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1840, Pontoise, France

Twelve-year old Maria held her breath, hiding among the folds of the burgundy-colored velvet drape at the end of the hallway leading to Papa’s study. She wasn’t supposed to witness one of Papa’s secret Masonic meetings, but he’d never know if she kept very quiet. 

She held her breath as seven men marched down the hallway, right past her, with Papa at the front of the line. They were all dressed in black suits and top hats with odd little white and blue aprons tied around their waists. The aprons were decorated with light blue rosettes that reminded her of the rosette hair ribbons Papa gave her on her last birthday. 

After the men entered the study and shut the door, Maria crept down the hallway and knelt with her ear pressed against the door. Soft voices, too quiet to be heard, spoke, and then hard knocks sounded. She clasped her trembling hands together and brought up the image of the study in her mind. It was her favorite place to sneak off to, although she wasn’t allowed inside. The room, always comforting, was infused with the honey-sweet smell of Papa’s pipe tobacco. Shelves crowded with books stood against three walls, and Papa’s great ornate desk sat in the center of the room. 

Another knock. It must have come from the wooden gavel she’d seen on the desk. But why did Papa knock? She strained to hear the words that were spoken louder now, but they were strange and didn’t make sense. Then Papa’s voice rose above the rest. He said something about beauty, wisdom, and liberty. 

The next sound she heard was a rousing cry of ‘liberty, equality, fraternity’! She knew what each of those words meant. Papa had seen to it that she was schooled by the best tutors, even though girls were rarely given such a good education. A girl has a brain just as good as any boy, Papa said over and over again until the words were chiseled into her memory.

So why then did Maman say that only men could be Freemasons and that women were never allowed to see or hear a Masonic meeting? She insisted women were not to get involved with such things. But women and men weren’t so different. Maria grew up knowing that. 

She had to see inside the room, to see what was happening. 

She steeled her nerves and carefully placed a nearby chair in front of the door. After a deep breath, she climbed up on her tiptoes and peered through the transom. An armoire blocked most of her view, but what she did see amazed and frightened her, and made her hands shake. Her father was on his knees, his head bowed, a shining sword laid out in front of him. She’d never seen him on his knees. 

He raised his hands and said, “This Lodge is opened. Hail to the Great Architect.”

Who was the Great Architect? Maria could hardly breathe. She wanted more than anything to be in that room, close to Papa, kneeling with him. He wasn’t one to exclude her from anything, so why this? What was so secret that she wasn’t allowed inside? If they were discussing liberty and equality, then she wanted to be a part of the discussion. Papa said many times that men and women must be equal, or society would collapse. Yet here he was, participating in a meeting where women were not allowed. It wasn’t right.

She stretched a little higher for a better view, but the chair wobbled, and she lost her footing. The chair tipped over and she fell to the ground, landing on her side. She scrambled to her feet and hoped nobody heard the clatter.

A loud, angry-sounding voice called out, “Right Worshipful Master, there is an intruder!” 

They’d heard. Maria ran as fast as she could down the hallway to her bedroom and slipped under the bed covers. She’d seen and heard too much and now Papa would be furious. In the dark, she trembled. What would happen to her if they found out that she was the intruder? Would Papa be angry? A moment later, her door opened a few inches, and a stream of light shot in. She squeezed her eyes shut, pretending to be asleep. 

Papa’s soft voice whispered, “Maria.” 

She didn’t answer. 

He whispered again, “Maria, I know it was you. Curiosity is admirable, but not in this instance. I envision that one day women will be initiated into the Brotherhood and will stand as equals to men, but until that time, do not ever listen in again or you will face dire consequences.”

A cold chill snaked up her spine. The door closed and she was again plunged into darkness. Dire consequences? What could that mean? The Masonic meeting had to be important, or they wouldn’t threaten intruders with dire consequences. Now she really wanted to know what they discussed, and to experience everything Papa and the rest of the Masons did. She’d find a way to break the “men only” rule and make Papa’s vision come true. One day, she’d stand with him as a Freemason.
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1870, Paris, France

Maria stood in the Masonic Hall, her hands gripped tightly on the edges of the lectern. The hall was filled to capacity with well-dressed men, watching her, waiting to hear what she had to say. They’d come from all over Paris to hear her speech, or perhaps to see for themselves if a woman could speak intelligently on the subject of equality. They’d find out soon enough. She felt honored to be the only woman invited to speak in the Masonic halls and filled with pride when she received praise for her eloquence. The only thing better would be if she could be a Freemason herself.

She drew in a deep breath and smiled. With all eyes on her, she focused her attention on the speech, her nerves dissipating. “Honored gentlemen, we are heading towards the twentieth century, yet France has fallen into a dreadful state where not all of her citizens are treated equally. These are not the medieval days of ignorance. To allow the mistreatment of anyone should be a criminal offense. A crime is being committed on our shores. Whom do we hold responsible for this crime?” She paused to let them consider her question for a moment. “We must hold ourselves responsible, for we are France, and we should be ashamed of what we allow to happen in our great country. As Freemasons, you are all bound by oath to serve humanity, so I ask you now, what will you do? Will you stand by and watch the poor suffer and die or will you rise up and speak out against this corrupt and cruel government of ours?”

A roar erupted from the crowd. Maria had roused their compassion, her goal. If they truly took their oath seriously, they’d make excellent benefactors to the cause of equality. With the Masons on her side, the government would have to listen. As Papa had always said, a thousand voices were stronger than a single voice. 

When the audience settled down, she finished her speech and politely shook hands with the audience members as she made her way through the hall. Outside, rain tumbled down and splattered on the cobblestones. She hurried to a waiting carriage. She never liked to hang around, feeling that an emphatic speech held more impact if it was left ringing in the ears and not spoiled by idle chatter.

Tired, she leaned back against the leather seat as the carriage rolled down the road with the methodical rain pattering on the canopy. She loved the rain because it cleaned and freshened everything, at least it felt that way. If only people’s minds could be washed clean so easily. 

The carriage stopped at an intersection and Maria wiped the rain-splattered window with her sleeve. There was a sea of umbrellas bobbing up and down as people scurried to or from somewhere, dashing this way and that, trying to keep dry. 

As a group of people stepped off the footpath to cross the street, she saw a young, bedraggled woman crouched on the street corner. The woman was drenched from the late afternoon rain, and even from across the street Maria could see she shivered. A small child lay across the woman’s lap and a tiny limp arm with pale fingers poked out from beneath a ragged coat sleeve. Not one person stopped to help or offer money. 

