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      Vordan, near Arles, Kingdom of France, 1673

      It was a sultry summer and Baudet Desmarais, a 10-year-old boy with curly blond hair and an endearing manner, was playing with his friends in the dense woodland that marked the northern boundary of their hometown, Vordan. The Petit Rhône flowed peacefully to the south, affording the place a natural protection and isolation from the world outside. In these woods, the boys passed countless hours – when not needed to help their parents with domestic chores or work on the ubiquitous smallholdings – with mock-fighting, hide-and-seek, tag or swinging on a rope suspended from a branch over a stream, shallow but deep enough to drench the unfortunate boy who lost his grip and fell in, to the unbridled mirth of his companions.

      When it was Baudet’s turn to hide, he was so well concealed, motionless in a bush, that, after several minutes, he knew he was the winner. Bursting out of the foliage, he put his thumb to his nose – the gesture of victory – and screamed mockingly at them: “Ici, ici, can’t you see?

      I’m Louis and you can’t catch me!”

      Given his tender years and innocence, Baudet could not have appreciated the irony of the childish taunt. He made a dash, evading his pals, one by one, grabbing the rope and swooping over the stream to the safety of the far bank, to the applause of his admiring onlookers.

      Louis the 14th, named the Sun King, showed not the slightest interest in towns such as Vordan, hundreds of miles away from his capital, Paris. His passion was driven by the construction of a sumptuous and extravagant new palace near to Versailles in the north of his kingdom. The monarch was creating an age of enlightenment in which Parisian salon culture set standards of discriminating taste, with outstanding writers, painters, sculptors and philosophers all receiving his patronage: Paris became the cultural capital of Europe, nay, in Louis’s eyes, the centre of the known universe. He proclaimed: “L’état, c’est moi.” (I am the state.) At the end of his 74-year reign, on his deathbed, he uttered: “Je m’en vais, mais l’état demeurera toujours.” (I am leaving but the state will exist for ever.) It was even rumoured that he had instructed the Surveillant of the Library to take off the shelves any astronomer’s volume that even hinted that the earth, his earth, was not the planet around which all the others revolved.

      In an effort to prevent the nobility from revolting and challenging his divine authority, he established an extremely elaborate system of court etiquette. Learning it would, by his reasoning, occupy most of the nobles’ time, so then they could not then plan insurgence.

      “You can’t catch me!” Baudet again called to the boys on the other side of the stream and, indeed, they could not, even if they had been the king’s soldiers themselves who frequently went into battle barefoot and with no decent weapons, relying on numerical advantage. However, the people of Vordan, like many others, were currently enjoying a period of relative peace: the Thirty Years War and Franco-Spanish conflicts were over with King Louis’s power dominant. The common folk raised thanks that armies were not marching through their streets or fighting in their fields.

      Baudet was about to rejoin the lads to make their way home when he was transfixed by the sudden appearance of a figure dressed in a black hooded cloak.

      “Baudet!” came a cackling frightening cry. “Master Baudet,” the figure repeated, “you will achieve good things, yes, very good things.” Then, the mysterious apparition pulled back its cowl to reveal a woman’s face, its features mainly concealed by long strands of grey hair but the words emerged from a mouth showing broken yellow teeth.

      “Who are you?” Baudet blurted, his voice trembling, “and what do you want?”

      “It matters not who I am, but you, young man, will achieve good things, as I say.” Then she turned and disappeared as swiftly as she had come.

      Taking the path homewards, the boys were silent, having witnessed the old hag’s apparition. They had seen nothing like it – after all, the woods were their personal domain, their playground where adventures could unfold undisturbed by strangers, especially not one as frightening as she was. She had no right to be there, they all thought.

      “Ah, here you are, Baudet. Wash your hands now,” his mother, a gentle soul without a bad word for anyone, instructed him. He idolised her. Father and his elder sister, Lorence, were already at table, chatting as his father cut slices of bread from a loaf on a wooden board.

      “Will you serve?” Baudet’s mother invited her husband as she put down an iron stew-pot before them.

      “Mmm, it smells good,” he replied, removing the lid and ladling meat and vegetables into four pewter bowls.

      “Ay, I’ve used a joint of your best boar meat and Lorence brought the vegetables from the plot this very morning – you can’t get fresher than that.”

      The Desmarais family was typical of most; mother cared for the house and the hens that scratched about in their yard and produced eggs; Lorence’s responsibility was the smallholding that gave them fresh potatoes, carrots, cabbages and leeks and the two women often picked grapes in local vineyards to supplement the family income. Father, with his son’s help, hunted wild boar and deer in the forest, hanging them then selling the meat at the town market after they had retained enough for their own consumption. This man aspired to buy a cow, one day in the future. But, as the years went by, it did not happen.

      Monsieur Desmarais was born and raised in Vordan and he had married his childhood sweetheart, to live in their present simple cottage that had been bequeathed to him. He was a skilled hunter and earned enough sous to sustain his family, and in reasonable comfort compared to some families in the town. The plot of land belonged to him – most folk had to pay a tithe to the church or to any one of the many counts and dukes who resided in the surrounding chateaux.

      His marriage ceremony had been simple and held in the town’s Catholic church, followed by a wedding procession and a modest feast. Some of the neighbours brought special food for midnight at the wedding bed, a custom to ensure fertility, and this ritual bore fruit when Lorence was born, with Baudet appearing two years later. He counted his blessings: he was not well off, by any stretch of the imagination, but he considered his family one of the lucky ones with his cottage and plot.

      Were they God-fearing? It is fair to say they were; the alternative – worshipping pagan gods and risking Hell for eternity – did not appeal. In a year, they would participate in up to 100 different religious ceremonies and processions, including All Soul’s Eve, Saint Martin’s Day, the 12 days of Christmas, Epiphany, Lent and the summer solstice that determined their seasons and at which they gave up prayers that their crops would be safe from weeds, pests and blight. Their daily life was intertwined with religious belief and, though life was sometimes hard, they found joy in small moments and celebrations within the community. There were also social gatherings, a way to get to know their neighbours and to find future spouses for their offspring.

      “I’ve got my eye on the miller’s daughter for you, my boy. She’s a fine strapping lass and…”

      “Father! I’m only just 14 and I don’t even know if I’ll stay in Vordan.”

      “What? Are you out of your mind? There’s everything you could wish for here, right here! It’s been good enough for me and your mother, hasn’t it?”

      Baudet nodded, observing the pained expression on the man’s face.

      “All I’m saying, Father, is that there’s a whole world beyond Vordan. I’ve listened to tales from sailors off the river and… and Marseilles is the place to make your fortune. I’ve not said it before now, but I would dearly love to read and write. I can scrawl my name but that’s all…”

      “Marseilles? Your fortune? Reading and writing? Something’s taken control of your senses! Keep talking like that and you’ll end up in the madhouse, never mind Marseilles!”

      His son said nothing. Achieve good things, that’s what the witch said. Can the ambition I feel ever be satisfied in Vordan, pleasant as it is, with its church and hunting?

      Baudet was not alone in realising that, from birth to death, religious observances and rites punctuated their everyday existence, yet he knew nothing about where the real power of the church rested. Was this spark of curiosity strong enough to be blown into flames?

      Pope Alexander the Eighth, at the time of his election, was seen as an opponent of nepotism, a scourge of the age, and he lived frugally. However, he eventually gave jobs to his relatives who took over his administration. They, in turn, granted power and authority to the bishops, one of whom ruled the town of Vordan. Alexander was interested in architecture, wrote poetry, patronised artists and expanded the decoration of churches. All this he shared with Louis.

      Monsieur Desmarais had not met their bishop but blindly defended his office. He warned Baudet, on more than one occasion: “Remember this, my boy, we would be in a far worse place if those Huguenot devils ran the Church!”

      “I understand, Father.” Of course, he did not, but it would require a profound event to destroy such inherited faith.

      Over dinner, Baudet retold the strange happening that day in the woods. Mother immediately offered: “Ah, yes! I’ve heard talk of that woman, if such she can be called. They say she lives in a cave, sleeps with wolves and feasts on little children… she’s a witch!”

      “Hold your tongue, wife!” her husband ordered, his voice angry. “That’s just tittle-tattle and can’t you see the boy’s frit enough without listening to your nonsense? Take no heed of your mother, Baudet.”

      The lad’s distress was eased by his father’s reassurances but he could not erase the words of the black-cloaked hag from his mind.

      “‘Master Baudet, you will achieve good things.’ How did she know my name?” he pondered. “And what did she mean?”

      Popular traditions, though, blended with Christian orthodoxy to create a hybrid view of the world where virtually everyone believed in magic and Baudet, still a child, knew that it was a special knowledge needed to manipulate nature, as sorcerers did, and that only a chosen few could ever attain such abilities. And one important reason that witches, their collaborators and their prophecies were so feared was that nobody – educated or not – doubted the reality of magic.

      “Why are witches usually women?” he wondered, then put the question to his mother.

      “Why? Because they are more accomplished in herbs, potions and the human body.”

      “Ah, I see.” This was always Baudet’s response when, in fact, he did not see anything.

      The clergy of Vordan – and it was no different in hundreds of towns throughout the kingdom – saw such enchantresses as competitors for their authority to provide blessings, healing and good fortune. Parish priests were known to turn a blind eye to the persecution of real or even suspected witches.

      

      His father asked his son: “Are you ready, my boy? Have you put the nets on the cart?”

      “All ready to go, father. I’m looking forward to today.”

      They each took a handle and pushed the handcart out of the yard on to the track leading to the woods. Then: “Stop! Hush!” Father hissed, “I can hear them… they’re away in the woods but look here.” He pointed to snapped ferns and broken branches. “They use this track, see, and mark my words, they’ll be back tonight. Help me get the nets off the cart.” They tied three nets on to trees, securely, across the path at intervals and about waist high. That would give them a good chance of ensnaring one or more boars. Caught in the trap, the more they thrashed trying to escape, the more entangled they would become.

      “Good job,” father declared, slapping his son on his shoulder, “we’ll be back tomorrow, at first light and, with luck, there will be boar meat for supper.”

      Baudet and his father returned to the traps the next day. Hoar frost glistened white on the bushes and undergrowth, and the air was crisp and clean. Winter was approaching.

      By the empty cart at the first net, everything was as they had set it the previous night, so they moved on to the second, but no joy there, either. Then, ahead, they could hear the distinctive squeals from the beast they had hoped to find. Sure enough, its legs were caught in the mesh, its jaws wide open with its sharp teeth biting into the net that imprisoned him – a fine fat boar awaited them.

      Father’s face lit up as he moved towards his quarry. Baudet followed and, although he had seen this scene many times before, he was afraid. This creature seemed so large, its violent resistance easily sufficient to terrify the boy. Monsieur Desmarais turned around and reassured his boy: “Come on, this is what we’ve come for, a real prize if ever I saw one!”

      Baudet stayed by his father’s side, hearing him say: “That’s better… I’ll finish it off… give me the spear.” The lad passed over a staff with a sharp iron tip and, with three hard thrusts, his father pierced the boar’s belly into its heart. Within a few moments it was still, apart from an occasional involuntary jerk as its nervous system closed down.

      “Nothing to fear, now help me untangle its legs… that’s it… good… now, let’s fetch the cart…” They soon had the boar lying on their barrow and, with the nets tossed loosely over it, pushed the animal on its final journey to their cottage.

      “A fine morning’s work, what say you, Baudet?”

      “It is that and I can’t wait to tell my friends – they don’t have a master butcher like you for a father.” He smiled broadly, full of pride, “I’m meeting them this afternoon – we’re going fishing.”

      The Petit Rhône river was an offshoot of the mighty Rhône some 20 miles upstream of Arles. Fast-flowing in its centre, this river teemed with pike, perch and trout. By its banks, in languid eddies, eels and carp basked under overhanging willow trees, in and out of the bulrushes. Walking along with his friends, he recounted his victory over the rabid boar – embellishment never did any harm – that had snarled and yelped at him, trying to escape from the net…

      “Couldn’t let that happen though, could I?” His friends hung on his every word. “I finished it off, stabbing it at dangerous close quarters with my spear… I’m convinced that if I hadn’t summoned my strength and run it through, I’d be fatherless – he’d tripped and hurt his ankle and he’d have been grievously injured if the beast had got free.”

      Open-mouthed, the boys swallowed the story. They were not to know he had exaggerated the tale hugely. In their eyes, he was a hero and he did nothing to disabuse them.

      “Anyway,” he concluded, “it’s not the first time I’ve saved my father’s life… it just had to be done!” He tossed his head backwards and ran his fingers through his curly blond hair, adopting an imperious posture. “You see, I could have been Julius Caesar in a previous life.”

      “Better than trying to land a slithery old fish,” one of the boys chipped in.

      “Ay, I guess so.” Baudet replied, feigning modesty. Among his peers, he demonstrated all the qualities of a leader, attributes that would stand him in good stead in later life.

      As they neared the wooden jetty, used to load and unload goods destined for the town, their attention turned to angling.

      “I hope you’ve found us some decent worms?” Baudet directed his question to the boy carrying a small sack.

      “I dug them up this morning. See, they’re still wriggling like anything,” and he held the sack open for Baudet to inspect.

      “You’re right enough, well done.”

      One by one, they reached inside the bag and withdrew their squirming bait that they impaled on to the barbed hook on the end of their line. A small stone tied securely a short distance from the hook would keep the line on the river bed but allow the worm to jerk around upwards so as to catch the bulbous eye of any greedy passing perch or pike.

      A couple of hours elapsed with nobody landing anything and they were about to give up when Baudet felt his line tighten and ripples appeared on the water’s surface.

      “Hey! Got a bite, I think,” he called out as he slowly pulled in the line, one hand after the other, gently, for too quickly and the fish had a good chance of breaking away. But success! A large fish dangled on the hook, struggling violently at first but slowly giving up the fight. He hauled his victim on to the river bank; it was the biggest pike he had ever seen.

      “What about him, then!” he proclaimed as he removed the hook from its snapping jaws and dispatched it with two hard blows of a stone. His friends admired the catch and were not unduly surprised that his was the only triumph of the day – that was Baudet’s way.

      As he entered their cottage, his father was dozing in his chair, his mother sitting at the table peeling carrots and potatoes. He ceremoniously slapped the fish down in front of her. She all but jumped out of her skin but her shock soon turned into joy as she ran her hand over its shiny brown body.

      “I think it will go very well with yon vegetables,” her son blurted with pride. “What say you, mother?”

      “It’s magnificent and pike are one of easiest to skin and bone. You’re a good boy, Baudet.” She pulled his head close to hers and planted a kiss on his forehead.

      “Boy?” He exclaimed, embarrassed, giving her a pained look.

      “Sorry, you’re a good man.”

      “I should think so.” And he returned her kiss and then set to unpacking his fishing tackle.

      Time passed by and, as he grew, he adopted an increasingly important role in the family: his father’s health began to fail so, when he suddenly passed away one day, it fell to him to hunt, alone, in the woods, butcher the animal, then sell it at market. He was the principal source of income. Mother and Lorence grew vegetables and his sister even turned her hand to basket-weaving but all this made little money compared to the fine meat trade. He did not complain – it was his duty – but, secretly, he harboured yearnings for a life away from Vordan.

      “You will achieve good things,” the cackling witch predicted, whenever their paths crossed, which seemed too often to be a coincidence.
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      Le Petit Rhône/Le Rhône, October 1673

      Baudet left his cottage at first light with heavy heart. Mother had wept as she put bread, cheese and cooked meats into his pack to sustain him for at least the first few days of his journey.

      “Please don’t cry, mother, there’s no need. I’m not going away for ever, I’ll be back before you know it, once I’ve made my fortune!”

      She wiped her eyes on her apron, went up to her son and hugged him tightly, saying softly: “I don’t know about that, but God speed and keep you.”

