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  In 1702, Emilie Basseaux lives with her widowed mother in New France. On the eve of her wedding to Robert Lanzille, she catches the eye of the settlement’s unscrupulous overlord, Seigneur Richard Tonnacour who threatens to kill the parish priest if he performs their marriage. This sets off a catastrophic chain of events that turns her life, and that of her betrothed, into a desperate flight for their lives, separating them, and sending them straight into the arms of peril. Emilie and Robert’s plight sweeps them into the convents and taverns, the riots and small-pox epidemics of New France where they face death and discover the true meaning of love and forgiveness.




  




  The Widow’s Daughter is a retelling of the classic novel, The Betrothed (I Promessi Sposi) by Alessandro Manzoni. Inspired by this epic Italian classic novel; a new and captivating tale in a new setting, a new century, and with new plot twists while remaining faithful to key story elements.
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  Always in our thoughts




  Forever in our hearts




  Eternally loved




  





  




  I would walk a thousand miles




  To see your smile and hear your laugh




  One more time




  




  





  Forgiveness


  Is the mightiest sword.
 Forgiveness of those you fear


  Is the highest reward.


  When they bruise you with words,


  When they make you feel small,


  When it's hardest to take,


  You must do nothing at all...




  





  




  Charlotte Bronte




  (Jane Eyre)
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  Pointe-du-Lac




  New France




  1702




  Fast approaching hooves rumbled against the damp earth of the long, tree-lined dirt road. Emilie Basseaux glanced back at the sound. Two men on horseback cantered towards them. Mon Dieu, non, Emilie thought, not them again.




  Her heart raced. A momentary lapse distracted her from possible danger. She had allowed her thoughts to wander to her pending nuptials to Robert Lanzille, the miller of Pointe-du-Lac. They would marry in three days. Lost in her daydreams, enjoying the pleasant walk down the shady lane amid towering maple and pine trees, she had lost track of time. Now, Emilie hastened her step, but the two men slowed their horses to a walk beside her. She looked up from beneath the brim of her straw bonnet.




  The youthful Seigneur Richard Tonnacour gazed down at Emilie from the lofty perch of his well-muscled black gelding. Impeccably dressed in a dark blue coat, white shirt and hose, tendrils of his brown hair curled onto the nape of his neck below his white wig. Once again, the heated interest in his eyes made her cringe.




  Seigneur Richard’s presence disturbed the calmness of the day. To Emilie’s right, rays of sunlight danced upon the calm waters of Lac Saint Pierre. Upon its serene waters, an Abenaki Indian guide paddled two voyageurs in a fur-laden canoe. To her left, ships with billowed white sails rode the placid waves of the mighty Saint Lawrence River enroute to destinations unknown.




  Next to him rode his cousin, Seigneur Pierre Robillard who had been with him yesterday when she encountered them on this very same lane.




  Granted the title deed of a vast fief of at least a dozen miles squared with frontage on the great Saint Lawrence River by King Louis of France, Seigneur Richard commanded the fealty of almost all the habitants and colony folk. He even owned the mill, which her betrothed, Robert, operated. Emilie's late father, a fur trader, had purchased their home in the village outright, and Emilie and her mother were not under obligation to either of the overlords whose estates bordered each other.




  “Bonjour,” Seigneur Richard said with a smile. He tipped his tricorne, its ostrich feather dancing in the gentle breeze. His grey eyes roved her body from face to breast to hip and back again.




  His blatant attention stirred her annoyance. “Bonjour,” she replied, her voice deliberately curt. Common sense told her she should respond, not only because he was the seigneur of Pointe-du-Lac, but also because he was Robert's overlord, and one whom everyone feared. She averted her gaze and refrained from saying anything more in the hopes he would ride away.




  “And where might a lovely young woman like you be going at such an odd hour?” The resonance of his deep voice seemed at odds with the tranquility of the day. Everyone feared this man. She frowned and quickened her stride.




  “Come, come,” he said. “Surely you are not going to ignore me like you did yesterday?”




  “I mean no offence to you, Monsieur, but I am betrothed and it would set tongues wagging were I to linger in conversation with another man. I'm certain you can understand my wish to preserve my good name and virtue.” She met his gaze without wavering.




  Rumours of his lasciviousness abounded and Emilie knew that even a brief conversation with the man could tarnish a young woman's reputation.




  “Betrothals can be broken.”




  “Not so, Monsieur, especially when one's family and the Church has already given their blessing.”




  “Ah, but if your destiny should lie in another direction, you would be powerless to avoid it,” he said with a grin.




  Emilie wiped her sweaty hands against the coarse material of her homespun gown. She disguised her clenched fists in the folds of her gown so that he could not see how his words affected her. “I know well where my destiny lies. It's my own will that keeps me firm upon its path.”




  Seigneur Pierre chortled. “Have a care, young lady, for a man like my cousin Richard is easily stirred by a spirited woman. Brazenness adds spice to the chase.”




  His words rang true and Emilie resolved to avoid Seigneur Richard's questions. She could not allow him to goad her into more talk. She must discourage him and send him on his way as politely as possible.




  Seigneur Richard cast his cousin a stern glance, turned his attention back to Emilie, and smiled. The sun shone through the leaves behind him, casting an eerie halo around the white wig on his head. “I'm a man who knows well how to carve his own destiny, Mademoiselle Basseaux. It's a rare occasion when I do not succeed. A poor girl like you would do well to remember that, for I have much to offer.”




  Emilie ignored him, her eyes focused straight ahead as she continued walking, praying for the men to leave.




  Undaunted, Seigneur Richard and his cousin followed, but from a greater distance. Their voices drifted to her although she could not make out everything they said. Then she heard Seigneur Pierre bellow out a laugh.