Maria grasped the sill of the window until her fingers hurt. She had to do something. She jumped out of the old two-wheeled Cabriolet carriage, and ran across the street, holding her hand up to stop the traffic. She stepped around puddles and dodged fast-moving carriages that refused to slow down, her clothing sodden. 

When she made it to the woman, Maria extended her hand. “Come with me.” 

The woman took Maria’s hand and cradled her child with her free arm. As they sheltered in an alcove, Maria grabbed the sleeve of a well-dressed man as he passed by. “Do you not see this woman and child? Are you any better than them simply because you have money? Are you blinded by ignorance? Perhaps you could open your purse in the name of humanity rather than spend your precious francs on some trinket in the name of selfishness.”

The man freed himself from her grasp and rushed off down the street. Maria straightened her shoulders and adjusted her soaked hat whose feather drooped down over her cheek. She tugged gently on the woman’s hand. “Ma chère, I will take you somewhere safe and warm.” 

Blinking the rain from her eyes, the woman cuddled her child close and whispered, “Madame, I don’t want pity.” 

The woman was young and barely out of her teenage years. It wasn’t pity Maria felt, but concern. She couldn’t imagine being a young mother with no money and no hope. How could any woman manage under those circumstances? 

“It’s mademoiselle. I pity the thoughtless men who ignore all but the upper classes, not those less fortunate souls.” Maria stepped out into the footpath and blocked the way. She raised her voice to those passing, “Do you find it easier to dismiss a poor woman than sympathize with her plight?”

“Mademoiselle, please,” the young woman implored, tugging on Maria’s sleeve.

Maria apologized, “I did not mean to embarrass you. I have a rental carriage across the street.” She pointed to the carriage. “It’s warm and dry. If you will allow me, I will take you to a rooming house, not out of pity, but to make up for the lack of kindness in this world. My name is Maria Deraismes.”

“I’m Berdine, Mademoiselle.”

Maria held Berdine’s cold hand tightly and when she didn’t resist, led her across the street toward the carriage. They lost their footing several times on the slippery cobbles but recovered and continued to the other side. 

As they climbed into the carriage, a well-dressed man with a woman hanging onto his arm shouted, “If you feed gutter rats, they’ll only breed more gutter rats. You should have let the rain wash away the rubbish.”

Ignoring the man, Maria called to the driver standing on the platform at the back, “Phillipe, take us to the rooming house on rue Callais, please. The one run by Monsieur Abbon.” 

Berdine sat quietly, her head slumped over her child and her hands trembling. Maria could see in her demeanor that she was ashamed, embarrassed to be the person she was and where she was. It cut into Maria’s heart. She wanted to take Berdine in her arms and tell her everything would be all right, but it would be a lie. Nothing would be all right until poverty and social classes were eliminated. 

Before long, they arrived at the red brick rooming house. She would have escorted Berdine herself, but the speech had left her weakened with her usual stomach ailment and she had to get home. She spoke as kindly as she could, “Please tell the proprietor, Monsieur Abbon, that I ask he give you a room.” She took Berdine’s hand. It was like ice. “He usually has a pot of stew or soup on the stove. It’s not the best, but it will warm you and your baby.”

The carriage swayed as Phillipe climbed off the platform and came around to the doorway. He held an umbrella for Berdine. “I’ll escort you inside, Madame.”

Berdine leaned toward Maria and whispered, “I am also a mademoiselle. I have no husband.”

“It matters not to me, ma chère. Now go inside and get your child out of this awful storm. Should you need anything more, let Monsieur Abbon know. He’s a kind man.” Maria tucked a handful of francs into Berdine’s palm.

Berdine nodded and stepped from the carriage and huddled beneath the umbrella. Maria rubbed her hands together, wishing she’d worn her gloves, then felt a pang of guilt that she lived in a fine house with plenty of clothes, food and furnishings, and was able to hire a carriage on rainy days, while Berdine had no such luxuries at all. What was money anyway? Paper and coins. How ridiculous to value a thing so inanimate above humanity. Maria did her best to never let money define her. She swore many years ago that she would use her inheritance as a means of survival, not as something to elevate her status. Papa would have wanted it that way as well.

While Maria watched through the misty carriage window, Phillipe took Berdine to the door of the rooming house, returned to his position at the rear of the carriage, and started off again. The carriage rolled along over the cobbled streets, its old springs creaking as the wheels fell into ruts and grooves. They passed couples on their way to the theatre or to some restaurant for a sumptuous meal, their heavy woolen coats and umbrellas keeping them dry. Such a contrast it was. The elite and the destitute living side-by-side, one ignoring the other’s plight and simply going about their business as if the poor around them didn’t exist. 

The damp chill of the night mixed with her wet clothes made Maria tremble. The cold had settled deep into her bones. If only the clouds would part and allow the sun to warm the city, even for a short time. 

She was soaked to the skin, which meant there’d be no way to hide that she’d been out in the rain. She dreaded the inevitable fuss that her older sister, Anna, would make when she saw her dripping wet. With a firm, motherly voice, Anna would send her right to bed with a cup of hot tea, clicking her tongue and shaking her head, complaining that the cold would aggravate Maria’s childhood stomach ailment. And it had. But Maria didn’t want mothering. She wasn’t a child anymore.

The carriage stopped.

“Mademoiselle, we’re here,” Phillipe announced as he came around and opened the door, the large black umbrella in his hand. “Allow me to assist you inside.”

“Thank you, Phillipe.” She climbed out, her legs shaking and her teeth chattering. “I think it’s gotten even colder.”

“I believe you’re right.” Holding the umbrella over her, Phillipe walked her up the path to her front door. “Will you need the carriage again tomorrow, Mademoiselle?”

She paused under the covered stoop. “No, no, I’ll be staying in tomorrow. I have a speech to write for the conference on human rights at the Grand Orient Masonic Lodge. You will attend, won’t you?”

“I will certainly do my best to make it. I always look forward to your speeches, such amazingly turned words, better than most men, I’d wager. You write from the heart. Paris will someday be at the forefront of equality, I can feel it. I’ve been reading some of Monsieur Hugo’s writing, like you suggested, and I’ve concluded that you and Monsieur Hugo are the saviors of the common people.” 

“Savior? I hardly compare to a great writer like Victor Hugo, Phillipe. He can spin ordinary words into a masterpiece. I don’t measure up to him. I’m sure Monsieur Hugo’s a far greater humanitarian than me as well. He would probably have taken that woman and child into his home rather than a rooming house.”