      Walking down the track towards the jetty, he deliberately didn’t turn around. He had shown a brave face but, inside, he was frightened and wondered whether this was the right thing to do. He wasn’t sure but one factor that left him in no doubt was that his future did not lie in Vordan, he pondered as he trudged up to the wooden construction.

      “They’re fine people and I will miss my friends. I have never gone hungry and my mother and sister love me deeply, Of that I’m sure. But, do I want to hunt boar for the rest of my days? No, I do not. So, we will see what tomorrow brings. I’m taking father’s spear with me – a reminder of my past but, for unexpected danger, it might prove a handy weapon.”

      Reaching the jetty, he was surprised to see, so early, a friend sitting on a bollard, idly swinging his legs, his fishing line held loose in his hand. He looked up and smiled broadly,

      “I didn’t expect to see anybody here at this ungodly hour. I’ve got a spare line if you care to join me?”

      “N… no, but thanks anyway, I can’t stop.”

      “What do you mean?” his friend asked casually.

      “I’m leaving Vordan.”

      “Well, you kept that a secret! Where are you going to?”

      “Marseilles.”

      “That’s the other end of the kingdom, if I’m correct!”

      “You’re correct, but I’ve made up my mind and must say goodbye to you, my friend. Good luck with your fishing – they say that early morning is a good time for basking sharks.” He joked, then slapped the lad on his back and walked off, following the Petit Rhône’s course.

      The sun had by now fully risen, bathing the meandering river with warmth that brought out hovering dragonflies and nymphs floating, but motionless, on the surface of the water. To his left, the meadows glistened and little spirals of mist swirled upwards like ballerinas dancing on ice. The singular beauty and serenity of the scene was enough to elicit gasps and praises raised to the Good Lord, he decided. “Why am I feeling so moved by simple green fields? It’s likely I’m in a state from leaving Vordan, but it means nothing. ‘How wrong you are, my son,’” rumbled a voice in his head.

      By dusk, he reached the halfway point between Vordan behind him and Arles ahead – a riverside hostelry where, he had been told, they had rooms for the night.

      “You’ll sleep well tonight, young man,” the rosy-faced buxom landlady informed him. “The room has a fine feather bed and I’ve never had no complaints.”

      Baudet smiled and replied: “I’ll take it, missus, but first pour me ale and I’ll dine with you tonight.”

      “Of course. Choose your table, pray. My husband will wait on you. Albert!” she bawled loud enough to raise the roof.

      The husband shortly appeared, placing a tankard of foaming ale in front of his customer.

      “Best ale in these parts, young Sir, even if I say so myself.”

      “I’m sure it is.” Baudet took a long draught then smacked his lips. The man topped up the tankard and left him in peace.

      The landlady was an excellent cook and he ate the best fish stew he had ever tasted. Equally, her assurance of a good night’s sleep on the feather bed proved correct.

      The next morning, he ate his breakfast of milk and freshly baked bread, settled his bill, and set off again on the Petit Rhône pathway with another day’s march ahead to make Arles before nightfall. He was now in high spirits and the gentle autumnal sunshine aided his journey. The closer he came to this town, more people passed him, so it was clear he was not far away from the important junction where this gentle river met the mighty Rhône and where he would head south towards Marseilles.

      Round a bend and an awesome sight confronted him. Powerful mysterious waters rushed fast and deep in front of him and the calm soporific swirls and eddies of the Petit Rhône became a thing of the past. The beast growled at him like a lioness protecting her young, warning him to keep his distance for fear of retribution. Four times as wide as the lesser river, its flow was strong, dark and menacing and the boats sailing downstream were stout, broad-beamed barges and cargo ships, in the main, with tall masts and billowing sails.

      Sitting on a fallen tree trunk on the riverbank he ate some of the bread and cheese his mother had packed for him and watched, with great curiosity, the activity before him, catching his breath and thoughts. He doubted, momentarily, whether he had made the right choice to leave Vordan, but the prospect of a new life and adventures drove away such negative considerations.

      He was fascinated by these craft, carried southward by the current, and boats tacking left and right upstream under sail or pulled by carthorses plodding along the towpath. Swarthy deckhands, bare-chested and with bulging muscles, hoisted canvas sails; captains in blue reefer jackets tugged on the tiller to correct their course; lads, no older than himself, perched on the prow, kept watch for flotsam or wayward boats that could, in a second, cause fatal damage. The more he saw, the more he anticipated his journey of several days down the Rhône with relish and any regrets he might have harboured dissipated.

      Slinging his pack over his shoulder, he set off with a spring in his step. Entering the first tavern he came across, he again took a room for the night and ate supper there, and he hoped to profit from the local folk’s knowledge to secure passage on a boat, courtesy of some sympathetic captain.

      That evening, he drank and moved from one table to another. Before long, he was successful –even if it cost him several tankards of ale to allay one particular man’s suspicions.

      “You can’t be too careful nowadays. I’ve taken on hands who’ve tried to rob me… run me through with a cutlass for all I know… but you don’t look like that sort.” The captain stared hard at Baudet as he spoke. “He’s one not to cross,” the young lad thought.

      “As it happens,” the sailor resumed, “just yesterday I had a hand make off with some of my best pewter from the galley. I knew there was something amiss with him, so I can use a strapping youngster like you. Where are you bound?”

      “Marseilles,” Baudet answered.

      “I can take you as far as Port-Saint-Louis,” the captain explained but then noticed the puzzled expression facing him. “It’s the last port before yon river flows into the sea. From there, you’ll either try to find a boat sailing along the coast or go overland, but the marshes there are treacherous if you aren’t familiar. However, you’ll get there somehow, you seem a determined soul.” That assessment of Baudet was, indeed, accurate. He concluded their meeting with: “I must get back to my boat now. See you tomorrow, at first light. You’ll find me easily, I’m the only one moored at the jetty. I wish you goodnight.”

      

      The next day brought a clear deep-blue sky with hardly any wind, not that this diminished the fast-flowing turgid waters of the ancient river Rhône.

      “Welcome aboard,” the captain greeted Baudet.

      “Thank you,” he responded. The confidence in his voice belied the nervousness he felt. He’d never before set foot on a boat but it was necessary to reach his goal and begin his new life.

      “There’s a bunk for you below the forehatch so take your bag and… He held the spear in hand and ran his hand admiringly up and down the fine straight shaft and pointed iron tip, “Where did you find this?”

      “It belonged to my late father. He used it when we went hunting boar…” His voice trailed away and he was transported to the morning in the woods when they had found a beast snared in their net. He saw Father dispatch it with this very spear.

      “Is that so? Anyway, take it below deck and report back here.”

      He climbed the ladder down into the bowels of the barge, where it took a short while for his eyes to adjust to the near-pitch-black darkness. He made out two mattresses, one with a cloak folded at its head, the other vacant, evidently for him. It was not ideal accommodation, musty and uninviting, but it would serve its purpose and it was for only one night, he accepted. He went back up the ladder on hearing the captain shouting commands.

      “Cast off forward!” the skipper ordered from his position at the tiller, then, “cast off aft!” Two burly ebony-skinned goliaths waved an acknowledgment, untied their mooring ropes from the bollards and jumped aboard, pushing off as they did so. The current soon seized the broad-beamed barge and propelled it downstream and the men promptly disappeared below deck, Baudet assumed, to perform their duties. Then he saw a boy seated at the prominent prow, pointing to starboard. The captain raised his hand in acknowledgement and hauled on the tiller to steer the boat to port. Seconds later they glided past a long tree trunk, only just breaking the surface of the water – had they collided with it, it could easily have holed their vessel. Leaving the obstacle in their wake, they regained their original course.

      “That was a close call,” Baudet observed.

      “No, it wasn’t close at all. The lad’s there as a lookout for that very reason – he has the eyesight of an eagle.”

      Baudet nodded, feeling stupid to have made such a comment. “No matter, come, sit by me. Now, mark, I’ll not be giving you any coin, it’s me doing you a favour. You’ll work on the boat, not that you’ll be with us for long, and get your passage and supper tonight as wages. Is that agreed?”

      “It is, Captain, and I’m grateful.”

      “Good. Your job is down in the forehold. It’s black and grimy from a cargo of coal I carried recently. At Port-Saint-Louis, we pick up a load of salt cod and sacks of barley, so the cleaner the hold and cargo is, the better my customer will think of me. Fill a pail from the river, take it below, where you’ll find soap and a brush – I’ll send a lad to light a lamp for you. I want you to scrub clean as much of the hold as you can. When I call you, it’s time for you to join me in a little refreshment. Any questions?”

      “None, Captain.”

      In the dank, dim hold, shadows from the lamp leaped fleetingly behind him, in front of him… ghouls from the bowels of the earth, Baudet feared, surfacing through the evil currents of the river. Strong and resolute as he was, this devilish hole was way beyond anything his still-youthful self had experienced.

      “Pull yourself together!” he urged himself. “Get down to the job!” He ran the brush over the block of hard soap and began scouring the sides of the hold. In between the planks, where caulking had not been properly rammed, rivulets of water seeped in, giving the pit a nauseating damp stench that he tried to not inhale by taking short sharp breaths then rubbing hard before the next. He had to honour the agreement, though, and he worked steadily, but nothing could have prepared him for a scratching, sniffing sound, muffled at first. He paused and looked all around until the wan yellow light from the lamp illuminated two shining green eyes that blinked at him, as if to question the reason for the boy’s presence. Under these eyes a pursed mouth opened to reveal bright white incisor teeth. He gasped and recoiled in horror. “How can it be? A wild boar here in this boat?” His memory returned to the vicious beast he and his father had caught, way back, in the woods. “Don’t be such a fool, boy, of course it’s not a boar…” The creature reared up on its haunches, its nose twitching, its whiskers stiff, and it opened its jaws yet wider. Baudet stood motionless. Letting out a loud hissing sound, it leapt towards him, the claws of all four limbs gripping his tunic, its razor-sharp front teeth sinking deep into the fabric that, fortunately, protected his skin from penetration.

      This malignant creature was a fine, healthy rodent, the like of which he could never have imagined and it first smelled, then looked at, Baudet, who was an unwelcome intruder into its rat kingdom that it would defend to the end. With an unholy scream, the boy seized it, his fingers sinking into its velvety fur, and hurled it with all his strength to the floor, finally seeing it off with a violent kick.

      Hearing the commotion, the captain ordered one of the hands to take the tiller and moved down the boat to the forehold. He leaned on the half-open hatch and peered inside to make out Baudet, his back pressed hard against the hull so nothing could crawl behind him and, brandishing the brush as if it was a sword in a battle and he a knight tilting at windmills, slicing through the shadows cast by the lamp. The boy cut a comical if pitiful figure and the man erupted into uncontrolled paroxysms of laughter – he knew at once what had caused Baudet to cry out thus.

      “Climb up, lad, climb up,” he said, offering a hand. On deck, the boy stood, trembling from his encounter with the demonic rat.

      “Come aft with me. I can see you’ve worked well today and you can carry on with it tomorrow, but you’ve earned a rest and…” He made a drinking gesture. “A tot.”

      Baudet was certainly not going to refuse the invitation.

      The captain raised the hinged section of the tiller bench and lifted out a wooden firkin from which he proceeded to fill two beakers, handing one to Baudet. The young man was used to drinking ale but any stronger tipple was unknown to him. He sniffed the golden-hued liquid, recoiled slightly from its strength, then took a tentative sip. All along, the captain watched him and asked, amused: “What do you think?”

      The boy spluttered and coughed but his second taste produced a less explosive reaction and his expression portrayed enjoyment.

      “I see you’re not accustomed to drinking brandy. But it’s good, isn’t it?”

      “Ay, it is, Monsieur.”

      “My father, God bless him, wasn’t learned so he didn’t use fancy words as a rule, but I’ll for ever picture him in his chair, after supper, his nightcap in his hand… he’d say: ‘Prolongs good health, dissipates superfluous humours, reanimates the heart and maintains youth.’

      “I have no idea where he’d picked that up but it must be true – just look at me.” And he placed an avuncular arm around Baudet’s shoulders. Smiling gently, he spoke in a soft voice, “I had a son like you – blond, handsome – and a wife.”

      “Where are they today?”

      “With the Good Lord above. I was sailing out of Arles with cargo and they had come along to enjoy the clement weather and the sheer pleasure of our river.” He paused and sipped his brandy before continuing, head lowered: “An enormous barge, three times our size, came directly at us… on the wrong side… It gave us no chance whatsoever to steer away… cut us in two, simple as that. I swam to the bank but there was no sign of my wife or son. The current, always strong, especially on days when it seemed to be at its slowest, swept them off. We found their bodies four days later, miles downstream.”

      “You must miss them.” These were the only words that came to mind and Baudet immediately regretted uttering such a meaningless observation.

      “Ay, you could say that. So, nowadays, I put all my efforts into my business – it takes my mind off that fateful day.” A tear trickled down his face that he at once brushed away; sentimentality was an emotion he disliked.

      Baudet said nothing but he was visibly moved by the story. Staring at the long wide expanse of swirling water surrounding him, he felt isolated, alone against the world, fearful of his future.

      “Mother, I hope that you and Lorence are safe and well without me to look after you. I think about you but I cannot change my course – like a ship that’s set for its destination, sails billowing – I have to see this through, but I will see you both again, some time.” His daydream was interrupted by the captain crying out: “Hands! Mooring ahead!” And, in an instant, the two black-skinned sailors appeared, one fore, one aft, ready to leap on to the jetty and tie up the boat. Another barge arrived before them and, pointing to it, the captain turned to Baudet. “Ah, I recognise that vessel – an old friend of mine and it just might prove to be your lucky day.” Baudet looked quizzical. “His trade is done from here down to Marseilles so, if he’s minded, and he owes me a few favours, he might give you passage to your journey’s end. We’ll find him in the tavern, if I know him.”

      Sure enough, as the captain had predicted, in the hostelry they found – or, rather, could not miss – the giant of a man who, seeing them enter, got up from his table and, towering above them both, gripped his friend in a bear hug that all but crushed his ribs and let out a thunderous roar: “You old dog! How are you?”

      Extricating himself from the suffocating embrace, he replied: “Good, thank you, and you look well, too.”

      “Can’t complain, serves no purpose if you do. Landlord! Bring ale over here!” A man from behind the counter promptly shuffled over to their table and filled tankards for them. His captain introduced Baudet to the stranger who listened to the captain’s request: “You’re bound for Marseilles then, young man?”

      “That I am, Monsieur, but the place is unknown to me.”

      “Mmm… I was born and bred in Marseilles yet I hate it when I’m there and need it when I’m away. A man can either make his fortune or meet his end there. So, a word of advice – trust nobody, suspect everybody and watch your back. You’ll find decent honest folk soon enough.

      “I’ll remember that, thank you kindly.”

      “Glad to help you. You might as well join my boat tomorrow morning.”

      Thus, the final leg of Baudet’s travels was assured. He enjoyed a hearty meal and also the company was convivial and raucous and somewhat allayed his trepidation after the warning about his intended home city. However, he was nervous, as any young man leaving familiar surroundings and family would be, and his sleep that night was fitful.

      The next morning at dawn, Baudet bid his former captain farewell and jumped aboard the boat bound for Marseilles. The weather was most pleasant, his new skipper friendly, and he now resolved to make his fortune, not meet his end, as had been suggested the previous evening.
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      Marseilles, winter 1673

      The barge drifted smoothly, under a sole jib sail, through the entrance and into the deep basin of the port of Marseilles. On the left rose the Tour Saint-Jean, supporting its commanding lighthouse; on the right, the squat fortress of Saint-Nicolas guarded the east side of the dock.

      King Louis XlV justified his construction of these two bastions, proclaiming: “We noticed that the inhabitants of Marseilles were extremely fond of nice fortresses, hence these two at the approach of this great port.” But, in response to local uprisings against the governor, their cannons pointed inwards towards the town. What the Sun King said, during his long reign, was not always borne out by his actions, nor did they have to be; he was king by divine right. He sensed that conflicts were the ideal way to enhance his glory so, in peacetime, he concentrated on preparing for the next war.

