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Introduction


Since I reached the age of reason, I remember my grandparents constantly repeating to us all that in any unpleasant situation, one needs to see the positive side of things (no matter how insignificant it might look). This novel finally came to life during the Covid 19 crisis, since I was confined to my beach house in Mauritius and had no excuse not to execute a project which had been close to my heart for many years and which I did postpone more than once due to lack of time.


The story of Adrien and his ancestor, Charles, is pure fiction, even if I have used a few pieces of my family history, as well as personal life experiences to create the two main characters of this book. It is narrated in two distinctive time frames, over two centuries apart. I have also enjoyed making up a few scenarios which include famous individuals that did exist in the past, and one must always remain aware that those scenarios are imaginary, with no historical truth to them.


I wish to thank those family members and friends who have supported me in this project, since I was confined on my own for several weeks, without a soul in my vicinity. I am most grateful to my old-time friend Marie-Christine Boullé, who has been relentlessly encouraging me to write and publish over the years, and to my aunt, Corinne Harding, whose critical eyes have been most helpful in editing my manuscript. I also wish to thank Georgie (Lady Colin Campbell) who, as a friend, has been a precious source of information on the world of publishing.


I do hope that you enjoy the story of Adrien Mullet de Lespinasse and his ancestor, the adventurous Viscount Charles.




CHAPTER ONE


Mauritius, April 2020


This Easter morning was like none previously ever seen or heard of before, on an island where every local has always considered the traditions of Christianity to be sacrosanct since 1715 when the religion was established by the first French settlers. But today was indeed different: the world was in the middle of an unprecedented crisis of such a complex nature that no scientist, politician, or philosopher could predict its outcome. Mauritius was not exempt from the Covid 19 calamity. The entire country had already been in total lockdown for a whole month by then, with peaks of social tensions in poorer areas already starting to show even if food outlets could still supply the population for its basic needs. The island had not suffered as many casualties in proportion to its number of cases as other countries, but any major outbreak would surely cause carnage since the medical facilities would soon be overwhelmed.


Discipline had proved tough to administer in the early days, with the Government taking the unprecedented decision to impose a curfew since many locals had viewed the initial rules of confinement as license for an unexpected holiday, enjoying themselves on public beaches in groups during the first days of the pandemic. So today, there would be no bells ringing in the neighbouring church, no two-hour mass celebrated in many different languages to please Mauritians and tourists, no informal gatherings of well-wishers afterwards and no family lunches where Mauritians could drink more than usual while the elderly, taking precedence, could rejoice in telling family tales of the past while adding their own version of events to every story; the highlight of many of those reunions.


Adrien woke up with a heavy heart. Could it be the result of those three long weeks of self-isolation in his beach house in Trou d’Eau Douce on the East Coast of the island? Or the fact that, despite his agnostic beliefs, the whole ritual of celebrating Christmas and Easter in his native land brought him nostalgic memories of his golden childhood as a Franco-Mauritian1 on an island where people of his kind are a minority but still control the economy, enjoying a life style that one can only compare to the British aristocratic ways of the prewar era. Maybe it was a little bit of both, since he had left London precipitately when things started getting complicated businesswise due to the Corona mass hysteria and he felt that spending a few weeks in his homeland was the only way to keep himself sane. But ‘sanity’ was such a euphemism for this handsome 45-year-old with (as was said by those who knew him) a brilliant but complex mind, not to mention a private life which seemed uncannily similar to that of Casanova. Would he be able to cope mentally with this forced confinement? Would he be able to spend days on his own when his usual lifestyle was a constant flow of society parties, business meetings or travelling across the globe with the happy few? He really was not sure but had no choice but to go with the flow.


