



[image: ]






 


‘I don’t want to give you a shock, Eugenie,’ he said, tenderly. ‘I can understand your getting frightened – of my great destiny.’


We were silent again for a while. Then a thought occurred to me. ‘Well, I too shall make world history, Napoleone!’


He looked at me in astonishment. But I persisted, trying to express my thought. ‘World history consists, after all, of the destinies of all people, doesn’t it? Not only men who sign death warrants or know just where to place cannon and which way to fire them. I am thinking of other people. I mean those who are beheaded or shot at, and in fact all men and women who live and hope and love and die.’


He nodded slowly. ‘Quite right, my Eugenie. But I shall influence all those millions of destinies of which you speak. Do you believe in me, Eugenie? Do you believe in me, whatever happens?’


His face was quite close to mine, so close that I trembled and involuntarily closed my eyes. Then I felt his lips pressed tightly on mine …
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The Daughter of a Silk
Merchant of Marseilles





Marseilles, at the beginning of Germinal, Year II. (The end of March 1794 by Mama’s old fashioned reckoning)



I think a woman can get her way better with a man if she has a well-rounded figure. So I’ve decided to stuff four handkerchiefs into the front of my dress to-morrow; then I shall look really grown up. Actually I am grown up already, but nobody else knows that, and I don’t altogether look it.


Last November I was fourteen, and Papa gave me this lovely diary for my birthday. It’s a shame really to spoil these beautiful white pages with writing. There’s a little lock at the side of the diary, and I can lock it up. Even my sister Julie won’t know what I put in it. It was my last present from dear Papa. My father was the silk merchant François Clary, of Marseilles; he died two months ago, of inflammation of the lungs.


‘What shall I write in that book?’ I asked in perplexity when I saw it on the table among my presents. Papa smiled and kissed me on the forehead: ‘The story of Citizeness Bernadine Eugenie Désirée Clary,’ he said, and then a troubled look came into his face.


I am starting my future history to-night, because I’m so excited I can’t get to sleep. So I slid softly out of bed, and I only hope Julie, over there, won’t be awakened by the flickering of the candle. She would make a terrible to-do.


I’m excited because to-morrow I’m going with my sister-in-law Suzanne to see Deputy Albitte and ask him to help Etienne. Etienne is my brother, and his life is in danger. Two days ago the police suddenly came to arrest him. Such things do happen in these days; it’s only five years since the great Revolution, and people say it’s not over yet. There are many guillotined every day in the Town Hall square, and it’s not safe to be related to aristocrats. Thank goodness, we haven’t any fine folk among our relatives. Papa made his own way, and he built up Grandpa’s little business into one of the biggest silk firms in Marseilles. Papa was very glad about the Revolution, though just before it he had been appointed a Purveyor to the Court and had sent some blue silk velvet to the Queen. Etienne says the velvet was never paid for. Papa almost cried when he read to us the first broadsheet proclaiming the Rights of Man.


Etienne had been managing the business since Papa died. When Etienne was arrested, Marie, our cook, who used to be my nurse, said quietly to me: ‘Eugenie, I hear that Albitte is coming to town. Your sister-in-law must go to him and try to get Citizen Etienne Clary set free.’ Marie always knows what’s going on in town.


At supper we were all very dismal. Two places at the table were empty – Papa’s chair next to Mama and Etienne’s next to Suzanne. Mama won’t let anyone use Papa’s chair. I kept thinking of Albitte and crumbling my bread into little balls. That annoyed Julie. She is only four years older than me, but she wants to mother me all the time, and it makes me furious.


‘Eugenie,’ she said, ‘it’s bad manners to crumble your bread.’


I stopped making bread balls and said:


‘Albitte is in town.’


The others took no notice. They never do when I say anything. So I said it again:


‘Albitte is in town.’


At that Mama said: ‘Who is Albitte, Eugenie?’


Suzanne was not listening: she was sobbing into her soup.


‘Albitte,’ I said, proud of my knowledge, ‘is the Jacobin Deputy for Marseilles. He is staying a week and will be in the Maison Commune every day. And to-morrow Suzanne must go to him: she must ask him why Etienne has been arrested, and insist that it must be a misunderstanding.’


‘But,’ Suzanne sobbed, looking at me, ‘he wouldn’t receive me!’


‘I think – I think it might be better,’ said Mama doubtfully, ‘for Suzanne to ask our lawyer to see Albitte.’


Sometimes my family disgust me. Mama won’t have a jar of marmalade made at home unless she can give it a stir, and yet she will leave a matter of life and death to our silly old lawyer. I suppose many grown-ups are like that.


‘We must see Albitte ourselves,’ I said, ‘and Suzanne, as Etienne’s wife, is the one who should go. If you’re afraid, Suzanne, I’ll go, and I’ll ask Albitte to release my big brother.’


‘Don’t you dare go to the Maison Commune!’ said Mama at once. Then she went on with her soup.


‘Mama, I think …’


‘No, I will not hear of it,’ said Mama, and Suzanne began sobbing into her soup again.


After dinner I went upstairs to see whether Persson had got back. You see, in the evening, I give Persson French lessons. He has the sweetest horse’s face imaginable. He’s terribly tall and thin, and he’s the only fair-haired man I know. That’s because he is a Swede. Heaven only knows where Sweden is – somewhere up by the North Pole, I think. Persson showed me once on the map, but I forget where. Persson’s papa has a silk business in Stockholm, and the business is somehow connected with ours here. So Persson came to Marseilles for a year to get experience in Papa’s business. Everyone says you can only learn the silk trade in Marseilles. So one day Persson arrived at our house. At first we couldn’t make out a word he said. He declared that he was talking French, but it didn’t sound like French at all. Mama got a room ready for him in the attic; in these unsettled times, she said, it was better for Persson to live with us.


I found Persson had come in – really he is such a respectable young man – and we sat down in the parlour. Usually he reads to me from the newspapers, and I correct his pronunciation. And once more, as so often, I got out the old broadsheet about the Rights of Man that Papa had brought home, and then Persson and I listened to each other reciting it, because we wanted to learn it all by heart. Persson’s equine face grew quite solemn, and he said he envied me because I belonged to the nation that had presented these great thoughts to the world.


‘Liberty, Equality, and the Sovereignty of the People,’ he declaimed. Then he said: ‘Much blood has been shed to establish these new laws, so much innocent blood. And it must not be allowed to have been shed in vain, Mademoiselle.’


Of course, Persson is a foreigner, and he always calls Mama ‘Madame Clary’, and me ‘Mademoiselle Eugenie’, in the family though that is forbidden; we are both just Citoyenne Clary.


Suddenly Julie came into the room. ‘Would you come for a moment, Eugenie,’ she said, and took me to Suzanne’s room.


Suzanne was sitting huddled up on the sofa, sipping port-wine. Port-wine is supposed to be strengthening, but I am never given a glass, because young maidens do not need strengthening, Mama says. Mama was sitting next to Suzanne, and I could see that she was trying to look energetic. When she does that, she looks more frail and helpless than ever; she hunches up her narrow shoulders, and her face seems very small under the little widow’s cap she has worn for two months. My poor Mama looks much more like an orphan child than a widow.


‘We have decided,’ said Mama, ‘that to-morrow Suzanne shall try to see Deputy Albitte. And,’ Mama added, clearing her throat, ‘you are to go with her, Eugenie!’


‘I am afraid to go alone, among all the crowds of people,’ Suzanne murmured. I could see that the port-wine had not strengthened her, only made her drowsy. And I wondered why I was to go with her, and not Julie.


‘Suzanne has made this decision for Etienne’s sake,’ said Mama, ‘and it will be a comfort to her, my dear child, to know that you are with her.’


‘Of course you must keep your mouth shut,’Julie hastened to add, ‘and let Suzanne do the talking.’ I was glad that Suzanne was going to see Albitte. That was the best thing to do, the only thing, in my opinion. But since they were treating me like a child, as usual, I said nothing.


‘To-morrow will be a very trying day for us all,’ said Mama, getting up. ‘So we must go to bed soon.’


I ran into the parlour and told Persson that I had to go to bed. He packed up the newspapers and bowed. ‘Then I will bid you good night, Mademoiselle Clary,’ he said.


I was at the door when he suddenly murmured something. I turned back.


‘Did you say something, Monsieur Persson?’


‘It’s only—’ he began. I went over to him and tried to see his face in the dusk; I did not bother to light the candles as we were going to bed. I could just see Persson’s pale face.


‘I only wanted to say, Mademoiselle, that I – yes, that I shall soon be going home.’


‘Oh, I am sorry, Monsieur; why?’


‘I have not yet told Madame Clary, I did not want to trouble her. But you see, Mademoiselle, I have been here for a year and more, and they want me in the business in Stockholm. And when Monsieur Etienne Clary comes back everything will be in order here. I mean, in the business as well; and then I will go back to Stockholm.’


It was the longest speech I had ever heard Persson make. I couldn’t quite understand why he told me before the others. I had always thought he didn’t take me any more seriously than they do. But now, of course, I wanted us to go on talking. So I went over to the sofa and indicated with a very ladylike gesture that he was to be seated next to me. As soon as he sat down, his tall frame folded up like a pocket knife; he rested his elbows on his knees, and I could see he didn’t know what to say next.


‘Is Stockholm a beautiful city?’ I asked politely.


‘To me it is the most beautiful city in the world,’ he answered. ‘Green ice-floes sail about in Mälar, and the sky is as white as a sheet that has just been washed. That is in the winter, but our winter is very long.’


His description did not make me think Stockholm particularly beautiful. I wondered, too, where it was that the green floes were sailing about.


‘Our shop is in the Vester Longgatan. That is the most modern shopping centre in Stockholm. It is just by the Royal Palace,’ Persson added proudly.


But I was not really listening, I was thinking ‘about tomorrow’, and thinking ‘I must stuff some handkerchiefs into the front of my dress and—’


‘I wanted to ask you a favour, Mademoiselle Clary,’ I heard Persson saying.


‘I must look as pretty as I can,’ I was thinking, ‘so that for my sake they will release Etienne.’ But I asked politely:


‘What is it, Monsieur?’


‘I should like so much,’ he faltered, ‘to keep the broadsheet about the Rights of Man, the one Monsieur Clary brought home. I know, Mademoiselle, that that is a presumptuous request.’


It was indeed. Papa had always kept the broadsheet on his little bedside table, and after his death I had taken it for myself.


‘I shall always treasure it, Mademoiselle,’ said Persson.


Then I teased him for the last time: ‘So you’ve become a Republican, Monsieur?’


And once more he wouldn’t say. ‘I am a Swede, Mademoiselle,’ he replied, ‘and Sweden is a Monarchy.’


‘You may keep the broadsheet, Monsieur,’ I said, ‘and show it to your friends in Sweden.’


At this moment the door flew open and Julie cried angrily: ‘When are you coming to bed, Eugenie? Oh,’ she added, ‘I didn’t know you were with Monsieur Persson. Monsieur, the child must go to bed. Come along, Eugenie!’


Julie was still scolding me when I had put almost all my paper curlers into my hair and she was in bed. ‘Eugenie, your behaviour is scandalous. Persson is a young man, and it’s not proper to sit in the dark with a young man. You forget that you are a daughter of François Clary. Papa was a highly respected citizen, and Persson can’t even speak decent French. You will disgrace the whole family!’


‘What rubbish,’ I thought, as I snuffed out the candle and got into bed. ‘What Julie needs is a husband; if she had one my life would be easier.’


I tried to sleep, but I could not stop thinking about tomorrow’s visit to the Maison Commune. And I kept thinking, too, of the guillotine. I see it so often when I am trying to go to sleep, and then I dig my head into the pillow to drive away that memory, the memory of the knife and the severed head.


Two years ago our cook Marie took me secretly to the Town Hall square. We pushed our way through the crowd that swarmed round the scaffold. I wanted to see everything, and I clenched my teeth because they were chattering so. The red tumbril brought up twenty ladies and gentlemen. They all wore fine clothes, but dirty bits of straw clung to the gentlemen’s silk breeches and the ladies’ lace sleeves. Their hands were bound with rope behind their backs.


