulled open the doors to the dark, crowded hallway. The Amateurs and their guests streamed into the theater. A few minutes later, Georges stopped the flow for Comte Debussy, carried in a litter by two footmen.

Anne, escorted by Krishna, entered near the last. A stunning sight. During the banquet, Georges had admired her at a distance. But the grandeur of the room, the sunlight pouring through the windows, the noise and clutter of guests and servants had somehow conspired to diminish her brilliance. Now, from the shadow of the hallway, chin high and shoulders back, she stepped into an arc of light. Tall and stately, she wore the feathered turban like an exotic queen. Her body moved with an easy natural grace, her light silk skirt swinging rhythmically with her step. Her purple bodice worked magic in the diamonds of her necklace. Georges recoiled in awe and lowered his eyes, lest he gape like an idiot. He must not distract her. As she moved by, a shiver of delight raced through his body.

***

Walking up the ramp, Anne found Comte Debussy already in his chair, scanning his guests without interest. The old man’s face brightened at her approach. He gestured to the seat next to him. For a few moments she posed for the audience, then sat down. The comte edged closer, took her hand, fondled the gold bracelet on her wrist. She resented his touch. Gesturing with her free hand, she drew his attention to the tiara. As she turned her head for him, she furtively glanced over her shoulder, hoping to see Georges. He was standing by the main door, preparing to close it. She felt reassured.

Chevalier de Pressigny walked on stage in front of the curtain, announcing the play they were about to see: The Cuckolded Clown, a comedy in one act written by himself.

Anne cringed. It was the piece intended for last year’s production with Lélia Laplante and Antoine Dubois. Pressigny had not prepared a new play since only a few of his cronies knew what he had written. The sets and costumes had most likely been in storage. She shuddered, recalling the scripts Georges had taken from the office and later returned. That had been risky.

When Pressigny stepped behind the curtain, Comte Debussy cried out with surprising vigor, “Let the play begin.” The light dimmed and the curtain rose. “We are never sure what it’s going to be until it starts,” he whispered to Anne.

She mumbled a response, then stared straight ahead, breathing deeply to calm her anger.

The play began. Anne listened carefully for changes in the script. There didn’t seem to be any. It was a sex farce, simple and predictable. An Actress and her Lover barely concealed their liaison from her husband, the Clown, now played by Pressigny himself. When the Clown discovered her unfaithfulness, he entered her darkened room and stabbed her in bed. The lovers, however, had anticipated him and were watching from behind the curtains. The figure in bed was a bag of straw. Unaware of the deception and overcome with remorse, the Clown declaimed a confession and leapt from a window. Instead of smashing onto the pavement, he fell into a wagon of manure passing by. As the wagon pulled away, the lovers leaned out the window and waved.

The audience was amused. Witty innuendo, exaggerated gesture and speech occasionally lifted the production to the level of genuine comedy, and the actors put energy into their roles. Even the comte seemed pleased. Anne, however, felt stricken. The farce mocked the horror of Antoine’s death. When she heard Pressigny speak the Clown’s melodramatic “confession,” she grew rigid. “Callous bastard!” she groaned soundlessly. “May you burn in hell!”

Sensing something amiss, Debussy glanced at her quizzically. She forced a smile until the comedy engaged him again.

At the interlude in the evening’s entertainment, the comte caught Krishna’s eye. It was time to go. “You will come later with Krishna,” he said to Anne. Footmen helped him shuffle down the ramp to a litter and carried him away. Georges opened the door, then stood at attention as they passed through.

A few moments later, Krishna approached Anne. “Let us promenade through the theater.” She soon sensed a subtle change taking place in the silent man at her side. Previously, he had seemed to enjoy walking about in his exotic Indian costume and displaying her and the jewels to the Amateurs. Now he appeared preoccupied, as if anticipating trouble ahead. His back stiffened. Thin lines of tension creased his brow.

Unable to account for his shifting mood, Anne grew apprehensive. She had earlier assumed she would return the jewels, change into simpler clothes, then speak with the domestic servants about Krishna’s daughter. Now she felt unsure of what lay ahead.

While Georges held the door open, Krishna led her out into the hallway. With a wave of his hand, he beckoned two tall footmen and whispered a few words. They fell in line behind him. He nodded to Anne, and they set off at a brisk pace. She glanced at the Indian’s dark, unsmiling countenance, at his hand clutching the large curved dagger. Fingering her necklace nervously, she recalled his sensual touch as he had fastened it. Oddly, his erotic interest had vanished. Something other than a woman’s charm preoccupied him now. The thought failed to comfort her. Georges was no longer in sight. She was on her own. Peals of laughter echoed faintly in the dim hallway, then faded away.

***

As Anne left the theater, Georges followed her out of the corner of his eye. Then he moved a few steps forward and overheard Krishna tell a pair of footmen, “The comte wants a last look at her.” A worried undertone in the steward’s voice triggered alarm in Georges’ mind. They must be going to the comte’s apartment. Following them in the main hall might arouse suspicion, so he hastened to the theater’s rear exit.

“Where are you going?” a stern voice asked. “Mind the entrance assigned to you!” The senior footman shook his finger at Georges. He grimaced, clutching his stomach as if in pain, and assured his superior he needed to leave, lest he grow most disagreeably ill and interrupt the performance. The footman drew back, scrutinized Georges sharply, then waved him off with an irritated sigh.

He ran across the courtyard, climbed the service stairway two steps at a time to the main floor, and rushed to the servants’ antechamber next to the comte’s apartment. “The senior footman ordered me here,” he announced to the comte’s valet and a pair of upstairs footmen sitting at a plain table. The valet shrugged his shoulders with a look of surprise. “There’s nothing to do. The comte has just sent us out.” He exchanged knowing glances with the footmen. “He’s enjoying the company of the actress wearing his jewels. No telling how long that’ll be.”

Georges felt his chest tighten. “Is anyone attending the comte?”

“Only Krishna,” replied the valet. “He’s to keep the actress from running off with the precious trinkets.” The footmen snickered. One of them threw a deck of cards on the table. A game got underway among the three.

Georges moved from the table to a chair by the door to the comte’s apartment, telling himself Miss Cartier could cope with the invalid nobleman and his cool, dark steward. Through the door he heard a faint, broken murmur of voices. At the table, the card players discussed Monsieur Tétu’s recent ascent in a balloon from the Luxembourg Gardens. They inclined to the view that, if God meant men to fly, he would have given them wings.

Suddenly, from within the apartment came the sound of loud voices raised in anger. The men around the table glanced toward the comte’s door, then toward one another. They pushed back their chairs, as if about to rise. A hushed silence filled the room. Georges sat on the edge of his seat, ready to spring. Time seemed to stand still. Then the bell rang.

***

Anne’s apprehension mounted as she and Krishna entered the comte’s apartment. Drapes were drawn over the windows of the high vaulted salon. A small table was set for two, decorated with a vase of intensely fragrant damask roses. Large lighted candelabra had been placed to the left and right. Two servants stood against the wall. She looked vainly for Georges.

“I would like the pleasure of these jewels for one last time,” the comte said wistfully, as he gestured to Krishna, who held a chair for her.

A servant came with a bottle of wine. Krishna poured and stepped back. The comte contemplated the jewels silently for a short while, then looked at Anne and raised his glass. She met his eye and raised her glass. He did not drink, so she merely wet her lips. By this time, she had become cautious. Silly, she thought, but this could be drugged.

After a desultory conversation, the comte lapsed into silence. His mood seemed to change. He signalled for the servants to clear the table and leave.

“Krishna, it’s time to remove the jewels from Mademoiselle Cartier.” He looked at Anne with mounting lust. She sat upright, her back stiffening.

Krishna placed the burnished wooden box on the table, opened it, approached her. When she tried to rise, he put his hands on her shoulders and pressed her down. “Remain seated,” he said, a curious edginess in his voice. “I can manage better.” He removed the turban from her head and slipped the bracelets off her arms, wrists, and ankles. As he bent forward to unclasp the necklace and remove the pendants, he stared into her eyes as if trying to read her mind.

What the comte wanted was becoming clear. Her anger toward him grew apace. His eyes opened wide and darkened. His lips parted in a cruel smile, like a cat facing its prey. He clasped his hands and leaned forward.

The box clicked shut.

She jumped to her feet.

“Leaving so soon, Mademoiselle Cartier?” asked the comte playfully. “I’d like to see more of you.” He turned to Krishna. “Remove the bodice.”

The steward frowned and glanced toward Anne, inviting her to speak.

“That’s not in our agreement, Monsieur le Comte,” she said emphatically. “I’ll deal with the costume myself.” Her eyes shifted grimly from one man to the other.

“What a remarkable reaction,” murmured the comte through tight lips. “Most actresses would have enjoyed our little sport.” He glared at her spitefully. “I would have thought that, having entertained one of my servants last night, you might be more aimable toward me.”

“What happened last night is none of your business and nothing that I need be ashamed of.”

Anne’s response stung the comte. “Impertinent woman! Will you defy me?” He glared at Krishna. “Do as I told you!”

The steward shook his head, raised a warning hand. “Colonel Paul de Saint-Martin is nearby at Chateau Beaumont. Should any harm come to Mademoiselle Cartier, he would be here with his troopers within the hour.”

“I’m a dying man! What do I care about the police!” The comte wagged a bony yellowed finger at his steward. “You miserable black mongrel! You haven’t objected to playing with other women. I ought to send you back to India.”

“They were willing, Sir.” The steward’s back had stiffened. His voice was low, his words carefully measured.

The comte weakened. The corners of his mouth twitched nervously. His breathing labored.

Meanwhile, Anne had said nothing. When he now turned to her, she met his eye and he flinched.

“Krishna,” he mumbled to his steward, “tell the stablemaster to prepare a carriage for Mademoiselle Cartier. She will be leaving the chateau in an hour.” Shifting again to Anne, he added, “Return the costume to the dressmaker before you go. She will have your stipend. Good evening.” He pulled a bellrope.

The comte’s valet entered the room, his eyes wide with apprehension. “Show her out,” ordered Debussy icily, then beckoned the two footmen standing in the doorway. They carried him to his bedroom, Krishna following behind. The valet moved hesitantly toward Anne, who stood still, her anger only beginning to slacken.

“Let me be!” she snapped.

Georges appeared in the doorway. “I’ll deal with her,” he said to the trembling valet, who scurried gratefully to the comte’s bedroom. Georges rushed to her side. “Are you all right?”

“No lasting damage,” she replied, then told him briefly what had happened.

He reached for her hand, his eyes tender with concern.

She stepped back, hugging herself. “Please don’t touch me—I feel soiled.” She attempted a smile. “I’ll be better shortly. But I resent the way the comte treated me. He’s disgusting if not dangerous.” She paused for a long moment reflecting. Something was nagging at the back of her mind.

“Yes? What is it?” Georges asked.

“I’m puzzled by Krishna’s behavior. He never threatened me, he blocked the comte’s attempt to harm me. Still, I sense he wasn’t personally concerned for my health or my virtue.”

Georges nodded thoughtfully. “He had a hidden motive for defying his master.”





Chapter 25

Aftermath

Anne hurled a pair of shoes into a trunk half full of clothes she had hastily packed. The rest of her things were strewn about the parlor. The humiliation of being ordered out of the chateau was coming home to her. She was folding a shift when Michou touched her arm. A note had slipped under the door.

“Please pick it up,” Anne signed, then leaned over the trunk and patted down Comtesse Marie’s riding suit. A few days earlier, Anne had tried it on while Comtesse Marie watched. Together they had marvelled at the close fit. The comtesse had worn it as a younger woman. With age she had grown thinner and the costume hung loosely on her.

Anne straightened up, staring into the trunk. Was nobility merely a change of clothes? Or, a title? Marie de Beaumont and her nephew Paul deserved respect. Decent, useful people. But Debussy, Pressigny and the Amateurs? Rubbish in silk stockings! She finished the packing with renewed energy, dropped the lid of the trunk with a thump, and clasped it shut.

Michou handed her the note, a message written by a cramped, shaking hand. Anne went to the window for better light. Please see me before you depart. Claire. Intriguing. Did she know what had happened in the comte’s apartment? The memory of it rushed back to Anne’s mind. The comte’s impotent lechery. Krishna’s resistance. Perhaps he was merely looking after his master’s best interest in keeping the police away from Chateau Debussy. What other reason could there be?

She looked out the window, rubbing the back of her neck. Another puzzle. Why this request from Claire? Was she merely curious? She appeared to keep herself informed. It might be prudent to find out what she had heard. Anne glanced at the message again. Its tone was courteous. Surprisingly so, in view of the rude remarks the woman had made at supper last night.

Anne looked around the room. The trunk was packed. Next to it stood Michou ready to leave. There was time for a brief visit, Anne thought, and strode toward the door. It was worth the risk. Michou could stay with the luggage.

Claire’s apartment at the opposite end of the mansard floor was similar to the one Anne and Michou were vacating. Odd location for a noblewoman and member of the family, Anne thought, as a young maid showed her in. It was as if the comte and his stepdaughter chose to live as far as possible from one another. While waiting for Claire, Anne glanced about the sparsely furnished parlor with amazement. There were no plants or flowers nor any pictures. If Claire had a home, it was elsewhere.

The parlor appeared to serve as a study. Against one wall stood a secretary and next to it a library table, its surface covered with piles of books. Anne inspected the topmost, a volume opened to colored engravings of a trellised pear tree, its fruit and leaves. Bookcases lined another wall from floor to ceiling. Scanning the shelves, she found a few books of recent, fashionable interest, including a worn copy of Choderlos de Laclos’ Les Liaisons Dangereuses. A gentleman’s guide to the art of seduction. “Jean” was inscribed inside the cover. Lent it to his sister, Anne supposed, to feed her starved fantasy.

The rest of the books comprised a botanical library. Anne opened Linnaeus’ Species plantarum, noting a crest with the name Comtesse de Pressigny stamped on the title page. Claire’s mother, most likely. Anne was closing the book when a door opened behind her. Claire approached, looking very different than at last night’s supper table. A simple yellow dressing gown lightly covered her shapely body. Free of cosmetics, her face revealed a certain beauty in the soft, early evening light.

“Have you an interest in the Swedish botanist?” she asked with a hint of doubt. She took the volume from Anne and fanned it, raising no dust. Her bible, Anne thought, then glanced at Claire’s hands. They were brown and rough.

“I’m aware of his reputation,” Anne replied. She and Paul had spoken about him a few weeks earlier while they were trimming roses in the garden. “He’s the scholar,” she said, quoting Paul, “who brought order to our understanding of the plant world.” She squirmed inwardly as she heard the pedantic sound of her remark.

Claire looked straight ahead, smiling indulgently, and returned the book to the shelf. “I find plants are better company than most of the people I know.” With a brusque gesture she directed Anne to a group of chairs by the window. “I must talk to you.” She seated herself across from Anne and waved the maid out of the room.

“I’ve heard at second hand that you and the comte had a disagreement. Let me guess what happened. He tried to attack you, and you outwitted him. Right?” Without waiting for an answer, she leaned back in the chair, her eyes hard, her arms folded across her chest. “Tell me about it.”

The maid brought in a tea tray, giving Anne a few minutes to consider what, if anything, she should say. She fought down an impulse to tell Claire to mind her own business. The woman already knew the basic elements of the story.

Anne agreed with a shrug, then gave Claire a detailed account of the incident. She omitted the comte’s snide remarks about Georges spending the night in her apartment.

Claire listened intently, her mouth set in a scowl, until Anne finished. “I owe you an apology,” she said. Her expression softened. She leaned forward, rubbing her thighs with her hands. “I was rude to you at the supper table. But I hate the comte and I thought you were his whore!” She appeared to struggle momentarily for self-control, then spoke in a small calm voice. “When I learned you had resisted him, I changed my opinion. I have to say I admire you and wish I had your nerve.”

Anne smiled gently, assuring her no offense had been taken for her remarks at supper. “Why do you need more nerve?” asked Anne.

For a moment, Claire stared into her cup, then raised her eyes to Anne. “I feel like I’m in prison, helpless, in the clutches of a lecherous sadistic jailer. Until he grew ill, he had his way with me for years.” Her eyes darkened, her chin thrust forward. Anger seemed to roil beneath her icy surface. “If I’d had courage,” she said in a low, quiet voice, “I’d have thrown a candelabrum at the old bastard’s head.”

She rose stiffly from her chair, seized a vase from a nearby shelf, and hurled it at the wall. Anne flinched as it exploded in a shower of tiny pieces. Claire returned to her chair, smiling as if she had done nothing out of the ordinary. But her eyes had become unnaturally bright, her breathing strained.

Was the woman mad? Anne wondered. Should she invent an excuse to leave? She sipped from her cup. Claire did likewise. After a few wordless moments, when Anne sensed Claire’s breathing return to normal, she ventured to ask if her brother was of much help.

“He hates the comte as much as I do, but he’s concerned only with the Amateurs.”

“Could you move away from here?”

“I have no money. The comte has swindled most of my mother’s legacy and he controls the rest. The only thing I can do is garden!”

“Perhaps you could turn gardening into a new life.” Even as she spoke, Anne realized how unlikely that prospect was, unless Claire could find a sympathetic patron. Comtesse Marie de Beaumont came to mind, but it seemed an unlikely match. Anne rose to leave. “I wish I could be more helpful, but as you know, the comte wants me off the property within the hour! Perhaps we can continue our talk later, somewhere else.”

Claire nodded. “I hope so.” She saw Anne to the door and took her hand in parting. It felt like the grip of a drowning woman.

***

Paul de Saint-Martin paced back and forth, mulling over the report his adjutant had just given him. The air felt warm and still in the ground floor parlor at Chateau Beaumont. The colonel had hung his coat over a chair and opened his shirt at the neck. Through the windows he saw a servant lighting lamps in the courtyard. The sun had set. Darkness nearly filled the sky.

He glanced down at his adjutant sitting in front of two empty glasses and a bottle of brandy. “I’m concerned about Miss Cartier. That encounter with Debussy and his steward must have upset her. She walked past me with just the ghost of a smile.”

Georges looked up and shrugged. “She was tired, didn’t want anything to eat, just a bath. When she’s rested, she’ll tell you what happened first hand. I was in the comte’s anteroom and didn’t see much.” He glanced hopefully at the brandy and the glasses.

Still uncertain about Anne, Saint-Martin sat down at the table and poured for himself and his adjutant. Raising his glass, he met Georges’ eye. “Well done! We’re now certain Derennes isn’t hiding within Chateau Debussy, and we know a great deal more about the Laplante case.”

“I’ll drink to that.” Georges lifted his glass.

The two men settled back in their chairs, sipping their brandy. “We’ve done what we can here,” Saint-Martin said, fingering his glass. “Tomorrow, we’ll return to Paris….”

Georges cut in, “And trace the stiletto back to Laplante.”

The colonel nodded. “But the first thing on my list for the morning is a ride in the country with Miss Cartier. If she cares to go, of course. I’d like you to have our horses ready, just in case.”

