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‘Can it be believed that the democracy which has overthrown the feudal system and vanquished kings will retreat before tradesmen and capitalists?’
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‘It is not good to announce every truth.’




[image: ]





ALEXIS DE TOCQUEVILLE






















Contents











	Title Page


	Dedication


	Epigraph


	OLIVIER


	PARROT


	OLIVIER


	PARROT


	OLIVIER


	PARROT


	OLIVIER


	PARROT


	OLIVIER


	PARROT


	OLIVIER


	PARROT


	OLIVIER


	PARROT


	OLIVIER


	PARROT


	OLIVIER


	PARROT


	OLIVIER


	PARROT


	OLIVIER


	PARROT


	OLIVIER


	PARROT


	OLIVIER


	PARROT


	OLIVIER


	PARROT


	Acknowledgements


	About the Author


	Copyright




























OLIVIER





I


I had no doubt that something cruel and catastrophic had happened before I was even born, yet the comte and comtesse, my parents, would not tell me what it was. As a result my organ of curiosity was made irritable and I grew into the most restless and unhealthy creature imaginable – slight, pale, always climbing, prying into every drain and attic of the château de Barfleur.


But consider this: Given the ferocity of my investigations, is it not half queer I did not come across my uncle’s célérifère?


Perhaps the célérifère was common knowledge in your own family. In mine it was, like everything, a mystery. This clumsy wooden bicycle, constructed by my uncle Astolphe de Barfleur, was only brought to light when a pair of itinerant slaters glimpsed it strapped to the rafters. Why it should be strapped, I do not know, nor can I imagine why my uncle – for I assume it was he – had used two leather dog collars to do the job. It is my nature to imagine a tragedy – that loyal pets have died for instance – but perhaps the dog collars were simply what my uncle had at hand. In any case, it was typical of the riddles trapped inside the château de Barfleur. At least it was not me who found it and it makes my pulse race, even now, to imagine how my mother might have reacted if I had. Her upsets were never predictable. As for her maternal passions, these were not conventionally expressed, although I relished those occasions, by no means infrequent, when she feared that I would die. It is recorded that, in the year of 1809, she called the doctor on fifty-three occasions. Twenty years later she would still be taking the most outlandish steps to save my life.


My childhood was neither blessed nor tainted by the célérifère, and I would not have mentioned it at all, except – here it is before us now.
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Typically, the Austrian draftsman fails to suggest the three dimensions.


However:


Could there be a vehicle more appropriate for the task I have so recklessly set myself, one that you, by the bye, have supported by taking this volume in your hands? That is, you have agreed to be transported to my childhood where it will be proven, or if not proven then strongly suggested, that the very shape of my head, my particular phrenology, the volume of my lungs, was determined by unknown pressures brought to bear in the years before my birth.





So let us believe that a grotesque and antique bicycle has been made available to us, its wooden frame in the form of a horse, and of course if we are to approach my home this way, we must be prepared to push my uncle’s hobby across fallen branches through the spinneys. It is almost useless in the rough ground of the woods, where I and the abbé de La Londe, my beloved Bébé, shot so many hundreds of larks and sparrows that I bruised my little shoulder blue.


‘Careful Olivier dear, do be careful.’


We can ignore nose-bleeding for the time being, although to be realistic the blood can be anticipated soon enough – spectacular spurts, splendid gushes – my body being always too thin-walled a container for the passions coursing through its veins, but as we are making up our adventure let us assume there is no blood, no compresses, no leeches, no wild gallops to drag the doctor from his breakfast.


And so we readers can leave the silky treacherous Seine and cross the rough woodlands and enter the path between the linden trees, and I, Olivier-Jean-Baptiste de Clarel de Barfleur de Garmont, a noble of Myopia, am free to speed like Mercury while pointing out the blurry vegetable garden on the left, the smudgy watercolour of orchard on the right. Here is the ordure of the village road across which I can go sailing, skidding, blind as a bat, through the open gates of the château de Barfleur.


Hello Jacques, hello Gustave, Odile. I am home.


On the right, just inside, is Papa’s courthouse where he conducts the marriages of young peasants, thus saving them military service and early death in Napoleon’s army. It does not need to be said that we are not for Bonaparte, and my papa leaves the intrigues for others. We live a quiet life – he says. In Normandy, in exile, he also says. My mother says the same thing, but more bitterly. Only in our architecture might you glimpse signs of the powerful familial trauma. We live a quiet life, but our courtyard resembles a battlefield, its ancient austerity insulted by a sea of trenches, fortifications, red mud, white sand, grey flagstones and fifty-four forsythias with their roots bound up in balls of hessian. In order that the courtyard should reach its proper glory, the Austrian architect has been installed in the Blue Room with his drawing boards and pencils. You may glimpse this uppity creature as we pass.


I have omitted mention of the most serious defect of my uncle’s vehicle – the lack of steering. There are more faults besides, but who could really care? The two-wheeled célérifère was one of those dazzling machines that are initially mocked for their impracticality until, all in a great rush, like an Italian footman falling down a staircase, they arrive in front of us, unavoidably real and extraordinarily useful.


The years before 1805, when I was first delivered to my mother’s breast, constituted an age of inventions of great beauty and great terror – and I was very soon aware of all of this without knowing exactly what the beauty or the terror were. What I understood was drawn solely from what we call the symbolic aggregate: that is, the confluence of the secrets, the disturbing flavour of my mother’s milk, my own breathing, the truly horrible and unrelenting lowing of the condemned cattle which, particularly on winter afternoons, at that hour when the servants have once more failed to light the lanterns, distressed me beyond belief.


But hundreds of words have been spent and it is surely time to enter that château, rolling quietly on our two wheels between two tall blue doors where, having turned sharply right, we shall be catapulted along the entire length of the long high gallery, travelling so fast that we will be shrieking and will have just sufficient time to notice, on the left, the conceited architect and his slender fair-haired assistant. On the right – look quickly – are six high windows, each presenting the unsettling turmoil of the courtyard, and the gates, outside which the peasants and their beasts are constantly dropping straw and faecal matter.





You might also observe, between each window, a portrait of a Garmont or a Barfleur or a Clarel, a line which stretches so far back in time that should my father, in the darkest days of the revolution, have attempted to burn all the letters and documents that would have linked him irrevocably to these noble privileges and perils, he would have seen his papers rise from the courtyard bonfire still alive, four hundred years of history become like burning crows, lifted by wings of flame, a plague of them, rising into a cold turquoise sky I was not born to see.


But today is bright and sunny. The long gallery is a racetrack, paved with marble, and we swish toward that low dark door, the little oratory where Maman often spends her mornings praying.


But my mother is not praying, so we must carry our machine to visit her. That anyone would choose oak for such a device beggars belief, but my uncle was clearly an artist of a type. Now on these endless stairs I feel the slow drag of my breath like a rat-tail file inside my throat. This is no fun, sir, but do not be alarmed. I might be a slight boy with sloping shoulders and fine arms, but my blood is cold and strong, and I will swim a river and shoot a bird and carry the célérifère to the second floor where I will present to you the cloaked blindfolded figure on the chaise, my mother, the comtesse de Garmont.


Poor Maman. See how she suffers, her face gaunt, glowing in the gloom. In her youth she was never ill. In Paris she was a beauty, but Paris has been taken from her. She has her own grand house on the rue Saint-Dominique, but my father is a cautious man and we are in exile in the country. My mother is in mourning for Paris, although sometimes you might imagine her a penitent. Has she sinned? Who would tell me if she had? Her clothes are both sombre and loose-fitting as is appropriate for a religious woman. Her life is a kind of holy suffering existing on a plane above her disappointing child.





I also am sick, but it is in no sense the same. I am, as I often declare myself, a wretched beast.


Behold, the dreadful little creature – his head under a towel, engulfed in steam, and the good Bébé, who was as often my nurse as my tutor and confessor, sitting patiently at my side, his big hand on my narrow back while I gasped for life so long and hard that I would – still in the throes of crisis – fall asleep and wake with my nose scalded in the basin, my lungs like fish in a pail, grasping what they could.


After how many choking nights was I still awake to witness the pale light of dawn lifting the dew-wet poplar leaves from the inky waters of the night, to hear the cawing of the crows, the antic gargoyle torments of country life?


I knew I would be cured in Paris. In Paris I would be happy.


It was the abbé de La Londe’s contrary opinion that Paris was a pit of vile miasmas and that the country air was good for me. He should have had me at my Catullus and my Cicero but instead he would drag me, muskets at the ready, into what we called the Bottom Hundred where we would occupy ourselves shooting doves and thrush, and Bébé would play beater and groundsman and priest. ‘You’re a splendid little marksman,’ Bébé would say, jogging to collect our plunder. ‘Quam sagaciter puer telum conicit!’ I translated. He never learned I was shortsighted. I so wished to please him I shot things I could not see.