Sawdust is spread on the scaffold round the guillotine, and every morning and evening, after the executions, fresh sawdust is put down, but it spite of that it is always a terrible reddish yellow mess. The whole square smells of dried blood and sawdust. The guillotine is painted red like the tumbrils, but the paint is peeling off; for the guillotine has been there for years.


On that afternoon the first person brought in was a young man who was accused of being in secret correspondence with enemies abroad. When the executioner jerked him on to the scaffold his lips were moving; I think he was praying. He knelt and I shut my eyes; I heard the blade fall. When I looked up, the executioner was holding a head in his hand. The head had a chalk-white face; the eyes were wide open and staring at me. My heart stood still. The mouth in the chalky face was wide open as though about to scream. There was no end to that silent scream.


I could hear confused voices round me; someone sobbed, and there came a high-pitched giggle. Then the noise seemed to come from far away, everything went black before my eyes, and – well, yes, I was horribly sick.


I felt better then, but people were shouting at me for being sick: I had spoilt someone’s shoes. I kept my eyes shut so as not to see the bleeding head. Marie was ashamed of my behaviour, and took me out of the crowd; I heard people abusing us as we passed them. And ever since then I often can’t sleep for thinking of the dead staring eyes and the silent scream.


When we got home I couldn’t stop crying. Papa put his arms round me and said: ‘The people of France suffered for hundreds of years. And two flames rose from that suffering: the flame of Justice, and the flame of Hatred. The flame of Hatred will burn down and be extinguished in streams of blood. But the other flame, the sacred flame of Justice, little daughter, can never again be completely extinguished.’


‘The Rights of Man can never be abrogated, can they, Papa?’


‘No, they can never be abrogated. But they can be temporarily suppressed, openly or secretly, and trodden under foot. But those who trample on them will incur the deepest blood-guilt in all history. And whenever and wherever in days to come men rob their brethren of their rights of Liberty and Equality, no one can say for them “Father, forgive them; for they know not what they do”, because, little daughter, after the Declaration of the Rights of Man they will know perfectly well what they are doing!’


When Papa said that, his voice was quite changed. It sounded – yes, really, it sounded just as I should expect the voice of God to sound. And the more time has passed since that talk with Papa, the better I have understood what he meant.


I feel very close to Papa to-night. I am afraid for Etienne, and a little afraid of the visit to the Maison Commune. But at night we are more easily frightened than in the daytime.


If only I knew whether my life’s story will be happy or sad! I want ever so much to have some experience out of the ordinary. But first I must find a husband for Julie. And, above all, Etienne must be got out of prison.


Good night, Papa! You see I have begun to write my story.


Twenty-four hours later. (How many things have happened!)


I am the disgrace of the family!


On top of that, so much has happened that I don’t know how I can write it all down. First of all – Etienne has been released, and is sitting downstairs in the dining-room with Mama, Suzanne, and Julie, and he is eating away as if he’d been kept on bread and water for a month, instead of only three days.


Secondly, I have met a young man with a very interesting face and the most unpronounceable name – Boonopat, or Bonapart, or something like that. Thirdly, downstairs they’re all furious, calling me a disgrace to the family, and they have packed me off to bed.


Downstairs they are celebrating Etienne’s return, and though it was my idea to see Albitte, I am being endlessly scolded, and there’s no one with whom I can talk about the future and this Citizen Buonapar, impossible name, I’ll never remember it – there’s no one with whom I can talk about this new young man. But my dear good Papa must have foreseen how lonely you can be if you are misunderstood by everybody, and that is why he gave me this diary.


To-day began with one to-do after another. Julie told me that Mama had decided that I was to wear my odious grey gown, and that of course I must wear a lace fichu tight round my neck. I fought against the fichu, but Julie shrieked: ‘Do – you – think we shall let you go in a low-necked dress like a – like a girl from the port, let you go to a government office without a fichu?’


As soon as Julie had gone I hastily borrowed her little pot of rouge. For my fourteenth birthday I had a pot of my own, but I hate it, it’s such a childish pink. Julie’s ‘Cerise’ suits me much better. I dabbed it on carefully, and I thought how difficult it must have been for the great ladies in Versailles who used thirteen different shades one on top of another to get the right effect. I read about it in the newspaper, in an article on the Widow Capet, our Queen who was guillotined.


‘My rouge! How often must I tell you not to use my things without my permission!’ said Julie crossly as she came back into the bedroom. I quickly powdered my whole face; then I damped my forefinger and smoothed my eyebrows and eyelids – they look much nicer when they are a little shiny. Julie sat on the bed and watched me critically. I began to take the paper curlers out of my hair. But they got caught in my curls, I have such horrid stubborn natural curls that it’s a terrible business to coax them into smooth corkscrews hanging down to my shoulders.


We heard Mama’s voice outside: ‘Isn’t that child ready yet, Julie? We must have something to eat now if Suzanne and Eugenie are to be at the Maison Commune by two o’cloock.’


I tried to hurry, but that only made me clumsier than ever, and I simply could not get my hair right.


‘Julie, can’t you help me?’


Honour to whom honour is due. Julie has the light touch of a fairy. She finished doing my hair in five minutes.


‘In one of the papers I saw a drawing of the young Marquise de Fontenay,’ I said. ‘She wears her hair in short curls, and brushes it down on to her forehead. Short hair would suit me too.’


‘She only does it to let everyone see that she was only rescued from the guillotine in the nick of time! But she won’t have cut off her hair till she left the prison. She must have had long hair, and her elaborate frisure, when Deputy Tallien first saw her in prison. But,’Julie added like an old maiden aunt, ‘I should advise you, Eugenie, not to read newspaper articles about the Fontenay.’


‘You needn’t be so condescending and superior, Julie, I’m no longer a child, and I know quite well why Tallien got a pardon for the beautiful Fontenay, and what his object was. And so—’


‘You are impossible, Eugenie! Who tells you all these things? Marie in the kitchen?’


‘Julie, where is that child?’ Mama called. She sounded annoyed.


I pretended to be tidying my fichu and stuffed the four handkerchiefs into my frock. Two on the right and two on the left.


‘Take out those handkerchiefs at once! You can’t go out like that,’Julie said, but I pretended not to hear her, and impatiently pulled open one drawer after another looking for my Revolutionary cockade. Naturally I found it in the last drawer of all. I fastened it on to what seemed to me a most seductive handkerchief bosom. Then I ran downstairs with Julie to the dining-room.


Mama and Suzanne had begun to eat. Suzanne had her cockade on. At the beginning of the Revolution everyone wore a cockade, but now they are worn only by Jacobins, or when people are going to see someone in a Government office, or a Deputy. Naturally, in troubled times, for example last year when the Girondists were being persecuted, and there were wholesale arrests, no one dared to go out without the blue-white-red rosette of the Republic. At first I loved those rosettes showing the national colours of France, but now I don’t like them any longer. I think it’s undignified to pin one’s convictions on to one’s frock or coat lapel.


After dinner Mama got out the cut-glass decanter of port-wine. Yesterday Suzanne had a glass, but to-day Mama filled two glasses and gave Suzanne one and me one.


‘Drink it slowly,’ she told me, ‘port-wine is strengthening.’


I took a big gulp; it tasted sticky and sweet, and all of a sudden it regularly warmed me up. It made me very cheerful, too. I smiled at Julie, and then I saw there were tears in her eyes. She actually put her arm round my shoulders and pressed her face against my cheek. ‘Eugenie,’ she whispered, ‘take care of yourself!’


The port-wine was making me very lively. For fun I rubbed my nose against Julie’s cheek, and whispered: ‘Perhaps you’re afraid that Deputy Albitte might seduce me?’


‘Can’t you ever be serious?’ said Julie irritably. ‘It’s not just a game going to the Maison Commune, with Etienne under arrest. You know they—’ She stopped short.


I took a last good gulp of port-wine. Then I looked straight at her. ‘I know, Julie, I know what you mean. Usually the near relatives of arrested men are arrested too. No doubt Suzanne and I are in danger. And you and Mama are in danger too, but as you are not going to the Maison Commune you two won’t be on show. And so—’


‘I wish I could go with Suzanne.’ Her lips were trembling, but she controlled herself. ‘But if anything happens to you, Mama will need me!’


‘Nothing will happen to us,’ I said. ‘And if it did, I should know that you are looking after Mama, and that you will try to get me out. We two must always stick together, mustn’t we, Julie?’


Suzanne did not speak on our way into the centre of the town. We walked very fast, and she did not look to right or left, even when we went past the fashion shops in the Rue Cannebière. When we reached the Town Hall square she suddenly took my arm. I tried not to see the guillotine. The square still smelt of fresh sawdust and dried blood. We met Citoyenne Renard, who for years had made Mama’s hats. She looked round timidly before nodding to us; she had evidently heard that a member of the Clary family had been arrested.


A great crowd were loitering in the entrance to the Maison Commune. When we tried to push our way through, someone caught hold of Suzanne’s arm. Poor Suzanne shook with fear and grew very pale.


‘And what do you want, Citoyenne?


‘We wish to speak to Citizen Deputy Albitte,’ I said quickly in a loud voice.


The man, I decided he was the porter at the Maison Commune, let go of Suzanne’s arm. ‘Second door on the right,’ he said. We pressed on through the dimly lit entrance, found the second door on the right, opened it, and were assailed by a confused roar of voices and a horridly stuffy atmosphere.


At first we did not know what to do. So many people were sitting and standing in the narrow waiting-room that you could hardly move. At the far end of the room was another door, at which a young man stood on guard. He wore the costume of the Jacobin Club; he had a high collar, a huge black cocked hat with a cockade, and a silk coat with very fine lace cuffs; he had a walking stick under his arm. I thought he must be one of Albitte’s secretaries, so I caught hold of Suzanne’s hand and tried to push through to him. Suzanne’s hand was trembling and as cold as ice, but I could feel beads of perspiration on my forehead, and I was vexed with the handkerchiefs inside my dress, for they made me hotter than ever.


‘We want, please, to see Citizen Deputy Albitte,’ Suzanne murmured when we came up to the young man.


‘What?’ he shouted at her.


‘To see Citizen Deputy Albitte,’ Suzanne stammered.


‘Everyone in this room wants to see him. Have you sent in your name, Citoyenne?’


Suzanne shook her head. ‘How do we do that?’ I asked.


‘Write out your name and business,’ he said. ‘People who can’t write get me to do it for them. That costs—’ he glanced appraisingly at our clothes.


‘We can write,’ Suzanne said.


‘Over there on the window-ledge the citoyenne will find paper and a quill,’ said the Jacobin youth. He might have been an archangel at the gates of Paradise.


We pushed through to the window-ledge. Suzanne quickly filled up a form. Names? Citoyenne Suzanne Clary and Citoyenne Bernadine Eugenie Désirée Clary. Purpose of visit? We stared at each other in perplexity.


‘Write the truth,’ I said.


‘Then he won’t see us,’ Suzanne whispered.


‘He’ll make inquiries anyhow before he sees us,’ I urged. ‘Things are not exactly simple here.’


‘Simple, no, indeed!’ Suzanne moaned as she wrote: ‘Purpose of visit: concerns arrest of Citoyen Etienne Clary.’


We then struggled back to our Jacobin archangel. He glanced casually at the paper, barked ‘Wait,’ and disappeared behind the door. He was gone, it seemed to me, for an eternity. At last he came back and said: ‘You may wait. The Citizen Deputy will receive you. Your name will be called out.’


Soon afterwards the door was opened, someone gave the archangel instructions, and he shouted, ‘Citoyen Joseph Petit.’ I saw an old man with a little girl get up from the bench by the wall. I quickly pushed Suzanne towards the two empty places. ‘We had better sit down, it will be hours before it’s our turn.’


Our situation had improved enormously. We leaned back against the wall, closed our eyes, and wriggled our toes in our shoes. Soon I began to look about, and I noticed our shoemaker, old Simon. I thought of his son, young Simon with the bow legs, and how gallantly those bow legs had marched in that company eighteen months ago.


I shall never forget that march. Our country was being pressed on all sides by enemy armies. The other countries would not tolerate our proclamation of the Republic. It was being said that our armies would not be able to hold out much longer against those superior forces. But one morning I was awakened by singing under our windows. I jumped out of bed and ran on to the balcony, and I saw, marching past, the Volontaires of Marseilles. They were taking three cannon from the fortress with them, because they did not mean to appear before the Minister of War in Paris empty-handed.