“Yes, Sir,” said the adjutant, but with a grimace that surprised Saint-Martin. He considered a reprimand but thought better of it. A man as loyal as Georges was entitled to express his feelings. Perhaps it was demeaning to order an old soldier to serve his master’s private pleasure with a woman. Or, was envy at the bottom of it? Did Georges resent his riding with Anne? In vain, Saint-Martin sought his adjutant’s eye. Conversation lagged while the two men sipped their brandy.

The colonel glanced at his watch. “Ten o’clock. Miss Cartier has rested by now. I’ll go to her and hear her report.” He took a final sip, placed his empty glass on the table, and bid his adjutant goodnight. Georges looked up but did not respond.

Saint-Martin paused outside Anne’s apartment, ran a hand through his hair, then knocked on the door. A young maid opened it and showed him into a parlor. Mademoiselle Cartier was coming out of the bath, she told him. Would he wait? Yes, he said, curbing an impatience that took him by surprise.

The room was plain but tasteful. Four upholstered chairs were placed around a small mahogany table, a pale green sofa stood against a cream-colored wall. Several sconces shed a soft light over a Turkish carpet. As he idly surveyed his surroundings, a curious feeling came over him, a tingling of nerves, a longing to see her, to touch her. Suddenly, unbidden in his imagination, a nude female form shrouded in mist emerged from an emerald pond and glided toward him, water glistening on her body.

At that moment, the maid returned and the vision vanished. Mademoiselle Cartier, she announced, would join him shortly.

***

Meanwhile, Anne stepped out of the large copper tub filled with warm water. For this uncommon luxury she had to thank Comtesse Marie, who had seen her return from Chateau Debussy irritated and fatigued. The long soaking bath had dissipated whatever had been disagreeable or insulting to her during the day, especially her confrontation with the comte.

As she towelled herself dry, she realized she had returned to Chateau Beaumont without properly greeting Paul. In truth, she had not wanted to speak to him while she was in a troubled state of mind. Now she looked forward to seeing his honest, handsome face. He would hang on what she had to say, his brown eyes bright and eager.

The sound of footsteps outside distracted her. A few moments later, the young parlor maid opened the bathroom door. “A gentleman, Colonel Paul de Saint-Martin, wishes to speak to Mademoiselle Cartier.”

Anne sucked in a breath. Taken by surprise, she recovered as best she could, trying to conceal her pleasure from the maid. “Tell him, I’ll join him shortly in the parlor, then come back and do my hair.”

Several minutes later, in a thin blue silk house robe, her hair combed back in soft golden waves, Anne sat alone with Paul at the table in her parlor. She had sent the maid away with the wet towels. Paul listened with rapt attention, as she told her story of the Amateurs’ reception. She hesitated briefly before passing over Georges’ night in her apartment at Chateau Debussy and the comte’s invidious allusion to it. She felt uneasy, as if she were hiding something Paul would want to know. And might resent. But she put her mind at rest. These were irrelevant details, nothing he need be concerned about. At least not now. He seemed so happy and…passionate.

***

As Anne related her experience in Debussy’s apartment, Paul grew anxious for her safety, then angry. His face burned. “How dare the comte insult you, a young lady under my aunt’s protection! If he weren’t so ill.…” He checked himself, then gazed intently at her. “You taught him a lesson!” He moved forward to the edge of his chair and took her hand. “I’m pleased you returned safely.”

She squeezed his hand and smiled. “Could we do something together tomorrow before returning to Paris? An early morning ride perhaps?”

“I’d like that very much.” He was delighted she had anticipated his wish. Caressing her hand, their knees almost touching, he sensed the pulsing life within her. Her scent, fresh from the bath, wafted over him. The thin silk garment cleaved to her body, revealing its loveliness. He began to feel lightheaded with desire.

She gently withdrew her hand. “Then it’s best to retire now. I’ve had a tiring day. I want to be fresh for the ride.”

He rose reluctant to leave. She walked him to the door. They turned toward one another, as if pulled by a powerful hidden force. “Sleep well, Anne,” he said, stroking her cheek.

“And you, too, Paul.” She leaned into his caress. Her arms encircled his waist.

He cupped her head in his hands and drew her to his lips. Their bodies pressed together in an intimate embrace. Then, drawing back, they clasped hands.

“Until tomorrow, then.” He walked out into the hallway, turned and waved.

“Yes, until tomorrow,” she murmured to herself as she closed the door.





Chapter 26

Death in the Night

Shortly after sunrise, a thin morning mist hovered over the low-lying land around Chateau Beaumont. Anne had put on riding clothes and was leaning out the open window of her room over the front courtyard. A moist breeze bathed her face. She shivered slightly. Impressions from yesterday in Comte Debussy’s apartment teased her mind. But she could deal with them later. Having rested well, she looked forward to the ride with Paul.

Hooves clattered on the cobblestones. She glanced down. Georges was already at the entrance, holding a pair of eager dark brown thoroughbreds, groomed and saddled. In the distance, a man galloped up the avenue of chestnut trees toward the chateau. Odd, she thought, squinting for a clearer view.

At that moment she heard faint footsteps in the hallway, then a gentle rapping on her door and the voice of Paul calling softly to her. He had seemed greatly relieved when she and Michou returned safely last night from Chateau Debussy. She warmed at the recollection of their embrace, his arms around her, his lips against hers.

She closed the window and brushed dust from her skirt where she had leaned against the sill.

“Anne,” he called again from the hallway, a little louder this time.

Biting her lips to freshen their color, her heart drumming, she opened the door.

“Good morning, Anne.” He bowed slightly, smiled, then stepped back for her to pass. He was wearing a brown riding suit, an eager, playful expression on his face, as if caught up in the pleasure before him. At the stairway they paused and clasped hands, then descended in step together.

In the foyer they met Georges rushing in, followed by a hatless young groom. “Comte Debussy is dead!” Georges shouted, then glanced at the messenger. “The stablemaster sent him.” At a word from Georges, the young man went on to report that the comte had died during the night. Krishna had been found unconscious and bound. The young man hadn’t been told if anything had been stolen.

“Chevalier de Pressigny and the others haven’t heard the news yet,” Georges added with a touch of contempt. “They caroused all night and are still in bed.”

Paul stopped in his tracks. Disbelief, then concern spread over his face. He turned to Anne. “Comte Debussy was vigorous when you last saw him, wasn’t he?”

“In a manner of speaking!” She vividly recalled his lecherous smile. He might nonetheless have died of natural causes, she thought, perhaps of a shock too severe for his frail constitution. But, the violence done to Krishna meant the comte might have been murdered. Unbidden, Anne thought of yesterday’s visit with Claire—the vase exploding against the wall. And the day before that, the young woman rising wrathful from the table, gripping the knife.

Paul’s jaw stiffened with resolve. “Georges, send the messenger with an order to the Royal Highway Patrol at Villejuif. I want a brigade of five men to join us at Chateau Debussy.”

As Paul was about to mount, a flicker of disappointment crossed his face. “I’m sorry this came up, Anne.” He drew close to her. His voice grew tender. “We shall ride another day.” He took her hand. “Stay with Aunt Marie for the time being and tell her what has happened. Later we’ll need a statement from you at Chateau Debussy.”

She pressed his hand. “I’ll be ready.”

He walked back to his horse, staring down in reflection. A pregnant silence came over the courtyard, broken only by the animal’s restless snorts. Finally, Paul glanced back at Anne and then over at Georges, who drew his horse near. “I’ll wager the jewels have been stolen and Pressigny’s somehow involved.”

Georges furrowed his brow. “A theft like the others we’ve had in this area. Like Michou’s jasper bowl.”

Anne joined the two men by the horses. “Pressigny would steal the jewels, if he thought he could get away with it. He believes Comte Debussy swindled his legacy. And we know how he killed Lélia Laplante. Taken by surprise, threatened, he might also kill the comte.”

“Quite likely,” Paul agreed. “Many hands could be involved in this affair, including intruders unknown to us.” He stroked the horse’s glistening neck, paused, then glanced at Anne with an afterthought. “There is something you can do. Ask Michou to work on those sketches of the Chanavas jewels. We may need them.” Smiling farewell, he swung into the saddle and beckoned Georges to follow him.

For several minutes after the men had galloped out of sight, Anne stood in the open doorway, staring westward toward Chateau Debussy. She recalled her last impressions of the comte. A wasted body, eyes lit by lust, a voice heavy with sarcasm. Flashes of hot anger raced through her body. His contempt for actresses was like Jack Roach’s. Had she not been shielded by the patronage of a police colonel and his highborn aunt, she might have undergone a beating or far worse.

She walked back into the foyer, her anger slowly yielding to more pleasing images: the splendid halls and galleries of Chateau Debussy, the exquisite jewelry and elegant company. At the foot of the stairs she stopped, her hand resting on the bannister. An oriental vase stood on a sideboard, full of cut flowers. She pulled out a withered damask rose and breathed its fading scent.

She started up the stairs. Though Comte Debussy had tried to harm her, she now felt more sad than pleased by his death. Pausing on a step, she gazed at the blotched, pale flower in her hand. A pathetic man, the comte had savored the Chanavas necklace and tiara wistfully, as if for the last time before the final darkness.

***

A clap of thunder woke her up. She had fallen asleep in her room, sitting by the open window, the wilted rose in her lap. Droplets of water struck her face as she turned toward the courtyard. Bolts of lightning streaked across the sky. Thunder rumbled again. She stretched, curiously exhilarated by nature’s violence. Feeling her gown getting wet, she rose to close the window. A flash of lightning cast an eerie green light over the shining cobblestones. She sucked in her breath. A mounted figure was crossing the courtyard, erect in the saddle even in a driving rain. Paul!

She ran down the stairs and opened the front door just as he pulled the bell cord. Grooms rushed forward to care for his horse. In the entrance hall a footman carried off his dripping cape, his hat and heavy boots, and promised to return with a hot drink. Wiping his face, red with exertion, Paul followed Anne through the hall into a nearby parlor. They sat facing one another at a small table.

In a low voice, from which all feeling seemed to have drained, he told her that a violent crime had indeed taken place at Chateau Debussy. Under cover of darkness, thieves had broken into the treasury in the corner tower and had stolen the Chanavas jewels, knocked Krishna unconscious, and murdered Comte Debussy. Sometime before dawn, they had escaped through the tunnel to the garden pavilion. Servants and members of the family all claimed alibis.

Throughout his report, Anne sat still, listening. The footman arrived with hot, spiced wine and poured a glass for the colonel. Its pungent scent filled the room. Lightning flashed, followed by a deafening crash. Anne declined a glass. Her stomach felt queasy. The late hour. The storm outside. The terse report of violent death.

In a faltering voice she asked, “How did the comte die?”

“Smothered in bed. His eyes wide open. He may have seen his attacker, struggled briefly, but couldn’t ring for help. We pried open his fingers. Found this.” He took a golden tassel from his pocket. “Madame Soucie searched the chateau in vain for a matching one. We’ll keep it a secret. The official report says he was smothered by a bed pillow.” He handed the tassel to Anne. “Recognize it?”

She held the object to the light. “It doesn’t look familiar. But I don’t usually notice tassels.” She gave it back to him. “The comte may have been surprised by someone he knew.”

He shrugged. “A servant or member of the family, perhaps.” He sipped his wine, peering over the rim. “Or, more likely, professional thieves from the city, apparently well informed. We know they crawled over the roof, broke open a louver in the tower, removed a ceiling mirror, and lowered themselves into the treasury on a rope.”

“Why kill the comte?”

“I guess he woke up. Perhaps called for Krishna. The thieves would have moved quickly to silence him.” A troubled expression came over his face. “I’ve talked to Lieutenant-General DeCrosne this afternoon. I had to—this is a major case. He’s assigned Inspecteur Mauvert to the investigation.” He sought her eye. “Does the name mean anything to you?”

She stared at him, dismayed. “Mauvert! The man who investigated Antoine’s case. He takes money from LeCourt and spies on me.” Her mind raced on. “He’ll surely suspect what we’re doing here!”

“Don’t expect him to be helpful!” With a scowl Paul drained his glass and set it on the table. “I picked him up in Paris. Brought him to Chateau Debussy. Greedy bastard! The main thing on his mind is the fat commission he’ll get if he recovers the jewels.” Saint-Martin leaned back, gazing sympathetically at her. “He insists on questioning you at the chateau. You may have heard or seen something relevant to the crime.”

“Why let him? You or Georges could question me.”

Paul shifted uneasily in his chair. “I wish we could do it that way. But Mauvert’s demand would seem reasonable to the lieutenant-general. An inspecteur needs to observe the testimony of a witness to judge its credibility. To refuse would only spark suspicion. Mauvert would think we were trying to conceal something.” He glanced apologetically at Anne. “I’ve scheduled the questioning at noon tomorrow. Tell Mauvert no more than he needs to know.”

***

Anne’s carriage rattled across the courtyard at Chateau Debussy, splashing through puddles on the glistening paving stones. Opening the window, she tasted the cool fresh air, cleansed by the night’s rain. At the main entrance, the carriage stopped with a nerve-jarring screech of brakes and jangle of harness. Moments later, Paul left the building and strode briskly towards her.

She smoothed her soft woolen dress—pearl grey, trimmed with black lace. Another loan from Comtesse Marie’s wardrobe. She had argued that an elegant, tasteful, and costly costume might win some regard from the inspecteur. Anne dubiously touched the strings of her bonnet. A distant bell rang noon. She was right on time.

Walking beside Paul through the main hall, she sensed anxiety grow beneath his calm, official demeanor. They entered the ground floor room that served as a temporary office. Georges, seated at a table, rose to greet her. Inspecteur Mauvert, reading a file by the window, looked up at her with a tight-lipped, mocking smile. She instantly disliked him, a slim ferret of a man, eyes small, cold, and malicious.

“Colonel Saint-Martin,” said the inspecteur, laying the file on the table, “I would like Mademoiselle Cartier to go with us through the chateau, recalling whatever might have bearing on the theft of the treasure and the death of the comte.”

The colonel turned to Anne, holding out his arm in a courteous request. She smiled as if pleased to be of assistance.

She led them past Chevalier de Pressigny’s apartment, mentioning the debris that fell on the balcony during his party. Mauvert’s face lit up; a piece of the puzzle had dropped into place.

Glancing sidelong at him, Anne wrinkled her brow.

The inspecteur noticed her perplexity and explained that the thieves must have loosened a few tiles while exploring the roof for a way into the treasury.

In the main hall, she spoke of LeCourt’s fascination with the jewels. “At the reception, I felt they had extraordinary power over him. I could imagine him buying them from the thieves, if not stealing them.”

“What a fanciful notion,” scoffed Mauvert. “Typical of a woman!” He turned to Colonel Saint-Martin. “Robert LeCourt is a rich banker, a generous patron, and an ardent collector. Hardly the kind of person who deals in stolen goods.”

Anne felt a rush of color to her cheeks, a tightening in her throat. Mauvert had turned his back to her and walked several paces ahead. “You little bastard!” she said under her breath. She was about to call after him, that being rich didn’t mean LeCourt was honest. But Georges silently mouthed a warning. She bit her lip.

She was still irritated when they entered the comte’s apartment. Mauvert asked about her confrontation with him. The colonel had tried to prepare her for this question, but she loathed explaining to the inspecteur how Debussy had insulted her. As she stumbled through her account, a shadow of doubt crossed the inspecteur’s face.

She challenged him. “Sir!”

His eyes brightened with malign amusement. “Perhaps Comte Debussy thought you would welcome his playfulness.” He pursed his lips in a smirk. “After all, you are an actress. Had spent the night with one of his servants.”

Anne flinched as if struck in the face.

The colonel stiffened, glaring at Mauvert.

Before either Anne or Saint-Martin could protest, Georges stepped forward. “Miss Cartier allowed me to sleep in the parlor of her apartment, not the bedroom. I was guarding her and her maid from Pressigny’s drunken guests.”

Lips parted, speechless, the colonel glanced at Anne, then at Georges.

Mauvert brought a hand to his mouth. “I am so sorry. I didn’t mean to offend.” Even while he was apologizing, his eyes brimmed with the pleasure his thrust had given him.

She stared at him with thinly veiled scorn.

His brow furrowed in afterthought. “You brought a maid with you, a woman who works at the Tatar Puppet Theater.” He spoke in a curious way, as if intending to joust with Anne. “May I speak with her?”

“She can’t tell you anything,” Anne replied, her tone ironic. Mauvert knew who her maid was. Henriette Picard would have told him.

“I insist.” His face took on a smirk.

“Then waste your time.” Anne had reached the end of her patience. “The Laplante case, remember? She’s Michou, the little deaf woman you called simpleminded.”

Mauvert remained silent for a few moments, searching Anne’s face, as he had several times during the questioning. “Now I know who you are,” he said, his voice rising. “In Dubois’ coat pocket, we found a silver case with two miniature portraits.” He raised a hand as if displaying the case. “You’re…”

Anne cut him off. “I’m the young woman, his daughter.”

***

“What was wrong with the inspecteur?” asked Anne, still smarting from his rudeness. She glowered at Georges, as if he were somehow responsible.

“He’s ill at ease with an attractive young woman who doesn’t know her place.” A gleam appeared in his eye. “Especially if she has brains.”

A servant had withdrawn, closing the door behind him. Georges and Anne were in the investigation’s temporary office, alone except for Comte Debussy’s black cat, which had followed the servant from the kitchen. The sleek feline meandered about the room, wary, calculating his options. Unmindful of his murdered master, Anne thought. No one, not even the cat, was grieving today.

They pulled chairs up to the table, where a tray of tea and biscuits stood amid a clutter of files. Colonel Saint-Martin was to join them later, after seeing Mauvert off to Paris.

Disarmed by Georges’ tact and distracted by the cat, Anne managed a strained smile. “I had to stand up to the man! But he’ll make trouble for us.”

“Can’t be helped,” Georges said kindly. “The inspecteur had already recognized you and Michou and suspected we were prying into the Laplante case.”

As Anne’s irritation slowly subsided, her curiosity grew. She glanced at a file box with “Debussy” printed in large letters. “Any progress?”

“Yes, indeed!” Georges rose to open a window, then beckoned Anne. He pointed to the garden pavilion. “That’s where the thieves escaped. Someone must have unlocked the trapdoor to the tunnel.”

“Pressigny? He watched the evening fireworks from the pavilion.”

“Yes, but he claims he never touched the trapdoor. He was with Henriette—she vouches for him.”

Anne rolled her eyes upward.

Georges grinned wryly. “By the way, the only keys to the tunnel are in Krishna’s office. But Pressigny, or someone else, could have made copies.”

They left the window open and returned to their chairs. A soft breeze wafted into the room. Papers fluttered on the table. Georges poured a cup of tea for her and one for himself. His face was grey and lined with fatigue, his clothes rumpled. But he kept a smile on his face. She felt touched by his kindness.

At that moment her eye caught sight of a black furry tail, erect, moving between the file boxes. The cat emerged from an opening in front of Anne, his yellow eyes fixed on the tea tray. Georges cleared the area, set down a saucer of milk, and broke up a biscuit.

