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The long arrowy street of Castellon lay baking under a hot Breton sun when
the Abbé Callot stood at his gate talking with a young man whose
formidable bulk towered a foot higher than his own head; nor did the
contrast end here; in conversation the Abbé was prone to smiles,
quick little communicative twinkles as though practically everything one
said suggested its humorous angle; his face was rosy, with quick blue eyes
and good-natured lips that were always in motion, his skull bald and
pinkish, and a comfortable paunch revealed a suave curve beneath his
accommodating cassock.

Beside this genial personality loomed Paul de Lorimier of less than half
his years, with a large raw-boned body and wide shoulders supporting a head
whose delicate modelling seemed at variance with his powerful frame: the
head was small, the eyes sombre, the expression grave. Paul looked very
substantial, very determined, and he smiled hardly at all.

Fronting the village street with its square white wooden-shuttered cube,
the Abbé's house sat a little back in a small, formal garden with
rectangular patterns of pebble-bordered beds, and from the gate one might
follow whatever life moved in Castellon on a summer afternoon. To the south
over gabled roofs rose a low ridge where the Château Marbeau lifted
a cluster of conical topped turrets that exactly resembled candle
extinguishers, and one could see the line of trimmed junipers marking its
wide flagged terrace. East and west ran the street, sliding presently away
from the houses into a dwindling ribbon of dust between two endless lines
of Lombardy poplars; east to Vitré, west along the calm Vilaine to
Rennes and its dark granite walls. This was a view of peace and plenitude,
well loved by Abbé Callot, but now he was looking at Paul.

“My son, I have been thinking much of you of late; you have finished
our course of reading, you have worked faithfully and know the classics as
do but few of your age, yet I'm not quite content.”

“No?”

“Not quite. I think perhaps there has been too much Plato, too little
Horace, which without question is my fault, and for a comfortable view of
life—one which brings a social poise—Horace is not to be
overlooked.”

“You may be right, father, but I do not know—yet.”

“Ah! that one little word—yet. What promise it offers, while I,
alas, have no use for it. Now listen, my son, for I am going to surprise
you. The time has come when I can offer nothing more, and what you acquire
after this must be of your own taking and making; it will be a matter of
feeling, of experience and emotion, but first, Paul, there is around you
that wall which you must knock down. This is why I commend Horace to
you.”

“But, father,——”

“Permit me! you have a comfortable income, you're young, strong and
free, so what will you do first?”

“Travel, mon père, I desire to travel—there is Spain and
Italy and Greece—then I shall write books.”

“About those countries?”

“Why not?”

The Abbé's blue eyes fixed on the Château Marbeau. “You
have discussed this with Jacqueline?”

“Not much as yet, but when affairs are settled between us I shall
tell her more.”

“So they are not settled—yet?”

Paul frowned a little. “I wish I could say they were; she is as
wayward as she is beautiful, she is capricious, she changes like the
wind.”

“Yet you still think she is the right one for you?”

“With all my heart. Last week I thought it was arranged, this week I
do not know.”

“What does the Comte say to all this?” The Abbé knew
very well how the Comte felt about it.

“He neither consents nor opposes; he simply says nothing, but
Jacqueline's mother is on my side.”

“Have you considered whether this future of a writer would be
acceptable to her, because, frankly, I doubt it?”

“Why not? She is too young to know her own mind.”

“While you, Paul, for your years, are the oldest man I know. It is
curious that I, who am of an age to be your father, should yet feel myself
younger than you. Now about this writing I suppose you will make the
attempt, but I do not advise classical subjects—enough has been
 said there for the present—so as an experiment why not write about
your own country? why not go to Paris, live there, make your friends there,
study what you see, wait till King Louis is dead, and then if you still
feel you must write, do so about him? If you have the gift, there is your
opportunity.”

“And all his mistresses?” said the young man, dryly.

“Undoubtedly—all of them—but keep space to tell about one
who was not a mistress.”

“De Maintenon?”

“Yes, de Maintenon. What a woman! and the greatest of them
all.” The curé's eyes were very bright now, and he made a
gesture of enthusiasm. “Today a humble daughter of the Church, though
once a Protestant, yet she drew the king from how many white arms to be
servant of the true God. And when you go to Paris you should be able to
kick down that wall of which I spoke.”

Paul appeared unconvinced; his huge body—he came of a long line of
Breton farmers—looked almost monumental with its heavy moulding; such
a frame might have been hewn in one of the quarries of Rennes, and seemed
suited to battle with the elements; it was difficult to imagine a pen in
the great muscular hand that now capped the Curé's gatepost. There
was, too, a certain adamantine quality about him so that his power
suggested stubborn resistance rather than effort. The Abbé Callot
had laboured hard over this pupil of his, and he loved the young man.

“I understand what you mean,” rumbled Paul in his deep voice.
“I have often seen it in your eyes, but what is natural in you is
not so in me. Nature has made us different. I would give much to be able to
join my friends with a laugh, I would be glad if they smiled at the sight
of me, instead of shrugging, but when I try to be at ease there is
something in me that tightens and I become silent. One by one I lose these
friends who know nothing of my hunger for their companionship. It is not
them I dislike but myself, and today,” he added desperately,
“there is just yourself and Jacqueline.”

“Then marry her, my son, marry her as quickly as is permitted. Be
less of a rebel against a society that you do not understand. These are
modern days we live in, so for a time forget your classics which are useful
only so far as they may help you to understand the present. Wisdom may be
learned in the arms of a good woman, while experience lies in the embrace
of those who are not so good.” The Abbé's eyes twinkled and
his lips took on a curve. “Come, come, you are not in the
confessional now. There is much in Paris that will attract Jacqueline, so
why not go there? and I would be happier if in your expression there was
less expectation of, shall we say, suffering. That wall, Paul, that wall,
certainly you must kick it down.”

The young man smiled a little. “With Jacqueline perhaps, I hope so;
at any rate, I'll try.”