My mother would wish me to address him as vous and L’Abbé, but such was his character that he would be Bébé until the day he died.


I was a strange small creature for him to love. He was a strong and handsome man, with snow-white hair and shrewd eyes easily moved to sympathy. He had raised my father and now I trusted myself entire to him, his big liver-spotted hands, his patient manner, the smell of Virginian tobacco which stained the shoulder of his cassock, and filled me with the atoms of America twenty years before I breathed its air. ‘Come young man,’ he would say. ‘Come, it’s a beautiful day – Decorus est dies.’ And the hail would be likely flailing your back raw and he would marvel, not at the cruel pummelling, but at the miracle of ice. Or if not the ice, then the wind – blowing so violently it seemed the North Sea itself was pushing up the Seine and would wash away the wall that separated the river from the bain.


The meek would not swim, but Bébé made sure I was not meek. He would be splashing in the deep end of the bain, naked as a broken statue – ‘Come on Great Olivier.’


If I became – against all that God intended for me – a powerful swimmer, it was not because of the damaging teachings of Jean-Jacques Rousseau, but because of this good priest and my desire to please him. I would do anything for him, even drown myself. It was because of him that I was continually drawn away from the awful atmosphere of my childhood home, and if I spent too many nights in the company of doctors and leeches, I knew, in spite of myself, the sensual pleasures of the seasons, the good red dirt drying out my tender hands.


And of course I exaggerate. I lived at the château de Barfleur for sixteen years and my mother was not always to be found lying in her pigeonhole with the wet sheet across her eyes. There was, above my father’s locked desk, a large and lovely pencil portrait of my maman, as light as the dream of a child that was never to be born. Her nose here was perhaps a little too narrow, a trifle severe, but there was such true vitality in the likeness. She showed a clear forehead, a frank expression, inquiring eyes that directly engaged the viewer, and not only here, but elsewhere – for there would be many nights in my childhood when she would rise up from her bed, dress herself in all her loveliness, and welcome our old friends, not those so recently and swiftly elevated, but nobles of the robe and sword. To stand in the courtyard on these evenings with all the grand coaches out of sight behind the stables, to see the fuzzy moon and the watery clouds scudding above Normandy, was to find oneself transported back to a vanished time, and one would approach one’s grand front door, not speeding on a bicycle, but with a steady slippered tread and, on entering, smell, not dirt or cobwebs, but the fine powder on the men’s wigs, the lovely perfumes on the ladies’ breasts, the extraordinary palette of the ancien régime, such pinks and greens, gorgeous silks and satins whose colours rose and fell among the folds and melted into the candled night, and on these occasions my mother was the most luminous among the beautiful. Yet her true beauty – evanescent, fluttering, deeper and more grained than in the pencil portrait – did not reveal itself until the audience of liveried servants had been sent away. Then the curtains were drawn and my father made the coffee himself and served his peers carefully, one by one, and my mother, whose voice in her sickbed was thin as paper, began to sing:








A troubadour of Béarn,


His eyes filled with tears …











At this moment she was not less formal in her manner. Her slender hands lay simply on her lap, and it was to God Himself she chose to reveal her strong contralto voice. I have often enough, indiscreetly it seems now, publicly recalled my mother’s singing of ‘Troubadour Béarnais’, and as a result that story has gained a dull protective varnish like a ceramic captive in a museum which has been inquired of too often by the overly familiar. So it is that any tutoyering bourgeois and his wife can know the comtesse de Garmont sang about the dead king and cried, but nothing would ever reveal to them Olivier de Garmont’s fearful astonishment at his mother’s emotions, and – God forgive me – I was jealous of the passion she so wantonly displayed, this vault of historic feeling she had hidden from me. Now, when I must remain politely at attention beside my father’s chair, I had to conceal my emotion while she gave away a pleasure that was rightly mine. Our guests cried and I experienced a violent repugnance at this private act carried out in public view.








His eyes filled with tears,


Sang to his mountain people


This alarming refrain:


Louis, son of Henri,


Is captive in Paris.











When she had finished, when our friends remained solemnly still, I walked across the wide rug to stand beside her chair and very quietly, like a scorpion, I pinched her arm.


Of course she was astonished, but what I remember most particularly is my wild and wicked pleasure of transgression. She widened her eyes, but did not cry out. Instead she tossed her head and gave me, below those welling eyes, a contemptuous smile.


I then walked, very coolly, to my bed. I had expected I would weep when I shut my door behind me. Indeed, I tried to, but it did not come out right. These were strange overexcited feelings but they were not, it seemed, of the sort that would produce tears. These were of a different order, completely new, perhaps more like those one would expect in an older boy in whose half-ignorant being the sap of life is rising. They seemed like they might be emotions ignited by sinful thoughts, but they were not. What I had smelled in that song, in that room full of nobles, was the distilled essence of the château de Barfleur which was no less than the obscenity and horror of the French Revolution as it was visited on my family. Of this monstrous truth no honest word had ever been spoken in my hearing.


My mother would now punish me for pinching her. She would be cold, so much the better. Now I would discover what had made this smell. I would go through her bureau drawers when she was praying. I would take the key to the library. I examined the papers in my father’s desk drawers. I climbed on chairs. I sought out the dark, the forbidden, the corners of the château where the atmosphere was somehow most dangerous and soiled, well beyond the proprieties of the library, beyond the dry safe wine cellar, through a dark low square portal, into that low limitless dirty dark space where the spiderwebs caught fire in the candlelight. I found nothing – or nothing but dread which mixed with the dust on my hands and made me feel quite ill.


However, there is no doubt that Silices si levas scorpiones tandem invenies – if you lift enough rocks, you will finally discover a nest of scorpions, or some pale translucent thing that has been bred to live in a cesspit or the fires of a forge. And I do not mean the letters a certain Monsieur had written to my mother which I wish I had never seen. It was, rather, beside the forge that I discovered the truth in some hum-drum little parcels. They had waited for me in the smoky gloom and I could have opened them any day I wished. Even four-year-old Olivier might have reached them – the shelf was so low that our blacksmith used it to lean his tools against. One naturally assumed these parcels to be the legacy of a long-dead gardener – dried seeds, say, or sage or thyme carefully wrapped for a season some Jacques or Claude had never lived to see. By the time I pushed my snotty nose against them, which was a very long time after the night I pinched my mother, they still exuded a distinct but confusing smell. Was it a good smell? Was it a bad smell? Clearly I did not know. Not even Montaigne, being mostly concerned with the smell of women and food, is prepared to touch on this. He ignores the lower orders of mould and fungus, death and blood, all of which might have served him better than his ridiculous assertion that the sweat of great men – he mentions Alexander the Great – exhaled a sweet odour.


The old blacksmith had died the previous winter. Gustave was the new blacksmith, and Jacques his apprentice. They had recently restored our damaged gates with fierce spikes along their top and were presently rehanging them. While Gustave barked at Jacques, I quietly laid the first of these musky parcels outside on the flagstones. They certainly did not look like death or horror. The yellow wrap of newspaper, being very old, broke apart like the galettes we ate at Epiphany although in this case, they contained not the delicious almond cream called frangipane but – what was I looking at? – no more than the desiccated body of a bird, a pigeon from whose dried remains there issued a line of small black ants, and it was the ants who caused me such upset. That is, they swarmed along my arms and down my neck, and bit me. I was soon running up and down the courtyard crying and it was not until Gustave removed my tunic that I was saved.


So loud were my screams that my father rushed from the court in his judicial gown and wig. A robust bride and big-nosed groom came after him and peered at what I’d found. Gustave and Jacques now produced dozens of these parcels and laid them, according to my father’s instructions, in a neat line along the side of the building. When they were all formed up, my father gave orders that they should be destroyed, which I naturally assumed was because they were filled with horrid ants.


Odile, drawn by my screams, came out to see. So did Bébé. This was a considerable crowd to be in such a place. But then my mother drove through the open gates in The Tormentor – which is what we called her swaying carriage – and in a moment she had descended and was in the thick of it, against my father’s wishes.


‘No, Henriette-Lucie, you must not.’ Those were his words, exactly.


My mother snatched the crumbling paper from my father’s hand. ‘My pigeons!’ she cried.


I did not understand, not for a second, but I had found the very explanation of my life.





My mother held her handkerchief across her mouth. It seemed she might be vomiting. She was blind to me, half dead with noble shame. She would not be attended to by servants, only by the aristocratic Bébé who now escorted her to the château. No one noticed me, and I remained behind while my father ordered his bride and groom back into the court. I stayed to watch the cremation of the pigeons, but even so I did not understand that each parcel contained a victim of the revolution.


