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Salutations


My name is Jehan de Baudelaire. I am, by birth, a nobleman, but more than that, a gentleman.


Notwithstanding my nobility of spirit and self, I hope that you will find me an honest confessor and where I err, I can assure you that my scribe, the damsel Melrose, will be quick to complain.


I will relate, for the purpose of my legacy and your amusement, the events of my life, and those around me, as they unfolded in the year 1657.


It is my most heartfelt intent that, having taken you into my confidence, you will return the favour by reading this document with a forgiving heart. I confess that, in retrospect, I may from time to time have been impetuous or misguided. Granted I have been vain and, some would say, jealous, for mine is a tender, doting heart.


A smattering of politics might find its way into our document in so far as it is relevant, but your amusement will be our highest aim; for while I am a gentleman, I am in addition a poet, dramatist and raconteur, and both my scribe and I are minded that we must not become distracted by a treatise on administration. No publisher would stand for it.


Thus, we will try and limit your exposure to the tedium of the royal House of the Bourbons and to papal machinations, unless I feel it adds a meaty sense of drama or my scribe feels it is important for reasons of clarity. She can be a little tedious in her demands.


But do you see how well she and I work together?


Furthermore, I have promised my scribe that in the telling of my tale there will be a good deal of passion, intrigue and carnal pleasure to have you flapping your fans and pawing at your lover for attention. But love is not all panting assignations and insoluble desire, and so we offer too a substantial application of tender devotion. An additional measure of chemise-shredding misery should bring the balance a good story requires.


To date, my scribe’s heartfelt fictions, though emotionally subtle and quite devastating in execution, simply do not offer the weary reader a sufficient supply of sword fights and fornication and that is where the weighty purse lies. It has always been thus. Some will say a damsel scribe is not the best choice for this tale. I disagree. A scribe may learn as much about themselves through the writing of a story as those who read it and he who tells it.


But I digress.


In 1657, one was practically encouraged to frolic in Cupid’s arbour and allow oneself to be tossed about on the horns of love: to secure dynasties, provide heirs, entrench advantage and, in general, pass a discreet afternoon. It was a dangerous time to be alive – swords were drawn for less than an off-flavour glance or the slightest intimation that one’s lady was a swine. So an afternoon spent supplicant to the charms of an alabaster bosom was an afternoon during which one was much less likely to foment an uprising or consider a military alliance with a distant Spanish cousin.


No. We are not for such ugly squabbles. Rather, our story concerns itself with love. And given that love is the house in which we all are born to abide, I trust you will now lean a little closer for its telling.


Eternally yours,


The Marquis de Baudelaire
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The Game


Avignon, 1657


You find me, raquette in hand, on my jeu de paume court. Picture it. I am the very embodiment of agility, virility, grace and speed as I rush and swoop upon the net. So dazzling. My opponent scurries after the ball this way and that, on at least one occasion colliding with the wall with such force that his newly acquired lover somewhat exposes herself by being the first to rise suddenly to her feet and gasp aloud.


The galleries were packed. Every lady and gentleman of quality and all their servants jostling for space. The noise was tremendous. From the side of the court, I managed to locate my beloved sister, Hortense, and her husband The Toad, as well as the cousins Cherbonne and my most adored Comtesse de Montmorency, with her implausible allure. Her bull-faced husband was not in attendance.


My friends and cousins were notorious jeu de paume obsessives. It was the wine we were raised on. One dear cousin, Camille, long since sent to a convent, was frequently in confession after having worked herself up into an unseemly state of arousal during a gentleman’s game: the sight of sweat-drenched flesh through an open chemise, combined with muscular lunging, arching and thrashing, rendered a young lady of such a hot disposition entirely ungovernable. I was told by the sisters of Sainte-Thérèse that she found great comfort in prayer and needlework. Poor, dear, Camille.


But I digress. Let me describe my exquisite court, built by my father before my birth.


The court resembles a large marketplace with a beautiful, vaulted ceiling spread grandly overhead. A cathedral to my sporting mastery, a theatre in which to display my physical prowess and, above all, tactics and cunning.


On the day in question, my opponent was the Marquis de Vermont, a visitor to our city. He had shown himself, on our previous meetings, to be skilled, occasionally excellent, but my estimation was that he was a predictable player. I knew I could beat him.


I was magnificent. I lobbed the ball from gallery to chance line over and over again, each time to roars of approval from the crowd. I was the very embodiment of supple, masculine thrust.


It was thus with great dismay, after a display of such extraordinary sporting guile, that I found myself on the cusp of losing, the game suddenly poised on a single point. If Vermont took it, he would then take the serve and gain advantage. On my own court! Unacceptable.


Hortense gestured to me, tapping her head to indicate that I should concentrate. The crowd, sensing a change was near, began to call and stamp, ladies’ fans whipping and flapping as if a fox had been let loose in a flock of starlings. The noise and heat were immense.


Readers, I am the epitome of grace in situations of enormous pressure. In battle I have un-seamed a man from crotch to crop without so much as a blink. So, as you would expect, barely a flicker of discomfort passed my face as I took the ball. I lobbed it high and deep into Vermont’s court. But it fell poorly, allowing him the space to send it back over the net like a musketeer’s grenade and past the deepest chance line in my court. The crowd was on its feet, cheering for Vermont.


Then, as if my misery could not extend further, one of the side galleries began to jostle; calls to arms were made, a trumpet sounded and in strode the King’s own cousin, Conti, making his way towards Vermont’s end of the court. My humiliation was complete.


He was a man of questionable temperament and loyalty, unbalanced in both the saddle and the head. Furthermore, I had it reliably reported that he was an unmitigated flop in the bed chamber, most likely on account of being in love with his sister. And so, while ladies flattered and fawned and gentlemen of quality deferred to his every opinion in the hope of attracting favour from the royal house, I treated him as I would another cousin of more or less my age.


It is to this day my assertion that Conti waited until I was on the brink of defeat before making his appearance.