“Mademoiselle, please take no offense, but your home isn’t so large that you can take in all the strays of Paris. You should take pride that you do what so many refuse to do. You make a difference to the suffering. You and Victor Hugo. Like I said, the saviors of Paris.”

She wanted to change the subject. No one should be called a savior when they were trying to do what was right. It was common decency, not being a savior. “Oh, by the way, I heard that Monsieur Hugo is finally out of exile and has returned to Paris.”

Phillipe nodded. “Yes, I heard that also. He should never have been forced from France in the first place. Good people are hard to find. Imagine if both of you collaborated on a speech. That would be one talk nobody would soon forget. Two of the best writers in Paris, side by side, speaking from their hearts.” He chuckled and shivered, then motioned to the door. “Listen to me prattling on when you should be inside out of this cold rain.”

“Nonsense. One more minute in the late afternoon air won’t kill me. You bring up an interesting point, Phillipe. What a draw it would be if we could have Victor Hugo’s name on the agenda. He’s also a Freemason, did you know that?” 

Phillipe shook his head. “I didn’t. Then surely he’ll come to help support you and the Masons. And likely half of Paris will come along as well.”

Maria felt a sense of camaraderie with Phillipe because his views about equality and rights mirrored her own. She went out of her way to use his services, even though his carriage wasn’t the most comfortable and she had a perfectly good carriage at home. It was better to give him the money when she rented a carriage, rather than give it to the large Parisian Transport Company. Phillipe lived frugally in a one-bedroom apartment, raising four children on his own. He deserved the money more than a transportation giant.

Maria placed her hand on the doorknob, but hesitated. “Would you like to come inside for a moment, to warm up a bit? I’m sure Anna has a pot of tea on the stove.”

“I would like to, Mademoiselle, but I have more passengers to pick up. It also wouldn’t look good for someone like me to be in your house at night.”

“Oh, hang decorum! I am fed up with everybody passing judgment on others. You are welcome in my house at any time, day or night. But I do understand if you must get going to pick up another fare. Thank you for the ride.” She reached into her purse. There was nothing there. “Oh, dear, Phillipe, I’ve given all my money to that poor woman. I am so sorry. I’ll send the money to your house tomorrow.”

“No need to apologize.” He tipped his top hat, causing rivulets of water to run from the brim and splash onto the stoop. “I will do my best to make it to the speech.”

“I’ll see to it that the doorman at the Lodge knows you’re my guest. Good night, Phillipe.” She opened the door and stepped inside. A rush of warm air enveloped her. She hurried to shut the door behind her to keep out the chill.

She took off her coat in the foyer and hung it on the coat rack, a trickle of water dripping onto the white marble floor. In the fireplace across the room was a huge crackling fire with flames licking their way up the chimney. She crossed the room quickly and sat close to the fireplace, settling into Papa’s old worn chair. She warmed her hands, then unbuttoned her shoes and placed them on the brick hearth, wiggling her toes to get the blood flowing. 

She watched the split logs burn as fiery embers glowed brightly in a display of red and orange. So many people took simple comforts like a fire for granted. How many people would be cold tonight? She knew Diddier Abbon, a Master Mason, would put Berdine and her child in a room for at least a few days. But then what? Where was she to go after that? The Freemasons would help anyone who needed help and offer what they could, but their charitable funds had thinned over the years with so many falling on hard times. If only they’d let women into their ranks, their donations would double.

“Maria, you’re home,” Anna said from the kitchen doorway, wiping her hands on her apron. “How long have you been here? I just washed the dishes, but there are a few scones left, and I can put on another pot of tea.”

“Later. Come and sit with me for a while.” 

Anna pulled a chair close and sat down, reaching out to feel Maria’s clothes. “You’re soaked. You need to get out of those wet clothes.”

“I will, in a minute.” Maria watched the flames. “Oh, Anna, I can’t stand how nobody seems to care about anyone but themselves. Everywhere I go, I see our people in misery. Hungry, starving people. Strangers begging for a crust of bread. This is Paris, not some dried up village in the middle of nowhere. How can the government allow this to happen? How can any of us? We need to do more. I need to do more.”

“What do you mean? You already devote all your time writing those blasted essays and making speeches. I hardly see you anymore. With your stomach problems, you can’t do much more. You push yourself too hard as it is. You know what the doctor says. Do you want to end up bedridden from exhaustion? I promised Mother on her deathbed that I’d look after you.”

“And I appreciate everything you do. It’s just that I can’t in good conscience sit by and do nothing. I just saw a woman begging on the corner, cradling her baby, soaked to the skin in the rain. You should have seen the spectacle, Anna. Nobody looked at them. It broke my heart.”

“Is that how you got wet? You went out in the rain without an umbrella? Did you also dress down the well-to-do as they passed by?”

Maria nodded and smiled. She knew how much Anna hated it when she spoke openly and told off the upper classes. “They deserve a few harsh words now and then to remind them they’re human. You know what I was thinking? If women are to be equal, we all need an equal education. Without the same education that men receive, we can never attain what they do. You and I were lucky that Maman and Papa insisted on us being schooled. Few girls have that opportunity. You know I’m right.” 

With a sigh, Anna took Maria’s hand. “Yes, you are, but I still think you do too much. Come on, go upstairs and get dried off. I’ll steep some tea.”

Maria got up but paused before going upstairs. “Phillipe said something to me just now.”

“Phillipe always says something. That man’s mouth never stops moving.”

“He’s passionate, that’s all. He said that I should collaborate with Victor Hugo.”

Anna’s brow pinched. “What? Victor Hugo? Collaborate how? I doubt that's a very good idea.”

Maria knew very well that Anna worried about Hugo’s liberal political views and his many run-ins with the government. “I know exactly what you’re thinking. But I’ve made speeches against the government, and nobody has exiled me from France.”

“Not yet.”

There was no need to respond. Anna wouldn’t listen anyway. Maria headed up to her room. Regardless of what Anna thought, she’d have to find out where Hugo was staying and approach him with the idea very soon. Surely he’d say yes. 

Maria took off her wet dress and looked over at her desk. She could write Hugo a letter asking him to stand with her at the conference. She’d mention that it was at the Grand Orient Lodge, and hopefully he’d feel obliged to come and speak to his Masonic brothers, just as Phillipe had speculated. 

