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            SNIP, SNIP, SNIP

          

          BY ANA BRAZIL

        

      

    

    
      In 1915, just after Easter, Private Paul Poiret came home on leave to Paris. Only months earlier, Private Poiret had been acknowledged as Paris’s King of Fashion, and as such, he expected his return to be of great consequence. So far, however, it was not.

      First, Poiret had been squashed into a third class carriage for the long train journey from Bordeaux. Then, when he finally arrived in Paris—hours before sunrise—it was raining. To add to his woes, he had no umbrella and could find no taxi. He arrived at his front door soaked from kepi to boot. He knocked and there was no answer. He had never needed a key to his house—his housekeeper and maids never seemed to sleep—and knowing that his cook certainly never left the kitchen, he trudged to the back of the house. After minutes of knocking, his wife answered the door.

      His wife was surprised to see him, embracing him somewhat formally and without a kiss. She helped him from his great coat and then his smaller coat. He meant to go upstairs, to demand his bath and bed, but instead he collapsed on a chair at the small, square kitchen table. Once his wife removed his wet boots and double layer of socks, Poiret sat back almost contentedly, soaking up the warmth from the kitchen stove.

      It was minutes before Poiret realized there was no cook to serve him coffee, boil his eggs, or bring him pastries. Instead, his wife busied herself about the stove.

      He attempted to engage her—I have had a headache since yesterday; I need a new umbrella—but instead of replying, she kept to her kitchen duties. As his wife ignored him, he wondered if he should have kept in touch with his mistress, whom he had last seen when he was mobilized eight months ago. His mistress always greeted him enthusiastically when he arrived, and she was always eager for his company. Even more importantly, she was always a marvel to behold: her deep eyes lined with kohl, her round lips painted, and her body be-decked in the colorful, luxurious, and fanciful Orient-influenced garments created by Poiret at his now-shuttered Maison du Poiret.

      Poiret’s wife, to his bewilderment, had bunched her hair into a bun and wore no makeup. Even worse was her drab brown dress, which hung straight, like two long potato sacks sewn together. Perhaps the fabric was linen, although it was rough and burly like burlap. The garment had no trim, no embroidery, no buttons, and no embellishment of any kind. And were those really pockets sewn into the side seams?

      The brown dress was slightly fitted to her form, but it was not tight enough, and there was nothing sensual about it: neither her breasts nor her buttocks were defined. The saggy dress was better suited for a woman who swept floors at the market or rooted out rats from basements. Not the wife of Paris’s premiere couturier. 

      Yet, despite the awkwardness, the ugliness of the garment, he saw something… workable? in the design. This revelation made the drab dress even worse, for had it been intentionally created? Worse still: how could his wife—who had been his muse and model, exulting in beautiful clothes, hairdressings, and cosmetics—choose to wear it?

      His wife served him coffee in a kitchen mug and took a half loaf of bread from the cupboard. With the warmth of the kitchen, his coffee steaming in front of him, and a Gitane between his fingers, Poiret might have finally relaxed.

      Except for that one small thing that would not allow him to relax.  

      “Merde,” he reflected as he lit his cigarette. “That damn coat.”

      When his wife did not stop what she was doing to look at him, he raised his voice. “I was informed before going on leave…the Army is no longer producing my new coat.”

      As his wife slipped a folded knife from her pocket and set the half baguette of bread on a board, Poiret recounted his sad story. 

      “My redesign of the Army great coat—a relic from the 1870s!—was an inspiration. I made one small change—changing the double-breast into a single-breast—and saved the army sixty centimeters of wool per coat. Sixty! I worked a miracle for the Army. For France.”

      Poiret expected some agreement from his wife, but instead, she focused on slicing the baguette with the short blade of her pocketknife. Poiret watched long enough to know that she was slicing the bread all wrong, and he quickly corrected her. “Non. Never saw the blade back and forth; you must put the knife atop the bread and force it through.”

      Pleased at his correction, Poiret sat back in his chair. His still steaming mug of coffee reminded him of his last steaming Turkish bath, and he relaxed even deeper into his chair and completed his own thoughts.

      “But now, the higher-ups are saying that my coat wasn’t warm enough during the winter. That the single-breast did not cover the soldiers as well as the double-breast. That my coats are responsible for the soldiers catching pneumonia! I’m getting blamed for the death of every soldier who died this winter.”

      Poiret removed the saucer from beneath his mug and stubbed his cigarette onto it. Merde!