“Be patient when she is yours; leave the door of the cage open, a
small flight will do her no harm; if there is true love she will return.
Remember that the woman is always more conscious of what she has given than
the man who receives it. Also if she be one of spirit and imagination, such
as Jacqueline, she will not be content with the attentions of one man
only. Do not forget that. There is indeed,” here the Abbé gave
another twinkle, “a certain kind of heavy, stolid devotion that most
women find stifling. I have often observed it—also has Horace.”

With this he gave the big shoulder a friendly thump. “Enough of my
celibate conclusions, which no doubt are quite misleading. Who comes now
from Vitré, soldiers?”

He had sharp eyes and, a mile to the east, Paul caught sight of mounted men
through a slowly drifting feather of dust. They approached at a trot, the
sharp clang of iron sounded over the steeply arched bridge that spanned the
Vilaine, and presently came a clatter up the cobbled street. There were
four men; in advance a long-curled officer of the Musketeers in scarlet
uniform with blue facings and plumed hat; at his heels a grizzled corporal
and two troopers. The sun smote on glossy flanks, on a scarlet saddle-cloth
with gold fringe, on soft russet leather boots with loose flopping legs, on
silver spurs and silvered curb-chains. The sharp sound of this arrival and
passage along the narrow street opened rows of shutters that till then had
been closed against the noonday glare, a perspective of heads was thrust
out, a troop of shouting children raced after the cavalcade, then stood
sucking small fingers, staring at these gay visitors from another world.

Approaching the Abbé's gate, the officer pulled up with a jingle of
polished chain; young, dark, smiling, his slim legs moulded in their
tight-fitting breeches, his body lithe, agile, cat-like, he sat his charger
as though he had grown there and, thus poised, made a wide salute.

“Mon père, I desire to find the mairie of Castellon; perhaps
you will have the goodness....”

He broke off, eyes suddenly fastened on Paul. He hesitated a moment, then
leaned forward with a quick laugh. “Mon Dieu! can this be? yes, it
must be! Old Sobersides; is it you in the flesh?” He slid to the
ground all in one motion, grasped Paul's hand and wrung it with enthusiasm.

Paul was now smiling. “Yes, Jules, it is I, and I knew you at once. I
would know you anywhere; you have hardly changed at all.”

“I'm sorry for that, but you, at least, are one foot wider. What luck
this is! Mon père,” he turned swiftly, “forgive my
rudeness. I am Lieutenant Jules Vicotte of the Musketeers, at your service,
also on present duty to establish certain billeting accommodation in this
Breton country. And this solemn old Paul—Paul, you tell his Reverence
what a model pupil you were at the seminary, and how bad myself.”

There was an infectious warmth about him, a brightness that Abbé
Callot found very welcome; he looked like a good soldier and bubbled with
natural joyousness, so that sleepy old Castellon seemed rejuvenated by his
coming, and the priest, watching Paul's reserve crumble under his friend's
gaiety, thought that nothing could be more opportune. The habitual
sombreness had given place to an unaccustomed grin, the whole great bulk of
him looked far more human.

“You will be in Castellon for how long, Jules?”

“Perhaps a day, perhaps only a few hours, it does not really matter,
my Colonel is a man of consideration.”

“You will stay with me ... yes, you must.”

“I will be enchanted; you live in Castellon?”

“Always; my property is here.”

“Property! that sounds impressive. Not married yet, eh?”

“How did you know that?”

“You are still, shall we say, unmodified,” laughed Jules.
“You agree, mon père?”

“I grasp your meaning, lieutenant,” smiled Callot.

“But I shall be ... soon,” countered Paul.

“Alors! there is nothing else to do here, so you must present
me,” he turned to his corporal, “Henri, I lodge tonight with
Monsieur de Lorimier. Take my horse. Mon père, my salutations. Now,
Sobersides, let us inspect this domain of yours.”

With Paul he strode off, a slight gay figure beside a soberly attired man
mountain, walking lightly, like a dancer, eyes full of smiles, thinking
that here was an experience, but just for a night and no more. Paul, he
decided, had not altered a fraction, merely enlarged; there was the same
half stubborn, half wistful expression in the small, harshly modelled face
balanced so oddly on the elephantine body, the same suggestion of something
locked within and trying to get out. One remembered the face, and hardly
knew why.

The house was like its master, square, solidly planted, a bare exterior,
thick walled, with small windows; inside, a sort of semi-darkness peopled
with heavy furniture; the walls were bare save for a few prints, the floors
naked and polished; books stood in stiff, methodical rows; nowhere showed
any touch of lightness, and Jules began to regret a too prompt acceptance.
Picturing the Paul of other days, he might have known better. He found
the dining salon gloomy ... it had not altered in a century, but just
outside spread a fruited apple orchard, where birds sang and bees were
busy.

“Mon vieux! you live here alone?”

“With Joseph, my cook and servant.”

“Your parents are dead?”

“Five years ago, Jules; then the land came to me.”

“Independent now, eh?”

“Yes, but there is little need for money.”

“But Paul, what an absurd philosophy. Tchk—tchk! do you mean
it?”

“Why not? the farm has been in the family for hundreds of years; they
were all farmers, all my people; they saved, they did not spend. I buy
books and clothes, little else.”

Jules, noting the clothes, drained his glass; it was not the wine he had
hoped for; he dabbed his lips with a lace-edged kerchief, looked puzzled.

“My friend, you are a strange creature; do you never go to
Paris?”

“I do not care for Paris.”

“Come, Sobersides, that is incredible! it is not healthy, it is
hardly sane: Paris is life, motion, colour, everything: you hear the heart
of France beating in Paris, while in Castellon you catch the thump of the
carthorse, the grunt of the pig. One might as well be in Canada, from which
God protect us. Tell me, what friends have you in this Breton cemetery? You
look satisfied, but I cannot believe you are. How do you amuse yourself, or
is it possible you do not ask to be amused? Speak up, Paul, speak up;
unburden that hairy bosom of yours.”

He got this out, brows wrinkling, smiling in a way that Paul remembered
well, and regarding his gigantic host as though he were some new kind of
human exhibit: then——

“Come Paul, something is the matter ... tell me.”

“Nothing, Jules, nothing at all; you ask about my friends here; well,
they are few, I admit, but I have my books; I know where to find them, they
do not change.”