I knew many of the marchers. There were the apothecary’s two nephews, and, Heavens! shoemaker Simon’s bow-legged son, exerting himself to keep pace with the others! And there was Léon, the assistant from our own shop: he had not even asked permission, but had simply enrolled and gone off. And behind Léon I saw three dignified young men in dark brown clothes: Banker Levi’s sons; the Rights of Man had given them the same civil liberties as all other Frenchmen. Now they had put on their Sunday best to go to war for France. ‘Au revoir, Monsieur Levi,’ I shouted, and all three Levis looked up and waved.


The Levis were followed by our butcher’s sons, and then came in serried ranks the workmen from the docks. I recognised them by their blue linen blouses and the clatter of their clogs. And they were all singing


Allons, enfants de la patrie …,


the new song, which became famous overnight, and I sang with them.


Suddenly Julie was standing next to me; we picked flowers from the rose-trees growing round the balcony and threw them down.


‘Le jour de gloire est arrivé …’ came up to us in a roar, and the tears ran down our cheeks. And below, Franchon, the tailor, caught two of the roses and laughed up at us. Julie waved back at him with both her hands, and called excitedly: ‘Aux armes, citoyens, aux armes!’


They still looked like ordinary citizens in their dark coats or blue linen blouses, their patent leather shoes or wooden clogs. In Paris only some of them were given uniforms, because there were not enough to go round. But with or without uniforms, they beat back the enemy and won the battles of Valmy and Wattignies – the Simons and Léons and Franchons and Levis. And now the song they sang as they marched to Paris is being played and sung all over France. It is called the Marseillaise, because it was carried through the land by the men of our city.


When I was thinking of those scenes, the old shoemaker had pushed his way through to us. He shook hands with us eagerly but with embarrassment, and we felt that he wanted to express his sympathy. Then he turned hastily to the subject of leather soles, which can scarcely be procured, and he went on to talk of the tax relief for which he wanted to ask Albitte, and of his bow-legged son, from whom he has had no news. Then his name was called, and he took leave of us.


We waited for hours. Sometimes I closed my eyes and leaned against Suzanne. Every time I opened them the rays of the sun came more aslant and a little redder through the window. Now there were fewer people in the room. Albitte seemed to be cutting short the interviews, for the archangel was calling out new names more often. But plenty of people who were here before us were still waiting.


‘I must find a husband for Julie,’ I said. ‘In the novels she reads the heroines fall in love when they are eighteen at the latest. Where did you meet Etienne, Suzanne?’


‘Don’t bother me now!’ Suzanne said. ‘I want to concentrate on what I must say in there.’ She glanced at the door.


‘If I ever have to receive people, I shall not keep them waiting. I’ll give them definite times to come, one after another, and receive them at once. This waiting is dreadful!’


‘What nonsense you talk, Eugenie. As if you would ever in your life – what did you call it? – be receiving people!’


I fell silent, and grew sleepier still. Port-wine makes you gay at first, I reflected, then sad, and finally tired. But it is certainly not strengthening.


‘Don’t yawn, that’s rude,’ Suzanne was saying.


‘Oh, but we are living in a free Republic,’ I murmured sleepily, but I woke up with a start because another name had been called. Suzanne put her hand on mine. ‘It’s not our turn yet,’ she said. Her hand was still cold.


At last I really fell fast asleep. I slept so soundly that I thought I was in bed at home. Suddenly I was disturbed by a light. I did not open my eyes; ‘Julie,’ I seemed to be saying, ‘let me sleep, I’m tired.’


A voice said: ‘Wake up, Citoyenne.’ But I took no notice, until someone shook me by the shoulder.


‘Wake up, Citoyenne. You can’t go on sleeping here!’


‘Oh, leave me alone,’ I grumbled, but then I was suddenly wide awake. I was startled, and pushed the strange hand from my shoulder. I had no idea where I was. I was in some dark room, and a man with a lantern was bending over me. For heaven’s sake, where was I?


‘Don’t be alarmed, Citoyenne,’ the strange man said. His voice was soft and pleasant, but he spoke with a foreign accent which made me sure I was having a bad dream. I said I was not afraid, however; ‘but,’ I added, ‘where am I and who are you?’


The strange man stopped shining the lantern in my face, and now that the light was closer to him I could see his features more clearly. He was a really handsome young man, with kind dark eyes, a very smooth face, and a very charming smile. He was wearing a dark suit and a cloak over it.


‘I’m sorry to disturb you,’ the young man said politely, ‘but I’m going home, and I’m closing Deputy Albitte’s office.’


Office? How had I got to an office? My head ached and my legs felt like lead.


‘What office? and who are you?’ I stammered.


‘It’s Deputy Albitte’s office. And my name, as this seems to interest the citoyenne, Citoyen Joseph Bonoparté, secretary to the Committee of Public Safety in Paris, seconded to Deputy Albitte as his secretary during his journey to Marseilles. And our office hours were over a long time ago: I must lock up, and it’s against the law for anyone to spend the night in the Maison Commune. I must therefore ask the citoyenne very kindly to wake up and leave.’


Maison Commune, Albitte. Now I knew where I was, and why. But where was Suzanne? I was at a loss.


‘Where is Suzanne?’ I asked the friendly young man.


At that his smile broadened into a laugh. ‘I have not the honour to know Suzanne,’ he said. ‘I can only tell you that the last people who came to see Citoyen Albitte left here two hours ago. I am the only person left in the office. And I am going home now.’


‘But I must wait for Suzanne!’ I insisted. ‘You must excuse me, Citizen Bo – ma—’


‘Bonoparté,’ said the young man, politely helping me out.


‘Well, Citoyen Bonoparté, you must excuse me, but here I am, and here I must stay till Suzanne comes back. Otherwise there’ll be a terrible to-do when I get home alone, and when I confess that I lost her in the Maison Commune. You can understand that, can’t you?’


He sighed. ‘You are monstrous persistent,’ he said, as he put the lantern on the floor and sat down next to me on the bench. ‘What is this Suzanne’s surname, and what did she want from Albitte?’


‘Her name is Suzanne Clary, and she is my brother Etienne’s wife,’ I told him. ‘Etienne was arrested, and Suzanne and I came to ask for his release.’


‘Just a moment,’ he said. He got up, took the lantern, and disappeared through the door at which the archangel had stood guard. I followed him. He was bending over a large writing-desk and looking through some documents.


‘If Albitte received your sister-in-law,’ he explained, ‘your brother’s dossier must be here. The Deputy always asks for the papers in the case before talking to the relatives of arrested men.’


I did not know what to say, so I murmured: ‘The Deputy is a very just and kind man.’


He glanced up at me mockingly. ‘Above all a kind man, Citoyenne. Perhaps too kind. And that’s why Citoyen Robespierre of the Committee of Public Safety commissioned me to assist him.’


‘Oh, so you know Robespierre?’ I said without thinking. Heavens, here was someone who knew Deputy Robespierre, who will arrest his best friends to serve the Republic!


‘Ah, here we are, Etienne Clary,’ the young man exclaimed in satisfaction. ‘Etienne Clary, silk merchant of Marseilles, is that right?’


I nodded eagerly. ‘But in any case,’ I said, ‘his arrest was a misunderstanding.’


Citizen Bonoparté turned to me: ‘What was a misunderstanding?’


‘Whatever it was that led to his arrest.’


The young man put on a grave air. ‘I see. And why was he arrested?’


‘Well, we don’t know,’ I admitted. ‘But at any rate I can assure you that it was a misunderstanding.’ Then I thought of something. ‘Listen,’ I said eagerly. ‘You said you know Citoyen Robespierre, the Commissary for Public Safety. Perhaps you can tell him that Etienne’s arrest was a mistake and—’


My heart stood still. For the young man shook his head slowly and seriously. ‘I can do nothing about this case. There is nothing more to be done. Here—’ he solemnly picked up a document – ‘here is the decision, entered by Deputy Albitte himself.’


He held the sheet out to me. ‘Read it for yourself!’


I bent over the document. But though he was holding the lantern quite close I could make nothing out. I saw a few hastily written words, but the letters danced before my eyes.


‘I am so troubled, please read it to me,’ I said, and I was close to tears. He read out:


‘The matter has been fully explained and he has been set free.’


‘Does that mean—’ I was trembling all over—’ does that mean that Etienne—?’


‘Of course! Your brother is a free man. He probably went home to his Suzanne long ago, and is now sitting with the rest of the family enjoying his supper. And the whole family are making a fuss over him and have entirely forgotten you. But – but – what’s the matter, Citoyenne?’


I had started helplessly weeping. I couldn’t stop, the tears ran down my cheeks, and I wept and wept; and I simply could not understand why, for I wasn’t sad, I was inexpressibly happy, and I didn’t know you can weep for joy.


‘I am so glad, Monsieur,’ I sobbed; ‘so glad!’


It was obvious that this scene made the young man uncomfortable. He put down the dossier and busied himself with things on the desk. I dug down into my ‘Pompadour’ handbag, and looked for a handkerchief, but I found I had forgotten to put one in. Then I remembered the handkerchiefs in the front of my dress, and I reached down into the open neck. At that moment the young man looked up, and he could hardly believe his eyes: two, three, four little handkerchiefs came out of my frock, like a conjuring trick.


‘I put them there so that people should think I was grown up,’ I murmured, because I felt that I owed him an explanation. I was terribly ashamed. ‘You see, at home they treat me as a child.’


‘You are no longer a child, you are a young lady,’ Citizen Boonopat assured me at once. ‘And now I’ll take you home. It’s not pleasant for a young lady to walk through the city alone at this time of night.’


‘It is too kind of you, Monsieur, but I cannot accept—’ I stammered in embarrassment. ‘You said yourself that you wanted to go home.’


He laughed: ‘A friend of Robespierre permits no contradiction. We’ll have a sweetmeat each, and then go.’


He opened a drawer in the desk and held out a paper bag to me. In it were cherries dipped in chocolate. ‘Albitte always keeps bonbons in his desk,’ he told me. ‘Take another chocolate cherry. Good, isn’t it? Nowadays only Deputies can afford bonbons like these.’ The last sentence sounded a little bitter.


‘I live on the other side of the city, it would be very much out of your way,’ I said guiltily, as we were leaving the Maison Commune. But I did not want to refuse his company, for it’s quite true that young ladies cannot be out alone in the evening without being molested. Besides, I did so like him.


‘I am so ashamed of having shed tears,’ I said a little later. He pressed my arm and reassured me: ‘I understand how you felt. I have brothers and sisters too, and I love them. And, indeed, sisters of about your age.’


After that I no longer felt in the least shy. ‘But Marseilles is not your home?’ I asked him.


‘It is. All my family, except one brother, live here now.’


‘I thought – well,’ I said, ‘your accent is different from ours.’


‘I am a Corsican,’ he said. ‘A Corsican refugee. We all came to France a little over a year ago – my mother, my brothers and sisters, and I. We had to leave everything we possessed in Corsica, and escaped with our bare lives.’


It sounded wildly romantic. ‘Why?’ I asked, breathless with excitement.


‘Because we are patriots,’ he said.


‘Does Corsica belong to Italy?’ I inquired, for my ignorance is beyond belief.


‘How can you ask such a thing?’ he replied hotly. ‘For twenty-five years Corsica has belonged to France. And we were brought up as French citizens, patriotic French citizens! That’s why we could make no terms with the party that wanted to hand over Corsica to the English. A year ago English warships suddenly appeared off your coast; you must surely have heard of it?’


I nodded. Probably I heard of it at the time, but I had forgotten all about it.


‘And we had to flee. Mama and all of us.’ His voice was grim. He was like a real hero in a novel: a homeless refugee.


‘And have you friends in Marseilles?’


‘My brother helps us. He was able to get Mama a small Government pension, because she had to flee from the English. My brother was educated in France. At Brienne, at the military school. He is a General.’


‘Oh!’ I said, speechless with admiration; I felt one should say something when told that a man’s brother is a General! But as I could find nothing more to say, he changed the subject.


‘You are a daughter of the late silk merchant Clary, aren’t you?’


I was very surprised. ‘How did you know that?’