      Both Saint-Jean and Saint-Nicolas had garrisons of soldiers, as ordered by the city governor, ready to repel invaders or subdue insurgents within. However, at that particular moment, King Louis, his glorious courtiers and troops were the last thing on Baudet’s mind.

      As the vessel passed the forts, the rippling Mediterranean gave way to the stillness of the sheltered harbour. A Vespers bell sounded and daylight was fading as the boat glided up to a vacant mooring for two hands to jump ashore and tie up the fore and aft lines around sturdy bollards.

      “Thank you for your help,” Baudet said with a smile, shaking the captain’s hand.

      “My pleasure, young man,” came the reply, “and I wish you good luck.”

      He cut a lonely figure on the quay, his pack over his shoulder and his father’s spear held upright, like a soldier standing on guard. As far as he could see, boat after boat, many three or four abreast, bobbed up and down, grating hull against hull and testimony to the thriving trade in and out of the city. At intervals, matching the length of a boat, tall wooden treadwheel cranes and hoists pointed towards the heavens, their day’s work done and, next to each derrick, iron braziers glowed with burning coals, casting dancing shadows over men sitting on benches in groups of four or five, hands held open to warm by the fire. Even in winter, the temperature was temperate during the day but fell markedly with nightfall.

      Plucking up courage, Baudet started walking, slowly, into a new world and adventure but unsure of what lay ahead. A little way back from the water’s edge, one warehouse after another, some with their tall doors open, lights showing and activity audible from within, others securely locked, lined the quayside. All nature of carts and barrows by now unloaded were ready for the following day’s cargo. Baudet assumed any horses were stabled elsewhere, behind the stores. “Maybe I could find work in the stables – I’d enjoy that,” he thought. But, as yet, plans for his future employment were vague in his mind and he realised a place of this size would offer a thousand different avenues for workers, or so he hoped.

      Nearing the first brazier he paused, at a discrete distance, to watch and listen to men waving their arms about wildly – shouting insults for all he knew – at each other. They were dressed in long, flowing robes that reached their feet – similar to those worn by a priest – but with a striped pattern woven into the fabric. His attention focused most acutely on their heads bound with strips of cloth he thought were bandages. “Poor men! They must be all returned from the battlefield to sustain such injuries.” The men in question wore turban-like head coverings that distinguished their tribe in northern African countries whence they originated.

      

      He observed them, motionless, afraid of revealing his presence, when an even stranger characteristic of these nomadic sailors caught his notice. He did not recognise the words they uttered. Words they were, but none that he made sense of. “I’m not well travelled, I rarely left Vordan, but I’d not expected to meet with languages that must be spoken in lands far beyond my world.” He moved on, keeping in shadow, to the next brazier and was relieved to see this next assemblage dressed in tunics and boots like his own. By now his curiosity was intense. “How would these folk speak?” He strained his ears but, once more, their tongue did not resonate with him.

      “I’m too far away to hear.” Taking a deep breath, he marched up them.

      “Excuse me, gentlemen.”

      As one, they fell silent. One man turned around and asked, with suspicion: “Who be you, boy?”

      “My name is Baudet Desmarais. I’ve just arrived here, so I know nobody. Could you direct me to an inn where I can find a bed?”

      The man gave his companion a shove, sending him reeling off his bench, yelling,

      “Hey! This ’ere master may be a visitor but I’ll wager he’s got more in the way of brains and manners than you!” The other men roared with laughter, rocking to and fro.

      “Pay him no heed, we are proud to welcome strangers even if we ourselves are not natives. So, from whence do you hail?”

      “From Vordan.”

      “Vordan?”

      “Ay, it’s a small village on the Petit Rhône, two days away from Arles.”

      “Never heard of it – I keep to the coast. But no matter, you’re wanting a room… let me think… yes, carry on down the quay until you see the Hôtel de Ville, turn left, down two streets until you make the Place Daviel and the Auberge Fabien is in front of you. Many of my sailor friends use it – fine ale and a delightful bouillabaisse.” Baudet’s face showed ignorance, but he listened as the man explained: “It’s a fish stew, the best for miles around.” Another man butted in: “Ay, and it’s got slimy stingy jellyfish in it, the lovely man o’ war sort,” and he leaned back sharply to avoid the usual cuff round the ears.

      Following the directions, grateful he had encountered this generous man and, on a practical level, relieved that he had understood almost every word said to him, unlike the Arabs’ tongue. While living in Marseilles, he realised he would have to come to terms with the language difficulty and he decided when in Rome, do as the Romans do. “Where did I get that from?” he pondered randomly, with a sardonic smile. “It’s true, though, and I reckon I’ve made a reasonable start.”

      The unusual speech he was encountering – apart from tongues that came from distant shores – was the Occitan dialect, spoken in Provence and much of southern France. Over the centuries, it had become the vehicle for the influential poetry of the troubadours, appreciated and celebrated throughout the region, by the illiterate and by the better-educated populace alike. The common man learned the language by word of mouth. Although the gradual imposition of royal power over the territory meant an eventual decline in its status – King Louis took a dislike for anything, such as local dialects, if he thought it might undermine his divine authority. Nevertheless, Baudet would have to struggle, at times, to master it. But he was not going to allow any obstacle to hinder his progress and establishment into the fabric of Marseilles life – a testament to the young man’s desire to be accepted as a city resident. Ultimately, the four Gospels, Matthew, Mark, Luke and John, were translated into the dialect – Occitan had received the blessing of the Holy Father.

      After a short while walking through the streets he doubted could take a horse and cart, they were so narrow, he entered the Place Daviel. Facing him, lights shining through tiny windows, stood the Auberge Fabien, its sign swinging, creaking, above the door. Taking a moment to gather his wits, he went in to be confronted with a world he had never before experienced – a bizarre, frightening mass of strange costumes, aromatic smells, bewildering parlance and skins ranging from pale lily-white to shiny ebony-black.

      The atmosphere within, although most unusual on first impression, was, as far as he could tell, friendly and, scanning the room he saw more smiles than scowls. Reassured, he made his way gently through groups of men and women standing drinking, beakers and tankards in hand, to the counter behind which the landlord surveyed his business.

      “Good evening, Monsieur, what will it be, ale, wine or something stronger?”

      “I’ll take ale, thank you,” he replied and he watched the man fill to overflowing a pewter tankard from a barrel sitting on a cradle on the counter top. The innkeeper was a giant of a man – broad shoulders, shiny bald head, biceps bulging under the fabric of his tunic. “Just the sort of man to ensure the good behaviour of any drunk customer,” Baudet reflected but, as he took his first sip of ale, his gaze fixed on the giant’s right arm – the limb had no hand, simply a stump at the wrist. “My Good Lord! He has no hand!” It required a moment to reinforce in his head what his eyes were seeing. He tried hard to assimilate the chilling spectacle – maybe it would not be difficult for a battle-hardened trooper but such he was not. The host noticed Baudet’s consternation, smiled, revealing even white teeth, and enquired: “Looking at my hand, are you, M’sieur – or, rather, my lack of hand?” He gave a deep hearty roar. “You’re new here, aren’t you? My name’s Dizier, and you?”

      “Baudet, Baudet Desmarais.”

      “Welcome, Baudet.” His eyes moved to his stump. “Lost it fighting for the Duke of Provence, himself, when he was not getting on with his neighbours in Languedoc, if I can put it that way. We saw off hordes of bandits who… who agreed to stop their barbaric incursions into the Duke’s villages – thieves and rapists all.” Once again, he roared, throwing back his head but this time for no obvious reason, it was simply a mannerism. Baudet warmed to him from the start.

      “Where are you from, then?”

      “Vordan, a place to the west of Arles.”

      “I know Arles… got a cousin there, if my memory serves me correct…”

      “Do you have a bed for the night?”

      “Of course, follow me.” And, as a matter of business, he informed Baudet of the price.

      Dizier led his guest into a dark hallway and up a flight of rickety stairs.

      “Wait here a moment while I light a lamp.” He went into the room in front of them and emerged a couple of minutes later.

      “That’s better, we can see what’s what now.”

      Our young boy decided Dizier was a decent man, just the type he needed on his arrival in a new city. The bedroom was simple but adequate with a bed, a small table and chair, a wash basin on a stand and a fireplace, as yet without a fire.

      “I’ll have my lad lay it for you so the room will soon warm up, and I assume M’sieur will take supper in our humble establishment?”

      “Indeed, I will, landlord.”

      Removing his pack, he propped his spear up behind the door, as if he might use it, should an unwanted intruder visit him. As he did so, he rebuked himself for such a silly idea. Splashing water on his face, he felt refreshed and returned downstairs. His friendly landlord guided him to a table by the fire.

      “Here we are, M’sieur, I kept it special for you.” and he signalled with his truncated arm for the lad to bring ale.

      “Just wave when you want more, you can settle the bill at the end of the evening before you retire. Supper is nearly ready, my wife’s been busy all day in the kitchen. It’s bouillabaisse. I bought the fish fresh from the quay today.”

      “Thank you, Dizier.” He was reminded of the dangerous man o’ war jellyfish and smiled at the idiot’s jest from earlier in the day.

      The blazing fire was hardly necessary as the body heat generated by the crowded tavern would have been sufficient to embrace the room with warmth… Taking a draught of his ale, he was starting to feel pleasantly relaxed after the exertion and emotional stress of the last few days. His eyes roamed from one group of drinkers to the next. From his limited experience of people or places other than Vordan, he was ill-equipped to assign them to one country in particular – he knew only that they were dissimilar to his own kind.

      In one corner, he had seen the likes of those men, and not long since. “Striped cassocks, heads bound, arms flailing, as on the quayside, they must be Arabs… yes, that’s what one of them said, Arabs.” Then he watched short, slim men in wide-sleeved silken robes, their skin a yellowish hue, eyes almost closed, although they were not sleeping. Turning around, his breath was taken away on seeing people whose near-black features shone in the light from the fire, their hair a mass of tight dark curls, but close to the scalp like a tight-fitting bonnet. He was almost grateful to find, on an adjacent table, four men and two women playing some sort of game with cards, and dressed in tunics like his own.

      At that moment, conversations in the room changed to cheering accompanied by everyone banging tankards on tables, creating a raucous noise. Baudet fully expected a brawl to ensue – but not so. Dizier appeared from the kitchen, needing every ounce of his strength to lift an enormous cast-iron pot on to the counter. When he removed the lid, a sweet-smelling aroma rose and began to permeate the air. While his lad moved among the tables, a wicker basket on his arm, placing crusty loaves on each, he ladled the bouillabaisse he had mentioned earlier that evening into bowls for his diminutive wife to serve to the hungry customers.

      Baudet leaned over to smell the stew and he was certainly not disappointed. From the first taste, he knew that, indulging in in the comfort of a deeply rich, warmly inviting bowl of bouillabaisse, surrounded by the calming sound of the sea, the sun shining across a watercolour palette of blue and green, was the best way to appreciate the essential Marseilles he was adopting as home. Floating in the broth flavoured with fennel, basil, garlic and tomatoes were pieces of monkfish, red mullet, sea bass and cod, along with mussels still in their shells.

      After a few minutes, the crashing of tankards resumed – the acknowledgement of an excellent supper. Madame Dizier gave a broad smile and Dizier waved his famous short right arm. “These folk, without doubt, are from the four corners of the globe, yet they enjoy and are united by food. How strange!”

      With every bowl empty, the last vestiges of the meal mopped up with bread, the lad cleared them away and the serious business of drinking and arguing resumed. Baudet’s attention was drawn to the card players, involved with passion, that was plain to see, in an activity he had never seen. He watched, following every positioning of cards on the table but understanding none of it. Moving his chair sideways to obtain a better view, he craned his neck – he saw money being distributed and collected. “I have to find out what this game is about.” And the man holding the pack turned to him, saying: “What are you staring at, boy?” The aggression in his voice was unexpected.

      “Your game, M’sieur, I’d like to know it.”

      The man’s attitude softened. “Our game, you say? But everybody plays it. You must have led a sheltered life.” The group sniggered but he continued regardless: “I’ll explain it to you gladly. Come, sit next to me.”

      Baudet did as he was told. Now he examined the man at close quarters. “He is, most likely, a stevedore… but those hands… huge and strong as a lobster’s pincers, belie his dextrous manipulation of the cards.”

      This hirsute man with his bewhiskered face was not as frightening as his features might have suggested. He laid out the whole pack for his pupil to peruse, flattered that anyone was requesting, for the first time in his life, his explanation on anything. He was more accustomed to following orders and speaking only when he was spoken to.

      “So, young man, as you can see, there are four suits… then four lots of honours… knave… queen…” Baudet’s focus was captured by those beautifully illustrated honours cards.

      “Ay, they are special, are they not?”

      “Indeed. I’ve not seen anything as wonderful, ever.” He was referring to the intricate hand-painted picture cards. The figures were so lifelike they might talk, he mused, enchanted by such workmanship: vivid colours, eloquence, and finesse in the lettering.

      “Let me tell you, M’sieur, this pack cost me two months labouring at the docks, two months when I hardly ate or drank to pay Monsieur Grimaud a commission to produce them for me. His shop is on Rue Papère up in the north side of town and, believe me, his work is bought by royalty, such is his reputation. Each pack is unique, not one the same as another.”

      Try as he might, Baudet could not avert his sight from the illustrations. “One day, I will produce designs like those.” He knew not why he suddenly had that idea. The banker, for that was what they called him, coughed to regain his attention. “Would you care to partake in a game with us?”

      “What was it that kind captain said to me..? Ah, yes, trust nobody, suspect everything and watch your back.”

      “Perhaps another time, but thank you for your explanation – that is much appreciated. I look forward to your telling me the rules, when we have more time.”

      That night, he slept well, although his mind was racing with images of the painted kings and queens and his spirit told him he would, one day, learn how to create work like that he had admired earlier in the tavern.
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      Marseilles, winter 1673

      The creaking sound from the rickety stairs announced Baudet’s coming down for breakfast. Morning had barely broken and the tavern was empty apart from Madame Dizier, sitting at a table by a roaring fire. An oil lamp on the wall cast eerie shadows around her, lending a spectral quality to her diminutive figure as she hummed a gentle tune to accompany her peeling of vegetables in an enormous bowl. Hearing her guest’s arrival, she looked up from her work,

      “Monsieur Baudet, good morning. I trust you slept well?”

      “Very well, thank you, Madame.”

      “Help yourself.” She pointed to another table. “There’s fruit, milk and fresh bread delivered this very morning by my brother. He’s a baker with a shop a few streets away. I swear he makes the best bread in all Marseilles – it’s still warm from the oven.”

      Baudet sat to eat the food, feeling strangely awkward, the two of them alone and neither now speaking.

      “There,” she began, “now, come and sit beside me.”

      He did as he was instructed and, before she could continue, he chirped: “Madame, I would like to take the room for three months, if it suits.”

      “Why of course, my dear boy, your money is as good as the next man’s.”

      “Settled then. I’ll pay your husband later.”

      “Three months, you say… so, what are your plans in our fair city? Tell me and, if I can be of assistance… but first, a drop of sustenance.” She got up, went behind the counter, and came back with two glasses and a blue bottle. Carefully easing out the cork, she proceeded to pour a golden spirit that, catching its aroma, he recognised as brandy, the same he had been given on the old captain’s boat.

      “It’s exceptional,” she whispered, as if there were others in the room who could hear, “and I only serve it to special customers. Your good health.”

      They touched glasses in a toast and she waited patiently for Baudet to speak.

      He smacked his lips in appreciation of the drink and related, briefly, his life in Vordan and his journey to Marseilles where he intended to better himself.