“What is life without change? but you seem to have provided for that;
when do you marry?”

“Perhaps very soon.”

“And the lady?”

“The only daughter of the Comte Marbeau; their château is close
by ... that one with the turrets—you passed below it coming from
Rennes.”

Jules tossed up his head and laughed. “She has your agricultural
instincts, I hope.”

“Not exactly—not as yet—but we have known each other all
our lives.”

“Yet she hesitates?” Jules had become restless, his tone held a
shade of unnoted mockery, “is there nothing more to tell me? honestly
Paul, you do not suggest a joyous lover.”

“You must see her and judge for yourself: she is twenty; her father
served under Turenne in Holland; she is gay, like you, and....” he
paused with a sudden softening of expression that gave his sternly moulded
features a sort of pathos, “Jules, will you tell me something, and
not laugh at me?”

“Certainly, if I can.”

“You are perhaps in love yourself?”

“At the moment, no: I am what you call convalescent from the last
attack, split between regret and anticipation. Today I am actually
interested in the billeting of troops.”

“Well, I am deeply in love, yet make little progress. Jacqueline's
mother is on my side, but I am not sure of her father. My resources are
sufficient, indeed for a Breton I am a rich man, and Jacqueline's dot is
provided. For me there can be no other woman, but, but....”

“You feel at a loss when with her, eh?”

Paul blinked at him. “How did you know that?”

“It is very simple; you lack practice.”

“But my heart speaks.”

“Perhaps her hearing is not of the best,” said Jules, wickedly.
“Listen, my friend! one does not question your heart, but obviously
your intelligence is at fault. Has she no other admirers?”

“I hope not.”

“Tchk—tchk! Sobersides, you are blind. Now, have I your leave
to speak?”

“But, of course, why not?”

Paul, leaning forward on his big arms, looked very serious. “Your
visit today may mean much. As for Jacqueline, I'm conscious I do not please
her as I would, and when you have seen her you will tell me why. The
Abbé advises me to forget the classics and read Horace, he suggests
that I go to Paris and....

“That priest strikes me as a wise man and a bonhomme,” chuckled
Jules. “For myself I am a stranger to both classics and Horace, but
already I perceive in you and this Jacqueline of yours a pair of
Castellon cabbages who....”

“She is nothing like a cabbage,” grunted Jacqueline's lover.

“Well, we shall see, but, till then, a pair of cabbages that have
grown up beside each other unaware of what goes on beyond the vegetable
wall. The garden is well tended, and the life comfortable though
undoubtedly dull. You, it seems, are content to go on living like this, but
it may seem that in her composition—which is more young and tender
than yours, Paul—is a certain something that makes her unwilling to
end her days in a Breton soup pot. And this, Sobersides, will certainly
happen if she marries you and you do not change. There I think you have the
situation.”

Paul gulped back his protest unvoiced; Jules was absurd, perhaps insulting,
but his casual assurance had a quality about it that got under one's skin,
and now it would be difficult ever to think of Jacqueline and himself
without visualising a pair of cabbages. That vexed him, though oddly not as
much as he might have expected, and this rediscovered friend of his seemed
so immune and experienced in affairs of the heart that it would be foolish
not to pick up what one could. He saw something in Jules' personality that
he envied, though little in his point of view that one could admire, but
there did remain an odd, unexplainable respect for a sagacity that caused
him to accept life with such polished and careless grace. It would be a
wonderful thing, thought Paul, if he could ever achieve anything like that
for himself.

But Jules, glancing restlessly about the depressing apartment so solidly
shut off from light and motion outside, had begun to lose all further
interest in this old acquaintance of his. Sobersides he would remain to the
end of his days, nothing one said could really have any effect here, and
the ponderous lover simply could not understand. The girl he wanted,
well—she didn't matter, they were both doubtless but half alive, and
nothing could matter much in a hole like this. It all made one hungry for
the open road and the wind in one's face.

“Jules, I have been thinking that there is perhaps something in your
view. I am not unwilling to change if it will help matters, but how is that
done?”

“You cannot do it of yourself.”

“Then by whom or what?”

“A woman, mon vieux, or better still, several women: that never
fails, and I myself have achieved several transformations. Let us go into
your orchard, it is brighter there.”
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Château Marbeau,

le 15 Juin, 1688.

To Mdlle Clothilde Desfraines,

17, rue St. Honoré,

Paris.

Clothilde, Clothilde, I am too much excited to write clearly but a coach
goes through Castellon tomorrow for Paris, so I will try. It is now
midnight on the most wonderful day of my life, and no sleep for me.

I must begin with Paul of whom you know. This afternoon he visited us and
brought me some prints of old temples in Greece, and I could not help
thinking how much those temples were like himself, big and enormously
strong, and tremendously heavy; also there were some books, old books, with
not a single Molière, Racine or Fontaine. Mother had been talking
about him before he came, how worthy and sensible he was—I've told
you all that part of it before—and there he stood more than ever
worthy in his so severely cut clothes and a look in his eyes that made me
sorry for him. You will understand that I had promised my answer in four
days, and there were three still unspent, so I had not expected him. Mama
is much in his favour, while Papa, though much urged by Mama, says that
though it is very unusual he will not decide the matter himself, and often
sends me a sly look, so I am convinced he understands my real sentiments
about Paul.

When mother left us, Paul began not in the way he usually does by telling
me of his devotion, and what young people like ourselves can do with their
lives if they are just sensible, but something quite different as though he
were actually trying to amuse me. Think of that from old Paul! And it was
amusing, but not in the way he meant. Then he said that a friend of his, a
Lieutenant Jules Vicotte of the Musketeers, had begged to present himself
that evening.

Clothilde, can you imagine the whole world changing in the short period of
six hours? Jules—I think of him like that—was superb in his
ravishing uniform. He is just twenty-five years of age. He came, he kissed
Mama's hand, he looked at me very quickly, and for some reason he seemed
surprised. I looked at him, something passed between us, and it was all
over. I found myself with a palpitation. Wondering not a little what he
would be like, I had put on my new skirt of flowered satin, with bodice cut
low and Venice lace. I wore an open ruff, my hair was powdered, and Mama
thought the bodice much too low. I thought not. Paul had not seen me just
like that before and looked surprised, but I wanted to show the officer of
the Musketeers that Castellon is not so far from Paris after all.