Of course, the customary greetings would now have to be made. He waved a wrist in my direction and I replied by making so great a show of my supplication that I practically stuffed my nose in the dust of my court. I was a demi-breath away from base scullion.


What a charade ensued. Conti applauding Vermont even before I was beaten, the game disrupted mid-play, and every face in the crowd – from marquis to mouse, comte to cat – turned towards Conti and Vermont when I had conspired the entire day for my glory, my victory, my amusement.


There was only one possible remedy.


I looked at the ball fallen just over the chance line. With the disruption, it had not yet been marked.


I cast my eyes around the court. The entire crowd was distracted.


I extended a toe, quickly glanced up, and then nudged the ball forwards, just slightly towards the more advantageous line.


You will know the feeling. The chill prick of hair around the neckline. I was seen. I tilted my head and saw, on Vermont’s side of the net, a man, younger than I with short, cropped hair. Our eyes met, directly. Too, too bold, for he was outfitted as a valet, and not of any house of Avignon. I lifted an eyebrow to query his impertinent intrusion into my business, which had the desired effect of a hasty lowering of his eyes and a subtle deferential bow. He retreated a step or two to better hide himself in the shadows. He had been too presumptuous by half.


After an interminable amount of time had lapsed, and a laboured marking of the ball in its new position, the referee (who, when not adjudicating, was my sommelier) announced the game would resume. He briefly consulted on the score and called avantage.


This demanded we change ends so that my opponent might serve. I allowed myself a quick glance back up at the fils who had so brazenly caught me tampering with the game. He stood now beside my own valet, Bobo, and another young man.


I must admit to some not insubstantial trepidation at this point. I was banking a good deal on Vermont not querying the mark and risking a scene in front of the King’s cousin.


As it transpired, I was incorrect.


As I took my place I noticed Vermont stalling. He had found the mark, but not, it seems, where he had expected to. I ignored this and made an extravagant display to ready myself for his serve. He made no such preparations and instead called out clear as a trumpet on a saint’s day in summer, ‘The mark is incorrect.’


Well, friends, where earlier all heads had turned to Conti, they now all turned to Vermont.


‘The mark has been moved.’


Hortense, I saw, gasped, covering her mouth with her gloved hand in horror.


I replied, ‘Dearest Vermont, I can assure you that it has not. I was the only man on the other side of the net and I saw no intruder while I enjoyed my residence there.’


The man would now either accuse me outright or retreat.


Sensing an unseemly scene was about to unfold, the referee cleared his throat.


‘We must, Messieurs, defer to the marks as we find them as we have no other way to confirm. The eye is deceptive and in a game as quick and skilled as yours, Monsieur Vermont, as exceptional in speed and strength, I can think of no other recourse we have unless there is one who can without prejudice say he knows otherwise.’


A hush fell across the court.


Then a voice from the galleries. ‘Here is one, here is a man who says he saw exactly where the mark was.’


Again, the throng turned in unison and out from the shadows came the young man. He stood exactly over the line where I had placed the new mark.


‘And who are you?’ asked the referee.


‘I am Jonathan Kryk, Monsieur.’ He bowed.


‘What is your station?’


‘I am a valet, sir.’


‘But whose valet, boy?’


‘I have no master.’


‘Good, good, then we have an impartial eye.’


Applause from the stands and even more calls to hush.


I did not take my eyes from this Jonathan Kryk, the valet who had no master.


The stillness and strain were so immense that I could have sworn I felt the very rafters of the roof begin to creak as if we were trapped below deck in a great galleon. I could see every individual hair on his head, eyelash, mole. It was as if his face were a map on which I could read my entire future.


‘Then did you see where the ball fell?’ said the sommelier-referee.


‘Yes, sir. Clearly, sir.’


‘Where then?’


This servant, in the presence of a royal prince and all of Avignon, turned his head a fraction and brazenly, without impunity, held my gaze; as he did, he allowed a near-invisible smile to extend to the corners of his mouth. Then, he returned his eyes to the referee, extended his palm, cleaver-like, and dropped it, indicating that the ball had fallen where I had decreed.


An explosion of cheers. A cacophony of stamps, applause and calls of, ‘Play on, play on, play on.’


You must understand, readers, the spectators do not favour one player over another; they may admire the speed of one, the elegance of another, but in the end what they live for is the game.


It was still avantage to Vermont. He could not claim he had been outdone. That was the trick. I had still allowed him the advantage so that any complaint would merely seem petty and un-gentlemanly. Which was exactly how it was reported for weeks to come in every salon, alehouse and lovers’ bower.


There was no idle chatter that the Marquis de Baudelaire may or may not have moved a mark. This was never uttered. Not once. Rather that Vermont, that inelegant outsider, had arrived in Avignon and cast aspersions on our families of quality, had embarrassed himself and his hosts in front of a Bourbon prince. For shame! They should send him to a colony was the retort. And indeed, I believe he left soon after.


Before he could scamper away, his immediate humiliation was brutal and swift as I finished the game victorious, trouncing the swine conclusively.


I was lifted from court to rafters on the cheers alone. My entire body sang like a fiddle bowed for a forbidden love serenade. I was planetary. So much so that three ladies fainted, a priest fell to his knees in prayer and, it was said, a whelping bitch in the stables immediately gave birth to her pups.
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Bobo


‘A stupendous effort on the court, Monsieur. And now so elegantly attired, the ladies will tremble to see you approach!’


He was, of course, correct, for I did look very fine.


Not so Bobo, who had begun to take on the appearance of a Camargue marsh sheep. Inherited from my dear departed father, my valet de chambre was well advanced in years. His bow legs and craggy spine made him a somewhat inelegant spectacle considering his high rank as my manservant.


‘Bobo, a question. Who was that man, Kryk, who stood beside you? For he saved my game. One should perhaps offer him a few pistoles for his purse.’


‘I thought you’d never ask, Monsieur.’


‘You could have offered, Bobo.’


‘Oh, not I, for I had some small hand in his arrival.’