      Madame Dizier took a sip of brandy, distracted for a moment, then began: “Marseilles is my city and it stretches for miles, from the beautiful warm Mediterranean Sea in the south, only stopping its growth in the north and east by mountains. The River Rhône completes our defences – much needed since the ancient city walls crumbled long ago. And we get hot dry summers but chilly winters – not too chilly, mind you.”

      He gazed at this small woman, round-faced and rosy-cheeked, hair tied back in a bun. Her manner of speaking could have been that of a school ma’am, not that he had ever heard such a tone, his education being limited to hearing adults in and around his hometown. He at once warmed to her.

      “Is that so?” he answered mechanically.

      “Indeed, it is. But to start, my words of advice are to always be on your guard…”

      “Trust nobody and suspect everything…” This sentiment, and not for the first time, resounded in his brain.

      “There are good and bad people, of course but, until you feel comfortable, take care.” Baudet nodded. “There are parts of Marseilles I’m not familiar with but I suggest you begin your exploration at the old port then go into the Panier district.”

      “The basket, Madame?”

      The woman leaned back and let out a hearty laugh that echoed around the deserted room: panier was basket, sure enough.

      “Let me explain. There’s a tavern there that goes by the name of Logis du Panier. Over time, it’s been shortened simply to Panier.”

      “Ah, that makes sense. Do you know this quarter?”

      “I was born there, 45 years since. I was 20 when I met Monsieur Dizier, who was just establishing the business we run today. We married and I became the landlady of the Auberge Fabien, at his side. The Panier will always be my home, though. I chuckle at people, mainly outsiders, who believe it’s the ‘bread basket of Marseilles’, which it is not. Then, I’ve heard it suggested it’s the basket-weaving centre of the city. Again, this is not true.” She paused, took another sip and added. chortling: “Then, there are so many explanations, anything that could possibly be why it is the Panier – after an old woman never seen without her basket and, best of all, greedy priests who pass round a basket for the offertory rather than a plate! None of this, Le Panier is an inn where you can drink, eat and sleep.”

      “I’ll remember that, and you must be well known in the Panier?”

      “At one time, yes, but nowadays people come and go, like proverbial ships that pass in the night, as it were. We’ve learned to accept them… strangers, I mean, visitors who come in every colour of the rainbow – whitish, brown, black, yellow…” She screwed up her eyes and Baudet took this facial gesture as an expression of distaste. “…From all ends of the planet, on the boats, usually. Around now it’s the season for the Mistral and we reckon it fair blows them to us.”

      “The Mistral?”

      “Ay, in our tongue it’s Mistrau that means ‘masterly’, and such it is! It starts way up north and grows into a violent storm as it rushes down the Rhône valley to the sea. Master Baudet, if you are sincere in wanting to live here, you’ll have to contend with the Mistral, like the rest of us. When it blows it can rip off roof tiles even though the houses are built facing south with their backs to the wind, and you will see mighty oak trees that grow bent towards the south, too… they know they could not survive if they were upright. You can still find ruins of the old city defences that were also to protect people’s fires from dying out. Look up at the bell towers of our churches, they vaunt open ironwork frameworks so the gale can pass through without damage.” She noticed Baudet’s grimace and smiled encouragingly. “It’s not all bad, though – it can also drive away dust that descends on us, giving us clear air at nighttime and it’s warm so it can save crops from the frost. Finally, I would warn you the Mistral has the power to render a sane man insane… a madman!” She held her solemn face for as long as possible, then relented, letting out her formidable guffaw. “I jest, Baudet, we don’t need no Mistral to do that here – most of ’em are mad already!”

      They both burst into ebullient laughter, touching glasses and taking a draught of brandy. Even so early into their relationship, she unknowingly viewed him as the son she had lost to the river; he felt she was a replacement for the beloved mother he had left in Vordan and the lady was, certainly, the driving force behind the Auberge Fabien business.

      “It’s time I was off…” he began but was interrupted.

      “One moment.” Madame Dizier went to the counter and brought back a small flat-sided glass bottle. Removing the cork, she carefully poured brandy from the one on their table to the other. Replacing the stopper, she handed it to him, saying: “Take this, it will keep out the chill.” He slipped it into a pocket of his tunic, saying: “You are most generous, Madame Dizier.” Pulling his cape tight around his shoulders, he turned and left the landlady to prepare her vegetables.

      Outside, he took the Rue Caisserie heading in the direction of the old port. Within the space of half a mile he walked past a mosque, a synagogue and a Christian church, reinforcing the landlady’s description of all sorts of people. A priest, covered from head to toe with a black cassock, stood on the steps of Notre-Dame des Accoules. He nodded, smiled, gave a bonjour or beau temps to any passer-by, whether a member of his congregation, a believer, or not. Popular traditions – many widely regarded as pagan – blended with Christian orthodoxy to create a hybrid view of the world and a very cosmopolitan Marseilles society.

      If you did not commit to the Good Lord or the Prophet Allah, you could believe in magic that was a special knowledge needed to manipulate nature and only some adepts might attain this status.

      In the city’s circus booths and across market stalls, alchemists focused on moving minerals, astrologers on reading the stars and signs of the zodiac and there were witches, who were thought to be particularly good at exploiting animals, including human beings, and blending herbs and other organic substances. Baudet’s experience of Marseilles would be touched by some or all of these practices. Since childhood he had wondered: “Why are witches so feared?” The answer was that almost no one, educated or not, doubted the reality of magic. From their insignificant family priest in Vordan to the Right Reverend Bishop of Marseilles, Christian clergy saw witches and sorcerers as competitors for their authority to assure blessings, healing and good fortune from the verses of the Bible. Witches were regularly attacked with the Church turning a blind eye.

      Baudet found himself by the Hôtel de Ville, beyond which was the port he sought. Day had well and truly broken, with neither wind nor rain, and he began his exploration in a childishly excited frame of mind. Before him, to the left and right, extended the shiny calm water of the Marseilles Vieux Port. Braziers, glowing with hot red coals, gave off warmth for anybody who chose to pause his work for a moment or two to warm his hands. Moored by taut hawsers tied round bollards and through iron rings on the quayside, narrow river barges, wide-beamed boats, single and double-masted ships, their sails furled, all lay secure with hatches unfastened for their crews to load and unload merchandise; it was an alive and vibrant place.

      Baudet removed the bottle Madame Dizier had given to him from his pocket, took a sip and walked slowly up the Quay du Port to the north end where he turned and came back, absorbing the sights and smells that were alien to him, given his previous life. He peered curiously into the mysterious dark warehouses, their huge doors wide open for trade. Acknowledging this and that docker, out of politeness, he did not fail to smile at young girls promenading in pairs, his naive mind unaware of the reason why they were there, in a district not conducive to taking the air but to providing myriad illicit services. He watched children, many too young to be out of the family home alone, dodging in between piles of barrels, bales of fabric, cranes and braziers, chasing each other with games of tag or hide and seek. Some, showing no fear of being apprehended, grabbed an apple or other fruit from flat-back carts, racing away from the owners who cursed and threatened a good beating, should they be caught.

      Another person attracted his gaze. A tall frowning man wearing a black floppy hat and casually waving a short wooden truncheon, appeared to possess the ability to make people give him a wide berth. He was accompanied by a colleague who was dressed similarly and who, too, carried a truncheon. King Louis had recently sent out an edict to the authorities of provinces of his kingdom that they should establish a magistracy with officers: “To ensure the peace and quiet of public and private individuals, to purge their city of whatever may cause disturbances, with each and every citizen living according to their station and their duties.” These upholders and enforcers of the law, after the edict, should not be crossed for fear of summary incarceration, which is what Baudet witnessed: a man suspected of burglary, entering a wine merchant’s house one dark night, and making off with two silver candlesticks and several valuable platters. The theft was discovered when the merchant came downstairs the next morning to be faced with an almost empty sideboard.

      “Come along quietly. No fuss, no cuffs if you behave yourself. Take us to your house this moment and, no doubt, we’ll find a collection of fine silverware.” The man, reluctantly, agreed and prayed they would not find his booty buried in his back yard.

      Baudet continued along the quayside, revelling in the atmosphere created by the now swelling numbers of workers and visitors to the port. It was, indeed, for this innocent young man from Vordan, a heady, intoxicating sensation and so lost was he in his rapture that he crashed inadvertently into a man, sending him sprawling to the ground. Stricken with remorse at his clumsiness, he helped the old gentleman to his feet, picking up his walking stick and started to dust him down.

      “Please forgive me, monsieur, I did not see you.”

      “Neither did I see you, my friend,” came the reply. Around his neck hung a sign in bold letters: “AVEUGLE – AIDEZ-MOI, JE VOUS EN PRIE. MERCI.” (Blind – help me please – thank you.)

      “You’re… b-blind!”

      “Ay, and I’d be obliged if you would make sure no coins have fallen out of my cup.”

      Baudet checked all around them and confirmed,

      “There are none.”

      “Then I’ll be on my way.”

      “Wait! A moment.” Reaching for his money pouch from inside his tunic, he dropped a couple of coins into the receptacle.

      “God bless you, M’sieur.” Feeling the way ahead with his stick, he moved on. Baudet had never seen a beggar in his life, and certainly not a blind one. He felt ashamed, frightened, and pitiful from the event, all in one.

      Further on, a young woman approached, greeting him with: “Hail fellow, well met!” Not knowing how to answer, he smiled at her and she smiled back provocatively. Over her arm she carried a basket loaded with bunches of purple lavender, white hydrangea and golden yellow marguerite flowers.

      “I’ll wager young sir would like to take some of my fine blooms home to his good lady… remember, they stand for love…”

      Realising she was selling, he recoiled and began to walk away, saying: “Thank you, but no.”

      “A pox on you then!” The girl spat the words in his direction.

      “This is not a reassuring introduction to Marseilles,” he mused ruefully. “But who’s this unfortunate fellow?” Ahead, an old man, bent almost double through a deformed spine, looked up at him with obvious pain and implored: “Alms, sir, alms for a poor cripple!” He held a plate towards Baudet who, moved as he had been with the sightless man, dropped a coin on to the dish.

      “May the Lord bless and keep you, kind sir. I know you will achieve good things.” Baudet went on without answering and was struck, even scared, by those words that he had heard before. “Good things? He’s a stranger, how can he know?”

      For the rest of his stroll to reach the Butte Saint Laurent and its church, perched on a rocky outcrop that marked the end of the port and start of the sea, he came across a few more beggars – some with physical deformities, others merely old, feeble and down on their luck. He resisted throwing them coins. “They seem to be everywhere and if I’m not careful I’ll soon run short of money!” Climbing the steep steps to get to the church left him out of breath and he sat down on a stone bench. Taking out his bottle of brandy, he had a welcome, reviving sip. From this vantage point the panorama amazed him. Below, the whole port was visible – its boats, its people, the beating heart of the city. Behind him extended the Panier district Madame Dizier had described and, over the water to the other side of the harbour mouth his eyes rested on one building that he noticed because of its unusual design. Was it a fort? It had massive stone walls and crenellated towers, like a castle. Then, out of the blue, someone tapped him on his shoulder. Jumping to his feet, he feared he was about to be attacked and raised his clenched fists, ready to fight. However, his “assailant” was no less than a priest, in a dark cassock and with a silver cross on a chain around his neck.

      “Please, accept my apologies, I did not mean to startle you.” Baudet lowered his clenched fists and took a deep breath.

      “N-no, Father, it is of no matter.” He extended his hand and the cleric shook it warmly.

      “My name is Baudet.”

      “And I am Father Philippe. This is my church of Saint Laurent. You are most welcome and I assume you are a stranger to this part of Marseilles?”

      “How do you know that?”

      “You have climbed the steep steps but there is a far easier path on the other side of the Butte.”

      “Yes, father, I’m newly arrived in Marseilles and will be seeking work.” He offered his bottle to the priest who readily accepted, taking more than a respectful sip of Madame Dizier’s best liquor.

      “Are you of the faith?” Father Philippe asked, in a friendly tone of voice.

      “Of the faith? What does that mean?”

      “Do you believe in the Christian religion?”

      “I suppose I do. At least my parents would take me and my sister to Sunday mass.”

      “I am pleased to hear it and, whosoever you are, we will be happy to accept you among us in Saint Laurent’s holy church.”

      Baudet was not giving the man his full attention but was staring once more across the harbour.

      “What is that building, over there, the one that I assume is a castle?”

      “It is the Saint Victor abbey.”

      “What, pray, is an abbey?”

      “The home of the order of Benedictine monks although, as I understand it, they nowadays call themselves Cistercians. They are not a closed order and can been seen around the city in their white tunics. I believe they perform charitable acts but I do not pretend to be an expert on their lives. One church here tends to keep itself to itself, if you understand me.”

      “I think I do, Father, and thank you for your time. I am simply curious.”

      More than curious, he was experiencing a bizarre attraction for this order he knew nothing about, housed in that intriguing edifice with its thick stone walls and crenellated square towers. The priest resumed,

      “Maybe you should knock on their gate and ask to be shown around – I’m sure they wouldn’t mind, in fact, I doubt they have many visitors.”

      “I might well do that but, first, there are districts such as the Panier that I’d like to investigate. The landlady of the Auberge Fabien, where I am lodging, has told me much about it but I need to see for myself.”

      “Of course. You say the Auberge Fabien… ah, yes, Madame Dizier. She attends our church regularly. She’s a good woman. Well, when you meet a potential employer, don’t hesitate to mention my name – it will be of help for you.”

      “I am grateful, Father. I must return to the inn now, I can smell Madame’s supper from here!”

      Father Philippe smiled and disappeared into the church behind them.
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        * * *

      

      Criou was a young man of about Baudet’s age: tall, slim and handsome with curly black hair and deep blue eyes that could melt the heart of any girl, an asset he regularly made use of. In and around the Panier, he made his living from a trade that, should he be apprehended by the magistrate’s men, would result in time in the stocks or even a judicial flogging: pickpocketing was his art. As well as providing him with the wherewithal to live and care for his sick mother, he regarded stealing money or other valuables from a person, usually out of a pocket, as a challenge. After all, he reasoned, the reward was payment for the risks he took. Among his like-minded roguish friends, he boasted his considerable dexterity and knack for his distraction of the wealthy citizen who was, in his estimation, a legitimate quarry – a stumble here, an “accidental” nudge there, and his hand was in and out of the person’s coat or jacket in a flash, apologising profusely as he made away before the felony was discovered.

      Later that evening he put his ailing mother in her bed, as usual, and helped her to swallow the herbal drink he had managed to procure from the apothecary. To have a doctor visit was out of the question, the cost being way beyond their means. She was a lady to whom he owed a great deal.

      Leaving their humble cottage in Rue du Refuge, he walked along the streets of the Panier to the Auberge Fabien where he would join in a card school – with the same group of men that Baudet had observed playing, with cards whose breathtaking illuminations had kindled a latent desire to reproduce the same, one day, by his own hand.

      To Criou, gambling was tantamount to pickpocketing. He explained it away: “You place a bet, that’s your hand moving close towards the pocket – you raise your bet, and your hand’s inside, no turning back – you pull out a watch just like you collect up your winnings – but, the justice’s fist on your shoulder then locking you in manacles, that was your luck gone, your queen trumped by a king. Life’s one eternal game.”

      Baudet sat at the same table to eat supper, next to the one where the men, including Criou, were playing cards.
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      Le Panier, Marseilles, winter 1673

      The bewhiskered man, as he had the previous evening, invited Baudet to sit at his table. Three other men, and Criou, made up the card school.

      “Ale, landlord!” He called, his black beard twitching and glistening in the light from the fire. With tankards replenished, he shuffled the Grimaud pack of cards that had gripped Baudet’s imagination with their mysterious illuminations created, no doubt, by masterly artists.

      “We’re playing vingt-et-un tonight, as we do every night. He pronounced the name of the game, vingt… et… un, solemnly, for his guest’s edification.