The evening cannot be described. How can two people who have never met
before completely understand each other all in a second, without any
preparation? When Jules was not looking at me he conveyed somehow that he
was thinking about me. His eyes are very dark and quick, and full of light.
His stature is medium, his shape of excellent proportion. He has fought in
Holland and Spain. His linen is very fine, and he wears one emerald ring.

To Mama he was most polite, though I thought her a little cold and
disapproving, but between him and Papa there was at once a striking
cordiality, for they knew some of the same people and houses in Paris,
whose names Papa had not mentioned before. This was of vast interest to me,
and while they talked I noticed that Mama was quite silent, for Papa never
tells us what happens when he goes to Paris.

And Paul. Paul just sat with an expression of bewilderment, as though this
was not at all what he had expected. He tried to talk to Mama because he
had nothing in common with Papa's and Jules' conversation, but she found
little to say, being too busy listening. Now—it is just past
midnight—I am convinced that Papa has been summoned to her boudoir to
hear something quite different. Poor Papa! Also I am persuaded that in his
youth he must have been not unlike what Jules is now.

Clothilde, I know so much more than I did this morning; I know a lot about
the King's balls and assemblies, and St. Germain and Versailles, and how de
Maintenon got rid of Madame Montespan, and the new dances, and the salon of
old Ninon d'Enclos where they say the most terrible things about everyone,
and did you know that when de Maintenon was married to Scarron, that very
wicked poet, her house used to be called l'hôtel de l'Impecuniosité,
where her friends sent baskets of food. It would take hours to relate
all the things Jules and Papa talked about, and on which Papa was so
surprisingly informed.

But the one important thing is that I'm in love, love, love, for the very
first time. I am, of course, not a little sorry for Paul, but it is
pleasing to reflect that in that business, and in spite of all his book
reading, I have been right and he wrong. This gives one more confidence in
one's own judgment; but while I think I can expect support from Papa, it is
certain that Mama will be difficult. After dinner Mama made Jules sit
beside her, and asked me to play the clavichord, which I did very badly,
while Paul waited like a mountain of rock, with no expression at all, and
Papa stood with his hands behind his back, looking amused about something.
Then Jules asked me to play a composition I had never even heard of, and
when I said so, Papa asked Jules if he could play it, and Jules said yes,
and looked at Mama in the oddest way, so she had to beg him to do it, and
he played superbly, and sang, and Clothilde, it was a Spanish love-song. I
didn't understand a word, but it was certainly love, and his eyes told me
all I wanted to know.

After that something else happened. The air being very mild, the salon
windows were open to the terrace. Papa, Mama and Paul were talking and I
with Jules, and then somehow we two were out on the terrace and out of the
light, with his arms around me, and he was kissing me and calling me his
little Castellon cabbage. Clothilde, it was like heaven. I had once been
kissed by Paul, when life was stupid and nothing else to do, but that was
just an experiment, nothing like this. Paul's kiss is like a cartload of
something on one's face, and not at all pleasant, and when it was over he
looked very ashamed, though it was my fault, not his, but Jules' kiss is
like the warm wing of a butterfly on one's lips, and I liked being called a
little Castellon cabbage, it was so disrespectful, and after that I knew I
would love him always. Then he whispered something about tomorrow, and we
were in the salon again, and I am sure the others had not noticed.

After that the evening came to an end all too soon. Jules' adieux were very
correct and formal. Papa said that, should he come this way again, he might
present himself at the château, but Mama made no mention of this.
Then Jules' hand touched mine, transferring to me a little piece of folded
paper. I've been reading and reading it; 'At noon, below the terrace.'
That's all, but it means no sleep tonight for Jacqueline.

I am so frightened and happy, and breathless. Now, while I write, he is in
that old tomb of a house of Paul's—you can see it from here—and
I wonder what those two are saying to each other and what persuaded Paul to
bring him to the château. Paul might have known, but evidently he has
not that kind of imagination. And to think if he had not brought him I
would probably be Madame de Lorimier within the next few months. Don't you
like Madame Jules Vicotte better? doesn't it sound more chic?

Alors, there it remains for just twelve hours longer; my feet do not touch
the earth, my head is in the clouds, but I must take some rest or else look
a fright. This letter is all about myself, but you will forgive your most
devoted,



J. de M.



Le lendemain après-midi.

Clothilde, the most terrible thing has transpired, and I am able to tell
you of it because the Paris coach is delayed in arriving from Rennes. How
shall I begin?

This morning Mama reproved me for unmaidenly behaviour last night, accusing
me of inflicting wounds on Paul that he did not deserve, and she, seeing
the two men together, and presuming Lieutenant Vicotte of being
representative of his class in Paris, was the more convinced of the
desirability of Paul as my husband. Also it was not customary for parents
to humour a young girl as mine had humoured me, and that if within three
days, I did not say yes to Paul of my own accord, she herself
would announce that we were affianced. Then she went away, with her
keys in more of a jingle than ever.

A little later Papa asked me to join him in his library. It was then eleven
o'clock, so picture the condition of my nerves. But he was restful, his
manner so shrewd and kind, unlike Mama's, that I nearly told him
everything, but did not do this in case it be unfair to Jules. Paul never
entered my head. Papa seemed to be aware of what had happened to me, indeed
his attitude suggested that at some time or other the same thing had
happened to himself, when Mama was not involved; and he gave me to
understand that if in the affairs of the heart I found myself in need of
counsel he would regret it were my confidence withheld from him. Also he
hinted that perhaps in such matters his experience was wider than that of
Mama. It was nearly noon when we embraced with affection, and I left him.

