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  Chapter One


  1875


  Paris. City of love. City of dreams. City of splendour. City of saints and scholars. City of gaiety.


  Sink of iniquity.


  In two thousand years, Paris had seen it all.


   


  It was Julius Caesar who had first seen the possibilities of the place where the modest Parisii tribe made their home. The Mediterranean lands of southern Gaul had already been Roman provinces for generations at that time; but when Caesar decided to bring the troublesome Celtic tribes of northern Gaul into the empire as well, it hadn’t taken him long.


  The Romans had quickly seen that this was a logical place for a town. A collecting point for the produce of the huge fertile plains of northern Gaul, the Parisian territory lay on the navigable River Seine. From its headwaters farther south, there was an easy portage to the huge River Rhône, which ran down to the busy ports of the Mediterranean. Northwards, the Seine led to the narrow sea across which the island of Britannia lay. This was the great river system through which the southern and northern worlds were joined. Greek and Phoenician traders had been using it even before the birth of Rome. The site was perfect. The Parisian heartland lay in a wide, shallow valley through which the Seine made a series of graceful loops. In the centre of the valley, on a handsome east-west bend, the river widened and several big mudflats and islands lay, like so many huge barges at anchor, in the stream. On the northern bank, meadows and marshes stretched far and wide until they came to the lip of low, enclosing ridges, from which several small hills and promon tories jutted out, some of them covered with vineyards.


  But it was on the southern bank – the left bank as one went downstream – that the ground near the river swelled gently into a low, flat hillock, like a table overlooking the water. And it was here that the Romans had laid out their town, a large forum and the main temple covering the top of the table with an amphitheatre nearby, a grid of streets all around, and a north-south road running straight through the centre, across the water to the largest island, which was now a suburb with a fine temple to Jupiter, and over a farther bridge to the northern bank. They had originally called the town Lutetia. But it was also known, more grandly, as the city of the Parisii.


   


  In the Dark Ages after the Roman Empire fell, the German tribe of Franks had conquered the territory in the Land of the Franks, as it came to be called, or France. Its rich countryside had been invaded by Huns and Viking Norsemen. But the island in the river, with its wooden defences, like some battered old ship, survived. In medieval times, she’d grown into a great city, her maze of Gothic churches, tall timbered houses, dangerous alleys and stinking cellars spread across both sides of the Seine, enclosed by a high stone wall. Stately Notre-Dame Cathedral graced the island. Her university was respected all over Europe. Yet even then, the English came and conquered her. And Paris might have been English if Joan of Arc, the miraculous maid, hadn’t appeared and chased them out.


  Old Paris: city of bright colours and narrow streets, of carnival and plague.


  And then there was new Paris.


  The change had come slowly. From the time of the Renaissance, lighter, classical spaces began to appear in her dark medieval mass. Royal palaces and noble squares created a new splendour. Broad boulevards began to carve through the rotting old warrens. Ambitious rulers created vistas worthy of ancient Rome.


  Paris had altered her face to suit the magnificence of Louis XIV, and the elegance of Louis XV. The Age of Enlightenment and the new republic of the French Revolution had encouraged classical simplicity, and the age of Napoléon bequeathed imperial grandeur.


  Recently, this process of change had been accelerated by a new town planner. Baron Haussmann’s great network of boulevards and long, straight streets lined with elegant office and apartment blocks was so thorough that there were quarters of Paris now where the rich mess of the Middle Ages was scarcely to be seen.


  Yet old Paris was still there, around almost every corner, with her memories of centuries past, and of lives relived. Memories as haunting as an old, half-forgotten tune that, when played again – in another age, in another key, whether on harp or hurdy-gurdy – is still the same. This was her enduring grace.


  Was Paris now at peace with herself? She had suffered and survived, seen empires rise and fall. Chaos and dictatorship, monarchy and republic: Paris had tried them all. And which did she like best? Ah, there was a question . . . ?For all her age and grace, it seemed she did not know.


  Recently, she had suffered another terrible crisis. Four years ago, her people had been eating rats. Humiliated first, starving next. Then they had turned upon each other. It had not been long since the bodies had been buried and the smell of death dispersed by the wind, and the echo of the firing squads departed over the horizon.


  Now, in the year 1875, she was recovering. But many great issues remained still to be resolved.


   


  The little boy was only three. A fair-haired, blue-eyed child. Some things he knew already. Others were still kept from him. And then there were the secrets.


  Father Xavier gazed at him. How like his mother the child looked. Father Xavier was a priest, but he was in love with a woman, the mother of this child. He admitted his passion to himself, but his self-discipline was complete. No one would have guessed his love. As for the little boy, God surely had a plan for him.


  Perhaps that he should be sacrificed.


  It was a sunny day in the fashionable Tuileries Gardens in front of the Louvre, where nannies watched their children play, and Father Xavier was taking him for a walk. Father Xavier: family confessor, friend in need, priest.


  ‘What are your names?’ he playfully asked the child.


  ‘Roland, D’Artagnan, Dieudonné de Cygne.’ He knew them all by heart.


  ‘Bravo, young man.’ Father Xavier Parle-Doux was a small, wiry man in his forties. Long ago he’d been a soldier. A fall from a horse had left him with a stabbing pain in his back ever since – though only a handful of people were aware of it.


  But his days as a soldier had marked him in another way. He had done his duty. He’d seen killing. He had seen things worse than killing. And in the end, it had seemed to him that there must be something better than this, something more sacred, an undying flame of light and love in the terrible darkness of the world. He’d found it in the heart of the Holy Church.


  Also, he was a monarchist.


  He’d known the child’s family all his life, and now he looked down at him with affection, but also with pity. Roland had no brother or sister. His mother, that beautiful soul, the woman he himself would have liked to marry had he not chosen another calling, suffered with delicate health. The future of the family might rest on little Roland alone: a heavy burden for a boy to bear.


  But he knew that as a priest, he must take a larger view. What was it the Jesuits said? ‘Give us a boy till he’s seven, and he’s ours for life.’ Whatever God’s plan for this child, whether that service led to happiness or not, Father Xavier would lead him towards it.


  ‘And who was Roland?’


  ‘Roland was a hero.’ The little boy looked up for approval. ‘My mother read me the story. He was my ancestor,’ he added solemnly.


  The priest smiled. The famous Song of Roland was a haunting, romantic tale, from a thousand years ago, about how the emperor Charlemagne’s friend was cut off as the army crossed the mountains. How Roland blew on his horn for help, to no avail. How the Saracens slew him, and how the emperor wept for the loss of his friend. The de Cygne family’s claim to this ancestor was fanciful, but charming.


  ‘Others of your ancestors were crusading knights.’ Father Xavier nodded encouragingly. ‘But this is natural. You are of noble birth.’ He paused. ‘And who was D’Artagnan?’


  ‘The famous Musketeer. He was my ancestor.’


  As it happened, the hero of The Three Musketeers had been based upon a real man. And Roland’s family had married a noblewoman of the same name back in the time of Louis XIV – though whether they had taken much interest in this connection before the novel made the name famous, the priest rather doubted.


  ‘You have the blood of the D’Artagnans in your veins. They were soldiers who served their king.’


  ‘And Dieudonné?’ the child asked.


  Hardly were the words out before Father Xavier checked himself. He must be careful. Could the child have any idea of the horror of the guillotine that lay behind the last of his names?


  ‘Your grandfather’s name is beautiful, you know,’ he replied. ‘It means “the gift of God”.’ He thought for a moment. ‘The birth of your grandfather was – I do not say a miracle – but a sign. And remember one thing, Roland,’ the priest continued. ‘Do you know the motto of your family? It is very important. “Selon la volonté de Dieu” – “According to God’s Will”.’


   


  Father Xavier turned his eyes up to survey the landscape all around. To the north rose the hill of Montmartre, where Saint Denis had been martyred by pagan Romans, sixteen centuries ago. To the south-west, behind the towers of Notre-Dame, rose the slope above the Left Bank where, as the old Roman Empire was crumbling, the indefatigable Saint Geneviève had asked God to turn Attila and his Huns away from the city – and her prayers had been answered.


  Time and again, thought the priest, God had protected France in her hour of need. When the Moslems had first swept up from Africa and Spain, and might have overrun all Europe, hadn’t He sent a great general, the grandfather of Charlemagne, to beat them back? When the English, in their long, medieval struggle with the French kings, had even made themselves masters of Paris, hadn’t the good Lord given France the maiden Joan of Arc to lead her armies to victory?


  Most important of all, God had given France her royal family, whose Capetian, Valois and Bourbon branches for thirty generations had ruled, reunited and made glorious this sacred land.


  And through all those centuries, the de Cygnes had faithfully served those divinely anointed kings.


  This was the little boy’s heritage. He would understand it in due course.


   


  It was time to go home. Behind them, at the end of the Tuileries Gardens, lay the vast open space of the Place de la Concorde. Beyond that, the magnificent sweep of the Champs-Élysées, for two miles up to the Arc de Triomphe.


  The little boy was still too young to know the Place de la Concorde’s part in his history. As for the Arc de Triomphe, grand though it was, Father Xavier did not care for republican monuments.


  Instead, he gazed again at the hill of Montmartre – that site where once a pagan temple stood; where Saint Denis had been martyred; and where such terrible scenes had taken place in the recent upheavals in the city. How appropriate that this very year, a new temple should be arising there by the windmills, a temple to Catholic France, its pure, white dome shining like a dove over the city. The basilica of Sacré Coeur, the Sacred Heart.


  This was the temple where the little boy should serve. For God had saved his family for a reason. There was shame to be overcome, faith to be restored.


  ‘Could you walk a little way?’ he asked. Roland nodded. With a smile, the priest reached down and took the child’s hand. ‘Shall we sing a song?’ he asked. ‘ “Frère Jacques”,’ perhaps?’


  So hand in hand the priest and the little boy, watched by several nannies and their charges, walked out of the gardens, singing.


   


  As Jules Blanchard reached the Louvre end of the Champs-Élysées and walked up towards the church of La Madeleine, he had every reason to be a happy man. He already had two sons, good boys both of them. But he’d always wanted a daughter. And at eight o’clock this morning, his wife had presented him with a baby girl.


  There was only one problem. And solving it would require a certain delicacy – which was why, at this moment, he was going to a rendezvous with a lady who was not his wife.


  Jules Blanchard was a well-set, vigorous man, with a solid family fortune. The century before, as the charming, rococo monarchy of Louis XV encountered the grand ideas of the Enlightenment, and the French Revolution turned the world upside down, his ancestor had been a bookseller of radical views. The bookseller’s son, Jules’s grandfather, was a doctor who came to the notice of the rising general, Napoléon Bonaparte, during the Revolution, and never looked back. A fashionable physician under Napoléon’s empire and the restored Bourbon monarchy that followed it, he’d finally retired to a handsome house in Fontainebleau, which the family still possessed. His wife was from a merchant family, and in the next generation, Jules’s father had gone into business. Specialising in wholesaling grain, by the mid-nineteenth century he had built up a considerable fortune. Jules had joined the business and now, at the age of thirty-five, he was ready to take over from his father, whenever that worthy gentleman chose finally to retire.


  At La Madeleine, Jules turned half-right. He liked this boulevard because it led past the city’s huge new opera house. The Paris Opéra, designed by Garnier, had been completed only at the start of this year, but already it was a landmark. Besides its many hidden wonders – which included an ingenious artificial lake in the cellars to control the swamp waters below – the Opéra was such a magnificent concoction that, with its great, round roof, it reminded Jules of an enormous, decorated gâteau. It was rich, it was flamboyant, it was the spirit of the age – at least, for lucky fellows like him.


  And now he was in sight of his rendezvous. Just a short way past the Opéra, on a corner site, was the Café Anglais. Unlike the Opéra, it was rather plain outside. But inside was another matter. It was lavish enough for princes. A few years ago, the emperors of Russia and Germany had dined there together for a legendary feast that went on for eight hours.


  Where else could one meet Joséphine for lunch?


  They had opened the big panelled room known as Le Grand Seize for lunch today. As he entered past bowing waiters, gilt mirrors and potted plants, he saw her at once.


  Joséphine Tessier was the kind of fashionable woman whom head waiters placed in the centre of the room – unless the lady murmured that she wished to be discreet. Expensive and elegant, she was wearing a pale grey silk gown, a lace ruff at her throat and a jaunty little hat with a feather in it.


  He was greeted by a rustle of silk, and an intoxicating scent. He lightly kissed her hand, sat down and told the waiter to bring champagne.


  ‘A celebration?’ inquired the lady. ‘You have good news?’


  ‘It’s a girl.’


  ‘Congratulations.’ She smiled. ‘I am very happy for you, my dear Jules. It’s what you had wanted.’


  He had been wonderfully fortunate, Jules considered, to have been Joséphine’s lover when they were both young. For all his wealth, he thought, he probably couldn’t afford her now. A very rich banker indeed kept her these days. Nonetheless, he counted their relationship as one of the best that a man can have. She was his former mistress, his confidante and his friend.


  The champagne arrived. They toasted the baby. Then they ordered, and chatted of this and that. Only with the appearance of a light, clear soup did he broach the subject on his mind.


  ‘There is a problem,’ he said. Joséphine waited. His face became gloomy. ‘My wife wants to call her Marie,’ he said at last.


  ‘Marie.’ His friend considered. ‘It’s not a bad name.’


  ‘I always promised you if I had a daughter, I should call her after you.’


  She looked up at him, surprised.


  ‘That was a long time ago, chéri. It doesn’t matter.’


  ‘But it does matter. I wish to call her Joséphine.’


  ‘And what if your wife associates the name with me?’


  ‘She doesn’t know about us. I am certain of it. I mean to insist.’ He sipped his champagne moodily. ‘You really think there is a danger?’


  ‘I shall not tell her, you may be sure,’ Joséphine answered. ‘But others might . . .’ She shook her head. ‘You are playing with fire.’


  ‘I thought I’d say,’ he persisted, ‘that I want to name her after the empress Joséphine.’


  The beautiful wife of Napoléon, the love of the emperor’s life. A romantic legend – up to a point.


  ‘But she was notoriously unfaithful to the emperor,’ Joséphine pointed out. ‘Perhaps not a good example for your daughter.’


  ‘I was hoping you’d come up with something.’


  ‘No.’ Joséphine shook her head. ‘My friend, this is a very bad idea. Call your daughter Marie, and make your wife happy. That is all I have to say.’


  The next course was another speciality of the house: lobster, sliced in aspic. They spoke of old friends, and the opera. It was not until the dessert, a salad of fruits, that Joséphine, after looking at him reflectively for a few moments, took up the subject of his marriage again.


  ‘Do you want to make your wife unhappy, chéri? Has she done something bad to you?’


  ‘Not at all.’


  ‘Are you unfaithful?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘Does she satisfy you?’


  He shrugged.


  ‘It’s fine.’


  ‘You must learn to be happy, Jules,’ she said with a sigh. ‘You have everything you want, including your wife.’


  It had not been a shock, nor even a surprise, to Joséphine when Jules Blanchard had married. His wife was a cousin on his mother’s side, and brought a large dowry. As Jules had put it at the time: ‘Two parts of a family fortune have found each other again.’


  But Jules was still frowning.


  Joséphine Tessier had studied many men in her life. It was her profession. In her opinion, men were often discontented because their occupation did not suit them. Of others, one could even say that they had been born at the wrong time – a natural knight in armour, for instance, trapped in a modern world. But Jules Blanchard was perfectly made for nineteenth-century France.


  When the French Revolution had broken the power of the king and the aristocracy – the ancien régime – it had left the field open to the rich, the haute bourgeoisie. Napoléon had created his personal version of the Roman Empire, with his triumphal arches and his quest for glory, but he had also taken care to appeal to the solid middle classes. And so it had remained after his fall.


  True, some conservatives wanted to return to the ancien régime, but the only time the restored Bourbon monarchy tried that, in 1830, the Parisians had kicked out the Bourbon king and installed Louis Philippe, a royal cousin of the Orléans line, as their constitutional and very bourgeois monarch.


  On the other side, there were radicals, even socialists, who hated the new bourgeois France, and wanted another revolution. But when they took to the streets in 1848, thinking their time had come, it was not a socialist state, but a conservative republic that emerged, followed by an ornately bourgeois empire under Napoléon III – the great emperor’s nephew – that again favoured the bankers and stockbrokers, the property men and larger merchants. Men like Jules Blanchard.


  These were the men to be seen riding with their beautifully dressed women in the Bois de Boulogne on the city’s western edge, or gathering for elegant evenings at the huge new Opéra house, where Jules and his wife liked to be seen. There was no doubt, Joséphine thought, that Jules Blanchard had the best of the present century.


  Why, he’d even had her.


  ‘What’s the matter, my friend?’ she gently inquired.


  Jules considered. He knew that he was lucky. And he valued what he had. He loved the old family house at Fontainebleau, with its enclosed courtyard, his grandfather’s First Empire furniture and leather-bound books. He loved the elegant royal château in the town, older and more modest than the vast palace of Versailles. On Sundays he would walk in the nearby Forest of Fontainebleau, or ride out to the village of Barbizon, where Corot had painted landscapes filled with the haunting light of the River Seine. In Paris, he was happy trading in the great medieval wholesale market of Les Halles, with its brightly coloured stalls, and bustle, and the scents of cheeses, herbs and fruits from every region of France. He was proud of his intimate knowledge of the city’s ancient churches, and its ancient inns with their deep wine cellars.


  Yet it wasn’t enough.


  ‘I’m bored,’ he said. ‘I want to change my career.’


  ‘To what, my dear Jules?’


  ‘I have a plan,’ he confided. ‘It will astonish you.’ He made a sweeping gesture. ‘A new business for the new Paris.’


  When Jules Blanchard spoke of the new Paris, he didn’t mean only the broad boulevards of Baron Haussmann. Even from the days of France’s great Gothic cathedrals, Paris had liked to think of herself – at least in northern Europe – as the leader of fashion. Parisians had not been pleased when, a quarter of a century ago, in a dramatic palace of glass built for the occasion, London had captured international headlines with her Great Exhibition of all that was new and exciting in the world. New York had followed soon after. But by 1855, Paris was ready to fight back, and her new emperor, Napoléon III, had opened her Universal Exposition of industry and the arts, in a stupendous hall of iron, glass and stone on the Champs-Élysées. A dozen years later Paris did it again, this time on the vast parade ground on the Left Bank known as the Champ de Mars. This 1867 exhibition was the biggest the world had ever seen, featuring many marvels, including Siemens’s first electric dynamo.