“The comte got him half-grown a year ago,” Georges remarked. “Called him Orcus. The Roman god of the Underworld, land of the dead. The cook’s adopted him.” Georges seized the cat by the front legs and drew him up to eye level. Yielding to the firm grip, the cat stared still and silent at his interrogator. “Tell us who killed your master,” Georges demanded. “You slept with the comte. You must have seen the whole thing.” The yellow eyes blinked. No other response.

Georges loosened his grip and turned to Anne. “When servants broke into the room early in the morning, the cat was on top of an armoire watching the body.” He put Orcus in front of the saucer.

Anne lightly stroked the cat’s back. He purred, then sniffed the food and set to eating it.

“There’s more on Pressigny,” Georges continued. “He bribed the butler for the key to the wine cellar. Said he’d serve his guests. That meant he had the basement mostly to himself.”

Sipping slowly from her cup, Anne recalled Debussy’s architectural plans of the chateau. While Georges looked on and offered advice, she took up a pen and quickly sketched the thieves’ most likely escape route. “They left by the private stairway from the comte’s apartment to the basement and then on to the tunnel.” She added, “Pressigny could have unlocked the doors for them.”

“Others could have done the same thing,” Georges countered, “and Pressigny has an alibi of sorts. During the evening he was looking after his guests. He spent the night with Henriette.”

“She would lie for him, wouldn’t she.”

“I’m sure she would.” Georges broke another biscuit for Orcus. “Pressigny remains a suspect. And I found a couple more.” He paused to bait her curiosity. “The tunnel’s wet. There are fresh footprints in the clay floor, including a woman’s.”

“Claire’s?” Anne felt a twinge of apprehension. She had begun to wish the woman well.

“I searched her room. A pair of her shoes have traces of mud and fit some of the prints. She admitted going back and forth in the tunnel with René Cavour, the young gardener, and spending the night with him. A pair of his shoes also matched some of the prints. They claimed they saw two men hurry from the pavilion in the dark about an hour after the fireworks. Could be true. I found other fresh prints I haven’t matched yet.”

“Did you try Noir and Gros?”

He shrugged. “They have alibis in Paris for the night of the crime. Mauvert needs to check them. None of the shoes in their cottage fit the prints.”

Anne glanced at the piles of ledgers and business papers in front of Georges. “Poor man! Do you have to go through all that?”

“I’ve already found a few choice morsels. Let me show you.”

Anne moved around the table to the seat next to his. Orcus quickly curled up in the chair she had vacated.

Patting a large ledger, Georges explained that it contained the chateau’s accounts for the past three years. He muttered impishly, “Krishna pays too much for wine!” In the next breath, his voice took on a serious tone. “He buys from a young widow in Rue Saint-Marc, close to Café Marcel. Something else for Mauvert to look into.”

There was a knock on the door. Paul, Anne thought, but then she realized he would walk right in.

Georges called out. A courier entered with a sealed packet from Debussy’s lawyers. “The comte’s last will and testament,” remarked Georges, “dated three years ago.” He dismissed the courier and turned to Anne. “I’ve read a lawyer’s summary of it in Krishna’s office.”

For a few minutes Georges scanned the document, occasionally murmuring a phrase. Finally he laid it on the table and pushed it sideways to Anne.

She began reading, then became engrossed. “This looks very strange!” she cried, lifting a page. “Debussy left his jewels and his works of art to the Crown rather than to his heirs.”

Georges nodded. “Read on, it gets better.”

Her eyes worked to the bottom of the page and fixed on a codicil. She sighed, then looked up from the text. “Too much legal language. Explain it to me, Georges.”

He grimaced in mock desperation. “Years after Debussy’s return from India, the government claimed he wasn’t entitled to his Indian jewels. But they wanted to keep the matter out of the courts, where it would have dragged on forever. He agreed to will his entire art collection to the Crown. They allowed him to enjoy the treasure during his lifetime!”

“An easy bargain for Debussy,” observed Anne. “He didn’t have a family of his own, and his wife’s children meant nothing to him.” She settled back in the chair, staring at the comte’s will. “Did he leave anything to his heirs and the people working here?”

“They learned three years ago what would happen to the comte’s collection. Plenty of time to plan the theft,” Georges replied, then added, “The comte was deep in debt. The executors are to sell the chateau and its property to pay off creditors.” He waved a hand at the account books. “Nothing is left for the others.”

“He must have angered many people,” observed Anne, “but no one appears to gain by killing him.”

“As far as we know.” Georges closed the ledger and pushed it to one side, then handed her a preliminary coroner’s report from Monsieur Desault, chief surgeon at the Charité. “The comte’s disease of the liver was far advanced, incurable. Murder shortened his life by only a few weeks.”

“I see,” she said, perusing the report. “If the thieves were from the family or household, they must have known he would soon die. They had to steal the treasure quickly or it would go to the Crown and beyond their reach.”

“That’s true,” Georges said. “And there’s another curious thing.” He leaned toward Anne and turned a page of the report. “Desault found heavy use of an opiate that the comte’s physicians hadn’t prescribed. It might implicate Krishna in the theft.” He shuffled the coroner’s report and the comte’s will into a pile. “Who was better placed to supply him with the opiate and control his movements?”

“Have you talked to Krishna?”

“Yes, though he’s still groggy.” After the fireworks, Georges explained, Krishna had waited in the bedroom while servants helped the comte to retire. The old man dismissed the servants, took a dose of the opiate, and soon fell asleep. Krishna was about to extinguish the candle and leave the room when he heard a strange sound from the treasury. He unlocked the door and stepped inside. That was all he could remember.

“Perhaps he was willing to take a hard knock for the sake of an alibi,” Anne observed skeptically. Though he had helped her ward off the comte’s advances, she could not entirely trust him. “What did he say about the opiate?” she asked, recalling the tall poppy plants Claire had shown her.

“Krishna prepared laudanum to cut the comte’s pain and at least allow him to feel better. The medicines prescribed by his physicians only made him sick.”

“A plausible story.” Anne leaned back, hands clasped behind her head. “He could also have intended to make sure the comte slept soundly during the robbery. But Krishna couldn’t steal the jewels himself if he were going to get knocked out first.”

“He would need help from the city. From Masonic brothers. From people he did estate business with. Mauvert will interrogate them.”

“And Monsieur Robert LeCourt?”

Georges bowed in mock respect. “He and Krishna both belong to a Masonic lodge that meets in the Palais-Royal. Their patron is the Duc d’Orléans!”

Anne tried to imagine the dark-skinned estate steward in such a lofty social circle.

“In that lodge,” Georges remarked, as if reading her mind, “all men are said to be equal.”

“So they say,” she granted, “but Krishna could not join without a powerful sponsor—like LeCourt.” She closed her eyes momentarily, imagining the financier as a puppet master with Jean de Pressigny dancing from one hand and Krishna from the other.

Georges interrupted her thought, shoving an inventory of the stolen goods in front of her. “The thieves knew exactly what they wanted and where it was. Besides the Chanavas jewels, they took the choice pieces from the comte’s collection of precious stones. I’ve marked them in the margin.”

While Anne was studying the inventory, Georges interrupted her again. “Here’s something I can’t understand.” He rose from his chair and leaned over Anne’s shoulder. She felt the warmth of his cheek. “They stole a few worthless pieces from a cabinet of heirlooms.” He pointed to a line and read aloud, “A snuff box, three miniature portraits, an embroidered cushion, and a paste necklace!”

Suddenly, without warning, Paul walked into the room. He stopped in mid-step. Anne looked up, startled. His mouth opened, as if to apologize for intruding into an intimate moment. Anne lowered her eyes to the inventory. Her cheeks burned. Georges stepped back. The cat jumped from the chair and dashed out the door.

An instant later, the colonel recovered his poise and spoke curtly to Georges. “Interrogate the chambermaids again.”

A spiteful errand, Anne thought, as Georges left.

Saint-Martin’s eyes appeared clouded with pain and anger. He silently studied Anne. “I’ll be brief,” he said. “I need to question the family.”

Slowly, deliberately, Anne stood to face him, as if preparing to listen. She would not let him talk down to her.

Her challenge provoked him. His nostrils flared slightly. “First, I want to bring you up to date.” His voice was thick. He cleared his throat. “Tomorrow morning, I’ll urge Lieutenant-General DeCrosne to reopen the Laplante case and to hold Pressigny as a suspect in her murder and in the recent thefts of precious objects.”

Anne looked askance. “Isn’t he a suspect in Antoine’s murder as well? Or, at least, an accomplice?”

“We’re still looking for evidence connecting Pressigny to Antoine’s death,” replied the colonel tersely. “Approaching the lieutenant-general,” he added, “is dangerous. Monsieur LeCourt will eventually learn that Michou can testify against Pressigny. She has to be protected. I cannot burden Comtesse Marie with that responsibility. So, I want you to return to Paris tomorrow morning with Michou and stay in my garden apartment.” He paused, as if expecting a protest.

Anne waited coolly for him to continue.

“An officer will accompany you. Early in the afternoon, he will pick up Michou’s drawings of the jewels and bring them to Paris police headquarters.”

Anne heard him out, unblinking. He was right of course. But she felt disappointed in him and resentful. “You may trust me to protect Michou.” Unsmiling, she walked to the door, then turned and met his eye. “You were rude to Georges. That was uncalled for.” She turned away brusquely and left without allowing him an opportunity to respond.





Chapter 27

Dubois’ Killer

In a corner of Saint-Martin’s garden, Anne sat at a table with Michou. Above them in a small plane tree nested a family of sparrows. Their song and the faint rustle of leaves calmed Anne’s spirit. The anger and disappointment she had carried with her from Chateau Debussy diminished. She glanced fondly at her companion. Michou was giving the finishing touches to a drawing. A sketch stood propped up before her.

Shielded from the midday sun by a veil of clouds, Anne ventured further out into Paul’s garden. It had been neglected while he was away. As she cut dead flowers from the plants, she accidentally broke off a large blood-red rose. She brought the flower to the table and laid it in a low glazed pot of water.

Watching the floating rose slowly turn, and its petals spread out, Anne thought of Paul in the garden when she had arrived early one morning. He had offered her a rose’s fragrant scent. And her heart went out to him. She regretted now the hurt that her parting words yesterday might have caused him. His rudeness to Georges had indeed been uncalled for, but that wasn’t like him. Mauvert had insidiously planted suspicion in his mind about her and Georges.

Anne raised her eyes, aware that Michou was looking at her, an expression of concern spreading across her face. Anne smiled back reassurance, encouraging her to return to her work. For the past two days, she had been drawing the Chanavas jewels for the police, who had only an inventory’s sparse description to work with. Anne picked up three finished sheets depicting pendants, bracelets, and the necklace, each full scale and meticulously accurate. Michou gave the last touches to the tiara, while the canopy of green leaves above playfully filtered light onto her paper.

A distant bell struck the hour of one. Glancing toward the house, Anne saw Lieutenant Faure of the Royal Highway Patrol at Villejuif coming to pick up the drawings. With a graceful flourish of her pencil, Michou initialed the tiara—she had recently learned the alphabet. She handed it to Anne, who patted the sheets together and gave them to the lieutenant.

“Excellent,” he said, scanning Michou’s work. He cast a smile to her and turned to Anne. “I’ll go directly to the engravers.” The Crown, he explained, appreciated Michou’s contribution toward the recovery of its stolen treasure. Anne signed his words to Michou, who received them with aplomb. She looked less and less like a frightened bird.

***

Later in the afternoon, as Anne opened the door to the puppet theater, she fought briefly with her conscience. Paul had strictly enjoined her to stay at home with Michou. But, Anne reasoned, he could not have meant to cage them. She was surely free to walk with Michou in broad daylight through the garden of the Palais-Royal, the elegant heart of Paris, to the Camp of the Tatars. And, if she wished, to spend an hour of the afternoon with Michou in a playful skit of Punch and Judy. What she also intended to do, she admitted to herself, was discover more about the death of Antoine Dubois.

For two weeks she had failed to bring Michou beyond the testimony she had initially given concerning Lélia Laplante’s death. Further probing made her morose and withdrawn, like an anxious turtle in its shell. But today she appeared serene, buoyed by satisfaction from her drawings. This might be the moment, Anne thought, to question her again with the help of the marionettes.

While Michou played with a pair of Punch and Judy hand puppets, Anne reassembled the scene of the crime. The “Michou” marionette cowered in the darkened wardrobe room; the “Laplante” lay on the floor. When she brought in the “Pressigny,” Michou immediately took notice. Her face pinched and scowling, she hurried away and sat on a bench. Anne followed, entreating her. Just as Anne was about to lose hope, Michou forced a smile and returned to the stage.

At first she balked, refusing to pick up “Pressigny.” Then, with a grimace, she returned him to the fitting room, accompanied by a blank male marionette. “Pressigny” spoke to this companion, who moved off-stage. A servant, Anne thought, going outside on an errand. After a few minutes, he came back with two more blank marionettes, both males. Anne gave Michou a questioning glance. She put aside the strings, stepped out on the stage with one of the blanks, and strutted about, aping the gestures of a fashionable gentleman. She drew an imaginary sword from its scabbard and flourished it.

“A nobleman,” exclaimed Anne, instantly suspecting his identity. Fingering the contours of her face, she asked Michou to describe him. With a few rapid strokes on her pad she created a bare sketch of a young man. “Derennes!” Anne shouted.

The two women picked up the marionettes. A trembling “Pressigny” staggered about the room. At center stage, “Derennes” shook his fist at “Pressigny.” Finally, “Derennes” led “Pressigny” and the unknown servants from the room, leaving the hidden “Michou” alone in the dark. At this point, Michou threw up her hands. Anne understood the story had become too complicated for the marionettes.

She leaned against the stage, gathering her thoughts. The theater in the Palais-Royal was probably empty, and the back door might be open for tradesmen and workers. A short walk with Michou confirmed her hunch. Inside the theater, two men were noisily repairing benches on the ground floor. The winning smile she gave them was scarcely necessary. To be sure, she could look around. They hardly interrupted their conversation.

Once out of sight of the workers, Michou continued her story. With gestures and sketch pad she revealed she had sneaked out of the fitting room and up the backstage stairway, hoping to find Monsieur Dubois in the office and bring him down to the stricken actress. At the level of the second balcony, she had passed through a large open storage area. Between rows of curtains hanging above the stage, she could see over to the hallway on the opposite side of the theater. The office was open and nearly in full view. Pressigny was sitting slumped behind Monsieur Dubois dictating to him. Derennes was nowhere in sight. After Dubois had written something, Pressigny had ordered him from the office. Two men in the hallway hit Dubois from behind, carried him back into the office, and threw him out a window. Meanwhile, Pressigny had stumbled away.

Acting out the terror she had felt, Michou seized Anne by the shoulders, made her scrunch down. Toward the end of her narrative, she began to shiver; soon she was shaking uncontrollably. Anne held her by the shoulders, rocking and stroking her until calm returned. They dusted themselves off and were about to leave, when Anne heard a new voice downstairs. Peering over the edge of the balcony, she saw François Noir talking to the workers.

“Is the theater empty?” Noir asked.

“Just us,” replied a worker, “and a couple of women looking around.”

“Are they still here?”

“Don’t know,” replied the worker. “They may have left.”

Anne turned and alerted Michou. The storage area was dark. Drapes drawn over the windows admitted only slivers of light. The two women crept silently into a jumble of coiled ropes, ladders, and stage furniture. Keeping the office still in view, they hid behind a bench. Noir climbed the stairs to the office and stopped in front of the door. He leaned over the edge of the balcony, scanning the area below. Light cast up from the ground floor windows illuminated his face.

Anne felt Michou violently squeeze her hand. In the darkness, she could sense the deaf woman’s terror. She nodded yes to Anne’s hand on her head: François Noir was one of the two men who had killed her father. Anne felt a rush of sadness but strangely no anger toward Noir, as if he were merely a mindless instrument of Antoine’s death. She sensed Michou staring at the man, capturing his sharp features for the marionette’s face she would later paint.

Noir unlocked the office door, looked around the room, and left, locking the door behind him. Then, to Anne’s dismay, instead of returning as he had come, he walked through the balcony into the storage area and toward the bench that hid the two women. Fortunately, he seemed preoccupied with the office, the stairways, and other lighted areas, and his eyes were unused to the darkness.

He sat on the bench within a few feet of their hiding place. Anne was sure he would hear them breathing, were it not for the workers downstairs roiling the air with their hammering and chatter. Finally, he got up and left. When Anne thought he was gone, she tugged at Michou’s sleeve. They stole out of the palace, glancing nervously left and right.

***

Eyes cast down, scratching his cheek, François Noir wondered about the two women in the theater. If they had hidden from him, he calculated, they were likely to emerge soon. He hurried to a shaded spot behind a column of the arcade on the east side of the mall.

He felt pleased with himself when he saw them. A strange pair. One quite tall, the other very small, both clothed as commoners in plain grey dresses. He left his hiding place and followed them. When they entered the Tatar Puppet Theater, he hid opposite the entrance and waited. They emerged in a short while, the little one carrying a sketch pad in one hand and a plain wooden marionette in the other.

He stared at the tall one. “Cartier. The English actress. Troublesome slut!” he muttered to himself. He followed the women west on Rue Saint-Honoré to Place Vendôme, where they turned into a narrow passageway behind the residence of Colonel Paul de Saint-Martin.

Noir walked slowly away, wondering why they had hidden from him. What business did they have with a provost of the Royal Highway Patrol? And why did they enter through the back way? He scowled. Could the little one have seen something she shouldn’t? Possibly. She used to work for Laplante. The tall one came to Paris later. He quickened his steps toward Café Marcel.

***

Passing through the garden with Michou, Anne saw Paul in the salon rising to meet them. He must have just returned from Chateau Debussy. Her heart skipped a beat. “He will not be pleased,” she mumbled to Michou, who glanced at her quizzically.

He opened the door for them, his face lined with concern. When she told him where they had gone, his expression quickly changed to anger. With a stiff but courteous gesture, he sent Michou to her room.

Then, eyes flashing, he turned to Anne.

As she approached him, she lowered her eyes slightly, not wishing to provoke him further.

He led her into his office and shut the door. Unsmiling, arms crossed over his chest, he stood behind his desk. “I have insisted Michou live in my home because she may be in danger,” he exclaimed, “but you took her to the scene of a crime whose perpetrators are still loose in this city!” He paused, glaring at her. “If it were necessary to expose Michou to danger, I’d have sent an escort of police.”

“They would have scared off François Noir, and Michou would not have identified my father’s killer.” Anne felt a swell of impertinence.

“Your father’s killer?”

As Anne described what had happened in the theater, the look in Paul’s eyes softened. An amused expression came over his face. He breathed a sigh that released the last of his wrath. “Surely angels must be watching over you two,” he finally remarked. “Did Michou get a good look at him? You said the balcony was so dark that he couldn’t see you.”

She ventured a tentative smile. “Light coming up from the ground floor shone on his face. Michou is drawing his features right now and will paint them on one of the blank marionettes tomorrow.” She removed her bonnet and sat down, carefully smoothing the folds of her skirt.