      “Watch carefully, you’ll soon understand the rules and I might even allow you to join us in a hand or two. Mind you, I’m assuming you have funds upon your person? By that, I mean money.” His cronies burst into laughter, banging their tankards on the table. Criou remained still, his deep blue eyes moving from one man to the next, not unlike a wily beast deciding the best tactic before pouncing. His shrewd appreciation of the game belied his tender years. The table fell calm as the hirsute banker ceremoniously shuffled the deck again and dealt each player his first card. They viewed its value, holding it close to their chest then, after serious deliberation, placed one or more coins down, anticipating a second deal on which they either increased their bet, or not. The banker, intentionally, ignored Baudet who, by his tightly pursed lips and screwed eyes, was confused by what he saw and it was Criou who spoke to him quietly: “Keep your money safe in your purse.”

      “Why?”

      “Because they are thickheads, but they well know how to cheat.”

      Grateful for this timely warning, Baudet sat still and merely observed the game. After several hands, Criou had more than doubled his stakes and, throwing a coin towards the banker, out of courtesy, ushered his new friend to another table.

      “What! Leaving the game so soon, Criou? No doubt you’ll give us a chance to recoup our losses sometime?”

      “No doubt,” came the curt reply.

      Extending a hand, the man introduced himself: “I’m Criou, from Le Panier.”

      Baudet’s ears pricked up at the mention of the district whose name seemed to be occurring frequently.

      “You’re a stranger, certainly to vingt-et-un.”

      “Is it obvious?”

      “It is.” Criou smiled and raised his tankard in a toast.

      “So, I don’t get the game but, tell me, how is it you’ve come away on the winning side?”

      Criou’s smile widened, revealing even white teeth. “It’s simple,” he began, “they like to think they are skilful but not so. It’s easy to read their hands, even with the cards face down. You see, they are predictable morons and, believe me, in my life I’ve come up against better opponents than these!”

      “That’s good to know.” Baudet was grateful he had not been drawn into a dangerous situation and he continued softly: “My thanks to you, Criou.” He drank some ale then said: “Father Philippe from the Saint Laurent church welcomed me to Marseilles yesterday.”

      “Philippe, yes, he’s a good man but, whenever I come across him, he goes on and on with that Bible nonsense – at least, it’s nonsense to me. I live by my own rules, not someone else’s.”

      “And what’s your trade?”

      “Trade! I wouldn’t exactly describe it as a trade.” He eyed Baudet hard, up and down, and, deciding his new acquaintance was a man to be trusted, he elucidated: “How should I put it..? I relieve the rich and privileged of the goods, chattels and coins that they don’t need and, therefore, will not miss. I suppose I’m an apprentice for my job because I never stop learning.”

      Baudet’s expression initially showed complete confusion until it dawned on him: “You mean you’re a thief?”

      “Hey! Less of that, my friend!”

      Baudet at last understood. “I have left Vordan, a sheltered innocent place where crime is uncommon but this is the real world.” He frowned and asked: “Do you commit burglaries?”

      “No, but I’m a real master when it comes to slipping my hand into a pocket or money pouch. Would you join me? Two heads are better than one and I’d divide the pickings 50-50.” He grinned and smacked his lips to back up his words.

      The proposal rocked Baudet back in his chair. “What on earth? This Criou person is an unknown yet he’s revealing his secrets to me and, from what I understand and can remember from Sunday morning masses in our church, taking anything illegally from another is contrary to the verses of the Bible. I could not possibly accept his proposition of a partnership in crime!”

      For what seemed an eternity, he avoided eye contact with Criou, instead staring into his tankard whence the words from Ephesians came into his head, mysteriously telling him:

      “Let the thief no longer steal, but rather let him labour, doing honest work with his own hands, so that he may have something to share with anyone in need.”

      Just then Criou, as if he was able to read his thoughts, went on to explain: “Do you think that I keep their valuables for myself, for I sense that’s what you’ve decided.?”

      Baudet did not answer.

      “No, my friend. Have you heard of Robin of Loxley?”

      “No.”

      “Well I’ve overheard sailors from the kingdom of England relate the legend in the taverns. Robin was an outlaw, a man forced to live with his band of followers, deep in the forest, for there was a bounty on his head, set by the evil Sheriff of Nottingham who was, in turn, an officer of King John. Do you want to know why I’m telling you this? Well, Robin stole and he was, therefore, a thief but he stole only from the rich and then gave it to the poor and needy of Nottingham.”

      “To share with anyone in need,” the words from the Epistle to the Ephesians ran through Baudet’s head.

      Criou went on, “That’s what I try to do. I keep a small amount back to pay for my mother’s care.”

      “It’s wrong nonetheless,” Baudet pondered and he then asked, out of politeness: “Is she sick?”

      “Indeed, she is. The plague landed on Marseilles just a couple of years before I was born and although mother survived, unlike thousands of others, the disease entered her body and never went away. As far as I can remember, she caught every illness going around and took to her bed, sometimes for days on end. My father refused to tend her so it fell to me, do you see?” With these words his face clouded over and he bowed his head.

      There was, evidently, something about his father that was painful and Baudet had to ask: “Why was your father thus, if you don’t think me impudent?”

      Criou looked up, his features softening again, and he answered: “It’s a matter I don’t often discuss – especially with foreigners…”

      Baudet suppressed a wry smile at being described in this way,

      “But it does me good from time to time and you seem like an honest man.”

      Again, Baudet enjoyed his new-found friend’s appreciation of him.

      “From my earliest days, as a young child, whenever I saw him in the house he would shout, swear, accuse, and threaten her. He never laid a finger on me, though. Usually, the shouting was followed by him slapping and punching her, huddled in a corner, her arms over her face, trying to protect herself. I kept quiet, believe me, because he would have beaten me as well if…” He took a draught of ale and looked up at the other man, whose attention he had seized. His voice then, and for the first time, faltered and tears were in his eyes as he continued: “When I was 15 or 16, I’d grown from a boy into a man. I was tall and strong and one evening, when he stumbled through the door after a day’s drinking in the taverns and immediately ranted on, bawling that his supper wasn’t on the table, I started to see red. I’d witnessed mother’s abuse for long enough and I knew it was time to stand up to him.”

      “This is such a powerful story – Criou is a cut above the rest, that’s for sure.”

      “Can you imagine the scene, Baudet?”

      Baudet nodded his head, staring at him with wide open eyes, enthralled and overcome by the passion of his tale.

      “‘Leave her alone! I’m warning you…’ I ordered, and father rose from the table, slowly but staggering, and came towards me. His face pressed close to mine, with his foul-smelling breath, he slurred, with anger in his voice: ‘What did you say, boy?’

      “I pulled back my shoulders, hoping I was as intimidating to him as he was to me. No retreating now, the moment to defend mother had come. I screamed at him: ‘I said for you to leave her alone!’ He recoiled one pace and, to my surprise, began to laugh, but it was out of disbelief for my audacity – nobody had challenged him in his own house and the laughter turned into a derisive smile.

      “‘How dare you!’ He raised a clenched fist but, before he could strike, I punched him hard on the chin, at which he howled in pain. This was followed by more blows to his head then into his abdomen. I hit him again until he fell to the floor in a crumpled heap. All this time, mother watched, neither able or desirous of halting my attack.

      “I stood over this pathetic, whimpering man, quite ready to carry on, but he looked up, his bloodied figure cut and swollen, and pleaded: ‘Stop! Stop! What do you want of me?’ “‘Mother will no longer have to endure your brutal treatment. You live in the drinking houses of Marseilles, not here, and you haven’t done anything to care for me or her. We want nothing more to do with you. Leave us in peace and, if you ever return, I’ll finish off the job once and for all – I hope that’s clear!’

      “Father didn’t argue. He took his cape off the hook behind the door, left, and was gone from our lives. Mother thanked me for what I’d done but the years of beatings and the plague had left her weak and bedridden. I care for her as best I can and, you now understand why I’m forced to be Criou of Marseilles, not Robin of Loxley.”

      Baudet now gave a smile, even though he felt sad after hearing this tale and he asked, in a gentle tone: “Has he never returned to your house?”

      “He wouldn’t dare. He was a coward as well as a drunk.” Straightening his back, he breathed in sharply. “That’s enough of all that – it’s history now. You’ll find his sort aplenty in and around the Panier, but I’ll leave it up to you to form your own opinion. Let me buy you one more ale then I have to be home to make sure mother is comfortable and asleep.” He raised his tankard, shook Baudet’s hand and departed, a cue for the bearded card player from the next table to sit down beside him.

      “Don’t pay him no heed – we don’t.”

      At these careless words, Baudet’s knuckles turned white as he struggled to not punch the man in the face. Instead, he slammed down his tankard, rose and hissed through clenched teeth, his contempt palpable,

      “I wish you goodnight, M’sieur.” But his friendship with Criou would last for many years.

      After breakfast the next day, Baudet came out of the tavern and set off towards the Vieux Port, intent on exploring the Panier after all the anecdotal comments he had heard. The early morning air, crisp and clear, washed refreshingly around his face. “Maybe the Mistral has been blowing, clearing up the atmosphere of dust – at least, that’s what I was told.”

      As on his previous visit, the port was bustling, with hardly a vacant mooring. The braziers burned white-hot coals. A magistrate’s officer patrolled, swinging his baton like a conductor in front of his orchestra. Cranes lifted goods, boys pushed barrows, horses pulled carts and he could not fail to see frequent beggars although he only recognised one: the blind man with the sign hanging around his neck. When he dropp a coin into the pathetic fellow’s cup, the lonely clinking sound sound said it was empty, so he reached into his purse and dropped in another and carried on walking.

      At the Butte Saint Laurent, he chose the less-steep track to the church, as the priest had explained. At the top, he sat once again on the bench affording a view of the port below. His gaze was drawn, inescapably, to the fortress Saint Victor abbey, home of the Benedictine monks. A voice behind him spoke: “Monsieur Baudet, you’re becoming a regular visitor to our church.”

      Baudet turned around to see Father Philippe, dressed in his black cassock with silver cross.

      “Good morning, Father. I’m gathering my thoughts before going down into the Panier.”

      “Ah, yes, I remember you saying. Well, you’ve got a fine day for it.”

      “That’s true. Do you have a busy morning?” Baudet asked, politely.

      “Yes, a funeral mass for a dear old lady… married a woodcutter, I think. Her coffin is laying open at the altar… there’s a thing.”

      “Pardon, Father?”

      “I mean she’s resting in a coffin and that is unusual for folk around here. Families normally do their duty and contribute towards a shroud but… a wooden coffin… there’s a thing.”

      “Father, even before I set off into the quarter, I’m forming an image in my mind. I trust the funeral will pass well.”

      Turning his back on the port and church, he took the Rue Martégales that led from the track down into the belly of the Panier. To call it a street was, at best, an exaggeration. Barely wide enough for the passage of a horse and cart, its granite slabs were worn smooth by the footsteps of a million shuffling Panier citizens, some in boots, others barefoot, occasionally happy, oft-times sad. A frisson of anticipation ran through his body, even before he had encountered a soul. On either side rose dwellings two or three storeys high, with narrow front doors, shutters across their windows, ornate iron balconies where the womenfolk could lean over and almost touch as they exchanged their hopes and their worries. Baudet raised his eyes up and up. The heavens seemed a league above him from where the light struggled, as would the rays of the sun trying to penetrate the canopy of a forest. “They tower forward to each side, in a strange arc… how bizarre… it’s a frightening dark place, for sure.”

      A short way down the street, the sound of voices heralded humanity ahead. He had arrived at one of the numerous small squares in the Panier – the Place de Lenche – that were so integral to people’s lives, for chatting, arguing, playing, buying and selling. It was hemmed in on all sides by an incongruous jumble of quaint low cottages and tall perpendicular brick residences rising way above their adjacent neighbours. Wisps of smoke spiralled out of chimneys and he espied flickering lamps within, giving an appearance of satisfied domesticity. That might have been true, but these lowly folk lived cheek by jowl with wealthy residents of other districts and resentment settled like a broody hen upon their discussions.

      Venturing into the square, he could not fail to admire an attractive stone fountain with a circular stone wall. In its centre stood a carved cherub with a jet of clear water spouting from its mouth. The wall provided an ideal seat for women to meet and gossip about the latest scandal they had heard about. In between the plane trees were wooden benches, occupied mainly by toothless old men with wizened faces, nodding then speaking and nodding then speaking, looking not dissimilar to marionettes dangling from a puppet-master’s strings. Children scampered around, playing their games of tag, chase, mock-fighting, their screams rending the morning air. “They are happy enough,” he thought, “but what’s unusual about them?” Observing them at close quarters, the answer became obvious – the mates he remembered from his own childhood in Vordan were well-fed, as he was, and it showed in their podgy faces and hefty thighs. But these youngsters, he could see, were skinny – boys and girls with spindly legs and unhealthily thin arms.

      His journey through the Panier continued. He walked across the square and chose an alleyway, dark and narrow and flanked as before with tall houses that blocked any natural sunlight. As he made his way into this passage, an unpleasant smell caused him to twitch his nostrils and sniff. It was, undoubtedly, the stench of human faeces. His eyes strained in the half-light as he tried to scrutinize the ground ahead, repulsed by the thought of treading in it. So, it was with some relief when the alleyway broadened into another square. No fountain in this one, but the same gaggles of gossiping women and young urchins scampering around, playing their games. The morning was chilly and, whereas children do not feel the cold, the elderly do and it was normal for these senior citizens to have their threadbare shawls pulled around their shoulders. However, when he looked again, he realised they were not all aged, as their clothing and drawn features suggested, but fairly young.

      In one corner stood a small squat church, of wooden, not brick, construction. In front of the doorway, a rotund avuncular priest sat in an armchair – comical in itself, Baudet thought, chuckling, and he had a blanket covering his knees. “Let’s see what he has to say about life here,” he thought, approaching the church.

      “Good morning, Father.”

      “Good morning to you, brother.”

      “Brother?”

      “Sorry, I meant to say my son – brother is a habit from my days in the abbey.”

      They were both strangers but the cleric spoke freely and Baudet went along with the flow of the conversation. His ears had pricked up at the mention of the abbey.

      “Do not monks live in that place?”

      “Yes, of course they do but, as a novice priest, my bishop sent me to Saint Victor to ‘learn the scriptures from holy men’, as he put it. He snorted derisively. “I soon found out they are not all holy men, far from it.”

      “That’s fascinating, Father.”

      “It certainly is. However, your name, young man?”

      “Baudet.” He explained why he found himself in Marseilles and what he sought.

      “Employment, you say?” The priest’s brow furrowed.

      “Ay, any honest work will suit.”

      “Honest work,” the priest repeated, a wry smile on his face. Next, with a flourish, he reached under his blanket and brought out a green glass bottle and two glasses, rather like a magician pulling a rabbit out of a hat.

      “I always keep this little tipple handy in case of visitors, you see. Will you join me?”

      “Never one to turn down a glass of brandy,” Baudet replied.

      “It’s not brandy… it’s better than that, it’s from my private supply of laudanum.” He yanked out the cork, filled the glasses with the rich brown liquid, and passed one to Baudet. Both men took a sip and smacked their lips, in unison. The priest resumed: “There is not much work here in the Panier, as you will find, so you will have to look further afield in the city. Let me explain but bring that stool over here and sit down. Now, even those men who are workers are poor and they often present themselves for alms and food. Humble artisans, apprentices and the rest, they live in overcrowded dwellings – some better described as hovels – and they are, simply, hungry and end up in a miserable quarter like the Panier, without land, without their own houses, with hardly any furniture, without suitable clothes. Their wages are uncertain and, many times, collected in advance, making them perpetual debtors. All I can do, Baudet, is to listen to their pleas for help and distribute charity as best I can.”

      Baudet sipped his laudanum, not looking up at the priest, a sense of unfairness swelling in his breast.