  ‘I want a department store,’ said Jules. New York had department stores: Macy’s was thriving. London had Whiteleys in the suburbs and a few cooperatives, but nothing dramatic yet. Paris was already ahead in size and style, with Bon Marché and Printemps. ‘It’s the future,’ Jules declared. And he began to describe the store he had in mind, a great palace selling all kinds of merchandise to a huge audience. ‘Style, keen prices, right in the centre of the city,’ he explained with growing excitement, while Joséphine watched him with fascination.


  ‘I never knew you could be so passionate,’ she remarked.


  ‘Oh.’


  ‘I mean, in the head.’ She smiled.


  ‘Ah.’


  ‘And what does your father think?’


  ‘He will not hear of it.’


  ‘What will you do?’


  ‘Wait.’ He sighed. ‘What else can I do?’


  ‘You would not go off on your own?’


  ‘Difficult. He controls the money. And to disrupt the family . . .’


  ‘You love your father, don’t you?’


  ‘Of course.’


  ‘Be kind to your father and to your wife, my dear Jules. Be patient.’


  ‘I suppose so.’ He was silent for a while. Then he brightened. ‘But I still want to call my daughter Joséphine.’


  Then, explaining that he must get back to his wife, he got up to go. She laid a restraining hand on him.


  ‘You must not do this, my friend. For my sake, also. Don’t do it.’


  But without committing himself, he paid the waiter and left.


  After he had gone, Joséphine was thoughtful. Did he really mean to call his daughter Joséphine? Or, remembering a foolish promise made long ago, had he just played a pretty scene, putting her in a position where he could be sure she would free him from that promise? She smiled to herself. It didn’t matter. Even if the latter, it was kind and clever of him.


  She liked clever men. And it amused her that she was still left wondering what he would do.


   


  The tall woman paused. She was gaunt. Beside her stood a dark-haired boy of nine, his hair cut short, his eyes set wide apart. He looked intelligent.


  The widow Le Sourd was forty, but whether it was the drab clothes that hung loosely from her angular body, or that her long hair was grey and unkempt, or that she had a stony face, she seemed much older. And if she looked grim, it was for a reason.


  The night before, not for the first time, her son had asked her a question. And today she had decided that it was time to tell him the truth.


  ‘Let us go in,’ she said.


  The great cemetery of Père Lachaise occupied the slopes of a hill about three miles to the east of the Tuileries Gardens, from which Father Xavier and the little Roland had departed an hour before. It was an ancient burial ground, but in recent times it had become famous. All kinds of great men – statesmen, soldiers, artists and composers – were buried there, and visitors often came to admire their tombs. But it was not a grave that the widow Le Sourd had brought her son to see.


  They entered by the gateway on the city side, below the hill. In front of them stretched tree-lined alleys and cobbled walks, like little Roman roads, between the sepulchres. It was quiet. Apart from the guardian at the gate, they had the place almost to themselves. The widow knew exactly where she was going. The boy did not.


  First, just to the right of the entrance, they paused to view the monument that had made the place famous, the tall shrine of the medieval lovers Abelard and Héloïse. But they did not stay there long. Nor did the widow bother with any of Napoléon’s famous marshals, nor Corot the painter’s recent grave, nor even the graceful tomb of Chopin the composer. For they would have been distractions. Before she told her son the truth, she had to prepare him.


  ‘Jean Le Sourd was a brave man.’


  ‘I know, Maman.’ His father had been a hero. Every night, before he went to sleep, he would go over in his mind everything he could remember about the tall, kindly figure who told him stories and played ball with him. The man who would always bring bread to the table, even when Paris was starving. And if sometimes the memories became a little hazy, there was always the photograph of a handsome man, dark-haired and with eyes set wide apart, like himself. Sometimes he dreamed of him. They would go on adventures together. Once they were even fighting in a street battle, side by side.


  For several minutes his mother led him up the slope in silence until, below the crown of the hill, she turned right on to a long alley. Then she spoke again.


  ‘Your father had a noble soul.’ She looked down at her son. ‘What do you think it means, Jacques, to be noble?’


  ‘I suppose . . .’ – the boy considered – ‘to be brave, like the knights who fought for honour.’


  ‘No,’ she said harshly. ‘Those knights in armour were not noble at all. They were thieves, tyrants, who took all the wealth and power they could. They called themselves noble to puff themselves up with pride, and pretend that their blood was better than ours, so they could do what they liked. Aristocrats!’ She grimaced. ‘A false nobility. And the worst of them all was the king. A filthy conspiracy that went on for centuries.’


  Young Jacques knew that his mother revered the French Revolution. But after the death of his father she had always avoided speaking about such things, as though they belonged in some place of darkness that she did not want to enter.


  ‘Why did it last so long, Maman?’


  ‘Because there was a criminal power even worse than the king. Do you know what that was?’


  ‘No, Maman.’


  ‘It was the Church, Jacques. The king and his aristocrats supported the Church, and the priests told the people to obey them. That was the bargain of the ancien régime. An enormous lie.’


  ‘Didn’t the Revolution change that?’


  ‘The year 1789 was more than a revolution. It was the birth of Freedom itself. Liberty, Equality, Fraternity: these are the noblest ideas that men can have. The ancien régime fought against them, so the Revolution cut off their heads. It was absolutely necessary. But more than that. The Revolution released us from the prison that the Church had made. The power of the priests was broken. People were free to deny God, to be free of superstition, and follow reason. It was a great step forward for mankind.’


  ‘What happened to the priests, Maman? Were they killed, too?’


  ‘Some.’ She shrugged. ‘Not enough.’


  ‘But the priests are still here today.’


  ‘Unfortunately.’


  ‘So were all the men of the Revolution atheists?’


  ‘No. But the best were.’


  ‘You do not believe in God, Maman?’ asked Jacques. His mother shook her head. ‘Did my father?’ he pursued.


  ‘No.’


  The boy was thoughtful for a moment.


  ‘Then nor shall I,’ he said.


  The path was curving towards the east, drawing closer to the outer edge of the cemetery.


  ‘What happened to the Revolution, Maman? Why didn’t it last?’


  His mother shrugged again.


  ‘There was confusion. Napoléon came to power. He was half revolutionary, and half a Roman emperor. He nearly conquered all Europe before he was defeated.’


  ‘Was he an atheist?’


  ‘Who knows. The Church never got its power back, but he found the priests useful to him – like most rulers.’


  ‘And after him, things went back to how they were before?’


  ‘Not exactly. All the monarchs of Europe were terrified of revolution. For thirty years they managed to hold the forces of freedom down. The conservatives in France – the old monarchists, the rich bourgeois, everyone who feared change – they all supported conservative governments. The people had no power, the poor grew poorer. But the spirit of freedom never died. In 1848, revolutions started breaking out all over Europe, including here. Fat old Louis Philippe, the king of the bourgeois classes, was so frightened that he got in a taxi and disappeared to England. We became a republic again. And we elected the nephew of Napoléon to lead it.’


  ‘But he made himself emperor.’


  ‘He wanted to be like his uncle. After two years leading the republic, he made himself emperor – and since the great Napoléon had left a son who died, he called himself Napoléon III.’ She shook her head. ‘Oh, he was a good showman. Baron Haussmann rebuilt Paris. There was a splendid new opera house. Huge exhibitions to which half the world came. But the poor were no better off. And then, after ten years, he made a stupid mistake. He started a war with Germany. But he was no general, and he lost it.’


  ‘I remember when the Germans came to Paris.’


  ‘They smashed our armies and surrounded Paris. It went on for months. We nearly starved. You did not know it, but at the end, the little stews I fed you were made of rats. You were only five, but luckily you were strong. Finally, when they bombarded us with heavy artillery, there was nothing more we could do. Paris surrendered.’ She sighed. ‘The Germans went back to Germany, but they made us give up Alsace and Lorraine – those beautiful regions along our side of the River Rhine, with their vineyards and mountains. France was humiliated.’


  ‘It was after that when my father was killed. You always told me he died fighting. But I never really understood. The teachers in school say –’


  ‘Never mind what they say,’ his mother cut in. ‘I will tell you what happened.’ She paused nonetheless, and upon her face there briefly appeared the ghost of a tender smile.


  ‘You know,’ she continued, ‘when I wanted to marry, my family were not very happy. We were quite poor, but my father was a schoolteacher, and he wanted me to marry an educated man. Jean Le Sourd was the son of a labourer, with little formal schooling. He worked at a printer’s, setting type. But he had an enormous curiosity.’


  ‘So what happened?’


  ‘My father decided to educate my future husband. And your father didn’t mind. In fact, he was a wonderful student, and soon he was reading everything. In the end, I think he had read more than any man I know. And it was through his study that he came to the beliefs for which he died.’


  ‘He believed in the Revolution.’


  ‘Your father came to understand that even the French Revolution was not enough. By the time you were born, he knew that the only way forward was the absolute rule of the people and the end of private property. And many brave men thought the same thing.’


  On their right now, behind some trees, they could see the cemetery’s outer wall. They were almost at their destination.


  ‘Four years ago,’ she continued, ‘it seemed the chance had come. Napoléon III was defeated. The government, such as it was, rested in the hands of the National Assembly, which had fled to the country palace of Versailles. The deputies were so conservative, we thought they might decide upon another monarchy. The Assembly feared Paris, you see, because we had our own militia and a lot of cannon up on the hill of Montmartre. They sent troops to take our cannon. But the troops joined us. And suddenly it happened: Paris decided to govern itself. That was the Commune.’


  ‘My teachers say it didn’t go well.’


  ‘They lie. It was a wonderful time, that early spring. Everything functioned. The Commune took over Church property. They started giving women equal rights. We flew the Red Flag of the people. Men like your father were organising whole districts like workers’ states. The Assembly at Versailles was terrified.’


  ‘Then the Assembly attacked Paris?’


  ‘They were stronger by then. They had army troops. The Germans even returned prisoners of war to strengthen the Versailles army against the people. It was disgusting. We defended the gates of Paris. We put up barricades in the street. The poor of the city fought like heroes. But in the end, they were too strong for us. The final week of May – Bloody Week – was the worst . . .’


  The widow Le Sourd stopped speaking now for a few moments. They had come to the south-eastern corner of the cemetery now, where the path rose more steeply as it curved to the left up the central hill. To the right of the cobbled walk, down a slope, stood the blank stone face of the graveyard’s outer wall, with a small, empty triangle of ground in front of it. It was a nondescript little corner of the place that had never been given any dignity or name.


  ‘In the end,’ the widow went on quietly, ‘the last area to hold out was the poor quarter of Belleville just nearby. Some of our people were fighting up there.’ She gestured to the tombs on the crown of the hill behind them. ‘Finally, it was over. The last hundred or so of the Communards were captured. One of them was your father.’


  ‘You mean, they took him to prison?’


  ‘No. There was an officer in charge of the troops. He ordered them to take the prisoners down there.’ She pointed to the blank stretch of wall. ‘Then he lined up his troops and ordered them to shoot the prisoners. Just like that. So this is where your father died, and that is how. Now you know.’


  Then the tall, gaunt widow Le Sourd suddenly started to weep. And her son watched. But she soon corrected herself and gazed stonily, for a minute or so, at the blank wall where her marriage ended.


  ‘Let us go now,’ she said. And they began to walk back.


  They were nearly in sight of the entrance to the cemetery when Jacques interrupted her thoughts.


  ‘What happened to the officer who had them shot like that?’ he asked.


  ‘Nothing.’


  ‘You know this? You know who it was?’


  ‘I discovered. He is an aristocrat, as you might expect. There are still plenty of them in the army. His name is the Vicomte de Cygne.’ She shrugged. ‘He has a son, younger than you, called Roland.’


  Jacques Le Sourd was silent for a minute.


  ‘Then one day I shall kill his son.’ It was said quietly, but it was final.


  His mother did not respond. She walked on a dozen paces. Was she going to tell him not to think of vengeance? Not at all. Her love had been passionate, and passion takes no prisoners. The righteous strike down their enemies. It is their destiny.


  ‘Have patience, Jacques,’ she answered. ‘Wait until the time is right.’


  ‘I shall wait,’ the boy said. ‘But Roland de Cygne will die.’


  Chapter Two


  1883


  The day started badly. His little brother Luc had disappeared.


  Thomas Gascon loved his family. His elder sister, Adèle, had married and moved away; and his younger sister, Nicole, was always with her best friend, Yvette, whose conversation bored him. But Luc was special. He was the baby of the family. The funny little boy whom everybody loved. Thomas had been almost ten when he was born, and had been his guide, philosopher and friend ever since.


  In fact, Luc had been absent the evening before. But since his father had assured them that the boy was with his cousins who lived less than a mile away, nobody had worried. Only when Thomas was about to go to work had he overheard his mother’s cry.


  ‘You mean you don’t know he’s at your sister’s?’


  ‘But of course he’s there.’ His father’s voice from his bed. ‘He went there yesterday afternoon. Where else would he be?’


  Monsieur Gascon was an easy-going man. He earned his living as a water carrier, but he wasn’t very reliable. ‘He works exactly as much as he has to,’ his wife would say, ‘and not a second more.’ And he would have agreed with her because, in his mind, this was the only reasonable thing to do. ‘Life is for living,’ he’d say. ‘If you can’t sit and have a glass of wine . . .’ He’d make a gesture, indicating the futility of all other occupations. Not that he drank so much. But sitting was important to him.


  He appeared now, barefoot and unshaven, pulling on his clothes and ready to argue. But his wife cut him off.


  ‘Nicole,’ she commanded, ‘run to your aunt at once and see if Luc is there.’ Then, turning to her husband: ‘Ask the neighbours if they have seen your son. To your shame!’ she added furiously.


  ‘What shall I do?’ Thomas asked.


  ‘Go to work, of course.’


  ‘But . . .’ Thomas wasn’t happy about leaving without knowing that his brother was safe.


  ‘You want to be late and lose your job?’ his mother demanded crossly, then softened. ‘You’re a good boy, Thomas. Your father is probably right that he’s at your aunt’s.’ And seeing her son still hesitate: ‘Don’t worry. If there’s a problem, I’ll send Nicole to find you. I promise.’


  So Thomas ran down the hill of Montmartre.


  Although he was worried about his little brother, he certainly didn’t want to lose his job. Before becoming a water carrier, his father had always been a labourer, in and out of work all the time. But his mother had wanted Thomas to have a skill, and he’d become an ironworker. Just under medium height, Thomas was stocky and strong, and he had a good eye. He’d learned fast, and although he wasn’t yet twenty, the older men were always glad to have him on their team, and teach him.


  It was a fine morning in late spring. He was wearing an open shirt and a short jacket. His baggy trousers were held up with a broad leather belt; his worker’s boots scuffed the powdery dirt in the street. He had only two and a half miles to walk.


  The geography of Paris was very simple. Beginning with the ancient oval of settlement on the banks of the Seine around its central island, the city had gradually expanded down the centuries, enclosed by walls that were built in a series of ever-larger concentric ovals. By the late eighteenth century, just before the French Revolution, the city was enclosed by a customs wall, approximately two miles out from the Seine, at whose many gates there were toll booths controlled by hated tax collectors. Outside this large oval lay a huge ring of suburbs and villages, including, to the east, the cemetery of Père Lachaise, and to the north, the hill of Montmartre. Since the Revolution, the hated old customs wall had been dismantled, and just before the recent war with the Germans, a vast line of outer fortifications had enclosed even the outer suburbs. But many of them, especially Montmartre, still looked like the ancient villages they were.


  At the bottom of the hill of Montmartre, Thomas crossed the untidy old Place de Clichy, and entered a long boulevard that ran south-west, along the line of the dismantled customs wall, with the streets of the city on his left, and the sprawling suburb of Batignolles village on his right. Occasionally a tram pulled by a team of horses rumbled slowly past him, but like most labouring men he seldom cared to pay the fare to go on the trams and omnibuses whose horses, in any case, hardly went faster than a brisk walk.


  After half an hour, he came to a line of smart iron railings on his left, through which one could see the green spaces of the Parc Monceau. Formerly a princely garden, now an elegant public space, the Parc Monceau was the entrance to an exclusive quarter. Gathered around its southern side were the impressive private mansions of the richest bourgeoisie. But its most charming feature lay up here, in the middle of the railings on the northern side.


  It looked like a small, round Roman temple. In fact, it was the old toll booth. But in keeping with its aristocratic surroundings, this humdrum function had been served by a perfect, domed rotunda encircled by classical columns. Thomas liked the little temple. It was also the sign that he had reached his destination.


  Crossing the boulevard, he walked northwards fifty yards and turned left into the rue de Chazelles.


  A generation ago, this had been a modest area of workshops and allotments. Then small, two-storey villas with mansard roofs had begun to appear. And since Baron Haussmann had started carving his great thoroughfares through the quarter, some long, six-storey apartment blocks could be seen nearby. The project that Thomas Gascon was working on lay at number 25 rue de Chazelles, on the north side of the street, rising high above the roofs of the neighbouring villas: a gigantic truncated figure, completed to its midriff, swathed in metal drapery and surrounded by scaffolding. It was so tall that it could be seen from across the Parc Monceau.


  It was the Statue of Liberty.


  The workshops of Gaget, Gauthier et Cie occupied a large site that ran back to the street behind. There were several big, high sheds, a foundry and a movable crane. In the middle of the site stood the huge torso.


  First, Thomas went into the shed on the left. This was the atelier where the craftsmen worked at long tables, making the decorative friezes for the head and the torch. He loved watching them work, but his real reason for entering was because the bald and corpulent foreman was usually here in the early morning, and he liked to say a polite ‘Bonjour, monsieur’ to remind that all-powerful figure of his existence.