He laughed: ‘You needn’t be surprised. I might tell you that the eyes of the law see everything and that I, as an official of the Republic, am one of those many eyes. But I’ll be honest, Mademoiselle, and admit that you yourself told me: you said you were Etienne Clary’s sister. And I learned from the documents that Etienne Clary is the son of the late François Clary.’


He spoke quickly, and when he does that he is liable to roll his r’s like a real foreigner. But, after all, he is a Corsican.


‘By the way, Mademoiselle,’ he suddenly said, ‘you were right. Your brother’s arrest was indeed due to a misunderstanding. The warrant for the arrest was actually made out in your father’s name – François Clary.’


‘But Papa is no longer alive!’


‘Quite so, and that explains the misunderstanding. It is all down in your brother’s dossier. Recently an examination of certain pre-Revolution documents revealed that the silk merchant François Clary had petitioned to be granted a patent of nobility.’


I was astonished. ‘Really? We knew nothing about that. And I don’t understand it; Papa never had any liking for the aristocracy. Why should he have done that?’


‘For business reasons,’ Citizen Bonaparté explained, ‘only for business reasons. I suppose he wanted to be appointed a Purveyor to the Court?’


‘Yes, and once he sent some blue silk velvet to the Queen, I mean to the Widow Capet in Versailles,’ I said proudly. ‘Papa’s silks were famous for their excellence.’


‘His petition was regarded as – well, let us say as entirely unsuited to the times. That’s why a warrant for his arrest was issued. And when our people went to his address they found only the silk merchant Etienne Clary, and so they arrested him.’


‘I’m sure that Etienne knew nothing about that petition,’ I declared.


‘I assume that your sister-in-law Suzanne convinced Deputy Albitte of her husband’s innocence. That is why your brother was released; and your sister-in-law must have hurried to the prison at once to fetch him. But all that belongs to the past. What interests me,’ he continued, and his voice was soft, almost tender. ‘What interests me is not your family, Mademoiselle, but you yourself, little Citoyenne. What is your name?’


‘My name is Bernadine Eugenie Désirée. They call me Eugenie; I should much prefer Désirée.’


‘All your names are beautiful. And what shall I call you, Mademoiselle Bernadine Eugenie Désirée?’


I felt myself blushing. But thank goodness it was dark, and he could not see my face. I had a feeling that the conversation was taking a turn of which Mama would not have approved.


‘Call me Eugenie as everyone else does. But you must come to see us, and in front of Mama I’ll suggest that you should call me by my Christian name. Then there won’t be any trouble, because I believe that if Mama knew—’


I stopped short.


‘Are you never allowed to take a walk with a young man?’ he inquired.


‘I don’t know. So far I’ve never known any young men,’ I said without thinking. I had completely forgotten Persson.


He pressed my arm again and laughed: ‘But now you know one – Eugenie!’


‘When will you call on us?’ I asked.


‘Shall I come soon?’ he rejoined, teasing.


But I did not answer at once. I was full of an idea that had occurred to me a little earlier: Julie! Julie, who so loves reading novels, would be enthusiastic about this young man with the foreign accent.


‘Well, what is your answer, Mademoiselle Eugenie?’


‘Come to-morrow,’ I said, ‘to-morrow after office hours. If it is warm enough we can sit in the garden. We have a little summer-house, it’s Julie’s favourite place in the garden.’ I considered that I had been extremely diplomatic.


‘Julie? So far I have only heard about Suzanne and Etienne, not Julie. Who is Julie?’


I had to talk quickly, for we had already reached our road. ‘Julie is my sister,’ I said.


‘Older or younger?’ He sounded keenly interested.


‘Older. She is eighteen.’


‘And – pretty?’


‘Very pretty,’ I assured him eagerly; but then I wondered whether Julie would really be considered pretty. It is so difficult to judge one’s own sister.


‘You swear it?’


‘She has lovely brown eyes,’ I declared, and so she has.


‘And are you sure your mother would welcome me?’ he asked with diffidence. He did not seem sure that Mama would be glad to see him, and, quite frankly, I wasn’t sure either.


‘I am sure she would welcome you,’ I insisted, for I was determined to give Julie her chance. Besides, there was something I wanted myself. ‘Do you think you could bring your brother, the General?’ I asked.


Now Monsieur Boonopat was quite eager. ‘Of course. He would be delighted, we have so few acquaintances in Marseilles.’


‘You see, I’ve never seen a real General close up,’ I confessed.


‘Well, you can see one to-morrow. True, at the moment he has no command, he is working out some scheme or other. Still, he is a real General.’


I tried in vain to imagine what a real General would be like. I was sure that I had never met a General, and, as a matter of fact, I had not seen one even at a distance. And the pictures of the Generals in the days of the Roi Soleil are all of old gentlemen with huge wigs. After the Revolution, Mama took down the portraits of them in the parlour and stacked them in the attic.


‘There must be a great difference in age between you and your brother,’ I said, for Monsieur Boonapat seemed very young.


‘No, not very much difference. About a year.’


‘What!’ I exclaimed, ‘your brother is only a year older than you, and a General?’


‘No, a year younger. My brother is only twenty-four. But he is very clever, and full of amazing ideas. Well, you’ll see him tomorrow yourself.’


Our house was now in sight. The road was lit up from the ground-floor windows. No doubt the family had been at supper for some time.


‘That is where I live, where the lights are.’


Suddenly Monsieur Boonapat’s manner changed. When he saw the fine white house he was less sure of himself, and quickly said good-bye. ‘I mustn’t keep you, Mademoiselle. I am afraid your family will be anxious about you. Oh, no, don’t thank me. It was a great pleasure to escort you, and if your invitation was seriously meant, I shall take the liberty of calling to-morrow in the late afternoon, with my young brother, that is to say if your mother does not object, and if we should not be disturbing you.’


At that moment the front door was opened, and Julie’s voice pierced the darkness: ‘There she is, by the gate!’ Then she called impatiently: ‘Eugenie, is that you, Eugenie?’


‘I’m coming in a moment, Julie,’ I called back.


‘Au revoir, Mademoiselle,’ Monsieur Boonapat said as I ran up to the house. Five minutes later I was being told that I was a disgrace to the family.


Mama, Suzanne, and Etienne were at supper; the meal was over and they were having coffee when Julie brought me in in triumph. ‘Here she is!’


‘Thank God,’ Mama said. ‘Where have you been, my child?’


I glanced at Suzanne reproachfully. ‘You must have forgotten all about me,’ I complained. ‘I went to sleep and—’


Suzanne was holding Etienne’s hand. She put down her cup indignantly. ‘Well, I never! First she goes fast asleep in the Maison Commune and leaves me to see Albitte alone, and now she wants to blame me!’


‘When you left Albitte I think you must have forgotten me!’ I said.


‘But where have you been all the time?’ Mama asked. ‘We sent Marie to the Maison Commune, but it was closed and the porter said there was no one there, only Albitte’s secretary. Great heavens, Eugenie, to think that you walked through the town alone, at this time of night! The things that might have happened to you!’


Mama picked up her little silver bell and rang it. ‘Bring the child her soup, Marie!’ she said.


‘But I wasn’t alone,’ I said, ‘Albitte’s secretary was with me.’


Marie gave me my soup, but before I could begin Suzanne burst out:


‘The secretary? That rude fellow at the door?’


‘No, he was only a messenger. Albitte’s secretary is a charming young man who knows Robespierre personally. At least, he says he does. By the way, I have—’


But they would not let me finish. Etienne cut me short: ‘What is his name?’ he asked.


‘It’s a difficult name, and I didn’t catch it properly – Boonapat or something like that. He’s a Corsican. By the way; I have—’


‘And you came alone, at night, with this stranger?’ Etienne shouted, playing the stern father. First they had fussed because I had come home alone, and now because I hadn’t.


‘He is not a stranger, he introduced himself to me,’ I said. ‘His family are in Marseilles. They are refugees from Corsica. By the way, I have—’


‘Go on with your soup, or it will be cold,’ said Mama.


‘Refugees from Corsica?’ said Etienne contemptuously. ‘Probably adventurers. Adventurers, that’s what they’ll be!’


I put down my spoon to defend my new friend. ‘He has a very respectable family,’ I said. ‘And his brother is a General. By the way, I have—’


‘What is his brother’s name?’


‘I don’t know. I suppose it’s Boonapat too. By the way, I—’


‘Never heard the name,’ Etienne growled. ‘But the officers are being appointed indiscriminately, and the Generals are nobodies!’


‘By the way,’ I got in at last, ‘I wanted to say—’


‘Go on with your soup!’ Mama insisted.


But I refused to be interrupted any longer. ‘By the way,’ I repeated, ‘I have invited them both for to-morrow.’


Then I started quickly on my soup, because I knew how they were all looking at me in horror.


‘Whom have you invited, my child?’ Mama asked.


‘Two young gentlemen. Citoyen Joseph Boonapat or whatever it is, and his young brother the General.’


‘That has got to be stopped,’ Etienne shouted, banging the table. ‘We don’t want a couple of escaped Corsican adventurers we know nothing about!’


‘And it’s not proper,’ said Mama, ‘for you to invite a chance acquaintance in a Government office. That is not the way to behave. You are no longer a child, Eugenie!’


‘That is the first time anyone,’ I exclaimed, ‘has told me I’m no longer a child!’


‘Eugenie, I am ashamed of you,’ said Julie.


‘But these Corsican refugees have so few friends in the town,’ I ventured. I hoped Mama would sympathise.


‘What do we know of them? Out of the question!’ Etienne grunted. His recent experiences had set his nerves on edge. ‘You are a disgrace to the family!’ he shouted.


‘Etienne, she’s only a child, and doesn’t realise what she has done,’ said Mama.


That upset me entirely. ‘Please understand,’ I said, ‘once for all, that I am neither a child nor a disgrace!’


There was a moment’s silence. Then Mama said with all the imitation sternness she could put on: ‘Go to your room at once, Eugenie!’


‘But I’m still hungry, I’ve only begun my meal,’ I protested.


Mama’s silver bell rang again. ‘Marie, please serve Mademoiselle Eugenie’s meal in her room,’ she said. Then she turned very kindly to me: ‘Go along, my child, have a good rest, and just think about the way you have been behaving. It has distressed your mother and your good brother. Good night, my child.’


Marie brought my supper up to the bedroom, and sat on Julie’s bed.


‘What’s amiss? What’s upset them all?’ she asked sympathetically.


When we are alone Marie always calls me tu; she is my friend and not a servant. After all, she came to us years ago to be my wet-nurse, and I believe she loves me as much as her own natural son, Pierre, who is being brought up somewhere in the countryside.


I shrugged my shoulders. ‘It’s all because I’ve invited two young men for to-morrow.’


Marie nodded thoughtfully. ‘Very clever of you, Eugenie. It’s time Mademoiselle Julie met some young men.’


Marie and I always understand each other.


‘Shall I make you a cup of chocolate?’ she whispered. ‘From our private store?’ For Marie and I have a private store of delicacies which Mama doesn’t know about. Marie gets the things from the larder, without asking.


After I had drunk the chocolate, when I was alone, I began to write it all down. Now it’s midnight and Julie is still downstairs. It’s horrid of them to leave me out.


Julie has just come in and is beginning to get undressed. Mama has decided to receive the two gentlemen to-morrow. The invitation could hardly be cancelled. So Julie told me, as if it was nothing. ‘But I’ve been told to tell you that it will be their first and last visit.’


Julie standing in front of the mirror rubbing cream on her face. The cream is called Lily Dew. Julie read somewhere that even in prison the Dubarry always used Lily Dew. But Julie will never be a Dubarry. Now she is asking whether he is handsome.


‘Who?’ I asked, pretending to be stupid.


‘This gentleman who brought you home.’


‘Very handsome by moonlight. Very handsome by lantern light. But I’ve not yet seen him by daylight.’


That’s all I could tell her.



Marseilles at the beginning of Prairial. (The lovely month of May, says Mama, is almost over)



His name is Napoleone.


When I wake in the morning and think of him, my heart lies like a heavy lump in my breast, from sheer loving. (I lie with my eyes shut, so that Julie shall think I’m still asleep.) I didn’t know you could really feel love – I mean, bodily. With me it’s like something tugging round my heart.