‘Indeed? His hair is cropped very close. He is not one of us.’


‘He is a valet not long from Angers, by way of Paris. Originally of Amsterdam I believe, Monsieur.’


‘Where is his master?’


‘Dead, Monsieur, poisoned by a rival in love.’


‘That, Bobo, is why I do not involve myself with love and instead play jeu de paume and write verse.’


‘Yes, Monsieur. Very wise.’


‘What does this Kryk want with us?’


‘He seeks employment.’


‘But we do not need a valet, do we, Bobo?’


‘Not exactly, no, Monsieur.’


‘Bobo?’


‘Only, Monsieur . . .’


‘No, no, I cannot hear it, Bobo. No. You cannot desert me. I forbid it. No.’


After my father’s death, Bobo became my one true anchor and confidente. The subtleties of my position I learnt from Bobo, not from my Uncle Hippolyte, who had a more heavy-handed, politically expedient approach – despite or because of being a man of the cloth. Other elders in the family were full of advice and I was instructed for hours on the military exploits and daring of my forefathers. Legacy is a tedious and weighty thing.


But in the end, it was Bobo who taught me all I needed to know about honour, duty, elegance and proper behaviour. All that he had taken from my own father. I cannot say I took it all in; he was in constant dismay at my attire, which he considered at one moment too undone and the next too extravagant.


His true name was Beaumont. Immediately on my father’s passing, when I was still a boy, Bobo announced himself at my chamber.


He said, ‘I was your father’s servant to his death and if you will have me, so I will be yours.’


I remember the words as clear as day. The fact that he had begun to suggest that he was too aged to work was unacceptable.


Yes, his fingers did tremble with the laces and fasteners while he dressed me, and it was also true that I had to hoist him off the floor with increasing frequency when he got himself stuck after arranging the florets on my shoes.


Yes, he had collapsed twice – but I think perhaps ‘collapsed’ might have been an exaggeration. I suspect it was closer to his having misplaced his foot as he walked, for he was prone to chatter while he went. It made him most inefficient and my winter drinks were often brought to me cold, a natural consequence of so large a maison.


I did not mind it on the whole, for I had such deep and tender affection for him.


But in truth, only that morning my new and very fine clock told me it took him a full forty-five minutes to get himself from the kitchen to my writing desk. That he should raise it while I was still so flushed with victory was a blow.


‘Bobo, I am desolate.’


‘Monsieur?’


‘Bobo, are you truly decrepit? You must be honest with me.’


‘Sir, I am.’


‘You are very slow. This morning you took just under an hour to make the journey for my ink pot and tisane.’


‘I apologise most profusely, most, most.’


‘Is it the legs? You have always had excellent knees.’


‘I was the fastest running footman there was in my youth. Overtook the horses!’


We said the last part together, for it was his oft-repeated trope.


‘Yes. But Bobo, how are you now?’


‘Oh, I must not say, Monsieur.’


‘But you must, that I may assist you.’


‘It is no happy tale.’


‘Well, it isn’t the knees, we have established that. Do you shake? A palsy perhaps? Are you in any pain?’


‘Well, no, sir, no pain, only some discomfort that requires terrible and immediate remedy. I was delayed by it on my way with the tisane.’


‘A small note: tisane and ink pot, Bobo. You did forget the ink pot.’


‘No, sir, I did not forget it. I simply left it where I stopped.’


I had the sense that this tiresome comédie might continue well into the afternoon if I could not extract from Bobo the source of his unhappiness.


‘You must tell me what is wrong so that I might get you a physician and we may see an end to your discomfort. It is of course self-interest. I will die without you. You do know that.’


‘Well, sir, it is most delicate.’


‘Oh?’


‘It is my pipes below you see.’


‘Oh?’ Oh.


‘I get an awful burn all the length of my man’s yard – please excuse me for mentioning, Monsieur – and then I must relieve myself with great haste or there will be an unseemly mess. And, Monsieur, if this were to happen in your presence, then it is I who would rather die.’


‘Pardieu, Bobo. This is a dreadful thing. And most inconvenient.’


‘Most, sir. There’s a swelling of the testicles that goes with it. I was struck with the pangs when I was already halfway up the stairs to your writing chamber and had to retreat as fast as I could.’


While I loved Bobo as my own father, I could not have my valet pissing himself as we sat at the barber, or discover, on leaving an entertainment, that he had wet his breeches while in the gallery of a lady of quality. We Baudelaires had standards to uphold. Our reputation depended on it.


‘So I may indeed be in need of a new valet.’


‘Yes, Monsieur.’


‘And if I do not like Kryk?’


‘There are two that might please you and another six or seven whom I have taken the liberty of sending away.’


I daresay even before Bobo’s predicament was terminal, the wicked little network that seemed to run between pages, footmen, valets, lackeys and the rest, would have found me at least fifty of them. Both the valets Bobo had in mind for me were, he said, young and energetic. This was hardly helpful, for that is only part of a manservant’s role, but it did bode well for the prompt delivery of ink pots and tisanes.


My valet was always to represent me, accompany me on every occasion and in all company. He had to be perfectly at ease and attend to all my intimate needs. My dress, cleanliness, barbering were all under his remit. He needed to be educated, honest with money, handsome and discreet. A surprisingly complicated balance. Especially the last two. The rule of thumb was, the more handsome the less discreet. One gentleman, whose name I will not mention, had a valet who was nothing short of ugly: pocked complexion and most irregular in feature. It reflected very poorly on the family. Still, a valet who was too handsome was likely to cause havoc in the household and send scullery maids swooning. It was one of the reasons I liked Bobo so well. Though he was now decrepit, he had a most attractive face and was ever the favourite of the households we visited. His advanced age meant there were never any problems with maids losing their minds or petticoats to his charms.


‘Dear Bobo, you are a parent to me. I shall die without you.’


An inelegant snort emitted from my man as he tried to restrain his tears.