Inhabiting the wainscoting, as it were, I easily rescued a single fragile sheet of paper and, careful of it as if it were a lovely moth, carried it away into the woods to read.


II


The horrible Austrian stared at me as I fled toward the oratory whose door I hammered at until the latch jumped free. I threw myself before the altar, blood pouring from my nose. Would God not protect me from that hideous thing I carried crushed inside my hand?


Then my Bébé kneeled beside me. He took my hand as if to comfort me, then forced it open. Firmly he held my wrist, gently he brushed the fragments from my palm.


‘What is this my child?’


It was a drawing from the old newspaper that had wrapped a pigeon.


It showed a machine, an awful blade, a set of tracks, a rope, a human head severed from its body. It was the king’s head; I knew his noble face. A hand held the head separate from the butchered neck whence the blood did spurt and flow. An ornate typography declared: Que le roi soit damné.


Bébé offered his rumpled handkerchief. It was not the complete and total inadequacy of this that frightened me but that he, my own Bébé, should look at his Olivier with eyes so dull and tired.





‘This happened?’ I demanded.


He held out his big hands in resignation. This was terrifying but worse than that, far worse – he shrugged.


‘It is horrid.’ I cried as bats cry, flying through the dreadful dark.


Below me was a great abyss, no floors, no walls, and my mind was awash with the monstrous terrors of decapitation. The king’s head was a perfect living head that might smile and speak, and its eyes were perfect eyes, and the hair was dressed as a king’s hair should be dressed, and everything about him was so fine and good except for this vile machine, these flying drops of blood, this filthy squirt and gush.


‘Is this why my mother cries? Does she know this?’ I meant was this what she saw when she lay with the damp sheet across her eyes?


‘Yes, my darling, alas.’


‘Then who made this dreadful thing, Bébé? Who would imagine such a horrid sight?’


‘It is thought to be kinder,’ said Bébé.


‘It was Napoleon who did this? This is why we hate him?’


‘No, this is the father of Napoleon.’


I did not understand what he could mean – a father.


‘Bébé, who killed so many pigeons?’


‘The peasants put the birds on trial for stealing seeds. They found them guilty and then they wrung their necks.’


‘But we don’t have pigeons, Bébé. The loft is empty. We have never had pigeons.’


‘Your grandfather kept pigeons. The peasants felt oppressed by them it seems, to have them eat the planted seeds.’


Can you imagine such a flood of horror washing over so young a child? But so it was, at six years of age, I had my first lesson in the Terror which had been the flavour of my mother’s milk. My parents had been thrown into Porte Libre prison where every day one of their fellow nobles was called ‘to the office’ and was never seen again. In these months my father’s hair turned white, my beautiful mother was broken in that year of 1793, when the sansculottes came up the road from Paris.


My family had been at table, Bébé told me, as he ‘got the boy outside’, out past the forge, beneath the linden trees. They had been at dinner, my mother and father and grandfather, when the gardener had come hurrying inside and stood before them with a pair of secateurs in his gloved hands.


‘Citizen Barfleur,’ he said to my mother’s father, ‘outside are some citizens from Paris asking for you.’ Even allowing for the fact that it would have been against the revolutionary law for him to use the respectful form of you, it was a very unusual way for my grandfather to be addressed by a servant.


‘Did no one strike them for their impudence?’ I asked.


As we walked in the fields beside the river, the air was sweet with new-mown hay. There was a stench of drunken peaches in the orchards – why not? – each fallen fruit attended by its circus troupe of bees and gnats and wasps climbing and falling from the pulp. In the midst of this bright maggoty celebration I had now found the secret, as old and musty as a walnut locked inside a woody shell.


‘Why did my father not strike them?’


My grandfather had been Armand-Jean-Louis de Clarel Barfleur. His name was the name of his town, his river, his long noble line unbroken to the Normans and, beyond that to Clovis, and beyond Clovis to Childeric, king of the Salian Franks, massing with his warriors in the forests of Toxandria, and who was he to let his life be taken by some drunken sansculottes?


‘It is difficult to explain,’ my Bébé said.


Indeed. It was beyond belief. There were only two men from Paris, as far as I could gather. My family had been as timid as the pigeons, I thought. They had let their necks be wrung.


‘Was it to this that they took my grandpapa?’ I asked.





‘Where, my child?’


‘This thing.’


‘Yes, that thing.’


As we walked down through the Bottom Hundred the secret quail rose from the grass. I was outraged by my family, and very fierce in my judgement of my father particularly, that he had not drawn a sword and slaughtered his tormentors.


My lungs were clogged, my heart was disturbed, but my Latin declensions must still be learned. As the day ended, Bébé and I hic-haec-hoc’d our way through the strange pale grass, up to the old mill on whose steps we rested to eat an apple. It was not yet dark, but I could see, through the heavy branches, the golden lights of our home. I understood it then, as for the first time, not as a castle of pride and strength, but as a weak place, a soft thing in the coming night. I saw my grandfather and my father sitting unprotesting in their chairs. I imagined the murderers with their bare bottoms and huge moustaches coming through the gloom along the road from the village, the air dark with stolen wine, the sky alight with burning faggots, oily black smoke curling into the opal sky so that the wispy threads of smoke drew lines on an ancient mirror which should have reflected back heroic scenes – my papa with his sword drawn putting the enemy to flight.


‘I would have smote them, Bébé. I would not have been a coward.’


The dear old abbé remained silent while we crossed the village road, while the porter unlocked the heavy gate. Then he waited and watched while the servant retreated to his lodge.


‘Bébé, are you angry?’


I was frightened to feel so alone, to see that he who only ever loved me had ceased to do so. It was time for my bath, but I could feel myself transfixed by his dark eyes while moths brushed against my hair and settled on my shirt.


When he spoke he did not even say my name. As the colour left the sky and the porter closed his door and the light from the gallery windows lay down upon the earth, he lectured me. The infinite universe soon showed itself above us, and my child’s opinion was nothing but spilled salt.


My breathing coarsened but he showed no mercy. My arms itched and my legs ached, but I was too afraid to complain while Bébé told me about the man who had sat at the table on that dreadful morning. This was my mother’s father, the great Barfleur, who was no more to me than a name. Barfleur had so loved the king, it seemed, that he hectored him and chastised him when his advisers were leading him to ruin. It was Barfleur who dared instruct the king to tax the nobility, make the Jews citizens, let the Protestants worship legally in peace.


‘This is courage,’ said Bébé. ‘It was the comte de Barfleur who told the king to cut the extravagances in court. He told him to remember the history of Charles I in England. Do you remember what that was?’


‘I forget the year, Bébé. I’m sorry.’


‘The year does not matter. He told our king, “You hold your crown, sire, from God alone; but you are not going to deny yourself the satisfaction of believing that you also hold your power due to the voluntary submission of your subjects.”’


‘The king,’ said the abbé de La Londe, whose voice was echoing around the courtyard so clearly that I was afraid, imagining the blacksmith, the porter, the gardener listening from the shadows of the doors. My dear wise Bébé suddenly seemed the most reckless of men.


‘The king was not a bad man,’ he told me, ‘but he was surrounded by vain and selfish men and women.’


Now my breath turned very rough, most likely because my mother, whose windows were wide open to the summer air, would not hear a word against the king.





‘It was Versailles,’ Bébé said, ‘that brought down the monarchy, and the Court’s blindness and foolishness that led us, not only to the guillotine, but to this thief Bonaparte who has made France no better than a pickpocket and a burglar.’


‘Bébé, should we not go inside?’


‘No,’ said Bébé, ‘for you have been raised in a most peculiar way, poor child. And now I see you have no idea who you are or who your father is. Did he ever tell you he saved my life?’


‘No Bébé.’


‘Your father is a brave man. To do battle with the citizens from Paris would have been as foolish as fighting against a swarm of wasps. Did your father run around shrieking at his pain?’


‘No Bébé, I suppose not.’ In my mind I saw my father standing in a field, a cloud of wasps around him.


‘That is courage,’ said Bébé, ‘that is character. You do not blame the poor ignorant people, my darling. Do you understand me? The court of Versailles brought this down upon us all.’


Even then I knew he did not mean the people were wasps but that is how I pictured it and in my imagination I was no longer the noble with his sword, slaying those who hurt my kind, but a frightened boy, screeching, running through the darkened fields, stung, hurt, throwing himself from the bank and drowning in the Seine.


That night my breathing was so bad neither garlic nor brandy could cure me, but it was not till dawn that they fetched the doctor from his bed.