Paul leaned forward, tapping on his desk. “From Michou we’ve learned that Noir killed Antoine, but it must have been Derennes’ idea. Pressigny was too badly shocked to come up with the plan for a scapegoat.”

“And too weak to carry it out,” Anne interjected.

Paul hurried on. “After killing Lélia, Pressigny called in a servant, presumably Noir, to fetch Derennes from the variety theater.”

Anne looked askance. “Why Derennes? He and Pressigny were enemies, even though they worked together.”

Paul shrugged. “Perhaps Noir was supposed to find someone else. But Derennes was the one who came. He thought of how to shift the blame for Laplante’s death to Antoine. He knew they quarreled about her affairs with other men. He knew about the confession in The Cuckolded Clown. Probably wrote it. He put the pieces together. Correct so far?”

“Agreed. Carry on.”

“Derennes instructed Noir and Gros to lay in wait for Antoine, then sent Pressigny up to the office to dictate a suicide note, slightly different from the version in the play. When Antoine left the office, Noir and Gros killed him. Derennes had already gone back to the theater.…”

Anne interrupted him. “And reported to whom?” The truth leapt at her. A fifth person might have been involved, a man who sent Derennes in the first place. She felt giddy and gasped for breath.

Paul raised an eyebrow. “Something wrong, Anne?”

“I’ve suddenly realized something.” She leaned forward, her clasped hands almost touching his. “Robert LeCourt was at the variety theater that evening, five minutes away from Lélia’s dead body. Noir would have gone directly to him.”

“That’s likely. Noir worked for him.”

“And even if Derennes were contacted first, he would not slip away without telling LeCourt what had happened. Derennes hated Pressigny and would want him to look bad in LeCourt’s eyes.”

Paul sat up and stroked his chin. The room grew unnaturally quiet. “Yes, I see it now. Derennes conceived the plot to scapegoat Antoine, and LeCourt told him to carry it out.”

Anne sighed. “How shall we prove it? Derennes has disappeared. LeCourt is above suspicion.”

***

Hands clasped tightly behind her back, eyes closed, Anne stood at the window of Paul’s office overlooking the courtyard. It was early Saturday morning, and the aroma of Georges’ coffee filled the room. She hardly noticed. Yesterday’s experience in the palace theater with Michou had disturbed her sleep. Horrid bizarre images from her dreams still wracked her mind. Noir and Gros in harlequin costume throwing her father out a window. Simon Derennes urging them on, flourishing a white hot poker. Chevalier de Pressigny cowering nearby, blood dripping from his hand.

A shout broke the spell. Anne looked out. The gatekeeper opened for a cart entering the courtyard. In its wake tradesmen scurried in with their wares. The cook and a scullery maid returned from the market, bending under baskets of fruits and vegetables. A pair of urchins began to sweep the cobblestones in front of the stables. Falling in with the common beat of life, Anne raised her eyes to a clear blue sky and ran both hands back and forth through her hair.

She returned to the table and sat opposite Georges. He slouched in his chair, staring glumly into his coffee. She sensed the investigation wasn’t going well. It was four days since Debussy’s death and the theft of his jewels. No arrests yet.

The Paris police had searched in vain for suspects among the professional thieves and fences of the city. Mauvert and three other inspecteurs had checked everyone involved in the case but found no solid evidence, no sign of the jewels. Anne could imagine who was the most frustrated of all. Inspecteur Mauvert. With every passing day, it seemed more likely the jewels had either left the country or were securely hidden. And there would be no commission.

“Does the colonel have some news?” she asked, trying to break the heavy silence in the room.

Georges could not be drawn out. “I’d better let him speak for himself.” He shrugged, his eyes evading Anne’s. “I hear him coming.”

The door opened and the colonel walked in, a scowl on his face. “I saw the lieutenant-general last night,” he said, handing his sword to a servant. He went to his desk and brooded over its smooth brown surface for a few moments.

Then he looked up at Georges and Anne. “DeCrosne called me to his home. Rebuked me for disobeying instructions.” He paused, struggling with his feelings. “Mauvert got to the lieutenant-general before me. He’s still very much in charge of the Laplante case. DeCrosne has ordered him here this morning to evaluate the new evidence we’ve gathered.”

Anne and Georges looked at him aghast. He nodded grimly, then glanced at Anne. “If he thinks it’s worthless or irrelevant to the Debussy case, your father’s vindication will have to wait.” He mocked the lieutenant-general. “First things first. The police cannot do everything at once.”

Glancing out the window, he smiled ironically. “Speak of the devil! Mauvert’s just crossed the courtyard. Talking to himself. Appears to be in a vile mood.”

Steps sounded in the hallway. The inspecteur entered the room. Pausing for a moment, he glared at Anne, then joined the colonel at the table. Visibly annoyed, he turned to Saint-Martin. “Why’s the actress here? I came to find out what you have learned in the Laplante case.”

Paul bristled. “I’ve invited Miss Cartier.” When everyone was seated, he gestured for her to begin.

Before she could speak, the inspecteur pushed back his chair and began to rise from the table. “I don’t have time to listen to this woman,” he spluttered in exasperation.

Anne stared at him, trying vainly to catch his eye. Her temper threatened to fly out of control. She cursed under her breath. Georges gave her a sharp kick under the table. She read a mixture of amusement and warning in his eyes and choked back her anger. He raised his hand, masking the wry twist of his mouth.

The colonel rose to his feet, back rigid, lips drawn tight. “Sit down, inspecteur.” The words had a sharp, icy edge. “Miss Cartier has discovered evidence concerning Pressigny that escaped you a year ago. You shall hear it from her now!”

A dead silence came over the room. Anne glanced at Georges. He stared at the wall, stone-faced. The inspecteur slid slowly into his chair, lips pinched, eyes mere slits.

“Tell us what you’ve found, Miss Cartier.” Paul gave Anne a quick, encouraging smile and sat down.

Her heart pounded, her voice quivered slightly as she started to speak, but she quickly got a grip on herself. She described how Michou had witnessed Pressigny murdering the actress Laplante and shifting the blame to Dubois. At least part of Michou’s story, she continued, was confirmed by the stable-master’s wife, who had treated the young man’s wounded hand. She concluded with Michou’s observation of Noir and Gros killing Dubois.

At the beginning of Anne’s narration, the inspecteur had stared sullenly down at the table. When she mentioned Michou, he looked up, his eyes widening. As Anne related the discovery of Laplante’s stiletto, he sat on the edge of his chair, fully attentive if skeptical. When she described her stepfather’s death, he became visibly disturbed.

After she sat down, he remained silent for a moment, then cleared his throat. His thin lips curled with disdain. “The testimony of an illiterate deaf female has as much weight as the paper I’ve just scrawled on.” He let fall a sheet he had picked up from the table. “The story of the stiletto, however, places Pressigny at the scene of the crime, a coincidence he would find difficult to explain.” Mauvert leaned forward, looked directly at Saint-Martin, and spoke each word distinctly, “Nonetheless, Colonel, that case is closed. You dare not poke into it.” He straightened up, smiling sardonically. “And, what is more to the point, the evidence you have just presented is irrelevant to the murder and theft at Chateau Debussy.”

He sat back, appearing to relish a checkmate. Then, to Anne’s surprise, Paul calmly rose. “A carriage is outside. We shall adjourn to the Camp of the Tatars.”

***

From behind the stage of the Tatar Puppet Theater, Anne observed Mauvert’s irritation with keen satisfaction. Paul had seated him in the front row. “This is incredible,” the inspecteur muttered, loudly enough for everyone to hear, as he looked about the dark shabby interior. On a bench behind him sat a pair of strangers. Anne soon recognized the elderly priest in a plain, black soutane, engaged in lively, wordless conversation with a young man.

Paul walked up the aisle, stopped in front of Mauvert, and nodded toward the visitors. “Monsieur l’Inspecteur, may I present Abbé de l’Épée, Director of the Institute for the Deaf and Mute, and André, one of his assistants.”

Taking a seat to the left of the inspecteur, the colonel remarked, “You’ve surely heard of the abbé.”

Mauvert gave the priest a surly glance. “Why should I?”

Paul appeared surprised, then looked over his shoulder at the cleric and bowed with respect. “He’s a well-known authority on sign language. Emperor Joseph, the Queen’s brother, admires the Institute and has created a similar one in Vienna.”

The inspecteur shrugged his disinterest.

At a word from the colonel, Georges lit the stage lights. A few minutes later, Anne, Michou, and their companions at the puppet theater presented a dramatic version of the tragic fate of Lélia Laplante and Antoine Dubois. Through a peephole in the backdrop Anne could see Mauvert’s interest growing. He leaned forward. His mouth opened slightly. Their puppetry had indeed improved with practice.

When the performance had ended and the cast had taken their bows, Abbé de l’Épée sat at Mauvert’s right side and spoke softly. “For two months Mademoiselle Cartier, my assistant, and I have been working with Michou. We needed to gain her confidence, for she had been mistreated in the past and had become very shy. She had also suffered severe shock at the death of the actress. I’m not surprised she appeared incapable of testifying a year ago. She is well now, making rapid progress in reading and signing.” The priest’s voice grew firm and clear. “I can assure you, and if need be, Lieutenant-General DeCrosne, she is a fully competent witness.”

Mauvert appeared stunned, his face frozen.

Paul thanked the priest, who then left the theater with his assistant. “Inspecteur, that was the first step—learning the truth about the Laplante case.” He gestured to the troupe on the stage, who returned to their marionettes and acted out Michou’s observing Pressigny and Laplante with the stolen jasper bowl.

“Do you now see the connection between the bowl and the Chanavas jewels?”

From the stage, Anne looked down at the inspecteur. He appeared to be groping for an answer. Injured pride and rankling resentment struggled plainly on his face. Paul replied for him. “Pressigny’s killing of Lélia Laplante, together with his illegal possession of the jasper bowl, strongly suggest he was party to a series of crimes in the Paris region that may include the theft of the Chanavas jewels.”

He paced slowly before the stage, hands clasped behind his back. “In these thefts, I see a similar mode of operation. Typically, while visiting a country estate, Pressigny and Laplante, or Pressigny alone, scouted the premises on behalf of a team of professional thieves.” He stopped in front of the inspecteur and looked down at him.

Mauvert’s mouth worked nervously. “Granted, there’s probably enough evidence to charge Pressigny with homicide, but I doubt the lieutenant-general would give permission yet to arrest him.” As he spoke, he regained his self-assurance and turned obstinate. “None of this proves he killed Comte Debussy or stole the jewels.”

“We don’t need proof at this point,” countered the colonel, “only reasonable grounds to believe the murders of Laplante and Debussy are connected. I want to proceed with this investigation without having one arm tied behind my back.” He locked eyes with Mauvert. “You have found no clues in Paris. The culprits have to come from Chateau Debussy and somehow include the Chevalier de Pressigny.”

The inspecteur’s face convulsed, as if from inner torment. He slowly exhaled. “Yes, we will need to investigate the affairs of Chevalier de Pressigny.”

“And Monsieur LeCourt!” added the colonel, quick as a tiger pouncing on its prey. “François Noir and Jacques Gros, who killed Antoine Dubois, are LeCourt’s men. They also work at Chateau Debussy. We must look very closely at LeCourt.”

With growing fascination, Anne observed this duel between Paul and the inspecteur. She was expecting Mauvert to deny LeCourt was involved. But the force of his reaction surprised her.

Livid with anger, he sputtered incoherently for a few moments, glaring at Saint-Martin. “You are out of your mind,” he managed to say. “LeCourt is a distinguished gentleman with nothing to gain from crime and little reason to know what his servants do on their own.” He stood up to leave. His voice grew menacing. “Furthermore, he has powerful friends in the government. You should approach him with great care.”

A sign from the colonel indicated the meeting was over. “Inspecteur, remember this, I intend to see justice done, regardless how high I must go to find the guilty ones.”

Mauvert stalked out, grim-faced, without saying a word.

Anne climbed down from the stage, relieved that the two men had not come to blows. But the inspecteur had left in such an ugly temper, she feared he might block any further investigation into her father’s case. Paul walked up and down the aisle, breathing heavily, his eyes dark with barely contained fury. He beckoned his adjutant, and they joined her in front of the stage.

“Georges, put a close watch on LeCourt,” he said harshly, his arms akimbo. “I know he can afford to buy a shop full of jewels, but he can’t buy the Chanavas. Maybe that’s what he wants! That he’s rich may even be reason to suspect him. Can a financier be an honest man?”

He fell into a heavy silence. Then, as if exorcising his anger, he breathed deeply in and out, then let his arms fall. Anne smiled at him sideways. The tension broke. He exchanged glances with her and Georges, and all three leaned back against the stage.

She turned to Paul, a question forming piecemeal in her mind. “Do you suppose the inspecteur expects LeCourt to pay him for protection?”

“I wouldn’t be surprised. Money’s never far from Mauvert’s mind,” he replied. “And, Robert LeCourt neglects no one, ever so low, who can serve his purpose. But he counts mainly on Calonne, the comptroller-general of finance, and on rich investors with a personal interest in the royal debt. They need him to refinance loans Dutch bankers gave the king for the war in America. Otherwise, the government will go bankrupt.”

Anne shook her head in disbelief. “How can one man become so important?”

“In a crisis, even reasonable men like Calonne will grasp at straws,” Paul insisted. “For good measure, through Masonic connections, LeCourt has won favor with the Duc d’Orléans.”

“I grant he’s mighty,” Anne remarked. “But he walks on a slippery slope.” She signed to Michou waiting patiently on the stage. It was time to go. Paul and Georges started for the door.

At that moment a trooper burst into the theater, almost running into the colonel. “They’re gone!”

“Who?” demanded Saint-Martin.

“Claire de Pressigny and her friend, the gardener.” When an early morning fog had lifted, Monsieur Soucie had noticed Cavour’s absence from the garden. In the cottage he and Claire had arranged sacks of straw under the blankets on their bed.

While Saint-Martin wrote instructions for the trooper, Georges and Anne walked to the door, followed by Michou. “The two fugitives have as good as confessed,” said Georges. “I’ll bet they are trying to escape with the treasure.”

“They may have found a hiding place in Paris,” Anne suggested.

“The inspecteur’s agents will watch every person they’re likely to contact,” Georges replied. “If they’re in the city, they’ll get caught.”

Anne looked askance. Paris was like a gigantic rabbit warren, offering a safe haven to the fugitives. She also felt uneasy with the idea that their flight proved they had committed the crimes. Rather, they might have feared they would be tortured to confess what they hadn’t committed. If they had stolen the treasure, why hadn’t they fled immediately? Perhaps they were mere accomplices who thought, at first, they could escape suspicion, then fled in panic.

Finished with the trooper, the colonel rejoined Georges and Anne at the door.

“They must have known Mauvert was going to bring them in for questioning,” Georges said. “A pity they slipped through our fingers.”

Paul stood silent for a moment, then followed them out the door. “But they’re Mauvert’s prime suspects, not ours. Let him find them.”





Chapter 28

Blind Justice

A knock on the door awoke Anne from deep sleep. For a moment she didn’t know where she was. She rubbed her eyes, then heard birds chirping. No street noise. Must be the colonel’s garden apartment. She pushed open the shutters. The rose beds were still shadowed. It was shortly after sunrise, a cloudy morning, and warm already. She padded to the door to find an embarrassed servant with a note. “Sorry to disturb you, Mademoiselle. The messenger insisted I give this to you immediately.” Anne thanked her with a smile and withdrew to read.

“Urgent!!” Georges had scrawled. “Come to Café Marcel in disguise. I need someone I can trust.”

An hour later, Anne approached the café in the brown smock and breeches of a young artisan, her complexion coarsened and darkened with powder, her hair pinned up and tucked under a cap. In the crowded serving room, she caught sight of Georges at a table sipping coffee. She hadn’t seen him in almost a week. He had become LeCourt’s shadow.

“What’s going on?” Anne asked, sliding into a chair.

“Workmen found Simon Derennes in an abandoned cellar near the Palais-Royal!” Georges replied, shifting toward her. “Thought you’d want to know.”

“Dead?”

He nodded. “About a month ago. A thick, heavy door jammed, trapping him inside. Nobody could hear him.” He put on a wry face. “Looks like he went down there to bury a corpse. God knows why. The police are scratching their heads. So far, they’re calling it a suspicious accident.”

Anne was stunned. An accident? Never! The Amateurs had hidden the man there for seven weeks. Starved him to death. “LeCourt’s mixed up in this,” she said in a low voice, recalling what she had overheard on the café’s balcony. “The corpse is the one we saw in the pit, isn’t it?”

“Krishna’s missing daughter, Nalini, as we suspected. He identified her from scraps of clothing and her ring.”

A tide of sadness swept over Anne. Since wearing the girl’s costume, she had hoped desperately that the corpse might not be Nalini after all. She drew little solace from LeCourt’s cruel punishment of Derennes.

Georges’ brow creased with concern. “I sense a crisis among the Amateurs. LeCourt’s upstairs with Krishna. Trying to calm him down, I suppose. The man was pale with rage!”

“Something dreadful is going to happen.” Anne’s throat tightened. “Who’s next? Pressigny, Michou, me?”

“That’s what I’m trying to find out. I want these men followed when they leave.” A clock on the wall struck nine. “It can’t last much longer.” Georges turned to Anne. “You follow LeCourt. He’ll probably return to his apartment on Rue Goncourt, but I can’t be certain and I still need to keep track of him.”

“That should be easy.”

“Be home before dark at the latest, or the colonel will be worried.”

“Yes, Sir, I understand.” She regretted instantly the sarcasm in her voice. There could be danger ahead and Georges was concerned for her.

A few minutes later LeCourt descended, elegant and collected as usual. He picked up a cognac at the bar and sat down to read a newspaper. Probably the Dutch one, Anne guessed.

Krishna came down a minute later, looking neither left nor right, his jaw locked in a fierce scowl. Anne felt sure he was bent on revenge, convinced someone besides Derennes had been involved in Nalini’s death. He also ordered cognac and sat down alone, staring inwardly at some dark and bloody vision, clutching his glass as if he would crush it. When he left the café, Georges got up, glanced at Anne, and followed him.

LeCourt put the newspaper to one side, called for pen, ink, and paper. After writing for a while, he picked up the newspaper again, read it while sipping his cognac. A few minutes later, François Noir walked into the café and sat at a corner table with a glass of wine. His eyes casually swept the room. When LeCourt returned his paper to the rack, Noir retrieved it.

Meanwhile, Anne held Noir firmly in her gaze, committing to memory the shape of his body, the lines of his face. He gulped the remainder of his drink, put the newspaper back in the rack, then walked to the door.

Anne found herself in a quandary. What would Georges want her to do? Wait for LeCourt, who was most likely going to return to his apartment? Or, follow Noir, who had just received a secret message? In an instant she had decided. She got up, took a deep breath, and followed him out of the café into the busy street.