It was that in these strange circumstances he found himself reflecting on his ancestors, something which had never really been the case in the past. The first two individuals who immediately came to his mind were his paternal grandparents, who for years had been the symbol of family unity, proprietors of the grand wooden colonial house in the southern part of the island where all family celebrations traditionally happened. They were now both deceased and his parents had tried hard to keep the clan together by continuing the tradition of those festive lunches and dinners. But the old house was now part of a trust, its gardens hired out as an events venue to help pay for its very costly maintenance; part of the magic was gone, which sadly often happens when family members go their different ways and childhood links between cousins slowly fade away. His father had lost a younger sister, though he still had three of his siblings on the island, all with a handful of children and grandchildren. Some had moved abroad – to France, England, South Africa, and Australia – and Adrien himself was among those now domiciled in London. He loved the vibe of the British capital to which, frankly, he was far more suited than to a more traditional Mauritian world of luxury beach homes, speed boats, hunting, and gossip. His eccentric family friend Malcom once famously wrote: ‘on this tiny Indian Ocean rock called Mauritius, one cultivates sugar cane and prejudices’. This was unfortunately the case and it proved to be a constraint to anyone wishing to be fully open to the world, unless one left the island at least for a few years and gave up the dolce vita lifestyle which a certain elite thrived on.


Nevertheless, many members of his family and close friends believed that it was a real waste for him to have remained in the UK following his five years at university since in Mauritius, benefiting from a well-connected and undeniably upper crust family background, he could reasonably aspire to a grand social position as well as a brilliant career. They always blamed his English-born mother, Mary, for influencing him, which was rather farcical since she had moved to the then-British colony at the age of eight, which made her hardly foreign at all. In fact, she was quite upset not to have her two sons by her side in Mauritius, though this never became well-known since she had been brought up not to show her feelings; instead, she respected people’s life choices. In Mauritius, any person born outside the Franco-Mauritian club is always seen as an outsider no matter how well integrated one is, but fortunately Mary was totally oblivious to this. She had made a thorough job of adapting to island life, notwithstanding the departure of most of her siblings and her parents following ten years of diplomatic posting in the former colony. Free of such insecurities, she made it a point to spend a good few months of the year in Britain ‘to keep up with the real world’. At seventy, she had fought and won a long battle against cancer and was determined to make the best of life. It was her view that her privileged situation as the daughter of a well to do English Baronet who left her a comfortable inheritance, not to mention her long marriage to a well off white local with whom she shared a strong bond, made her a fortunate woman indeed.


For sure, she had remained very British in many ways and this did not stop with her love of Christmas or Yorkshire pudding, and she had clearly projected her cultural values on both her sons who had been born and bred on the island. As children, many of Adrien’s friends referred to his mother as ‘l’étrangère’, which he could make no sense of as she spoke French and patois2 almost like a local and looked in every way like all the other mothers whom he knew. But many Franco-Mauritians always stick to their strict rules, whereby you are either one of them by right of birth or not. Not even being the daughter of Sir Edward St Maur, former Governor General of the Island, could make her a full member of the herd. But in fact, both boys grew up to be grateful for having a so called partly alien mother who was so open to the world, unlike members of their father’s family who often seemed to share the archaic values of a bygone era of colonialism.


Great Britain and the Continent were the family playground every summer and, as boys, both Adrien and his younger brother Xavier would spend most of July and August at St Maur Hall in Oxfordshire with their mother where they mixed with British high society. Those long stays were always accompanied by a few trips to London or the South of France where Sir Edward and his wife Deborah also owned an old traditional Provençal house near the town of Aix-en-Provence. Apart from their accents which remained very French due to the fact that Mary was multilingual and that one had to speak the language of Moliere fluently to survive in Mauritius, the boys grew up to become a hybrid of Franco-Britishness as they adopted the traditions and values of their maternal family when in their presence but reverted back to those of their Franco Mauritian origins the very moment they set foot on the island.


It all came back to him on that strange Easter morning as he sat there musing over the other branch of his ancestors. Grandpa Edward came from a long lineage of men who had served Queen and Country and was the fifth St Maur to hold the title. He had married The Lady Deborah Millen-Gordon, the only legitimate daughter of a rather vain and useless Scottish Earl who lost most of his fortune and ran away with his Bulgarian mistress of low extraction while leaving nothing to his wife and children except a castle falling into ruins not far from Aberdeen, and a mountain of debts. Lady Deborah was a proud woman who was well aware of her superior breed but, as a pragmatic, she also knew that marrying someone with a family fortune and position (and fourteen years her senior) was the right if not only choice at the time, even if it was not a love match and despite the fact that her husband’s title was not as grand as that of her own Scottish clan. In any case, true love matches were rare in those days when many top-notch families were losing their wealth and had to use their wit or monetise their social credentials to avoid ending up destitute. Both parties felt that it was a good match and happily ignored each other’s ad hoc infidelities and eccentricities while enjoying life, bringing up their five children and most importantly keeping their rank in society. Their daughter Mary had grown up in a bubble to some extent, which may have helped her in quickly adapting to the Mauritian family and community which she married into. After all, the British upper class is also a very closed world with often bizarre rules; it gave her the perfect training to navigate new currents like a swan and take at face value what was being said about her and her boys behind her back.