III


The guillotine now cast its diamond light on scenes which had hitherto existed in the domestic shadows.


That is not to say my life was ruined. I swam and hunted and feasted on green plums until my belly ached. I made a friend, Thomas de Blacqueville, who once stayed with us for sixteen days. On my seventh birthday I travelled to Paris and ate mille-feuilles at the house of Mme de Chateaubriand. I am said to have made the company laugh but no one can recall my witticism. I was precocious. I was a genius for the piano. I had a high opinion of myself. By 1812, the year I turned seven, I was accomplished in Latin and Greek.


It was during this very particular summer that the Hero of the Vendée arrived at the château de Barfleur. It was my father’s birthday but the visitor brought no gift – or left arm either, the latter presumably sliced away by some horrid machine. His empty white-silk sleeve was like a ghost, but what I noticed most of all was my mother.


She had, until the moment of the young visitor’s arrival, occupied a chaise in the Gold Room, blinds drawn against the shrill heat, a damp cloth across her face in such a manner that a stranger to the house might assume her dead.


The footman approached my mother. He bent stiffly and spoke in that ridiculous whispering way they learn in Italy but to see how my mother responded, you would think he had shouted in her ear.


She fairly sprang.


If the footman fell over she did not notice for she was – as the servant scurried blushing from the room – bowing to a visitor. That is, my mother, she whose status required her to give no more than a polite curtsy to anyone, bowed deeply to a man whose arm had been chopped off. Later I thought that bowing was surely some private reference, a play, a quote, a joke: Molière?


The visitor was Marie-Jean de Villiers, écuyer, marquis de Tilbot, sometimes known as the Hero of the Vendée, although I seldom heard him called anything but Monsieur. Whether this was the fruit of modesty or pride I do not know. He was big and ruddy as a side of beef, a noble warrior who had led the peasants of Calvados and Orne against the revolution. If only, my mother later said, there had been one hundred Monsieurs.


In the Gold Room, Tilbot spoke very quietly to my mother. He had brought a ‘little something’, a folio of engravings of exotic species, such as were popular in the lost libraries of the ancien régime. I suppose he planned to sell it to her, but I did not know that then. They both examined the item, sheet by sheet, exclaiming with delight at the bizarre botany of Australia. As to what they said to each other, I heard nothing, but I felt the air shiver and knew this horrid one-armed soldier was about to steal my father’s birthday from us.


That dinner was to be a grand affair of fricasseed chickens, and minced partridges, and ember-cooked pies and chickens with truffles, and so it was, but the feast was now laid waste, not by the awful thunderstorm, but by the visitor who talked too much in a way quite clearly intended to hide the truth from a child. When the songs had been sung, Bébé excused himself and I understood he was angry. My father? He became exceedingly formal and his skin took on a shining waxy sheen as if he were a clever copy of himself. My mother twice remarked on the amounts of paperwork awaiting him and complained, as if in sympathy, that no one in Paris thought sufficiently to honour him with a copyist or secretary. Nothing was said of the engravings.


I was an excitable child, now in a distressed condition. When my father spoke, as he was often wont to do, of the young peasants he was marrying off to save their lives, Monsieur smiled directly at my mother. What this meant I did not know, but if I had been my father I would have taken the visitor’s empty sleeve and slapped his face with it. I wished it so violently that my lungs rebelled against me and I was taken off to receive my final gift – not the crystallised fruit, but Odile and her leeches, and sheet lightning all that August night.





The next incident I recall was on a morning some months after the departure of M. de Tilbot. I had discovered my mother in her quarters.


‘Where is Céleste?’ I named her maid.


My mother did not answer. She was filling a travelling trunk with white cockades. She set her head to one side, smiling, just so. I thought, Good grief, what is the matter? Is she happy?


‘Maman, what has happened?’


I sat quietly, prickling inside my scarf which I wore to hide the leech marks. My mother, I saw, was playing the part of servant. Finally she locked her trunk and the real servants were called to take it down.


In later years she would always insist that she could not tell me the truth because I was too frail, but when she locked herself in her boudoir with Céleste she only brought me to a higher pitch.


By the time she emerged I had scratched my arms until they bled, but all this discomfort was forgotten when I saw – she had got herself up in costume, like a pretentious bourgeois in a play.


She dragged me into her apartments where she squeezed me into what was called a skeleton suit, short red jacket and tight trousers. I wondered why it would have such an awful name.


There then followed a completely unexpected audience with my father. This took place out of doors in the midst of all the confusion caused by my mother’s imminent departure. He was dressed as a Garmont in the Titian portrait, as a noble of the robe, his gorgeous ancient sword hung at his side occasionally making that small sound like gold coins in a purse. He smelled of talcum powder and raven oil and I apprehended him with a feeling very close to awe. Thus, very formally – Olivier in his skeleton suit, the M’sieu l’comte in all the glory of his rank – we faced each other. It was exceptionally hot and bright although the sky was completely grey.


‘Your mother has explained to you?’





‘No, Papa.’


‘King Louis is returning,’ my father said, clearly in a state of high emotion. ‘The comtesse will be a dame du Palais to the queen. I will sit in the Chamber of Peers. You will one day be the comte de Garmont. I am going to Paris to greet His Majesty,’ he said, his eyes glistening. ‘Your mother refuses to remain at home. She will go in her carriage.’


How could I continue breathing? I thought, I will not be left behind.


As always when observed by servants, my tender father embraced me stiffly.


‘Good man,’ said he, and swung himself upon his stallion to whose proud body he had restored scabbards, halyards, saddle-cloths, all the signs of ancient rank. He galloped away with no more reliable news than that which is always blown along the Paris road, no more educated than the opinions of men with burning faggots in the night. I thought, They will guillotine my papa and then I will kill them in their swarms, God forgive me. Yet I was also very proud to see him leave with no other company to protect him. He set off to Paris where, as everybody now knows, the Russian prisoners and wounded Frenchmen were carried through the gates in carts. Some, half dead, fell beneath the wheels which they stained with blood. Conscripts, called up from the interior, crossed the capital in long files to join the army. In Paris all was still turmoil. That very night, my father would hear artillery trains passing along the outer boulevards. No one could know if the explosions meant victory or defeat.


‘From the towers of Notre-Dame you could see the heads of the Russian columns appearing, like the first undulations of a tidal wave on the beach.’ So wrote Chateaubriand and it is likely true, or most of it.


Paris was in the process of being invaded or liberated, and the cannons split the trees in the Bois.





At the château de Barfleur my mother was brave and frightened, calculating and careless. She had dressed as a bourgeois, as I said before, but then she called for the coach which declared her an aristocrat without apology. She embraced me and whispered I must stay safe with Bébé, but then she was in the kitchen personally packing a hamper, ignoring the cook and maids, whose sulky offers of cold meats and fruit she firmly refused. And this was how I knew I would go to Paris: I saw her choose a series of small and sweet surprises for her only son – crystallised fruits, rose-scented Turkish delight, caprices de noix, those Périgord walnuts, glazed in sugar and coated with bitter cocoa.


I rushed to Bébé and demanded that he come to Paris. I thought, I will be the comte de Garmont now. I thought, Why will he not obey me?


I ran and clambered into my mother’s great Tormentor, leaving Odile and the other servants to follow, crammed like pickled turnips in the coach behind. It was an ordinary day, grey and overcast, very quiet as we escaped our exile. I thought, We are like the cicadas who live so many years entombed beneath the earth.


Then the coach wheels rolled across the courtyard stones and my mother rose up singing and I with her, leaving behind our yellowed skins, our sad bedclothes for the laundry maids.


IV


My mother’s carriage was like its patron – heroically resistant to change. That is, no modern suspension could fit it.


I would, on any other occasion, have begged to travel with Odile in the second coach.


‘Vive le roi,’ my mother whispered when we were finally alone, without our audience of spies.





I kissed her wet cheeks.


‘Vive le roi, Maman,’ I cried, trembling at what might lie ahead.


She held me to her little bosom. Her brooch pressed against my cheek and hurt me, but everything the breathless bleeding sleepless Olivier had wished for seemed as if it might now really come to pass. The days of glory were returned. Everything smelled of jasmine and leather, but I did not forget the horrid cartoon of Louis XVI’s spurting head, nor was I blind to my mother’s disguise. Whether we were returning to our friends or enemies, I was not sure, nor would I ask the question in any forthright way. These unspoken anxieties may very well have contaminated our return but such was my mother’s experience of life that she knew the value of distraction – had not the aristocrats in the prison of Porte Libre staged Racine and played whist? Neither of these activities being suitable for this occasion, she had placed a hamper between us in the coach.