  This morning, however, the foreman was preoccupied. Monsieur Bartholdi was there. The designer of the Statue of Liberty looked every inch the fashionable artist he was, with his handsome, finely drawn face, his broad brow, and his floppy cravat tied in a large bow. He’d been working on the idea for years. Originally he had conceived a similar statue to stand at the entrance to the Suez Canal, the gateway to the East. That project had been abandoned. But then this other, wonderful opportunity had arisen. With a huge public subscription, the people of France would commission a statue as a gift to America, to stand beside New York harbour, the gateway to the West. And now Monsieur Bartholdi had become one of the most famous artists in the world.


  Not daring to interrupt them, Thomas went quickly out of the atelier and entered the shed next door.


  If Bartholdi had designed a magnificent statue, a huge problem still remained: How the devil to construct it? The original plan, suggested by the great French architect Viollet-le-Duc, had been to build the statue around a huge stone pillar. But then the great man had died without leaving further instructions, and no one knew what to do. Finally, a bridge-builder had said he could construct a framework for the statue, and so he had been brought in as the project’s engineer.


  The engineer had set about his task almost as if he were building another bridge. The statue was going to be hollow. Instead of a stone pillar, the central core would be a pylon of iron girders. The outer framework would be a huge skeleton of iron. And on to this skeleton the thin copper outer skin would be riveted. Spiral staircases inside would allow people to go up into the viewing platform in the statue’s diadem.


  The engineer’s plans also allowed the statue to be constructed in several pieces at the same time. Liberty’s right hand held a great torch up to the sky; but in her left, she would clasp the tablets of the law, on which the date of the Declaration of Independence would be carved. This was the hand upon which Thomas and his crew were working.


  There were two others working with him on the hand that day, both bearded, serious men in their forties. They greeted him politely, and one asked if his family was well.


  It did not seem appropriate to say that his little brother had gone missing. Indeed, Thomas thought, it might bring bad luck. For if you said a thing, it might happen.


  ‘They’re fine,’ he said. For now, he’d concentrate on his work.


  The hand was huge. A dozen men could have sat on the outstretched palm and fingers. The inner core was a sturdy framework of thick iron bars. But around this framework were wrapped dozens of long, thin metal strips, like so many straps. They were only two inches wide, lay quite close together, and exactly followed the contours of Bartholdi’s model, so that, when they were all attached, the resulting hand would look like a limb from some gigantic wicker man.


  Fixing them in place was careful and patient labour. For over an hour, the three men worked quietly, speaking little. And they were not interrupted until the foreman’s morning visit.


  He was still in the company of Monsieur Bartholdi. But they had been joined by a third figure.


  Most of the engineering supervision at the workshops was done by the engineer’s junior partner. But today the engineer himself had come to pay a visit.


  If Bartholdi was every inch an artist, the engineer also looked his part. Where Bartholdi’s face was long and poetic, it seemed that the god Vulcan had fashioned the head of the engineer in his forge and compressed it in a vice. Everything about the man was compact and tidy – his close-cropped hair and beard, his clothes, his movements – yet also full of energy. And his eyes, which bulged slightly, had a luminous quality that suggested that he, too, could dream.


  For several minutes he and Bartholdi inspected the huge hand, tapping the thin bands of iron, measuring here and there, and eventually nodded with approval to the foreman and cheerfully announced: ‘Excellent, messieurs.’ They were about to leave when the engineer turned to Thomas and remarked: ‘You’re new here, aren’t you?’


  ‘Yes, monsieur,’ said Thomas.


  ‘And what is your name?’


  ‘Thomas Gascon, monsieur.’


  ‘Gascon, eh? Your ancestors came from Gascony, no doubt?’


  ‘I do not know, sir. I suppose so.’


  ‘Gascony.’ The engineer considered, then smiled. ‘The old Roman province of Aquitania. The warm south. The land of wine. Of brandy too: let us not forget Armagnac.’


  ‘Or The Three Musketeers,’ Bartholdi chimed in. ‘D’Artagnan was a Gascon.’


  ‘Voilà. And what can we say of the character of your countrymen, Monsieur Gascon?’ the engineer continued playfully. ‘Aren’t they known for chivalry, and honour?’


  ‘They’re supposed to boast a lot,’ said the foreman, not to be left out.


  ‘Are you boastful, Monsieur Gascon?’ asked the engineer.


  ‘I have nothing to boast about,’ answered Thomas simply.


  ‘Ah,’ said the engineer. ‘Then perhaps I can help you. Why do you think we are constructing the statue in this particular way?’


  ‘I suppose,’ said Thomas, ‘so that it can be disassembled and taken across the Atlantic.’ He knew that after the statue was completed here in the rue de Chazelles, its copper skin attached with temporary rivets, the whole thing could be taken down and reassembled again in New York.


  ‘That is true,’ said the engineer. ‘But there is another reason. The statue is going to stand beside the open waters of New York harbour, exposed to the winds, which will catch it like a sail. If it is completely static, it will be under enormous stress. Temperature changes will also cause the metal to expand and contract. The copper skin could crack. So firstly, I have constructed the inside like a metal bridge, so that it can move, just enough to relieve the stress. And secondly, I have arranged that the plates of beaten copper that form the skin shall be riveted, each one separately, on to these metal strips – these ‘saddles’ as you ironworkers call them. The copper plates are attached to the framework, but not to each other. So each plate can slide, just a fraction, against its neighbour. In this way the skin will never crack. You will not see it with the eye, but all the time, the Statue of Liberty will move. This is good engineering. Do you understand?’


  Thomas nodded.


  ‘Good,’ the engineer went on. ‘And now I can tell you why you may boast. Because of its engineering, and your careful work in putting it together, this statue of ours will last for centuries. Countless millions of people will see it. Quite certainly, my young friend, this will be the most famous construction that you, or I, will ever build. That is something we may boast about, don’t you think?’


  ‘Yes, Monsieur Eiffel,’ said Thomas.


  Eiffel smiled at him. Bartholdi smiled at him. Even the foreman smiled, and Thomas Gascon felt very happy.


  Just then he saw his sister Nicole standing by the doorway.


  She was trying to catch his attention, yet was afraid to come in. She was going through that phase when her legs looked thin as stalks, and with her pale face and her large eyes, she seemed very vulnerable. If their mother had sent her all the way here, it could only mean that Luc was lost. Or worse.


  But what a moment to arrive. If she would just wait until the foreman and the visitors were gone. He saw her eyes pleading as he tried to ignore her.


  But the foreman missed nothing. Seeing Thomas’s momentary distraction, he immediately turned and stared at Nicole.


  ‘Who’s that?’


  ‘My sister, sir.’ It was no use lying.


  ‘Why is she interrupting you?’


  ‘My little brother vanished this morning, sir. I think he must be . . . I don’t know.’


  The foreman was not pleased. Staring at Nicole, he motioned her to approach him.


  ‘Well,’ he said abruptly. ‘What is it?’


  ‘My mother sent me to find Thomas, monsieur. My brother Luc is nowhere to be found. They are fetching the police.’


  ‘Then they have no need of Thomas.’ He motioned her to go away.


  The little girl’s mouth fell open. Involuntarily, Thomas started to move towards her, then checked himself.


  He couldn’t lose his job. The foreman might be harsh, but he was quite logical. Perhaps if the matter had been brought to him privately . . .??But not with Monsieur Bartholdi and Monsieur Eiffel watching. He had to keep discipline.


  If only Nicole would go now. Quickly. But she didn’t. Her face started to pucker. Was she going to cry? She turned to him.


  ‘What shall I tell Mother?’


  And he was just about to say, ‘You must go now, Nicole,’ when the voice of Monsieur Eiffel interrupted.


  ‘I think that, upon this occasion – and this occasion only – our young friend should go and find his brother. But tomorrow morning, Monsieur Gascon, we shall expect you here to complete this great work.’ He turned to the foreman. ‘Would you agree?’


  The foreman shrugged, but nodded.


  ‘Go,’ the foreman said to Thomas, who would have thanked him properly, except that his sister had already fled.


   


  Seen from a distance, the hill of Montmartre hadn’t changed so much since Roman times. For centuries old vines had grown there, tended by local nuns in the Middle Ages, though the vineyards nowadays had either been built upon, or lapsed into waste ground. But one pleasant change had occurred. A number of wooden windmills had gathered near the summit, their lumbering sails turning in the wind, giving the hill a picturesque appearance.


  Only when one drew closer did it become clear that Montmartre had become a bit of a mess. Too steep and inconvenient for Baron Haussmann to tame, it was still half rural. But in the places where Montmartre had tried to smarten itself, it seemed to have given up, its crooked streets and steep alleys breaking off unfinished, turning into trackways of wooden huts and cabins scattered, higgledy-piggledy, across the hillside.


  In all this mess, no part was more disreputable than the shanty town just over the hill on its north-western flank. The Maquis, they called it: the bush, the wilderness, or even skid row. The house in which the Gascons lived was one of the better ones: a simple frame covered with wooden boards and an upstairs balcony that made it look like a shanty version of a Swiss chalet. An outside staircase led to the upper floor that the family occupied.


  ‘Where have you looked?’ Thomas asked, as soon as he got there.


  ‘Partout.’ Everywhere, said his mother. ‘The police came.’ Her shrug indicated that she had no faith in them. Monsieur Gascon was sitting in the corner. The yoke he put across his shoulders to carry the water buckets lay on the floor beside him. He was staring at the floor in guilty silence. ‘You should go to work,’ his wife said to him quietly.


  ‘Let them do without their water,’ he said defiantly, ‘until my son is found.’ And Thomas guessed his father thought that little Luc was dead.


  ‘Your aunt gave him a balloon yesterday afternoon, and sent him home,’ his mother continued to Thomas, ‘but he never got here. None of the children at the school have seen him. One boy said he had, but then he changed his mind. If anyone knows anything, they’re not telling.’


  ‘I’m going out to search,’ said Thomas. ‘What colour was the balloon?’


  ‘Blue,’ said his mother.


   


  Once outside, Thomas paused. Could he find his brother? He told himself he could. There seemed little point in searching the Maquis again. Down the hill, the city outskirts spread northwards to the suburb called Saint-Denis. But so far as Thomas knew, his little brother never went out there. The small free school his mother made him attend, and most of the places Luc knew, lay up the hill. Thomas started to climb.


  The Moulin de la Galette stood on the ridge just above the Maquis. It was one of a pair of windmills owned by an enterprising family who had set up a guinguette bar with a little dance floor there. People came out from the city to enjoy some cheap drink and rustic charm, and Luc haunted the place. He’d sing songs for the customers, who’d give him tips.


  The barman was sweeping the floor.


  ‘The police have been here already,’ he said. ‘Luc never came last night.’


  ‘He may have had a blue balloon.’


  ‘No balloon.’


  Thomas went along several streets after that, stopping here and there to ask if anyone remembered a boy with a balloon the day before. Nobody did. It was hard not to feel discouraged, but he pressed on. After half an hour of wandering about like this, he came out on to the great platform of ground overlooking the city where, behind a high wooden fence, they were building the huge basilica of Sacré Coeur.


  Thomas had been seven years old during the German siege. He remembered the big cannon up on the hill, and the fighting over them, and the terrible shooting of Communards when the government troops arrived from Versailles. His father had been careful to stay out of trouble – or perhaps he was just too lazy – but like most working men, he had no liking for this vast, triumphant monument to Catholic order that the conservative new republic was placing on the hill to stare over the city. Thomas, however, had been fascinated: not by the church’s meaning, but by how the huge thing was built.


  And for that reason, as he gazed at the sacred site on the hill of Montmartre, he began to feel a sense of dread.


  The hill was mainly composed of the soft stone material known as gypsum, which possessed two qualities. First, it would slowly dissolve in water, and was thus a poor foundation for any large building. Second, when heated, after giving off steam, it could easily be ground to the powder from which white plaster was made. For that reason, men had been burrowing into the hill of Montmartre for centuries to extract the gypsum. And so famous had these quarryings become that now, even across the oceans, white plaster had come to be known as plaster of Paris.


  When the builders of Sacré Coeur began their task, therefore, they found that the underlying terrain was not only soft, but so honeycombed with mine shafts and tunnels that, had the great building been placed directly upon it, the entire hill would surely have collapsed, leaving the church in a stupendous sinkhole.


  The solution had been very French: a combination of elegant logic and vast ambition. Eighty-three gigantic shafts were dug, each over a hundred feet deep, filled with concrete. Upon these mighty columns, like a huge box almost as deep as the church above, the crypt was constructed as a platform. This work alone had taken almost a decade, and by the end of it, even those who hated the project would remark with wry amusement: ‘Montmartre isn’t holding up the church. It’s the church that’s holding up Montmartre.’


  Every week, Thomas had gone to the site to gaze. Sometimes a friendly workman would take him to see the cavernous excavations and giant masonry up close. Even when the work on the church itself had begun, the site was still a muddy mess, cratered with pits and trenches. And now, as he stared at the high boards of the fence, the thought came to him, with a horrible urgency: What if his poor little brother’s body had been dumped somewhere on that site? It might be days before it was noticed, if it hadn’t already been covered over. Or what if it had been dragged into the maze of tunnels and shafts below? There were ways into that labyrinth, but once inside it was easy to get lost. Was Luc down there, in the dark and secret chambers of the hill?


  No, he told himself, no. He mustn’t think like this. Luc was alive. Just waiting to be found. All he had to do was think. Where might he be?


  He walked forward to the corner of the street below and paused. All Paris lay before him. Here and there a golden dome could be seen, or a church steeple rising above the rooftops. On the main island in the Seine, the towers of Notre-Dame Cathedral rose higher than all. And above them, the blue sky still reigned, uninterrupted. And telling him nothing.


  He tried to pray. But God and His angels were silent as well.


  So after a while, he started along the street that led westward along the contour of the hill. There were some houses here, of the better sort, with small gardens. The lane began to descend. On his right a steep bank of land appeared, with a garden wall above it. The bank was covered with bushes.


  ‘Psst. Thomas.’ A whisper from above. He stopped. His heart leaped. He looked up into the bushes. He couldn’t see anyone. ‘Are you alone? Is anybody in the lane?’ It was Luc’s voice.


  ‘Nobody,’ said Thomas.


  ‘I’m coming down.’ Moments later, Luc was at his side.


  They both had the same soft brown eyes. But where Thomas Gascon was thickset and sturdy, his brother Luc, at the age of nine, was a thin little boy. The features of the young workman’s sunburned face were short and straight, and his close-cropped brown hair was already showing the first, faint signs of thinning. His brother’s skin was paler, his hair was dark and long, his nose more aquiline. He might have been a young Italian boy – looks he inherited from his father’s mother, who had come to Paris from Toulon.


  He was dirty and his hair was a mess, but apart from that he didn’t look too bad.


  ‘I’m hungry,’ he said. He’d been hiding there all night. ‘I was going to wait until this evening and go down the hill, so I could meet you coming back from work,’ he explained.


  ‘Why didn’t you go home? Mother and Father are sick with worry.’


  Luc shook his head.


  ‘They said they’d be waiting for me. They said they’d kill me.’


  ‘Who?’


  ‘The Dalou boys.’


  ‘Oh.’ This was serious. There were several gangs of boys in the Maquis, but the Dalou boys were vicious. If they told Luc they’d kill him, he could expect to be hurt badly. And they were quite capable of waiting up for him all night. ‘What did you do to them?’ Thomas asked.


  ‘Aunt Lilly gave me a balloon. I met them in the street and Antoine Dalou said he wanted it. But I said no. Then Jean Dalou knocked me down and took it.’


  ‘And then?’


  ‘I was unhappy. I wept.’


  ‘So?’


  ‘As they were going away, I threw a broken bottle at the balloon, and it burst.’


  ‘Why did you do that?’


  ‘So that they shouldn’t have it, either.’


  Thomas shook his head.


  ‘That was stupid.’


  ‘Then they came after me, and Antoine Dalou picked up some big stones to throw at me, and I ran. He hit me once, in the back. And I got away. But they didn’t give up. And Jean Dalou shouted that they were going to kill me, and that I’d never get home alive. So I stayed away. They won’t attack you, though. They’ll be afraid of you.’


  ‘I can get you home,’ said Thomas. ‘But what then?’


  ‘I don’t know. Can I go and live in America?’


  ‘No.’ Thomas took his hand. ‘Let’s go.’


   


  As soon as Luc was safely home, Thomas went out again.


  It didn’t take him long to find the Dalou boys. They were hanging out near their shack on the other side of the Maquis. Most of the little gang seemed to be there: Antoine, the same age as Luc, with a narrow face like a ferret; Jean Dalou, a bit better looking, and a couple of years older, who led the gang; Guy, one of the Noir family, their cousin, a woebegone-looking boy, with a vicious bite; and two or three others. Thomas came straight to the point.


  ‘My brother shouldn’t have burst the balloon,’ he said to Jean Dalou. ‘But it wasn’t kind of you to take it.’


  Nobody said anything.


  ‘Anyway,’ Thomas continued, ‘it’s over. But leave my brother alone, or I shall be angry.’


  Jean Dalou didn’t reply. Then Antoine Dalou spoke.


  ‘I kept the broken bottle he threw. He’s going to get it back in his face.’


  Instinctively, Thomas made a move towards him. As he did so, Jean Dalou shouted, ‘Bertrand!’ And a moment later the door of the shack burst open and a young man rushed out. Thomas silently cursed. He’d forgotten about Jean’s elder brother.


  Bertrand Dalou was about the same age as Thomas. He worked, sporadically, on construction sites. He had a great mop of shaggy brown hair that was both greasy and dusty, since he seldom washed. He looked furiously at Thomas, while Jean Dalou shouted: ‘His brother threw a broken bottle at Antoine, and now he’s come to beat Antoine up.’


  ‘Liar!’ cried Thomas. ‘My brother was out all night, with the police looking for him, because these boys said they’d kill him. I came to tell them to leave him alone. You want the police instead?’


  Bertrand Dalou spat. It didn’t matter what the truth was, and they both knew it. Honour was at stake. And there was only one way to deal with that, in the Maquis. He began to circle, and Thomas did the same.


  Thomas had never fought Bertrand before, but since he was a Dalou, he’d be fighting as dirty as he knew. The question was, how much did he know?