      And it never would have happened, he never would have been blamed for hundreds of soldiers catching and dying from pneumonia while wearing his new coat, if Archduke Ferdinand’s stupid, stupid, chauffeur had not taken a wrong turn in Sarajevo and driven his carriage straight to an anarchist with a gun.

      Such a small thing, that wrong turn, yet it launched the war. A war that ruined Poiret’s reign in French couture and, after being posted to the Army’s Tailoring Regiment, led him to design a single-breasted Army coat.

      Poiret blew on his coffee and sipped, surprised by the unexpected flavor of calvados. The apple brandy quickly warmed him through and through. He gulped his café calva greedily, and the worries of the war seemed to recede. Finally relaxed, Poiret sat back in his chair and looked at his wife.

      For the first time, he realized that the drab brown dress she wore was hemmed midway between her knees and ankles. Although Poiret had also experimented with shortened hems, he had never designed a hem so short, so immodest. And yet, Poiret liked what he saw.

      Those ankles. Poiret sipped from the kitchen mug again. His wife’s slender yet muscular ankles had always excited him, and today, assisted by the delicious café calva, they excited him even more. He ignored her present drab appearance and remembered his wife in her glory before the war, as she modeled his famous hobble skirt for him.

      If he could see her in that skirt again, if he could watch as she took tiny, feminine steps away from him. Watch as her legs flexed under the heavy silk, as her thighs rolled ever so slowly, as her sumptuous derriere strained against the material, begging for his hands to cradle and squeeze them.  

      He imagined going to her right now, standing behind her and putting the palms of his hands under her derriere. But the sudden heaviness of fatigue kept him in his chair.

      Still, unable to let go, he asked, “Do you, do you still have that skirt?” 

      He did not have to specify that hobble skirt, of course, because there had been only one skirt that had ever excited him. Only one skirt ever that had been directly responsible for the births of two of their four children.  

      “That skirt?” he asked again, now annoyed at her silence.

      He flattened his hands on the table, forcing himself up from the chair. Her long silence this morning, just like her silences through the years, had been irksome. He wanted a response from her, and he would get it. But before he could reach her, she turned around, a plate of sliced bread in one hand, her open pocketknife in the other, the blade set toward him.

      “Non,” his wife replied. “When we ran out of wood,” her eyes went to the stove, “that skirt was the first thing I burned.”
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        * * *

      

      Madame Denise Poiret, after watching her husband stuff his mouth with toast and gulp another café calva, assisted him to his bed. She had sacrificed her last quarter bottle of apple calvados to his coffee mug, and with luck he might sleep the entire day. She left the house minutes after his first snore.

      Although the rain had cleared for the moment, dark clouds lingered above. Yet Denise’s thoughts were darker, because she was overwhelmed with memories of that skirt.

      Poiret had been inspired to create that skirt during a trip to the racetrack, where he’d been fascinated by a mare with her two front legs tied together. The mare could not move, no matter how hard she struggled against the hobbling. For some God-awful reason, Poiret immediately dragged Denise to his workroom. Over several hours he sewed a very narrow skirt onto her. Not only did the skirt hug her from derriere to ankles, hobbling her just as much as the mare had been hobbled, but Poiret also crisscrossed two ribbons inside the bottom of the skirt to further imprison her ankles.

      Denise hated the skirt instantly. Poiret was just as instantly aroused and demanded that she model it throughout Paris. Unable to walk even a few inches at a time, Denise had often been forced to use a walking stick to keep from falling down. And yet weeks later, Denise and gullible, fashionable Parisiennes squeezed themselves into Poiret’s hobble skirt, cementing his reputation as the King of Fashion.

      So, it was a brief moment of triumph this morning, to tell Poiret that she had burned that skirt, even though her brave words were a lie.

      Courage, she reminded herself. You knew he would return some day and find out what you’ve been up to. You also knew that he would not like it. Denise had expected a reckoning with Poiret eventually, oui, but she had not expected it to be so soon.

      Unlike so many other wives in Paris, Denise had not been eager for her husband’s return. Despite the food and fuel shortages that daunted Paris, her lack of household help, and even her children’s night terrors, Madame Denise Poiret was extremely happy to be a woman on her own.

      She especially did not miss Poiret and his demands. After nine years of marriage, no longer did her husband tell her what to do, how to do it, and what to wear every hour of the day. With Poiret’s voice silenced, Denise could finally hear her own thoughts. And she’d been very surprised to realize that all her thoughts were about…how she had nothing to wear.