‘Do take your time to ease your broken heart, Bobo. But when you are once again in possession of yourself, might I, eventually, have my carriage?’
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A Spaniel for a Wife


I was expected at my cousin Maurice’s maison de ville for the continuation of the festivities. Maurice was hoping to gain favour with the Prince of Conti, cousin to the young King. Dear Maurice. He had the odd distinction of being attractive when approached in profile, while the frontal revelation was, at best, startling. But I had no cousin more loyal nor more willing to drink himself under a petticoat or table should the occasion demand it. And occasions did, it seemed, frequently demand it.


We found him in the grand salon of his hôtel, still sober enough and triumphant, toasting our royal guest.


I was mildly dismayed by the amount of wine being consumed. My cousin had fallen on lean times after ill-advised skirmishes in both marriage and merchant ships and I was carrying the purse for this latest extravagance.


The toast completed, I was able to extricate myself from a tedious discussion on horsemanship in war and seek out my sister Hortense, hoping to convince her to feign exhaustion within the next hour so that we might escape and begin the exodus home.


Disappointingly, I found Hortense in animated conversation with other ladies, being kind and honest-hearted.


‘Oh, there he is. Jehan, we were just speaking about you.’


‘Favourably, of course?’


‘We were speculating,’ said a little viper of a comtesse, ‘if this will be the year when Avignon’s most handsome and eligible gentleman will finally choose himself a wife?’


‘Ah well, I choose myself a wife every other day, only to discover they are invariably married. It does not dissuade me, though their husbands do prove an inconvenience.’


How amused they were.


‘I have a sister,’ said one. ‘Lucille is very pretty. Will she not do?’


‘I remember Lucille very well. She was, disappointingly, more enamoured with her spaniel than she was with me.’


‘Though in her defence,’ said Hortense, sensing my ability to tolerate the conversation was reaching its zenith, ‘it was a most delightful and engaging little pup.’


‘Well then, perhaps I should apologise. It appears that all along I should have taken a spaniel as a wife.’


I took my leave as they tittered and flapped. Mon Dieu, give me salvation. Then, like a blessed miracle, the Comtesse de Montmorency appeared.


We stood side by side as dear friends might. I circled her pretty wrist with my hand and we stood in silence, watching the scene become more unmoored as the wine took hold.


‘Jehan, you are disconsolate.’


‘I am besieged. Trapped by the rapacious laughter of little girls.’


‘They claim to be ladies.’


‘They still smell of nursery milk.’


I was suddenly overwhelmed by the wish to demand that she take me to her and let me hide my face in her bosom.


You may judge me, but in truth, I had no dearer confidente than she. No friend I had in Avignon, and thus the world, could match her mind and wit; converse on all matters political, literary, fantastical. More often than not, I would hazard her husband and his boorish spies to be with her, for she filled my mind with fresh ideas, stirred my ambitions to write better, seek better company, study more widely, swear off drinking. For all her beauty and poise, her more than ten years advance on my age, she gave me harbour where I could be entirely without artifice. And it is true that, from time to time, we lay together. For I needed solace in many ways, as did she. Her chief role in my life though was as friend and companion.


‘It seems Conti has redeemed himself,’ she said.


‘I cannot imagine it. First, he sides with an insurrection that would have us all murdered in our beds – against his own cousin the King, no less – and then that unspeakable lunacy about being in love with his sister. Was there a witch too?’


‘Oh yes. All true. But he is now a reformed man, we hear. He will not redeem himself with action, rather his inaction and, it is said, increasingly obsessive piety.’


‘How obsessive?’


‘Rapacious.’


‘Rapacious piety? And he comes to live among us. We will all be dressed like friars and eating a dry crust to act as his fig leaf for insurrection and incest.’


‘I fear so. It is said that he will withdraw his patronage of Molière and his players.’


‘Oh, I cannot hear it! That they arrive in Avignon this summer is what allows me to survive these exhausting soirées.’


‘Noted,’ she said, bristling.


‘I apologise, but I am in distress. No players this summer?’


‘You are a fool. Can you not see? Molière will come to Avignon simply by necessity of route. What he now lacks for the season, though, is a patron sympathetic to his art and – critical to his enterprise – a theatre.’


‘Oh! Were it ever possible to adore you more? I will invite the players to perform on my court and in so doing I will rid myself of having to pander to Conti and gain the opportunity to add Monsieur Molière and his troupe to my accolades.’


You see how clever she was, my comtesse; how invaluable to me.


Festivities continued late into the night and early morning. Gallons of claret, music and carousing. Later the comtesse found me for a quiet, personal farewell.


‘Well, marquis, for a man so obsessed with the theatre of Molière, your performance at jeu de paume produced the drama of the year. I commend you.’


‘We could have Molière too, if you agree to seduce Conti and advance my cause. He is the critical hinge in this enterprise. Without him, Monsieur Molière will never be released to play at my theatre.’


‘My charms are manifold, but I confess, seducing a hinge may be beyond my capabilities.’


‘You did not even try. In seduction, the application of both fantasy and feigned enthusiasm is all.’


‘You speak from experience?’


‘I do.’


By the time carriages were being called, I had drunk a few gallons more of hippocras and had to be taken home tucked in between Hortense and her husband, The Toad, whom I may or may not have tried to kiss.


The day had been an unmitigated triumph.


When eventually Bobo undressed me and dispatched me to my bed a few hours later, I was still groggy with wine, its effects being amplified by the heat of the fire in my bed chamber.


I lay back in a dreadful fog, my head aswirl: vague images of the ladies and their talk of marriage, the intimacies of the comtesse, my sister’s sweet embrace as she handed me over to my household for safekeeping, Bobo arriving behind us, the climb up to my bed chamber, the echo of the stone underfoot, the height of the ceilings, the depth of the rooms, Bobo, again, rustling ahead with a trident of guttering flames, muttering about sullen scullery maids. It occurred to me, terribly, that I had never felt so lonely and desolate in all my life.
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The Game Reprised


I sit at my scribe’s right shoulder. She writes at her desk or in a coffee house. She takes a deep breath to let me know she is ready and by the time she exhales, I have begun to narrate, leaning so close she feels my breath on her skin. What sumptuous intimacy. We work daily and with great enthusiasm. She reminds me frequently that she is encumbered by her corporeal burden. She must sleep and eat whereas I am free from time and its constraints. I confess that I forget she is earthbound and must attend to the tedium that involves.