  His first move wasn’t subtle. He rushed as though to close, swung his fist towards Thomas’s face, to make him draw his head back, and launched a savage kick to his groin. But instead of blocking with his leg, Thomas leaped back, caught Bertrand’s leg on the swing and wrenched it upward so that Bertrand crashed to the ground. Dalou was quick though. Thomas hardly got one kick in before he was up again.


  A moment later they were grappling. Bertrand tried to throw him, but Thomas kept his balance and got in a short, hard punch just below the heart that shook Dalou up enough for Thomas to get him in a throttle hold. He squeezed. He wasn’t careful enough, though, and the Dalou boy punched him so hard in the eye that he let go.


  Again they circled. Thomas’s eye was throbbing, and soon it would start to close up. The fight had better not last too long.


  Dalou’s next move was cunning. Putting his tousled head down, he made another rush towards Thomas, as if to butt him in the midriff and knock him over. Only at the last instant did Thomas see the hand come up in a two-fingered eye gouge that could have blinded him. Quick as a flash, he whipped his fist up in front of his nose so that Bertrand’s fingers smashed into his knuckles.


  Watching his opponent recoil, Thomas wondered what was coming next. He didn’t have to wait long. Bertrand’s hand suddenly clapped down to his pocket. Thomas saw the hand starting to come out again, and knew what it meant. If things weren’t going to get really ugly, he had one second, and he must not miss. The hand was out. The razor was opening.


  He kicked. Thank God he was fast. Dalou’s hand jerked violently up as the razor flew into the air. With a cry of pain Dalou looked up, to see where his razor would fall. And that was his mistake.


  It was time to end the fight. One more kick. A big one. With perfect speed and balance, Thomas struck. His heavy workman’s boot swung up into Bertrand’s groin with such a mighty impact that it lifted the eldest Dalou brother clean off the ground so that he seemed to hang in the air, like a rag doll, before falling to the ground.


  Thomas circled him, looking down, ready to strike again, but there was no need. Bertrand Dalou was staying down.


  It was over. Order, such as it was in the Maquis, had been restored. The Dalou gang wouldn’t be bothering his little brother any more.


   


  The Gascon family were happy that night. When Thomas had returned earlier in the day, his mother had fussed over his eye, which was rapidly turning black, but his father had understood. ‘It’s done?’ he had inquired, and after Thomas had nodded, his father had said no more. Then his mother had informed them that she would be cooking a large meal for that evening, and disappeared with Nicole to the market. Luc had fallen asleep for a couple of hours.


  By late afternoon, the rich smell of a ragout was filling their lodgings, and long before sundown they were sitting down to a feast. Onion soup was the food of the poor, but delicious for all that. Fresh baguettes from the bakers. Madame Gascon’s ragout would usually consist of pig’s trotters, vegetables and whatever seasoning she had, food that was as cheap as it was healthy. But today there were morsels of beef swimming in a sauce that was thicker than they had tasted in a long while. Then there was a Camembert, and a goat cheese, and a hard Gruyère, all washed down with cheap red wine.


  Luc had quite got over his ordeal, and gave them an imitation of Antoine Dalou that had them all in stitches. Thomas told them about his encounter with Monsieur Eiffel, and what he had said about the Statue of Liberty. And then Luc suddenly piped up again.


  ‘I want to live in America.’


  This was met with protests.


  ‘Will you leave us all behind?’ asked his mother.


  ‘I want you to come too,’ said Luc. But nobody wanted to go.


  ‘America is a fine country. No question,’ said Monsieur Gascon expansively. ‘They have everything there. Big cities – not like Paris, of course. But great lakes, and mountains and prairies as far as the eye can see. If your own country is not so good – if you’re English, or German, or Italian – unless you’re rich . . . Alors . . . it’s probably better in America. But in France, we have everything. We have mountains – the Alps and the Pyrenees; we have great rivers like the Seine and the Rhône; we have huge farmlands, and forests. We have cities, and cathedrals, and Roman ruins in the south. We have every kind of climate. We have the greatest wines in the world. And we have three hundred cheeses. What more do you want?’


  ‘We haven’t any deserts, Papa,’ said Nicole.


  ‘Mais oui, my little one. We have.’ Monsieur Gascon puffed his chest out as though he had accomplished the feat himself. ‘When I was your age, France went to Africa and conquered Algeria. We have all the desert we want, right there.’


  ‘This is true,’ laughed Thomas.


  ‘But people don’t fight each other in America,’ said Luc, with feeling.


  ‘What do you mean?’ his father cried. ‘They’re always fighting in America. First they fought the English. Then the Indians. Then they fought each other. They’re worse than us.’


  ‘You stay here and be grateful,’ said his mother affectionately.


  ‘As long as Thomas protects me,’ said Luc.


  ‘Ah,’ said Monsieur Gascon, looking proudly at his elder son, ‘let us all drink to that.’ And they did.


   


  The next morning when Thomas got up, he went to his little brother.


  ‘You know,’ he said, ‘you’re very funny. You should stick to that. Make people laugh. Then even the Dalou boys will like you.’


  When he got to work, the foreman was looking out for him.


  ‘You found your brother?’


  ‘Oui, monsieur.’


  The foreman stared at his eye for a moment.


  ‘Can you see to work?’


  ‘Oui, monsieur.’


  The foreman nodded. One didn’t ask questions when people came from the Maquis.


  So Thomas worked quietly all day. Monsieur Eiffel didn’t come by.


   


  On the following Saturday morning, Aunt Éloïse stood in the big open space known as the parvis of Notre-Dame Cathedral, looked at the three Blanchard children standing in a row in front of her, and thought that her brother Jules and his wife had not done badly.


  Gérard, at sixteen the eldest, was a solid, determined fellow, with a square, hard face, who would undoubtedly become his father’s partner one day. She had to confess, she preferred his younger brother, Marc. He was going to be tall and handsome like his father, though of a more slender build, and being an intellectual and imaginative boy, he was closer to her in spirit. True, his schoolwork was a little erratic, and he was inclined to daydream. ‘But you shouldn’t worry about him,’ she’d told Jules when he’d been concerned. ‘Thirteen-year-old boys are often a little dreamy. And who knows, perhaps he will do something in the arts or literature one day that will make our name famous.’


  And then there was little Marie. At eight years old, thought Aunt Éloïse, one could only say a little about her character. But she was sweet and kind – that was certain. And how was it possible not to love those blue eyes, and that mass of golden curls, and the charming plumpness that might easily turn, one day, into an excellent figure?


  Yet in one of the three children, it seemed to Aunt Éloïse that she had detected a character flaw. Not too serious, but concerning. She kept her own counsel about this, however. Even if she was right, it might be corrected. And besides, she reminded herself, nobody was perfect.


  Meanwhile, her own task in the family, as she saw it, was to bring them whatever gifts of the spirit she could. That was why this morning, on their visit to the Île de la Cité, she had first taken them to the exquisite Sainte-Chapelle.


   


  Marc liked his aunt’s tall elegance, and the fact that she knew so many things. They had stood in the high, painted chapel, bathed in the warm light from its great windows, and gazed up at the tall Gothic vaults of blue and gold, and he had felt moved by the beauty of the place.


  ‘It’s like a jewelled casket, isn’t it?’ said Aunt Éloïse quietly. ‘That’s because when King Louis IX, whom we call Saint Louis, went on crusade six hundred years ago, the emperor in Byzantium – who you can be sure needed the money – sold him some of the most important relics in Christendom, including a piece of the Cross, and the Crown of Thorns itself. Then Saint Louis built this chapel, like a great reliquary, to house these sacred treasures. Cathedrals like Notre-Dame, as you know, often took centuries to build, but the Sainte-Chapelle was finished in just five years, all in one style. That’s why it is so perfect.’


  ‘What were the other relics?’ Marc had asked.


  ‘A nail from the Cross, a miraculous robe worn by the infant Jesus, the spear that pierced His side, some drops of His blood, some milk from the Blessed Virgin Mary. And also the rod of Moses.’


  ‘You think they were genuine?’


  ‘I couldn’t say. But the chapel was the most beautiful in the world.’ She had paused for a moment. ‘However,’ she continued, ‘I am sorry to say that at the Revolution this wonderful place was completely destroyed. The revolutionaries – who were not at all religious – stripped it bare . . . ?The Sainte-Chapelle was absolutely ruined. There are many things about the Revolution that were fine, but the destruction of this chapel was not one of them.’ She had turned to Marc and held up her finger. ‘This is why, Marc, it is important that – especially at times of war and upheaval – there should be people of culture and humanity to protect our heritage.’


  Why did she always address these remarks to him, and not to his brother? He’d seen Gérard turn his eyes up to the sky in boredom. But his brother wasn’t really bored, Marc thought. He was jealous that Aunt Éloïse so clearly had a higher opinion of Marc than she did of him.


  Aunt Éloïse was in full flood.


  ‘Fortunately, things of beauty are not so easily destroyed – at least, not in France. And Viollet-le-Duc, the architect, completely restored the Sainte-Chapelle to its former glory, as we see it now. It’s wonderful, almost a miracle.’ She looked approvingly at Marc again. ‘So you see, my dear Marc, no matter how bad things seem, we must never give up. As long as there are artists and architects, and patrons – you might be any of these – even miracles can be accomplished.’


   


  And now they were standing in front of the mighty towers of Notre-Dame. Beside them was a huge equestrian statue of the emperor Charlemagne. Aunt Éloïse, feeling she hadn’t paid enough attention to Gérard in the Sainte-Chapelle, remarked that it was only just before his own birth that the medieval buildings of old Paris had been swept away from the place. ‘Until then, Gérard, Notre-Dame was surrounded with gabled houses and dark alleys – just like in The Hunchback of Notre-Dame,’ she added pleasantly.


  ‘I’m glad they were destroyed,’ he said in a surly voice.


  Aunt Éloïse considered. Was there something challenging in his tone? Did he imagine she must be in love with every picturesque reminder of the Middle Ages? Was he letting her know that he’d be happy to smash down her own sensibilities, like Baron Haussmann with his demolition gangs?


  ‘I quite agree with you, Gérard,’ she said, with a charming smile. ‘First of all, there was only a tiny space in front of the cathedral, and that was filled with disreputable stalls. And second, by the time they were demolished, the old houses were rotting where they stood, and the people in them lived like rats. Whereas now’ – she gestured around the parvis – ‘we have this magnificent space to enjoy.’


  That seemed to shut him up. It was time to pay attention to little Marie. But as she turned her gaze towards the little girl, Aunt Éloïse noticed she was looking unhappy. ‘Is something wrong, chérie?’ she asked.


  ‘No, Aunt Éloïse,’ said Marie.


   


  It had been just after breakfast that the terrible thing had happened. Marie supposed that it had been her own fault, for stupidly leaving her diary on the table in her bedroom. Normally she kept it locked in a drawer. But all the same, did Gérard have to come into her room when she wasn’t there and read it?


  Even that wouldn’t have been so bad if she hadn’t just confided to it a secret that she wouldn’t for all the world want anyone to know. She was in love. With a school friend of Marc’s.


  ‘So, little sister,’ he’d said cruelly, ‘I see that you have secrets in your life.’


  ‘That’s none of your business,’ she’d cried, going scarlet with embarrassment.


  ‘We all have secrets,’ he said, handing her the book contemptuously. ‘But yours aren’t very interesting. Perhaps there’ll be something better to read when you’re older.’


  ‘You’re not to tell,’ she wailed.


  ‘Who would I tell?’ he’d asked coolly. ‘Who would care?’


  ‘Get out! I hate you!’ She’d only just stopped weeping with mortification and rage an hour later, when Aunt Éloïse had come to collect them.


   


  Aunt Éloïse cast about in her mind for something that might interest Marie. One story occurred to her, not quite appropriate for a nicely brought-up girl of eight, but with a slight alteration . . .??


  ‘There’s a wonderful story, Marie, a true romance that belongs to this very place. Do you know the tale of Abelard and Héloïse?’ Marie shook her head. ‘Very well.’ Aunt Éloïse gave the two boys a hard stare. ‘I shall tell the story, Gérard and Marc, and you will not interrupt or add anything at all. Do you understand?’ She turned back to Marie.


  ‘Long ago, Marie,’ she began, ‘in the Middle Ages, just before this great cathedral of Notre-Dame was built, there was a big old church, not nearly so beautiful, upon the site. And there was something else very important that was here. Does anyone know what that was?’


  ‘The university,’ said Marc.


  ‘Exactly. Before it moved across to the Left Bank – to the area we now call the Sorbonne – the University of Paris, which was really a school for priests, occupied some houses here on the Île de la Cité by the old cathedral. And at the university there was a philosopher called Abelard whose lectures were so brilliant that students came from all over Europe to hear him.’


  ‘How old was he?’ asked Marie.


  ‘Not old.’ Aunt Éloïse smiled. ‘He was lodging in the house of an important priest named Fulbert. And Fulbert’s young niece, Héloïse, was also living there.’


  ‘Was she pretty?’ Marie wanted to know.


  ‘Without a doubt. But more important, this Héloïse was a most remarkable and intelligent girl. She could read Latin, and Greek, and even Hebrew. She took lessons from Abelard. And we should not be surprised that these two extraordinary people fell in love. They secretly married, and they had a son, named Astrolabe.’


  ‘Astrolabe?’


  ‘An instrument for showing the position of the stars. I admit the name is a little strange, but it shows that their love was absolutely cosmic. But Héloïse’s uncle Fulbert was very angry, and he punished Abelard, and made them part. Abelard went away, though he continued to be a famous philosopher. And Héloïse became a nun, and finally a famous abbess. And she and Abelard wrote extraordinary letters to each other. She was one of the most remarkable women of her age.’


  ‘And were they still in love?’ Marie asked.


  ‘With time, Abelard became a little cold. Men are not always kind.’


  ‘No, they are not,’ the child said furiously, with a glance at Gérard.


  ‘But the lovers were buried together, and they are now in Père Lachaise.’


  ‘And were you named after Héloïse? Are you like her?’


  ‘No, I was named after my grandmother Éloïse.’ Aunt Éloïse smiled. ‘And my life has been quite different. But the story is famous, and it shows that even if we cannot be happy all the time, we can still have a life that is rich in every way.’


   


  Marc watched his aunt carefully. He had been amused by the way she had altered the story. Fulbert’s punishment of Abelard had been far more terrible: he’d hired thugs to castrate the great philosopher. But such things were not for the ears of little Marie.


  He also knew that something else Aunt Éloïse had said was not quite true. A year ago, his father had told him: ‘Your aunt wanted to marry a man who’s quite a famous author now; but unfortunately he married someone else. Don’t tell her I told you. She had other offers, but she never found anyone who interested her enough.’ His father had shrugged. ‘She’s an attractive woman, but too independent.’


  Marc knew his aunt had friends who were writers and artists. When he’d shown some talent for drawing at school, it was always her opinion he wanted on his efforts. He could easily imagine Aunt Éloïse as an abbess in the Middle Ages, or as one of those eighteenth-century women who held salons where the great men of the Enlightenment would come. Had she had lovers? If she had, no one in the respectable Blanchard family had ever breathed a word.


   


  It was only a moment’s walk to the Petit Pont bridge, where they stared over the water to the Left Bank. Aunt Éloïse tried to engage Gérard in conversation again.


  ‘The Île de la Cité is just like a boat in the river, isn’t it?’


  ‘I suppose so.’


  ‘You know, Gérard, that on its coat of arms, Paris is pictured as a ship. Do you remember the city’s Latin motto? “Surgit nec mergitur”: “Whatever the storm, the ship sails on”. It never sinks. That’s exactly the story of Paris.’


  Gérard shrugged. Most Parisians were proud of their city and its treasures. People came from all over the world to see them. But the truth was, he didn’t really care. He knew Aunt Éloïse and Marc despised him for it. No doubt little Marie would as well, one day. Well, let them. He knew what he was going to do with his life. He was going to run the family business.


  No one else in the family could do it. His grandfather had seen it, right from the start: ‘Gérard’s the one with the sound head,’ he’d told the family, when Gérard was only ten. Marc was no use. He was like Aunt Éloïse: full of useless ideas and distractions. Little Marie, as a girl, didn’t need to be considered. Even his father, Gérard privately considered, was a poor custodian.


  Jules Blanchard had waited until his father’s death before he had fulfilled his dream. Three years ago, his elegant department store had opened. Cheekily, he had chosen a site on the boulevard Haussmann behind the Paris Opéra and only a stone’s throw from the great Printemps store. Like Printemps, he offered high-quality clothing at fixed prices that the middle classes could afford, including some lines for which he’d signed exclusive deals. He’d called the store Joséphine.


  Why Joséphine, his family had asked? After the empress Joséphine, of course, he’d explained. She’d been the wife of Napoléon, she was exotic and, if she had faults of character, she was always elegant. It was the perfect name, he’d told them.


  Jules had borrowed hugely to finance it. It had to be confessed, he’d had the devil’s own luck. Just a year after Joséphine opened, the mighty Printemps emporium had burned down, and was still being rebuilt. With the main competition temporarily removed, Joséphine’s business had surged. ‘Make hay while the sun shines,’ Jules had remarked cheerfully.


  But Gérard wasn’t impressed. He hated retail. The wholesale business, which thank God his father had kept, produced cash; the retail business ate the cash. Wholesalers could lend money. Retailers borrowed. A wholesale premises was a simple, functional building that lasted a lifetime. A department store was like a stage set. His brother, Marc, loved the glamorous store, and Gérard’s secret dread was that he might want to run it one day. At all costs that must be prevented.


  For Gérard’s plan was simple. One day, when his father retired or died, if the department store hadn’t ruined them in the meantime, he was going to get rid of it. Sell it if possible; if not, close it.


  Chapter Three


  1261


  It was spring in the year of Our Lord 1261, saintly King Louis IX was on the throne of France, and day was dawning. The young woman rose from the mattress on the floor.


  Martine could see a thin slit of light between the wooden shutters at the window. There was no sound from the yard below; but from across it came the noise of her uncle’s loud, rhythmical snores, like the rattle of a portcullis being raised at one of the city gates.