***

Under a hot midday sun, thousands of people gathered around a raised platform in the large open space of Place de Grève. François Noir slipped behind the crowd, climbed up on a wall, and looked out over the sea of bobbing heads. Anne edged into the crowd where she could watch him without being noticed. His features, in contrast to the excited faces near him, seemed chiseled from stone.

Weaving through congested streets, she had followed him from Café Marcel to the right bank of the Seine. His gait and bearing told her he had served many years in the army. He seemed rather near-sighted and about forty years old, but he was lean and fit. At a shop in the Palais-Royal he had bought an apple, then continued eastward to the Place de Grève.

A sudden roar from the crowd drew Anne’s eyes away from Noir. Everyone turned toward the street along the river.

“Here she comes,” cried a large, rough-faced woman, giving off a strong stench of fish. She was standing on a crate, craning her thick neck.

Anne felt the crowd give way to the harsh commands of uniformed men. She caught a glimpse of a cart entering Place de Grève. It came close enough for her to see a stocky young peasant woman seated with her arms tied behind her back and her hair cropped short. She was wearing a plain brown robe girdled at her waist. Her mouth was half-open, sucking in air. She stared straight ahead at the platform, her eyes wide with terror.

A shiver of horror ran through Anne’s body. The spectacle was going to be an execution!

“What’s she done?” asked a thin, older woman standing on the cobblestones next to the fishmonger.

“Killed her baby,” replied the woman on the crate, gingerly shifting position as the cart neared the platform. “She was a kitchen maid in the household of a judge. Riche is his name. She had a baby, claimed the judge’s son was the father, and demanded money.”

The older woman and several by-standers clucked their disapproval.

“The mistress of the house, she’s a devout lady,” continued the large woman, clasping her fingers together and rolling her eyes heavenward. “She had the servants thrash the girl, then ordered her and her bastard thrown into the street.”

The fishmonger looked around at the men and women hanging on her words. She lowered her voice to a loud whisper. “Can you imagine, the slut snuck back into the house with the baby, took a knife from the kitchen, cut the baby’s throat, and put the bloody body on the dining room table!” She paused for a moment to share the dreadful image with her audience. Their mouths were agape. “The police caught her as she was about to jump into the river.” The fishmonger chuckled, “It didn’t take the court long to decide that one.”

The woman’s words echoed in Anne’s ears. A plausible tale, she thought, embroidered by the teller. One of the grooms might have fathered the baby. The young woman’s greed might have led her to accuse the judge’s son in order to extort money from the family. But Anne withheld judgment. What the girl claimed had the ring of truth. Scullery maids were easy prey for men in noble households.

Thinking of the young woman in the cart made Anne shudder. She too had once ridden past gaping faces on her way to the scaffold. Judge Hammer’s hawk-face flashed before her eyes. She banished him from her mind, then glanced at the platform the young woman had mounted. Whatever the provocation, she must have been deranged to have killed her baby.

“What’s happening now?” asked the thin, older woman.

“She’s tied to the post. A priest is standing in front of her holding up a crucifix.” The fishmonger’s voice rose a step. “A man in black is pulling a hood over her head, tying it around her neck.” A low roar began to swell out of thousands of throats. “He’s lighted the faggots….”

Anne could bear no more. She brought her fingers to her ears and turned away from the two women. She found herself staring at Noir. Slouched upon the wall, he was eating his apple as if watching the broiling of meat on a spit in the market. The roar reached a crescendo, then gradually dropped into frenzied babble. Anne sensed people around her shifting from side to side, craning for a glimpse of the flames.

Fantastic figures began to swim before her eyes. They came together in an eerie image of Antoine Dubois, his stiff, dead body tied to a post on the platform, surrounded by huge, leaping tongues of fire. Faint and queasy, Anne staggered out of the crowd into a deeply recessed doorway. She leaned against a wall, her breathing labored.

When she recovered, she saw Noir was on the move again. Apparently sated with the spectacle, he had left his perch and was pushing through the milling crowd toward the river. As he approached, Anne retreated to the back of the doorway and hid in the shadows.

A few moments later she slipped out, tugged her cap down, and followed him across the bridge to the left bank, then south on Rue Saint-Jacques, as if bound to him by an invisible cord.

***

At Montsouris, a desolate area just south of the city, Anne began to feel uneasy. She might lose sight of her prey. Noir sometimes disappeared in the lengthening shadows cast by the lowering sun. He led her through small clusters of hovels surrounded by ill-kept gardens in the hollows of the uneven, bushy terrain. The men, women, and children she saw there were wearing rags. Many were deformed.

Giant windmills stood on distant hills like sentinels. In front of her, the land rose to the warren of limestone quarries that had been dug inside the rocky hillside for centuries and later abandoned. She had heard the quarries sheltered smugglers and criminals and, recently, bones from the city’s crowded cemeteries.

She glimpsed beggars returning for the evening from their roosts in the city. They joined other, sinister-looking men in small groups around fires, their low murmuring punctuated by bursts of harsh laughter or angry, drunken shouts. She let herself imagine the schemes being laid there, even murder, and the vile tricks and deceit being shared and celebrated. Did the evil, almost palpable here, differ much from what was being plotted or applauded in the drawing rooms of country manors and town houses only a few miles away? Pressigny and the Société des Amateurs came to her mind.

She was jarred from her moralizing by the sudden realization that her man had vanished. He had climbed up a narrow path into a dense grove of stunted trees. Cautiously, she made her way through the grove to a small clearing at the base of a steep limestone bluff. Noir was nowhere in sight.

To the right, a narrow wagon road skirted the bluff, then cut through another grove in the direction of the highway to Paris. In front of her, a rough stone wall closed off the entrance to an abandoned underground quarry. Shepherds and their flocks must have sought shelter there years ago. Someone was still using it, she reckoned. Its large wooden door was in good condition, and the grass in front of it was worn down. A small high window was the only other opening.

She paused at the edge of the clearing. Had Noir taken the road to the right, or had he entered the shelter? She decided to watch the entrance. For what seemed like an hour, she sat there concealed among the trees but saw no one come or go. Meanwhile, the grove grew dark and menacing. Perhaps, she thought, it would be best to give up the chase and return to the city while she still felt safe.

An urge to check the shelter, however, drew her forward. Cautiously, she edged out of the woods and listened. The delicate rustling of leaves mixed with faint sounds from the beggars in the distance. She crept slowly around the clearing to the edge of the bluff and inched her way up to the wall. Quietly, she tried to open the door. It was locked. She glanced up at the small window. Unglazed, but perhaps wide enough for a thin person to squeeze through.

She stepped back, debating her next move. Without warning, a foul-smelling woolen hood fell over her head and jerked tight around her neck. Powerful hands grasped her arms, bent them up behind her back, tied them together, and pushed, half-carried her forward. A heavy key turned in the lock. The door groaned open, then closed behind her.

She shuffled thirty or forty paces through a strong scent of hay and manure. The powerful man halted, renewed his grip on her arms. She winced with pain. He knocked, another door opened. She was shoved into a room, its air heavy with the odor of burning lamp oil.

“Look at what I caught outside,” said her captor in a low, coarse voice, tinged with alarm.

The cord was loosened on her neck and the hood pulled off. The ropes on her arms were roughly untied. She found herself standing in the middle of a small, square chamber cut out of the rock. The ceiling was low. The air was musty and damp. A lamp flickered on a plain table between a pair of wooden stools.

Two men were glaring at her. The one who had surprised and overcome her was Jacques Gros—short, thickset, with virtually no neck and a small bald head. At first glance, Anne thought he appeared childish or simple-minded, but this impression quickly changed as she studied his mean, squinting eyes.

The other man was François Noir—taller, older, and slightly stooped. He turned to his companion. “Hold him, Jacques, while I look through his coat.”

He found her wallet. “Joseph Beaufort, artisan, Rouen,” he said, holding up the false residence card Georges had given her. “What are you doing here?” he asked sharply. “Why did you follow me?”

Lowering her voice, she began to stammer with a heavy Norman accent, “I’m new in Paris. Heard I could make some money if I ran into the right people in Montsouris.”

“You’ve got to do better than that,” growled Noir. “Carrying any weapons?”

While the powerful man held her, Noir patted her down. A puzzled expression spread across his face. He pulled off her cap and brought the lamp up close. His eyes brightened.

“I know you!”

He held her jaw with one hand, stared into her eyes, then slowly turned her head left and right.

“The tall bitch from the Camp of the Tatars. With the little deaf woman.” His eyes hardened with menace. “Are you working for the police?”

She regarded him coolly and said nothing.

He raised his arm to strike her but changed his mind. He stepped back.

A thought raced through Anne’s mind. Break loose. Run for safety. But the heavy man was between her and the first of two doors. Noir would quickly help him. She’d have to bluff her way out.

The older man nodded to Gros, who came up quickly, seized her right arm, and twisted it behind her back again. Her body arched with the pain, as he pushed her toward a door. Noir opened it and Gros shoved her in.

This was a larger, low rectangular chamber warmed by a glowing brazier and lighted by oil lamps. Cloaks, hats, and other clothing hung on pegs on the right wall. Beneath them were racks of shoes—some plain, some fancy—and riding boots. Cabinets and chests of drawers lined the left wall. Near them were stacks of wig boxes. On the wall facing her, a map of Paris hung next to a full-length mirror. A table with wooden chairs stood in the middle of the room in front of the map.

“I’ll bet she’s a police ferret,” said Noir, as he moved slowly around the intruder.

“Let’s make her talk,” said his heavy companion grinning. Anne stiffened as he lurched eagerly toward her.

“We haven’t time for that.” Noir had sat down at the table and was observing her intently. He turned to his companion. “Take her downstairs while I get the horses ready. We’ll deal with her when our work is done. That’s something to look forward to.” With a wave and a crooked smile, he left the chamber.

Gros pushed her roughly around the table toward the mirror. With a touch he released a latch hidden in the wall, and the mirror swung open. They passed through a small room that served as an armory. A wall rack held a half-dozen muskets. Several pistols rested on a gun case; sabres, rapiers, and daggers hung on another wall.

The heavy man lit a torch, then opened a sturdy wooden door and gestured impatiently to her. “Go ahead of me.”

By the flickering light of his torch, she could see a steep flight of narrow steps descending into the darkness. She walked down side-wise, plotting a desperate strategy, with each step feeling she had less to lose. As she neared a small landing, she let her left foot miss a step. She fell too fast for Gros to catch her. Down three steps she tumbled, her head grazing the wall. Her body hit the landing with a painful thud and crumbled against the left-side wall. Bruised, dazed, she was alert enough to close her eyes when Gros bent over her. His torch scorched her cheek.

“Damn!” exclaimed the man. “She’s a bloody mess.” He began to climb over her. “I’ll have to haul her the rest of the way down!” While he was still moving forward, she suddenly coiled her body like a spring and thrust her legs upwards, striking him on the left hip. The blow caught him off-balance. With a short, squawking cry and arms flailing, he dove off the landing into the black hole of the stairwell.

On her knees now, Anne listened as his heavy body struck the steps. The sharp sound of splintering bone echoed up the shaft. Thud followed thud until he crashed on the floor of the chamber below. Holding up the torch he had dropped, Anne peered over the edge of the landing. An inert, grotesque figure lay barely visible in the dim light. Panting and trembling, she staggered to her feet. For a moment she thought gratefully of her stepfather. He’d taught her how to fall, to spin a large ball with her feet while on her back, to keep her nerve when performing the dangerous tricks of an acrobat.

Once upstairs, she latched and barred the door to the stairway. At the gun case, she examined the pistols, picked out two that were loaded, and stuck them in her belt. Entering the main room, she glanced about quickly, then closed the door.

In the mirror she saw blood running down her forehead from a ragged scrape at the hairline. Before she could wipe it away, she heard someone in the outer room. She turned around as the door was pushed open. Noir had taken a few steps into the room before he realized she was there.

“Move to the center of the room,” she said, aiming a pistol at him. “I know how to use it.” Her legs spread for balance, she held the weapon in a two-handed grip. He hesitated. She cocked the pistol, surprised by a growing urge to kill him. He stepped forward, his eyes glancing toward the mirror-door to the armory. “Your thick-necked friend isn’t going to help you,” she said grimly.

“That ring!” She pointed with the pistol. “Take it off your finger, put it on the table, and step back.” She had noticed the simple gold band while he was questioning her. He did as he was told. She took it up and glanced at it, watching him like a hawk.

“Where’d you get it?”

“Bought it from a dealer in the Palais-Royal. Montpensier arcade.”

“That’s my father’s wedding ring,” she said in a low voice. “You didn’t notice the inscription on the band or take the trouble to file it off.”

He seemed surprised. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

A practiced liar, Anne thought. But she noticed a glint of anxiety in his eyes. “I’ll tell you,” she said scornfully. “Someone saw you and Jacques Gros kill my father. But you didn’t do it on your own. Pressigny was in shock, so Derennes thought up the confession and the rest of the plan.” She paused, holding his eye. “I want you to tell me, did Derennes give the order to kill my father, or did someone else?”

His eyes downcast, Noir appeared to weigh his alternatives. Anne began to feel dizzy. The pistol grew heavier in her hands. He would stall until she collapsed. She couldn’t afford to wait.

“All right, you win,” he said, lifting his hands palms up in a gesture of capitulation. “I’ll tell you.”

She felt herself relaxing her grip. The gun wavered.

Suddenly, he lunged at her. Energy seemed to surge through his body and brought color to his face. For a moment, he looked twenty years younger.

Anne pulled the trigger at six paces. The shot entered his left eye, the top of his head seemed to explode. His body arched, then fell back sprawling.

Still holding the pistol with both hands, Anne stood stunned for several seconds, its report hammering in her head. The acrid stench of the powder stung her nostrils. Her eyes smarted. She choked. As the sound ebbed away, so did the nervous tension that had kept her going. She felt panic, an urge to flee, but her legs would not move. Panting, she reached for a chair and sat down.

Her eyes turned away from the body on the floor, a dark pool spreading out from the shattered head. She stared numbly at her father’s ring on the table, rubbed it, put it in her pocket. There were odd markings on the map that might make sense later. She rolled it up and put it under her arm.

Leaving the room, she noticed the dead man’s coat draped over a chair. A quick search. In one of the pockets was a familiar leather wallet. She gasped. Inside was the notebook she had seen him using at Café Marcel. Should she skim it? No, not now. Her fatigue was almost overwhelming and her head had begun to throb. She tucked the wallet in her shirt and hurried out.

In the stable she found the horses Noir had prepared. Choosing the smaller of the two, a black mare, she threw the map into a saddle bag and rode down the shadowed lane to the highway. She looked up into a clear, fading blue sky. The sun’s faint glow hovered on the horizon. She felt like she had climbed out of a grave.





Chapter 29

Murderous Intent

“Where’s Miss Cartier?” asked Colonel Saint-Martin, walking away from an open window overlooking the courtyard. He had been watching the departure of several friends, when Georges entered the sitting room.

The adjutant shrugged his shoulders, a puzzled look on his face. “She should have been back hours ago.”

“Back?” The colonel frowned. “Where’s she been?”

“Helping me.”

“Do what?”

“Keeping track of Monsieur LeCourt.” Georges hesitated, cleared his throat, wet his lips. “She said she’d keep a safe distance and get back before dark.” He stumbled on about LeCourt’s meeting at Café Marcel and Krishna’s distraught appearance. “I followed him to a pretty widow’s wine shop on Rue Saint-Marc. He seems at home. Stayed there all day.”

Saint-Martin stared speechless at his adjutant, holding back the urge to throttle him. The man looked so distressed. For the moment there was nothing to do but wait, nursing the hope that she might return at any minute.

Georges glanced at four empty wine glasses on a small table.

“Visitors,” remarked Saint-Martin distractedly. “Army officers on duty at Versailles and Mr. Jefferson, the American representative in France.” His eyes drifted to the window, drawn by drunken shouts from the street. “We’ve kept in touch since meeting in America.” He waved Georges to a chair and sat facing him. “They had much to say about Monsieur LeCourt. A major player at the royal court. It’s uncanny, how his talent for financial trickery wins the confidence of otherwise sensible men.”

Georges started to add his jaundiced views on bankers and aristocrats. But Saint-Martin raised a hand to stop—that was enough. His mind wandered anxiously. Could LeCourt have discovered Anne following him and somehow trapped her? She could be lying helpless and in pain, left for dead anywhere in Paris.

He glared at Georges. “How on earth can we find her?” His fist struck the table. The glasses jumped; one tumbled over. He caught it before it rolled off and crashed on the floor. “I’d need the entire royal army for a proper search of the city. With little hope of success.”

At that moment a distant knock echoed through the room. Saint-Martin rushed to the window. The gate to the street was thrown open. A rider crossed the courtyard on a small horse, its hooves clattering on the cobblestones. The stranger stumbled as he dismounted, rose uncertainly to his feet, then staggered to the door.

With Georges close behind, the colonel dashed down the stairs and threw open the door. The stranger was leaning against the doorpost.

“Anne?” Saint-Martin caught his breath, confused for a moment by the artisan’s clothing and the pistol tucked in her belt. “Good God! What’s happened?”

She responded with a weak smile, brushing aside the arm he extended toward her. Erect but unsteady, she walked stiffly into the office. Suddenly, she seemed to wilt and slumped down on a chair.

Saint-Martin gently removed her cap. Smeared with dirt and sweat, streaked with gore, her face was a ghastly mask. “Anne….” Struggling for words, he drew a kerchief from his pocket and dabbed vainly at the encrusted blood. “You’ve given us a terrible fright.”

“Paul,” she mumbled, glancing up at him. “Noir’s dead… Montsouris.”

“Noir? Montsouris?” The colonel drew back, glanced at Georges.

“South of the city, Sir. She must have followed him to the old quarries.”

Anne tried to rise on one arm, but fell back. “His book…,” she whispered, touching her chest, then passed out.

***

Her eyes opened to a darkness broken only by the eerie flickering light of a hidden candle. A heavy silence pressed upon her like a stone weight. Sensations flashed through her body as if she were lying stretched out deep in the cave at Montsouris. She groaned and writhed. Then a hand lightly caressed her cheek, the candle drew near. Michou looked down at her, eyes full of care, and smiled broadly for a few moments. Then she vanished.

Anne realized she was in her own bed in the guest apartment, freshly bathed. When she lifted herself up, her head throbbed, but not more than she could bear. It was bandaged neatly at the hairline. Since the moment Gros had grabbed her, she had acted on impulse and instinct. There had been no time to think. Now, she sat in bed, reflecting. Scenes from the quarry rushed back. The worst was the taut face of Noir rushing at her, the shot shattering his head, and the crashing echo.

She had crossed a threshold. Killed the man who murdered Antoine. She shuddered. Her conscience was clear. She had brought him to justice, but she felt wretched and wished someone else had done it.

To her relief Michou returned with Paul. “You’ve been unconscious for four hours,” he said softly, taking a seat beside her. “Your head wound looked worse than it was. It’s clean and should soon heal.” His face was lined, his jaw taut. An angry man. But he took her hand and patted it gently. “If you’re feeling well enough, tell me what happened.”