The peasants were ploughing their fields and the air was rich with dung and dirt. My mother’s memory of the weather was completely different, but I distinctly remember that the first hawthorns were in bloom, while inside The Tormentor’s ancient painted carapace we supped on sugar flowers, so delicate and lovely, each one wrapped in pale blue paper, as grand and gorgeous as a noble of the robe.


‘All gone,’ she would cry.


But then my newly playful mother would produce one more pretty blue skirt, and untwist it to reveal a white rosebud which would dissolve like nectar on my tongue.


‘Will I see the king, Maman?’


‘But of course.’


‘What will I say to him, Maman?’


‘Olivier. Look. What can this be?’


And what she had produced, now from her basket, was a familiar object from my father’s desk, where it had long stood in company with sundry botanical and sentimental curios. Here, on what I could confidently announce was the most exciting day of my life, this pink glass flask with its tear-shaped bottom and its bound cork stopper, might have been a magic balm for one of Cervantes’ wounded knights, and if Maman had told me it was filled with frankincense or myrrh I would have had no reason to doubt her, except for the embossed letters made in new york.


It was, as my mother told me later, on a calmer, less ecstatic day, a gift to my father from the American who claimed to have invented electricity. It was soda water.


My mother gave not a fig for the American who had not even known to wear a wig to the château de Barfleur, and yet she unwound the copper wire from around the cork with a certain reverence and when she placed it in my hand I understood I was to keep it as a relic. I folded the wire and tucked it into the pocket of my skeleton suit. My mother then removed the cork. The soda water produced none of the percussive force of champagne, but its own distinctive effect, something rounder and softer, rather like, if I may say so without disrespecting his beloved memory, dear Bébé farting in his sleep.


We were rocketed toward Paris, lifted upward, shaken sideways by the beastly Polignac springs, but in the midst of this turmoil my mother carefully filled one goblet and I witnessed my first soda bubbles, never guessing the gas had been gathered from the top of dirty brewery yeast, seeing only an ascension of my own spirit, fragile orbs of crystal rising in the golden light.


My mother and I drank and laughed and shrieked. Bubbles burst inside my nose, behind my eyes. We were, I swear it, drunk.


And then we were very sober, and I have a clear dark recollection of our arrival at the banks of the Oise where we found my father waiting for us, I suppose by prearrangement, although I had not been told of it. There were battles still being fought, apparently, and this is why we approached Paris by this route. I was not in the least surprised to see my papa looking so handsome and noble on his horse, his sword at his side and the great plumes of black smoke rising from the street behind him. As we approached him, my mother hurried the empty bottle back inside her hamper but my father barely had time to speak before he wheeled his horse around, shouted to our driver, and so escorted us toward our house on the rue Saint-Dominique.


Above our heads sat the coachman and our blacksmith, the latter with a musket across his lap and the former with his whip cracking the road lest anyone approach. The sun set along golden boulevards as we veered away from the Cossacks, whom we feared, and cantered beside the Austrians, whom we trusted, although both, together with the Prussians, were our saviours come to destroy the tyrant the revolution had brought forth.


As we crossed the Seine the sun was at the horizon and the ancient river flowed beneath our path like mercury, carrying the bodies of our own French sons and fathers like so many sawn-up logs. You would think the enormity of this sight, all this blood paid to remove Napoleon, would disgust me, squash my child’s happiness like a stinking rose petal in the street, but you see, my noble father was ahead, the blacksmith above, and as we arrived on the Left Bank I was in fact a thoughtless disgusting little thing, a general returning in glory from the wars.


Vive le roi, I thought. Vive la France. I kissed my mother’s cheek and squeezed her little hand. The house of Garmont was restored.


V


Abandoning the blackened silver of the Seine, emerging from behind the solemn sooty shadow of the ministries, we found the rue Saint-Dominique. Broken bricks and cobbles were everywhere beneath our wheels. The air, previously sulphurous, was here foul and fetid. Gustave the blacksmith dismounted and, having fired his musket at the sky, shouted instructions so the coachman might ease the carriage around a bloated horse whose shiny green bowels rose like an awful luminous bubble from the chiaroscuro night. There were very few lamps burning in the great houses and this, the absence of our kind, was not comforting. I had only visited the rue Saint-Dominique twice in all my life, but it loomed massively in my imagination – Blacqueville’s family lived here too, so we would both be neighbours of King Louis XVIII.


‘No, no,’ my mother cried when the light of Gustave’s lantern revealed a high thin townhouse with its eyes gone blind. My mother had been born in this street. She knew each house by family name. ‘There, Blacksmith, there,’ she cried. ‘Onwards.’


At that moment there appeared, on the penumbra of the wavering light, some towering phantom, as tall as a house, pressing down toward the carriage, bleeding black against the charcoal sky.


‘Maman,’ I shrieked.


‘What is it?’ she demanded, her voice rising to a pitch quite equal to my own.


I was literally dumb with terror, all the hairs on my neck and head bristling. I could do no more than point.


‘Oh.’ She saw, then slapped my leg. ‘It is the Blacquevilles’ wisteria.’


If it was the Blacquevilles’ wisteria it was also a living thing, abused, attacked, wounded, hacked, pulled away from the house so it teetered in a mass above our heads. This was the house of my friend Thomas. I felt sick to see how it had been punished, as the pigeons had been punished, as it was said the printers of rue Saint-Séverin had held a trial and hanged their masters’ cats.


‘Maman, where is Thomas?’


But she shrugged off my hand.


Our iron picket gates were now opened to us by our blacksmith, who, it seemed, could think of nothing but the gold fleur-de-lys which had been melted down for bullets. I heard the grind of steel on steel, the heavy hinges swinging, and my heart was beating like the devil, my blood sluicing through my arteries and veins. Then – another fright – the high front door opened and I beheld a pair of deep dark staring eyes. Standing hard against my mother I slowly understood that the eyes belonged to one of ours and she – that is the chatelaine – was refusing to admit her mistress.


‘Don’t fret,’ my mother reprimanded me, but she was the one who was fretting. I could feel the heat of her body. In a moment she would enter the grand dining room, where she planned to welcome the king himself amid a sea of lilies.


Imagine my confusion when I discovered, by the light of twenty candles in that same room, a large black gelding, eighteen hands high, shitting on the parquet floor.


Among the manure and straw, I beheld a broken vase and silverware, damask curtains in a pile – small damage if you consider what was happening across the Seine, but horrid violence just the same. A shudder passed through my bowels.


Behind the horse, the servants were still assembling with their candles and my mother was on show once again and I, her son who had imbibed her terrors in the womb, knew she could not possibly endure this public trial. For instance, what would she call them? I made a horrid smell. The comtesse de Garmont squeezed my hand once, briefly, and then she laughed, not desperately at all, rather girlishly in fact, as if the awful sight was a very droll amusement.


‘Come,’ my mother said, but I dared not move. My mother touched me lightly on the head and then, having addressed her servants from the chilly distance of her majesty, gracefully ascended the curling marble stairs. Thus was I abandoned to the violence of the room.


I thanked the chatelaine for greeting us. She answered me appropriately. She explained that the horse was there because the stables had been burned down and that Hobbes thought him certain to be stolen by the Cossacks. She made me understand my nose was bleeding.


Six strange servants escorted me to bed.


Then Odile arrived carrying a large rose-tinted Ch’ien-lung goldfish bowl. This contained my leeches. She set it on an English giltwood stand and removed the muslin cloth from around its neck. These vieilles amies had always been in her charge and she was constantly ready, at whatever hour her bell rang, to scoop out the starving parasites with an instrument I have seen nowhere since – an English tea strainer strapped with leather shoelaces to a wooden spoon. Odile was slow and heavy-limbed but extraordinarily dexterous and, when required, she would select a single creature and hold it between thumb and forefinger and then, when the doctor had departed, she would – without fail – fix one to her nose and through the kindness of her heart, to lessen my distress, roll her eyes at me as it wagged its vile body in the air.


Thus for our first two days in Paris I was declared an invalid, and although I complained bitterly it was not so bad. The Blacquevilles had not returned from Normandy. I watched for them from my window and saw, if not my tall young Thomas, then many other visitors arriving by coach and foot, carrying their baskets or parcels or portmanteaus or simply holding the trains of their dresses high. I could also see my mother’s coach, in no way hidden but standing on call, with its team in harness all day long. People of the most surprising type stood in the street to stare at this, and when one urchin rushed through the gate it was not to slash the horse’s tendons but to tenderly place a white daisy in the harness before the poler’s ear. So did my blood spill over, my lungs rip and roar, the louder for witnessing the guildsmen and market women arrive at our gates with gifts of furniture and mirrors and other items ‘taken into safekeeping’ during the revolution.