She met her future husband Henri the year the Governor General and his family were making their move back to England, while she herself was getting ready to be sent off to finishing school in Switzerland before joining a Foreign Language Academy in Paris. She was rather petite with thick auburn hair and striking blue eyes inherited from her Celtic ancestors, she excelled in languages at a very young age and in the sixties; well-born girls were no longer content sitting at home managing an army of maids or paying calls to charity institutions. Sir Edward referred to this eldest daughter who he adored as his pride, since she was always most well behaved, very studious with a creative mind, and did not have the sharp tongue of her mother like her two youngest sisters who were notoriously snobbish and argumentative. And it was love at first sight. Four years her senior, and a Mauritian, Henri was then studying law in the French capital and was among the lucky devils to be able to return home at least once a year to visit his family on the island, which was unheard of at the time since most of those who headed to Europe were gone for four to five years, confined to the grey skies of the northern hemisphere. With his dark brown hair, light blue eyes and athletic built, Henri was never short of admirers of the opposite sex and since the family had impeccable social credentials and were very well off, many mothers on the island were eager – over-eager – to push their daughters his way. Mary and Henri met at the races at the Champ de Mars3 in Port Louis, where the Governor General had his own private box; both His Excellency and Henri were passionate riders and moderate gamblers. As Sir Edward and Lady Deborah were busy hosting a member of the British Royal family who was representing the crown on the last official tour before the island became independent, Mary had ample time to make the acquaintance of her husband-to-be and they became inseparable since that day even if both families did not initially see this potential match in a positive light.


Henri’s parents were staunch Catholics whose ancestors had moved to the island nearly two centuries before, leaving a turbulent France to settle on an island where pandemics, cyclones and rats were part of daily life. They were proud to be among the first settlers and to have remained French in every way, forming part of the white establishment that tolerated the later British rule only because those ‘invaders’ (as they were still referred to) did not impose their religion, language and cultural values on the colonial elite. Any British marrying into this small tight-knit community had to abandon their identity or perish, since most Franco-Mauritians made it their duty to keep their French nationality even if they were now British subjects of Her Majesty. In this small community, Henri was expected to marry an insider from a good family and, after having studied and travelled over Europe, move back to the island to take a senior job in banking or at a law firm while also sitting on the board of directors of the sugar farm and factory owned by his family. The only outsider whom his rather snobbish mother would maybe welcome would be a French girl, provided she was well-born, had Catholic principles and could adapt to island life. The rewards, rich and rare, tempted most men to move back and, as most families of pure European descent were somehow related, marry a distant cousin so as to avoid any complications with their own clan and benefit from an easy and privileged lifestyle. As for pleasures of the flesh, it was taken for granted that the local girls of African or Indian origin would oblige, since it was a tradition dating back to the time of slavery to keep an exotic looking mistress while the white ladies were busy gossiping, socialising or scrutinising their peers’ family trees to ascertain if one was up to the same social class.