  Still naked, she went to the shutters and pushed. They opened with a crack. Her uncle’s snores faltered, and she held her breath. Then the rattle resumed, thank God.


  She had to be careful. She mustn’t get caught.


  Martine looked back at the mattress. The young man lying there was asleep.


  Until last year, Martine had been married to a rich merchant’s son. When her husband had caught a fever and died, she’d been left a widow at the age of twenty. Soon, no doubt, she’d marry again. But until then, she thought, she might as well enjoy herself – so long as nobody found out.


  If she got caught, she supposed her uncle might give her a whipping and throw her out – she really didn’t know. But not only did she need the protection of his roof: if she wanted a rich new husband, she had to keep her reputation.


  The young man on the mattress was poor. He was also vain. And he had a great deal to learn about making love. So why had she picked him up?


  In fact it was he who’d approached her, ten days ago, in Notre-Dame. After a century of building, the new cathedral was almost complete. But to beautify it further, the transept crossings near the centre were being remodelled in the latest style, their walls turned into great curtains of stained glass, like those of the king’s new chapel. She’d been gazing up at the huge rose window in the north transept when he appeared, wearing a student’s gown and, like all the students, the crown of his head was shaved in a clerical tonsure.


  ‘Isn’t it admirable?’ he had remarked pleasantly, as though he’d known her all his life.


  ‘Monsieur?’ She’d given him a disapproving look. He was a good height, slim, dark-haired. Pale skin, without blemishes, a long, thin nose. Not bad looking at all. A year or two younger than she was, she thought.


  ‘Forgive me. Roland de Cygne, at your service.’ He bowed politely. ‘I mean that, like a beautiful woman, Notre-Dame is growing even more lovely in her maturity.’


  She felt she had to say something in return.


  ‘And when she grows old, monsieur, what then?’


  ‘Ah.’ He paused. ‘I will tell you a secret about this lady. At the eastern end just now, I detected tiny cracks, a slight sagging in the walls, which tells me that one day this lady will need some discreet support. They will give her flying buttresses, as they call them.’


  ‘You are an expert in the needs of women, monsieur?’


  For just a second, she saw him tempted to boast. Then he thought better of it.


  ‘I am only a student, madame,’ he said modestly.


  Martine had to admit that there was something quite seductive in this combination of flirtation and respectful formality. The young man certainly had an elegant way of talking. She was impressed.


  It wouldn’t have impressed her uncle. ‘Talk,’ he’d say contemptuously, ‘that’s all these cursed students do – when they’re not getting drunk and assaulting people. Most of them would be sentenced to a whipping,’ he’d add, ‘if the king and the Church didn’t protect them.’


  Since the university was run by the Church, a bunch of students who smashed up a tavern had only to answer to the Church court, which would probably let them off with a penance. It was hardly surprising if ordinary Parisians resented this privilege. And as for pious King Louis IX, while the holy relics he’d placed in his gorgeous new chapel had added sanctity to his capital and his dynasty, he knew that the real prestige of Paris came from its university. A century ago, the castrated Abelard might have had his faults, but nowadays he was remembered as the greatest philosopher of his age, and young scholars eagerly came from all over Europe to the university where he had taught.


  ‘And where do you go after this?’ he inquired.


  ‘I go home, sir,’ she said firmly. Cheeky monkey.


  ‘Let me accompany you.’ He bowed. ‘The streets are not always safe.’


  Since it was broad daylight, and they were in the middle of the royal quarter, she had found it hard not to laugh.


  ‘It won’t do you any good,’ she told him.


  They walked the short distance to the northern side of the island. A little farther downstream, a bridge led across to the Right Bank. As they crossed it, she had asked: ‘Your name begins with a “de”. Does that mean you’re noble?’


  ‘It does. Beside our little castle was a lake with many swans, so that the place was called the Lac des Cygnes. Though my family also claim that it was the swanlike grace and strength of their ancestors that gave us the name. I am called Roland after my ancestor, the famous hero of the Song of Roland.’


  ‘Oh.’ The story had been popular for more than a century, but Martine had never thought of meeting a real Roland. She was impressed. ‘Yet you have come here as a humble student?’


  ‘My older brother will inherit the estate. So I must study hard and hope to make a career in the Church.’


  As they turned upstream again, he told her about the estate. It lay to the west, on the lower reaches of the graceful River Loire on its journey towards the Atlantic Ocean. He spoke of it with obvious affection, which pleased Martine. Soon, however, they were approaching a large area of wharfs and a marketplace known as the Grève.


  The broad spaces of the Grève market on the Right Bank were always busy. Ships and barges carrying wines from Burgundy and grain from the eastern plains unloaded on the river bank. On the other side lay the old quarters of the weavers, with the glassmakers a block farther. Her uncle’s house lay on the rue du Temple that ran northwards between them. Too many people in the market knew her. She didn’t want to start gossip. It was time to get rid of her aristocratic young companion.


  ‘Good-bye, monsieur, and thank you,’ she said politely.


  ‘I’m studying tomorrow,’ Roland remarked, ‘but the day after, I shall visit the Sainte-Chapelle at this hour. Perhaps,’ he suggested pleasantly, ‘I shall see you there.’


  ‘I doubt it, sir,’ she said, and walked away.


  But two days later, she’d gone there all the same.


  It wasn’t long since the saintly King Louis had completed his sumptuous sanctuary for the holy relics. The upper chapel was reserved for the king himself, who had a private entrance from the royal palace next door. But lesser folk could worship in a humbler chapel below. And even this was beautiful. The cryptlike space shimmered by the light of countless candles. As Martine looked at the delicate columns of red and gold and observed how they branched out into the low, blue vaults, so richly spangled with golden fleurs-de-lys, she felt as if she had entered a magical orchard. By coming to meet Roland, she had already opened the way for an intimacy between them. In the glimmering candlelight, with the soft scent of incense in every nook and crevice, it seemed only natural that she should draw close to his side.


  And in doing so and leaning, once or twice, close to his body, she noticed something else. Notwithstanding the incense, she could smell him: a faint, pleasant smell of the light sweat on his leather sandals, and something else – was it almonds perhaps, or nutmeg? – that came from his skin.


  They had been there some minutes, quietly enjoying the beauty of the place, when a priest came past them, and to her surprise her young student had addressed him.


  ‘I was wondering, mon Père, whether I might show this lady the chapel above.’


  ‘The royal chapel is not open, young man,’ the priest replied sharply. And that, she thought, was the end of it. But not at all.


  ‘Forgive me, mon Père, my name is Roland de Cygne. My father is the lord de Cygne in the valley of the Loire. I am his second son and plan to take Holy Orders.’


  The priest paused and looked at him carefully.


  ‘I have heard of your family, monsieur,’ he said quietly. ‘Please accompany me . . .’ And minutes later, they were in the royal chapel. ‘We can stay only a moment,’ the priest whispered.


  The sunlight was coming in through the tall windows, filling the high, blue and gold spaces with celestial light. If the lower chapel had seemed like a magical wood, this was the hallway to heaven.


  Her young student, who spoke so well and smelled so good, had the power to open the secret gardens of earthly delights and royal sanctuaries. That was the moment when she decided to try him as a lover. Besides, she’d never had an aristocrat before.


   


  As she stared at him now, in the early morning light, he opened his eyes. They were tawny brown.


  ‘It’s time to go,’ she whispered.


  ‘Not quite.’


  ‘I mustn’t get caught.’


  ‘Don’t make a sound, then.’ He grinned.


  ‘We’ll have to be quick,’ she said, as she lay down beside him.


  Afterwards he told her that he must study the following night, but could come to her the night after that. She told him yes, then led him downstairs into the yard. Like most of the better merchant’s houses in Paris, her uncle’s house was tall. The front door gave directly on to the street, but behind the house there was a yard with a storehouse, above which she slept, and a gateway to the alley that ran along the back. Drawing the bolts to the gate softly back, she pushed him through, and quickly bolted the gate behind him. From the house, her uncle’s snores could still be heard.


   


  As Roland de Cygne made his way along the alley, he felt pretty pleased with himself, and his conquest. Before this, he’d had only brief and fumbling encounters with farm girls and serving wenches, so Martine was a good start to what he hoped would be a fine career as a lover. Of course, she was only a young woman of the bourgeois, merchant class, but good practice. And he supposed that she in turn must be quite excited to have a boy of noble blood for a lover.


  He thought he’d handled his first approach to her especially well. As for telling her that he was descended from the hero of the Song of Roland, that had been only a slight embroidery on the truth. As a child he’d asked why he was named Roland, and his father had explained: ‘When your grandfather went on crusade, he had a wonderful horse called Roland, after the hero of the tale. That horse went with him all the way to the Holy Land and back, and he deserves to be remembered. It’s a good name, too. I’d have given it to your brother, but the eldest in our family is always called Jean. So I gave it to you.’


  ‘I’m named after a horse?’


  ‘One of the noblest warhorses ever to go on crusade. What more do you want?’


  Roland had understood. But he didn’t think he was going to get many girls by telling them he was named after a horse.


  He cut through an alley back into the rue du Temple. The sky was brightening over the gabled houses. The city gates were open by now, but there was hardly anyone about. The sound of the dawn chorus was all around, bringing as it always did a little thrill to his heart. He sniffed the air. As usual in the city streets, he could smell urine, dung and woodsmoke; but the delicious smell of baking bread also wafted past him, and the sweet scent of a honeysuckle bush from somewhere nearby.


  Roland hadn’t wanted to go to Paris. But his father had insisted: ‘There’s nothing for you here, my son,’ he’d said. ‘But I think you have more brains than your brother, and that in Paris you could do great things for the honour of your family. Why, you might even surpass your grandfather.’ That would be a fine thing indeed.


  Roland’s grandfather had been favoured by history. After the mighty Charlemagne had died, and his empire crumbled back into provinces and tribal territories built on the ruins of ancient Rome, the kings of the Franks were often masters of little more than the Paris region, known as the Île-de-France, while huge domains, ruled by rich and powerful feudal families, encircled them: Provence and Aquitaine in the south; Celtic Brittany on the northern Atlantic coast; Champagne to the east; and below it, the tribal lands of Burgundy.


  And with Charlemagne gone, the terrible Viking Norsemen had begun their raids. On one shameful occasion, Paris had bought them off and sent them to ravage Burgundy – the Burgundians had never forgiven the Parisians for that. Even when, finally, the Norsemen had settled down in Normandy, their rulers were still restless. And when William of Normandy had conquered England in 1066, his family’s wealth and power had become greater than that of the French king in Paris.


  But worst of all – more greedy, ruthless and frankly vicious – were the rulers of a smaller territory below Brittany, on the mouth of the River Loire: the counts of Anjou. Ambition had led the Plantagenets, as they were called, into marriage with the ruling families of Normandy and Aquitaine. Worse still, by outrageous dynastic luck they’d got their hands on the throne of England too.


  ‘By your grandfather’s day,’ Roland’s father had told him, ‘the Plantagenets had almost surrounded the Île-de-France and they were ready to squeeze.’


  France had been saved by a remarkable man. King Philip Augustus of the Capet dynasty, the grandfather of the present king, had been brave and cunning. He’d gone on crusade with England’s Plantagenet king, Richard the Lionheart, but he never missed a chance to set one Plantagenet against another. And when the heroic Lionheart was succeeded by his unpopular brother John, the wily French monarch had soon managed to kick him out of Normandy and even Anjou. Indeed, after John’s own English barons rebelled against him, it had looked for a moment as if the French kings might get England as well.


  And during all these years of strife, no one was more loyal to the French king than the lord de Cygne. He was only a poor knight. The warhorse Roland was his most valuable possession. But he had gone on crusade with Philip Augustus, and the king called him his friend. So although his small estate lay within Anjou, and the Plantagenets might take it away at any time, he stayed at the side of his king. And when Philip Augustus had triumphed, he was able to reward his modest friend with lands that more than doubled the family’s wealth.


  But the de Cygnes had not prospered since then. Roland’s father had sold some of his lands. Perhaps his brother could marry an heiress. That would be good. But there was something else that Roland could do for his family. He could rise in the Church.


  The universal Church was many things: a source of comfort and inspiration, of scholarship and dreams. For the crusading family of de Cygne, it now offered another life-giving support. There was money in the Church – a lot of it.


  Those who rose in the Church enjoyed the revenues of its vast estates. A bishop was a powerful man, and lived like a prince. Great churchmen could provide money for their families, and help them in every way. The vow of celibacy didn’t appeal to Roland. But fortunately, despite their vows, many a bishop had left illegitimate children. The Church provided the educated class, and the great administrators of the crown. For a clever fellow, the Church was a way to fortune.


  Roland was ready to do it. He wanted to be a success. Yet he still had one dream, a crusader’s dream, that he supposed could never be realised.


  He looked up the street. A quarter of a mile away, between the narrow canyon of wood-beamed, gabled houses, he could see one of the gates in the city wall. Philip Augustus had built that mighty stone wall, enclosing both banks of the Seine in a huge oval. The gate was open. His way led in the opposite direction, but he couldn’t resist it. He walked towards the open gate.


  As he passed through the gateway, the road continued straight ahead. On his left behind some orchards, he could see the Priory of Saint Martin in the Fields. There were a number of walled sanctuaries both inside and outside the city gates, containing important monasteries and convents. But the great enclave that had drawn him lay a short way ahead on his right. It was built like a fortress. Two castle towers rose fearsomely within. Its mighty doorways were barred, and bolted. Roland stood in the road and stared.


  This was the Temple. A country in itself.


  It was the Crusades that had created the Knights Templar. They began as security guards, bringing bullion safely across dangerous territories to the armies that needed it. Soon they were the guardians of huge deposits in many lands. From there, it was only a step to being bankers. As a religious order, they paid no taxes. By the reign of Philip Augustus, the Templars were one of the richest and most powerful organisations in Christendom. They answered only to the pope himself, and to God. And within the mighty Templars was a cadre of the most awesome warriors in the world: the Temple Knights.


  The noble Knights of the Temple never surrendered. They were never ransomed. They fought, always, to the death they did not fear. To beat them, you had to kill them all.


  To join them, you had to undergo an initiation so secret that no detail of it had ever leaked out. But once accepted, you were one of the innermost, sacred circle of the world of the Crusades.


  Roland had always dreamed of being a Temple Knight since he was a little boy. It was the only way he could imagine of equalling his crusading grandfather. He’d still dreamed of it before he came to Paris. But his father wouldn’t hear of it, for a good and simple reason.


  Templars had no money. When the Temple Knights took their vows of poverty, they meant it. The order was rich beyond imagining; but its great men were poor. No use to the family of Roland de Cygne.


  So now, as the spring morning light fell on the Temple towers, Roland gazed a little while and then turned away, back into the city. If the Temple had been his boyhood dream, he had to confess that life in the streets of Paris wasn’t so bad. He could enjoy Martine, for instance.


  He thought of the day ahead, and smiled to himself. He liked Martine. But when he had told her he had to study the coming night, he had lied.


   


  The sinking sun was throwing a huge red light over the rooftops, and the shadows in the streets were lengthening when Roland set out from his lodgings on the Left Bank. They lay just a hundred yards towards the setting sun from the Abbey of Sainte-Geneviève, on the broad top of the hill, where once the Roman Forum had stood. Ruined for centuries, its rubble smoothed over to a gentler slope, the Forum was covered with religious houses now. A Roman street down to the river remained, but had gained a new name: since pilgrims bound for Compostela passed this way, it was called the rue Saint-Jacques.


  Roland started down it. There were students everywhere. Recently, as the university shifted from the area of Notre-Dame to the Left Bank, the hillside was becoming covered with the small colleges where the students lived and worked. The college of the king’s chaplain, Robert de Sorbon, fifty yards away on his left, was the first; but many others were springing up.


  He continued down the long slope, past the Abbot of Cluny’s palace, and the parish church of Saint-Séverin until, reaching the river, he prepared to cross the old bridge to the island, where the sunset’s rays were turning the western front of Notre-Dame into a molten mass of red and gold.


  Roland felt excited. He was going to see another woman.


  His story that he must study tonight was easy for Martine to believe. The university students worked hard. For Roland, however, learning had come easily. Even before he came to Paris at the age of fifteen, a local priest had taught him to speak and read Latin thoroughly – for the university courses were almost all taught in Latin. He had completed the traditional trivium, of grammar, logic and rhetoric, Plato and Aristotle – a syllabus that dated back to Roman times – in less than the usual time, and moved swiftly on to the quadrivium of arithmetic, geometry, astronomy and music. He did the work so fast that his fellow students called him Abelard. But Roland was no philosopher, and had no wish to be. He had a quick mind and a wonderful memory, that was all. Soon he’d complete the quadrivium and become a master. After that, he meant to study law.


  So tonight he was free to make love to that girl he’d picked up in the rue Saint-Honoré.


   


  He’d met her three days ago. One of the law professors at the university, a man he wished to cultivate, had asked him to take a letter to a priest on the Right Bank.


  The great Cemetery of the Innocents lay just west of the city’s central line, only three hundred yards from the river, on the rue Saint-Denis. If one followed that street out through the city wall, it led northwards for miles, all the way to the great Abbey of Saint-Denis, where the kings of France were buried. But the occupants of the Innocents were of a much humbler sort. Its ten-foot walls enclosed the mass graves of the poor. Beside those sad walls, however, there was a pleasant church, where Roland found the priest, a small elderly man with a scholarly face, who thanked him most gratefully for his trouble.


  On the western side of the cemetery lay a much more cheerful place. The open area of Les Halles was the city’s biggest market. As he wasn’t in a hurry, Roland had wandered about there for a while, admiring the colourful stalls. He’d just been inspecting a booth selling fine Italian leather when, glancing towards a group of merchants talking together under an archway, he noticed that one of them was staring at him intently. He wasn’t large, but he stooped forward in a way that suggested a menacing energy. His face was partly covered by a short, straggly grey beard. He had a beak of a nose, which wasn’t quite straight. His eyes were hard. And they were looking at him as though he were a viper to be crushed.


  It was Martine’s uncle. Roland knew what he looked like because, out of curiosity, he’d waited nearby one morning and watched him leave his house. So far as he knew, the merchant didn’t even know of his existence. But still the eyes glared at him.