It seemed hypocritical that she was allowed to speak in the Lodge, but she couldn’t attend one of their regular meetings. One day, she’d open the doors of the Lodges to all sexes and prove that women were as upright and charitable as any man. She’d don the strange lambskin apron and wear it proudly. Times had to change. Freemasonry had to change. But before any of that, she had to find where Hugo was staying and make sure he agreed to come to the conference. How could he possibly say no to such an invitation? 
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Maria spent the next two days sick in bed from a chill. Even though Anna insisted she rest, she still managed to write and edit her speech for the human rights conference. She chose just the right words to convey her thoughts, which of course would be backed by Victor Hugo, if he showed up. 

As usual, Anna tended to her every need. It was almost like having Maman back. Anna would have made a good mother, if only her husband hadn’t died before she’d been able to conceive a child. Now they had each other. Anna’s overprotective nature wasn’t all bad though. It meant she cared, and that felt good. 

After putting the finishing touches on the last paragraph of the speech, Maria got out of bed and went downstairs to the sitting room. She had to get out of her stuffy bedroom for a while. The morning sun shone brightly through the east-facing bay window, casting a rainbow of color across the carpeted floor. How refreshing it was to see the sun. La belle lumière du soleil, the beautiful sunlight, as Maman had always said. 

Maria sat on the padded bench by the window and looked out at the morning. Everything was wet and fresh. Droplets of water clung to branches and puddles were scattered everywhere. 

Anna came down the stairs. “You shouldn’t be out of bed yet.”

“I’m feeling better. Besides, now that the sun’s out, I’d like some fresh air. Come with me into the garden.” 

“You’ve finished your speech, then?”

“It’s as good as I can make it. Did you manage to track down Victor Hugo for me?” 

She’d sent Anna the day before to deliver a message to the hotel where he was reported to be staying. Her message asked Hugo to co-write an article about equality, and included an invitation to the conference. 

Anna shrugged and draped a blanket over Maria’s shoulders. “No, not really. I went to the hotel, but the desk clerk refused to say whether Monsieur Hugo was staying there or not. I left your letter anyway.” Anna looked away and mumbled, “Against my better judgment.”

Maria frowned. It was disappointing news. “You’re my sister, Anna, not my mother. Let me worry about politics.”

They walked out to the back garden. Anna picked up a pair of shears from under a seat and cut several rose stems. She put down the shears, shook the water from the rose petals and placed the stems on the seat. “The conference is tomorrow, Maria. Aren’t you nervous?”

Picking up a rose, Maria breathed in its scent and smiled. “Inside, yes. On the outside, I hope not. For a woman to gain the respect of men, she must not show any weakness. That’s what Papa always told me.”

Anna nodded. “He really was revolutionary in his thinking, wasn’t he? That’s where you get it from. I remember sitting around the dinner table in Pontoise, listening to Father and Mother discuss politics and how absurd it was to exclude women. They never made us feel like lesser people just because we were born female. I miss them terribly.”

“So, do I. And I’m proud to be like Papa. You’re like him, too, only you refuse to admit it.” Maria strolled around the garden, lifting her skirt to stop it dragging in the puddles. She inhaled deeply, enjoying the dewy-fresh scent of the roses and fragrant gardenias, thankful that the cold weather hadn’t stopped their blooming. “I wish more people were as open-minded as Maman and Papa were.” 

“Are you talking about me? I am open-minded. I just don’t want you getting in trouble with the government by associating with the wrong sort of people. If you’re not careful, you’ll end up in a cold, damp jail cell.”

“You’re exaggerating, Anna.”

“I know why you act like you do. You think you need to do as much as you can before you die. Isn’t that it? You think if you don’t fix the world, nobody will. But you have a long way to go before the reaper pays you a visit, unless you don’t slow down.” Anna suddenly turned toward the house. “What’s that? Did you hear something?” She took a step toward the house. “There, do you hear it? Someone’s knocking on the front door.”

They both went inside and hurried through the house. Anna opened the door. On the stoop was Phillipe the carriage driver and the woman, Berdine. Phillipe took off his tattered silk top hat and bowed his head.

“Mademoiselle Deraismes, this young lady waved me down. She was looking for you.”

Berdine came forward, her eyes cast down. She was young, younger than Maria had initially thought. Berdine’s child was nowhere to be seen. 

Maria motioned inside. “Bonjour, ma chère. Won’t you come in?”

Without looking up, Berdine whispered, “I wish I could do more than offer my thanks to you, but I have nothing.” She quickly wiped her eyes with the back of her hand and continued, “My sweet Adella, my precious darling daughter...she is in heaven now. But her last days were spent in a warm room with hot soup to fill her belly. Merci, Mademoiselle, merci for your kindness.”

Maria felt her face flush. Her body grew heavy, and her knees shook so violently that she stumbled right into Anna, who held her until she regained her footing. She closed her eyes and saw the child, Adella, clearly in her mind. A tiny bundle in ragged clothing. If only she’d done more. Why hadn’t she taken them in herself, or at least taken the child to a physician? 

“Mademoiselle, are you all, right?” Berdine’s voice trembled.

Maria took a deep breath. Her lungs filled quickly with much needed air. She took a step forward and grasped Berdine’s hands. “Where is your daughter now?”

“Taken away to the pauper’s cemetery, Mademoiselle. If there is anything I can do to pay you back for your kindness, I will. I can clean and cook. I’ll do anything.”

Maria couldn't believe what she heard. Here was a woman who’d just lost a child, and she wanted to work to repay a small offering of charity that didn’t even save the child. What an absurdity. 

“You owe me nothing, ma chère. Please, come in and join us for breakfast. Anna, what do we have?”

Anna wiped a tear and said quietly, “Toasted bread, tea cakes, crepes and jam, milk, tea.”

Berdine shook her head and backed away slightly, almost pulling free from Maria’s grasp. “No, Mademoiselle, I cannot impose on you further.”

“It’s not an imposition. Now, come inside. Phillipe, you’re welcome to come in as well.” Maria released Berdine’s hands and motioned her inside.

With a quick nod, Phillipe crossed over the threshold. “I have some time before my next fare.”

When they were inside, Maria closed the door. “Berdine, you are most welcome in our house. Please come and sit by our fire. And know that I am so very sorry for the loss of your child.” Maria escorted Berdine and Phillipe to the chairs in front of the hearth and then went to the kitchen with Anna.