Mary and Henri’s love story was thus far from being a winner. And in fact, Mary’s parents also had very strong views about marriage for their children. Mauritius was for them a duty, if not a chore, since Sir Edward was part of the diplomatic corps serving Her Britannic Majesty and his five-year posting had been by necessity extended for five more years to smooth the transition while local politicians were negotiating the future independence of the island. Despite living like proper Viceroys in a beautiful mini castle modelled on le petit Trianon of Versailles with an armada of staff and a hectic public life, both Sir Edward and his wife missed England immensely and longed for the cultural life of London with its grand soirees. This posting felt like a golden prison in a third world country where a high proportion of local people of non-European origin were totally illiterate. Those like Henri, who were highly educated and blessed enough to be born Caucasian, were considered by Their Excellencies to be as dull as paint, with absolutely no finesse. During those ten years of posting, Sir Edward and Lady Deborah played their role to perfection without ever feeling a part of this remote outpost with its various communities who seemed to live each on an island of their own. Consequently, they could never imagine any of their children marrying a local, however grand their family background. Sending Mary as well as her sisters to Switzerland was part of their strategy for securing for their daughters a prim and proper stiff-upper-lip husband with a career and a social position in England or Europe where they belonged. This was both Edward and Deborah’s firm intention, since many of their friends were doing the same at home and it was already agreed that Mary’s childhood friend and neighbour in Oxfordshire, Princess Zelda zu Hohenstaufen, was to be her roommate in Lausanne.


Despite the reluctance of both families to accept the situation when the news broke that Mary and Henri were an item, the laid-back aristocratic manners of the former, who by now spoke French fluently, and the dashing looks of the latter, who was an accomplished sportsman with a bright future did pacify both parties. Deborah knew the inner strength of her daughter who never gave up on matters of the heart, despite her kind personality, and she sensibly came to the conclusion that giving Mary’s hand to a wealthy Franco-Mauritian with a strong pedigree would avoid the sort of rebellion staged by a certain niece who had eloped with a police officer in Kent and created a scandal that was still the talk of the town among the upper classes – and indeed in the tabloids – even if four years had elapsed since the said rebel had moved to Australia, cutting all ties with the clan. As for Henri, his parents had never been able to control their son’s personal life no matter how hard they tried, and he was not of the kind to be rubbed the wrong way. He had once abruptly told his mother at a lunch party:


‘I shall marry a girl of my choice, so please stop interfering once and for all.’


He was a conservative through and through, and she knew he would never bring home a potential bride unable to fit into the series of ancestral portraits that had been commissioned over many decades to fill the colonial house built by the very first Mullet de Lespinasse who settled on the island in the last years of the eighteenth century, at the time when it was still known as l’Isle de France and Napoléon was still the Supreme Leader. Henri would not be pushed into any of those matrimonial arrangements which his community was known for, but he knew his ancestral duty.


So, Adrien mused on that strange morning. He took his time getting out of bed, since his bedroom faced the ocean and the view that he had of the bay as well as the mountains was always a boost when he felt a little bit under the weather. Those grey moments as he now openly called them came and went, but he had grown accustomed to the fact that he was prone to cyclic depressive episodes. He had given up on the sedatives that made him worse and the recreational drugs which were part of the London scene, and he was slowly finding peace with his inner self, coming to an acceptance of the fact that he was different from most of his entourage, and sometimes for the better. His eccentric, sometimes borderline chronic depressive personality came with a naturally creative mind, a love for everything beautiful and a kind caring soul that hid beneath his affable demeanour. He had always done things his own way. Unlike many Mauritians of his generation, he had become a businessman on foreign land, launching from scratch a successful Public Relations company in London with satellite offices in Paris, Monaco and Hamburg specialising in the promotion of luxury hotels, fashion brands, artists and fine alcoholic beverages. Without relying totally on the family money like many of his peers, he had, over the years, secured for himself a portfolio of assets while enjoying what many would consider a life of ostentatious pleasure. The world was going through an unprecedented economic crisis, but he could sustain himself comfortably without too much stress.


Yet still he felt the strangeness of his situation, and still he mused, his mind drifting again …


The entire area where, the previous year, he had built his contemporary style new beach house next door to his parents, was thickly populated with relations since half of Trou d’Eau Douce had been given as a concession to the family over a century ago and one could not walk five minutes on the beach without bumping into a first, second or third cousin once removed. This could prove annoying at times since small talk or invitations to lunches and boat trips could seldom be declined. But this same beach also reminded him of his younger years when his grandparents had their old wooden cottage with its thatched roof and immense garden full of tropical fruit and filao4 trees, where the cousins gathered to play silly games during the day and lit bonfires at night to grill the fish caught by Mario, the handy boy of the house and part-time fisherman.