      “What’s more, and with difficulty feeding their families with bread, if unforeseen expenses come up – sickness or a new-born child in the house – their money is thrown off balance and they have to resort to donations from the church to survive. If you add to this a bad harvest and an increase in the price of wheat, our people are faced with a terribly harsh reality that devastates and frustrates their kin. More sustenance, Baudet?”

      He held out his glass for the cleric to replenish. “Good Lord!” the newcomer pondered, “this is a different world from that of Vordan.” He drained his glass, thanked the priest for his time, and continued walking around the Panier. Street after street, square after square, he saw for himself how ill-clad against the elements were these wretched hopeless people: abandoned by the wealthy powers that be and oppressed by the social and economic domination of the merchant bourgeoisie of Marseilles.

      Shortly, he came across an open-fronted workshop emitting the unmistakable sound of metal striking stone. Curious, he stepped and, adjusting his sight to the dim, lit only by a single oil lamp, announced his presence: “Hello, Monsieur.”

      A thin man with gapped teeth and protruding eyes looked up from his bench, a chisel in one hand, a lump hammer in the other. Dusting down his leather apron, he approached Baudet, squinting for a better view of the stranger: “Yes! What do you want? I’ve paid my rent, be told that.”

      “Sir, I’ve not come to collect your rent. I was passing and heard the noise of you working. You’re the first stonemason I’ve met.”

      “Is that so? Well, most of my work nowadays is spent on headstones – sign of the times, I suppose.”

      Baudet leaned over the polished memorial, propped up on his sturdy wooden bench, and ran a hand, lightly, over its surface.

      “It’s fine work, monsieur. Where did you learn to read and write?”

      The stonemason clapped his hands and let out a guffaw, saying: “I can’t read nor write! Perish the thought, that I should be so lucky!”

      Touching the letters of a half-completed name, the younger man asked: “You’re carving this name…”

      “Ay, but can I tell you, I know born, died and numbers for the date… that’s all I need. The relatives bring me the parchment sheet showing the name and date and I copy it, do you see?”

      “Yes, what you say makes good sense. Well, I wish you good morning.” Almost before he had left the workshop, the clanging noise began again. “Seems like he’s got plenty of work – for headstones.”

      He next happened on a street market with no more than six or seven stalls mainly selling subsistence vegetables – potatoes, leeks, carrots and turnips but with little evidence of fruits, apart from one displaying apples. He observed the stark difference between ragged women with near-empty baskets and others in bonnets and embroidered shawls with the means to buy whatever they saw or, more often, pass through on their way to a part of the city that matched their status and money.

      If more proof were needed for him to conclude that the Panier was a deprived district, beggars and scrounging vagabonds assailed passers-by, rattling their cups, and they were everywhere. One old man caught his attention when the townsfolk parted company to give him a wide berth, walking past him as rapidly as they could. Although he had not before seen such a body, he knew by the head and limbs swathed in grubby bandages that this person was one they called a “leper”. A shiver ran down his spine but he did not have the courage to go close up to the sick man and drop a coin in his bowl – he passed him by, as they all did, and heard one particular comment: “He’ll get more coin in a morning than I can earn in a month!”

      “Ay, but I wonder whether he’d exchange places with him,” Baudet reflected.

      The rest of the day, until dark, he wandered hither and thither before finally making his way back to the tavern. He had seen for himself the chasm between the rich and the poor of the Panier and it troubled him greatly, though he knew not why.

      After supper and several tankards of ale that evening, he lay in his bed mulling over the day’s events and, before drifting off to sleep, he decided: “One day, I will learn more about letters than merely copying their shapes with no understanding of their meaning… letters make up words… words… You will achieve great things.”

      Everything he had seen, this short day, would prove formative for the rest of his life in Marseilles, his newly adopted home, the Queen of the Mediterranean.
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      Marseilles, December 1673

      The clean, crisp morning air stirred by a gentle breeze and scurrying white cumulus clouds against a pale-blue sky provided the perfect conditions for a leisurely stroll, Baudet concluded as he stepped out of the Auberge Fabien. He had no particular destination in mind, but he found himself drawn, once more, to the Old Port. At the east end of the basin, in front of the Église Saint Ferréol, a low wall was the ideal vantage point to observe the life of the Marseilles maritime populace. He took the ever-present flat-sided bottle from his tunic pocket and drank some of the inn’s best brandy, his gaze captivated by the scene before him; he had an unrestricted panorama.

      He started to notice things he had missed on previous visits, his psyche now better prepared to absorb the port’s essence. A multitude of ships, whose sails obscured the horizon, disgorged a frenetic activity that made up the diverse bustling crowds of the waterfront. Merchants on boats from the powerful Levant haggled with indigenous traders from the city and beyond, and inspectors and officers with their black floppy hats and military-style uniforms, twirling their truncheons, oversaw deliveries and mediated in disputes. The absence of a common language posed little obstacle to communication – goods were goods, money was money, and an imaginative wave of the arm replaced a thousand words.

      Baudet surveyed a world that could not have been more unlike his previous life. How could so many men and women of so many ethnicities become assembled in and around the Old Port? he asked himself, curious and determined to understand and be involved in its vibrant personality.

      Were there any commodities that those giant cranes did not raise from or lower into the cavernous holds of the moored vessels? Taking a sip of brandy from his bottle, he felt a sense of privilege and, strangely, of ownership – for the first time ever, he felt in charge of his own destiny.

      He could see barrels, bales, bundles, crates of cloth, sugar, wine, wool, leather, spices, beeswax, and who knew what other merchandises? Grain was welcome after a bad harvest, olive oil if a blight had withered the trees in the groves of Provence and Languedoc.

      And, what in heaven was that aroma, so sweet-smelling? Baudet did not know the name for coffee, an exotic bean that arrived in Marseilles only 10 years earlier.

      As Madame Dizier poured his ale one day, he asked her: “What is this coffee drink?” She was invariably the person who he would turn to when he had questions or sought advice. His landlady, he decided, possessed many of his dear mother’s qualities – kindness, wisdom, honesty, humility and a twinkle in her eyes. To him, she was an oracle. She replied: “It’s a beverage as black as ink, useful against numerous illnesses, particularly those of the stomach – mind you, not as good as what we serve up here!” She winked at him. “Its consumers take it in the morning and in a porcelain cup that’s passed around, from which each one drinks a mouthful… it’s composed of water and the fruit from a bush called bunnu. And that’s as much as I know!”

      He would, soon enough, savour this novel refreshment and yearn to describe its pleasure to his old mother and sister back home.

      Bales of raw cotton fibres piled up in front of one warehouse, the fils blancs of the Levant, cheap and used to make candle wicks; the fils rouges, of a better standard, could be made into handkerchiefs and Siamese-style shawls. Silk, particularly of Italian standard, was easy to sell and wool, destined for the weaving industry in Arles, could not meet the weavers’ demand at an adequate pace. Woollen garments and light woven sheets bearing the “Manufacture du Languedoc” label, of fine quality and colour, earned a premium price. The ruling Grands Viziers of the middle east valued this fabric as highly as others valued saffron.

      Specialist artisans – dyers – infused colour into the cold grey untreated wool, indigo being the shade of the day. But there were unscrupulous men around who, for their metier, chose deception, and it would not take long for Baudet to understand their modus operandi. For every honest man, it seemed to him, there followed on a thief or fraudster. He had been told the tale of Alexandre Roux, a merchant from Marseilles who diluted barrels of the most sought-after indigo dye with water to boost his profits. But the dyers realised it was “unfit for purpose”. After extensive enquiries by the authorities, via its original port of Sidon in the Lebanon, Roux was identified and his fraud reported to, no less, Minister Maurepas in Paris, who ordered his arrest. The rogue’s stock was confiscated and he was flogged and banned from trading, such was the importance of business between Marseilles and the Levant. When the kingdom’s healthy relationship with the known world was threatened, Roux was held up as an example, pour encourager les autres (to warn off the rest).

      Baudet observed the same blind beggar, feeling ahead with his white stick, recoiling when he tapped a bollard that told him he was too close to the water’s edge. A coachman driving two ladies, dressed in fine coats and fancy bonnets, rang his bell hard and swore at the beggar for blocking his way.

      “Ah, that pair in black wouldn’t lend you the time of day, I’ll wager,” he mused, watching the two officers with their truncheons. But, at that time, he wasn’t to know their standing around the city. They represented the Marseilles port and authority. It was in their gift to resolve commercial disputes, of which there were many, legally; they issued permits to trade in imports and exports; they helped French merchants and captains to avoid unnecessary bureaucracy and even provided interpreters – often needed, given the multilingual nature of the place. They enjoyed prodding goods with their batons to check the quality of certain items, “to uphold the reputation of our beloved France,” they were often heard to pronounce. Needless to say, their function was well rewarded by their superiors.

      “Time to get on,” he decided, “so much to see in the day ahead.” Making his way along the quayside, weaving left and right to avoid carts, barrows, sailors and heaps of wares, he reminded himself not to stare, much as he was tempted, at folk with complexions as pale as driven snow or others, whose dark skin shone like polished leather. “Mustn’t gawp, they might not take kindly to close scrutiny… but a pot of incense or a flagon of perfume, what price such luxuries?” he wondered.

      Nearing the end of the basin, towards the Butte Saint Laurent, he recognised boats similar to those on the Petit Rhône of his childhood – fishing smacks. Their huge masts towards the stern and small jib up forward would support their billowing sails when out of port, the boats tacking to port and starboard to make progress in search of shoals, identified by the squawking of greedy gannets overhead, hovering on thermal currents and preparing to dive and pluck up fish in their insatiable gullets. Laid out on the quay, crates of cod, flounder, herring, swordfish and dogfish packed in salt, to maintain their freshness, were displayed, waiting for any fishmonger to offer a fair price and cart them off to their market stalls.

      Next, he felt that the Panier was calling him and he continued in that direction. Before he knew it, he was in the graveyard of Saint Laurent church. He noted that it was well-tended, the weeds between the headstones evidently scythed regularly, the neatness of it serving to emphasise the geometric vertical and horizontal patterns of the layout of the plots. Moving from one grave to another, his gaze fixed on the words, engraved, no doubt, by his acquaintance the stonemason. “Such craftsmanship,” he mused, “and if his chisel had slipped the whole headstone would have been ruined… he couldn’t afford to lose such valuable work… no second chances.”

      Although he had no real conception of how letters constituted words, or words sentences, he could discriminate letters from the Roman numerals and, recalling the stonemason’s explanation, traced one commemoration with his finger, and with profound envy: “D… U… V… A… L. Ah, that must be his family name.” He moved to a smaller word: “J… e… a… n. And that’s his other name, like mine is Baudet. The numerals underneath have to be,” he reasoned, “when he was born and died.”

      Some stones bore a final inscription that, probably, only a priest would understand – phrases in Latin: “Semper Desiderari” (Missed For Ever); “Requiescat In Pace” (Rest In Peace)

      “Deus Vobiscum” (God Be With You) and more.

      “It’s the work of a true master,” a voice behind him said. “He works on stone better than I write on vellum!”

      Baudet looked up: “Father Philippe, good day to you. Yes, they are miniature marvels. I’m jealous.”

      “Jealousy is not an emotion that we view in a positive light, unless you mean that it is something you would like to do yourself. That would please the Lord.”

      “We?” Baudet picked up on the priest’s use of that particular pronoun.

      “Yes… myself, the bishop, the Church… we. The Holy Bible says: ‘A heart at peace gives life to the body, but envy rots the bones.’”

      “Is that so?” Baudet asked in a dismissive tone.

      “It is so. And I sense you would benefit from prayer. Come into the church with me.”

      He placed an arm on the young man’s shoulder and led him from the cemetery. At that moment, an almost subliminal idea, below the threshold of consciousness and intense enough to influence his thinking became apparent: he was hearing and comprehending popular Occitan dialect effortlessly. “The man up in the clouds has been busy on my behalf!” He chuckled, but inwardly.

      Built in the 12th century, within the walls of a former fortress, the church was a Provençal Romanesque edifice of pink limestone and one of the oldest buildings in the city, a sandcastle-like church that served as a parish church to mariners and immigrants – named Néapolitans. It was of a quite simple structure: stone buttresses on its exterior and a 13th-century octagonal bell tower with an external stairway. Reaching the steps to the main wooden entrance doors, Philippe stopped.

      “You see the steps? Seven – and that holds significance for the Christian faith.”

      Baudet glanced at the priest with a puzzled expression.

      “Let me explain. Religious buildings the world over are full of hidden meaning, from gargoyles to altars. In the early days, Christians, faced with persecution, often had to disguise their beliefs. The seven steps that you climb to enter our church are the same seven when you leave, and that makes 14. There are the same number of Stations of the Cross, from number one, when Jesus is condemned to death, to 14, when He is laid in the tomb. Anyway, let us go inside.”

      The interior, of light stone, featured a triple-nave layout, square columns, visible stone arch supports and minimal decoration except for beautiful stained-glass windows that let in a kaleidoscope of colour that illuminated the plain white marble altar bearing two brass candlesticks on either side of a closed leather-bound bible. They walked down the wide central nave and the priest invited Baudet to sit in the front pew. Hitching up his black cassock, he sat beside him. Fingering the silver cross on its chain around his neck, he asked softly: “Would you care to pray, my son?”

      Baudet was quite surprised by the invitation and, flushing, he replied: “Father, I don’t know how to do that.”

      With a sympathetic smile, Philippe instructed him to close his eyes and bow his head. He began: “‘For His invisible attributes, namely His eternal power and divine nature, have been clearly perceived, ever since the creation of the world, in the things that have been made. So, they are, without excuse.’ Romans: one, 20.” He added: “We must protect and nurture our belief in the Lord and beseech him to grant us His goodness and mercy. For us, there is one God, from whom are all things and for whom we exist. There is but one Lord Jesus Christ through whom we exist. Amen.”

      “Amen,” Baudet answered, intuitively, but not grasping any of the priest’s maundering. “Rambling on for the sake of it, I reckon,” he mused.

      There followed some moments of silence during which Philippe made the sign of the cross frequently. His pupil nodded each time, assuming it was the correct thing to do.

      “I recall asking you, when we first met, whether you were a person of the Christian faith.”

      “You did, Father.”

      “You answered that you supposed so, but I see, in Baudet before me, someone who would benefit spiritually if he committed.”

      Baudet appeared confused. “But I have no idea how to find God.”

      Philippe cut him short saying: “‘Seek, first, the kingdom of God and his righteousness and all things will be added to you.’ Matthew: six, 13.” He crossed himself, yet again.

      “If I search for your God, how do I find the right direction? I am a poor man with no education. I know neither reading nor writing – would that I did, Father. How did you see how to form letters and grasp their meaning?”

      “My own father had an extensive library and he helped me with the basic skills, but I learned most over there.” He pointed vaguely to behind the altar.

      “Over where, Father?”

      “In the Saint Victor abbey, from the Christian brothers who reside there and dedicate their lives to his worship. I will see if…” But his voice trailed away, to Baudet’s consternation. The priest resumed his sermon: “All that is as maybe, but you ask questions and that indicates a spirit that I enjoy. Let us see… ah, yes. ‘If you wish it, it is within His gift. In all your ways acknowledge Him and He will make straight your path.’ John: one, nine. Baudet, your wealth or learning is of no import to the Holy Father. He cares for whatever opens your mind and, if that brings about a scholarly life in the future, so be it.”

      His mind flashed back to talking with Criou in the tavern. “He said the priest goes on and on with all this Bible nonsense. Well, he does that, for sure!” He leaned back in the pew and fixed the cleric with a long stare that, at once, convinced Philippe that he would be a valuable addition to his congregation. He admired the freshness of youth – it quite reminded him of himself, at that age, as a novice.

      “There are so many things I know nothing about.”

      “All in good time! Do not try to run before you can walk.”

      “I understand but, during my strolls around the Panier, I’ve seen countless poor men, women and children. If God is all-powerful, as I hear, why does He allow this to be, folk living, as I see it, side by side? Why are people poor?”