No words were necessary as they placed several cakes on a tray and steeped a pot of soothing chamomile tea. As Maria took out four teacups from the cupboard, she had a thought. What if she brought Berdine along to the conference tomorrow? She could serve as an example of what was occurring every minute in Paris. It would force the audience to look at the face of poverty and feel the grief that Berdine felt. 

When the tea had steeped, Maria and Anna went back to the sitting room and served their guests. At first, Berdine hesitated to accept any food, but after Maria insisted, she took a cake and ate it quickly. It was obvious that she was very hungry. Maria could only imagine how dreadful it must be to live in constant need. The fear, the heavy burden of never knowing if death was waiting just around the corner, surely must take its toll on even the hardiest of people. 

Before long, Berdine had eaten several cakes and downed two cups of tea, slipped her shoes off, loosened her frayed scarf and stretched her feet toward the fire. Her stockings were old, torn, with holes in the toes. Her young face seemed aged beyond its years. Eyes that were surely once curious or hopeful were now dark and sad, that same ghostly visage that Maria saw everywhere throughout Paris. The same faces were on street corners, in parks, or huddled in doorways. Empty eyes and vacant expressions. They were the faces of despair. 

Excuse me for a moment,” Maria said. 

She went upstairs to her room and found a dress in her wardrobe that she’d long outgrown. It would probably fit Berdine’s slight figure perfectly. After folding it and placing it in a box, she paused for a moment and picked up a framed ​daguerreotype of her parents, their faces staring back at her. Maman had once donated her entire collection of dresses and overcoats to a home for destitute women. For months, she’d worn the same dress, never complaining and never asking for more. 

Why not follow in those footsteps? Maria grabbed all her clothes off the hangers and tossed them in a pile on her bed. What did she need so many clothes for? Half of them she never even wore. And since Berdine wasn’t the only woman struggling for survival, a donation program was exactly what Paris needed. If every well-off woman in Paris gave up just one dress, there’d be enough to clothe all the women in the entire city.

“Anna!” Maria called out. “Come up here! I have an idea.” 

She’d start a citywide donation program. Even the bourgeoisie and the ostentatiously affluent would likely contribute to make a self-serving show of their excess wealth, and their generosity to the lower classes. Whether or not they truly believed in helping the poor didn’t matter, so long as the poor benefited. 

Maria went to the cedar chest that contained her shoes and pulled out several pair that were in good shape. After all, what were dresses without shoes? When people embrace one another as equals, Paris would become be a shining beacon of love.
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Chapter 4
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Before going to bed, Maria made plans with Anna to set up a charity through L’Association pour le droit des femmes, the association for the rights of women that her friend Léon Richer had started a year ago. It felt so good that there was finally hope on the horizon for the women of Paris.

When she woke the following day, refreshed and cheerful, even the incessant rain that pattered relentlessly on her bedroom window couldn’t dampen her spirits. She sat up in bed and smiled at how sweet and gentle Berdine had looked after she’d fallen asleep on the sofa. At that moment, she was no different from any other person.

It had taken some gentle convincing from both Maria and Anna to get Berdine to agree to stay with them, but eventually she’d relented, perhaps from the sheer exhaustion of objecting. Why did so many people demonize the poor? Social standing certainly didn’t make someone more or less of a human being. It made no sense to hate those less fortunate. Of course, she knew part of the reason was to have someone else to blame for society’s ills, taking no responsibility upon themselves.

Anna knocked on Maria’s bedroom door. “Are you up yet?” 

Maria’s joy waned a bit when she got out of bed and felt a sharp pain in her stomach. She’d have to hide her discomfort, or Anna would insist she stay in bed and rest. That ailment had plagued her since childhood, and it wasn’t going to get better. She’d accepted that, but Anna still mothered her. There was no time for rest, because in a matter of hours she’d be making an important speech in front of an audience of Freemasons, intellectuals, and ordinary citizens. 

“I’m up,” she called to Anna. 

She slipped on her soft-soled house shoes and straightened, feeling confident that her speech would evoke a variety of emotions punctuated, hopefully, with a sense of responsibility to do what was right. 

She opened the door and saw Anna standing in the hallway with a large bouquet of flowers. “Léon sent these over for you.”

“He did? That’s not like him. He doesn’t generally fritter away money on such vanities. In fact, he never fritters away money at all.”

Anna shrugged. “There’s a small note attached.”

Maria plucked the folded note from among the stems. She recognized Léon’s handwriting. There was only one sentence:

Maria, some beautiful blossoms to beautify your day - Léon

She took the flowers from Anna, marveling at their beauty. There were sprays of lilac, sprigs of deep green fern, and perfect pink roses. Their perfume filled the entire room. Anna turned to go without another word. That wasn’t like her.

“My darling sister, please tell me you’re not still mad with me. You’ll come to the conference, won’t you?”

Anna turned with a trace of a smile and took back the flowers. “I’ll put these in a vase. Of course I’m coming. Someone has to look after you. In fact, Berdine finally agreed to come as well.”

“She did?” Maria was a bit surprised that Berdine had decided to attend because she’d declined rather insistently. She must be curious to see and hear what went on at a conference. Curiosity was always a good thing. Well, usually it was. “I’m glad we’ll have her with us. Although I need to make sure she’s not made a mockery. She’ll be our honored guest.”

“Of course. I’ve already told her that she needn’t do anything except stay close to me the entire time you’re making your speech. She’s very smart, Maria. She has no education, yet she speaks well above her situation in life. I can only imagine what she could accomplish with an education. She’s anxious to hear what all the speakers have to say about human rights.”

“Wonderful!” Maria followed Anna downstairs to the kitchen and placed the bouquet in a Limoges porcelain vase that had belonged to their grandmother. The value of the vase would probably feed a family for a month. It was such an extravagance, but she couldn’t bear to part with it. It was all that was left of her beloved mémère. 

Before long, Maria felt another twinge. She sat down at the large rough-hewn rustic table that Papa built so many years ago and grasped the edge. As much as she tried, she couldn’t hide the pain this time. The doctors—so many of them over the years—could never diagnose what was wrong. Frustrating yes, but also frightening not knowing if it could result into a serious complication and force her to be bedridden.

“Your stomach is bothering you again, isn’t it? Every time you have a public appearance your stomach acts up. I’ve already brewed you up a pot of your medicinal tea with an extra dose of peppermint.”

The fact that Anna didn’t try to make her cancel the conference meant she’d accepted that her objections fell on deaf ears. Maria smiled to herself and watched her sister pour out a cup and tea and put it on the table. “Thank you.” 