On those nights, their old unmarried great-great aunt Augusta would be sitting on the verandah smoking her Gauloise cigarettes which could be smelt miles away, while sipping a Guinness which she was adamant kept her going strong. She was ninety-nine if not a hundred years old, as mischievous as an untamed puppy, and a brilliant storyteller at family gatherings. She had been born in the 19th century, just a few years after Charles Mullet de Lespinasse, the very first of the ancestors to move to the island, passed away. Some said that she never married because she fell in love with a man of colour when she was in her late teens and was sequestrated in a convent for months to avoid any possible scandal. But the housemaids, who are often the best source of information if one needs to find out a family secret on the island always whispered that in truth, Auntie Augusta was a lesbian and had had a long-time affair with a married woman who was a close family friend. This, however, was treated as mean gossip by the younger members of the family who all adored her since she spoilt them with cigarettes and told them the filthiest jokes. She even dared explaining to a few of her great-great nephews and nieces in the most graphic manner how babies were made, which many found most incredible if not inappropriate. Mary would always recall her youngest son Xavier, aged eight, coming back home one afternoon and asking her:


‘Is it true that you took off your knickers when you made babies with dad?’


She was amused, though other relatives were horrified and even slightly scared by Auntie Augusta as she was the sort of matriarch nobody dared to tell off; it was far better to be in her good books than to become her enemy. For one thing, she knew the dark secrets of every single Franco-Mauritian family on the island and would not think twice about using them as a weapon against anyone who challenged her. Mary was her favourite, which no one could explain, except for the fact that this foreign girl who had married her eldest great-nephew was always kind to the old Auntie whom she found most entertaining.


It was on this fine sand beach of Trou d’Eau Douce that Adrien had smoked his first cigarette at twelve, his first joint at fifteen and where, the same year, he lost his virginity to a second cousin almost a year younger than him.


He finally pulled himself out of bed. The weather was sunny and despite the current laws of confinement, one could enjoy in isolation the beach and the sea if one owned a house on the ocean front: another common privilege of the Franco-Mauritian elite. A stroll or swim would do him good. But, heading downstairs to sample his brand-new coffee machine, his eye was caught by that of his direct ancestor Charles Mullet de Lespinasse whose portrait hung in the corridor at the bottom of the staircase. He stopped in his tracks and stared…


It was a much smaller painting than the impressive one which adorned the drawing room at ‘Fleurac’, the ancestral colonial family home, but he was transfixed. He had never looked at it properly before and was now amazed to see, as if for the first time, the family traits that had been passed down over the generations. Those blue eyes so like his own staring back at him. That nonchalant arrogant air he had seen so many times in his brother when he was being obnoxious! He was fascinated. Somewhere in the attic at Fleurac, he knew, were the diaries of this man, though he had never looked at them. Now, on this sunny morning, with the world drifting into unchartered waters, this ancestor who had lived through his own strange times – revolutions, battles and the 1820 cholera pandemic – while travelling the world as a seafarer before settling on the island and starting a lineage, seemed to have a message for the descendant who bore his illustrious family name. Adrien felt weak. He sat down on the wooden staircase, his heart pounding. It had long been his belief like the famous psychoanalyst Carl Jung that humankind shared a collective mind with those who had lived before. And now, at this very time when the world was going through a most extraordinary crisis, here was a message being sent to him from his own ancestor, the family legend, The Viscount5 Charles Mullet de Lespinasse as he was officially styled as.


Adrien got to his feet and headed back upstairs. He had to call his dad and ask him more about those diaries that laid in the attics at the old family seat just forty-five minutes away by car in the Southern part of the island. He felt compelled for the first time to learn more about this adventurous ancestor who had the reputation of being strongheaded and who had left France at a time when the country was heading towards a period which would change the course of history.