You will remember the parterre below the terrace and beyond the junipers,
also the shrubbery below that again in which is the pool with the lilies,
where you used to feed the golden carp. Alors, I was in the shrubbery
beside the pool, when I heard a low whistle and Jules came out of the
bushes, with his eyes shining. One instant, and I was in his arms, and
never before has your Jacqueline been so happy. Instead of going on to
Rennes as he said last night, he had come to me. I asked about Paul and he
only laughed, swearing he would marry none but myself, that I was nothing
like what he had expected from what Paul had told him, and he had loved me
from the instant he saw me. I swore the same and assured him that I
felt Papa would not oppose us, whatever Mama might say, and, Clothilde,
we were in each other's embrace, his face against mine, when there was a
crashing in the shrubbery and Paul plunged out, just like the red bull that
got loose in Castellon in the breeding season last year.

I could not stir. Jules was so astonished that he only held me more
tightly, and gazed at his friend. Paul's face was inflamed, his expression
wild. He made one strange, thick sound in his throat, and plucked us
apart—we might have been children against such anger and strength.
Then, very quickly, he stooped, took Jules by one arm and one leg, swung
him round once in the air, and threw him far into the pond. There was a
splash like a great fountain, with the carp darting in all directions; the
lily-pads rolled over on edge, while the water mingled with disturbed mud,
for the pond has not been cleaned in several years.

Of course my breath stopped. Paul stood glaring at me and Jules was now
climbing back on his hands and knees, the footing being too insecure to
stand upright, till he got out with water and mud running from his pockets.
His face was white like paper, his eyes black like ink, with murder in
them. I could not speak. He walked up to Paul, struck him hard in the face,
and walked away. Paul shook his head like a great dog, waited one instant,
then marched off in the other direction, not even looking at me.

I was most frightened, and remembering what Papa had said, went straight to
him and told everything. He listened, asking not one question till I had
finished, then threw back his head in a great river of laughter; it was so
funny that I had to laugh also—we would stop and look at each other, and then laugh
again—till in the middle of this he gave a sudden little frown and
said of course now there will be a duel, and he did not think Paul would
exhibit much dexterity against an officer of the Musketeers. Also he warned
me against doing anything to interfere, for Jules had lost his honour in
the lily-pond, and must recover it as he himself decided, so——

Marie has just come in to say that the post-chaise is in sight from Rennes,
so I must end this letter. I will of course inform you what next takes
place. Now farewell, and you will easily imagine the conflicting emotions
that possess your devoted



J. de M.



Picture it, Clothilde, a duel about ME!
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Paul sat in his library trying to re-arrange a disordered mind: opposite
him Monsieur Raoul Fouquette, Notaire of Castellon, in whose judgment as a
man of experience he had entire confidence. The family of Fouquette had
looked after the business affairs of the family de Lorimier for over a
hundred years.

“You will understand, mon vieux,” said the notaire, in a
smooth, silky tone, “that in this business you have nothing to
retract, nothing to regret: such occurrences are not unusual and always
between men of some position they take the same course.”

Paul gave a shrug. The point might be sound and well meant, but he found no
comfort in it. Three days previously he had for just a moment gone mad.
This was unquestionable. On the evening before that, when walking back
from the château with his guest, there was an undoubted coolness,
with only a few words from Jules, and himself practically silent. Next
morning the same coolness, but in the case of Jules it was graced by an
extreme, if formal, courtesy that made his host feel like a peasant. Jules
had vastly enjoyed his visit, he begged Paul to be assured of that, and
perhaps they would next meet in Paris. No mention of Jacqueline. Then a
springy vault into the saddle, a creak of leather, a silvery jingle of
chains above the hollow resonance of beating hooves, and he dwindled in the
direction of Rennes. That was about eleven o'clock, and a few minutes after
midday Paul felt irresistibly drawn to the château. He remembered
questioning his own judgment in going, he knew that he was not expected,
nor could he explain why, instead of following the winding road, he had
taken a short cut across the orchards that led to a wicket gate near the
shrubbery.

Then revelation and disaster.

Next morning there arrived a smart cavalry officer from Rennes, with Jules'
challenge. Paul, bewildered, took it to Raoul Fouquette, who formulated the
acceptance, fixing day and hour, then borrowed a pair of rapiers and masks
from a retired maître d'armes near Castellon, and gave his friend
such practice as the interval allowed. His verdict was hardly reassuring.

“Paul,” he would expostulate under the apple trees,
“listen to what I tell you. When you look at me think of me, and what
I am doing, not of someone else. And your wrist! mon Dieu! it is of iron
and too stiff. In your hand is an épée, not a battle-axe.
Why will you not use this new riposte by which defence becomes attack
without a pause? Believe me, an officer in the Musketeers will give your
thoughts no opportunity to wander. You understand that the engagement
continues till one or the other is incapacitated?”

To this Paul would nod, and immediately forget. The épée, its
hilt engulfed in his huge palm, felt no more deadly than a feather, and
resembled a skewer projecting from his bulk. Also it suited the agile Jules
far better than himself. As for proficiency, had not Jules attended the
military academy where the science of these slim ribbons of steel was part
of one's education, so Jules would very probably kill him without wasting
time. How queer and unexpected, he thought, to be killed by Jules so soon
after they had rediscovered each other. On the other hand, and since this
clash was of his own making, he had quite determined not to injure Jules if
he could help it. But fortunately Raoul had not guessed that.

In the past three days he had seen none but Raoul and his own servants; he
shunned Abbé Callot, and it seemed ages since they last parted, but
this matter was not of priestly concern. He thought of calling on the
Comte, putting the whole affair before him and asking advice, but something
warned him that the Comte's views might be distasteful, so here he was,
with his learning and property and education all of no present value
whatever, and already feeling the biting point of Jules' rapier.

He was simple enough to believe that the matter had been kept secret. How
foolish! A large, sedate young farmer of intellectual interests could not
of a sudden begin rapier practice in his orchard without exciting
domestic curiosity. Joseph Pardou, his manservant, knew all about it, knew
even the time, place and date; from Joseph the news leaped to Marie Dufaut,
once foster-mother of Jacqueline, now her worshipping attendant, who
straight-way ran to her mistress. Jacqueline, with a flutter in her breast,
passed it on to the Comte, whereat the Comte, with an approving nod,
whistled to his dogs and strolled down the narrow hillside road for a chat
with Abbé Callot. In his view a priest should be within call in case
extreme unction proved necessary. And since Monsieur Raoul Fouquette had
already engaged the services of Monsieur la Vallière, the surgeon,
it will be seen that on the whole the leading citizens of Castellon were
not ill-informed of what was about to take place in a secluded glade on the
banks of the Vilaine just a half-mile beyond the bridge.