But I had better tell it all just as it happened, starting from the afternoon when the two Buonapartes came to see us. As I had arranged with Joseph Buonaparte, they came the day after my failure to see Deputy Albitte. They came late in the afternoon. Etienne is not usually home by then, but he had shut up the shop and was waiting in the parlour with Mama, so that the young men should see at once that our home is not without a male protector.


Nobody had spoken more than a few words to me during the day, and I could see they were still vexed with my bad behaviour. After dinner Julie had disappeared into the kitchen; she had decided to make a cake. Mama said there was no need; she was still full of Etienne’s idea of ‘Corsican adventurers’.


I went into the garden for a bit. Spring was in the air already, and I found the first buds on the lilac trees. Then I asked Marie for a duster and did some dusting in the summer-house – in case, I thought. When I went in with the duster I saw Julie in the kitchen. She was taking a cake-tin out of the oven; her face was burning and her forehead damp with perspiration, and her hair was just ruined.


‘You’re going the wrong way about it, Julie,’ I blurted out.


‘Why? I kept exactly to Mama’s recipe, and you just see if our guests don’t like it.’


‘I didn’t mean the cake,’ I said, ‘I meant your face and your hair. You’ll smell of the cooking when the gentlemen come, and—’ I paused—’ for heaven’s sake give it up, Julie, and go and powder your nose. That’s much more important.’


‘What do you think of that, Marie?’ said Julie, irritated.


‘If you don’t mind my saying so, Mademoiselle Julie, I think it’s quite right,’ said Marie as she took over the cake-tin.


In our room Julie did her hair and carefully put on some rouge, while I stood at the window and looked out.


‘Aren’t you changing?’Julie asked in surprise. But I didn’t see any real need for it. Of course I quite liked Monsieur Joseph, but in my mind I had already betrothed him to Julie. As for his brother the General, I could not imagine him taking any notice of me. Nor had I any idea what you talk about to a General. I was only interested in his uniform, though I hoped he would tell us about the fighting at Valmy and Wattignies. ‘I do hope,’ I was thinking all the time, ‘that Etienne will be courteous and amiable; and that it will all end well.’ As I looked out of the window I got more and more troubled about it. Then I saw them coming! They were having a lively discussion as they came along. And I was inexpressibly disappointed!


Well, there! He was a little man, shorter than Monsieur Joseph, and Joseph himself is only middle-sized. And he had nothing striking on at all, not a single star, or ribbon of any order. Only when they reached the gate did I see his narrow gold epaulettes. His uniform was dark green, and his top-boots were not polished and not even a good fit. I couldn’t see his face because it was hidden by an enormous hat, with nothing on it but the cockade of the Republic. I didn’t dream that a General could look so drab. I was disappointed.


‘He looks very poverty-stricken,’ I murmured.


Julie had joined me at the window, but she kept behind the curtain. I suppose she didn’t want the two citizens to see how curious she was.


‘Why do you say that?’ she said. ‘He looks very handsome! You can’t expect a secretary at the Maison Commune to be very spick and span.’


‘Oh, you mean Monsieur Joseph? Yes, he looks quite elegant; at all events someone seems to brush his boots regularly. But look at his young brother, the General!’ I sighed and shook my head. ‘Such a disappointment! I had no idea that there were such undersized officers in the army.’


‘What did you think he would be like?’ Julie asked.


I shrugged my shoulders. ‘Why, like a General. Like a man who gives you the feeling that he can really command.’


To think that all that happened only two months ago! It seems an eternity.


When Julie and I went into the parlour, the two brothers jumped up and bowed almost too politely, not only to Julie but to me too. Then we all sat, stiff and strained, round the oval mahogany table. Mama was on the sofa, with Joseph Buonaparte next to her. On the other side of the table sat the poverty-stricken General, on the most uncomfortable chair in the house, with Etienne next to him. Julie and I were between Mama and Etienne.


‘I have just been thanking Citoyen Joseph Buonaparte,’ said Mama, ‘for his kindness last night in seeing you home, Eugenie.’


At that moment Marie came in with liqueur and Julie’s cake. While Mama filled the glasses and cut the cake, Etienne tried to make conversation with the General. ‘Is it indiscreet, Citoyen Général,’ he asked, ‘if I inquire whether you are in our city on official business?’


Joseph answered at once for the General: ‘Not at all. The army of the French Republic is a people’s army, and is maintained by the citizens’ taxes. Every citizen, therefore, has the right to know what is being done by our army. Am I not right, Napoleone?’


The name Napoleone sounded very foreign. We couldn’t help all staring at the General.


‘You may ask anything you like, Citoyen Clary,’ the General replied. ‘I, at all events, make no secret of my plans. In my opinion the Republic is only wasting its resources in this endless defensive warfare on our frontiers. Wars of defence merely cost money and bring in neither glory nor the means of replenishing our exchequer. Thank you, Madame Clary, thank you very much.’ Mama had handed him cake on a plate. He turned back to Etienne: ‘We must go over, of course, to offensive warfare. It will help the French finances, and will show Europe that the people’s army has not been defeated.’


I had been listening, but without understanding. His face was no longer concealed by his hat, and though it’s not a handsome face, it seems to me more wonderful than any face I have ever seen or dreamt of. And suddenly I understood why I had been attracted the day before to Joseph Buonaparte. The brothers resemble each other, but Joseph’s features are not so strong or compelling as Napoleone’s. They only suggest the stronger face for which I was longing. Napoleone’s face carries out that suggestion.


‘Offensive warfare?’ I heard Etienne ask in dismay. We all sat in dead silence, and I realised that the young General must have said something startling. Etienne was looking at him open-mouthed. ‘Yes, but, Citoyen Général, has our army, with its very limited equipment, as we are given to understand—’


The General waved his hand and laughed. ‘Limited? That’s not the word! Our army is a beggar’s army. Our soldiers at the frontiers are in rags; they march into battle in wooden shoes. And our artillery is so wretched that you might suppose that Carnot, our Minister of War, thinks he can defend France with bows and arrows.’


I bent forward and looked hard at him. Afterwards Julie told me my behaviour had been dreadful. But I couldn’t help it. Especially I was waiting to see him laugh again. He has a thin face with tightly drawn skin, very sunburnt, and surrounded by reddish-brown hair. His hair comes down to his shoulders; it is not dressed or even powdered. When he laughs his drawn face suddenly becomes very boyish, and he looks much younger than he really is.


Then I started: someone was saying to me: ‘Your health, Mademoiselle Clary.’ They had all raised their glasses and were sipping the liqueur. Joseph had put his glass close to mine; his eyes were sparkling, and I remembered what we had said the day before: ‘Oh,’ I had told him, ‘call me Eugenie as the others do.’ Mama raised her eyebrows in annoyance, but Etienne was too wrapped up in his conversation with the General to hear.


‘And on what front could an offensive operation be carried out with advantage?’ he was asking.


‘On the Italian front, of course. We shall drive the Austrians out of Italy. A quite inexpensive campaign. Our troops will easily supply themselves in Italy. Such a rich, fertile country!’


‘And the Italians themselves? I thought they were loyal to the Austrians?’


‘We shall set free the Italian people. In all the provinces we conquer we shall proclaim the Rights of Man.’ Though the subject seemed to interest the General, I could see that Etienne’s objections bored him.


‘Your garden is wonderful,’Joseph Buonaparte said to Mama, looking through the glass door.


‘It’s too early yet,’Julie ventured, ‘but when the lilac is out, and the climbing roses round the summer-house—’


She stopped in confusion. I could see she was losing her composure, for lilac and rambler roses do not come out together.


‘Have the plans for an offensive operation on the Italian front taken definite shape?’ Etienne asked. He would not drop the subject; it seemed to fascinate him.


‘Yes. I have almost completed the plans. At present I am inspecting our fortifications here in the south.’


‘So Government circles are determined on an Italian campaign?’


‘Citoyen Robespierre personally entrusted me with this tour of inspection. It seems to me to be indispensable before our Italian offensive begins.’


Etienne clicked his tongue, a sign that he was impressed. He nodded. ‘A great plan,’ he said, ‘a bold plan.’ The General smiled at Etienne, and that smile seemed to captivate my brother, though he is such a hard-headed business man. Etienne said eagerly, stammering like a schoolboy: ‘If only that great plan succeeds, if only it succeeds!’


‘Have no fear, Citoyen Clary, it will succeed,’ the General replied, getting up.


‘And which of the two young ladies would have the kindness to show me the garden?’ asked Joseph.


Julie and I both jumped up. And Julie smiled at Joseph. I don’t know just how it happened, but two minutes later we four found ourselves in the leafless garden, without Mama and without Etienne.


It is only a narrow gravel path that leads to the summer-house, so that we had to go two by two. Julie and Joseph went in front, and Napoleone and I followed. I was racking my brains for anything I could say to him, I was so eager to make a good impression on him. But he seemed too buried in thought to notice our silence. And he walked so slowly that Julie and his brother got farther from us. I began to think he was deliberately dawdling.


All of a sudden he said, ‘When do you think my brother and your sister will be married?’


I thought at first that I must have misheard him. I looked at him in astonishment, and I could feel that I was flushing.


‘Well,’ he repeated, ‘when will they be married? Soon, I hope.’


‘Yes, but,’ I stammered, ‘they have only just met. And after all we have no idea—’


‘They are just made for each other,’ he declared. ‘You know that too.’


‘I?’ I looked wide-eyed at him.


‘Please don’t look at me like that!’ he said.


I was so upset that I could only look down. And I was becoming furious with him.


‘But,’ he persisted, ‘you yourself were thinking last night that it would be a good thing for your sister to marry Joseph. After all, she is at the age at which young ladies generally become betrothed.’


‘I didn’t think anything of the sort, Citizen General!’ I declared. Then I had the feeling that in some way I had compromised Julie. I was no longer angry with Napoleone, only with myself.


He stood still, and turned to face me. He was only half a head taller than I, and he seemed pleased to have found somebody he didn’t have to crane up to.


It was getting dark, and the grey spring twilight was dropping like a screen that shut us off from Julie and Joseph. The General’s face was so close to mine that I could still see his eyes; they were sparkling, and I was surprised to find that men, too, have long eyelashes.


‘You must never have any secrets from me, Mademoiselle Eugenie. I can see deep into the hearts of young ladies. Besides, Joseph told me last night that you had promised to introduce him to your elder sister. You told him, too, that your sister is very pretty. That was not true, and – you must have had a good reason for your little fib.’


‘We must go on,’ I said to that, ‘the others will be in the summer-house already.’


‘Shall we not give your sister a chance to get better acquainted with my brother before she becomes betrothed to him?’ he asked softly. His voice sounded very gentle, almost – yes, almost like a caress. His accent seemed foreign much less often than his brother’s.


‘Joseph will very soon be suing for your sister’s hand,’ he told me quite simply. It was so dark now that I could only see his face dimly, but I could tell that he was smiling.


‘How do you know that?’ I asked, puzzled.


‘We talked about it last night,’ he replied, as if that were the most natural thing in the world to do.


‘But last night your brother had never seen my sister,’ I retorted, outraged.


Then he very gently took my arm, and the contact sent a thrill all over me. We went slowly on, and he talked with such tender intimacy that we might have been friends for years.


‘Joseph told me of his meeting with you, and he mentioned that your family are very well-to-do. Your father is no longer alive, but I assume that he must have left considerable dowries for you and your sister. Our people are very poor.’


‘You have sisters too, have you not?’ I remembered that Joseph had mentioned sisters of my age.


‘Yes, three young brothers and three young sisters,’ he said. ‘And Joseph and I have to provide for Mama and all of them. Mama has a small pension from the State, because she was treated as a persecuted patriot after her flight from Corsica. But the pension does not even pay the rent. You have no idea, Mademoiselle Eugenie, how dear everything is in France.’


‘So,’ I said, freeing my arm, ‘your brother only wants to marry my sister for her dowry?’ I tried to speak without heat, but I was hurt, and my voice shook with disgust.


‘Why, how can you say that, Mademoiselle Eugenie! I think your sister is a very charming young lady, so kind, so modest, with such lovely eyes – I am quite sure that Joseph likes her very much. The two will be very happy together.’


He began to walk faster, as if we had exhausted the subject. But I warned him that I should tell Julie what he had just admitted.


‘Of course,’ he said. ‘That is why I have told you everything so carefully. Yes, tell Mademoiselle Julie, so that she shall know that Joseph will soon be suing for her hand.’