  Did the merchant recognise him? How much did he know? He moved slowly away, trying to take no notice of the dangerous stare. He went behind another stall from where he could observe the merchant unseen. The man’s piercing stare had been transferred to another part of the market now. As far as Roland could see, Martine’s uncle was looking at that in exactly the same way. He hoped so. But he’d left Les Halles all the same.


  That’s when he’d gone into the tavern around the corner in the rue Saint-Honoré. The girl had been working in there. She wasn’t any relation of the innkeeper, just a servant girl. A bold girl, with a mass of thick black hair, and dark eyes to match, and large white teeth. He noticed one or two men try to flirt with her, and that she cut them off firmly. But from the moment their eyes met, he saw that she was interested in him. He’d stayed there quite a while. She’d told him she’d be free tonight. Her name was Louise.


   


  Now, as the evening sun burnished the face of Notre-Dame, Roland crossed cheerfully to the Île de la Cité. Before continuing over to the Right Bank, he paused for a moment. On the left, downstream, was a bridge supporting a dozen water mills, behind which lay quays where the boats unloaded salt and herring from the Normandy coast. Past that, the narrow western tip of the island divided the Seine’s waters, gleaming golden in the sunset. And a little farther downstream, where the stout wall of Philip Augustus reached the riverbank, a small, square, high-turreted fort called the Louvre, equipped with massive chains that could be drawn across the river, stood guardian to the sacred city, protecting her from the rough invaders who might want to ravish her.


  Roland gazed westward at the warm sun, and smiled. It struck him as very convenient that Martine lived on the east side of the Right Bank, and Louise on the western side. With luck, he thought, he might be able to go from one to the other for some time.


   


  Martine was quite excited the following night as she waited for her lover to arrive. She had some sweetmeats and a jug of wine on the small table in her room. She had gone to confession the day before, and as always after penance and absolution, she felt a tingling sense of freshness, as if the world had been made anew. Despite the young man’s faults, she even found herself trembling a little in anticipation.


  She waited until darkness had fallen. Two of the servants slept in the attic of the main house, a third in the kitchen. The kitchen door was locked and bolted now, and the shutters closed. Her uncle would still be in his counting house, but that looked on to the street at the front.


  She put on a dark cloak and slipped down to the yard. Trailing clouds covered the moon. She was almost invisible. She went to the gate that gave on to the alley and slipped the bolts.


  Roland was waiting. He stepped swiftly into the yard. A moment later they were stealing up the winding stair to her room.


  The candle gave a warm light. The room was snug. Roland seemed in a cheerful mood. Quite pleased with himself, in fact. He was delighted with the little meal she’d prepared.


  ‘I went to confession yesterday,’ she said with a smile, as she poured him more wine.


  ‘Have you so many sins to confess?’


  ‘Just you.’


  ‘Ah. A mortal sin. Did you receive penance and absolution?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘And do you mean to sin again?’


  ‘Perhaps. If you’re nice to me.’ She looked at him curiously. ‘What about you? Do you go to confession?’


  ‘Now and then.’


  ‘Well, I should hope so, Roland,’ she teased him gently. ‘Don’t forget you’re tonsured. You’re going to be a priest.’


  ‘Perhaps.’ He shrugged. ‘These sins of the flesh are not so important.’


  ‘Is that what I am, then? A sin of the flesh?’


  ‘According to theology.’ He looked away for a moment, and then continued, almost to himself: ‘A woman with a husband would be a greater sin. A widow is different. And it’s not as if I’d seduced a girl from a noble family.’


  ‘It’s all right because I only come from a merchant family. A bourgeoise.’


  ‘You know what I mean.’


  Oh yes, she knew all right. He was noble, so he considered himself above the rest of humanity. This impoverished, inexperienced, cocky little aristocrat thought he could bed her because his ancestors had been friends of Charlemagne. And he expected her to accept it. Just like that. She had half a mind to throw him out.


  But she didn’t. She was in the mood to make love. And having gone this far, she thought, she might as well get what she wanted. Two people could play the game of using someone.


  He put down his wine, and grinned. She assumed he was about to make a move towards her. But then he paused.


  ‘I didn’t tell you last time. But I saw your uncle in the market the other day. He stared at me as if he knew me. It was quite frightening. But then I realised it’s just the way he looks. You don’t think he knows about me, do you?’


  ‘He has no idea. I promise you.’


  ‘Glad to hear it.’


  Now he was ready to make his move. He began kissing her. They rolled on to the straw mattress. Martine was only wearing a shift, but he was still dressed. Young Roland was aroused, and so was she. His hand moved between her legs. She gave a little gasp. Soon afterwards, he was pulling down his hose, entering her.


  ‘Take off your shirt,’ she said, pulling at it. Like most people, Roland wore his shirt for a week or more, and it smelled of sweat and the street. But she liked that he washed more than other men she knew. Admittedly, dashing oneself with cold water from a bowl wasn’t much of a bath, but it was as good as it usually got in the Paris of the Crusades. ‘Ah,’ she whispered, ‘that feels good.’ She could smell his sweat, and that faint scent of almonds on his skin. He was getting more and more excited, thrusting rapidly. She arched her back. He pressed himself close.


  And then she frowned. She smelled something else. She thought she must be mistaken. But no, there was no mistake. It was the smell of perfume, but not the kind that she might use. This was the sickly smell of the cheapest kind of perfume that the street girls used to try to hide the fact they hadn’t washed for a month.


  There was only one way that Roland could have got that smell on his skin. She understood in a flash. That’s what he’d been up to last night. Her body went rigid.


  He came. Early.


  Martine did not move. For a moment, a great sense of hurt engulfed her, like a wave. But it quickly receded. She wasn’t in love with him. Then she felt rage. How dare he? She’d offered herself, and he’d run around the corner with some whore he’d picked up God knows where. Had he no respect for her at all? Did he have any idea how lucky he was? She wanted to scream. She wanted to strike him with something hard and heavy. She wanted to make him suffer.


  But still she lay quite still. He leaned over. She forced herself to smile. Then she put her head on his chest, and stroked it, closing her eyes as if she were drowsy. After a little time she felt his body relax. He was dozing. She pulled away and lay beside him, thinking.


  She gave a small smile of satisfaction. Revenge was a dish best served cold. She was glad, now, that she had kept silent. He would suspect nothing. She closed her eyes.


   


  It was dawn when she awoke. In the faint light from the shuttered window she could see that he was lying on his side, his head raised on one arm, watching her.


  ‘At last,’ he said. He reached across.


  He kissed her neck and started to move down her body. She let him. It felt good. He wasn’t in a hurry, and nor was she.


  ‘I’m a little sleepy,’ she said. He was hard, and that was what she wanted, too. She let him enter. He was moving slowly and rhythmically, taking his time.


  ‘You know,’ she said softly, ‘about what you said last night.’


  ‘You talk when you’re making love?’


  ‘Sometimes. I mean about my uncle. You don’t have to worry. He has no idea.’


  ‘Good.’


  ‘I’d know at once if he did. He’d beat me.’


  ‘Oh.’


  ‘He wants me to make a good marriage. As for any man who slept with me . . .??Aiee . . .’


  ‘What?’


  ‘He’d suffer the fate of Abelard.’


  He stopped.


  ‘You’re not serious.’


  ‘You don’t know him.’


  ‘He’d castrate me? Cut off my balls?’


  ‘Oh, he’d have some roughnecks do it. He has the power.’


  ‘But I’m a noble.’


  ‘So was Abelard.’ It was true that the great philosopher came from a minor noble family.


  She felt him shrink inside her. She pulled him close.


  ‘Don’t worry, mon amour, he has no idea,’ she coaxed. But Roland’s manhood was in full retreat. ‘Don’t leave me now,’ she whispered. ‘Finish what you came to do.’


  He pulled away. He glanced at the sliver of light between the shutters.


  ‘I’d better go,’ he said.


  ‘Will you come back tonight?’ she asked.


  ‘I have to study tonight,’ he said.


  ‘Tomorrow?’


  ‘If I can.’


   


  The day passed quietly, giving her time for further reflection. On the whole, she had to admit, it was probably just as well that things had worked out the way they had. She’d been a fool to run such risks. Her little interlude with Roland, such as it was, had made one thing very clear to her. She needed a man in her life again.


  It was time to get married. She could probably get a rich husband. Her uncle would see to that. There were plenty of good men in Paris, so she might as well marry a rich one.


  Roland had to go. But that didn’t mean she wouldn’t punish him.


  Could she have been wrong about the other girl? She didn’t think so. Every instinct told her she was right, but she wanted to be certain. By the afternoon she was forming another plan.


  It was evening and the sun was sinking over the Seine when she made her way along to the bridge that led from the Left Bank to the Île de la Cité. Of course, it was possible that he had a girl on the Left Bank, but it would be harder for him to escape detection there. It was far more likely that the other girl was on the northern side of the river. She found a convenient spot on a street corner from which she could observe, and she waited.


  She didn’t have to wait long. He came over the bridge with a jaunty step. So much for studying tonight. She pulled a shawl over her head and followed him at a distance. There were enough people about for her to follow him inconspicuously. Some were standing on the bridge to admire the sunset, and Roland did the same. After that, he continued over to the Right Bank, and went northwards until he turned left into the rue Saint-Honoré. She continued to follow. She saw him go into a tavern. She hesitated. If she went in there, people would turn to look. He’d probably see her, and that would be embarrassing. On the other hand, she wanted to know what he was up to. She stood in the street, wondering what to do.


  He obligingly saved her the trouble by coming out again. There was a girl beside him, with a mass of black hair, just the sort of cheap slut, thought Martine, that she’d imagined. She saw him put his arm around the girl, who reached up and pulled his head down to kiss him on the mouth. Martine quickly turned her head so as not to be seen, but they didn’t even glance in her direction.


  For just a moment, she felt a cold shock that he’d betrayed her. But it was followed by a sense of satisfaction. She’d been right. Her senses and her instincts hadn’t let her down. It was time to complete her revenge.


  That evening, finding a moment when the kitchen was empty, she stole in and removed a long kitchen knife that was seldom used. Then, while her uncle was in his counting house, she entered the empty parlour, where there was a large oak table, and spent several minutes stooped over it, apparently examining the grain of the wood.


   


  The following morning after breakfast, her uncle went out to the Grève market. The cook and the two other servants were in the kitchen.


  Martine stepped into the parlour. She knew exactly what she had to do. She knew it was going to be painful. But she’d worked it out carefully, tried everything out to make sure that it would work as planned. As she took a deep breath and prepared herself, her whole face was screwed up in anticipation of the pain. If it hadn’t been needed for her revenge, she couldn’t have gone through with it.


  So now, involuntarily crossing herself, she took careful aim, twisted her head so that she shouldn’t break her nose, and let herself fall, hard, against the edge of the big oak table in the middle of the room.


  She didn’t need to fake her howl of pain. The servants came running.


  ‘I tripped,’ she wailed. She saw drops of blood on the floor. She hadn’t meant to break the skin, and hoped it wouldn’t leave a scar. But the main thing was that already, she could feel a huge, throbbing pain around her left eye.


  While the younger servant girl ran to fetch Martine’s uncle home from the market, the cook, a small, vigorous woman, took charge. The cut over the eye wasn’t bad. The cook bathed it, held a wad of cloth over it, and staunched the bleeding. Then she put grease on the cut and wrapped a bandage round Martine’s head. A cold compress helped the swelling.


  ‘But you’re going to have a big, shiny black eye,’ the cook informed her cheerfully.


  By the time her uncle arrived at the house, Martine was quite composed, sitting in the kitchen and taking a little broth. Her face was swelling up nicely. Once he was satisfied that his niece was neither badly injured nor disfigured, her uncle returned to the market, and Martine told the servants that she was going to rest in her room and would come down again at midday.


  Everything was going exactly according to plan.


  She waited in her room for a while, until there was no one out in the yard. Then, slipping the long knife she’d stolen into her belt and concealing it under her gown, she slipped unseen out of the back gate into the alley that Roland had used for his night-time visits.


  She walked swiftly southward, skirted the Grève marketplace and made towards the river. As she had the evening before, she kept a shawl over her head to hide the bandage.


  It was only a quarter of a mile to the bridge that crossed from the Right Bank to the Île de la Cité. Just before she reached it, ahead of her, she caught sight of the high roof of the Grand Châtelet, where the provost of Paris dispensed justice to the people. University students like Roland, who only had to answer to the Church courts, were exempt from the provost’s stern rule. Martine smiled to herself. She had a special kind of justice reserved for young Roland de Cygne.


  She crossed to the island. Over the rooftops on her right rose the high vault of the Sainte-Chapelle, grey against the sky. The sacred relics concealed within might bring joy to the king, but the royal reliquary looked like a tall, cold barn to her that day. And the memory of her budding passion for the boy, when they’d gone in there together, was as dead as ashes. She crossed the Seine once more, by the narrow bridge to the Left Bank, and started up the long, straight slope of the rue Saint-Jacques.


  She didn’t often come to the Left Bank. The Latin Quarter, some people were calling it these days, since it had started filling with scholars. She cursed as she almost stepped into a pile of steaming faeces that someone must have tossed from an upper window. That’s right, she thought grimly: the scholars could talk Latin and preach in church, but life still came down, in the end, to the same old stink in the street.


  She was nearing the top of the hill. She put her hand down and felt the handle of the long knife under her belt. Ahead of her was the gateway in the city wall through which the Compostela pilgrims passed. She knew Roland’s lodgings were somewhere here. A student came out of a doorway, and she was about to ask him if he knew Roland, when the young man himself appeared, from another house nearby. He saw her and stopped in surprise. She went quickly to his side.


  ‘We must talk at once,’ she said urgently. ‘Alone.’


  He frowned, but led her a short way along the street and turned into a churchyard. It was quiet there. No one could see them.


  ‘What’s the matter?’ he asked. ‘I was coming to you tonight.’


  ‘You can’t,’ she said. ‘Look.’ And she pulled back her shawl.


  He stared in surprise at the big red-and-black swelling on her face.


  ‘My God. What happened?’


  ‘My uncle. He beat me. He knows about us.’ She watched him go pale. ‘I slipped out of the house to warn you.’


  ‘How? He was asleep when I left yesterday. I heard him snoring.’


  ‘The cook saw you. She told him.’


  ‘He knows who I am?’


  ‘Not yet. I wouldn’t tell him your name. But he has men out already making inquiries.’


  He looked thoughtful.


  ‘No one knows. Did the cook get a good look at me?’


  ‘She gave him a description.’


  ‘God be damned.’


  ‘Oh, Roland.’ She looked pitiful. ‘He’ll beat me again until I tell him your name. I can’t hold out much longer.’


  Roland looked away for a moment. Cursing his bad luck, no doubt. She felt for the knife in her belt, but she didn’t draw it out yet. He turned back at her.


  ‘You don’t really think . . .?,’ he started.


  ‘Oh, Roland,’ she cried, ‘you’ve got to leave Paris. Leave at once.’


  ‘I can’t do that.’


  ‘You don’t understand. You don’t know him. Once he’s made up his mind . . .??And he has the power.’


  ‘He’d really have me castrated?’ He stared at her in horror.


  ‘Nothing will stop him. The king couldn’t stop him.’


  He was squirming. She watched him. It was perfect.


  ‘I can’t leave Paris,’ he muttered. ‘I’ve nowhere to go.’


  ‘We could run away together,’ she said. ‘I have some money. We could run away to Normandy. Or England.’


  ‘That won’t do,’ he answered, staring at the ground. She knew he’d say that.


  ‘You don’t want me,’ she wailed. ‘I’m lost.’


  ‘No, no. I care for you,’ he answered.


  There was a long pause.


  ‘He doesn’t mean to kill you,’ she pointed out. ‘That’s something. They say that Abelard was a greater philosopher after it happened to him.’


  It was clear from Roland’s face that philosophy wouldn’t console him.


  ‘What can I do?’ he cried.


  It was time. She reached below her cloak and pulled out the knife. He shrank back.


  ‘Here,’ she said. ‘It’s for you.’


  ‘For me?’


  ‘If they come for you, use it. Don’t hesitate. You won’t have any time. They’ll mean business. But if you can kill them, or wound them, maybe it’ll stop him trying again. It’s your only hope.’


  He took the knife. He weighed it in his hand, and pursed his lips. She saw him glance around.


  And suddenly she thought she read his thoughts. The one thing she hadn’t allowed for. Could it be so? Was he wondering whether he should use the knife to kill her? To get her out of the way? Nobody had seen them. If she was dead, he could be thinking, her uncle would never discover his identity.


  How could she have been so foolish? She’d brought the knife only to make her story seem more convincing. And she’d been so busy plotting her own revenge that she’d overlooked this weakness in the plan. She froze.


  But then he shook his head and gave her back the knife.


  ‘I have a weapon of my own,’ he said. Though whether she had been wrong, or he had calculated the odds and decided against killing her, or his conscience had intervened, she would never know.


  ‘I must go before I am missed,’ she said. ‘But take care, my Roland. I fear we may never see each other again. May God protect you.’ And pushing the knife back into her girdle, and covering her head with her shawl, she hurried out of the churchyard.


  As she went back down the street towards the river, she wondered happily how many sleepless nights and nightmares he would suffer, and whether he would run away from Paris. And oh, the pleasure of watching the cocky little swine while he squirmed.


  Revenge was sweet.


   


  The rest of that day did not go well for Roland. He tried to go about his business. He attended a lecture. He went to his usual tavern, where he met some friends. He longed to share his troubles with them, but didn’t feel that he could. He bought bread, a little cured meat and some beans, and took them back to his lodgings.


  The room where he lodged was up a creaking wooden staircase. The door had a bolt, and he wondered whether to add a second one. But he decided there was no point. A couple of determined men could break it down anyway. There was a heavy oak chest, however. He could drag it over to the door. If he laid his mattress beside the chest, he’d be sure to wake up instantly as soon as anyone tried to break in.


  The window worried him. It was only ten feet above the street. But it was narrow and the shutters were stout. He might be able to defend it.