Let us return then to the monotony of life in Avignon in 1657. A year that began with no significant war between foes, nor any mention of plague, was a rarity for us and as such, something to be celebrated. My life was seamless. My chief joys were jeu de paume, writing, hunting, carousing, playing at cards, attending to my collections of curiosities for my seclusory, the comtesse, and of course most importantly, my sister.


Hortense and her Toad lived on one of my estates, outside of Avignon. While the house had a beautiful aspect and good trees, forming a lovely avenue on the approach, I found it too large and awkward to inhabit on my own and thus I preferred to pass most of my time in my maison de ville. My maison. The noise of the streets and proximity to life was a spark to my veins. I had always been prone to a melancholic state and the noise of a drunk stable hand rollicking in the hay store with a fishmonger’s daughter was always good medicine for that. The years before 1657 were for me not uncomfortable ones but had the flatness and pallid consistency of the marshlands that extend between Avignon and the sea. Having once again sworn off wine and wives, I had been working studiously on a new story that I hoped might impress Molière. But if the King gave Languedoc to Conti to reward his new piety, libertine Languedoc would soon be quashed and in its place, a stringent reverence which would not allow Conti to support a band of players. Notwithstanding this about-turn, I hoped that subtle arrangements for Molière’s future could be made by directing his troupe my way.


I was deep in thought, trying to perfect a pretty rhyme, when Bobo arrived at my desk with the news that Hortense had decided to assist me in interviewing a new valet, despite my protestations that I had scant time or interest in the matter. She was, apparently, on her way to my chamber imminently. Insufferable.


You will notice again and again as you read this document that I was constantly being undermined by all in my household. My sister would come and go from my maison without warning or announcement. Bobo was a bag of nerves from trying to corral her. She barged into my house, my salons and, until very recently, all my private rooms. It took a mortifying embarrassment for all involved before she demurred from the last.


But I adored Hortense with every fibre of my being. On the day she married The Toad, I wept. Though I could no longer see her every day, she was ever loyal to me and I continued to dote on her as my life’s true companion.


Back to the ordeal of the valets. Hortense announced herself in my salon and kissed me.


‘My sweet, you were so gracious and wise to invite me to help you make your choice.’


We were to interview two candidates. One French and from Paris (perfect) and then the man from jeu de paume, Kryk. Bobo assured me that though he was Dutch, he was fluent in French and had passable English and even Latin. Both came with good references. I had decided that the most elegant response to the Dutch boy would be to simply ignore the fact that he had lied, bare-faced, in front of the King’s cousin to protect my name. There could be no awkwardness. To do otherwise would mean I owed him a debt and, given he was a servant and an unknown one at that, this was quite obviously unacceptable.


The first to arrive was the Dutch. He was modest in a simple black and white collar. His hair was short and he was clean-shaven, which made him hard to age. Hortense made approving noises as she sat next to me and showed no sign of recognising him as the man who had called the line.


After his display at jeu de paume, he did absolutely nothing to endear himself and stood entirely still. He looked not unlike a man with some sort of palsy, pale and rigid. It occurred to me that he was terrified. Hortense proceeded to ask him all manner of questions about matters in which I had no interest, other than that they would take place without my knowledge. Things to do with armoires and chains of command. The Dutch valet answered most politely and clearly and I noted (to myself, of course) that he had a good chin for a valet but he did border on dull. I wondered if I should like to wake every morning for eternity to see his face.


I concluded that I should not.


Being a valet, he was attractive. Of course. Light honey hair, good skin tone, clear, slim and would represent me very well in my household livery. But for all his bravado on the previous day, he seemed to lack any energy or charm. It was so terminal that I began to wonder if indeed he was the same man.


‘I should like to ask some questions if I may, Sister?’


‘Of course.’


‘Mister Kryk, is it? This is not the first time I have made your acquaintance.’


‘No, Monsieur.’


‘You did me a service.’


‘No, Monsieur.’


‘No?’


‘My service was to the game.’


‘As it should be.’


Hortense swung to look at me and then to him.


A perfect answer, which had in an instant absolved us both of any debt or obligation. Still, my discomfort remained.


‘Can you mix ink?’ This would be a quick way to root him out. Then we could end the discussion and bring in the next candidate. ‘I do not always like to buy ink and it is good to know that someone about me might be able to make it should the need arise.’


Hortense lifted her eyebrow to express her displeasure.


‘My brother is a writer. He likes it almost as much as he does raquette and ball. He sometimes writes through the night and should his pots run dry, it might put him in a sulk.’


‘I do not sulk, Hortense. Please. But I should like to know if you have experience with ink.’ There was scant chance he did, but perhaps he knew enough to bluff.


‘Yes, Monsieur. I can mix all colours, paints and washes too, and can prepare gold leaf and whatever else you might require. I have also had occasion to assist with the stitching of volumes.’


Silence.


Well, I was routed. Hortense was thrilled to see me so roundly bettered.


‘How so?’ I did not believe him and affected a cool disinterest.


‘My father was a map-maker.’


‘A cartographer?’


‘Yes, sir. In Amsterdam. He was commissioned to provide volumes too.’


‘He is no longer with us?’


He paused. ‘No, sir, he died while travelling. At sea.’


‘My condolences.’


‘Thank you, Monsieur.’


‘Right, well, that is enough. We have another to see. You may go to the kitchen to meet Monsieur Benoit, he is both my maître d’hôtel and my chef. He will speak to you and we will let you have a decision by tomorrow.’


As the door shut behind him, I turned to Hortense. ‘I want Bobo back. Can we not fit him with a pig’s bladder on a strap?’