As my father had refused to join the nobles’ flight into exile, the house, no matter what spiteful damage it had suffered, had always remained his property, and the items now returned had been, even by the laws of the Directory and Empire, quite frankly stolen.


I lay in bed and Odile brought me chamomile relentlessly. If this calmed me I do not know. My mother visited me often but was always in a rush to see a returning friend, sometimes carrying a broth, sometimes no more than her glad and nervous heart. I had never seen her eyes so bright, and these visits, ever so brief, filled me with happiness, and gave birth to a very clear expectation of what my life might now become.


And I was not disappointed. For when I rose from my sickbed she brought me a new sailor suit. As for her own dress, she had moved from black to white, from age to youth. She had raised her hair. She descended those wide marble stairs dressed in white lawn from head to toe, pleated beyond perfection, her long floating sleeves held with flocks of white silk ribbons. She was an angel, a noble princess, with a long and lovely neck, her artful curls twisting down each cheek, her white bonnet decked with live bouquets, which may have had the rather prosaic purpose of disguising the odours of the street.


The servants, crowded like geese inside the entrance, applauded.


This shocked the comtesse clearly. She stopped on the third-to-last step and her entire forehead erupted in a frown of disapproval while her dark eyes shone in undiluted triumph. In this style she ran the gauntlet of her audience and I behind her, still clutching my letter to the abbé de La Londe. Through the gates I beheld a crowd of men of all sorts wearing white cockades, and women too, some very rough. My mother, not knowing whether to acknowledge them or no, wrapped her shoulders with a shawl of fleur-de-lys, and this simple action raised another cry.


‘Vive le roi,’ they cried.


‘In, in,’ my mother hissed.


I jumped into the dreaded Polignac monster and she followed quickly after me. ‘Vive le roi,’ she whispered in my ear, brushing my cheek with the fresh blooms in her hat. ‘Vive le roi, my treasure.’ And so we rolled along the rue Saint-Dominique to the rue de Rivoli where we called on Mme de Chateaubriand. M. de Chateaubriand was not at home but many other aristocrats were gathered around the dining table which was stacked high with papers bound with bright green printer’s cord. Even as we entered these cords were cut and the pamphlets divided between la marquise de La Tour du Pin and Mme de Duras and Mme Dulauloy and many others whose names I did not know, although I do believe Mme de Staël was of the party, but in any case we all rushed out onto the rue de Rivoli, not to our many waiting carriages but down along the street so the coachmen followed us, at what you might have called a funereal pace, and we, in shining white, spread like a flock of splendid birds, rare flamingos perhaps, out across the boulevards and squares down from the faubourg Saint-Germain into the faubourg Saint-Antoine, giving away M. de Chateaubriand’s pamphlet which, at the time, I assumed to be some sort of announcement of the king’s return. In fact it was a pamphlet written by M. de Chateaubriand, and it had a very great impact on the population as it legitimised the restoration.


Louis XVIII later said that ‘Of Bonaparte and the Bourbons’ was worth a whole regiment to him. It never did occur to Chateaubriand that he had been mercilessly flattered, but in that he is no worse than every other writer ever born. 




Dear Little Bébé,


                       I wish you a good day. I am going to tell you something. I am to have a new suit for His Majesty’s visit. The statue on the place Vendôme has just been knocked down and they have put in its place a white flag with fleur-de-lys on it. Goodbye, little Bébé, I kiss you with all my heart. My friend Thomas is now here with all his sisters. He asks after you and demands you come to join us very soon.


Olivier





VI


The gates were repaired and painted. There were new curtains, cream and silver, luminous by candlelight, which had been sewn and hung in just two days, one of them a Sunday. Our horses were lodged with the young nephew of the duc de Berry, who was a neighbour, and the entire rue Saint-Dominique echoed with hammer blows as our stables were rebuilt by a group of Marseillais who ate so gluttonously that a cook was engaged to deal with their unreasonable demands. Every day the king was expected in Paris. Every day he was delayed until, finally, my sleep was quite destroyed by nervous expectation.


‘Why does the king not come to Paris?’ I asked.


‘He is not only king of Paris, Master de Garmont. He is king of all the French.’


‘Then he is the king of murderers!’ I cried, and was dispatched to my room where Odile was ordered to prevent me writing letters to Thomas. I doubtless made an appalling noise. Who knows, I might have gone on all day had I not been witness, in seeking a sight of Thomas, to a conversation in the garden beneath my window. That is, I heard, very clearly, the duc de Blacqueville tell my father that the préfet had left for Boulogne to greet His Majesty.


‘Then tomorrow?’ my father asked.


‘Or the next,’ said M. de Blacqueville.


Vive le roi, I thought, with great relief. He will be here soon.


The Blacqueville wisteria was reattached to its ancient stone and we were permitted to play in the Luxembourg Gardens. A new wave of visitors arrived with articles that could be used to make our house to fit a king, among them a splendid Sèvres service with views of Paris sent by the wife of a newly appointed Gentleman of the Chamber. This meant my father would soon be made a peer, Odile said.


Vive le roi, thought Olivier, and if his lungs hung like rags on the bony rack of his little chest, he remained a strong and wilful boy. Vive, vive, vive, I thought, inflating myself with the intoxicating smell of lemons that had been used to clean the brass. I was a lunatic child staring wide-eyed, unprotected, at the moon which – at that very moment – must be shining on the waving plumes of the shakos, the splendid black royal carriage splattered with hard hot sprays of mud. In my imagination, I urged on the sweating horses through the night, past the flares and faggots of the king’s good honest people. I prayed for him. Oh do not fear, my king.


I was still engaged in this journey, driving away his enemies, twisting in my sheets, when Odile returned from her evening off. My pulse was racing, and I myself was very hot, but not so hot as Odile, and I will tell you how I knew: When she leaned to kiss my forehead I could feel her blushing down her chest.


‘What has happened Odile?’


‘The king has been detained again.’


‘No, do not tease me.’


‘This time it is the flour dealers of Amiens.’


‘But flour dealers, Odile? Do not the flour dealers want his head?’


‘No, no, my small master.’ She placed her hot hands on my cheek. ‘It is the millers’ ancient privilege.’


Millers, I thought. How preposterous.


Good Odile stroked my forehead until I slept and when I woke she had gone, although I soon understood that she was sobbing in her room. The daughter of a peasant, I thought, but she is no different from Blacqueville or myself. Neither of us can bear to wait another day.





At breakfast she did not wish to be bothered with me, so I pulled at her broad fingertips until she slapped my leg.


I said I would tell my mother.


‘Tell who you like,’ she said. ‘It can’t be worse than this.’ She said she was to be sent back to the château de Barfleur that very day.


‘Oh poor Odile,’ I cried, ‘you will never see His Majesty.’


Odile’s small round nose was red with her own misery, and yet she smiled and shook her head. I thought, It is not so bad for her as it would be for me.


‘Little Olivier,’ she said, ‘your silly Odile has fallen in love.’


I thought, It is the king, of course.


‘Who will look after me, Odile?’


‘Oh,’ she cried, ‘you poor little creature.’


I was briefly puzzled to hear her speak this way. Yet it was not uncommon that her generous affections would lead her to forget her place.


Shortly before lunch I observed, with some alarm, a swarm of the strange Paris servants piling various items of my clothing, willy-nilly, upon the billiard table. Having at first taken exception to their appalling method, it took me a moment to see, among the tangle, the Ch’ien-lung bowl. Then I finally understood why she, a servant, had called me a pauvre petite créature. I was to be sent away with her.


When my mother confirmed these fears, I threw up on my shoes and declared myself too sick to travel. In any case, why must I be banished because a servant had misbehaved?


‘You must study your Latin,’ my mother said formally, and again many hours later, by which time I lay exhausted on my bed. It had been a horrid, horrid day. The leeches had finally fallen off and been cast into the flames. ‘Bébé is waiting for you at home, my darling.’


‘Maman, you know I cannot possibly leave before the king arrives. Bébé must come here.’





‘Olivier, the abbé de La Londe will not come to Paris.’


‘I cannot travel, Maman. I simply can’t. I will study my Latin with Blacqueville. He will teach me Greek as well.’


‘Young man, you are a Garmont not a sparrow. You cannot sing the same song all day.’


‘It will be much better for everyone if I remain.’


And so on.


The very next morning, having been permitted a tearful farewell with Thomas, I was carried to my tumbrel, a quilt wrapped around my poor thin legs. How dare they, I thought. How dare my own parents treat me so stupidly.


I was of noble blood. It was my right to stay but instead I was sent into exile, the horses plodding through mud and drenching rain, through melancholy, to melancholy, as the poet has said.