Michou gave her a sip of water and Anne began to recount the day’s events. When she reached the confrontation with Noir and Gros in their den, Paul turned pale. At the end he kissed her hand.

“We are most grateful that you have survived and are well,” he said, drawing Michou next to him at the bed. She clasped her hands fervently and bowed to Anne. At a nod from the colonel, she left the room.

Saint-Martin drew his chair close to Anne, his eyes level with hers. His voice quivered with feeling. “The thought that I might have lost you today is almost more than I can bear. You have become so dear to me. I can hardly bring myself to reproach you. Yet I must wonder when you rush rashly into great danger.” He paused for a long moment, mastering himself. “Didn’t you think of the pain and trouble you might cause others?” His voice fell to a whisper. “Is my concern for you of such little consequence?”

She felt a stab of remorse. She had been too single-minded in her pursuit of Noir to think of anyone else. Had Paul gone off without a word on a dangerous mission, she too would have worried and felt resentful. She drew his hand to her heart. “I’m sorry if I’ve seemed reckless. But, when I’m on the high wire, or in great danger, I blot out everything but the next step I must take. I promise to improve.” She pulled him into a tender embrace and felt his anger subside.

“We must talk more about Noir and Montsouris,” he said. “Now there’s no time to lose. Georges and I will have a quick supper. Would you want something brought to you?”

“No, I feel well enough. Send in Michou to help me. I’ll join you.”

As Michou dressed her, Anne recalled Paul’s worried look while she was telling her story. Was he anxious what others would think? Gros might have survived his fall and could claim she broke into the cave, surprised and assaulted him and his companion. There were no witnesses. LeCourt and Pressigny would stand behind him. Her imagination now raced out of control. She saw herself arrested by Mauvert. Convicted of murder by the Parlement de Paris. Executed like the young woman on the Place de Grève.

She shuddered violently. Michou, who was tying a blue ribbon around her waist, stepped back. “What’s wrong?” she signed.

Looking her in the eye, Anne signed with more confidence than she felt, “A bad dream. It will pass.”

***

In the parlor, Paul and Georges were seated at table, the map spread out before them, Noir’s notebook off to one side. As Anne entered, she overheard them speculating on what others might make of her violence in the quarry, assuming Gros lived to accuse her.

She pulled up a chair. “LeCourt would say I murdered Noir, and Mauvert would agree.” The men fell silent, staring at her with uneasy eyes. “My motive? Revenge for the death of Antoine Dubois. They’d claim Noir had nothing to do with it.”

Paul signalled to a servant for supper, then turned grimly to Anne. “They’ll be too busy defending themselves to attack you. Georges and I have gone through the evidence you brought back from the quarry.” He rolled up the map. “We’ll study it again after we’ve eaten.”

The meal finished and the plates cleared away, Georges laid out the map again and pointed to several marks in the vicinity of Paris. “These indicate all the places, including Chateau Debussy, where jewels have been stolen during the past three years.” He turned to Anne. “You stumbled into a thieves’ den.”

Then Paul passed Noir’s notebook across the table to her. “They appear to have hidden the stolen goods somewhere in the cave. But there’s more. Open to the page I’ve marked.”

With growing dismay Anne read LeCourt’s plan for a double murder earlier in the evening. He had arranged a confrontation between Krishna and Pressigny in the empty palace theater. If they were to fail to kill one another, Noir and Gros would finish the work.

“You scuttled LeCourt’s scheme,” Georges broke in, shaking a finger at Anne. “As soon as we discovered what Noir and Gros were supposed to do, we ran over to the Palais-Royal with a few troopers.” He shrugged his shoulders. “No sign of the supposed victims. A watchman at the Palais-Royal had noticed them entering the building earlier in the evening. First Krishna, then Pressigny. They haven’t been seen since, though they could have left under cover of darkness.”

“Krishna has always disliked Pressigny,” said Anne. “But why would he confront him now?”

“According to one of Noir’s entries,” Georges replied, “Pressigny helped Derennes hide Nalini’s body in the dungeon. Imagine, if someone put Derennes’ diary in Krishna’s hands, what would happen?”

“He might try to kill Pressigny.” From the Amateurs’ banquet Anne recalled the Indian’s dark eyes narrowing with suspicion as he looked over the guests and their host. “But why would LeCourt want to pit the two men against one another?”

Georges reflected briefly, then measured out his words. “Suppose LeCourt was behind the theft of the Chanavas jewels, and Krishna and Pressigny had played a part and demanded a share of the profits. LeCourt might feel threatened and order Noir and Gros to silence them.”

“That’s plausible,” said Saint-Martin, leaning back in his chair. He lowered his eyes for a few moments, lost in thought, then roused himself. “I’ll ask the Paris police to bring Krishna and Pressigny in for questioning.” He turned to Anne, his voice soft with care. “If you’re fit, you must tell us how to find the quarry at Montsouris.” He glanced at a wall clock. It was two in the morning. “No time for sleep. Georges and I and a couple of troopers must get there before anyone else finds Noir and Gros.”

Anne was relieved that they would go without her. The mere thought of the quarry made her stomach roil. Edging between the two men at the table, she located Montsouris on the map, then pointed out the landmarks. Paul took her hand. “We’ll find the way, Anne. If Gros is alive and conscious, we’ll question him before LeCourt and his allies silence him or tell him what to say. In any case, the cave must be sealed until it can be thoroughly searched.” Rising from his chair, he smiled with anticipation. “A treasure is hidden there.”

***

Anne tossed in bed, unable to sleep, though she felt tired. She threw the thin cover on the floor. No use. The warm, clammy air pressed on her naked body like a sodden blanket. In the distance, a clock struck three. She stared at the ceiling. Her mind followed Georges and Paul through the thieves’ den. Noir’s body in a pool of blood. Gros, crumbled at the foot of the stairs. The horror gripped her like an obsession.

She forced herself to dwell on the mystery of Krishna and Pressigny. What had really happened? According to Paul’s theory, the two men came to the palace theater’s office. Krishna accused the chevalier of helping Derennes bury Nalini. Pressigny denied the charge, most likely claiming Derennes’ diary could not be trusted. After much heated discussion the two men left the building, each going his own way unnoticed in the darkness. The more she pondered the idea, the less plausible it seemed. Their disappearance didn’t make sense.

She got out of bed, stretched, and went to the open window for air. The garden was dark and silent under the new moon. She recalled Krishna’s menacing glance at Pressigny during the Amateurs’ banquet. An explosive force lurked behind that inscrutable face. He would not walk away from the man he believed had helped hide his daughter’s murdered body.

A whiff of fresh air floated through the window. Anne pulled on her shift and walked out into the garden, puzzling over Paul’s investigation of the Amateurs’ office. He had found no sign of a struggle. But Krishna might have taken his prey unawares or been himself surprised.

At the fountain she surveyed the flowers, their glorious hues lost in darkness. Only a thin light cast by the lamp at her door revealed their shapes. There was better light at the gates to Palais-Royal. Neither Krishna, or Pressigny would have risked dragging a corpse across the palace courtyard.

She drove her fist into the palm of her hand. “There’s surely a victim,” she exclaimed, her voice resounding in the silent garden. “He must still be in the palace!”

***

Through nearly deserted streets she hurried to the Palais-Royal, disguised again as an artisan, face grimy, cap pulled low over her bandaged forehead. She slipped through a gate open for carts hauling rubbish. At the back entrance to the palace theater the door stood ajar. She stole silently past a sleeping watchman and, borrowing one of his oil lamps, worked her way into the basement and down musty corridors until she saw the basilisk sconce. Avoiding its baleful eye, she tapped the wall and heard the hollow sound of a door. She shoved the sconce up, swung the door open on its pivot and stepped into the dungeon. Heart pounding, she lifted the trapdoor and peered into the pit.

A shadowy figure lay inert below. Chevalier de Pressigny or Krishna, she couldn’t say. But either one would be too heavy to lift. She lowered herself into the pit, gagging at the stench, and brought her light close to the man’s face. Chevalier de Pressigny. Bound, barely breathing. But still alive. Blood trickled from a small knife wound on his neck. He had vomited. Poisoned perhaps. She rushed back upstairs, woke the watchman, and ordered him to call a medical doctor and the Paris police. He gaped bewildered, then protested stupidly, but finally seemed to grasp her meaning.

She strode out into the courtyard, through the Camp of the Tatars, to the large fountain in the center of the garden, a cool, quiet place to plan her next move. Four or five hours ago, she calculated, Krishna had left Pressigny in the pit where Nalini had lain. What would he have done next? Return unsuspecting to LeCourt, the false patron who had prompted him to take revenge upon Pressigny? She nodded, probably.

She gazed up at the hazy moonless sky, allowing her imagination free range. Suppose Krishna had somehow come to suspect LeCourt’s plot against him. He would then confront his patron. By either theory, she reasoned, one or the other man might already be dead.

Seated on the basin’s rim, she listened to the splashing of water behind her, relentless like the coming dawn. A church bell struck four. She should return to her rooms in the garden pavilion to await word from Paul. He might want her to come to Montsouris. But the rhythm of the water worked hypnotically on her. She felt powerfully drawn to follow Krishna’s trail. It could only lead to LeCourt’s residence.

***

Hidden in the shadow of a wall, Anne crept close to a coach parked in a circle of light at the outer gate. She could barely read the sign over the portal, Hôtel Goncourt. Behind her the narrow street stretched like a dark, empty tunnel to a pair of faint lights on the Boulevard. She felt relieved having avoided the city watchmen. They might have picked her up as a suspicious person.

The coach driver, a loud thickset man, appeared to know the gatekeeper. Anne inched closer, straining to hear. The name LeCourt was mentioned: he had given only two hours’ notice for the coach to depart shortly after dawn. The gatekeeper spoke a few words in sympathy, saluted the driver, and returned to his room. She dashed to the coach. Seconds later, it lurched forward into the courtyard with Anne curled up in a pile of pads and clothes on the rear luggage rack.

Outside the hotel, wearing a porter’s apron from the rack, she mingled easily with grooms, servants, and tradesmen going about their early morning business. A talkative clerk told her that the Goncourt rented large suites to wealthy foreign businessmen, some of whom were dealing with the nearby firm of Arthur & Grenard, a major manufacturer of fine wallpaper. LeCourt rented the hotel’s entire first floor.

“Ministers of State come to visit Monsieur LeCourt,” the clerk boasted. “He’s good for the hotel’s reputation.”

“Will he be travelling alone?” Anne glanced at the waiting coach.

“A dark man was with him when he returned to the hotel last night. The man hasn’t left yet. They may be travelling together.” The clerk paused, as if aware he had said more than he should to a stranger. His eyes narrowed with suspicion. Anne feared he might challenge her, but a groom leading a horse came between them. She slipped away to a quiet corner near the gate.

By the light of a flickering torch she scribbled an urgent message to Paul, then looked about anxiously, not knowing whom she could trust. Her eyes came to rest on a stableboy, thin but agile, and surely unable to read. He seemed as dependable a courier as she could hope to find. With mounting trepidation, she handed him the message and pressed a coin in his hand, promising him another at his destination. Then she waved him off, shivering as he disappeared in the darkness.

As the sky lightened Anne woke from a brief nap in the stable. The clouds in the east had turned a reddish hue. In the courtyard, servants were extinguishing the night lamps. She heard the coachman muttering to all who would listen that he could have slept another hour. Shrugging his shoulders, the gatekeeper said Monsieur LeCourt was usually punctual. Finally the night manager appeared at the hotel’s main entrance on the ground floor and beckoned. Anne joined a small motley crew of porters and climbed upstairs to LeCourt’s suite.

A double door opened into a spacious hall. A half-dozen candles offered a faint, flickering light. Others were spluttering out. Inside the door stood a small mountain of luggage. While her comrades carried trunks downstairs, Anne hung back, looking busy, edging close to LeCourt near the door. Wearing a brown suit for travelling, he stood in the light of one of the candles. “Two of my men are missing,” he complained to the night manager. “I can’t wait any longer. They will have to catch up.” LeCourt shifted his weight from leg to leg. Lines of fatigue creased the corners of his mouth. His eyes ticked nervously. Krishna was nowhere in sight.

Anne noticed LeCourt paid scant attention to most of the luggage, but he glanced repeatedly at a large wooden packing box and a valise set apart from the rest. As Anne had calculated, it fell to her and three other porters to carry the wooden box. It was heavy, hurriedly hammered together, and lacked metal reinforcing bands. LeCourt followed them through the corridor, the valise gripped tightly under his arm. At the first floor landing, Anne glanced down through the balustrade. No one stood below.

A desperate plan formed instantly in her mind. She felt a surge of energy. This was the moment. Feigning to stumble, she wrenched the box out of the hands of her astonished partners and tipped it over the balustrade. The box hit the floor with a resounding crack of wood splintering on marble.

Startled, confused, LeCourt rushed to the balustrade. Anne spun round, seized the valise from under his arm and tossed it in the air. It too crashed on the floor below.

Shaking with rage, LeCourt threw a wild glancing blow to Anne’s head, knocking her cap off. She shook her thick blond hair, then met his eye.

“You!” he hissed.

“Dubois’ daughter,” she growled.

“You’ll pay for this.” He pulled a small pistol from his coat.

***

Clutching Anne’s message, Colonel Saint-Martin paced back and forth in his office, still in his riding boots. Georges had remained at Montsouris with the troopers, searching for stolen goods and looking after Jacques Gros—alive but unconscious. Saint-Martin had hurried back to Paris, intending to inform the lieutenant-general. But now Anne claimed his attention.

The stable boy stood waiting outside the open door, cap in hand. The boy cleared his throat. Saint-Martin looked up distractedly, handed him a coin, and sent him away. He sat on the desk to read the message again. It was cryptic and alarming:

Come! Dutchman leaves Hôtel Goncourt at dawn. Must see what’s going with him. Urgent! A.C.

LeCourt departing suddenly from Paris? Suspicious but not illegal. Did Anne suspect he was carrying away the stolen jewels?

Saint-Martin laid the paper on his desk and mulled over his alternatives. Should he call the Paris police? He didn’t have authority to search or detain LeCourt. But the word “urgent” worried him. Reckless, impassioned, Anne might actually try to confront LeCourt. He rang for a servant, ordered a fresh horse, and checked the powder in his pistol.

***

The colonel and two troopers galloped through the awakening city. The hooves of their mounts struck sparks on the black paving stones. Their clatter echoed in the streets, driving pedestrians into doorways and up against walls. North of Place Vendôme, an odorous caravan of wagons hauling night soil blocked their path. For several precious moments, Saint-Martin shouted and cursed at the drivers. Finally, exasperated, he led his men through narrow side streets, crossed the Boulevard, and found Rue Thaitbout.

In the courtyard of the hotel he leaped from his horse near a coach loaded with luggage. He was striding up the entrance steps, followed by the troopers, when he heard a sound like the snapping of a tree branch. Pistol drawn and cocked, he dashed into the foyer, a large room with a grand staircase at the far end.

The night manager, two assistants, and the coachman cowered against the walls, mouths open in horror at the atrocity before them. Krishna sprawled grotesquely out of a large splintered box, eyes bulging, a tight cord biting into his neck. On the floor near a shattered valise lay glittering diamonds and precious stones, gold bracelets and pendants, an enormous necklace, and a priceless tiara. The Chanavas jewels! Tumbling down the stairs came Robert LeCourt. He hit the bottom with a heavy thud and lay doubled-up, clutching his groin.

Stunned by the sight, Saint-Martin lowered his pistol. Then, looking up, he saw Anne, leaning over the balustrade. Her face was grimy, creased with pain. Smiling thinly, she gripped her side with a bloodied hand and waved to him with the other, as if at the end of a bravura performance.





Chapter 30

Out of Hiding

Triggered by the sun, the little cannon in the garden of the Palais-Royal blasted away, announcing noon on a warm August Saturday. Anne was at work in the puppet theater, arranging for next week’s performances. The heat was stifling. She was alone and felt faint. “Time to quit,” she muttered to herself. She bent to pick up her purse. A short stab of pain made her gasp.

LeCourt’s shot had hit her on the left side. She recalled the look of horror on Paul’s face as she waved to him, then collapsed still conscious on the balustrade. He had bounded up the stairs, carried her into a servant’s room nearby, then cut the bloodied shirt away from the wound and probed it gently.

“The ball grazed a rib,” he had said, wiping grime from her face. “Thank God it missed your heart.” Eyes glistening, he had leaned over and kissed her.

At the theater’s door, she paused, touching her lips, cherishing the mark of his affection. A week had gone by. The wound in her side, like the hairline scrape on her forehead, had nearly healed. She stepped outside and fumbled in her purse for the key.

A bent old woman in rags approached, hand outstretched like a beggar. In a high, cackling voice she asked, “Could you tell me, Mademoiselle, where I might find Linnaeus, the Swedish botanist?”

Anne fell back a step, staring with astonishment into clear, steady, green eyes. “Claire!” she gasped.

The woman raised a finger to her lips, glancing apprehensively left and right. “I need to talk to you,” she whispered.

“You might be followed. Move on.”

The woman nodded, then shuffled to the far end of the Camp of the Tatars, and returned by a parallel hallway. Concealed in the theater’s entrance, Anne worried that Mauvert would catch her aiding a fugitive. She carefully scanned the crowd for anyone coming after Claire. Seeing no one, she beckoned her in.

The women sat on benches, facing one another in the dim light of a small window. Claire pulled the shawl off her head and worked her hand through her hair. In a natural, cultivated voice she said, “I’m grateful. I know you’re running a risk with me.”

Anne shrugged, unsmiling. “Have you heard? The jewels have been recovered. Your brother and LeCourt have been arrested. Krishna and François Noir are dead.”

“I know. Everyone’s talking about what you’ve done.”

“They exaggerate, I’m sure.” Anne concealed her concern that Paris had its eye on her. LeCourt’s powerful friends might be tempted to retaliate. “Let’s talk about something else. The Debussy case isn’t closed. The Paris police think you and René may have helped the thieves.” She sought Claire’s eye. “Why did you go into hiding?”

She replied without flinching. “We feared Inspecteur Mauvert was about to arrest us as prime suspects.” Resentment filtered through her voice. “We didn’t have influential patrons or the money to defend ourselves. The magistrates would have convicted us of stealing the jewels and killing the comte. We’d have been tortured and burned alive on Place de Grève.”

Anne shook her head. “I doubt Colonel Saint-Martin would have allowed patrons or money, or the lack of them, to influence the investigation.” But to herself she admitted Claire had a point. Once the case had moved into a courtroom, Paul could not have prevented the prosecutor and the judges from making scapegoats of Claire and her friend.

“That may be true,” Claire said, “But, the police are still hunting for us and we must hide, even though you have recovered the jewels and the thieves are dead or in prison.” She fell silent and glanced restlessly about the little theater, as if unsure what her next step should be.

“What do you want from me?” Anne finally asked, her voice betraying a hint of skepticism.

“Persuade Colonel Saint-Martin to help us.” She hesitated, a sly look in her eye. “I can tell him about the theft of jewels in his district and the crimes at Chateau Debussy.”