      “‘I was hungry,’ Matthew: 25, 33, ‘and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed me.’”

      “Really?” There was an unmistakable cynicism in Baudet’s voice.

      “Indeed,” Philippe answered confidently, with a challenging certainty to his words.

      “In Vordan, Father, there was a certain priest who carried out his ministry amid rumours of his dishonestly dealing with church funds and behaving improperly where young boys were concerned. So, are priests good men?”

      “John: one, nine, says ‘If we confess our sins, He is faithful and just to forgive us those sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.’ Amen.”

      “Amen to all of that, Father, and thank you for your time, but I must return to the tavern now.” This was true. However, he felt uneasy and perplexed by the lessons he had been given and, sadly, thought he could never fit in with such learning and doctrine.

      “God bless you, Baudet.” The priest rose and disappeared from view into his office behind the altar.

      That evening, Baudet had invited Criou to have supper with him in the tavern. He sat at his favourite table by the fire, waiting for his guest to arrive. The card players at the adjacent table, wisely, ignored him – wary for they knew Criou was on his side.

      He did not have to wait long until his new companion, smiling broadly, entered the room, acknowledging this and that customer as he made his way over to Baudet.

      “Bring ale, Dizier, if you will!” he called out.

      They ate Madame’s bouillabaisse – on her menu only when she could obtain the best fish, she boasted, and with every good reason.

      “That was a fine supper and no mistake,” Criou pronounced, mopping up the last scraps and drops with a chunk of bread.

      The two men spent the evening consuming countless tankards of Monsieur Dizier’s best ale. Their conversation flowed, sometimes quiet and serious, sometimes raucous and punctuated by howls of laughter. Baudet got to telling the other man about his childhood, especially his boar-hunting with his late father. Criou’s eyes opened wide with delight,

      “So, you know a thing or two about the chasing of the fat hairy beast, do you?”

      “I should do, father taught me well.”

      “That’s a real… what’s the word? A real coincidence!”

      “How come?”

      “I, too, hunt boar with a couple of friends. One of them has a horse and cart, to carry nets, knives and bring the animal back home. The other has a father who’s a butcher and he skins and sections the monster into joints for us to sell at market. Mark my words, Baudet, I don’t spend all my time thieving!”

      He lowered his eyes, wondering if Criou was about to scold him, but no, with a loud whoop and a slap on his back that all but knocked him to the floor, he added: “My little joke! Seriously though, we’re going off to the woods the day after tomorrow. Would you like to join us?”

      “Of course I would! I look forward to meeting your friends, Criou, my friend.”
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      Marseilles, 1673

      At first light, Baudet made his way through the sleeping streets from the inn towards the Old Port. By now, former strangers nodded and gave him a good morning smile, affording him a pleasant feeling that he was on home ground – Marseilles welcomed him to its bosom. The gentle giant was stirring – loaded boats left their moorings for new arrivals to glide into vacant berths and begin unloading their cargoes. Holds opened, hatches slid back, cranes strained, captains bawled out orders, laughter and coarse language filled the air – another day in the life of the Queen of the Mediterranean.

      Ahead, he saw Criou at the arranged meeting place in front of the Saint Ferréol church on the Rue de la Fraternité. He stood talking to a man who was holding a horse steady by its harness, tethered to the cart his friend had mentioned the other day. A third man sat on the back of the cart swinging his legs casually from side to side. Piled up on the cart were the nets they would use for their boar hunt and a large wicker basket. How he was looking forward to their day’s sport!

      “Baudet!” Criou exclaimed, “I thought you’d forgotten.” They shook hands firmly.

      “I wouldn’t miss today for the world and, remember, I was the acclaimed boar-hunt champion of Vordan!”

      “And we’ll put that to the test, I’m sure. But, hey, meet my mates, Acelin and Prothet.

      “Hello, Baudet,” they said, in unison.

      “Jump up on the cart and we’ll be off.” Criou smiled broadly and climbed up next to the driver, who made a clicking noise and tugged at the reins for the horse to take the strain and haul the four men and their nets down to the Quai de Rive skirting the basin that, in contrast with the opposite side, was not nearly as busy with trade – only a few boats were moored and there were but two or three warehouses.

      The cart trundled along with squeaking wheels and voices raised in playful banter that Baudet did his best to follow, laughing when they did, intent on becoming an accepted member of their clan.

      At the end of the Quai de Rive, Acelin, the driver, tightened the rein for the horse to pull left into the Rue Robert that headed south, away from the port. To their right rose a massive rocky mound on top of which overhung an impressive citadel-like building.

      “What’s that place?” Baudet asked Acelin. Although he had seen it before, from the Saint Laurent Butte, from the other side of the water, this view was quite different.

      “It’s our famous Calanque du Lacydon and that means an inlet in the stone…”

      “Know all!” Criou jibed. “Just because his father’s a butcher, he thinks he’s superior to us mere mortals!”

      Prothet made a loud whooping noise, a sign among the three friends that they approved of an utterance.

      “As I was saying, before I was so rudely interrupted, the castle you ask about is, in fact, an abbey, the home of the Benedictine monks of Saint Victor.”

      “Of course, I should have remembered that,” Baudet commented, thoughtfully. “Have you been inside the abbey?”

      “Heavens forbid, I have not! Do you take me for a godly character? I’ve got better things to do with my time,” his new companion pronounced.

      “I suppose you have.” The last thing Baudet sought, that morning, was a discussion about the merits or otherwise of life behind the closed doors of the Benedictine order – not that he knew anything that could sustain him in a debate.

      After an uneventful ride of some 20 minutes, Acelin steered the cart off the road on to a rough track lined with trees and shrubs. There, Criou turned around and announced: “On our way into the Calanque woods now and we’ve chosen a perfect day for our sport – clean crisp air and no wind to talk of, just what the wild pig likes to entice it out of its shelter in search of sows to mate with… rutting season to you, Baudet. It likes these woods for nut pines, fruit berries, seeds, leaves, potatoes, bark, anything it can forage. Yet,” he went on as if the other man was a novice, “it’s a strange beast that also feasts on worms, insects, snakes, rodents and frogs… he’s what’s called an omen… omust…”

      “Omnivore,” Baudet assisted Criou, then thought: “How on earth do I know that word?”

      “Ay, one of them as well and, with luck, we’ll trap a nice little omnivore today.”

      The track grew narrower and more uneven, the iron rims clanking on its stones and pebbles, sending the cart up and down, with its occupants cursing each judder as thick undergrowth, brambles, and ferns brushed against the sides. An ever-denser canopy all but obscured any sunlight but, shortly, their uncomfortable journey came to an abrupt end as the track widened out into a clearing.

      “Whoa!” Acelin called, reining the horse to a halt. Criou jumped down and gestured for Baudet to follow suit.

      “Here we are, young man. A catch, today, will keep us in ale for the next month. Bring the basket over here,” he instructed Prothet and the four hunters sat on two fallen tree trunks. With a ceremonial flourish, their leader pulled off a cloth to reveal an enormous round Banon goat’s cheese – a speciality of the region – wrapped in its traditional chestnut leaves and all tied up with raffia twist. Its pungent aroma at once set nostrils twitching in anticipation and a crusty brown loaf would complete their rustic lunch, although not without some decent wine. Criou twisted off the stopper from a leather wineskin, took a draught and passed it on to Acelin, then to the next. The food was consumed with relish, then it was time to set about the reason for their expedition.

      “So, you’re familiar with this part of the woods, are you?” Baudet asked.

      “Like my back yard. I’m told my drunken father would tie my cot on to his cart so the ‘spirit of the hunt would imbue me and make me into a real man’. Stuff and nonsense! The only spirit he knew was that in a bottle! Anyway, that’s all history, and I did the right thing for me and mother. Good riddance to him.”

      His mates fell quiet because they understood that the memory did, in fact, affect him even to the present day. He resumed: “Come over here and I’ll show you my plan.” They followed him to the far side of the clearing.

      “See these broken ferns and flattened gorse? It’s the start of a trail that leads down to a stream and there are trees down there that shed chestnuts. Now, if there’s any one supper that the boar can’t resist, it’s a bellyful of them chestnuts – mind you, they’ve got competition from squirrels, evil little blighters.”

      It struck Baudet as strange that Criou should disparage the humble squirrel, but he said nothing.

      “Over there,” he said, pointing behind them, “there’s a whole tribe of boar in their dens, dozens of them.”

      Baudet immediately understood the strategy although he didn’t like to steal the other man’s thunder. The latter continued his explanation: “Any time after midday they leave home and cross the clearing, hungry and thirsty, and all the while they’re listening and smelling in case of enemies, but they don’t see too well – not everyone knows that.”

      “He’s talking like Father did and I’ve heard all this before but he’s not saying that boars are largely nocturnal so finding them in daytime is unusual… maybe Marseilles boars come from a different stock.”

      “Then they set off at a right rush on their way for food and water. Therefore, Acelin, you set the first net and you, Prothet, the second, about 40 paces further on. Baudet will help you.”

      The men hauled the nets off the cart to put up the traps. They trusted the judgment of Criou – a man who possessed natural qualities of leadership.

      It took them all their strength to drag the heavy nets into position: a sailmaker had woven cords to produce a string mesh, the sort used to raise goods out of cargo holds. Not even a careering boar would breach them, stretched taut as they were across the track, fixed on either side to bushes and at the height of a man’s waist – or a boar’s head.

      Not long after, the ambush was ready, subject to final checks by Criou as he tugged at each.

      “Well done. And now, we wait.”

      Sitting behind the cart, they finished off the rest of the bread and cheese and quaffed more wine but any conversation was at a whisper. Soon, a rustling of the undergrowth heralded the first appearance of their quarry.

      “Shh, keep down!” Criou hissed.

      Seconds later, one sow showed, followed by a second. In the middle of the clearing, one pushed its head into the other, but playfully, grunting contentedly as they tossed their large snouts in the air, giving off, you almost believed, a sniggering sound. The larger animal, the one Baudet fixed with his gaze, was rusty-brown-haired, its robust trunk supporting short legs. You could not help but admire the rippling neck muscles leading up to the long bony face at the front of a bristly head that seemed out of proportion with its body. Its broad ears were set over small deep-set eyes either side of a snout that was in a permanent state of sniffing the ground around it, to its left, its right, and ahead. When its jaws opened, those ivory-white sharp canine teeth shone, warning off most adversaries. Baudet carefully studied the hair on its back: he knew from experience that it stood up when it was agitated but, thankfully, not so at this moment.

      “You’re a proud but evil beast,” he thought, “that’s for sure.” From his past dealings with them, he had learned it was foolhardy to ignore their menace. A blink of your eye and your game could be up.

      The hunters were motionless and silent, biding their time until the two animals stopped playing and moved over to the track down which they had set the nets. Then, Criou leapt from behind the cart and raced up to them. Startled, they ran away, as expected, heading for their doom. The friends all joined together, whooping and waving their arms, chasing after the fleeing wild pigs, who let out their familiar high-pitched, piercing screams of fear, denoting danger.

      “Perfect! Well done, Prothet!” Criou congratulated his friend with a hard slap on his back.

      Ahead, the boar that Baudet had watched was entangled, and even if the other was nowhere to be seen, this was a satisfactory outcome, they all thought. Both its forelegs were trapped, as was its muzzle and, the more it struggled, the tighter the grip of the mesh became. By the time the men ran up, one of its hind legs was caught too.

      Criou unsheathed his long hunting knife and, unexpectedly, handed it to Baudet.

      “Here, you can have the honour of finishing it off.”

      “He would usually keep this treat for himself, or at least for one of his own. I’ll not refuse such generosity.”

      The captured animal thrashed and snorted, each movement hastening its demise. Baudet approached it, slowly, warily, until he raised the knife, grasped the doomed creature by its ears and was about to plunge the blade into its neck. But, to everyone’s shock and horror, the boar, they had assumed to have fled, appeared as if from nowhere, and pounced, knocking Baudet to the ground. Its wide-open jaws revealed pointed lower tusks that, with its shiny white incisors, presented a frightening mouth agape, as lethal as any foothold trap ready to snap closed on a miserable rabbit. Its hooves pinned him down helpless and, in a flash, it sank its teeth into his left arm and proceeded to toss him wildly, just as a dog might wrestle with a bone its owner tried to retrieve. The poor young man yelled, his pleas for help rising into the canopy above, as his attacker stamped on him instinctively, hoping to protect its mate.

      “Give me your knife, quick!” Criou ordered Acelin and, without a thought for his own well-being, he dashed forward to plunge his weapon, time after time, into the boar’s soft underbelly. It immediately bled like torrents in a swollen river and released its grip on Baudet’s arm. With Criou’s support, he staggered away to safety.

      “Prothet, see to the other.”

      “What injury has it done?” Criou asked, helping the shaken man take a sip of wine to calm his nerves. Baudet felt down his arm from shoulder to wrist and answered, to Criou’s relief: “It didn’t pierce the skin, thanks to you. A few moments longer and its second bite would have torn my arm from my body! I have you to thank for my life, Criou,” he exclaimed and he hugged him with all his strength.

      Criou smiled modestly and spoke in a soft voice: “I’d have done the same for anybody in that predicament.”

      “Maybe, but let me say it again, I owe you my life.”

      This dramatic event, on a chilly winter’s day in the depths of a forest, sealed a lifelong friendship.

      The men loaded the two carcasses and nets on to the cart and were in a joyous mood as they rode along the track towards the Saint Victor abbey – that Baudet, bizarrely, waved a hand to as they passed, as if some monk or other that he knew lived within – and the port beyond. They drained the wine and sang a hunter’s ballad in celebration of their success. The newcomer, of course, merely smiled. Acelin guided the horses with care through an archway and into the yard belonging to his father, who came out to meet them.

      “What do you have for me today, boys?”

      “Two fat wild pigs and hunted down only a few hours ago. That’s how you like them, don’t you?” the lad asked his father.

      “I certainly do. They bleed better when the blood’s still warm. Get them into the abattoir at once.”

      The slaughterhouse was a dark, cold building off the main courtyard with the shop facing the street on the other side. The only natural light came through one small window set high in one wall so that shadows flitted around, creating a weird ambiance. But everyone, apart from Baudet, was accustomed to it. They dragged the boars inside by their legs. A heavy wooden bench ran the length of the place with an array of saws, knives and cleavers hanging from a board. The stone floor had a unique construction: it sloped downwards to a hole in its centre containing a metal bucket.

      When Baudet noticed a large iron hook suspended from a block and tackle, directly above the hole, he realised, without asking, the procedure that would follow.

      The butcher let down the hook and thrust it into the first beast’s neck at the base of its head.

      “Winch it up, son,” he instructed, taking an apron from behind the door.

      “Behold this,” Criou said in a reverential whisper, “a master at work.”

      “I will.” Baudet felt slightly queasy as the master sawed through the breast bone of the suspended carcass, from top to bottom, so that the whole body opened. Taking a billhook-like implement, he next raked out the boar’s innards – he would pick through the offal of heart, liver, kidney, brains and tongue later – there was a healthy market for these delicacies. He regarded the rich red blood that flowed into the bucket in the hole, as a testament to his profession – making the very best blood sausages to be sold in high class butchers’ shops.

      Using a long double-edged knife, its finely-honed sharpness glinting in the half-light of the abattoir, he proceeded, methodically, and with the skill of a surgeon, to insert the blade between the hide and flesh and steadily separate one from the other. He worked away and with each dextrous incision the grotesque stuff on the hook resembled less and less its original animal form. Within a short time, he had removed the boar’s hide as one complete piece.

      “You see, this little beauty…” He held it up proudly for Baudet to admire. “This earns me more from the tanner than all the meat I get from the carcass.”

      “Enough of that, Monsieur,” Criou interrupted, “we’ll leave you to get on with your butchery. There’s a good market the day after tomorrow.”