1  Mauritian of European descent (mainly French), whose ancestors moved to the island during the colonial times.


2  Dialect which is a mix of French, English, Hindi, and Bhojpuri (in Mauritius).


3  The official racecourse of Mauritius dating back from the British colonial times.


4  Casuarina


5  Aristocratic title beneath that of a Count (or an Earl in the UK). The consort of a Viscount is a Viscountess.




CHAPTER TWO


Charente-Maritime, France, 1785


Charles was his mother’s favourite out of all her children, and he knew how to twist her round his little finger to get his father’s approval when he was scheming something. At fifteen, the young man was being privately educated with his two cousins George and Alexandre by a priest at the family seat since it was custom to instill into all sons of noble birth the basics of geography, languages and theology before pushing them into the world to secure a position in the army and clergy, or at court if one was lucky enough to be connected to a senior courtier. The Mullet de Lespinasse family were not one of the most prominent families of the realm, like the Noailles or La Rochefoucauld, but still high up the social ladder with an old Baronial title dating from the Crusades, later elevated to that of Viscount when one of the ancestors married a granddaughter of King Francois I, via the illegitimate line. This made Valois6 blood flow in their veins, of great significance in those times where any royal connection was as sacred as the Lord himself, and they were now among those who had the letter patents to be officially presented at court.


The family owned a Renaissance-style chateau next to the village of Verteuil, only a few kilometers away from the important port of La Rochelle where the trading of slaves and commodities were major economic activities. The current Viscount Mullet de Lespinasse, Charles’s grandfather, was a larger-than-life bohemian country gentleman who liked his food and wine, not to mention women from all walks of life. He had retired from a career in the infantry and was now living off the revenues from his land and investments made in La Compagnies des Indes7 thanks to the advice of his brother-in-law, a shrewd businessman with whom he shared many passions, one of which was his addiction to brothels. Both had caught numerous maladies galantes8 as they were politely referred to in elegant circles, though this did not stop them from fornicating with ladies of the night, farm girls or even desperate widows, and both gentlemen had long abandoned the marital bed and taken their quarters in their respective fortresses.


His Lordship had produced two sons and seven daughters from his marriage to his first cousin, Elizabeth du Tréyou, who after years of trying hard to be a dutiful wife as well as the Queen of the County, was now more drawn to a life of prayers. Her knowledge of the scriptures seemed to rival only that of the local clergyman. As time passed, the delicate girl with ash blonde hair and pale blue eyes who had moved from Pau to the Charente province began to look twenty years older than her age; she left her estate only to visit the local church or the orphanage which the family had always supported. Neighbours and locals-at-large called her ‘the morbid nun’, which was rather tame compared to names given to other ladies in her situation. She lived in a world of mysticism which was her contribution to saving her husband’s soul when it came time to meet his Creator. She would spend days fasting, reading the Bible and writing occasional letters to her family, and she showed absolutely no interest in learning what was happening in Paris and Versailles or even about events in La Rochelle, a stone’s throw away, where her husband spent most of his time leading a decadent life. She had fulfilled her duty to society by providing a handful of children who were all well-married in accordance to their father’s wishes, in other words to upper-class rich people who thought and lived the same way as they did; and she now spent most of her energy preparing for the day when she would be in a better place, in heaven.


Out of marital duty, she kept an eye on the running of the castle and its numerous servants, though she took more interest in the faith of the staff than their household duties. Her two sons Henri and Louis-Charles were treated like demi-gods, since males continued the lineage while the five daughters who had survived in adulthood, referred to as the ‘Mademoiselles’, were taught merely how to be good Catholic wives before being quickly married off and exported to different parts of the country as mares to other aristocratic steeds. None of them could foresee that this lifestyle with its sacred rules would soon be swept away and a new France come into being. For the moment, the country still rested on an omnipotent monarch and a corrupt clergy.