Claire’s desire to bargain troubled Anne. “Would you mind telling me? I don’t care to run to the colonel on a fool’s errand.”

Claire hesitated for a few seconds, then began to explain how her brother had used Lélia Laplante to scout wealthy landowners he intended to rob. She had overheard them a year ago, planning a theft and quarreling about shares.

Anne remained silent for a minute, leaning forward, hands clasped. Paul already knew most of Claire’s story, but he might think her testimony would strengthen the case against her brother. Nonetheless, before acting on Claire’s behalf, Anne felt she needed to voice a suspicion growing in her mind.

She looked Claire in the eye. “Would you swear before a magistrate that you are innocent of the death of Comte Debussy?”

She nodded. “The police think Noir killed him when he stole the jewels.”

Anne smiled guardedly. “But you also had motive and opportunity. You went to and from the chateau in the tunnel. What were you doing there?”

Claire looked aside for several seconds, chewing on her lower lip. She sighed. “The thieves left the tunnel and the comte’s private stairway unlocked. René and I were curious to find out what they had done. We entered the apartment and found Krishna unconscious on the floor and the comte dead in bed.”

Anne gazed coolly at her.

“But we didn’t kill him,” Claire insisted.

“You should have raised the alarm and helped Krishna. The police wouldn’t be hunting you now.” Anne was sure she had not heard the whole truth. And, even if she had, she didn’t know how she could speak on behalf of the two fugitives to Paul or Georges or, heaven forbid, to Inspecteur Mauvert.

“We were going to seek help. Then I saw my mother’s cabinet in the treasury.” Claire rose from the bench and walked a few steps to the puppet stage, dabbing at her eyes with a kerchief. “Her heirlooms were there.” She leaned on the stage, her back to Anne. “The comte had claimed them at her death. These should be mine, I thought, I’ll lose them forever if I don’t take them now.” She turned around, her face stained with tears. “I was sure his collection of jewels had been stolen. The police would assume my mother’s things were taken along with the rest. We brought them back to the cottage and hid them.”

Claire’s admission stunned Anne. A swell of sadness and disappointment almost overwhelmed her. She had come to like the young woman and hoped for her improvement. Now she appeared doomed. Anne got up from the bench, deciding what she should say, then sought Claire’s eye. “But, I wonder….”

Claire looked at Anne expectantly.

“How did you get into the cabinet?”

“I found the key on Krishna’s belt.”

“Did you take a snuff box, three miniature portraits, an embroidered damask cushion, and some paste jewelry? The items missing from the cabinet’s inventory.”

“Yes.”

“Do you still have them?”

“They are in safekeeping.”

“Including the creamy damask cushion?”

Claire’s eyes narrowed, grew wary. “Why do you ask?”

“Yesterday, my maid Michou brought me a picture she’s working on, a detail from your mother’s portrait hanging in the gallery. Her pet cat, Princesse, is lying on a damask cushion with tassels and gold fringe. Michou could not recall exactly the shape and color of the tassels. Suddenly, I thought of the one taken from the comte’s hand, which the police have kept a secret.”

Claire’s lips parted in confusion. “What?”

Anne slowly approached Claire at the stage. “Later that afternoon Michou and I took the tassel to Chateau Debussy and compared it to those in the portrait. Identical. Beyond doubt.” She paused, then uttered each word distinctly. “According to the inventory, that cushion was the one in your mother’s cabinet.”

Rigid, speechless, Claire stared at Anne incredulously.

“Like the police, I assumed the thieves had taken your mother’s collection along with the comte’s and had used the cushion to kill him. Now I realize that only you and René had access to it.”

A look of horror spread over Claire’s face. By admitting she had entered the treasury and removed her mother’s heirlooms, she had confessed to murder. Her hands clenched tightly. Her eyes turned bright and hard.

A shiver of apprehension ran through Anne’s body. Was the woman armed?

Claire took a step forward, as if about to spring.

Anne experienced a sense of power, a clearing of her mind, as when she used to step out on the high wire at Sadler’s Wells.

Claire stopped, stood still for a few moments, then broke into a thin, self-mocking smile. “I should have known better than try to mislead you,” she said, her throat taut, her voice raspy.

Anne folded her arms and waited silently.

“I was leaving the treasury with the pillow. René had gone ahead with the rest of the things. I heard the comte moan for Krishna.” Her voice grew thick and slurred. “I feared he would call the guard. Then revenge took hold of me.” Her hands rose, gripping an invisible object. “I put the cushion over his face and pressed down until he went limp.” She paused, a look of surprise came over her. “I never noticed the missing tassel.”

Anne stared at the woman before her. No bent old beggar. Having vented her passion, Claire stood erect, defiant, with the inbred pride of her class.

A seizure of imagination took Anne back to Place de Grève, with Claire instead of the peasant woman in the tumbrel. The crowd roaring. Claire’s body lashed to the post, her face straining against fear. The fire, then the screams.

Anne’s head throbbed. Her chest tightened. For a moment she could scarcely breathe. Sympathy for a woman who had punished her abuser vied with horror at the killing of a helpless, if evil, old man.

Minutes passed silently.

“What are you going to do?” asked Claire finally, reaching for her shawl. The two women walked side by side toward the exit.

“Nothing for now.” Anne unlocked the door. “But I’ll not permit an innocent person to be punished for what you did.”

Claire gazed at Anne for a moment, then slipped out and disappeared into the crowd.





Chapter 31

Search for Neptune

Anne cupped a hand above her eyes. A bright noonday sun bathed the garden of the Palais-Royal. Paul brushed lightly against her, warding off the jostling crowd. She glanced at him and smiled. He seemed curiously distracted, troubled perhaps by a reflection that had also occurred to her. What if LeCourt had been a better shot…? She caught Paul’s eye. He responded with an embarrassed shrug that told of his feeling for her.

A pang of conscience struck her. She had not told him of Claire’s confession. He would have wanted to know. But it might not be necessary, she hoped. Anyway, his mind was now occupied with another matter.

Michou was walking a few steps behind them, looking at the ground, apparently mulling over the story of Pressigny, Lélia Laplante, and the missing jasper bowl. Its location was still a mystery—the owner had raised the reward to a thousand livres, a year’s wages to a working man. With Anne translating, Paul had prodded Michou in vain for new clues that the investigation might have overlooked.

Near the central fountain, they went separate ways: Michou to the shaded bench she loved, promising to search her memory. Paul and Anne turned left to the Café Odeon in the Montpensier arcade and sat outside under an umbrella. Michou would join them when she was ready. Paul removed his hat, patted his brow with a kerchief. Anne fanned herself.

“I questioned Pressigny this morning,” he began. “Krishna walked him at knife point from the theater’s office down to the palace dungeon. That’s why the office appeared undisturbed. He then bound him and stuck him with the point dipped in aconite. The mixture was weak enough to cause a lingering death in the pit. Krishna wanted the man to suffer.”

A waiter hovering nearby approached the table. “We’ll order shortly,” said Paul. “When our friend arrives.”

He glanced sideways at the small figure of Michou, who had left her bench and was staring at the fountain. “She may come up with something,” he said hopefully, then resumed his account. “At first, Pressigny refused to incriminate himself. But I offered him the prospect of a beheading on Place de Grève. And he talked.”

Anne shuddered violently, reminded of painful associations with that place. She choked back a reproof rising from her throat.

Immediately contrite, Paul lifted his hands, palms out. “Sorry,” he murmured.

Anne took a deep breath. “No harm done. What did you learn?”

“As we suspected, he helped Noir and Gros reach the roof of the chateau to gain entry into the treasury tower and opened the tunnel for them to leave. Their shoes in the cave matched the prints in the tunnel. All the stolen goods are now accounted for.” He tapped his fingers on the table impatiently. “Except the jasper bowl and a few precious stones.”

Throughout this conversation, yesterday’s encounter with Claire had nagged at Anne’s mind. She finally tried to ease her conscience. “By the way, who does the lieutenant-general believe killed the comte?”

“Noir, acting on his own,” Paul replied, adding that the lieutenant-general still wanted to question Claire de Pressigny and René Cavour and had issued warrants for their arrest.

Anne felt relieved at least to hear that no innocent living person would be accused of Claire’s crime. “But wasn’t Noir working for LeCourt?”

“Yes, he was,” Paul agreed. “Nonetheless, LeCourt denies playing any part in the Debussy case. He also claims he killed Krishna in self-defense while recovering the jewels and hired the coach to bring them to the police.”

Anne scoffed. “To drive a quarter of a mile through Paris on his errand he needed several trunks of clothing, financial records, and works of art!”

“Lieutenant-General DeCrosne shares your skepticism. That’s why LeCourt’s under arrest in the fortress at Vincennes.” He frowned for a moment. “But Comptroller-General Calonne’s working hard to free him.”

“He might be released?” she asked. The thought chilled her.

“That’s possible, unfortunately.” Paul’s voice softened. His eyes gently engaged Anne’s.

She was still for a moment, then bent forward in distress, her hands covering her face. LeCourt, the man most responsible for Antoine’s death, might escape punishment. She imagined him walking about this garden, elegantly attired and coiffed, ladies and gentlemen fawning as he passed. She would walk up to him with her pistol. Bring raw fear to his eyes. “For Antoine,” she would say. Then blow his brains out.

She felt a hand on her shoulder. “The Law is clumsy,” said Paul softly. “LeCourt may escape its clutches. But decent men will despise and distrust him.” His voice brightened. “And there’s good news too.”

She slowly leaned back. His hand withdrew. She stared at him. “Did Pressigny confess to the murder of Lélia Laplante?”

“Yes, but he claimed self-defense. Derennes came up with the idea of blaming your father. LeCourt approved it.” He met her eye. “Lieutenant-General DeCrosne now agrees Dubois was innocent and has promised to clear his name.”

Ever since Michou’s story of Laplante’s death, Anne had been expecting these words. And had struggled to earn them. Now when they were spoken, they stunned her. Tears came to her eyes. She rose from her chair, walked a few steps into the garden, looked up into the clear blue sky. A light breeze caressed her face. For a few moments she let it dry her tears. Then she returned to the table and gazed fondly at Paul. “You drew that promise from him, I’m sure. Thank you.”

A smile flickered on his lips. “I promised I’d do my best. But without you….” His eyes lingered for a moment on her face. Then he pointed toward the fountain. “Michou’s coming. We’ll celebrate Antoine together.”

He beckoned the waiter and they ordered sweets. Michou’s choice was a dish of fresh raspberries and cream, a treat she had enjoyed recently at the colonel’s table. Sitting across from Anne, she ate absentmindedly, pencil in hand, sketching in her book. Anne caught her eye and signed a mild reproach.

Smiling an apology, Michou placed an unfinished drawing of the jasper bowl in front of the colonel. Neptune with his trident and the grotesque dolphins stood in bold relief, the rest of the bowl was faintly outlined. She pointed to the drawing, then signed her opinion that Chevalier de Pressigny would not have passed the bowl on to anyone. He was too fond of it. Anne and Saint-Martin glanced at one another, astonished by her confident expression, eyes bright and unwavering.

“What does she think he did with the bowl?” Paul asked Anne, his gaze fixed on Michou.

Michou looked to Anne, who translated the question.

“Kept it close to him,” Michou signed with assurance. Glancing from Anne to the colonel, she clutched her notebook to her chest in mock anxiety.

“But his rooms have been thoroughly searched,” countered Saint-Martin.

Michou’s face lighted up with a bright intelligence. “It’s there,” she signed without blinking. “I can find it.”

At the exit from the garden, they met a long line of carriages on Rue Montpensier, gleaming in the sunlight. Coachmen stood by in colorful livery. Their fashionable passengers were mingling outside, heads bobbing in animated conversation. Colonel Saint-Martin began to lead Anne and Michou toward his own carriage when he heard his name. With a swift reflex he caught the speaker’s eye. The man quickly looked away.

“They are talking about us,” Anne whispered, “and they aren’t smiling.”

“Rumormongers at work,” he said in a low voice meant to be heard. “These people,” he went on softly, “have little reason to smile. Their investments in LeCourt’s business ventures have collapsed since his arrest.”

Financial losses were not the only things being discussed, Anne thought. These fine folk were staring at her and at Paul. Was it the clothes they were wearing? His officer’s uniform—blue coat, red cuffs and lapels, tan breeches—might attract a glance or two because Paul wore it so well, but it seemed plain compared to what men of fashion were wearing. Her simple blue frock wasn’t worthy of notice. Michou stood beneath their line of vision. Something was amiss.

At the carriage next to Paul’s, they met a small group dressed in the latest style, the women in narrow-waisted full skirts and towering hats adorned with feathers and silk ribbons, the men in delicately embroidered silk coats in pastel rose, green, and yellow with matching breeches.

“Paul,” exclaimed a powdered and painted woman in her forties, attractive but for a small mouth and weak chin. “It’s ages since I’ve been this close to you.” She stepped toward Saint-Martin, casting a glance at Anne. “Is this your English…” she paused, pursing her lips, “lady?” The others tittered. “She’s the talk of Paris.”

“Why?” he asked in English with faintly concealed irony. “For catching a well-connected thief and murderer?” He bowed rather stiffly to the woman. “Miss Anne Cartier, my cousin, Comtesse Louise de Joinville.”

Anne uttered a polite greeting in perfect French.

Comtesse Louise arched her brow, scrutinizing Anne’s unvarnished features and simple attire, then shifted to Paul. “You do have remarkable taste,” she said, a mocking glint in her eyes. “Like our Jean-Jacques Rousseau, you delight in the natural and common or, may I say, primitive.”

“You are closer to the truth than you realize,” he returned brusquely. “Excuse us, we’re on our way to certain official business.”

The expression on Comtesse Louise’s face had hardened during this exchange. As Saint-Martin turned away, she caught Anne by the sleeve. “You should read this.” She handed her a crudely printed sheet from her purse. “It appeared on the streets last night.” She left quickly, a fury in swirling silk, and joined her group at their carriage.

Anne scanned the sheet, the color draining from her face.

Rumor has it that the Provost of the Royal Highway Patrol for the region around Paris is enjoying the services of an English whore. He had better be careful. She is violent as well as promiscuous. Haled into a London magistrate’s court last year for soliciting and assaulting a gentleman, she was sentenced to be publicly stripped and flogged.

With trembling hands she tucked the paper into her purse.

Paul, who had noticed the incident from a few steps away, asked what had happened.

“Later,” she whispered and climbed into the carriage next to Michou. They got underway, he sitting opposite the two women. He asked again about the paper. She handed it over without looking at him.

“Vile gossip,” he muttered, glancing at the sheet. Suddenly he grew rigid, instinctively reached for the hilt of his sword. Cold fury filled his eyes. Unable to speak, he shook the sheet helplessly, as if he would scramble its words. With an explosive sigh he looked up slowly to Anne, his face a confusion of tender pity and rage. “I’m sorry beyond words.” He crumpled the paper in his fist and threw it on the floor. “You don’t deserve this.”

She mustered a grateful smile.

He leaned forward and held her hand. “It’s a contemptible lie, but it still hurts that someone has said it.” He looked gently at her. “Scandalmongers have mentioned me from time to time, and they certainly haven’t spared the queen.”

“Who is behind this?” She felt a wave of hot anger.

“Mauvert. The rumor surfaced a couple of days ago. Georges heard it. We didn’t know it got into print. Somehow Mauvert has been in touch with Jack Roach in England, who is both a police informant and a fence for smuggled goods.”

“Mauvert’s revenge. What are you going to do about it?” She pointed to the paper on the floor.

“Ignore it. Otherwise the public will think it’s true.” He tore the offensive sheet to pieces and threw them out the window. “I’ve started to deal with Mauvert. He’s not fit to be an inspecteur and I’ve said so to Baron Breteuil.”

“And the Comtesse de Joinville?” Anne asked, a touch of irony in her voice.

“Ignore my cousin’s malice. She’s caught up in a society of parasites that breeds envy, spite, and callous contempt for others.”

Anne saw the point of Paul’s argument, but she could not stir up much sympathy for the woman. “‘Common and natural’ I take as a compliment, but I don’t care to know what she meant by ‘primitive.’”

Michou had noticed the offensive sheet and sensed the tension it caused. Eyes clouded with confusion, she stared at Anne.

“Mauvert insulted me,” Anne signed, then shrugged it away. Michou’s eyes moistened. She leaned over and gave Anne a hug. A shadow of pain lingered on her face, prompting Anne to wonder what insults this small deaf woman had experienced. Michou slumped down in her seat and stared glumly out the window as the carriage passed by a rolling sun-drenched meadow.

After a few minutes she grew absorbed again in her sketch pad, oblivious to the pitching of the carriage. Having sensed Anne’s curiosity, she displayed the page she was studying, a free-hand portrait of Chevalier Jean de Pressigny, dark-browed, his face hungry with sensual appetite.

Anne pointed to the sketch and signed, “I agree with you. He’s passion’s slave.”

Michou smiled gratefully and returned to the sketch.

“What are the odds of finding the bowl?” Anne asked Paul.

He shrugged his shoulders. “A few days ago, Inspecteur Mauvert searched the chateau again with a fine-toothed comb.” A mirthful grin spread over his face. “When he found nothing, he grew desperate and rushed up to the chalk caves by the kilns. For hours, like a madman, he pawed through centuries of sheep dirt! As he left the caves, you could smell him halfway to Paris.”

The image of the soiled detective, otherwise so fastidious in dress and manner, set them to smiling. Then they giggled and finally, losing control, they laughed until their sides ached and tears came to their eyes.

Michou stared at them open-mouthed.

Paul regained his composure as the carriage approached Chateau Debussy. He leaned forward and dabbed the tears away from Anne’s face, and she from his.

At the large outer gate house the carriage slowed. Claudine was at the window, clad in widow’s black. Her eyebrows lifted as she recognized them. The colonel waved a greeting, then turned to Anne. “I’ve told Madame Soucie we’d be coming,” he whispered. “Seems she’s passed the word on to Claudine. They’ve grown closer since Krishna’s death.”

Instead of waving them through, Claudine beckoned. With a look of surprise, Saint-Martin ordered the coachman to drive behind the gate house. Claudine came out to meet them, her black hair pulled back in a tight bun. Her voice sounded a plea. “If it’s convenient, Colonel, I’d like to speak with you. And with you, Mademoiselle Cartier.”

Saint-Martin and Anne exchanged puzzled glances, nodded to one another and then to Claudine. Michou signed she’d be comfortable in the carriage. As they followed the woman into the gate house, Paul whispered to Anne, “She had little to say when I interrogated her.”

They were led upstairs to a reception room, tastefully furnished with worn but well-kept rugs and drapes, several upholstered chairs, and a highly polished mahogany table. Framed embroidered pastoral scenes hung on the walls. A pair of vases of fresh-cut yellow freesia stood on the mantelpiece, a mark of Madame Soucie’s kindness.

“May I serve you something?” Claudine asked. “Wine? Tea?”

Paul glanced at Anne. “Tea would be fine,” she replied, then added her regret at the misfortunes of the family.