      Oui, before the war her husband had designed closets of clothing for her. She had morning, afternoon, dinner, and evening dresses, and fête and racetrack and Deauville dresses galore, all appropriate for her leisurely life before the war. But now, as she ran her own home, cooked her children’s meals, and volunteered for zeppelin-spotting duty, she realized that all her dresses were inadequate. What she—and the women working amongst the refugees, assisting doctors in hospitals, and keeping their husbands’ shops open—needed was a dress suitable for a Parisienne at war.

      And so, Denise set out to make one.

      She knew exactly what she needed: a dress that did not bind, slow, or hamper her. A dress with a hem that would not catch on the tram steps; a dress with man-sized pockets; a dress that did not show soiling easily. A dress that allowed ease of movement but did not require too much material, because fabric was très cher these days.

      Denise set up shop at the shuttered-but-still-under-lease Maison du Poiret at 9 Avenue d’Antin, and today, she let herself inside the maison through the back door. She entered into the well-organized workroom, not completely surprised to see Cécile, Poiret’s former premiere and now hers, on her knees, removing a pin from the hem of a mannequin’s dress. Denise froze in place, respectful of Cécile’s concentration. The mannequin, a girl named Flore who had been well-trained to not move, offered Denise a weak smile.

      The dress Flore wore was the final version of the dress Denise wore today; a dress Denise had easily thrown over her head and fastened without assistance. Denise had worn her dress for days to understand the good and bad about it and had made careful decisions on how to improve it. One thing she did not change were the enormous, reinforced pockets on each side seam; pockets that enabled her to keep her pocketknife, scissors, handkerchief, and coin purse with her at all times.

      Cécile cocked her head one way and then another. She nodded, rose to her feet, and joined Denise. No words of greeting were needed between the two women, because before they had been dressmaker and premiere, they had been friends.

      It was on the tip of Denise’s tongue, to share with Cécile that Poiret had returned, but as she gazed at Flore, as she realized the triumph of her dress; she did not want to spoil the moment. Yet Denise stifled a yawn, wishing she had not used her last tablespoons of coffee grounds on Poiret’s café calva.

      “The linen is a very good choice,” said Cécile. “As is the sable brown color. It is especially attractive in the sunlight, you know.”

      Cécile herself was wearing black in honor of her fallen brother, and once again Denise wondered at the wisdom of offering a brown dress when so many women were engulfed in multiple layers of black. The quick victory against Germany had not happened, might not happen soon, and there was no telling when women would stop wearing black.

      “I have always loved linen,” Denise replied. “So soft. So generous. So easy to move in. We were fortunate to find those bolts in the backroom, although I can’t imagine what they were purchased for.”

      Cécile nodded and then commanded Flore to turn full circle. 

      Despite standing on a two-foot high plinth, Flore easily turned to her right. The dress did not stifle her movement; did not trip her up.

      Flore turned full circle again, to her left.

      “Raise your arms, petite,” instructed Cécile. “Higher, toward the sky.”

      Flore performed as requested, the brown linen dress moving with her.

      Reminded suddenly of her youngest daughter, Denise said, “Touch your toes and then your nose.”

      Flore did as Denise asked, and it was then that Denise saw a hanging thread. She approached Flore, removed a sheathed scissors from her voluminous pocket, and snipped a half inch of thread from a seam.

      Denise joined her friend once more. “I did not know until I started working with you, Cécile, how the smallest change can make the most difference to a garment.”

      Cécile looked directly at Denise, as if hearing her hesitation. “There’s something else you would change about this dress?”

      Denise wavered slightly, indecision settling about her like a mantle. Yet, she and Cécile had discussed this, that when designing a dress, it was the attention to details—the size of a button or the length of a stitch or the angle of a dart—that mattered most.

      “Oui,” Denise slowly circled around the mannequin. She looked down at the hem of her own dress. Her mid-calf hem was useful, but still, it restricted her. “We need to shorten the hem.”

      “But I’ve already⁠—”

      “A shorter dress allows for more movement, more freedom. If we have to take over men’s jobs, we need the same freedoms a man has. Just think what you and I could have accomplished years ago if our dresses had been shorter and looser. Think of what our daughters can do now.” Denise thought briefly of her daughters, who, like her husband, she left sleeping. “And by my calculations, if we raise the hem eight inches above the ankle, we will save a quarter yard of material for each dress.”