Henri was the eldest son and would inherit both title and estate, while Louis-Charles, the spare heir (and Charles’s future father), was encouraged to join the army or marry a rich heiress in the market for a handsome aristocrat with a good name; and this he duly did when a matrimonial arrangement between himself and Ms. Augusta Lunot was sealed. Being, since infancy, a boring, average-looking introvert with no inclination to pursue a career, this suited him to perfection and he looked forward to staying in his small kingdom and spending his days without any financial worries riding, hunting, or reading books. The father of the bride was what many called (with disdain and envy) a nouveau riche who had made a massive fortune over a short period of time in St Malo by investing in private ships involved in the slave trade; he was now a prominent figure in Northern Brittany where he owned a malouinière9 in the country then considered to be the epitome of social success, while keeping his offices and town-house next to the port. With the newly polished family’s massive wealth, and some interesting close relations like the notorious corsair Robert Dumaine (a figure who would in fact have a big influence on Charles’s future), Mr. Lunot now went one step further, buying the right to add a particule10 to his rather bourgeois name. In no way did this make his family part of the true nobility but at least it looked impressive on embossed paper and the newly created Sieur Lunot de Neuville was not shy about giving a large dowry to the dull Louis-Charles so that his daughter, a strong-headed girl with no striking physical attributes, would become a member of the distinguished Mullet de Lespinasse clan, even if the husband-to-be was second best and as such never to be styled Viscount. Having as a relative a man of authentic noble birth with a royal accredited crest and some royal blood, no matter how diluted and bastardised, was worth every penny and would bring him closer to the best families of Western France. Moreover, now that his grandchildren would be connected to many more influential people, the union could be the key to open doors to more and greater business possibilities.


This was the state of affairs when Charles was born. With such rules firmly rooted in the traditions of the time, he knew only too well his position as part of the junior branch of the family, and while he was still young, he was determined to go his own way. It was a liberating decision. He disliked the provincial sedentary life enjoyed by his complacent father Louis-Charles, not to mention the idea of being at Versailles, a nest of vipers where intrigue was a means of survival. Dreams of conquering the oceans and discovering new lands filled Charles’s young mind day and night, and Geography was the only subject that fascinated him, feeding his imagination with tales of distant foreign lands. His first meeting at an early age with Robert the Corsair sealed his fate, for his mother’s cousin would soon become his role model, influencing every aspect of his life. Listening to seamans’ stories of the native tribes of Africa, or of the spice and silk route to India where one could see palaces and join hunting parties to rival those of any European royal courts, or of the colonies of South Africa and the Mascarenes islands where anybody with a strong will could start afresh in a new world, was enough to make Charles eager to jump on the first ship and abandon the constraining world into which he had been born. By now, he was a man with the strength of an ox; he felt ready to face the oceans and its unpredictable future. However, he also knew that, despite having secured in secret his eldest cousin’s promise to take him under his wing as a trainee sailor, it would be a tricky battle to convince his family. Now was the right time to devise a strategy and use his usual charm, and sometimes Machiavellian mind, to convince his parents to let him follow his ambitions.


Charles was well aware of his good looks and of the fact that everyone considered him to be an intelligent and daring young man who knew his own mind; it was common knowledge that, when drunk, his paternal grandfather who was commonly called ‘The Cheerful Lord’ spoke openly of this grandson making a more appropriate Viscount than his two cousins who were much more precious, unable to handle any tough situation. The old man was after all an ex-soldier with a chivalresque mind who had a profound dislike for those courtiers who spent their days dressing up in bright colours and wearing makeup and perfume, those mignons11 of Versailles who in his eyes were a disgrace to the male sex. By contrast, the young Charles would take a good hiding with dignity, always chose the most aggressive horses from the stables for his daily rides and would regularly pick a fight with the village bullies who were twice his age and born from the lowest of the low. His body was covered with scars from fights which made the old man proud, and he had a strong sense of justice which was rather uncommon for people of his kind, people like his father or cousins who were born with a sense of entitlement as superior beings. He was the blue-eyed boy of the old Viscount, which sometimes played in his favour but also often created rivalries between him and his cousins not to mention jealousy in the family which he would soften with flattery. He excelled most of the time at getting his way but a decision of this magnitude – to run away to sea – was going to have the effect of a tornado and would require powerful and persuasive allies to succeed.