Raoul glanced at his watch. “Paul, are you ready?”

“Yes.”

“Allons.”

Paul sat in the high-wheeled gig beside Joseph who drove, with Raoul
behind, back to back.

Something unreal and absurd about it all, he thought, absently noticing
that the Abbé's shutters were closed against the sun. Of Jacqueline
he did not think at all, but of Jules a great deal, because now, although
he loved Jacqueline more than ever, he felt convinced she would have no
regret, while later on Jules would bitterly repent of having taken the life
of a friend on account of something that men called honour. How strange it
all was.

Over the bridge, along the poplar-lined highway, then by a side lane
through rustling beeches to a stretch of smooth turf, forest fringed. Here
they got down. Joseph tethered the horse. The two men came forward. Jules
and the young cavalry officer were waiting, and they saluted gravely. Paul
and Raoul bowed. Jules' young face was a mask, it had a sort of static
impersonal composure. He did not look directly at Paul, but beyond him. The
seconds conferred. In the background, shrouded by foliage, Paul saw
figures, but could not distinguish who was there.

The cavalry officer lifted two épées from a long case, and
held them out towards Raoul, side by side, hilts forward. Raoul examined
them, took one and gave it to Paul, saying in a low voice, “Remember
what I told you.” Paul nodded. There was only one important thing to
be remembered, and this Raoul had not told him.

Now he found himself opposite Jules, who wore silk stockings, silk breeches
with silver buckles at the knees, and a white silk shirt open at the neck,
while Paul stood in his everyday clothes. The cavalry officer standing at
Jules' right, looked at Raoul on Paul's right. One of them said “En
garde,” and Jules began the salute with extreme grace, Paul imitating
as best he could. When they reached the final position, the other second
said “Engagez,” and Jules, crouching a shade lower, led his
blade into intricate little figures that for Paul were impossible to
follow, but some kind of sixth sense was bestowed on him for a few moments
and he found himself automatically making passes and parries.

Nothing in view except Jules' face, neither young nor old, but ageless,
Jules' eyes smouldering with a kind of cold, black fire, Jules' full lips
pressed tight, Jules' body finely moulded as though it had just emerged
from a sheath, and that flickering ribbon of steel now darting close to his
own body, tracing a tireless pattern against his breast, only to withdraw,
leaving him untouched, and weave again its deadly tapestry.

Of course Jules was playing with him. It was all strangely beautiful,
thought Paul, but how long would it last? Then a lightning flicker of
metal, searing pain in his right arm, his fingers slackened, his
épée dropped. The seconds stepped between, Jules drew back,
his point down, and Surgeon la Vallière, suddenly presenting
himself, rolled back Paul's sleeve. A slight wound. The blade had ripped
open the white flesh for a few inches, though not deeply, and bright drops
were springing like a row of rubies in the sun. La Vallière looked
at the cavalry officer, who shook his head.

“En garde! engagez.”

There was Jules again, lips now a little lifted, but Paul thought nothing
of that for in his own body had set up a great tidal confusion in which
waves of slowly awakened primitive force and fury made tumult against a
rising flood of repulsion. Jules, wearying of the game, would presently run
him through, that was certain, but even as the thrust went home he now knew
that he would kill Jules. Jules had shed the blood of a friend, but it was
even more horrible that he himself should extinguish the buoyant spark
in that gay young breast. His own blood reddened his sleeve. Did he then
propose as the last act of his own life to obliterate that of another?
Would murder brighten a tarnished honour?

Suddenly, with an exclamation, heedless of the menacing steel, he flung
aside his rapier, turned and walked away.

A moment of silence—one might hear the Vilaine, whispering on its
pebbled shore—then Raoul's hand clutching his shoulder.

“Paul! Paul! Stop! are you mad? what do you do?”

He did stop. Raoul was panting, incredulous, he might have been smitten in
the face. He conveyed a sort of horror.

“Paul, Paul, you cannot do this. I implore you.”

Paul sighed. The storm had passed, and he knew quite clearly what he must
do. Figures had advanced from the wood, and stood gazing at him and each
other. Jules had not moved; he remained, mouth open, eyes staring, staring
till a second later he gave a shrill, high-pitched laugh of unspeakable
contempt.

“Let him go,” he yelped, “this coward, this poltroon, let
him go.”

It cut; it cleft the silence; to the rest it sounded dreadful, the death
sentence on the honour of a man. It was like the whine of a guillotine that
mutilated but did not kill. The Comte, his dry fingers biting into clenched
palms, winced as he heard it; the lips of Abbé Callot moved and he
felt for his rosary; Raoul had clapped his hand over his mouth to stifle
a groan; Surgeon la Vallière, to whom a duel meant nothing new,
though never before had he seen one finish like this, was putting his
instruments back into a bag, cynically silent.

But Paul only fixed his sombre eyes on his adversary in one long,
beseeching look, then climbed into the high-wheeled gig, and drove
away—alone.
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“It is unfortunate, my son, that this should have happened,”
said Abbé Callot, gently, “more unfortunate than I can
express. One could not dream that so happy a meeting could precede such a
parting, but it is over now, and for you to decide what you will do, so why
not commence your travels? It is advisable to go somewhere.”

To this came no immediate answer, and the Abbé gave a gusty sigh.
They were in Paul's book-lined retreat, the house very quiet, with no sound
from the dining-room across the hall where Joseph, setting the table for
lunch, murmured inaudibly and stepped as though his feet hurt him. He had
been like that since yesterday when he walked blindly back from the
Vilaine, head down, feeling very queer and ancient. The horse, reins
trailing, had drawn the gig into the orchard and grazed beneath the apple
trees. The library windows were open, and Paul sat motionless at his desk,
face between his hands; Joseph's throat contracted at the sight. When the
other servants begged for details, he had cursed them, and now the place
was like a tomb.