I was horrified. ‘How shameless,’ I thought, and I imagined Etienne sneering, ‘Corsican adventurers!’ ‘May I ask,’ I said coldly, ‘why you are so concerned about your brother’s marriage?’


‘Sh! Don’t shout! You will realise, Mademoiselle Eugenie, that before taking up my command-in-chief in Italy I should be glad to see my family rather better settled. With his experience as politician and political writer, Joseph may forge ahead if he no longer has to work as a subordinate employee. As soon as I have gained my first victories in Italy, of course I shall look after all my family.’ He paused. ‘And – believe me, Mademoiselle, I shall look after them well.’


We had come to the summer-house. ‘Where have you been, General,’Julie asked, ‘with the child all this time? We have been waiting for you and Eugenie.’ But we could see that she and Joseph had forgotten all about us. They were sitting close together on a little bench, though there were plenty of chairs there. Besides, they were holding hands; I suppose they thought we wouldn’t notice it in the dusk.


We all went back then to the house, and the two brothers said they must be going. But at that Etienne spoke up. ‘My mother and I would be very pleased if the Citizen General and Citizen Joseph Buonaparte would stay to supper with us. It is a long time since I had an opportunity of so interesting a talk.’ As he said that he looked quite appealingly at the General; he seemed to be ignoring Joseph.


Julie and I ran up to our room to do our hair. ‘Thank goodness,’ she said, ‘they have made a good impression on Mama and Etienne.’


‘I must tell you,’ I said, ‘that Joseph Buonaparte will soon be suing for your hand. Principally because,’ I added, but I had to stop, my heart was beating so, ‘because,’ I said when I could finish the sentence, ‘because of the dowry!’


‘How can you say such a hateful thing!’ said Julie, with her face flaming. ‘He told me how poor his family are, and of course,’ she added, tying a couple of little black velvet bows in her hair, ‘he could not marry anyone without means, as he has only a small salary and has to help his mother and the children. I think that is very noble of him – Eugenie!’ she exclaimed, breaking off, ‘I won’t have you using my rouge!’


‘Has he told you already that he wants to marry you?’


‘Whatever put that idea into your head? Why, all he talked about, of course, was just things in general, and his young brothers and sisters.’


On our way down to the dining-room, where they were all crowded round our two guests, Julie suddenly put her arm round my shoulder and pressed her face against mine. Her cheek was very hot. ‘I don’t know why,’ she whispered, kissing me, ‘but I am so happy!’ She’s surely in love, I said to myself.


As for me, I was quite calm. But I did have that curious tugging round my heart. ‘Napoleone,’ I thought – ‘a strange name.’ So that’s how you feel when you’re in love. Napoleone!


All that was two months ago. And yesterday I had my first kiss; and yesterday Julie was betrothed. The two events belong together somehow, for while Julie and Joseph were sitting in the summer-house Napoleone and I were standing by the hedge at the bottom of the garden, so as not to disturb those two. Mama has told me always to spend the evenings in the garden with Julie and Joseph, because Julie is a young lady of good family.


Since that first visit the two brothers have been to see us almost every day. It was Etienne’s doing – who could have believed it? Signs and wonders will never cease, and it was he who invited them to come. He can never have enough of his talks with the young General. Poor Napoleone, how terribly they bore him! Etienne is one of those people who value a person according to his success. When I revealed that the two Buonapartes were Corsican refugees, he refused to have anything to do with them, and called them ‘adventurers’. But ever since Joseph showed him the cutting from the December Moniteur in which his brother was gazetted Brigadier General, Etienne has raved over Napoleone.


Napoleone had driven the English out of Toulon. That is how it happened. The English are always meddling with our affairs, and they are indignant at our condemning our King to death, though Napoleone says it is scarcely a century and a half since they did just the same to their own King. And now they, the English, had formed an alliance with the Royalists of Toulon, and had occupied the town. So our troops laid siege to Toulon. Napoleone was ordered there, and in no time he did what his seniors had been trying in vain to do: Toulon was stormed, and the English fled. Then it was that the name Buonaparte appeared for the first time in the Army Orders, and Napoleone was promoted Brigadier General. Etienne, of course, pestered him to tell him the whole story of the victory at Toulon, but Napoleone says there was nothing in it. It was only a matter of a few cannon, and he, Napoleone Buonaparte, knew perfectly well where to put cannon and which way to point them.


After his success at Toulon, Napoleone went to Paris, to try to see Robespierre. Robespierre is the most powerful man in the Committee of Public Safety. That committee is our Government. To get to the great Robespierre he had first to see the lesser Robespierre, the great man’s brother. Robespierre – the real one – thought Napoleone’s plans for a campaign in Italy were excellent; he discussed them with the Minister of War, Carnot, and asked him to entrust Napoleone with the preparations for the campaign. Napoleone says that Carnot falls into a rage whenever Robespierre interferes with his Ministry, because it is no concern of Robespierre’s. But nobody dares to contradict Robespierre, for he has only to sign a warrant and anyone is sent straight to the guillotine. Consequently Carnot received Napoleone with a show of friendliness, and took over the Italian plans from him.


‘First,’ said Carnot, ‘go and inspect our fortresses in the south; I will give your ideas careful attention, Citoyen Général.’ But Napoleone is quite sure that his plans lie pigeon-holed somewhere in the Ministry. Robespierre, however, will soon arrange, Joseph thinks, for Napoleone to be given the supreme command in Italy.


Etienne and all our friends hate that man Robespierre. But they do not say so aloud, it would be too dangerous. It is said that Robespierre has made the members of the Revolutionary Tribunal give him secret reports on the attitude of all the officials in the State service. Even the private life of every single citizen, they say, is watched. Robespierre has declared that every genuine Republican has a duty to live a moral life and to despise luxury. Recently he actually had all the brothels in Paris closed. I asked Etienne whether brothels are a luxury but he said angrily that I mustn’t talk about such things. And no dancing is allowed in the streets any longer, though that was a pleasure everybody enjoyed on public holidays. Etienne has absolutely forbidden us ever to criticise Robespierre in front of the two Buonapartes.


Etienne talks to Napoleone of scarcely anything but the Italian plans. ‘It is our sacred duty,’ says Napoleone, ‘to instil into all the European peoples the ideas of Liberty, Equality, and Fraternity. And if necessary we must do it with cannon!’ I always listen to these talks, so as to be with Napoleone, though they weary me terribly. The worst is when Napoleone begins to read the Handbook of Modern Artillery to my brother. That happens sometimes, and Etienne, the stupid, thinks he understands it all.


But when we are alone he never talks about cannon. And we are very often alone together. After supper Julie always says: ‘Don’t you think we ought to take our guests into the garden for a bit, Mama?’ Mama says ‘Go along, children!’ and we four, Joseph and Napoleone and Julie and I, disappear in the direction of the summer-house. But before we get there, Napoleone generally says: ‘Eugenie, what do you say to a race? Let’s see which of us can get first to the hedge!’ Then I lift up my skirt and Julie cries ‘Ready – steady – go!’ Then Napoleone and I set off hot-speed for the hedge. While I run to it with my hair flying and my heart beating wildly and a stitch in my side, Joseph and Julie disappear into the summer-house.


Sometimes Napoleone wins the race, and sometimes I do, but then I know that Napoleone lets me. The hedge is just up to my breast. Generally we lean close together against the foliage; I rest my arms on it and look up at the stars, and then Napoleone and I have long talks. Sometimes we talk about The Sorrows of Werther, a novel by an obscure German writer named Goethe, which everybody has at present on the dressing-table. I had to hide the book, because Mama won’t let me read love-stories. But I was disappointed with it. It’s the story, sad beyond belief, of a young man who shoots himself because the young lady whom he loves marries his best friend.


Napoleone is quite enthusiastic about the book. I asked him whether he could imagine himself committing suicide because he was crossed in love. ‘No,’ he replied, laughing, ‘because a certain young lady whom I love won’t be marrying someone else.’ But then he looked sad and gazed earnestly at me, so I hurriedly changed the subject.


But often we just lean against the hedge and look at the quiet meadow beyond. The less we talk, the nearer together we seem. Then I imagine that we can hear the grass and the wild flowers breathing. Now and then a bird sings somewhere in melancholy tones. The moon hangs in the sky like a yellow lantern, and while I look at the slumbering meadow I think: ‘Dear Lord, let this evening last for ever, let me go on for ever leaning against him.’ For although I have read that there are no supernatural powers, and the Government in Paris has set up an altar to Human Reason, I always think ‘Dear Lord’ when I am very sad or very happy.


Yesterday Napoleone suddenly asked, ‘Are you never afraid of your destiny, Eugenie?’ When we are alone with the sleeping meadow, sometimes he uses the familiar tu, although not even betrothed lovers or married people do that nowadays.


‘Afraid of my destiny? No,’ I said, ‘I am not afraid. We don’t know what the future holds in store for us. Why should we be afraid of what we don’t know?’


‘It is a strange thing that most people declare that they do not know their destiny,’ he said. His face was very pale in the moonlight, and he was looking into the distance with wide-open eyes. ‘For myself, I think I do. I know my destiny. My star.’


‘And are you – afraid of it?’ I asked.


He seemed to be reflecting. Then he said quickly, ‘No. I know I shall do great things. I am the sort of man who will build up States and guide their course. I am one of the men who make world history.’


I stared at him, amazed. I had never dreamed that people could think or say such things. Suddenly I began to laugh. At that he shrank back and his face was distorted. He turned quickly to me.’


‘Are you laughing, Eugenie?’ he murmured. ‘Laughing?’


‘Please forgive me,’ I said. ‘It was only because I was afraid of your face, it was so white in the moonlight, and – so aloof. When I’m afraid, I always try – to laugh.’


‘I don’t want to give you a shock, Eugenie,’ he said, tenderly. ‘I can understand your getting frightened. Frightened – of my great destiny.’


We were silent again for a while. Then a thought occurred to me. ‘Well, I too shall make world history, Napoleone!’


He looked at me in astonishment. But I persisted, trying to express my thought. ‘World history consists, after all, of the destinies of all people, doesn’t it? Not only men who sign death warrants or know just where to place cannon and which way to fire them. I am thinking of other people. I mean those who are beheaded or shot at, and in fact all men and women who live and hope and love and die.’


He nodded slowly. ‘Quite right, my Eugenie. But I shall influence all those millions of destinies of which you speak. Do you believe in me, Eugenie? Do you believe in me, whatever happens?’


His face was quite close to mine, so close that I trembled and involuntarily closed my eyes. Then I felt his lips pressed tightly on mine, until suddenly – I don’t know how it happened, it was certainly not what I meant to do – my lips parted.


That night, long after Julie had snuffed out the candle, I could not get to sleep. Then Julie’s voice came out of the dark: ‘Can’t you sleep either, little one?’


‘No. It’s so hot in the room.’


‘I’ve something to tell you,’ Julie whispered. ‘A very great secret; you mustn’t tell anyone. Anyhow, not till to-morrow afternoon. Will you promise?’


‘Yes, I promise,’ I said, wildly excited.


‘To-morrow afternoon Monsieur Joseph Buonaparte is coming to talk to Mama.’


Was that all? ‘To Mama? What about?’


‘Gracious, aren’t you stupid! About us, of course, about him and me. He wants – well, what a child you are! He wants to sue for my hand!’


I sat up in bed. ‘Julie! That means you are betrothed!’


‘Sh! Not so loud! To-morrow afternoon I shall be betrothed. If Mama makes no objection.’


I jumped out of bed and ran across to her, but I bumped into a chair and hurt my toes. I cried out.


‘Sh, Eugenie! You’ll be waking everybody.’ But I had got to her bed. Quickly I snuggled under the warm eiderdown and excitedly shook her shoulder. I could not think how to show her how glad I was.


‘Now you are a bride, a real bride! Has he kissed you already?’


‘You can’t ask that, child. A young lady does not let herself be kissed until her Mama has agreed to the betrothal.’


‘Why,’ I said, ‘he must have done.’


Julie was nearly asleep. ‘Perhaps,’ she murmured.


Then I made my head comfortable on Julie’s shoulder and went to sleep too.