The servant steadied the Ch’ien-lung bowl on the seat between us and it was then that she confessed – we were being sent away to safety because she had fallen for a splendid Austrian guard and my mother would not have it.


I thought, What has this to do with me?


‘You will have the abbé anyway,’ she said, lighting her little clay pipe and filling the carriage with her dusty smoke.


It is not Odile who is to blame, I thought. It is Bébé.


‘Bébé is afraid,’ I said. ‘He is afraid Bonaparte will put him to the sword.’ I had never said such a vile thing in all my life and I waited to be shamed for it, but Odile shifted the Ch’ien-lung onto her lap and clutched it to her stomach as if it were her child.


‘Everyone should be afraid,’ she said. ‘They are not afraid enough poor creatures.’


‘You are a poor creature, too, Odile.’


And at that she began to laugh. ‘Aye,’ she said. ‘Look at us.’


We entered the gates of the château de Barfleur at that time of day when – so dreary, so predictable – no lights were lit and the dark beached mass of château bled into the gloom. How I dreaded it, the very air of my home, the dusty smell like that of a reliquary built to house the thigh bone of a tortured saint. I would be the only person of my age.


In the great courtyard we were greeted by Gustave the blacksmith, whom I had imagined to be in Paris, and by Bébé who, to my private shame, was so kind and affectionate toward me. He announced that we were, immediately, to make a bivouac in the unwalled pavilion my father had built beside the pond. We would sleep there and study there. We would botanise.


So Odile was left to take her leeches and grief into the château which, with so many of the servants in Paris, must have been a very lonely place indeed. Although, I thought, perhaps they like it, perhaps they have secret balls and grand dinners where they wear my parents’ clothes and drink the best of our cellar and perform plays and juggling tricks when Bébé has gone to bed.


Let them dance, I thought, poor creatures.


But of course there were no dancing parties in the château. Or they were not visible. From the pavilion we could see only a single lighted candle in a window below the eaves, a very lonely flame compared to the rushing sparks from Bébé’s splendid fire. The rain soon stopped. The sky cleared. We ate grilled rabbit below the great eternal wonder of the stars.


If you had observed Olivier’s greasy face in starlight, you might have supposed he had been cured of his bleeding, vomiting, gasping upset. Yet this was a very wilful constant child and he did not, not for a moment, forget his king. So while you see young Olivier admire the reflection of the moon in the pond, you must not doubt that he was, even as he turned to smile at the abbé de La Londe, picturing the royal coach, the spinning wheel hubs decorated with painted suns, the spokes like shining rays ending in the firmament portrayed by the signs of the stars. He was a good boy. He said his prayers. He lay down beneath his uncle de Barfleur’s bearskin. He closed his eyes and pictured the great ship of state ploughing through the night.


VII


The rudimentary comforts of our first night suggested only a brief diversion. Who would have expected we would live there all that summer and that our bivouac, of necessity, would assume an established character, with Turkey rugs and armchairs and my grandfather’s campaign bed, an antique brass construction held together with verdigrised butterfly nuts and wire cross-bracing.


A refectory table was discovered in the old pigeon loft, and when this was scrubbed and waxed it was where we spent our mornings, classifying the previous day’s botanising according to Linnaeus.


We had a wide low roof over our heads and if, from time to time, the rain blew in from the river, the summer was warm and our rugs were easily resuscitated in that gorgeous dry air, ripe with the perfumes of hawthorn blossom and grass and manure and fresh rich hay. Black honeybees and bumblebees danced around me as I studied. More than once we had speckled wood butterflies basking on our table, and once the sexton’s cow awoke me with a dreadful bellow in my ear.


M. Blacksmith constructed an Indian’s fireplace, that is, a babracot, and the servants split firewood and the English cook finally consented to grill the game as Bébé ordered.


My mother wrote a letter every day. I looked forward to her pale-blue tutoiements with a simple joy one would never feel in approaching her quite formal person. One broke the sealing wax with a dreamy sort of pleasure such as an eagle might feel lazily gliding on a warm delicious current. It was as if the windows had opened in my mother’s life and the air was filled with cyan dragonflies. Today it is my sweetest memory of Henriette-Lucie, the jasmine escaping from its paper shell.





These love letters were delivered by means of the postal system my father had designed as an improvement on that arrangement the emperor so famously devised. In our corner of Normandy there was no household, be it as low as a charcoal burner’s, where a letter would not arrive as quickly as it did at the château. It was as a result of my father’s particular system that we were blessed to have Marie-Claude, the sexton, deliver our mail directly to the pavilion. He had no horse, nor did he require one, for we were less than a kilometre from the village and every morning – provided there had been no death in the night – he would amble, long-armed and poke-necked, as if demanding that the peculiar world explain itself. He would stumble through the dew-wet pasture to that place where he would be pleased to withhold my mail while he inspected the botanical samples spread across our table.


I was infuriated by the sexton but also nourished in all my dreams and expectations by what he brought me, that is, my mother, in all her blindness and bubbling intoxication.


From inside the sexton’s pocket, she sang to me like a captive bird: Lovely boy, she called me, and brave boy and good boy too: the king had not yet dined at the rue Saint-Dominique but she and my father had been to the Tuileries. This visit, she wrote, meant that the king had not forgotten the service given by her family nor by the valiant Barfleur who had died for Louis XVI, and she was confident that, for this reason alone, my father might reasonably expect to be made a pair de France and sit in the Chamber of Peers.


My father wrote less often and, far from calling me a boy, seemed to have forgotten I was not a man. His tone was both sophisticated and familiar – wry, ironic, fed by a disenchantment that I could not have named. The taste of his letters stayed with me, producing in me a profound unease. For instance:


‘I shall never forget the impression Louis XVIII made when he came out to receive us; we saw an enormous mass emerge from the king’s study, shuffling and waddling; this mass was topped by a fine and noble head but the expression of the features was entirely theatrical; the king came forward with his hand over his heart, his eyes raised to heaven. He said a few perfectly well-judged words to us, delivered in the most sentimental manner. It was clear from this that he had rehearsed his performance. We retired from his presence with gratitude for the special kindness that he showed us, and with the conviction that as a king he would make a most excellent actor.’


This less-than-respectful tone makes no sense until you know what was omitted from my parents’ loving letters. My father did not say that he found himself severely disadvantaged for not having fled the revolution. He did not point out that the émigrés were also now returned. The king, of course, was of their party. I did not understand that my father’s loyalty was neither celebrated nor valued, and he had been finally granted what the English call the leftovers – not a seat in the Chamber of Peers but the prefecture of the département of Maine-et-Loire. This was an insult, but he was a Garmont and so he set out for his new residence.


My mother would have none of it. She remained in Paris.


Autumn came and the servants packed away my campaign bed, the specimen table, the Turkey rugs, all the contents of the pavilion except my bear rug which I would not relinquish. Bébé and I withdrew to the château, where we were appalled to find that the preposterous architect and his assistant had expanded their territories. The Blue Room had proven insufficient for their needs and now they occupied the library where they had taken up the incense habit. Bébé and I retreated to the second floor and here we also took our meals and I developed what was thought to be a sleeping sickness.


Bébé wished to get the boy outside but all those useful extending legs and springing arms, those Olivier-in-the-box explosions, saved me. It was not until the ice had melted on the bain that I ventured out, my bear rug still wrapped around my shoulders.





And it was on a late March morning in 1815 that my parents returned from Paris and I came rushing to them, dripping wet with the waters of the bain, me and Bébé, wet and dry, bear and man, hand in hand, in such a hurry that we were both almost crushed beneath a screeching gun carriage drawn by a company of soldiers up the Paris road.


My mother burst out from her box.


‘Hoorah,’ I cried. She did not hear me. She shook her feathers, and rushed toward the château leaving the servants to unload the coaches. The servants, like their feverish mistress, carelessly abandoned precious items where they fell. For instance, here – a grand ball gown lying on the architect’s spilled earth like pink hydrangea blooms.


I saw my mother fly past the gallery windows, unwinding like a muslin curtain, a white train floating above the stairs, spiralling around the former pigeon loft. Soon I saw her draw her apartment blinds, although not her window sash. Everyone in the courtyard could hear their mistress weeping. I was ashamed for her. Bébé took my hand to calm me but I tugged free and rushed inside, more like my mother than I knew, wet and white and naked, my childish sex exposed, the bearskin trailing behind me and dragging fallen hats and ribbons in its train. I tripped on the stairs and hurt my leg running toward this dreadful howl of wind bursting from the same dear pipes that had sung ‘A Troubadour of Béarn’. I entered the blood-rich cavity of sound, and discovered my maman on her chaise, her face all raw and wet as if flayed by grief.