“Just drink the tea. Oh, and Berdine wanted me to tell you something. Something very personal and private. She almost couldn’t bear to tell me.”

Maria took a sip of the steaming tea. The peppermint, extra strong, instantly soothed as it went down. “What did she tell you?”

Anna sat down across from Maria. “She was very worried that you might judge her cruelly. I assured her you wouldn’t. She was never married, you see, but became pregnant while working as a prostitute. Oh, Maria, my heart goes out to her. I can see in her eyes that she feels degraded and less of a woman. With her baby daughter gone, she has no one. I cried all night for her.”

Tears tumbled down Maria’s cheeks. She wiped them away but more took their place. “Part of my speech is about stopping the government sanctioning of prostitution. There is no way possible that women will ever be considered respectable members of society when the government still allows and even encourages prostitution. What we need are more jobs and honest ways for women to earn a living. Anyway, I’ll make certain that Berdine knows that the past is the past. She’s got to know that we move forward and learn from the past, but we don’t need to relive all of it.” 

Maria clearly remembered the words of her wise Maman: All people are the same under the skin, but it’s the outside that they are judged by, right or wrong. Wise words indeed. 

Maman had always been far more outspoken and free-thinking than other women in her circle and had stepped beyond the expectations of a wife and mother. She’d been a strong woman who’d lost her only son and another daughter when they were babies. Maria always suspected that was the reason Maman doted on her and Anna. They were given every opportunity, especially an education that was usually reserved for boys. 

Living without an education seemed impossible, yet many were forced into that life. There were so many things to learn about. And not just the classics, but modern politics and literature. So many women were missing out on the basics, which gave them a distinct disadvantage in life and opened them up to abuse and a lower position in society.

“Anna, did you ever hear from Victor Hugo? Any word at all?”

“No. Nobody really knows if he’s even in Paris. It might have been a rumor that he was. You know how rumors circulate.”

Maria sighed. “I supposed I didn’t really expect him to show up. And what about Honoré Daumier or Barbey d’Aurevilly? Will they be at the conference?”

“Almost certainly.” Anna’s mouth turned downward into a small frown. “They’ll be there to make a stand against equality. I know it’s wrong to hate, but I hate those men.”

Maria finished the tea. “Maybe it’s not such a grand idea to bring Berdine. She’s in a very fragile state, and with Daumier and his gang of misogynists present, I don’t think it would be a healthy environment for her.”

From the doorway, Berdine spoke in her soft, hesitant voice, “Mademoiselle, I look forward to attending. I am seventeen years old and for most of those years, I’ve heard and experienced things no woman, or man, ever should.” She glanced at her fee. “Please, what does misogynist mean?”

Anna answered, “A woman-hater. Someone who doesn’t respect a woman’s right to live as an equal.” She got up, poured a cup of black tea and handed it to Berdine.

“Oh. I’ve met many men like that.” Berdine looked, a smile on her lips. “I once heard someone say that to discount either gender is to lose half the population.”

Maria smiled, too. It was Léon who’d said that. Where had Berdine heard him? It seemed Anna was right, Berdine was a smart young woman. “Sit down, ma chère, and have some breakfast. My friend, Léon, will come by later to take us to the conference. Oh, and Phillipe, the carriage driver you’ve met, will also be coming to the conference, as well as Anna, of course.”

Taking a seat, Berdine sipped the tea and brushed a strand of hair from her eyes. “Then I shall have many friends there.”

They ate a satisfying breakfast of eggs and toasted baguette with orange and quince marmalade, and lingered over cups of café au lait, chatting for the better part of an hour until it was time to begin dressing for the conference. 

With some time to herself, Maria sat at her desk in her room and went over her speech. Her concentration was broken when a flash of lightning lit up the sky outside her window and a booming crash of thunder shook the house. No sunshine today.

“Maria! Léon’s here!” Anna called.

Maria slipped on her shoes, straightened out her dress, and joined Berdine, Anna, and Léon in the foyer. Léon, with his deep-set eyes and his hair dripping wet, was a pitiful sight. But when he smiled, he became a beacon. His personality shone through the storm. Anna had on a fine dress and shawl. Berdine, who’d fixed her dark hair in a neat chignon, fit into Maria’s old dress as if it were tailored just for her. 

Berdine pulled Maria aside. “Mademoiselle, while I am more than appreciative for all you’ve done, I must confess that looking as I do, I no longer appear like a poor street person. No one will recognize me as one of the needy.”

“Don’t you see, you provide exactly the example you should. Appearance is meaningless. Money or situation does not define a person, but a change in circumstance is a thing that any one of us could fall into. You can rise to any position, provided you’re given the opportunity. That’s what I want the people to know.” Maria gave Berdine a hug.

Léon squeezed some of the rain from his hair, came forward with arms spread wide, and embraced Maria. “Ah, my darling Maria.” “I didn’t request more rain for today.”

“Nor did I. Oh, and the flowers are beautiful, but you shouldn’t have spent money on such an extravagance.” She pulled free and gave him a kiss on both cheeks. He was more than ten years her senior, but she felt almost as close to him as she did to Anna, like an older brother.

“I would never consider you an extravagance. We probably should get going. I’ve brought my old Phaeton carriage so there’d be enough room for everyone. And don’t worry, I just had the roof fixed.”

“Wonderful. Our new friend Berdine will accompany us.” Maria pointed to Berdine. “She’s staying with us for a while. She recently lost her darling baby girl.”

Léon gave Berdine a nod. “I am sorry for your loss. Terribly sorry.”

“Merci, Monsieur,” Berdine said softly.

After a brief pause, Léon motioned everyone outside. Maria stepped from the house into the fresh, crisp air. The wet grass smelled sweet, almost like being in the country on a summer’s night. Anna handed her an umbrella, sharing one herself with Berdine, and they all followed Léon to the carriage. 

With no doors, it was easy to climb inside the Phaeton without the effort of maneuvering layers of skirts and petticoats through a narrow doorway as with other carriages. Anna and Berdine took the rear seat, while Maria sat in the smaller front seat with Léon. 

While in good shape, the carriage indeed was old and the springs creaked under the weight of four passengers. Maria knew that the Phaeton had belonged to Léon’s grandfather and went through so many renovations that it was practically rebuilt. There was likely little left of its original self, except perhaps the springs.