Later



I think I’m tipsy. Just a little tipsy, very nice, very pleasant. Julie has become betrothed to Joseph. Mama sent Etienne down to the cellar for champagne. It’s champagne that Papa bought years and years ago, to be kept for Julie’s betrothal. They are all sitting on the terrace still, discussing where Julie and Joseph shall live. Napoleone has just gone to tell his mother all about it. Mama had invited Madame Letitia Buonaparte and all the children for to-morrow evening. Then we shall get to know Julie’s new family. I do hope Madame Letitia will like me; I hope – no, I mustn’t write it, or it won’t happen! Only pray for it and secretly believe it.


We ought to have champagne often. Champagne tingles on your tongue and tastes sweet, and after the very first glass I couldn’t stop laughing. After my third glass Mama said, ‘Nobody must give the child any more!’ Suppose she knew I had already been kissed!


This morning I had to get up very early, and till now I had no chance to be alone. So as soon as Napoleone went away I ran up to my room, and now I am writing in my book. But my thoughts are running about and bumping into each other, each of them, like so many ants, carrying a little load. Ants drag along pine needles, twigs, or grains of sand; my thoughts each carry a little dream of the future. But they keep dropping them, because I have been drinking champagne and can’t concentrate.


I don’t know why it is, but I had quite forgotten that our Swede, that Monsieur Persson, was going away to-day. Since the Buonapartes have been coming to see us I have not had much time for him. I don’t think he likes Joseph and Napoleone. When I asked him what he thought of our new friends, he only said that he found it difficult to catch what they said, because they spoke so quickly, and besides that their accent was different from ours. That showed me that the Corsican accent is too difficult for him.


Yesterday afternoon he told me that he had packed everything and was going by the mail coach to-day. I determined, of course, to see him off, for I really like his equine face, and besides it is fun going to see the mail coach off. You always see different people there, and sometimes ladies in Paris gowns. But then, of course, I forgot Persson and his preparations, because, after all, I had my first kiss to think about.


Luckily I remembered Persson’s departure the moment I woke up this morning. I jumped out of bed, put on my shift and my two petticoats, scarcely gave myself time to tidy my hair, and ran down to the dining-room. There I found Persson having his farewell breakfast. Mama and Etienne were hovering round him and doing all they could to make him have a good breakfast.


The poor man has a frightfully long journey ahead of him. First to the Rhine and then through Germany to the Hansa city of Lübeck, and from there by boat to Sweden. I don’t know how many times he has to change coaches to get to Lübeck. Marie had given him a picnic-basket with a couple of bottles of wine and a roast chicken and hard-boiled eggs and cherries.


Etienne and I went with Monsieur Persson to the mail coach. Etienne carried one of the travelling-bags and Persson struggled with a big parcel, the other bag, and the picnic-basket. I begged him to let me carry something, and at last he reluctantly gave me the parcel, saying that it contained something very precious: ‘The most beautiful silk,’ he confided to me, ‘that I have ever seen in all my life. It is silk which your poor papa bought and intended for the Queen at Versailles. But events prevented the Queen—’


‘Yes, really royal silk,’ said Etienne. ‘And in all these years I have never offered that brocade to anyone. Papa always said that it was only suitable for a court dress.’


‘But the ladies in Paris still go about elegantly dressed,’ I objected.


‘The ladies in Paris are no longer ladies!’ Etienne retorted. ‘Besides, they prefer quite transparent muslins. Do you call that elegant? No, heavy brocade is no longer worn in France to-day.’


‘Well,’ said Persson to me, ‘I have ventured to buy the silk. I have been able to save a great part of my salary from Messrs Clary, and I am glad that I have been able to spend it on this material. It will remind me—’ he gulped in his emotion – ‘it will be a reminder of your dead papa and of the firm of Clary.’


I was surprised at Etienne. He cannot sell this heavy brocade in France. It is certainly very valuable, but at present it is quite out of fashion, so that he cannot sell it, and he has worked it off on Persson. Naturally, for a great deal of money; the firm of Clary has certainly made a good profit out of this deal.


‘It was not easy for me to dispose of this material,’ Etienne said candidly. ‘But Monsieur Persson’s country possesses a royal court, and Her Majesty the Queen of Sweden will need, I hope, a new State robe, and will appoint Monsieur Persson a Purveyor to the Court.’


‘You must not keep brocade too long, silk goes to pieces,’ I told Monsieur Persson, as a well-informed daughter of a silk merchant.


‘This material will not,’ Etienne declared. ‘There are too many gold threads woven in.’


The parcel was quite heavy, and I held it in my two arms, pressed against me. Although it was still early, the sun was hot, and my hair was sticking damply to my temples when at last we reached the mail coach. We had come rather late, and so could not spend long in farewells. The other passengers had already taken their seats in the coach. Etienne, with a sigh of relief, lifted in the travelling-bag he had been carrying and set it down on the toes of an elderly lady, and Persson almost dropped the picnic-basket as he shook hands with Etienne. Then he entered into an excited discussion with the postillion, who had placed his luggage on the roof of the coach. Persson told him that he would not let the big parcel go out of his sight and would keep it on his knees all the time. The postillion objected, and in the end the coachman lost patience and shouted: ‘Take your seats!’ The postillion jumped up to the box and sat next to the driver and blew his horn. At last Persson got awkwardly into the coach with his parcel. The coach door was slammed to, but Persson opened it again. ‘I shall always hold it in honour, Mademoiselle Eugenie,’ he shouted. Etienne, shrugging his shoulders, asked, ‘Whatever does that mad Swede mean?’


‘The Rights of Man,’ I replied, surprised at myself, because my eyes were brimming. ‘The broadsheet on which the Rights of Man are printed.’ As I said it I thought how pleased Persson’s parents would be to see his equine face once more, and I thought that man was passing for ever out of my life.


Etienne went into the shop, and I went with him. I always feel quite at home in the silk shop. I always did feel entirely at home. As a little girl I had often gone there with Papa, and he had always told me where the different rolls of silk came from. I can also distinguish the various qualities, and Papa always said that it was in my blood because I am a true silk merchant’s daughter. But I think it is just because I so often watched Papa and Etienne passing a piece of material between their fingers, apparently crumbling it and then looking with their eyes screwed up to see whether it would crush easily, whether it was new or old material, and whether there was any danger of the material soon becoming brittle.


Although it was early in the morning, there were already customers in the shop. Etienne and I greeted them courteously, but I noticed at once that these were not important customers, only citizenesses who wanted muslin for a new fichu or cheap taffeta for a coat. The ladies from the great houses in the environs, who in the past had given big orders to our firm at the opening of the Versailles season, are no longer to be seen. Some of them have been guillotined, many have fled to England, but most have gone ‘underground’, that is to say they are living under false names in some place in which they are not known. Etienne often says that it is a great disadvantage for all craftsmen that the Republic does not arrange balls or receptions. For that the terribly stingy Robespierre is to blame.


I went to and fro in the shop for a while, helping the customers to feel the various materials and persuading them to buy bright green silk ribbons, because I had the feeling that Etienne wanted to get rid of them. Then I went home, thinking as always of Napoleone, and wondering whether he would put on a gala uniform for our celebration of Julie’s betrothal.


When I got home I found Mama very excited. Julie had confessed to her that Joseph was coming in the afternoon to talk to her. And now she felt unequal to the situation. At last, in spite of the heat, she went into the town to consult Etienne. When she came back, she had a headache, lay on her sofa, and asked to be called as soon as Citizen Joseph Buonaparte had come.


Julie, on the other hand, was behaving as if she was crazy. She was going up and down the drawing-room, groaning. Her face, too, was quite green, and I knew she was ill. Julie always suffers from stomach-ache when she is very excited. In the end I took the restless soul into the garden with me, and we sat in the summer-house. The bees were humming in the rambler roses, and I felt sleepy and very contented. Life is so simple, I thought, when you really love a man. Then you belong only to him. If I were forbidden to marry Napoleone, I should just run away with him.


At five o’clock there arrived a gigantic bouquet, with Joseph hidden behind it. The bouquet and Joseph were taken into the drawing-room by Marie; then Mama was informed, and the door of the drawing-room closed behind the two. I put my ear to the keyhole to try to catch what Joseph and Mama were murmuring. But I could not make out a word.


‘A hundred and fifty thousand francs in gold,’ I said to Julie, who was leaning against the door with me. She shuddered.


‘What do you mean?’


‘Papa left a hundred and fifty thousand francs in gold for your dowry, and a hundred and fifty thousand for mine. Don’t you remember that the lawyer read that when Papa’s will was opened?’


‘What does that matter?’ said Julie peevishly, pulling out her handkerchief and wiping her forehead. Heavens, what a comic picture is a bride-to-be!


‘Well, are we to congratulate you?’ said someone behind us, laughing. Napoleone! As soon as he had come he leaned against the door with us. ‘May I, as a future brother-in-law, share the intolerable suspense?’


Julie’s patience broke down. ‘Do what you like, but leave me in peace!’ said she, sobbing. At that Napoleone and I went on tiptoe to the sofa and sat down silently. I was fighting against hysterics, the whole situation was so idiotically absurd. Napoleone poked me gently in the side. ‘A little more dignity, I should like to suggest, Eugenie!’ he whispered, pretending to be cross.


Suddenly Mama was standing in the doorway, saying with shaky voice, ‘Julie, please come in.’


Julie rushed into the drawing-room like mad, the door closed behind her and Mama, and I – threw my arms around Napoleone’s neck and laughed and laughed.


‘Stop kissing me,’ I protested, because Napoleone had at once seized his opportunity. But in spite of that I did not let him go – until I thought of the gala uniform. I got a little away from him, and looked reproachfully at him. He had on the same threadbare green uniform as usual, with its shiny back.


‘You might have put on your gala uniform, General,’ I said. But I was sorry at once for saying that. His tanned face grew quite red. ‘I have none, Eugenie,’ he confessed. ‘So far I have never had enough money to buy one for myself, and all we get from the State is a tunic – the field-uniform I am wearing. We have to pay for the gala uniform with our own money, and you know—’


I nodded eagerly. ‘Of course, you are helping your mama and the children! And a second uniform would be quite superfluous, wouldn’t it?’


‘Children, I have a great surprise, a very great surprise for you!’ Mama stood in front of us, laughing and crying at the same time. ‘Julie and Joseph—’ Her voice quivered. Then she regained composure. ‘Eugenie, fetch Suzanne at once! And go and see whether Etienne has come home yet. He promised me that he would be here punctually at half-past five.’


I rushed up the stairs and told the two of them.


And then we all drank champagne. It was getting dark in the garden, but Joseph and Julie no longer bothered about the summer-house but just talked about the home they would set up in one of the suburbs. Part of Julie’s dowry was to serve for buying a nice villa. Napoleone went away to tell his mother all about it. And I came up to my room to write it all down.


Now my nice little bit of tipsiness is all gone. I am just tired, and a little sad. For now I shall soon be alone in our room, and I shall never be able to use Julie’s rouge again and surreptitiously read her novels. But I don’t want to be sad, but to think about something cheerful. I must find out what day is Napoleone’s birthday. Perhaps the pocket-money I have saved up will be enough for a uniform. But – where do you buy a gala uniform for a General?



Marseilles, mid-Thermidor. (Mama calls it the beginning of August)



Napoleone has been arrested. Since last night I have been living in a nightmare.


Meanwhile the whole town has been wild with joy; there is dancing in front of the Town Hall, and band after band of musicians are marching past. The Mayor has arranged the first ball for two years.


Robespierre and his younger brother were outlawed and arrested by the other Deputies on the ninth of Thermidor, and dragged next morning to the guillotine. Everybody who had been associated with him in any way is now in terror of arrest. So far ninety Jacobins have been executed in Paris. Joseph has already lost his position, which he owed to Napoleone’s friendship with Robespierre’s brother. Etienne says he will never forgive me for bringing the two Buonapartes into our house.


Mama wants Julie and me to go to the Mayor’s ball. It would be my first ball, but I’m not going. I cannot laugh and dance when I don’t even know where they have taken Napoleone.


Until the ninth of Thermidor – no, really until the tenth – Julie and I were very happy. Julie was working hard on her trousseau, embroidering hundreds of letter B’s on cushion covers, tablecloths, sheets, and handkerchiefs. The wedding is due to take place in about six weeks. Joseph came every evening to see us, and often brought his mother and the children. When Napoleone was not inspecting a fortress somewhere, he would look in at any time of the day, and sometimes his two handsome ADCs, Lieutenant Junot and Captain Marmont, came with him.