‘You are being silly. That was an excellent candidate.’


‘I will die of boredom before he has fastened one button. The son of a map-maker is not a jolly companion.’


‘He is your valet. Not your companion. If we were interviewing companions, Brother, you would have arranged for a row of wine-soaked poets and troubadours to visit.’


‘Related, Sister – I am trying to have Monsieur Molière to visit but you insist on detaining me with this dull exercise. Let us hurry this along. And you know that I am prone to melancholy. I cannot have a Dutch misery shadow me around the world. Where is Bobo? Let the next one come.’


The second was perfect. Charming, very good-looking, very energetic and from Paris, so that he knew all the new ways and I dare say could have me looking half my age in one sweep of his barber’s blade. His previous master had died after an ill-advised duel left a festering wound. I had already made up my mind. The Parisien was perfect.


‘Can you make ink?’ asked Hortense. She was being very naughty.


‘Ink?’


‘My brother is a writer and should his ink pots run dry, he would require you to make him a fresh supply.’


‘In my previous household, the chef d’office prepared such things, it being too messy an employment for the valet.’


‘My sister is testing you. Please do not worry about making ink.’ I dismissed him and the door had hardly shut before I turned on my sister.


‘He is a valet, Hortense. He is not meant to make ink.’


‘You asked the Dutch one if he could do it.’


‘That was to throw him off and give me a reason not to hire him.’


‘Are you pleased with how it went?’


‘Well, I could hardly be expected to know his father was a cartographer. In any case, I am planning to hire a chef d’office.’


‘For a household of one? That is frivolous, even for you.’


We sighed in unison, something we often did.


‘He is perfect,’ she said. ‘So subtle and understated, not too showy, just as a valet should be. And I sense a great seriousness in him. He will be a most devoted manservant. I have always admired the Dutch.’


‘What? Sister? You are quite mad. Why would I have him when I could have a proper Parisian valet who clearly has excellent taste and discernment?’


‘Because the Parisian valet will bring you no end of trouble and shame. He is all fluff and no substance. He is far too fresh and he will not have been here two months before the scullery maid is with child and he has overslept three mornings in a row.’


‘He will not. Though, speaking of scullery maids, I should mention that Marielle is a terrible harlot. She tried to catch my eye just this morning. She is a highly disreputable girl. I would rather have a new scullery maid. I am quite sure she has syphilis. Do you think she does? How can one discover these things?’


‘Marielle does not have syphilis, Jehan, and your language is quite unrestrained. You are trying to distract me. The Parisian valet thinks making ink is below him.’


‘Well, it is.’


‘You are making a grave mistake, Jehan.’ It was so rare that we disagreed that we were both agitated. ‘That Dutch boy has already proved that he is loyal to the very end of the earth. Do not think I am ignorant of your shameful cheating on the chance line. Once that man is contracted to you, he will die before he leaves your side.’


‘You are so dramatic. I must stop bringing you my romances to read.’


‘And your Parisian will sell you down the river for less than half a bag of gold and a soft bosom.’


‘Now you are being fresh, Hortense.’ I stood to give my words emphasis. ‘I thank you for your assistance in this matter, but this is my household and I will have who I wish to attend me. If I desire a well-looking Parisian valet, then I shall have one. Your work today was to endorse my choice, not inflict your dull-faced Dutch boy on me. You have overstepped your role in my household, Sister.


‘Quite so, my love.’ She kissed me so sweetly. ‘Please forgive me.’
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My Valet-Spy


The Dutch map-maker’s son moved in to take up position as my manservant the very next day. You will no doubt find this almost as amusing as my scribe, who seems to enjoy recording each and every detail of my multiple humiliations. I will keep her awake for a few nights and play mischief with her dreams. That will teach her a salutary lesson.


He was not, as it turns out, quite as young as Hortense and I had both supposed and was already twenty years old. Still, I did feel a little aggrieved at not having a smart Parisian to tend to my closet. Additionally, there was some awkwardness around the tournament. Obviously, I would not thank him for his intervention, but he had seen me manipulate the game and I had experienced him step entirely beyond the bounds of his place. As a result, and by way of restoring balance to the situation and establishing myself quite firmly as master and he as a servant to whom I owed nothing, I may have been a little off-mooded for a few days. Or possibly weeks.


There was also the matter of my Uncle Hippolyte who, against my better judgement, and how it irked me to admit it, had planted an unsettling seed of doubt regarding the miraculous arrival of this particular valet and the events that transpired.


Uncle Hippolyte had, of course, received word of the goings on at the tournament. He knew too the fact that I had moved the mark and that my new valet had lied for me. You may well ask yourself how my uncle was privy to these details. As our story progresses, more will become clear. After she challenged me, I had admitted the extent of my indiscretion to Hortense as it was with great difficulty that I ever kept anything from her. Surprisingly, my uncle seemed privy to the same information when he had not even been present at the game.


He announced himself at my maison one afternoon when Hortense was visiting, a large trunk of feathers and related fancies for both of us having just arrived.


‘You are exposing yourself to charlatans and spies, Jehan. What will Clusy de Marcilliac say?’


Uncle was obsessed with the happiness of every hair on his patron’s body and more so his opinions. It is true that Marcilliac was powerful and ambitious. As the power of the papal legates declined in Avignon, his ruthless grasping to hold on to whatever was left of his access to Rome grew ever more calculating. That he had Uncle Hippolyte as his puppet was a source of endless bother.


‘Conti is vulgar, Uncle, but to call him a spy may be going too far. Marcilliac is, as ever, paranoid.’


‘Jehan is correct, Uncle, he can hardly be called a spy,’ my sister agreed.


An extravagant eye-roll from our tedious Uncle Hippolyte. ‘Not Conti, your new valet.’


‘Oh, Uncle,’ said Hortense, ‘I helped Jehan choose him myself. A very sober and intelligent man. He is a cartographer’s son.’