      Denise was ready to take her scissors to the hem and make the alteration herself, but she refrained, respecting Cécile’s authority as premiere.

      Cécile nodded in agreement. “And with an easy pattern like this, our seamstresses will save hours in sewing.” Cécile pulled the fabric measuring tape from around her neck and looked at it. “I will remove another four inches from the dress. Is that all, then?”

      Denise took a minute to enjoy her decision, and then, shared her news. “Poiret returned home.”

      She was gratified to hear her friend gasp.

      “At four this morning,” Denise continued. “For twenty-four hour leave.” Then, “He looked dead on his feet when he arrived and drank two glasses of café calva before going to bed.”

      Cécile tensed. “Does he know what we’ve been doing?”

      “Non,” Denise replied. “He knows nothing. He didn’t even ask about the children.”

      Then, as Flore released a huge yawn, Denise asked, “Have you two been here all night?”

      “I suppose we have,” replied Cécile. She looked out the window onto the workshop’s backstreet. The rain had returned. “But⁠—”

      “Go,” Denise yawned as if she’d caught Cécile and Flore’s fatigue. “Go home and rest. I will finish up here.”

      Cécile nodded her agreement to Flore and the mannequin stepped down easily from the plinth. She stretched her arms high above her head, and bent this way and that, this time for her own pleasure. Flore walked towards the door leading to the mannequin’s dressing room and both Denise and Cécile watched the girl, satisfied that their design could be useful to so many women. 

      “Bon,” they said at the same time.

      Cécile followed after Flore, and Denise sat in her spot at the room’s largest cutting table. She retrieved her latest designs from the cutting table drawer and spread them in front of her. The brown linen dress was what women needed right now, but was it possible they might need something else in the future? Could the war necessitate more changes to how they dressed?

      Lulled by the rhythm of the rain upon the workroom window, Denise slipped forward and laid her arms on the table. She cradled her head in the crook of her elbow, not caring that she slipped from reverie into slumber.
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        * * *

      

      “Mon Dieu!” Poiret’s voice blared like a fireman’s trumpet announcing a zeppelin attack.

      Denise awoke suddenly, startled first by Poiret’s shrillness and then the realization that she’d fallen asleep at the worktable.

      “What have you done to my workshop?” Poiret continued his assault. “What are you even doing here? This was all closed when I left Paris and was supposed to stay closed.” 

      Denise blinked, slowly lifting her head from her arms and sitting up on the stool, all the while attempting to focus her thoughts. Poiret stood in the middle of the workroom, dressed in his uniform, his kepi still perched upon his head.

      Poiret’s gaze searched through the workroom—her workroom now—and he took in the rolls of fabrics on the shelves; Celine’s basket of pins, needles, and scissors on the cutting table; the two sewing machines set against the windowed wall, and the sketches of dresses and blouses and bonnets scattered in front of her. 

      Finally, Poiret’s eyes focused on a wire mannequin positioned on the same plinth that Flore had been standing on earlier. The mannequin was wearing Flore’s brown linen dress, and Denise realized that Cécile must have cut off four inches, hemmed the dress, and put it on the mannequin as she slept. 

      The rain had stopped, and the sun returned, giving the brown linen a rich, almost-golden sheen. It was glorious, Denise’s creation. Just a few small changes to two yards of leftover linen, and the women of Paris could trade their fussy and impractical garments for a comfortable and utilitarian dress. 

      Denise could not resist a smile. A few weeks ago, she had only an idea. Today, she had a dress. But as Denise admired her lovely creation, Poiret’s brow creased, and his face flushed. His words, low and steady, resonated through the workroom. 

      “What is this abomination?”

      Denise braced her hands on the table, her sketches lined up before her like soldiers at her defense. She took a breath before replying.

      “It’s a dress I designed to serve the women of Paris.”

      Poiret stopped to take his own breath. “Designed for the laundress? A dress so ugly she must hide it under her apron?”

      Denise gazed once more at her dress. It was not ugly, but she did see another loose thread, this time from one of the pockets. One snip of her scissors and the dress would be perfect.

      Poiret’s face reddened further, as it did when he wanted to argue. “Maybe a dress for the rat catchers at the Opera House?”

      “It’s a dress for a teacher, so she may move around the classroom, assisting her students. Or for a ticket taker on the tram, so she can walk up the stairs without tripping. Or⁠—"

      Denise stopped herself, knowing her husband would never listen to her. She changed her tack. “Parisiennes have changed since you’ve been gone. We are all working now.”