But I was not a bit interested in the interminable talk about the political situation, so that I have only now learnt that some two months ago Robespierre decreed that Deputies could be arrested like other people by any member of the Committee of Public Safety. They say that many Deputies are very frightened because they have grown rich on bribes. The Deputies Tallien and Barras are said to have become millionaires.


Suddenly Robespierre had even the beautiful Marquise de Fontenay arrested, the lady whom Deputy Tallien set free some time ago and who since then has been his mistress. Nobody knows why she was arrested; perhaps it was just to annoy Tallien. People like Tallien and Barras were afraid of being arrested for taking bribes; at all events, they organised a big conspiracy with a man named Fouché.


At first, this news was simply not believed in Marseilles. But when the newspapers arrived from Paris there was wild excitement. Flags were hung out, the shops were shut, and everybody made a round of visits. The Mayor did not even wait for confirmation, but at once released all the political prisoners. At the same time, the fanatical Jacobins were quietly arrested.


Napoleone and Joseph were terribly agitated when they came to see Etienne; they went into the parlour with him. After they left, Etienne was very bad-tempered: he told Mama that those ‘Corsican adventurers’ would be getting us all into prison. Napoleone stayed with me for hours in the summer-house, and told me that he would have to change his profession. ‘You can’t expect an officer,’ he said, ‘in whom Robespierre took an interest to be retained in the army.’ I noticed for the first time that he took snuff.


Junot and Marmont came every day to meet Napoleone secretly at our house. They could not believe that he would simply be struck off the army list. But when I tried to comfort him and told him what Marmont and Junot had said, he shrugged his shoulders and just said, ‘Junot is an idiot. He’s a faithful soul, but he’s an idiot.’


‘But you always say he’s your best friend!’


‘Of course he is – absolutely faithful and devoted; he would go to his death for me. But he hasn’t any sense – he’s an idiot.’


‘And Marmont?’


‘Marmont is very different. Marmont sticks to me because he is sure that my Italian plans will bring success in the end. Bound to!’


But everything has happened differently from what we expected. Last night, when Napoleone was at supper with us, we heard the approach of men on the march. Napoleone jumped up and rushed to the window; he never sees a squad of soldiers but he must find out what regiment they belong to, where they have come from, where they are going, and what is the sergeant’s name.


The tramping stopped in front of our house; we heard shouting, and then the crunching of the gravel in the front garden; finally there came a hammering at the front door.


We all sat as if turned to stone. Napoleone had come away from the window and was looking at the door, with a pale drawn face. He had crossed his arms.


Then the door was flung open, and Marie and a soldier burst into the room together.


‘Madame Clary!’ Marie began, but the soldier cut her short. ‘Is General Napoleone Buonaparte in this house?’ he shouted.


Napoleone calmly went up to the soldier, who clicked his heels, saluted, and said, ‘Warrant of arrest against Citizen General Buonaparte!’


He handed a paper to Napoleone. Napoleone held it close to his eyes.


‘I’ll bring a light,’ I said, jumping up.


‘Thank you, my love,’ said Napoleone, ‘I can read the order quite well.’


Then he put down the paper, looked hard at the soldier, and went up to him and tapped him on the button below the collar.


‘Even on hot summer evenings,’ he said, ‘the sergeant’s uniform is required to be buttoned up. What stupidity!’


While the soldier fingered his uniform in embarrassment, Napoleone turned to Marie.


‘Marie,’ he said, ‘my sword is in the ante-room; will you please be so kind as to hand it to the sergeant.’


Then, bowing toward Mama, he said, ‘Please forgive this disturbance, Citoyenne Clary!’


Napoleone’s spurs clinked as he went out. Behind him tramped the sergeant. We did not move. Again we heard the crunching of the gravel in the garden; then the soldiers marched away. Not till then did Etienne break the silence.


‘Let us go on,’ he said, ‘there’s nothing we can do.’


He picked up his spoon.


When we came to the joint he remarked, ‘What have I told you from the first? He is an adventurer, sponging upon the money of the Republic!’


And when we came to the dessert he added, ‘Julie, I regret having given my consent to your betrothal to that man.’


After supper I slipped away through the back door. Although Mama had had the whole of the Buonaparte family here several times, we had never been invited by Madame Letitia to go there. I had a good idea why that was. The family live in the poorest quarter of the town, just behind the fish market, and Madame Buonaparte may well have been ashamed to let us see her poor refuge. But now I wanted to see her. I must tell her and Joseph what had happened, and talk about how to help Napoleone.


I shall never forget that journey through the dark narrow lanes round the fish market. At first I ran like mad; I felt that I must not lose a moment; I only slowed down when I was coming to the Town Hall square. My hair was all damp, and my heart was thumping painfully.


There was dancing in front of the Town Hall, and a tall man with his shirt-collar open caught me by the shoulder and roared with laughter when I pushed him away. One person after another tried to stop me; sticky fingers touched my arms, and suddenly a girl exclaimed, ‘Look, there’s the little Clary girl!’


It was Eliza Buonaparte, Napoleone’s eldest sister. Eliza is only seventeen, but that evening, painted and powdered and with dangling earrings, she looked much older. She was hanging on the arm of a young man whose fashionable high collar hid half of his face.


‘Eugenie!’ she called after me, ‘Eugenie, won’t you let my partner give you a drink?’


But I ran on, into the narrow unlit lanes leading to the fish market. There I was in the midst of a darkness filled with a giggling and shrieking throng. A hubbub of love-making and quarrelling came out of all the doorways and windows, and courting cats were miauling in the gutter.


I breathed more freely when I reached the fish market; there were a few lights there, and I began to get the better of my timidity. Soon I was ashamed of it, and also of the fine white villa with the lilac trees and rambler roses that was my home. I crossed the fish market, and asked where the Buonapartes lived.


I was directed to the dark entrance of a lane: the house was the third on the left. Joseph had once told me that they had a basement dwelling.


I came to some narrow steps that led down to a basement, stumbled down, reached a door, and found myself in Madame Buonaparte’s kitchen.


It was a big room, lit only by a candle in a broken saucer. The smell was dreadful.


Joseph was sitting at the table, in a crumpled shirt, without a neckerchief, reading newspapers by the light of the candle. Opposite him, the nineteen-year-old Lucien was bending over the table, writing. Between the two was a dish with the remains of a meal. At the back, in the dark, clothes were being washed; somebody was scrubbing hard, and water was splashing. The heat was unbearable.


Joseph!’ I said, to attract his attention. He jumped up.


‘Has somebody come?’ asked Madame Buonaparte, in broken French. The scrubbing stopped, and Napoleone’s mother came into the light, wiping her hands on a big apron.


‘It’s me, Eugenie Clary,’ I said.


At that Joseph and Lucien started up. ‘For heaven’s sake, what has happened?’ Joseph asked.


‘They have arrested Napoleone.’


For a moment there was deathly silence. Then Madame Buonaparte cried out, drowning Joseph’s voice:


‘Holy Virgin, Mother of God! I saw it coming, I saw it coming!’


‘Terrible,’ exclaimed Lucien.


They gave me a rickety chair to sit on, and I told them what had happened.


Then Louis came in from another room: he is seventeen and very fat. He listened apathetically.


I was interrupted by loud howls; the door flew open, and little Jerome, Napoleone’s ten-year-old brother, burst in; behind him ran twelve-year-old Caroline, shouting at him the most picturesque quayside curses and trying to get something he was cramming into his mouth. Madame Buonaparte gave Jerome a box on the ear, and screamed at Caroline in Italian. She took away Jerome’s tit-bit. It proved to be a stick of marzipan; she broke it into two and gave half each to the combatants. Then she shouted:


‘Quiet! We have a visitor!’


That drew Caroline’s attention to me, and she exclaimed:


‘Oh la, la, one of the rich Clarys!’


She came up to the table and sat on Lucien’s knee.


‘What a dreadful family,’ I said to myself, and then I was sorry for saying it. They cannot help being so many or so poor. And they have nothing but their kitchen to live in.


Joseph asked question after question. ‘Who arrested Napoleone? Were they really soldiers? Not police?’


‘No, soldiers,’ I replied.


‘Then he won’t be in prison, but under military arrest somewhere,’ said Joseph.


‘What difference does that make?’ groaned Madame Buonaparte.


‘A tremendous difference,’ Joseph explained. ‘The military authorities will not let a General be simply executed; first they will court-martial him.’


‘You have no idea, Signorina,’ said Madame Buonaparte, ‘how dreadful this is for us.’ She brought a kitchen stool and sat down close to me, and put her damp work-worn hand on my arm. ‘Napoleone is the only one of us who is earning regularly, and he always worked so hard, and saved every centime and gave me half his pay for the other children. It is dreadful, dreadful.’


‘Anyhow, now he can’t make me go into the army,’ growled fat Louis. He was quite triumphant.


‘Shut your mouth,’ Lucien shouted.


The fat boy was now seventeen, and he had never done any work. Napoleone wanted to make him a soldier, so that there should be at least one mouth less for his mother to feed. I cannot imagine how Louis could march with his flat feet, but perhaps Napoleone meant to put him into the cavalry.


‘But why,’ Madame Buonaparte asked, ‘why have they arrested him?’


‘Napoleone knew Robespierre,’ Joseph murmured. ‘And he had let his plans be transmitted to the Minister of War by Robespierre.’


‘Always those politics,’ Madame Buonoparte complained. ‘I tell you, Signorina, politics have been the ruin of my family! My children’s poor papa was always mixed up with politics, and he was always losing his clients’ cases, and he left us nothing but debts. And what did my sons talk about all day long? About getting acquainted with prominent people, getting to know Robespierre, getting an introduction to Barras – they go on like that all the time. And look at the result!’ She banged the table in vexation.


I looked down. ‘Your son Napoleone, Madame, is a genius,’ I said.


‘Yes – unluckily,’ she retorted, looking at the flickering candle.


I looked up at her and Joseph. ‘We must find out where Napoleone is,’ I said, ‘and then we must try to help him.’


‘But we are so poor, and we don’t know anybody with influence,’ Madame Buonaparte moaned.


‘The Military Commandant of Marseilles,’ said Lucien, ‘must know where Napoleone has been taken.’ The family look upon Lucien as a poet and an unpractical dreamer, but it was from him that the first useful suggestion came.


‘Who is the Commandant of Marseilles?’ I asked.


‘Colonel Lefabre,’ said Joseph. ‘And he cannot bear Napoleone. Quite recently Napoleone told the old Colonel what he thought about the fortifications here: they are in shocking disrepair.’


‘To-morrow,’ I heard myself saying, ‘I’ll go to see him. Madame Buonaparte, would you get together some underclothing, and perhaps some food, and do it up into a parcel and send it to me early to-morrow? I’ll ask the Colonel to give it to Napoleone. And then—’


‘Thank you so much, Signorina,’ said Madame Buonaparte excitedly, ‘tante grazie!’


At that moment we heard a splash, a shriek and a long howl, and Caroline cried out happily, ‘Mama, Jerome has fallen into the wash-tub.’


As Madame Buonaparte lifted the boy out of the tub and cuffed him, I got up to go. Joseph disappeared to get his coat and see me home. Lucien murmured, ‘It is very good of you, Mademoiselle Eugenie; we shall never forget it.’


I felt rather frightened at the prospect of going to see that Colonel. As I said good-bye to Madame Buonaparte, she told me that she would send Polette to me with the parcel next morning. She started at the name. ‘Polette!’ she said. ‘Where is she? She went out with Eliza to a friend over the way, and was going to be back in half an hour. And the two girls have been out the whole evening!’


I remembered Eliza’s rouged face. No doubt she was enjoying herself with her partner in some tavern. But what about Polette? She is just my age.


Joseph and I went silently through the town. I was thinking of the evening when he first saw me home. Was that really four months ago? That was when it all began. Until then I had been a child, although I thought I was grown up. To-day I know that you are not really grown up till you fall in love.


‘They can’t possibly guillotine him,’ said Joseph, as we came to the villa. ‘The most they will do is to shoot him.’
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