A sigh to upend a mule. ‘I despair that neither of you has asked yourselves the most central question to this whole affair. Three questions, really.’


‘And what might those be?’ I was keen to hurry things along given that Hortense had yet to begin unwrapping the pretty things I had ordered for her. It fell to me to buy her gifts as The Toad could not be relied upon to remember, nor choose anything Hortense could be expected to wear in public.


‘Firstly, this valet appears from nowhere at the exact moment of the Prince of Conti’s unexpected arrival. We know nothing of him except what he tells us. He arrives in Avignon and at the door of the man who is about to receive the prince. Secondly, why did this manservant lie for you when he stood to gain nothing?’


‘Quite simple, Uncle. He wished to display his unwavering loyalty to me and as such gain employment. He was, I discovered, one of two valets whom I was to interview for the position. As it turns out, all arranged by dear Bobo so that I need not be bothered by it and could concentrate on the tournament. The Dutchman demonstrated this loyalty and I obliged by hiring him. There is no question here. And the first is circumstance. Spies do not loiter around grandes maisons on the remote chance that an ageing valet will suddenly develop an awkward leak and be forced to take an early retirement.’


‘I will concede that fact, but here is the third and most important question, which when combined with the other two should give you pause. Why, when all of Avignon had their eyes trained on none other than the King’s cousin, the King’s cousin, recently returned to the fold, why, Jehan, were the eyes of this apparently innocent valet trained exclusively upon you?’


To this I had no answer. Nor did Hortense, who then spent the afternoon in a state of high agitation and did not enjoy her pretty gifts nearly as much as she might have. The prospect of being responsible for spies and plots related to Bourbon princes such as Conti, who themselves only recently plotted against the nobility, does rather dull the thrill of a new fan, three hats and six pairs of silk gloves.


It was directly after this conversation that I decided a period of hermitage was required, not least to let the dust settle around the scandal of the game.


In truth, I was in need of solitude. I had not felt myself since Bobo’s very recent departure. The night after he was sent home to his family was one of the most desolate of my life. I found myself alone in my bed chamber, no sound of him clattering around talking to himself, no muttering nor chiding at my drinking or attire, no cheerful call of, ‘G’night to you, Monsieur, and may God bless y’while y’sleep’, as he pulled the drapes closed about my bed. I will admit to you here – though you will, of course, not repeat it – that on that night I cried myself to sleep, exactly as I had as a boy for weeks after my father died.


And so, the instinct was to seclude myself awhile. I had bought some new volumes and was making yet another close study of the work of Petrarch, his glorious Avignon poems in particular. Readers, he fell in love with a pretty maiden he could not have and pined for her for years in his hermitage in the hills. Such elegance in his desolation!


The upsetting episode with the game, dear Bobo leaving and the business of finding a new valet had all interrupted my efforts to complete the rather complicated story I was working on. My tale (another of unrequited love) was not too surprising in chronology, but it was an emotionally complicated one and I was keen to return to it, fearing my own internal weather had shifted since I last sat at my desk for any length of time. If this was so I would be unable to complete it with the same tone and temper.


I immersed myself fully and I cannot tell you the relief it brought. The space between quill and page held for me the most perfect sense of wholeness. It was the one place where I could give myself an honest name and speak of the things no one wished to hear mentioned. It was as if in the fraction of time between the thought and the motion of the quill across the page, I was never more fully understood. I could feel my mother, my father and all the parts of myself I seemed to have mislaid gather around behind me, leaning in about my desk saying, ‘Yes? And what is next?’


Of course, on re-reading I would realise that they were mocking me and that I had produced the most incoherent jumble. A rat’s nest, no less. But at least for a moment, I was godly.


I spent at least six days in this place between godliness and rats, much as my scribe is doing now, immersing herself in the telling of my tale. She is most loyal and would have made a wonderful valet. She does lack humour though. I suspect it is the absence of a grande passion in her life. Well, I will set about seeing what I can do for her. Perhaps I could lob a young cavalier her way. Ah, she bristles, straightening her spine. Where cavaliers are concerned, I see I will have to be clever.


I digress. I promise something meaty soon. In the meantime, back at my humourless hermitage, it was only when a folded billet was passed under my door, followed by a loud clatter that nearly stopped my heart, that I realised I had disappeared into my fable of thwarted passion for too many days.


I pulled the door back to reveal the Dutch boy, bent very low in apology.


‘What is this?’


‘Monsieur, forgive me. I was leaving a note for you but dropped the pitcher I held.’ I let him stay bowed that I might better appraise the sincerity of his gesture. I noticed his hand trembled terribly as it clutched the empty vessel. If he was a spy, he was a very unpractised one.


‘Never mind that, what is the note?’ I had for some reason almost forgotten I had a new valet. It is possible I had found it all too troubling, found him all too troubling, and had banished him from my mind by way of self-preservation.


‘From the Comte de Villette.’


‘Ah, let us see how it is with my most lecherous cousin in all of Aix and Avignon combined. Mister Kryk, we forgive him all his whoring in Aix for he is very well-educated in the arts. You may come in now. I am hungry and probably look like a bear. Do I look like a bear?’ (I had just included a bear in my story.)


‘No, Monsieur. Not a bear. But some grooming might be in order. That is, if it pleases you?’


‘You are being polite. I look like a bear.’ I almost threw wide my banyan and made a noise like a bear and a big claw with my hands (Bobo would have liked that), but then remembered myself. ‘Let me read this note while you fix my writing desk. Do not disturb the papers.’


I settled on a low chaise with a pipe to read and noticed out of the corner of my eye that not only did Mister Kryk not disturb the papers, but that he carefully weighted them down before opening a window a small crack to let in some air.


‘Mister Kryk, in a week’s time the comte returns to Avignon and I am invited to join a hunt followed by an evening of music at his home.’ I watched as he brushed fallen rose petals from my desk into hand. ‘It says here that no bears will be permitted.’


‘Of course not, Monsieur.’