      “Bah! Parisiennes will never change. They will always want luxury. They will always want opulence, ornament. They will always want a Paul Poiret original.” 

      “You have no idea how much women have changed during the war. Or what women want to wear. Your clothes are not fit for the war. They belong to another time and place.” How true, Denise realized suddenly. “Your clothes have been cast into the back of closets. They are not worn now, and they will never be worn again.”

      “Yes,” Poiret peered at his wife, not the least flustered by her vigor. “I know something about clothing at the back of closets.” 

      Denise, who had been gazing at the stray thread on the brown linen dress, slowly looked at Poiret. Their eyes locked and second by second, Denise’s confidence crumbled. He knew.

      Poiret removed his leather gloves, undid one button of his coat, and stuffed a hand inside. Slowly, he pulled out that skirt, which had been rolled into a purple silk cylinder. He shook it out like he was unfurling a flag.

      “Look what I found at the back of your own closet! How dare you tell me that you burned this skirt!”

      Denise stared at the hated skirt, angered that some sense of wifely loyalty had made her hide it instead of slashing open the seams and ripping the hobble mechanism from the ankles. Her hand against her pocket, she felt the scissors inside. With anger pumping through her body, Denise Poiret decided that today would be the day. Today she would destroy the skirt. 

      Poiret tossed the skirt across his shoulder, headed to the wire mannequin, and began tearing at the brown linen dress. Denise watched him, horrified and unable to move as he ripped at the neck and pulled at the pockets. Poiret knew exactly where to attack the dress and he quickly tore it from the mannequin and tossed it to the ground. 

      He slipped the purple skirt over the top of the wire mannequin, caressing the silk over the narrow shoulders. With the skirt at the waist, he buttoned the waistband and released the skirt. It fell to a few inches above the top of the plinth. 

      As Poiret adjusted the skirt around the mannequin, Denise remembered each of the eighteen small buttons set into the back and how Poiret had positioned them so that she could not unbutton them herself.  

      Poiret stepped back to admire his creation. “Delicious. Even with the wrinkles. Now tell me, which would a Parisienne prefer to wear? This…” he looked lovingly at the skirt, “Or those brown rags on the floor?”

      Although Denise seemed fixed to her stool, her voice did not desert her. “My dress may look like nothing to you, but for the women of Paris, being able to move our arms and waists and thighs and legs means everything. And it could mean everything to France.”

      To her surprise, Denise found that she was clutching the scissors in her hand. She quickly unsheathed them. The scissors were small, but solid, strong, and cold, and she was buoyed by their presence. With the remnants of her beautiful brown linen dress on the floor, she knew what she must do. She pushed back her stool and stood. Then held her scissors just as she’d held her knife in the kitchen. This time she aimed at that skirt. 

      Poiret froze for only a second, then he started toward his wife, his entire body alert and prepared to stop her.

      Denise raised the scissors high above her head, like a butcher with a cleaver. 

      “Stop right there,” she warned.

      But Poiret did not stop. Instead, he launched at her, grabbing at the scissors in her hand.

      “Let go,” he commanded, as if speaking to a mongrel dog guarding a bone.

      Denise held fast to the scissors, fighting Poiret for their possession. He pulled; she pulled back. He twisted; she twisted back. She had not thought it possible, but she held her own as they struggled. He’s gotten softer during the war, she thought, while I have gotten stronger.

      Yet just as Denise tugged with the entire might of her new strength, Poiret tugged harder, and the scissors were his.

      Denise grabbed at them, capturing the tapered inches of the blade. They were narrow and slippery, but she would not let go. Face to face, breath to breath, wife and husband struggled in fury until Denise heard the scissors tinkle to the floor. With a quick sweep of her right foot, she kicked the scissors away, hearing them slide far across the floor. 

      Reveling in the freedom that her new dress gave her, Denise brought her knee up to Poiret’s groin—something she could never do in that skirt—but he backed up just in time. They stared at each for seconds, until he turned toward the fallen scissors, as if to reclaim them. Without hesitation, Denise threw herself at Poiret, pushing him with all her strength. He stumbled backwards, tripped, and collapsed to the floor, his fall cushioned by the mound of brown linen. 

      Denise expected him to rise and come at her again. Instead, he looked at her, as if waiting for her to assist him. When she did not, he slid further into the shredded linen.