Claudine acknowledged with a thin smile. “I pined for years, not knowing what happened to Nalini. My work kept me going. When I buried her remains, I felt released. As for Krishna, I am numb.” With a soft sigh, she called a servant girl, said a few words, and waved her off.

Anne searched the woman for signs of grief. Her dark brown eyes had lost lustre. Her shoulders slumped a little. Otherwise she was still the same alert, competent person who had prepared Anne for the Amateurs’ reception a few weeks earlier.

“Since my husband’s death, I’ve thought over what I needed to tell both of you. I’m happy you came by today.” She sat erect, her hands folded in her lap. “My husband was weak but not a bad man. Unfortunately, he worked for Comte Debussy too long. Took on some of that man’s evil ways. Though Krishna was unfaithful—everyone now knows about the pretty widow on Rue Saint-Marc—I still felt obliged to protect him and our home. Now that he’s dead, I can speak more freely.”

She paused as the servant came with tea and sweet biscuits, then left, closing the door behind her. With evident pleasure Claudine poured from a fine East Indian porcelain pot. She began describing Krishna’s gradual, hidden aversion to the comte, his growing resentment at his own common status, especially since he came into contact with Monsieur Robert LeCourt and joined his Masonic lodge. “I knew trouble was on the way.”

Anne leaned forward, voicing a recent suspicion. “Had Krishna known LeCourt before?”

“Yes, briefly, in India,” she replied. “He was thirteen at the time. He told me about it in an unguarded moment, shortly after LeCourt arrived in Paris. Swore me to secrecy. Comte Debussy never found out.” She explained that LeCourt was originally Julien Robert, a young military engineer in Debussy’s army when it captured Chanavas Khan’s fortress. Familiar with the building, Robert sneaked down to the treasure room, broke into it, and took the jewels. Debussy, guided by Krishna, then just a serving boy in the khan’s household, reached the room as Robert was about to leave. When he wouldn’t give up the jewels, Debussy shot him and ordered Krishna to make sure he was dead.

But Krishna was afraid to get blood on his hands. Since Robert didn’t move, Krishna said he was dead. In the confusion following the battle, Robert escaped, leaving the body of a dead guard in his place. Debussy never learned the truth. Robert changed his name to LeCourt and went on to prosper in the service of native princes and the Dutch East India Company. Arriving in Paris three years ago, he met Krishna, discovered he resented his master, and promised him a well-paid post in his household in Holland.

Claudine sighed. “Krishna never told me what he’d have to do for LeCourt!”

“We know now,” remarked Saint-Martin. “LeCourt persuaded him to sedate the comte with laudanum and isolate the treasury for the thieves.”

Anne reached over and laid a hand on Claudine’s. “Your husband was an unfortunate victim of LeCourt’s obsession.”

She pressed Anne’s hand. “Thank you for understanding.”

***

Pressigny’s apartment was empty. After the police had exhausted their interest in it, Madame Soucie had laid sheets over the tables and chairs and packed away the debris of a careless young man’s life.

Michou looked about, hands on her hips. “Now I’ll find the Neptune bowl,” she signed. Her eyes closed for a few moments, as if seeking where a man like Pressigny would hide it. Then, erect, alert, she wandered through room after room, occasionally inspecting plaster copies of ancient works of art covered by dusting-sheets.

Her companions trailing behind her, she entered the sitting room and on to the balcony where Anne had stood with Pressigny. After taking the view over the valley, Michou returned to the room, glancing to the left and to the right at two large urns on low pedestals, each holding a tall ornamental fig tree. Suddenly, she stopped in mid-passage, beckoned frantically, and pointed to a design on the left urn.

“There’s Neptune about to cast his trident at a dolphin,” exclaimed Saint-Martin, drawing his fingers over crude figures lightly etched into the terra cotta.

“Our bowl’s inside!” cried Anne, embracing Michou. “She recognized the motif and knew Pressigny would mimic his cache.”

When they had removed the tree, they discovered he had cleverly concealed the bowl beneath a false bottom. Inspection of the other urn revealed a similar hiding place with a small collection of precious stones.

Holding the Neptune bowl for the women to admire, Saint-Martin smiled broadly. “Michou, not Mauvert, has earned the finder’s fee.” He handed the bowl to Anne and bowed to Michou. “Well done!”

She accepted the compliment with aplomb, then signed to Anne, “I feel blessed.”

***

An early evening golden light slanted into the coach as it returned to Paris. Anne sat next to Michou. The newly found jasper bowl and the gems, securely packed in a plain wooden box, rested on the floor between them. Paul sat opposite the women, his eyes alert, surveying the countryside. He had kept Michou’s discovery a secret at Chateau Debussy, hoping to bring the treasure safely to the nearest highway patrol post in Villejuif. A brace of loaded pistols lay in holsters by his side. One of Soucie’s largest and most trusted grooms sat with a short-barrelled musket next to the coachman.

The rhythmic clip-clop of hooves, the jingle-jangle of bells and harness, lulled Anne into musing about the visit with Claudine and about Krishna’s death. She looked up at Paul. “LeCourt must have been crazed. He intended to kill off all his accomplices. But why Antoine?”

Paul picked up the thread. “LeCourt believed Pressigny’s murderous quarrel with Laplante threatened to undermine the scheme to regain the jewels.” The colonel’s voice broke slightly. “Antoine Dubois was a convenient scapegoat.”

At that point, Michou, who had appeared to be sleeping, rubbed her eyes and signaled her wish to share in the conversation. Anne gave her the gist of it and turned to speak to Paul. Michou tapped her on the shoulder and signed, suddenly, without warning, “Whatever has happened to Debussy’s stepdaughter? Suspected in the theft of the jewels, I understand. Are the police still looking for her?” She glanced at the colonel for an answer.

Anne sucked in a breath, then translated Michou’s signs.

“One of Mauvert’s agents sighted her yesterday, leaving the Camp of the Tatars,” Paul replied. “Gave chase, but lost her in the crowd. She hasn’t been seen since.”

Good God! Anne thought. That was too close. What if the agent had seen Claire leaving the puppet theater! Anne averted her eyes, fearing they would betray her alarm.

“Her friend, René Cavour, is Piedmontese,” Paul added. “If they were quick and clever about it, they could reach Italy in a few weeks. The troopers have been alerted, but they have other work to do. The stolen items are recovered; the murderer, Noir, identified. Why bother with two penniless fugitives?”

Anne instinctively shuddered, but her reaction passed unnoticed. The coachman had yelled out, they were approaching the town of Villejuif on a hill just ahead. Leaning out the window, Saint-Martin shouted a command. They came to a halt at a building flying the flag of the Royal Highway Patrol.

“Would you mind waiting?” asked Paul, turning to Anne. “I need a guard to ride with us through Paris. This may take awhile.”

“I’ll visit the town,” Anne replied. “It’s a beautiful day.” She invited Michou, who shook her head and retrieved her sketch pad. At the entrance to the post, Saint-Martin ordered the trooper on duty to watch the coach.

Anne was still within easy shouting distance of the trooper when a cart pulled by a donkey caught her attention. It was coming toward her at a slow pace. An elderly man held the reins; an old bent woman sat beside him.

Anne recognized Claire de Pressigny. She wore the same disguise as the last time they’d met. Their eyes linked instantly. Claire’s body stiffened and tremors of fear worked the corners of her mouth. Inaudibly she pleaded for mercy, her eyes shifting from Anne to the trooper and back to Anne. Although hardly three seconds had passed, Anne grew anxious, fear clutching at her stomach. Would the trooper become suspicious? She gave Claire a nervous smile, then turned away, and didn’t look again as the little cart passed her. She held her breath, expecting the trooper to challenge the fugitives. But all she heard was the fading clip-clop of the donkey.

A few minutes later she looked back, eyes scanning the highway to Italy. She let out a sigh of relief. The cart and its two passengers crept slowly southward. Soon they disappeared in the hazy distance. She uttered a soundless adieu.





Chapter 32

Departure: August 1786

Anne glanced about the table at familiar faces in the candles’ soft golden light. The glittering centerpiece, a delicate silver miniature fruit-bearing shrub, cast dancing shadows on the linen table cloth. Waiters had served a course of sautéed veal, thinly sliced in a rich madeira sauce and garnished with fresh vegetables. Unfortunately, she could not finish it. A touch of sadness had taken the edge off her appetite. She would soon leave this place.

Ignoring convention, Paul had invited Anne, Michou, and Georges, together with Comtesse Marie, for supper at the provost’s residence on Rue Saint-Honoré. They were celebrating Anne’s birthday, the 19th of August, and her visit that morning to the royal court at Versailles. Though held without fanfare in a modest antechamber, the visit was not secret. The court was buzzing about it.

Paul and Comtesse Marie had presented her to King Louis XVI, a corpulent and rather shy man, but kindly in his manner. With Baron Breteuil at his side, the king had praised Anne’s courage and thanked her for recovering the Chanavas jewels. She had stepped forward and placed the burnished box in his hands.

“Please open it,” he had said, laying it on a nearby table. Gingerly, she lifted the lid and displayed the jewelry, piece by piece. The king’s eyes widened in a long, silent stare. Finally, in a hushed voice, he remarked to Baron Breteuil, “I’ve never seen the like of it.” Then, turning to the courtiers assembled in the room, he added with emphasis, “I believe Mademoiselle Cartier deserves a suitable reward.” He took a small, green velvet box from the baron’s hand and presented it to Anne.

“May I open it?”

“Please do. I hope you like it.”

In the box was a bright cabochon emerald of an extraordinarily pellucid shade of green, set in finely worked gold and hanging on a golden chain. “The work of a French master jeweller,” the king had said, then added, “I would have liked to give you a piece of the Chanavas jewelry, but it is best to keep the set intact.” Baron Breteuil had leaned forward and laid a heavy velvet purse in her hand. On opening it later, she had discovered a hundred louis d’or worth over two thousand English shillings, a small fortune.

The arm of a waiter reaching for her plate jarred Anne out of her reminiscence. Aware that Comtesse Marie was looking her way, Anne fondled the king’s emerald hanging from her neck. The two women exchanged smiles.

The comtesse leaned toward Anne. “You and I know each other well enough now to drop titles as your mother and I did years ago. Privately, of course. For I sense that both of us would rather avoid the estrangement and discord that come with openly challenging social conventions. I wish you would call me Marie and allow me to call you Anne. You have so much of your mother’s spirit, I feel I’ve known you as a grown woman for much more than these recent months. I’ve spoken about this with Paul before supper. He encouraged me.”

Anne was touched and pleased and readily agreed. It would take some time to feel comfortable with the new relationship. Marie was her superior, not only in social rank but also in age, judgment, and attainment. To be her friend, Anne realized, was a challenge but one well worth embracing. She also felt she had something to offer Marie: new expectations from life. Marie had perhaps retired too early from society when she still had talents to exercise for herself and others. She could be encouraged to do even more for the deaf—and with them: learn their sign language for a start.

There was hope. Anne observed the comtesse gazing at Michou, who sat erect, alert, benevolently surveying her companions at the table. Her soft yellow silk dress accented the green of her eyes. It was new. She had apparently dipped into the finder’s fee for the jasper bowl. Her auburn hair was washed, brushed, and expertly dressed, her pale complexion tinted with discreet touches of rouge. A pleased expression graced Marie’s face. Her maids had aided Michou’s transformation.

During interludes in the meal, the comtesse made gracious overtures to Michou, who sat silently opposite, a sketch pad by her plate.

“A budding artist,” Marie said to Anne, and handed Michou a miniature portrait of herself. Michou glanced repeatedly at the painting and at the woman, and then signed an earnest message that Marie failed to grasp.

Anne explained, “She’d like to paint as well as you.”

The comtesse smiled to Michou for the compliment, adding to Anne in a low, respectful voice, “Tell her that a friend of mine painted it.”

With the cheese and fruit course, the conversation turned to the recent dramatic events leading up to the arrest of Monsieur LeCourt. Georges held forth on the financier’s futile attempts thus far to escape justice. Meanwhile, ignoring her food, Michou hunched over her sketch pad.

“She’s been drawing me,” whispered Marie to Anne, when Michou finally laid down her pencil. “Would she mind if I looked at what she’s done?”

Michou seemed to anticipate her request. Smiling hesitantly, she tore off the top sheet, initialed it, and handed it across the table.

The comtesse exclaimed, “It’s extraordinary!” and held up the sketch for Anne to see. Michou had captured the woman’s face in a characteristic moment, mouth slightly open, attentive to the conversation.

Michou stared at the comtesse for a minute or two, so intently that Anne began to feel uncomfortable. But Marie calmly accepted her interest and in turn appeared to study Michou. Finally, glancing at the comtesse, Michou signed to Anne, “May I work with her friend the painter?”

Her throat tightening with concern, Anne passed on the request. The comtesse’s otherwise animated face turned remarkably still, her gaze fixed on the little woman. Anne held her breath, hoping for Michou, fearing the pain of rejection. A prominent painter could rightly balk at taking on an apprentice like Michou, talented but deaf.

At last Marie smiled and said she would speak to him. She was certain he would agree. Michou signed thank you, her face radiant. Anne uttered a sigh of relief. Marie would undoubtedly pay the artist handsomely.

While Michou and the comtesse arranged a later meeting, Anne turned to Georges across the table. Withdrawn into heavy silence, he was looking at her wistfully. A few days earlier, she had told him and Paul that she would soon return to England. Georges now met her eye, and they raised their glasses together. Anne sensed they had become true comrades. She would miss his droll humor.

He beckoned a waiter to fill his glass. “What will you do in England? Reckon with Jack Roach?” He leaned toward her, unsmiling. “He owes you.”

“Indeed he does!” she replied gravely. “My solicitor, Barn-staple, is looking after that account.” She paused, glancing into her glass. “I’ll spend a month with my grandparents and visit the Braidwood School.” She felt a rush of pleasure, momentarily recalling her relatives and friends. “Then I’ll come back to Paris and learn more from Abbé de l’Épée. Perhaps someday I’ll start a school of my own.”

Clearly relieved to hear she would return, Georges asked if she thought she could improve on what the abbé was doing.

“I’d introduce more art and theater into educating deaf children.” She made a self-effacing gesture. “Though I’m not an expert, it seems to me his instruction neglects the student’s imagination.”

“Let me know when you’ve returned to Paris,” said Georges. “Just in case you run into trouble. I could be of some use to you.” He raised his glass again in a jaunty salute.

***

Wearing her travelling clothes, Anne surveyed her apartment. All was in order as when she had arrived, three months earlier. She sent a grateful thought to Comtesse Marie.

A maid came to the open door. “Colonel Paul de Saint-Martin is waiting in the parlor, Mademoiselle.”

Anne picked up her handbag and followed the maid downstairs.

Paul bowed as she entered, and they gazed at one another silently for a moment. “Are you anxious?” he asked. “It will take you a week to reach London.”

“I’m as ready as one can be.” She patted her bag. “Travel documents, a letter of credit, money. And, thanks to you, at least the French highways are safe.”

“One of the few things the English envy us for.” He laughed. “Tell me about your travelling companions.”

“A respectable English couple and their deaf daughter returning to London. Abbé de l’Épée introduced me when they were visiting his institute. Fortunately, we could arrange to travel in the same coach.”

Paul seemed relieved. “When shall I see you again?”

“Soon,” she replied, fighting back a frisson of anxiety. “In a month, after I visit my grandparents and Mr. Braidwood.”

“Please give them my best wishes.” He hesitated. “Then it’s time we go.”

“Not yet.” From her bag she pulled out the key he had given her to the rear garden entrance. “I won’t be needing this anymore.”

A flicker of disappointment crossed his face, but quickly disappeared. He bowed gallantly and took the key.

She touched his arm. “But I don’t want to be locked out of your life, so I’m giving you this likeness.” She handed him a small box.

He opened it to a miniature portrait of her wearing the Chanavas tiara. He held it to the light. “Lovely! Michou painted it.” Chuckling softly, he took a small box from his pocket and gave it to her. It opened to a similar portrait of himself. “I told Michou recently I wished I had something special for you. That same day she brought this painting to me—she had done it while living at my residence.”

Anne studied the portrait, her throat choked with feeling. Michou had caught the kindness and nobility of the man. But it was only a likeness, not the presence that she felt so strongly now. And a likeness evoking memories that would inevitably fade.

She glanced up at his face. His eyes moistened. The faint sound of voices drifted from distant parts of the house. They were alone. She reached out a hand. He drew her close to him. They kissed for a long moment, then she stepped slowly back. “Now we must go.”

At Porte Saint-Denis, they met the coach to Calais. Oblivious to the London passengers who had already boarded, they locked eyes in a tender, wordless exchange. The postilion shifted impatiently in his saddle. The horses pawed and snorted. Finally, at a call from the coachman, Anne smiled nervously over her shoulder, blew a kiss to Paul. Gathering her skirt, she climbed into the coach. As it drove out, she waved to him. He waved back until the road took a turn and they were parted.





Author’s Note

The characters in this novel are fictitious or are treated fictitiously. Streets and places are real except for Chateau Beaumont, Café Marcel, Café Odéon, and Hôtel Goncourt. I have moved Chateau Tanlay from Burgundy to the outskirts of Paris and, with minor alterations, transformed it into Chateau Debussy. I’m indebted to Ambassador Thomas Jefferson for information about the weather in Paris. He recorded it twice daily. The jasper bowl can be seen in the collection of the Grünes Gewölbe, Dresden. The Chanavas jewels are an ensemble of various historic Indian pieces.

Readers wishing to become better acquainted with the Paris of 1786 will find Howard C. Rice, Jr., Thomas Jefferson’s Paris, Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1976, convenient as well as helpful. For Abbé de l’Épée and the situation of the deaf, I recommend Harlan Lane, When the Mind Hears: A History of the Deaf, New York: Random House, 1984. For a good introduction to law enforcement in the eighteenth-century metropolis, read Alan Williams, Police of Paris, Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University, 1979. For a more technical, detailed analysis of eighteenth-century French criminal justice, consult Richard M. Andrews, Law, Magistracy, and Crime in Old Regime Paris, 1735-1789, New York: Cambridge University Press, 1994. See also E.J. Burford & Sandra Shulman, Of Bridles & Burnings: The Punishment of Women, New York: St. Martin’s, 1992.

The Royal Highway Patrol [La Maréchaussée], precursor of the modern Gendarmerie Nationale, grew out of the royal army’s military police. In the late eighteenth century its main function was to maintain order in the countryside and on the highways. It numbered almost 4,000 men, spread across France in small detachments. Their provosts were usually retired army colonels. Paul de Saint-Martin would have been an unusually young provost, especially for the region around Paris.

In 1786 there was no longer a theater within the palace of the Palais-Royal. The opera had burned down in 1781 and a temporary Théatre des Variétés Amusants had been built adjacent to the west side of the palace. In Mute Witness I have created a small palace theater on the site of the palace chapel. In 1787 the entire west wing of the palace, including the picture galleries and the chapel, was demolished to make way for the present Comédie Française, completed in 1791.
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