The first person to win over would be his mother, since she adored him as her only son and came from a family which had its share of seamen, where adventure, if not boldness, had elevated them from peasanty to the landed gentry. She and Charles had a close relationship, and she was the only woman in their social circle who had the nerve to put her foot down and challenge her husband and her father-in-law when she felt a need to do so. She was gifted with the art of knowing how to pick her fights, in fact. The previous autumn, she had in the most vehement way fought against the idea that her daughter should be sent to a convent, opining openly that nuns were a waste of space except for singing at mass; a statement which horrified her mother-in-law but amused her father-in-law who thought it a breath of fresh air to have a woman of such substance in his entourage. She was often asked by the latter to handle difficult members of staff or land tenants who were bad payers since everyone in the village knew that Madame Louis-Charles, a force in the county, was not a lady to be rubbed up the wrong way. In time she gained the trust of the old patriarch who was always busy galivanting, taking on, at his express wish, even more family affairs, to the great displeasure of her brother-in-law and his snobbish wife who never missed a chance of reminding Augusta of her common birth or the fact that they would be the ones to wear the crown one day at Fleurac. This did not bother her in the least since her husband had been given a rather grand manor house on the grounds of the estate, and her dowry enabled them to live an extremely comfortable life with their own household while Henri and his insignificant other half were stuck in a few rooms in the western wing of the chateau with their children to their great damnation. Charles felt that she would be the main family member to win to his cause, with as much diplomacy as possible, of course, since she was neither stupid nor vain and she had boundaries that no one should cross, even the son she venerated.


But his plan was overtaken by events when a letter arrived from Cousin Robert declaring that although he believed Charles had all the prerequisites to make a brilliant career in navigation, and still wished to enroll him as soon as possible as a trainee sailor, he had felt obliged to make Louis-Charles and Augusta aware of the correspondence that was going back and forth between them. The die was cast! Was the battle nearly won since a family hero was vouching for his abilities and prepared to offer him the chance of his life? This was too good to be true. To Charles’s despair, the reaction of his parents was worse than he had expected. Both of them, but especially his usually placid father, were completely hysterical at the thought that their beloved son had been plotting with a relative behind their backs, not to mention aghast at the insulting idea that a Mullet de Lespinasse should start at the bottom of the social ladder when their pedigree and family connections would open doors to a much higher position with opportunities to progress even further in the civil service or in the army. His mother’s recrimination was bitter, only to be compared to that of a betrayed bourgeois wife, as she angrily reminded her ungrateful son how many times she, a common girl who had married a nobleman, had had to swallow her pride to get where she was, while he, Charles, was throwing his privileges to the dogs, betraying his family and, in particular, his devoted mama! This theatrical scene, which could easily rival any Italian Opera tragedy, was followed by tears as well as a total refusal to eat for days. The whole estate was in a state of shock to see this usually dignified woman make a spectacle of herself so publicly.


So, Plan A was a lost cause and had to be disregarded, though Charles remained determined to win approval for his scheme one way or another. To his surprise, after the initial scene, not a single member of his extended family spoke a word about the subject to him. Yet he was well aware of being the talk of the moment at the castle and in the servants quarters – how his grandfather was furious while his aunt thrilled about her sister-in-law’s misfortunes – and the source of his information was his loving nanny Gertrude. She had taken care of him from the day he was born and now fed him all the gossip. An accomplished actress, she could imitate anyone with perfection, and the servant made Charles laugh when they met in their secret place in the barn. She was particularly cutting about ‘them’; the family members living in the main house who had often been unkind to her mistress, to whom Gertrude was fanatically loyal. Staff in general were very loyal to their masters and would support them in good and bad times even if they were often abused by the latter, who saw them only as inferiors whose sole purpose was to obey. This entailed being at their service day and night, to the neglect of their own families, not to mention, if they were girls, being used for sexual gratification when they happened to take their employer’s fancy. They had no choice but to abide by their master’s decisions, since the only other options were starvation on the streets of cities or prison; and most followed the rules reinforced by a church as merciless as the aristocracy with their threat of damnation of the soul to prevent the lower classes going off the rails. In fact, Charles knew that as a young girl, Gertrude, like many others, had been a victim of his grandfather’s sexual appetite. Her eldest daughter, born six months after her prompt marriage to one of the stable boys, was often mistaken for one of the ladies of the house, looking, as she did, so similar to his aunts when properly dressed for mass on Sundays. Those situations were just accepted as normal, and sometimes even seen as blessings in disguise since aristocratic bastards were often protected by being given less menial jobs, as housemaids or footmen, by their genitors, who made it a point to keep them close so that their own sons did not make use of their half-sisters for the same purpose when coming of age, incest being one of the most damning crimes in the Bible.
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