      With Poiret subdued, Denise gave her full attention to the purple silk skirt, appraising it like the true enemy it was. It was tight. It was physically dangerous. It was evil.

      She looked over to her small scissors across the floor. Good friend that it was, she needed a stronger ally. She opened a drawer in the cutting table. Inside were six large, sharp scissors, and she chose the largest pair. 

      Fully expecting that Poiret was watching her, Denise opened and closed the scissors, reveling in their crisp snip, snip, snip. They were as sharp as they were large. Oui, they would do the job.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Author’s Note

      

      

      In this story I wanted to pay homage to that moment during World War I when someone in France realized that for a woman to get the job done, she needed a multi-pocketed, mid-calf length, loose dress. The type of dress, it has been argued, that liberated women from constricting clothing forever. Although we all know that the new French dress was quickly adopted around the world—and continued as the fashionable silhouette for women until the end of the 1920’s—who could have guessed that the small decision to shorten a dress hem would launch a women’s clothing revolution?

      History does not record who created that first dress, but I've long imagined that Denise Poiret—the ever-suffering wife of King of Fashion Paul Poiret—wielded her scissors in the design. 

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE RELUCTANT SAVIOR

          

          BY C.V. LEE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Isle of Jersey

        Mid-October, 1483

      

      

      Clement Le Hardy trudged across the rain-pocked sand, his cloak billowing and snapping with each gust of wind. The waves slammed against the shore; for days, the storm had churned the waters of Grouville Bay. He hunched his shoulders and pressed on. He would rather be anywhere but here—only he had nowhere else to go. 

      His wife, Wilhelmina, was heavy with child and easily vexed. He could endure her presence no longer, but casting her out into the downpour would incur unwelcome judgment. Thus, he must be the one to leave.

      Ahead, Mont Orgueil loomed high on the rocks, the castle glowing like a beacon in the storm. He ground his teeth. Governor Harleston—the selfish dastard who dismissed his every petition—had made his home there. 

      “Be content,” Harleston said, as though Clement’s paltry life was fair compensation for all he had lost. He had been born for greater things, and one day he would reclaim what was rightfully his—the dignity of his birthright. Just how he would accomplish it escaped him.

      In the distance, two ships pitched and rocked in the turbulent waters as they sailed southward. Clement shook his head. No one in their sound mind would leave safe harbor in this weather. Dullards. The world was full of them. He wondered idly which of the two ships would capsize first. 

      A dark shape bobbed in the waves. As it drifted closer, a faint cry sounded above the roar of the wind. Clement stopped and stared, blinked, and stared again. Was that a man being swept along with the tide? 

      The man must have washed overboard and now was struggling to keep from drowning. He had made his choice and would have to live—or die—with the consequences. People had often told Clement the same: to accept his fate, even though he was the victim of choices not his own.

      Clement continued northward, battling the blustery wind and pelting rain, pretending he had neither seen nor heard the desperate man. Served the doddypoll right for putting his life in danger. Besides, Clement had a wife and two boys at home with a babe on the way. What would become of them if he lost his life trying to be a hero?

      A hero! Clement stopped short. Perhaps if he performed this selfless deed, he would gain the governor’s favor. His bravery would be lauded for years to come by the isle folk. Maybe this would be the very thing that would convince Governor Harleston to plead Clement’s case before King Richard.

      He unfastened his cloak and carefully folded it. Pulling off his boots, he set them atop, then removed his woolen stockings and stuffed them inside. 

      Fortunately, the man was now nearer the shore, thus reducing the risk. Clement took a deep breath and plunged in. His lungs seized as he hit the icy water, and he struggled to catch his breath. Taking long strokes, he battled the powerful waves that sought to deposit him back on the shore. As he neared the stranger, the man sank beneath the waves. Clement dived down, clutching a handful of the man’s tunic. As they broke the surface, they both gasped for air. 

      Already his limbs felt weak, his legs cramping in the freezing water. As he rested, the waves buffeted them about, filling his mouth with salty water. He began the short, but difficult, swim back to land. His strength flagged with each stroke; the weight and drag of the flailing man hampered his forward motion. If the man panicked and fought him, this act of magnanimity would prove the death of them both. He stopped again to rest, struggling to keep them both afloat.

      With the shore now so close, he continued. When they reached shallow water, he helped the man stand, wrapping one of the man’s arms about his neck. As the furious waves crashed against the strand, the man stumbled, threatening to pull Clement down with him, but Clement managed to keep upright. When they reached the shore, they collapsed on the sand, shivering, teeth chattering.