‘Bonaparte is back,’ she said. ‘It’s over.’


‘Over?’ I was terrified. ‘Over!’ I yanked the bearskin once again, brought down something with a crash. I heard the rattle of the deadly blade in its grooved oaken track. I fled out down the stairs, sprinted naked along the gallery to my father’s office, where I found him behind the great leather-topped desk which was piled high with papers accumulated in his absence.





‘Ah, Master de Garmont,’ he said, as if we had been separated for only a few minutes. ‘There you are.’ He said nothing of my undress or bloody leg. He laid his hand on my head and looked at me but I knew he was blind, that he could know nothing but my mother’s shocking distress which was carried to us even here, so many stairs and walls away.


He had in his hand the soda-water flask my mother and I had drunk from now so long ago and he was turning this object over and over and peering into it. He was a great man but he could no longer help us.


Only Odile knew what to do. She rushed on her big flat feet to my mother’s rooms, carrying her Ch’ien-Lung bowl before her. I followed close behind, a lace cloth to hide my naked skin. In my mother’s apartments, Odile lit the candles, thumping from place to place making a deep soothing noise of a type one might imagine would persuade a cow into her bails. She arranged my mother on the chaise and, having wet the noble lady’s brow and wiped away her rouge and powder, turned her attention to the bowl.


Squatting beside her, shivering, girlish in my lace, I saw the great oily stillness of our neglected leeches in their prison, unneeded and forgotten, starved to scum, their sucking stilled, all my glory dreams turned broth and black corruption.



















PARROT





I


You might think, who is this, and I might say, this is God and what are you to do? Or I might say, a bird! Or I could tell you, madame, monsieur, sir, madam, how this name was given to me – I was christened Parrot because my hair was coloured carrot, because my skin was burned to feathers, and when I tumbled down into the whaler, the coxswain yelled, Here’s a parrot, captain. So it seems you have your answer, but you don’t.


I had been named Parrot as a child, when my skin was still pale and tender as a maiden’s breast, and I was still Parrot in 1793, when Olivier de Bah-bah Garmont was not even a twinkle in his father’s eye.


To belabour the point, sir, I was and am distinctly senior to that unborn child.


In 1793 the French were chopping off each other’s heads and I was already twelve years of age and my endodermis naturalus had become scrubbed and hardened by the wind and mists of Dartmoor, from whose vastness my da and I never strayed too far. I had tramped behind my darling da down muddy lanes and I was still called Parrot when he, Jack Larrit, carried me on his shoulder through Northgate at Totnes. My daddy loved his Parrot. He would sit me on the bar of the Kingsbridge Inn, to let the punters hear what wonders came from my amazing mouth: Man is born free and is everywhere in chains.


If that ain’t worth sixpence what is?


My daddy was a journeyman printer, a lanky man with big knees and knubbly knuckled hands with which he would ruff up his red hair when looking for First Principles. Inside this bird’s nest it was a surprise to find his small white noggin, the precious engine of his bright grey eyes.


‘Children remain tied to their father by nature only so long as they need him for their preservation. As soon as this ends,’ so wrote the great Rousseau, ‘the natural bond is dissolved. Once the children are freed from the obedience they owe their father and the father is freed from their responsibilities towards them, both parties equally regain their independence. If they continue to remain united, it is no longer nature but their own choice which unites them; and the family as such is kept together only by agreement.’


More or less that’s it.


My daddy and I were two peas in a pod. The acquisition of knowledge was our occupation, but of my ma I knew nothing but that she had a tiny waist which would fit inside her husband’s hands. I missed her all my life.


I knew Adam Smith before I reached fractions. Then I was put to Latin which my father liked no more than I did, and this caused us considerable upset, both with ourselves and with each other. It was due to Latin that my father got in a state and clipped my lughole and I grabbed a half-burned bit of kindling and set to drawing on the floor. I had never seen a drawing in my life, and when I saw what I was doing, dear God, I thought I had invented it. And what rage, what fury, what a delicious humming wickedness I felt. All over the floor and who will clean it? I had seen my daddy’s hand reach for his belt buckle and I was, ipso facto, ready for the slap. Yet at this moment I entered a foreign jungle of the soul. I drew a man with a dirty long nose. A leaping trout. A donkey falling upside down.


But my daddy’s belt stayed in his trousers.


He stared at me. His hair stood up like taffy. He cocked his head. I permitted him to take my charcoal stick and kiss me on the head. Not a cross word, or a kind one. He led the Parrot downstairs where he ordered the landlord pour me a ginger beer. Then he sat and watched me drink, and what was he pondering, do you reckon?


Why, the benefits of having an engraver in the family.


Thereafter I was a mighty protégé and we forgot about our upsets and our Latin and our fractions, and even though my drawings were not always wanted where I placed them, he encouraged me at every turn, always on the lookout for a quiet church porch on account of the quality of its slate. As to subjects, he was not fussy, although once he gave me a pound note to see what I could make of it.


On another occasion he was compelled to scrub clean the Dartmouth footpath on which I had drawn the great bloody head of Louis XVI. My father said he didn’t mind the scrubbing, it being a pleasure to make any tyrant vanish from the earth. It was suggested we might leave the town. There was no work in Dartmouth anyway. But up in Dittisham – Dit’sum as they called it – we found a strangely isolated printery, situated just at the place where the estuary became the River Dart, and there we found members of that better educated class – I mean printers. There is nothing like them. Having spent all their day with words and proofs, they are monstrously well read and disputatious beasts, always – while setting up the type, tapping in the furniture, rolling out the ink – arguing. If it was not that they spoke varying types of English, you might think yourself in France. It was the drunken height of revolution and all was Girondins or Cordeliers, Hume or Paine.


The printers at Dit’sum were family-genus-species Textus miraculus. They would shut up only at the long deal table which they shared with their master, Mr Piggott, and his wife, them both being Catholics of a put-upon variety and very sarcastic about Tom Paine in particular. Mrs Piggott was a young Frenchwoman easily made tearful by events in her country, which left the men with nothing they could safely say at table – but I am ahead of myself. I did not say our single aim was to find shelter and a decent meal.


We arrived from Dartmouth at dinnertime. My father knocked and hallooed, until we discovered seven full-grown humans, all supping at a table, quiet as Lent.


We finally sat down the end with big bowls of stew and lumps of rough bread and a cup of rainwater and about twenty cats mewling about our legs. No sooner did my daddy have a mouthful than the master wished to know who he was. He replied he was a press or case man, whatever was needed worst. In fact Piggott required a case man – that is, a compositor – who would lift types for sixpence a thousand, but at first he said nothing of it, for he was staring hard at me. No matter how girlish his wife, Mr Piggott himself was all of sixty. He was almost bald, with a little lump of a nose.


‘The devil, are you?’ he demanded.


‘Me, sir?’


‘You, lad.’


He had a very short neck and colossal shoulders that seemed as wide as the table and when he stood to see me better he began to butt his big head against the ceiling, like a goat.


I would have run but my father clamped my thigh.


I said that I was ten years old and, being too young to be apprenticed, I was accustomed to taking the job of devil.





My father was occupied cleaning the tines of his fork with his shirt tail.


Many is the dirty job I did, I told old Piggott. I would rather work than play. I could clean the proofing press, I said. I was a dab hand at dissing which is what they call putting the type back in its right case.


‘See him draw a racehorse,’ said my father.


This comment caused some puzzlement but finally I was given pencil and paper. The result was then passed around the table. No one made a comment but when the horse arrived in front of Mrs Piggott, she rose up from her chair.


The mistress could not yet have been twenty, but I saw a small old person, camouflaged like a lizard, and she came around the table at me flicking out a measuring tape like some enormous tongue.


My face and neck burned bright red while I stood in front of all these men and Mrs Piggott, with no word of explanation, having completely ignored my racehorse, measured me, not only my height but around my chest, from armpit to extremity.


‘Ah, ain’t that lovely?’ said my da who would say anything to get a nice hot feed. ‘See that Parrot – you are to be measured. What a treat,’ he said to Mr Piggott.


Mrs Piggott slipped her tape measure into the pocket of her pinny. Mr Piggott thumped his fist twice against the ceiling, which was even more alarming than the butting. At this signal each printer bowed his atheistic head.


‘Benedictus benedicat per Jesum Christum dominum nostrum.’ Then, moving from Latin to English without a cough, Mr Piggott formally employed my father, passing down to him, from hand to hand, a copy of Miss Parsons’s The Castle of Wolfenbach which, just published in London for ten shillings, he would soon have on the roads at six shillings and sixpence.
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