It was dry, but it was, I suppose, a hint of humour. Dutch humour, I surmised. I could not make him out. He unsettled me, made my hair prick. Again, I cursed my sister for not allowing me the French one.


‘My uncle thinks I should have you interrogated.’


‘Monsieur.’ He looked up from his work at my desk, visibly frightened.


‘He thinks you are a spy. Are you a spy?’


‘No, Monsieur. I’m just a valet.’


‘My uncle wants to know why, when all of Avignon was watching the Prince of Conti at the game, you were watching me.’


‘Monsieur, I cannot say.’


‘Cannot or will not?


Silence.


‘Well, my uncle would like to know.’ I took a deep puff on my pipe. ‘And, in truth, a part of me would like to know too.’


Additional silence.


‘I see I will need to get used to these vagaries of what passes for conversation in Amsterdam.’


‘Monsieur, I will collect oil and towels for your grooming.’


And with that my valet-spy bowed and left the room.
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The Hunt


It is late morning. A hunting scene in winter, the year still a suckling pup. The sky is grey and the earth barren. The linden trees are bare and silver, like ten thousand swords thrust into the hills that surround the city of honey-coloured turrets and ramparts. You will be hoping for the romance of a snow. There will be very little this year. It will be seen in the distance, an unpromising little shroud over the peak of Ventoux. Snow falls infrequently in Avignon.


A monstrous boar, quick and fierce, had been chased, cornered and garrotted. Its blood a hot spill on the ground, pooling quickly and sending the dogs into an even more carnal frenzy.


That the boar was caught or not did not interest me, rather it was the speed of the chase, the immensity of the passion I felt as the pace quickened, trees thrashing past, the labour of the horse, the cold of the air in the breast, the sense that one had, even if only momentarily, escaped the bounds of the city, duty, obligation.


And what bliss that was.


Let us return to the scene. Our party had arrived back at the lodge, where all of Avignon’s families of quality were represented. Immaculately coiffed ladies drifted outside to greet us. So many were our number that their husbands and lovers became a single masculine ideal. Over the throng, I managed to offer a greeting to Hortense, knowing she finds the hunt truly unpleasant, suffering as she does from the cold and a misplaced affection for beasts. (I shall resist the urge to mention The Toad in this regard.) She had, as we find her, not been well, suffering in the last weeks the loss of an unborn babe. She had succumbed to this agony before. She bore it elegantly but I, who understood her heart as my own, knew the rack over which her heart was stretched. She would not, despite my pleas, hear the suggestion to stay at home, warm and closeted with her maids, saying the company of friends and cousins would do her well.


I tried to get to her side, for she did look weary, but the noise and general excitement of the hunt’s return made it impossible. In addition to the ladies and their gentleman, now in the forecourt of the lodge, there were also a few dozen boys to see to the horses, a few more to control the dogs, still baying for their prey, and another retinue of men to see to the weaponry.


My sister accounted for, my eye began to seek out my dear comtesse.


Having lavished praise on her husband (his bravery, his daring, his horsemanship), she managed to slip behind the leathers and furs and beckon me to a convenient stable where she offered me a delicate kiss and a saucily placed glove; with it, I expelled a gasp of delight.


‘I have news,’ she whispered.


‘You will flee with me to Paris?’


‘You are being naughty, Jehan. And to punish you, I will now not share the tidbit with you.’


‘Then it could not have been very valuable, for you tell me everything.’


‘You are very confident.’ With a cursory glance for spies, she rearranged her plumes and set across for the festivities. She turned back.


‘Such a shame, I had thought you enjoyed base gossip from the house of the King.’


‘What? What news?’


I was about to chase her when a late arrival, an unparalleled dunderhead whom we had lost at the first leap, came clattering into the yard.


‘Ah, Baudelaire. D’you know, I’m always surprised to see you here. You don’t strike me as, y’know, a man for the hunt.’


‘A man who is not a man for the hunt and the kill may still be a man for the game and the chase.’


‘Do you mean . . . I don’t . . . or . . .?’


A skein of geese hooted across the sky.


Oh, empires were conquered, dynasties fell. Time replaced her swaddling clothes for a crone’s corset and still, still I waited. At last, even the horses fell silent to support our dunderhead in his confusion.


‘Dear chevalier, you will come to it, one generously assumes, eventually. In the interim, I have developed a full winter’s worth of appetite. Good day.’


I can report that he died a month later after a misadventure with a musket. He was not missed.


The comte’s hunting lodge was a delight. Balance, refinement, repetition. It was perfect. I could have designed it myself. An elegant facade, an extravagance of high glass windows, candles reflected in every pane.


Despite the cold, its interior glowed with a golden air enhanced by fire and fur for warmth, musicians, footmen, a few cooks. My own exceptional Monsieur Benoit had been enlisted too, taking command of the dishes as the comte’s own maître d’hôtel had died of an ague two days before; the assistants could not be trusted to bludgeon an eel, let alone cook it. There were a few more cooks to assist, and, naturally, a wagon-load of wine. Additionally, a valet for each man, and at least two lady’s maids for each lady.


Eventually, my comtesse and I were reunited. I handed her a cup hoping it might loosen her tongue. ‘I demand satisfaction.’


‘You have had that already.’


‘But now I would like the rest. What news?’


‘It is less news and more the best and tastiest sort of secret. It is not to be shared. Do you promise me?’


‘And yet you share it. And if you have heard it, I will assume all of this unscrupulous assembly know it too. Who does it include?’


‘None other than the King’s brother.’


‘Our Petit, the Duc d’Anjou? No doubt another improvident indiscretion?’


‘Oh much, much more.’


‘Has he been caught kissing his own hand?’


She leant as close as possible. ‘He has been corrupted.’


‘What?’


‘To completion.’


‘Dieu! This is too rare. Who did it?’


‘Promise you will be quiet when I say it?’


‘Tell me at once, who, who did it?’


‘Mancini.’


‘No!’ Friends, I confess I did shout out and at least three ladies turned to stare.
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