Then arrived Abbé Callot, wondering not a little what comfort he had
for this strange disciple of his. He probed about, trying this angle and
that, till Paul, saying nothing, put before him a curt letter received that
day from the château.

“The Comte de Marbeau informs Monsieur Paul de Lorimier that in view
of what has taken place, no further association is possible.”

When the priest read this he looked very hard at Paul. “It could not
be otherwise, but presently you will cease to love. It will pass.”

Paul shook his weary head, “That is not possible, I shall never cease
to love.”

“An unprofitable pursuit, my son. I speak with knowledge, for
Jacqueline herself is with her father in this affair. She approves the
letter. So I urge you to start on your travels now.”

“I cannot go alone,” said Paul, dully, “I fear being
alone.”

“On the other hand, you cannot stay here in solitude. Listen! I must
not conceal from you the fact that already Lieutenant Vicotte has
permission to pay his addresses; such things do transpire, and we cannot
prevent them.”

“She will marry Jules?”

“I have talked with her father, and it is most probable.”

“Jules is a traitor!”

“I doubt whether the world would call him that,” said the
priest, candidly, “and apparently he has something more acceptable to
offer.”

“His honour?” croaked Paul.

“Perhaps—and while it is not for me to adjudicate in such
matters, it seems that this lieutenant has struck a spark that you, my
friend, did not ignite, though you tried hard.”

“Then you do not understand how it happened, or why it
happened?”

“For just a moment I did not, but now I do. You were brave, my son;
but here in France such bravery is not popular, though certainly if one
could find a way for its use the world has need of it. The dear Christ
could have slain His captors with a word, yet He refrained.”

The drawn face softened a little, “I am glad you remembered.”

“It is curious, my son, but almost since you were a small boy, I felt
your future held something not easily foreseen, that it had a purpose to be
made clear at the right time. When you spoke of writing, I remained
unconvinced, being assured that not in words would the story of your life
be told. But here in Castellon there is small room for deeds, and now a
wider wisdom than mine is required; therefore,” here the
Abbé's blue eyes were highly sagacious, “I beg you to go to
Paris, taking....”

“But Paris does not attract me.”

“The Paris I have in mind is not the one in yours. You will take a
letter to my good friend, Godet des Marais, who retains, in spite of years
of separation, some regard for the undistinguished Abbé of
Castellon. I will tell him, if you permit, certain things you may find it
difficult to relate; you will tell him so much as you desire, and
what he then tells you will be worth hearing. He has a wide influence
and a most keen perception.”

“Who is this man?”

“The spiritual director to Madame de Maintenon, also Bishop designate
of Chartres.”

“Would one in his position have any concern for me?”

“There would be no letter were I not sure of it. Paul, you must go;
there is nothing to prevent it, and your affairs will be safe in the hands
of Raoul Fouquette.”

“I doubt whether Raoul desires any more of me; he is too offended. I
have not seen him since.”

“What matter? His nose for business is not offended, and I have yet
to meet a notary who frowns on a commission of five per cent.
Also....” he added affectionately, “if it is God's will, I
shall be in Castellon a few years longer, my work lies here, but with you
it is different. Well, Paul?”

“You are right, father, I must go.”

“I hope you will earn an honour higher than that some men think you
have lost. Should you be in doubt, write to me, and the bald old priest, by
whose knee you spent so many companionable hours, may be able to help a
little.”

“I will come and see you often.”

Abbé Callot shook his head. “I doubt it, though you will be
very welcome. Our paths divide now, but my prayers will follow you. God go
with you, my son.”
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Over the road from Chartres to Versailles rocked and pitched a
travel-stained coach, its body suspended on broad straining straps of
leather between high, thick-spoked wheels; for miles the road was but a
dusty track deeply rutted between lines of sentinel poplars, till, passing
through villages, there were found stretches of pavé where the
horses' hooves struck sparks and there was a rumbling rattle that made
conversation inside the vehicle impossible. But, as it happened,
Monseigneur Godet des Marais did not wish to talk, his mind was too full of
his recent appointment to the ancient See of Chartres. Being of a naturally
ascetic nature he much preferred a straw pallet to the crusted dignity that
had lately come his way, but under the circumstances of its bestowal it was
a preferment that one could not decline.

Now he leaned back against the black leather cushion, balanced his slight
frame with the jolting motion, and glanced at the young man who sat
opposite to him in mountainous silence. A strange, and not over-attractive
creature, reflected the prelate, and certainly not of any immediate
importance, so his thoughts travelled back to a certain unforgettable night
associated with his recent dignity. It was the night when, sworn to
secrecy, he had in the private salon of the King of France, witnessed
the marriage of that monarch to Madame de Maintenon, widow of a deformed
and disreputable versifier called Scarron.

That scene always remained printed very sharply on his mind. Midnight at
the great sprawling château with snow falling and a roaring wind; the
arrival of the frankly astonished de Marley, Archbishop of Paris, called
imperatively from his bed: the unreadable expression of Bontemps, the
King's valet, confidant and supervisor of Versailles, standing at the foot
of the great fan-tailed stairway with a flaming torch, the rest of the
sleeping palace being in pitch darkness. At the head of the stairs stood
the King with the royal dignity that sat on him so naturally, more than
ever the proudest aristocrat in all Europe, with his arched bushy brows,
well-formed mouth twitching a little, and the marks of past dissipation on
his finely modelled face. De Maintenon, the widow Scarron, calm as always
she was calm, her large dark eyes holding no light of triumph, but pregnant
with experience and a mingled cast of dignity, shrewdness and humility that
for years past had baffled the court of Louis XIV. Then with the widow's
large white hand in the King's a soundless procession over velvet carpets
to the royal chapel, while Bontemps stepped ahead, a sort of ghostly guide,
and his torch flung a passing gleam on successive portraits of the
monarch's ancestors who seemed to look down and regard this secret midnight
affair with cold disdain. One could not forget the face of Louvois, the
Minister of War, who had always suspected and detested the widow. What
did Louvois think of all this? Then the mass of Père de la
Chaise. How that astute ecclesiastic must have muttered to himself as he
watched Louis move so readily into the hands of the marble-faced woman, for
was not the widow resolved to save the soul of this royal captive and make
him a true son of the Church? Next, the giving of the marriage ring by de
Marley, and the noncommittal expression of de Montchevreuil who had sworn
like all the rest to let no whisper of this dumbfounding union pass his
lips. Then a pause, while all of them wondered if the thing really had
happened, and the final return to the great courtyard, whence Louis, the
remarried man, rolled off with his mature bride to a nuptial night at the
Château Maintenon.