      The two men sat side by side in silence for several minutes, panting as they tried to catch their breath. 

      The man brushed his thin, lank hair from his face and coughed up a bit of water. Clement recoiled at the man’s long face and sharp nose. Had I known his countenance to be so revolting, I would have let him drown. Although younger than Clement’s thirty-seven years, the man was probably an unfortunate nobody, a lowly seaman trying to make a living. But now that Clement had made the rescue, he would extract any advantage this act of valor might bring.

      “How can I ever thank you?” The man was well-spoken, although Clement could not place his accent—neither purely English nor French.

      “Just doing my Christian duty.” Clement scrambled up and retrieved his cloak and boots.

      “Well, whatever the reason, I am obliged to you,” the man replied.

      Clement brushed the sand from his feet and pulled on his sodden stockings and boots. “My name is Clement Le Hardy. And you are?”

      The man stared blankly before responding. “Simon.”

      Clement fastened on his cloak, then reached his hand out to the stranger. “Pleased to meet you, Simon. Let me take you to my humble home where you can get dry and fed.”

      Simon’s eyes darted from side-to-side like a trapped animal seeking a route of escape. “I have imposed enough already.”

      How insolent of this man to refuse his proffered hand. Nevertheless, Clement opted to play the Good Samaritan. “Nonsense. After saving you from drowning, I could not leave you here to die of cold.”

      “Your thoughtfulness does you credit, but I must decline,” Simon replied. “I need to get back to my boat.”

      “What boat? I saw no boat, only two ships in the distance.”

      Simon stared out across the water, saying nothing.

      “Why were you out in this storm?” Clement asked.

      “Fishing,” the stranger replied, still breathing heavily after his ordeal.

      Clement looked askance. “I suspect the storm has broken up your vessel by now. Whatever possessed you to go out in this weather?”

      Lightning flashed over the water and thunder rumbled. “It is not like I planned to encounter a storm,” Simon replied.

      Given the storm had been raging for several days, the man’s explanation was suspect. But now was not the time for questions. Clement waved the offered hand. “Come! Let us not delay any longer. It is dangerous out here. We must seek shelter.”

      Simon shook his head. “I do not wish to appear ungrateful, but no one must know I am here.”

      Grasping Simon’s hand, Clement pulled him up. “Why?”

      Simon pulled away from Clement and sat back down in the wet sand, grabbing a handful and squishing it through his fingers. “Suffice it to say the consequences will be grave if the wrong people learn of my presence. I must return to Brittany forthwith.”

      “And how do you propose to get there? Swim?” Clement shook his head. The man must be mad, although he did not seem so. “I assure you, I know not who you are, and I doubt anyone on this miserable isle does. Hence, there is no reason to tempt death.”

      When Simon looked away and did not respond, Clement strode off, then yelled over his shoulder, “What a fine display of gratitude! I risked my life to save yours—now you are just going to throw it away? Had I known, I would have left you to drown.”

      “When you put it that way—” Simon rose, the water dripped from his clothes onto the sand as he hastened to catch up to Clement. “Do you mind lending me your hat?”

      “Have I not done enough for you already?” Clement felt his ire rising. “On account of your foolishness, I may spend the next week abed. Now you demand my hat.”

      Simon did not blink. “Yes, I do,” he said firmly, as if he expected unquestioning obedience.

      Clement quickened his step.

       “Where are you taking me?” Simon asked, his voice higher-pitched than before.

      Clearly something was amiss with this man, but Clement determined to humor him until the mystery was solved. “You may shelter in my stable. I shall send my groom home until I figure out what to do with you.”

      Simon looked up at the thickly clouded sky. “Hopefully, this storm will soon pass.”

      Clement pointed to the small copse beyond the manor house, some three hundred paces from the stable. “Hide among the trees,” he said. “I will signal when it is safe.”

      Simon put out his hand. “Your hat.”

      Grudgingly, Clement removed the sodden cap and handed it to him. Simon snatched it and pulled it low over his forehead, then lurched toward the trees, disappearing within.

      Clement hastened to the stable and slid open the door. The horse snorted and shuffled about his stall. The ass brayed—such a hideous noise. He would kill the nasty beast, but it had belonged to his dearly departed uncle, and he had vowed to keep the animal until all that had been stolen from him was restored. 

      The groom rushed forward and bowed. “Seigneur Le Hardy, do you require your horse?”