  As for a weapon, he did have a dagger. He wished he had a sword, but a student couldn’t walk around the streets with that. The dagger was long and made to be used in battle. It had belonged to his grandfather. He tested the blade. It was sharp. Even if several men battered down the door, he ought to be able to kill one of them, maybe two.


  He stayed indoors until evening, ate his food, set up his barricade and prepared for the dangerous night.


  But he couldn’t sleep. Each creak he heard made him start. Around midnight something outside, a rat probably, disturbed a little pile of faggots, one of which fell with a soft click on the cobbles. In a flash, Roland was up, waiting beside the window, dagger in hand, not daring to signal his presence by opening the shutters but straining every nerve to hear if anyone was in the street, or coming up the stairs. He stayed there almost half an hour before lying down again, still listening.


  And as he listened, thoughts chased through his head. Why had he got involved with Martine? If only he’d been chaste. If only he’d been a Temple Knight. And what should he do? Could he return home? How would he explain it to his father? His family would be furious. He was supposed to be helping them and he’d let them all down. He dreaded the thought of facing them almost as much as he dreaded mutilation.


  The hours passed. He didn’t even doze. At dawn, he started violently again, as someone threw slops from a window down into the street. And by the time the city gates were opening, and people were moving about in the streets, he staggered down the stairs, hollow-eyed, to face the day.


  He had to attend his first lecture early that morning. He didn’t want to go out unarmed. But a student couldn’t wander around with a weapon in his belt. How could he keep it under his hand unseen? After looking around his possessions he hit upon a solution. He had a roll of cheap parchments, mostly rabbit and squirrel, the kind that clerks and merchants used for transactions. Slipping the dagger through the middle, he found that he could carry it quite hidden, but pull it out with ease. Thus armed, he descended into the street to join his fellow students.


  Everything seemed normal. He felt some comfort from being in a crowd, but he couldn’t help wondering – if he were suddenly attacked, would his fellow students protect him? From some angry townsman with a club, probably. From two or three armed men? Perhaps not. Even as he walked back in their company towards his lodgings after the lectures, he found himself glancing over his shoulder to see if he was being followed.


  Another thought also occurred to him. Shouldn’t he try to protect his body in some way? Could he wear a leather vest, like a man-at-arms, under his clerical dress? Some of them had metal studs. If he could somehow attach the ends together between his legs, might that give him some protection, or would his assailants just slit it with a knife?


  On the western side of the Latin Quarter, there was a gate in the city wall where the road led out to a church in the suburbs called Saint-Germain-des-Prés. Just inside this gate there was an armourer’s workshop. He’d never been in there, but he’d heard it was one of the best. In the afternoon, therefore, he paid the place a visit.


  The little factory was certainly busy. It had forges like a blacksmith. He saw swords, helms, chain armour, all manner of implement and protective clothing for the fighting man. But while everything was designed to protect the head and arms, the torso and the legs, there was no individual item to protect a man between his legs. And I can hardly walk around in a suit of body armour, Roland thought.


  He asked for the master armourer, and was pointed towards a short, brisk figure with a close-cropped greying beard, who listened carefully as he explained the protection that he wanted.


  ‘Never been asked for that before,’ the craftsman remarked. ‘Did you get caught with somebody’s wife?’


  ‘Something like that.’


  ‘Well, I always say we can make anything. You want something like a chastity belt, only it would have to be bigger. Difficult to make that out of metal. I doubt you could sit down.’ The armourer considered. ‘To be flexible, it would have to be like a short hose, chain armour over a leather backing, I should think. It’d be quite heavy, you know, and it’ll cost you.’


  ‘You could do it?’


  ‘Not for a month, at least, maybe longer. I’ve orders waiting from some of the greatest nobles in the land.’ He looked up at the unhappy young man. ‘Can it wait that long?’


  ‘Probably not.’


  ‘Better hang on to yourself, then.’ The craftsman grinned.


  Roland departed sadly. He probably couldn’t afford such a thing, even if he could find anyone to make it.


  It was almost a day and a half since he had slept, and he was starting to feel light-headed. He hardly knew what to do with himself. Returning to the rue Saint-Jacques, he turned down towards the river. Soon, on his left, he passed the Church of Saint-Séverin. And in the hope that the place might calm his spirits, he went in there to rest.


  There was something very intimate about its strange, old, narrow vaults. Though rebuilt from time to time, the church had already been there for seven hundred years, since the days of the early Frankish kings. As he sat on a stone bench, his back to the wall and his eyes on the door, with his dagger concealed in the roll of parchment across his knees, young Roland reflected on his situation.


  The facts were all too obvious. He had sinned, and God was punishing him. He deserved it. That much was clear as day. But what could he do? He must repent. He must beg forgiveness with all his heart, though whether it would be granted was another matter.


  A terrible thought occurred to him. Could it be that God actually intended he should be castrated? Was God not only punishing him, but saving him from further temptation? Had God decided to ensure that his life was dedicated to religious service as a celibate priest or monk? Surely it could not be. Wasn’t it God’s will that he should overcome temptation, more or less, rather than have temptation removed from him? Abelard might have suffered that fate, but Abelard was a great scholar and philosopher. His own place in the world was far more modest. He wasn’t worthy of so much attention. Plenty of other men in Holy Orders had done the same as he had, and got away with it. If he dedicated his life to serving the Church, he told himself, that ought to be enough. If he truly repented, forgiveness would be granted.


  So Roland tried to pray. He tried very hard indeed, for over an hour. And at the end of that time, he did feel a little calmer. At least he’d made a start, he thought. That was something. He got up, and cautiously went into the street.


  If only he didn’t feel so tired. He must get sleep. But he didn’t want to sleep at his lodgings. He needed to find another place. Somewhere the men searching for him wouldn’t think of. Where could he go?


  And then, it seemed to him, he had a good idea. What about the girl on the rue Saint-Honoré? What about Louise? Neither Martine nor her uncle knew about her.


  Louise had a little room near the tavern. She’d surely let him sleep with her there. And to show that his repentance was sincere, he wouldn’t make love to her. That might work. He’d go to the tavern and ask her.


  With this new, confused hope in his heart, he crossed over the river, and headed north.


  There was only one thing that worried him. Once in bed with her, would he still be able to resist temptation? And would she let him? Still pondering this difficulty, he came to the rue Saint-Honoré and started to turn into it.


  A hand closed on his elbow. He leaped in the air. His hand flew to the roll of parchment. He twisted, with a terrified face, towards his assailant.


  ‘My dear young man. Did I startle you?’


  It was the priest from the church by the Cemetery of the Innocents. The man to whom he’d delivered the letter the week before.


  ‘Father!’ he cried.


  ‘I’m very sorry I made you jump,’ said the elderly priest apologetically. ‘But I thought I recognised you. You came to my house the other day. Are you all right?’ His mild blue eyes were peering at the younger man. ‘You look very pale.’


  ‘Yes, mon Père, I am well.’ Roland stared at the priest with a mixture of relief and embarrassment. ‘Thank you. Ah . . .??The truth is that . . .??I did not sleep well last night.’


  ‘Why was that, my son?’


  ‘Well, you see . . .’ Roland searched his mind feverishly. ‘There was a fire in my lodgings. Just a small fire. It was put out. But my room is a terrible mess. Black dust everywhere . . .’ He was babbling, but the elderly priest continued to look at him kindly.


  ‘And where will you sleep tonight, my son?’


  ‘Oh . . .??Well . . .??I was going to ask a friend . . .’


  ‘Why don’t you sleep at my house? There’s plenty of room.’


  ‘Your house?’


  ‘It would be a strange thing if the priest of the Saints Innocents did not help a scholar in need.’


  And then it seemed to Roland that he understood. This was a gift from the Almighty. God had sent this priest to save him from temptation in his hour of need. He need not sleep with Louise. He would be safe.


  ‘Thank you, mon Père,’ he said. ‘I accept.’


   


  The priest’s house lay almost beside the church. It wasn’t large, but it had a pleasant hall with a fireplace and a window, and an area partitioned by a heavy curtain, where a mattress could easily be laid for a guest. An elderly nun from a nearby convent came in each day to act as the priest’s housekeeper, and she quietly laid out a meal for them both. After he had eaten a rich stew, and a little cheese, and drunk a goblet of wine, Roland started to feel very much better.


  The priest’s conversation was pleasant. He asked Roland about his family and his studies, and it was soon clear that he was an excellent scholar himself. He spoke about his parish, and its poor. And it was only towards the end of the meal that he gently inquired: ‘Are you in some sort of trouble, my son?’


  Roland hesitated. How he would have liked to tell the kindly priest the truth. Should he make his confession and ask for his help? Could the priest perhaps arrange for his protection? The Church was powerful. He wanted to confess.


  But he couldn’t do it.


  ‘No, mon Père,’ he lied.


  The old man didn’t press him. But as the sun was falling he remarked that at the end of each day he went into his church to pray, and suggested that perhaps Roland would like to accompany him.


  ‘I should,’ said Roland fervently. And he went to pick up his roll of parchment, so that he’d have his dagger with him, just in case.


  ‘There’s no need to bring that with you,’ the old man said. ‘It will be quite safe here in the house.’


  What could he do? Reluctantly he went out unarmed.


  The Church of the Saints Innocents was silent. They were alone.


  ‘Each time I pray here,’ the priest remarked, ‘I like to remember that I am in the presence of all those poor Christian souls, the simple people of Paris without even a name by which to remember them, who lie in the cemetery beside us.’ He smiled. ‘It makes our own troubles seem very small.’


  Then he went to a small side altar, sank to his knees and silently began to pray.


  Roland knelt beside him, and did his best to do the same. The old man’s presence was comforting. He felt a sense of peace. Surely, he thought, in this quiet sanctuary, he must be under God’s protection.


  And yet . . .??As the time passed, and the church remained silent, he could not help it if his ears were straining for any tiny sound. He wanted to turn his head to look around, to make sure that no shadowy figures were stealing towards them. But he did not dare, for fear of disturbing his companion’s prayers.


  And then, to his shame, came other thoughts. What if the church door suddenly burst open now, and two or three armed men rushed in? He didn’t have his dagger, but the old priest was not heavy. Could he pick him up and use him as a shield? He was just contemplating this possibility when he heard the priest’s voice at his side.


  ‘Let us say a Pater Noster, my son.’


  Pater Noster, qui es in caelis, sanctificetur Nomen tuum . . . the eternal words of the Lord’s Prayer, murmured softly in the quiet church.


  And when it was done, and they had returned to the priest’s house and bolted the door, Roland lay down on the bed prepared, with his roll of parchment beside him, and slept in peace.


   


  The sun was already well up when he awoke. Breakfast was awaiting him on the table. The old priest had already gone out, but had left a message with his housekeeper that he would expect Roland to join him for supper again that evening, and to stay in his house that night.


  As he made his way across the river to the Latin Quarter, Roland felt quite refreshed. Whatever the dangers that lurked, he thought, there must be some solution – some way, if he were truly repentant, that God would grant him protection. Perhaps, this evening, he would confess everything to the old priest and ask his advice.


  He went up the rue Saint-Jacques. There were plenty of students about. He kept his eyes open, but saw no sign of danger.


  He was fifty paces from his lodgings when a student came up to him.


  ‘There’s a fellow looking for you,’ he said.


  Roland froze.


  ‘A man? What sort of man?’


  ‘I don’t know. I never saw him before.’


  ‘Just one?’ His heart was starting to beat violently. ‘Are you sure there weren’t several?’


  ‘I saw only one,’ the student said. And Roland was just wondering whether to make a run for it when the student waved to a poor-looking young fellow up the street and called out: ‘Here he is.’


  Roland began to turn and run. But then he stopped.


  No. He wouldn’t run. He couldn’t go on like this. There was only one young man, probably sent as a scout, to check out his whereabouts before the thugs were brought in. If I can just bring him down, he thought, and make him confess . . .??take him to the authorities . . .??It’d be hard for Martine’s uncle to attack me after that.


  He reached into the roll of parchment, pulled out the dagger.


  And with a shout of rage, he rushed at the stranger, hurling himself upon him. The young man went down. Roland stayed on top of him. He pressed the dagger blade to the fellow’s throat.


  ‘Who sent you?’ he cried. The young man’s eyes were wide with terror.


  ‘The lord de Cygne,’ he answered hoarsely. ‘Your father, sir.’


  ‘My father?’


  ‘I am Pierre, the miller’s son, from your village.’


  Roland stared at him. It could be true. He realised that the young fellow’s face was vaguely familiar. He hadn’t seen him for a few years. He kept the dagger at his throat, in case.


  ‘Why are you here?’


  ‘Your brother. He’s had an accident. He is dead. Your father wants you to return home at once. I have a letter for you from the priest.’


  ‘My brother is dead?’ That could mean only one thing. He’d have to take his place back at home as the future lord de Cygne.


  ‘Yes, sir. I am sorry.’


  And then, without thinking – for in truth he loved his brother – but in sheer relief at such an unexpected way out of his troubles, Roland spoke the words that, for the rest of his life, would cause his villagers behind his back to call him the Black de Cygne:


  ‘Thank God!’ he cried.


   


  The letter from the priest explained the details. His brother had suffered a fall from his horse on to a gatepost, had punctured his lungs, and died within the hour. The priest urged Roland to do his father’s bidding and return at once, since his presence was greatly needed.


  He well knew, the priest wrote, what a sacrifice it would be to give up his studies at the university, and the religious life. And indeed, Roland thought, he might have felt some reluctance to leave Paris, had it not been for this trouble over Martine with the merchant. But, the priest went on, it was not for us to question providence. One must simply bow one’s head and do one’s duty. It was clearly a sign, the priest explained, that God had decided that Roland should serve Him in another calling.


  Roland made the arrangements that very day. He told his teachers that his father required him urgently to go into Normandy, but that he hoped soon to return. He told his friends that he was secretly hoping to study in Italy, at the University of Bologna. To Martine, he sent no message at all. And having, he hoped, left enough confusion to throw her uncle off his track, he spent the night at the house of the kindly old priest and departed the next morning for his home in the valley of the Loire.


  Since he made no inquiries, he never knew that, six months later, Martine was married to a merchant named Renard. But had he known, he would have been glad.


  Chapter Four


  1885


  Thomas Gascon found his true love on the first day of June, in the morning. It had rained the day before, and grey clouds were still passing across the open sky above the Arc de Triomphe. But the horse chestnut trees were in their full, white blossom, and the promise of summer was in the air, as the huge crowds gathered.


  He had come for a funeral.


  Writers were honoured in France. And now that Victor Hugo – beloved author of Les Misérables, The Hunchback of Notre-Dame and a score of other tales – had died at the age of eighty-three, France was giving him a state funeral.


  The entire legislature, senators, deputies, judges and officers of state; the leaders of the universities, the academies and the arts, had arrived at the Arc de Triomphe, where the author had been lying in state. More than two million people lined the route the funeral cortege would take, down the Champs-Élysées to Concorde, over the bridge to the Left Bank and along the boulevard Saint-Germain until, at last, it would climb to the summit of the old Roman hill in the Latin Quarter where the mausoleum of the Panthéon now stood, ready to receive the greatest sons of France.


  Paris had never seen such a crowd – not in the days of the Sun King, not during the Revolution, not even under the emperor Napoléon.


  And all for a novelist.


  Thomas had arrived at dawn to get a good view. Some people had camped out in the street the night before to get a good position, but Thomas had been more cunning. He had inspected the place previously and chosen a spot near the top of the Champs-Élysées, on its southern side, with his back resting against a building.


  As the huge avenue rapidly filled, his view was soon blocked, but he didn’t mind. He waited patiently until everything was in place, the police and soldiers all busy lining the roadway and the crowd around him so thick that it was impossible to move.


  First, he reached down to the rope tied around his waist and unwound the loose end, to which he’d attached a small hook. Just behind him, at shoulder height, a narrow ledge ran along the stone facade of the building, and above that was a window protected on the outside by a metal grille. Skilfully, he tossed the rope up so that the hook caught in the grille.


  Then, suddenly grabbing the shoulders of the two people in front of him, he levered himself up quickly. They hardly had time to protest before he was scrambling up their backs, and a moment later, with a foot resting on the head of one of them, he got his other heel firmly on the ledge, reached up, pulled the hook through the grille and tied the rope off. The two men below were now cursing volubly, and one of them tried to punch him, but the crowd was so close that it was hard for the man to get a decent swing. And after Thomas made a motion as though to kick him in the head with his workman’s boot, he contented himself with a contemptuous ‘Cochon!’ and turned away.


  Thanks to this arrangement, tethered safely to the grille behind by the rope around his waist, Thomas could lean out to left or right as he pleased and watch everything over the heads of the people in front of him.


  Across the avenue, the balconies were crammed with people; there were heads at every window. Some of these folk had paid large sums of money for these vantage points. But he had a view as good as theirs, for free.


  To his left, the wide space around the Arc de Triomphe had been cleared for the dignitaries who were all in deepest mourning dress, or uniform. The great arch itself was an extraordinary sight. Three years ago, a huge sculpture of the goddess Victory in her chariot had been placed on top, making it even more dramatic than before. An enormous drape hung like a scooped curtain over one side of the monument; long banners hung from its corners. And taking up most of the great central arch was the ornate and massive catafalque, sixty feet high, in which Victor Hugo had been lying in state.


  It was more than a funeral. It was an apotheosis.


  The crowds were all in black. The better-off men wore top hats. Thomas himself had put on a short coat that was dark enough, but he wore a blue working man’s cap. He supposed Victor Hugo wouldn’t mind.


  He was staring towards the arch, where the funeral orations were beginning, when he saw the girl.


  She was standing about fifteen yards away, in the front row. He could see only the back of her head, and there was nothing special about that. There was really no reason he should have felt drawn towards this particular head in the sea of people all around. But for some reason it seemed to him to be special.


  He could see that she had frizzy brown hair. The skin on the back of her neck looked pale. He couldn’t tell what she was wearing, but he thought that she probably belonged to the poorer classes, like himself. He wondered if she would turn round.


  The funeral orations were starting. He couldn’t hear them properly, but that didn’t matter. He was there. He was part of the great event.