An extra lurch shattered the picture: the Bishop yawned, rubbed his eyes.
Where was he?—oh yes—this uncouth giant and the letter of
Callot. He remembered Callot at St. Sulpice, then the Sorbonne, with his
round face always laughing; he had no fancy for doctrine, so made for
Brittany when he got his priesthood, and had seemingly remained there ever
since. Now this mournful young man, with a long screed from Callot
explaining in detail all that had happened, and what could an old, an
influential friend do to help? Suddenly the Bishop had an idea.

“Monsieur, you have doubtless heard of Madame de Maintenon?”

Paul sat up. “I have, sir.”

“What?”

“An abandoned woman, latest mistress of the King.”

“Hmph! What else?”

“But little else, sir.”

“I thought so. Well, my friend, today I feel experimental. Would you
like to be presented?”

Paul choked. He felt lost. Gaping at des Marais, he reddened in his corner;
he wanted to jump out and walk. His silence lengthened until the Bishop
gave a chuckle.

“Presently I hope you will meet the most remarkable woman in France;
if you do, the rest lies with her—and yourself.”

Now St. Cyr—how well he knew every foot of that ground—and at
long last to the plateau where Versailles overlooked the river: through
great gates he rumbled across the vast courtyard to the Cour de Marbre. The
big doors of the palace opened, and at sight of the Bishop a lackey ran for
Bontemps. Bontemps arrived a little out of breath.

“Madame la Marquise is here?” said des Marais.

“In her apartments, Monseigneur; you will proceed there?”

“Yes, if you will have the kindness to care for Monsieur de Lorimier
who will await my return. I shall not be long.”

Mounting the great staircase he proceeded through salon after salon where
opulence was reflected in a hundred glittering gold mirrors, past groups of
bowing footmen, along interminable corridors, through the fronded aisles of
the orangery with its yellow fruit, finally reaching the apartments of
Madame which looked out on the terrace gardens.

At once admitted, he found his spiritual charge sitting very erect in a
high-backed chair that had projecting upholstered ears to fend off draughts
that wandered freely past the noble doors and windows of Versailles. She
wore a plainly cut dress of grey damask, a lace scarf over her dark hair. A
tapestry frame rested across her knees, no lady-in-waiting was visible.

De Maintenon rose, knelt and kissed his hand. “Monseigneur, you are
very welcome; also you look cold.”

He bowed, standing by the log fire to warm his bones. “The road from
Chartres is in poor condition, and the wind strong. Well, my daughter, I
had meant to come to you last week, but was unable. You are in good
health—and His Majesty?”

“I am always in good health, it seems, but His Majesty has a migraine
from loitering too long in the gardens discussing new projects with his
architects.”

The Bishop nodded. “Fortunes must be spent here.”

“Too many, I fear, but the King has his fancies, and will listen to
none; also I think it is the need of distraction that drives him. Louvois
and Seignelay are always at his heels with affairs of State till at the end
of the day he escapes them to spend an hour or two here. He is becoming
oppressed, Monseigneur. Already he begins to tire of Versailles and spends
other fortunes at Marly.”

“There can be little rest for him.”

“No; but when I urge him to do less he replies that this would be
ingratitude to God and injustice to man. Outside of troubles at home there
are England and Canada, which both weigh on him.”

“I, too, have letters from Canada, describing it as a land of
hardship and danger. Internally there is friction; the Jesuits resent their
lessening authority.”

“You will not expect one who was once a Huguenot to regard the order
of Loyola with admiration,” she said candidly. “The King holds
that they have had too much authority in new France, and his Governor too
little. I should not be surprised if the Marquis de Denonville is recalled
from Quebec before long.”

This news—and it was news—had significance: coming from such a
source it came practically from the King, and the Bishop, as spiritual
Director to the King's wife, might be trusted to keep it to himself.

“And his successor—who must have a strong hand in a country of
savages?”

“When the time comes I think it will be old Comte Frontenac, if his
age permits.”

This was equally important, and would make a stir at court where the Count
had been fretting in idleness for six long years, hoping in vain for
re-establishment in Quebec, turning leaner, more hawk-like, eating out his
soldier's heart as the months passed.

“It is not yet decided,” she added, “but I feel it will
be.”

Des Marais knew enough of this strange woman to accept that: so strange a
woman, he reflected, who in her fifty-five years had played so many parts.
A prison-born Huguenot—relict of a wastrel poet—guardian of
Louis' illegitimate children—confidante of Louis' dead
wife,—and now herself the power behind his throne, the placid centre
round which revolved both court and state. What pattern of fate, what
rare infusion of body, brain and spirit had brought her to this? Here she
sat, smooth-faced and black-haired; unmarked, unvexed, and unvarying,
whatever storms might harry the land of France.

“Canada,” she went on, “is that wilderness worth what
it costs France in blood and money?”

“The soul of the savage, the skin of the beaver, those are its
products. But you, my daughter, you are at peace?”

“The peace is not unbroken,” she said, gravely, “I ask
myself too many questions.”

“You serve God, you love your husband.”

“Perhaps it is more that I love God and serve my husband. Can any
woman love one on whom she has been passing judgment for so many years?
Monseigneur, to you I can say that I know him too well to love. For how
long did I not care for his bastard offspring?” she added, with a
slow warmth suggestive of deeper fibres within, “he is a great
monarch but not, I think, a great man: he is feared and admired, but not
loved, while it is better to be loved than admired. No, I have known too
much to be able to feel more than a little. His Majesty has respect for my
opinion, sometimes still a desire for my body: I am wife, but not
Queen—an agreeable cushion for the crown of France—that is
all.”
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