      “Not today.”

      “You are soaked. Is something wrong?”

      “Nay, I got caught in the downpour.”

      The groom’s brow furrowed, and, given the downpour had continued for several days, Clement realized his explanation was as illogical as Simon’s. “Take a few days respite with your family. I will see to the horse and the ass.”

      “’Tis most generous.” The groom bowed again. “Gramercy, Seigneur.”

      The groom collected his meager belongings and hurried out into the rain. Clement watched as the groom scurried down the pathway toward his home. When he disappeared from sight, Clement gestured to Simon, who bounded out of the trees and raced across the green, water splashing up with each step. Once inside, he shook his head, droplets spattering in all directions.

      “I shall return shortly with food, blankets, and dry clothes,” Clement said.

      Simon settled onto a pile of hay and peeled off his boots and stockings. “I will be here, for I have nowhere to go.”

      Clement held out his hand. “My hat. Should I return without it, it would raise suspicion.”

      Removing the hat, Simon handed it back, and Clement clapped it onto his head.

      He stepped out of the stable, slid the door shut, and barred it. Not that he really expected Simon—or whatever his real name was—would go anywhere, but he did not want to take any chances. He stood beneath the thatched overhang, watching the rain pour down in sheets, awaiting a break. 

      Simon was quite peculiar, and clearly hiding a secret. Perhaps he was an escaped criminal. Fie! What have I gotten myself into?

      The rain lulled, and Clement strode toward the manor house, careful to avoid the large puddles that had formed. 

      A servant opened the door and bowed. “Pleased you are home safe, Seigneur Le Hardy.”

      Clement pulled the sodden hat from his head and dropped it on the floor. “Only for a few brief moments. I must return to the stable. See that the cook provides me with an ample supply of food.” Clement turned his back so the servant could remove his cloak. “I will need several blankets and do not wish to be disturbed.”

      Cloak in hand, the servant bowed, his eye twitching. “Yes, seigneur.” He knelt and retrieved the hat as Clement crossed the great hall.

      Clement climbed the stairs to the lord’s chamber. Wilhelmina lay asleep on the bed, her face peaceful. Unforgivable, after she made his life so miserable. It was more than her volatile behavior that irked him. After losing his inheritance, he must attribute his improved standing in society to her inheritance of Astelle Manor. A fact that was a constant source of humiliation.

      Grumbling, he peeled off his wet clothes. Hopefully, his ill-advised foray into the raging waters did not entirely ruin them. He stepped to the hearth, seeking to warm his body. He would take Simon food and supplies when the rain subsided. After all, why risk another drenching? The man had shown only a modicum of gratitude when he owed his life to Clement. 

      A groggy voice asked, “Clement, is that you?” Wilhelmina sat up, her blond tresses falling about her shoulders. “Where have you been?”

      She was a beautiful woman, although his resentment rendered her less attractive. But she was still a female body to warm his bed at night, or during the day, if the mood struck. “I went for a walk, ma chérie,” Clement replied. 

      Her eyes widened. “You must be chilled.” She patted his empty place on the bed. “Come, let me warm you.”

      He crossed to the wardrobe and selected dry garments. “Another time. I have urgent business to attend.”

      “In this storm?” Her lower lip protruded. “Can the servants not handle it?”

      “Unfortunately, no,” he said as he pulled on a clean pair of hose and adjusted the codpiece. “It is a matter of some delicacy. I may not be home tonight.”

      She rose, padded over to him, and placed a kiss on his cheek. “But I need you here with me,” she whined, placing a hand on his chest. 

      Clement pulled away and presented his back as he laced up his doublet and strapped on a girdle. 

      “I pray you do not intend to sleep outside in the storm.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Must you always be so dramatic? I am a grown man and do not need your mothering.”

      “My apologies, Seigneur. I did not mean to cause offence.” Her voice was hushed, and he knew she made that annoying penitent face.

      “I will let you make it up to me.”

      “Anything, Clement.”

      “Should anyone ask about my absence at supper tonight, be prepared with some excuse.”

      “As you wish,” she whispered.

      He pulled on his old, scuffed boots. Rummaging through the dresser, he found a dagger and slipped it into his girdle. After assembling an additional set of clothes, he quit the room. 

      The wind and rain quietened, and he vacated the house, stopping by the cookhouse to collect the basket of food and the blankets. He checked the contents and had the cook add three more flasks of ale. Simon might need some encouragement to speak freely. 
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