  And everyone knew what must be said. Victor Hugo wasn’t only a great romantic poet and novelist. Liberty, Equality, Fraternity were his watchwords, and he’d lived by them. When Napoléon III had made himself dictator, Hugo had shamed him before all the world, choosing exile in the island of Guernsey, and refusing to come back until democracy was restored. When the Germans invaded France, he’d returned at once, to share starvation with the people of Paris. He’d served as a deputy and a senator too, and taken up residence on one of the splendid avenues that radiated out from the Arc de Triomphe. He was France’s greatest patriot, the conscience of the nation, the finest spirit of the age.


  A few years ago, as a birthday present, the city had even renamed the avenue where he lived: avenue Victor Hugo.


  From time to time, an oration would end, and the echo of applause could be heard before another speech began. Each time, Thomas would watch the young woman carefully, in case she turned her head. But although she shifted her position a little, he never saw her face. Meanwhile, the clouds were departing from the sky, and the Arc de Triomphe was bathed in sunlight.


  At last the ceremonies were drawing to a close. He heard a church bell start to sound the hour of noon. And at that moment, the entire sky above Paris seemed to shake as a huge roar of cannon split the air. Gun after gun saluted, each bang and rumble reverberating off the buildings, so that it was hard to guess where the guns were placed.


  He saw the girl step forward into the roadway, trying to discover where the sounds were coming from. She turned right around, saw him and stared – which was hardly surprising since, thanks to his rope, he was leaning so far forward that he appeared to be hovering in the air above the heads of the people in front of him. As for Thomas, he was gazing at her as if he’d seen a vision.


  She was wearing the plain dress of a simple working girl. Her face was lightly freckled, her nose small, her mouth was not too wide, but generous. Her eyes were hazel, as far as he could see. She looked at him quizzically. And then she smiled.


  To his surprise, at that moment, he didn’t feel a rush of excitement. In fact, he felt strangely calm, as if everything in the world had suddenly fallen into place.


  This was the one. He didn’t know how, or why he knew it, but he did. This was the girl he was going to marry. This was his destiny and nothing could change it. He was filled with a sense of lightness, of warmth and peace. He smiled back at her. Had she felt it as well? He thought perhaps she had.


  But already the huge cortege was starting to move. A soldier was making her move back. Her head turned, there was a jostling in the crowd and he lost sight of her.


  He must get to her side. He reached up and started to undo the knot in the rope. But he had been leaning out for so long that the knot was too tight for even his strong fingers. He felt for the knot where the rope went around his waist. The same thing. He struggled for a minute or two, without success.


  ‘Has anyone got a knife?’


  The black coach bearing the casket was passing. All the men were taking their hats off. Nobody even looked at him. He remembered, just too late, to remove his workman’s cap. The coach passed. A phalanx of the great men of France walked behind it.


  ‘For the love of God, has anyone got a knife?’ he called again. Slowly, the man whose head he’d stepped on turned up to look. Thomas gave him an apologetic smile. ‘Pardon, monsieur,’ he said politely, ‘but as you see, I’ve been left hanging here.’ The man considered him for a long moment. Then he reached into his coat pocket, drew out a pen knife and showed it to him.


  ‘I have a knife,’ he said.


  ‘If you could do me the kindness . . .,’ Thomas continued, using his best manners.


  ‘It’s a pity,’ the man remarked pleasantly, ‘that the rope is not around your neck.’ Then he put the knife back in his pocket, and turned to look at the cortege again.


  Thomas thought for half a minute.


  ‘Hey,’ he called down. ‘Monsieur with the knife.’ The man paid no attention. ‘I’ve got to pee. You want it on your head?’


  The man looked up furiously. Thomas shrugged, put his hands to his front and started to unbutton his fly. The man tried to move away, but the crowd was pressed so thick he couldn’t budge. With a curse, he reached into his pocket again.


  ‘Cut your cock off, then,’ he replied. But he handed up the knife.


  The knife was quite sharp. It took only a few seconds for Thomas to saw through the rope and release himself. He folded the knife.


  ‘Merci, monsieur,’ he cried. ‘You are very kind.’ Then he tossed the knife down so that it fell just behind the man’s back, leaving him trying helplessly to pick it up from the ground.


  Using the narrow ledge and where necessary the heads of the spectators, he managed to move along the building to the corner, where he found enough space to get down. Worming and discreetly kicking his way forward, he began to work his way towards the street. ‘Pardon, madame, pardon, monsieur, I have to pee,’ he cried. Some let him push through. Others resisted. ‘Pee in your pants, you little shit,’ said one man. But eventually Thomas reached the roadway.


  Ducking and weaving behind the soldiers lining the route, he managed to get back to the place where he had seen the girl.


  But she wasn’t there. He looked right and left. No sign of her. It was impossible, he thought. No one could move far in that crowd – unless they used tactics like he had.


  But somehow she had gone.


  He managed to get a little farther along the line of spectators, before a soldier stopped him and made him stand still. Detachments of cavalry passed, and important men in top hats, and bands. The cortege seemed endless. Though he continued to crane his head this way and that, he never caught sight of the girl again.


   


  It was mid-afternoon when Thomas arrived back at Montmartre. Monsieur Gascon had declared that he could honour Victor Hugo best by taking a drop of wine at the Moulin de la Galette, and his wife, who’d been suffering lately from a painful vein in her leg, had been glad to go there with him. As for young Luc, he had declared that it was his duty to keep his parents company, though Thomas knew very well that his little brother was just being lazy.


  So Thomas joined them at the Moulin, and gave them a general account of the proceedings. It was only later, when they were alone, that he confided to Luc about the girl.


  Although Luc was still only twelve years old, it sometimes seemed to Thomas that his little brother was already more worldly than he was. Perhaps it was his constant hanging around places like the Moulin, or perhaps it was just something innate in Luc’s character, but Thomas was more likely to confide such information to him than to most adults.


  ‘You had a touche,’ Luc said. A mutual attraction.


  ‘No,’ said Thomas, ‘more than that. A coup de foudre.’ A thunderbolt. Love at first sight.


  ‘How will you find her again?’


  ‘I don’t know. It’ll happen.’


  ‘You think it’s fate?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘That’s impressive.’


   


  But he didn’t find her. He had no information he could use. The city and suburbs of Paris now contained more than three million people, and she could be anywhere. She might even have come from another town.


  At first, on days when he wasn’t working, he’d go to the spot where he had seen her. He’d go at noon, the exact moment when their eyes had met. Might it be that she was also looking for him? And if so, mightn’t she have the same idea and find him there? It was a long shot, but it was the only hope he had.


  As the weeks and months went by, in his spare time, he’d go for a walk in a different part of the city, just in case he might catch sight of her. He came to know Paris far better, but he never saw the girl. Only Luc knew about these wanderings.


  ‘You’re like a knight in search of the Holy Grail,’ he told his older brother, and each time Thomas returned, Luc would quietly ask, ‘Did you find the Grail?’


   


  Though he did not find the Holy Grail, these wanderings had another effect upon Thomas that was profoundly to influence his destiny. That spring, he’d been busy at Gaget, Gauthier et Cie. Although the Statue of Liberty had been completed in time for the Fourth of July the previous year, the huge pedestal on which it was to rest in New York had not been ready. It wasn’t until the start of 1885 that Thomas had helped dismantle the huge statue, which was finally packed into 214 large crates and shipped across the Atlantic. It had been on its way to New York on the day of Victor Hugo’s funeral.


  The question then became, what was he to do next?


  To his mother’s delight, Gaget, Gauthier et Cie were happy to employ him. Evidently his hard work and his good eye had impressed them. ‘They tell me that in a few years, I could become one of the skilled men who make the carvings and the ornaments,’ he reported. Skilled work. Safe work. It was everything his mother had always hoped for.


  The trouble was, he didn’t want it.


  Was it the long walks in his quest for the girl? Was it the feeling of being cooped up when he was working in the sheds at the foundry? Or the prospect of one day sitting at one of the long work tables with all the craftsmen and being unable to move? Whatever the cause, his strong young body revolted against the idea. He wanted to be out of doors. He wanted to feel the strength of his arm. He scarcely cared about the weather, even when it was cold, or raining, as long as he was physically working.


  He was young. He was strong. He rejoiced in the sense of his physical power.


  He loved to watch the men on the bridges, the riveters on the building sites. One day, without telling his parents what he had done, he politely explained to the foreman at the rue de Chazelles that he was quitting. A week later, he had joined a gang of ironworkers as the most junior member of a riveting gang, and he was working on the railways.


  When his mother discovered, she was distraught.


  ‘You don’t understand,’ she cried. ‘Labouring men get sick. They get injured. You won’t always be young and strong. But if you have a skill, you work indoors and you can always find employment.’


  But Thomas wasn’t listening.


  The Gare Saint-Lazare lay only a short walk south-west from the foot of the hill of Montmartre. Its ever-expanding railway lines serviced the many towns of Normandy, and there were always repairs and alterations to be done.


  Through the second half of 1885, therefore, and the spring of 1886, Thomas Gascon went about his work quietly. Early each morning he would walk the mile from his home in Montmartre to the Gare Saint-Lazare. On his days off, he continued to trudge around the different quarters of Paris, in the hope of seeing the girl again. By the spring, he admitted the quest was absurd, but he still went out a couple of times a month, out of habit as much as anything.


  ‘Time to look for another woman,’ Luc remarked to him one day. ‘You’re too faithful.’


  ‘One should be faithful,’ Thomas answered with a smile.


  Young Luc shrugged and said nothing.


   


  It was in May 1886 that the competition was announced. It was not before time. There were only three years to go before the centenary of the French Revolution, which was, as all Frenchmen knew, the most significant event – with the possible exception of the birth of Christ – in the history of humanity. It was imperative therefore that Paris have another great exhibition. And at the gateway, the Republic wanted something dramatic. Nobody knew what, but it had to be a structure that would make the whole world gasp. On the first of May, the city asked for submissions. And they wanted them fast.


  The plans soon started coming. Many were banal. Some absurd. Some structurally impossible. One, at least, was dramatic. It proposed a towering replica of the guillotine. This, however, was deemed a little grim. Would the world’s visitors really want to walk under a vast, hanging blade? Perhaps not.


  And then there was the proposal from Monsieur Eiffel.


  He had originally suggested the project some time before, but the city authorities had been uncertain. The huge iron tower he proposed was certainly daring. It was modern. It might be a bit ugly. But as they viewed all the entries now, one thing above all impressed the committee. After the complex construction of the Statue of Liberty, it was clear that Gustave Eiffel the bridge-builder knew what he was doing. If he said the thing could be built, then he’d do it.


  All Paris had been following the competition. When the winner was announced, there were many protests. But when Thomas Gascon saw it in the newspaper, he knew at once what he wanted to do.


  ‘I’m going to work with Monsieur Eiffel on his tower,’ he told his family.


  ‘But what about your job with the railway?’ his mother demanded.


  ‘I don’t care.’


  They’d need a lot of ironworkers. He intended to be first in line.


   


  Sometimes Thomas worried about Luc’s character. Had he been too protective of his little brother?


  Luc had taken his advice. At school, he’d become the boy who made the other children laugh. Recently, his face had started to fill out, and together with his dark hair he looked more Italian than ever. He was clever, and worldly-wise. But it seemed to Thomas that Luc was also in danger of getting lazy, and soft. And he privately resolved to do something about this. It was part of his secret programme that, one Sunday that October, he took Luc for a strenuous walk.


  The mid-morning sun was on the autumn leaves when they set off. Luc had looked up at the clouds scudding in from the west, and told Thomas that he thought it was going to rain, but Thomas had told him not to be silly, and that he didn’t care if it rained anyway.


  In fact, when he’d woken up that morning, Thomas had thought he might be starting a cold, but he wasn’t going to let a small thing like that distract him from the more important business of toughening up his brother.


  ‘I’ll take you somewhere you’ve never been before,’ he promised him.


  Descending the hill of Montmartre and walking eastward, they crossed a big, handsome canal that brought water to the city from the edge of the Champagne region, and soon afterwards were walking up the long slope to their destination. The walk made him feel good, and by the time they reached the entrance, he felt he had shaken off his cold.


  Though Baron Haussmann had built many handsome boulevards, his most delightful project was not a street at all, but a romantic park on the city’s eastern edge. The Buttes-Chaumont was a high, rocky outcrop, about a mile north of the Père Lachaise Cemetery. Formerly it had been a quarry like Montmartre, but Haussmann and his team had transformed it into a rural retreat in keeping with the spirit of the times.


  If the formal gardens of Louis XIV’s reign had given way to the more natural landscaping of the Age of Reason, the nineteenth century was enjoying a rich duality. On the one hand, it was the age of steam, iron bridges and industry. Yet in the arts it was the high Romantic period. And while Germany had given the world the cosmic themes of Wagner, Romantic France was more intimate and picturesque.


  They entered through one of the western gates. The winding paths led through glades planted with all manner of trees and bushes, many of them still richly coloured. In the middle of the park a small artificial lake surrounded a high, rocky promontory on the top of which a little round temple had been built. It looked like a scene out of some lush, Italian landscape painting.


  They had brought some bread and cheese to eat in the middle of the day, and a bottle of beer. But before beginning their picnic, they agreed to visit the park’s best-known attraction. Crossing to the island by a long, suspended footbridge, it took them little time to find it.


  The grotto was a magical spot. Situated just inside a small cave in the rock face, its high chamber was festooned with stalactites. Still more striking, a high waterfall cascaded water from sixty feet above into a pool at the back, from which it flowed away over rocks. If a nymph from classical mythology had suddenly appeared from behind one of the grotto’s rocks and started dancing with her companions, it would hardly have seemed surprising.


  And most wonderful of all, it was artificial. The cave was the entrance to the old quarry. The stalactites were sculptures. The waterfall was created by hydraulic engineering. It was romantic, certainly. But the romance was not that of forest and cave and majestic mountain. It was theatre.


  ‘Perhaps,’ said Luc mischievously, ‘the maiden you’ve been seeking lives here in the grotto. Wait a minute and she’ll come out of the waterfall.’


  ‘Let’s go and eat,’ said Thomas.


   


  They crossed the bridge again and followed another path until they came to a green lawn, where they sat down. High above the island, they could see the craggy peak where the little temple stood. All around them, the leaves on the trees were gleaming gold. They ate their bread and cheese, and drank their beer. Thomas stretched out and looked up at the sky.


  There were more grey clouds than before. He watched idly as a large bank of clouds approached the sun, screened it in a haze and then obscured it. He waited for the cloud to break, but it didn’t. He felt a draught of colder, damper air and heard a light rustle in the leaves. The leaves weren’t golden any more, but had taken on that strange, luminous yellow colour that he’d often noticed when there was electricity in the air. He stood up.


  ‘It’s going to rain. We’d better head home,’ said Luc.


  ‘Not yet. We’ll visit the temple first.’


  Luc looked up at the high crag.


  ‘That would take a while,’ he said.


  ‘Not long,’ answered Thomas. ‘Let’s go,’ he commanded.


  They crossed over the bridge to the island again. And then they took the steep path that led them up the hill. It was quite picturesque, like climbing a mountain ravine, and Thomas was happy even if Luc was not.


  They were halfway up when, from the west, they heard a distant rumble of thunder.


  ‘Let’s go back down,’ said Luc.


  ‘Why?’ said Thomas.


  ‘Do you want to get caught in a thunderstorm?’


  ‘Why not?’ said Thomas. ‘Come on.’


  So they continued up the steep and winding path until they emerged at the little round temple. And just as they did, they heard the thunder again, and this time it echoed and reverberated all around the huge, broad valley in which Paris lay, so that if he hadn’t felt the wind from the west, Thomas would hardly have known where the weather was coming from.


  The temple was a small folly, modelled on the famous Temple of Vesta in Rome. From this high vantage point, Thomas could see the broad summit of Montmartre, and looking to his left, between high trees, he glimpsed the towers of Notre-Dame in the distance. He knew there were many strange figures on the top of those towers –Gothic gargoyles and all manner of stone monsters, looking out over Paris – and it pleased him to think that, perched up here on this crag, he might be as high in the sky as they were.


  The grey clouds were overhead now, but a few miles to the west was a great line of darker clouds. Beneath it, a curtain of falling rain stretched across the city. Above it rose layers of black cloud banks. As Thomas gazed at these, he saw a flash within, followed by a crack of thunder.


  The curtain of rain was advancing up the far side of Montmartre. On the hilltop, the tall scaffolding on the site of the rising Sacré Coeur stood out like a group of gallows. And while Thomas watched, the big site seemed to dissolve, and the hill with it, as the rain swallowed them up.


  Then came another flash; and this time, with a tearing crack, a great stanchion of forked lightning snaked down the sky and struck close by the towers of Notre-Dame. And as Thomas imagined the stone figures up there, staring out at the storm while the lightning crashed around them, their faces quite unmoved, he smiled to himself.


  The storm was coming swiftly towards them now, over the rooftops, over the canals. Luc called out that they’d better seek shelter, but Thomas didn’t want to. Ever since he was a little boy, he had loved the electric excitement of thunderstorms. He didn’t know why. The rain began to pour down on them and Luc stood under the temple arches in a futile attempt to keep dry, but Thomas stayed where he was, standing on a slab of rock, letting the rain pound on his head. The rain was coming so hard that he couldn’t see the park below. The storm was directly above the park now. A huge bang shook the air as lightning struck a tree not a hundred paces away, but while Luc cringed, Thomas kept his feet planted, testing himself, proving that a poor young man in workman’s boots could dare the gods of the storm to strike him down, like a romantic hero.


  Ten full minutes passed before the rain slackened a little and Thomas and Luc descended the hill and began their walk home. It was raining all the way, and Luc complained, but Thomas trudged firmly on, knowing that he must make a man of his brother.


   


  So he was quite annoyed when, the next morning, he woke with a sore throat. By noon, he was shivering.


   


  The illness of Thomas Gascon lasted many weeks. At first they thought it was the flu. Then they feared tuberculosis.


  When pneumonia finally set in, and a fever racked his body, and he became delirious, the doctor told his parents that he might survive, because he was young and strong.
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