      “Worry not, master Criou, it will be ready for you and at my usual generous charge.”

      “Decent business for all concerned, I’d say. Come on, boys, we’ve earned our ale today!”

      The four men left and made for the nearest tavern.
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      Marseilles and Le Panier, 1673

      “About time too! We’ll soon have customers walking past an empty stall, and that wouldn’t do, not after the performance we had catching the beast and Baudet’s brush with death. So, unload it all and lay it out like I’ve taught you.”

      Acelin interrupted Criou: “Big joints at the back, chops and steaks at the front – no need to tell me.”

      “Maybe, although you are a butcher’s boy so…” His voice trailed away as a passer-by distracted him. He did not appreciate how hurtful those words, “butcher’s boy”, were to Acelin who fell silent, tethered the horse to a post and set to unloading the cart.

      His father had already sold the hide and cut the boar’s carcass, with his trusty cleaver and filleting knife, into joints, wasting nothing. The singularly large head, apart from the removal of its jowls that would be sold with the rest, was left intact to act as a centrepiece to announce that this stall sold meat. Acelin arranged everything from the tail, to shoulder, leg, loin, belly and hock on the trestle table as Criou expected and who gave a simple nod to express his satisfaction.

      As Baudet made his way up the Rue du Refuge, his senses were assailed by a barrage of aromas – distinctly more agreeable than those of the dank, mouldy passageways and alleys he had just traversed. In the direction of the Butte and Saint Laurent church, the street widened with stalls set up on either side. What was there not to buy here? he wondered. There were arrays of pots of spices from the Levant, whose names he did not know, ready to be spooned into small stone jars – cumin, turmeric, cinnamon, fiery ground chillies, all lately becoming popular among the growing cosmopolitan band of cooks in the high-class taverns and eating houses. Sacks and wicker baskets bulged with an abundance of local winter vegetables – potatoes, onions, carrots, turnips; boxes of chard, leeks, cabbages, artichokes and cauliflowers.

      Next, he passed tables displaying cheeses he had never seen in his life, some square, some round, in a red-wax or chalky-white rind, from which the traders cut off a small portion and then attempted enticement,

      “Try, sir, try before you buy!”

      Further on he saw braces of pheasant, pigeon and grouse, plucked ducks and cages of wildly flapping chickens.

      He admired amber, green, blue, clear glass bottles of wine, spirits and olive oil. By the time he had seen leather goods, candles, silks, fabrics, pots and pans, buckets of water containing wriggling eels and piles of freshly caught gutted fish, his head was in a whirl. Yet, not only did the scents and smells envelop him, behind each stall a vendor bawled out encouragement for people to make their purchases, in that now familiar but endearingly still only partly comprehensible Occitan dialect. A wondrous place to be, he concluded.

      He arrived shortly at Criou’s stall and captured the man’s undivided attention, chatting and laughing, jovially, as good friends do, to Acelin’s exclusion. The latter screwed up his eyes, fixing a hateful gaze on the newcomer. For whatever reason, he was transported back to his childhood.

      “When may I learn to read and write like Osane?” This was a question with which he had pestered his father many times. Osane, his elder sister by two years, was always the apple of her father’s eye. Her father took great pride and enjoyment in her angelic features and crisp clean smock when they attended Sunday mass.

      “Say good evening to Monsieur Bertrand or Madame Rostand,” he’d prompt, depending on the acquaintance.

      “Good evening to you, Monsieur,” Osane would pronounce, in a measured tone followed by a polite curtsy.

      “Does she not speak like a right little lady, Bernard?” one woman asked her husband.

      “She does that, indeed, and she’s a credit to you,” he informed the butcher who idolised the girl so that such compliments made his day.

      Acelin would stand, obediently, by his mother’s side, observing this charade with a disdain that grew into a burden of resentment with the years, a veritable albatross that pecked mercilessly at the eyes of its young victim.

      And his thoughts turned, inevitably, to the perennial answer his father gave concerning acquiring academic skills: “You? I can’t see you ever needing to read and write working in my shop, can you? Whereas, if a girl is to marry into a decent household, she must learn things that won’t trouble you as a butcher’s boy. Therefore, end of conversation.”

      The butcher, through his business contacts in the city, had obtained Osane a position, lowly as it was, “in service”, assisting the cook to a manor house in the Périer district, to the south of Marseilles. The cook was on good terms, he understood, with the mistress’s head maid-servant who, unusually, gave instruction in the three Rs in addition, of course, to etiquette and comportment – essential attributes for any young mademoiselle who sought to better her life. The cook told the butcher that these lessons also came for a “very reasonable consideration”. But he was not worried about the cost, because his beloved daughter deserved only the best.

      Acelin failed to understand why his sister was better treated than him, and he attempted to rationalise it. But it was a reality, growing up with an ingrained bitter inferiority complex. His mother expressed no opinion, nor warmth, nor sympathy; mothers in the Panier, or even in the whole world, he decided, knew their place within the household and kept their views repressed and private.

      “How low in the social pile is a butcher’s boy,” he asked himself. “I’ll learn nothing but slicing up boars or pigs or sheep and who will respect me for achieving such mastery? Father keeps me quiet with: ‘All this will be yours one day, Acelin, when you become a master butcher, like me. So, don’t be such an ungrateful wretch!’” This admonishment was invariably followed by a blow to his head, hard enough to send his senses reeling.

      “I don’t believe his promise will come true because I know the love he has for my cousin, Michault, even if he’s a pockmarked weasel and despised by his friends. Yes, Michault will inherit the business so why should I take notice of anything father says?”

      “Hey, daydreamer! Finish unloading the cart – there are customers about.”

      Acelin scowled, further affronted by Baudet’s smile and nod.

      “Things are simply not the same between me and Criou, not since Baudet arrived in our lives. He talks privately, jokes, cusses, drinks, all with Baudet, damn him, but not with me. How I dislike this fellow! See his perfect white teeth, broad shoulders, strong arms, athletic build, unlike me.”

      Acelin’s jaundiced view of the world was determined by his past and, as time went by, it became ever more entrenched and it sought some kind of resolution.

      As Criou had been saying, the street was now filling up with either folk out shopping or merely taking the air – though it was not the most salubrious – and many would not be seen in the Panier if not for the market. They deigned to enter a culture beneath their own, this being justified by the bargains on offer

      “Let me explain, Baudet. The port or the Panier are both ideal places for rich pickings and in my… how shall I put it… in my ‘day job’ I have learned, through great dedication and perennial sacrifice, how to weigh up a gent or a lady who, by their attire, demeanour or words is worthy of my attention.”

      “What are you trying to say?” Baudet asked, this convoluted explanation starting to bewilder him.

      “I mean, I can spot a watch on a gold chain or a fine embroidered purse at a hundred paces. The more you does it, the better you gets, see?”

      Baudet had felt uncomfortable from the moment he knew this man was a pickpocket. He found it hard to square his upbringing, where honesty was held up as an inviolable virtue, with the blatant – if necessary – felonies that kept his friend in food and his sick mother with the attention of the apothecary.

      “It’s a blessing to possess such a talent.” But Baudet’s statement lacked any real conviction.

      “It is that, my friend. However, business here today is honest, an exchange of money for goods after which my clients will go home happy. Observe and learn, young Baudet.”

      For a while, nobody stopped in front of Criou’s stall.

      “Worry not,” he said under his breath, “patience is the name of the game.”

      He was proved correct when a gentleman in a purple velvet-buttoned jacket, silk scarf and carrying a walking cane, halted.

      “Good day, Monsieur, and what is it that takes your fancy? Only the very best meat, as Monsieur appreciates, being a man of discernment, only the best.”

      Pointing with his cane he asked: “This piece, what is your price?”

      “Ah, an excellent choice. See its proper degree of marbling and its streaks of fat within the lean meat – perfect for your spit. I assume Monsieur’s kitchen is equipped with a spit? All the best ones have them.”

      The man hesitated. In truth, he had not the vaguest idea about what his kitchen was or was not endowed with but, eager to appear a man of means, countered: “Why, my cook purchased the same, this very year.”

      Criou breathed in, waiting, knowing he had clinched a sale.

      “How much did you say?”

      “I didn’t, but let me think…” He was now driving the affair with his customer on the back foot.

      “Such a superb cut of meat is worth two livres. Nonetheless…” He paused. “For a regular gent, I ask only one livre. There are plenty who will snap it up since they likes a bargain…”

      “Done. I’ll take it.”

      Criou wrapped the meat in clean white muslin and exchanged it for the coin the man took from his money pouch.

      “Monsieur will dine well tonight and give my best regards to your dear wife. Good day to you.”

      “How easy was that, Baudet! The boar cost us nothing so whatever I extracted from the toff is pure profit.” Smiling broadly, he withdrew a small leather skin from under his apron, drank and passed it over. “Best brandy to protect us from the cold and to celebrate our first deal of the day.”

      “He made it all look so simple with his gift of the gab and, as he said, it was an honest transaction.”

      Soon after, a lady in a long gown, shawl, and hands thrust into a fur muff, nodded first to the plump maidservant by her side, then towards the stall. It seemed any form of conventional language between the two women and words appeared superfluous to requirements. Then: “Should we purchase that boar’s tail?” the maid asked.

      “Good for the stew-pot, mistress, but I have put it aside for another lady.”

      “Really?” Already, the subtle selling strategy, so well rehearsed by Criou, was working and the plump woman resumed: “We will give you whatever she offered, and some more. Madame’s husband is partial to a boar’s tail for supper.”

      “Then I find myself compromised. I have accepted a half livre…”

      “Here’s one livre. Wrap it up!”

      “I should not but… I agree – as a favour to the lady, don’t you know.”

      Baudet and Criou took more brandy and the latter said, with pride: “Decent business, I’d say, and even before the Sext bell has sounded, don’t you think?”

      “I do and, as you told me, I observed it carefully and saw that you were… were playing with their minds.”

      “Understanding their minds is a better way of describing it and I always keep one step ahead.”

      “I’ll remember that.”

      “Now, young friend, I have come to the conclusion that you need not search for work.”

      “How is that? I have to pay my board, food…”

      “You will work for – I mean with – me. Here, on the stall, hunting when we do it, and assisting me in our mission to relieve the wealthy of their valuables, as my hero, Robin Hood, did. What do you say?”

      “What do I say, he asks me? Stealing – for that’s what it is – does not sit well with me, but I’ll not admit that, except the only beneficiaries are him and his mother, nobody else. On the other hand, those victims can afford the loss. The stall… I’d enjoy it, I’m sure.”

      “I accept, Criou, my partner!”

      The day passed well and, soon there was not a great deal left to sell. Acelin had watched the proceedings, feeling increasingly marginalised.

      “You’ll clear the table before long,” he muttered to Criou, “so I’ll take the horse and cart back to the stable.”

      Criou merely raised his eyebrows, content to have him out of the way.

      Dusk was falling and the stallholders were starting to dismantle everything. Criou had only one rack of ribs remaining when, perhaps, his final customers of the day approached: two young women, elegantly dressed, stopped as he politely hailed them: “My ladies! How fortunate you are today, for I can sell you these fine ribs, and at a giveaway price! Your mother’s cook will not thank you enough but, excuse my lack of manners, how is your dear mother – in rude health, I trust?”

      “She is and thank you for your kind enquiry,” the taller lady, and probably the elder of the two, replied.

      “Not at all. May I introduce you to a new associate in my humble enterprise – this is Monsieur Baudet.”

      The same lady smiled and gave a curtsy, but her companion avoided eye contact with the men, maintaining a coy countenance that was both pleasant and endearing, or so Baudet felt as he acknowledged her salutation.

      “Pleased to meet you, Monsieur Baudet,” the more confident of the two offered, but his gaze fell solely on the other demure person. Criou nudged him to bring him out of his inattention. “Baudet, meet these charming sisters, Mesdemoiselles Climence and Aldessa.”

      “Aldessa, Aldessa! She is simply the most beautiful creature I have ever seen!”

      Her skin was as smooth and pale as alabaster; her nose, eyes and mouth perfectly proportioned; her narrow delicate lips concealed, he knew, even white teeth. A bonnet that covered curly auburn locks matched her long greenish-blue dress, tied under her dimpled chin in a bow.

      “Why does she not look in my direction? Could it be that she is not attracted to me? Hey, Baudet! What a ridiculous suggestion, don’t be so pitiful! A girl as exquisite as her will have a hundred suitors, that’s for sure.”

      He came back to earth as Climence told Criou: “We will take the ribs. Our cook will, as you say, be pleased with them.”

      “A wise choice and I would normally ask two livres but, for two charming ladies, whose presence in the Panier has, undoubtedly, brightened up the day of us poor citizens who are unaccustomed to such beauty, I will not ask two, only one livre. I will not accept a penny more so, pray, do not raise any objection! Baudet, wrap it up well in muslin, for it wouldn’t do if their fine costumes were dirtied.”

      The transaction complete, the two girls departed.

      “Well done, my friend! An empty table, that’s what I like to see.”

      “I agree. And, tell me, where do the sisters reside?”

      “Reside? What an unexpected question… do I sense they have made an impression on your manly hunter’s spirit?” He slapped Baudet on his shoulder to emphasise the jest.

      “Heavens, no! Besides, they are in a different class to me.”

      “That’s true. Anyway, all I know is they live with their wealthy father and mother in a grand house overlooking the Parc Longchamp in the select fourth arrondissement. They’re just two more typical landed visitors who come here, buy, then return to their real lives.”

      “No, you’re wrong, Criou. Aldessa is far from being ‘typical’. She is…” He thought for a moment. “She is exceptional.”

      “If you say so, but it’s time we were in the tavern celebrating our day’s good business. Acelin will see to the table tomorrow.”

      The Auberge Fabien was doing a roaring trade, it being market day.

      “Bring us ale, when you have time, Dizier!” Criou bawled. The landlord and his wife could not refill the tankards to keep up with demand.

      “In due course, Criou, you’re some way down the queue at present.”

      After a short wait, they were served and quenched their thirsts with gusto. Baudet stared into the blazing fire.

      “What’s on your mind, young man?” Criou enquired, warming to his acquaintance more and more as their friendship developed. Then, the penny dropped. “Ah, I see! It’s Aldessa, is it not?”

      “It is. I cannot rid my mind of her, try as may. Yet I know nothing about her, not her tastes, her dislikes, her many admirers whose hearts she has broken, nothing at all.”

      “My word, this sounds serious but, in my experience, I would warn you off certain members of the fair sex who are one station or more above your own. It spells trouble if you ask me and, even though you can’t spell, you should heed me well.” His attempt at lightening the conversation failed.

      “Not trouble, Criou, but a challenge. Do you believe in fate?”

      Criou did not answer. He wished happiness for the lad but doubted it would be found in the ivy-clad mansions of the Parc Longchamp.

      Baudet glanced at the next table where the same men were playing cards, as usual, and in one decisive instant, he realised that two portrayals of extraordinary beauty would consume his life: the superlatively illustrated card deck of the Tarot de Marseilles pack and the fragile desirability of Aldessa.

      The more he dwelt, the more she became an enigma to him. How could he possibly approach her, a pretty rich girl whose world was surely the opposite to his own and whose address was unknown? “If Criou knows not where she lives, then nobody does, apart from… Father Philippe.” He remembered the amenable priest saying his church was frequented by folk from outside the Panier. “I don’t believe it’s the irresistible sermons he gives, as he told me! But that does not matter… did Philippe not say he had some connection with the Saint Victor abbey, where the monks carry out illustrations and learn writing? And, perhaps Aldessa attends the services at Saint Laurent church….”

      Was he confusing the church, the abbey and Aldessa? That night he slept a sleep that soothed away his concerns and put the day to rest, hopeful that on the following day a visit to the cleric would greatly further his intentions. And in his head, the words of the old crone back in Vordan whirled: “You will do good things, Baudet!”
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