Once everyone was settled, Léon shook the reins and the two black mares began their stately stride down the street, splashing in puddles trapped between the cobbles. It wasn’t long before the rain soon stopped, and a brilliant rainbow streaked across the Parisian sky. 

Maria’s stomach tightened when they turned onto rue Cadet. Just ahead was the Grand Orient Masonic Lodge, the sponsor of the conference. The Masons were always supportive of anything to do with human rights and equality. She’d a suspicion that it was their way of quietly speaking out against the restrictive government, a way of bringing about change by uniting the people. She loved being involved with them and couldn’t wait for the day when she’d wear the apron herself.

Although the Freemasons openly embraced the promotion of charity, morality and ethics, they’d been heavily persecuted by Napoleon Bonaparte because he feared them, believing them to be dissidents. And although they’d regained their status in society after Napoleon, they were still not completely free of distrust. Maria understood why. It was primarily because they met in secret and refused by oath to discuss what went on in their closed Lodge meetings. Very few rulers would be comfortable with large groups of citizens discussing things behind closed doors. But to her, they were friends.

As Léon slowed the carriage, finely attired gentlemen walked toward the Lodge, shaking the rain off umbrellas and top hats as they went inside. Carriages, large and small, lined both sides of the street with their horses and drivers already looking cold and bored. 

Léon gave Maria a gentle nudge. “Here we are, my lady. Make sure to give me a copy of your speech so I can quote you in the Opinion Nationale tomorrow morning.”

She reached into her brocade purse and pulled out all three pages of her speech. “You can have it now. I have it memorized.” She’d anticipated that Léon would want to print a portion of the speech in his paper.

“I should have known.” Léon slowed the carriage to a halt in front of the Lodge building. “Why don’t you all get out here and go inside while I park the carriage.”

Maria climbed out first, helping Berdine and Anna from the rear seat. She leaned back in. “Don’t be long, Léon.”

“I won’t. I think I saw a spot just down the street.” He jiggled the reins and headed off.

Several men, Freemasons Maria knew, tipped their hats to her as they went up the front walk. She climbed up the steps to the Lodge and waited with Anna and Berdine. She was ready and feeling confident right up until she saw Honoré Daumier and his cohorts Jules Barbey d’Aurevilly and Alexandre Dumas making their way toward the building. Of all the men in Paris, why did they always insist on showing up at her speeches? Life would be so much better if they just stayed home.

Her nerves triggered as Daumier got closer. She always felt intimidated by him and could never shake the uneasy feeling he created in her. He kept his eyes on her as he came up the steps, pausing briefly before going inside. 

With a barely perceptible nod of his head, he acknowledged Maria and mumbled, “Waste of time listening to a misguided suffragist.” 

Maria wasn’t about to get baited into an argument. Instead, she forced a gracious smile. “Monsieur Daumier, I’m so pleased to see that you’re a supporter of human rights. As you may know, all monies collected for admission are for charitable reasons and given to the poor. You may rest easy knowing your money is well spent. Thank you for caring about those less fortunate.”

He didn’t respond in words but huffed indignantly and strode off through the Lodge doors. Now Maria knew for certain that he’d write a scathing article or draw one of his inflammatory cartoons mocking equality just to get revenge on her. But it was worth it to put him in his place, and it felt good to irritate him.

By the time most of the attendees had gone in, Léon arrived, out of breath. “Hurry inside! There’s a rabble heading this way, carrying signs and banners.”

Maria peered past him but couldn’t see anyone. “What sort of signs and banners? Who are they?”

“No one you’d care to meet. I saw one sign, and that was enough.”

Maria’s hands shook. There were usually protestors at the various salons and conferences, but judging by Léon’s concern, this wasn’t an ordinary group. “What did the sign say, Léon?” 

“Women belong in the bedroom, not the factories.”

Maria felt her cheeks flush hot. It was people like that who undermined progress. She looked over and saw Berdine trembling. “Léon, if it is the last thing I do, I’ll make sure women are liberated from degradation and closed-mindedness. It makes me so mad.”

“Oh, I know you will, but for now, let’s get inside so that mob doesn’t distract you from your mission. Your battlefield is the lectern, Maria, not the street.”

She nodded and went inside the Lodge with him, winding her way around the throng of men in the foyer—Masons in their ritual aprons and laymen alike—and went into the great hall. Many of the seats were already filled. As master of his own Lodge, Léon withdrew a folded sash embroidered with rosettes and the Masonic square and compasses, from his overcoat pocket and slipped it across his chest, as many other Lodge masters had done. Maria wanted one of those sashes and wanted to wear it right in front of Daumier.

She held tightly to Léon’s hand and walked with him to the lectern at the front of the hall. As she took a seat beside the lectern, Léon left her to take his own seat in the audience. She drew in a deep breath and looked out at the crowd, finding Anna and Berdine standing at the rear of the hall. Then she saw Daumier glaring at her from the front row. Her hands shook again. She wiped her forehead with a lace handkerchief and shivered as a chill rose up from within. Daumier grinned with yellowed teeth and took out a sheaf of paper and a small piece of sketching charcoal. 

Then, a soft murmuring erupted, growing stronger as heads turned this way and that. Everyone rose from their seats, looking toward the hall entrance. As the crowd parted, Maria saw a somewhat stout man with short white hair and an equally white full beard. His face, distinguished with wrinkles around the eyes and forehead, was familiar. He made his way through the throng, straight up to the lectern. Maria’s breath caught in her throat. Victor Hugo had come after all.
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Chapter 5
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When the Lodge master came to the lectern and shook Hugo’s hand, Maria’s stomach fluttered. But rather than speak to the audience, Hugo turned to her and smiled. 

Softly, he said, “Mademoiselle Deraismes, while I have never been able to attend any of your speeches, I am an avid follower of your writings.” He took her hand and kissed it. “I am here tonight to offer whatever support I may to the cause of humanitarianism.”

The hall crowd grew. Word of Hugo’s arrival must have spread. When everyone took their seats again, Maria sought out Léon. There he was, seated in the middle of the room next to Phillipe. She caught Léon’s gaze, and he winked. 

She shifted her weight slightly in the chair as the master of the Lodge rapped his gavel and addressed the group, “Brothers and visitors, I have the privilege to introduce Mademoiselle Maria Deraismes, and her special guest, Monsieur Victor Hugo.”

Applause filled the room. Maria stood, with Hugo by her side, and approached the lectern as the master stepped aside. Her legs trembled. She held onto the sides of the lectern and smiled. “Good evening and thank you for giving me the opportunity to stand before you, not as a woman, but as an equal. Differences in gender should be cause for celebration, not repression.” She moved slightly so Hugo could speak.

He added, “I have spent the better part of my life ashamed and appalled at the French government. That is not something I am proud of. I wish to embrace France and be proud of my country, but not while those less fortunate souls are punished and ignored, forced to live in poverty and die on the street. All citizens deserve, no, all citizens have the basic right to survive and live each day with food and shelter. I promise you, I will again exile myself from France unless we are all freed from tyranny!”

A roar of approval, and disapproval, filled the hall. Hands clapped in agreement or waved about in anger. Maria saw Léon smile and nod. He always enjoyed debate, the more controversial the better. She scanned the crowd and saw Daumier lift his stooped body from his seat. 

“Mademoiselle Deraismes!” his voice, coarse and angry.

She was taken aback. Why was he addressing her when it was Victor Hugo who’d spoken? “Monsieur?” 

“You were invited here as a courtesy, Mademoiselle. I find it most inappropriate to insult your audience by inviting an exiled criminal to speak out against the leaders of our country. You may discuss your ridiculous opinions in a private salon, but in a Masonic Lodge you must mind your tongue.” His ancient eyes narrowed practically to a squint. 

She had to maintain focus on him, not let him see any fear or apprehension. “Monsieur Daumier, you speak for the Masons? As I understand it, you are not a member of the Masonic Brotherhood.” She watched as his expression changed. She’d struck a nerve.

“Mademoiselle...it matters not...you...I speak for men everywhere.”

He was rattled! How wonderful. She knew he respected the Masons and would never say or do anything to disrespect them. That gave her strength. 

“No, Monsieur, you can neither speak for all men nor speak for the Masons. Is Monsieur Hugo not a man? Do you claim to speak for him as well? Perhaps we should clarify things by asking the master of the Lodge his opinion on the matter.” Would Daumier back down or would he continue his verbal assault? No matter what he did, Maria readied herself to stand firm. If he won even a small battle, she’d lose credibility. 

The master rose from his seat behind the lectern and moved next to Maria. “Gentlemen and Brothers, this is not an appropriate time to raise semantic objections. Mademoiselle Deraismes deserves our attentiveness, not our ridicule. She was invited here as an equal and has the freedom to speak her mind. And as our guest, Monsieur Hugo is to be offered the same respect. Please, Mademoiselle, continue.” He sat back down.

“Merci.” Maria found Léon again and continued, “I would like to give my thanks and appreciation to Monsieur Hugo for taking time from his day to attend this conference. Monsieur, would you like to continue?”

Hugo shook his head. “You are the speaker, Mademoiselle. I am here at your bidding simply as a show of support. If my infamy brings crowds to listen, then I have accomplished more than I hoped. Please, continue with your talk.” He moved away from the lectern and bowed his head.

Maria drew in a deep breath and held it for a few seconds, then let it out slowly. What an incredible honor it was to have Victor Hugo sharing the stage with her. But now she had to make her speech. Everyone, including Hugo, waited.

She cleared her throat and began, “The progression of France as a nation still in recovery from the 1848 revolution can only occur without shortsightedness. All of her people must be received as citizens, equal and with basic rights. No man, woman, or child can be treated as less than an equal. All must be educated together, without prejudice to social standing or gender. To segregate people into classes will remove any progress we’ve made in the 22 years since the revolution. Without equality, France has accomplished nothing. We must embrace liberty, equality, fraternity!” 

She placed her hand over her heart for emphasis. Léon was the first to jump to his feet and applaud, followed soon by almost everyone in the hall. She’d made her point, and they had heard.

Hugo approached and gave her a hug and a kiss on both cheeks. She saw Daumier get out of his chair and vanish into the crowd. Where had he gone and what was he up to? It wasn’t like him to leave before the speech ended. But there wasn’t time to worry about his motives. She still had to finish the rest of the speech. 

A few minutes passed before the audience settled down and took their seats again, but once they did, Maria completed her speech without further incident. To the sound of applause, she made her way into the foyer with Hugo for a brief customary reception. 

It was the sort of evening that should have no end. It felt wonderful being in the same room with so many Masons. Maria could actually feel the energy of the Lodge. She introduced Berdine to Hugo and the other attendees. There was an immediate outpouring of sympathy and amazement at how Berdine carried herself in light of her tragedy. That reaction was what Maria hoped for.

Hugo placed a thick leather-bound book in Berdine’s hand and whispered, barely loud enough for Maria to hear even though she was standing right next to him, “Your strength, Berdine, makes me proud to be French.” He paused for a moment, stroked his beard and smiled broadly at Maria. “One day we will all realize that women comprise the backbone of humanity. Good evening, Mademoiselle Deraismes.” He grinned and left.

Maria lifted Berdine’s hand and looked at the book. It was Maria’s favorite work by Hugo, Les Misérables, signed on the cover by Hugo himself. Berdine leaned in close to Maria. “I cannot read, Mademoiselle.”

“Then you will have to learn if you’re to read Monsieur Hugo’s book.” 

Léon, with his drab and slightly threadbare coat over his arm, smiled happily and offered his congratulations. “My dear Maria, what a magnificent speech. You never disappoint. I’ll be sure to write a glowing review in my paper tomorrow.” He looked around. “Did Victor Hugo leave? I would have liked to shake his hand.”

“Yes, he left just now, and he gave Berdine a signed copy of Les Misérables. I’m still giddy from being close to him. And can you believe Daumier?”

“Actually, yes. Why does he bother to come to these conferences when he finds them so reprehensible? I think he thrives on the drama he creates. I saw him scurry out of here like a gutter rat, sketch pad in hand. Although I believe his cohorts are still skulking around here somewhere. Oh, Berdine, Anna is waiting out on the front stoop chatting with some friends if you’d care to join her and keep her company. She’s never comfortable around large groups. We won’t be long.”

Berdine nodded and headed to the door, the book clutched to her chest. Maria looked around and saw Alexandre Dumas, Daumier’s friend, gathered with a small group, frowning and red-faced. It seemed like Daumier and his cohorts were getting bolder at each meeting. Probably, she surmised, because the ranks of those falling in line with equality were growing. Any progress was good progress, but not in Daumier’s eyes. But there was hope, regardless of his drawings and rants, and she still felt energized. 

“Léon, I’d like to stop by your office tomorrow to discuss an idea for an article, if that would be all right.”
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