  “You shall see, my friend, you shall see,” Seigneur Richard said in a voice clear enough for Emilie to discern the fury within it.




  She threw a swift glance back to see him kick his horse into a canter, his face scarlet.




  Seigneur Pierre laughed even more and followed.




  Emilie watched Seigneur Richard ride away, his hair flowing against the nape of his neck. She expelled a pent-up breath hastened her step.




  Emilie fell into her own thoughts, troubled, unable to dispel the bad feeling that arose within her. She prayed that the seigneur's attention meant nothing and that her upcoming wedding would end the man's interest. Judging by the comments she overheard between the two men, however, she sensed more trouble. What form would it take? More importantly, how could she prevent it?




  She pondered whether to tell Robert, but decided against it. Robert, her handsome and gallant devotee. His love for her held no bounds, as did hers for him. If he knew of this, Robert would become angry and might confront Seigneur Richard in her defense. That would mean certain trouble because Robert owed his livelihood to Seigneur Richard. He could cast Robert out of his mill and deny him the work in which he took such great pride. What then of their future? Non, she could not take any risks. She must find a way to deal with this herself.




  A vain hope arose that perhaps her mother could advise her, but she dismissed it almost immediately. Although her mother possessed a shrewd mind, she also had a tendency to over-react and might complicate matters. Emilie knew that once stirred, her mother would be relentless towards finding a resolution. She might even accost Seigneur Richard herself. This too would bring trouble for Robert. Non, she must not breathe a word of this to her mother either.




  Only one man could help her – Père Marc-Mathieu, the Jesuit priest who lived on the outskirts of Pointe-du-Lac in a convent with several of his brethren. Revered for his kindness and wisdom, Emilie trusted him to give her sound advice. He had the ability to deal with Seigneur Richard without further agitation or provocation. She would speak to him tomorrow at chapel.




  Even though this second encounter with Seigneur Richard disturbed Emilie as much as that of the day before, she was secure in the knowledge that Père Marc-Mathieu would help her put all this trouble to rest. For now, she decided to cast the overlord from her thoughts, dismissing the encounter as the actions of a spoiled man whose opinion of himself was higher than that of those around him. She entered her home with a lighter heart, refusing to allow it to dampen the happiness of her approaching wedding day.
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  Not for a moment did Père Jean Civitelle anticipate trouble as he strolled along a narrow lane, reading his breviary. He shut his book, careful to save his place with his index finger, and clasped both hands behind his back. Eyes downcast, he continued on his walk. A gentle evening breeze billowed his black cassock while he whispered his evening prayers.




  At this, his favourite time of day, he glanced to the west where the glow of the setting sun cast a rose-coloured hue over Lac Saint Pierre. A quiet stroll and a few gentle prayers helped soothe him in anticipation of a restful night's sleep. He re-opened his book to read the next psalm.




  When he looked up again, he had reached a fork in the lane. The right path ascended to his small parish church and rectory. To the left, another path descended into the centre of the village settlement. Père Jean turned right and heaved a sigh of satisfaction, for he could not recall ever feeling so much at peace. He enjoyed his simple life and unassuming home. Both the small, whitewashed church and the attached two-storey home where he lived had been built of rough-hewn timber from the lands of the seigneury. The parishioners themselves had built it and he cherished it.




  He noticed the two men immediately. They stood a little way ahead in his path. The taller of the two cleaned his fingernails with the tip of a knife, his tricorne tilted low over his eyes. His companion, dressed in a brown linen frock coat and breeches stood with arms akimbo in the middle of the lane. They seemed to be waiting for him because the moment he appeared, they exchanged a quick glance, fixed their gazes on him, and blocked the path.




  Père Jean kept his book open before him as if reading it, but he watched every move the men made. They advanced towards him. A knot formed in his stomach. Had he offended some great man, some vindictive parishioner? He could think of no reason for these two men to seek him out. The closer they came, the more they narrowed their eyes.




  He slid two fingers beneath his collar and ran them round his neck. Père Jean glanced behind him, but the lane was deserted. He looked left towards the settlement, but no one stirred there. What could he do? Turn back? It was too late. Should he run? It would make him look cowardly or appear as if he had something to hide. Besides, his cassock would impede him. Since he could not escape the danger, he had no choice but to confront it. He broke out in a cold sweat and swallowed, his mouth and throat parched. The grip on his book tightened as he drew nearer to the strangers. He recited a verse in a louder tone and composed his face into a tranquil, careless expression. When the two men came to a stop before him, it took nearly all of his effort to smile.




  “Père Jean!” The tallest of the two stepped into his path and peered at him with dark, close-set eyes. He chewed on a long blade of straw.




  The priest raised his eyes from the breviary and held it open in both hands. “Yes. I am he. Who are you and what can I do for you this fine evening?”




  The tall man glared at him as if he had caught a criminal committing a grievous offence. “Tomorrow you plan to wed Robert Lanzille and Emilie Basseaux?”




  “Oui. That is so.”




  The tall man removed the straw from his mouth. He scowled and his upper lip rose in a sneer. He took a step forward and Père Jean could smell the wine on his breath. “Mark my words well,” he said in a deep, authorative voice. “You will not perform that marriage. Not tomorrow. Not ever.”




  “Gentlemen, you are both men of the world, and know how these things go.” Père Jean's voice quivered. “A poor parish priest has nothing to say about it. People make their pledges to each other then come to us to marry them. We priests are servants of the community who serve the needs of our flocks, within the doctrine of the Church, of course.” Père Jean swallowed the lump of fear wedged in his throat. “Gentlemen, please be kind and put yourselves in my place. I have no choice; it is my duty, the role of my office. The banns have been read. The families have prepared the celebration. Money has been spent. The entire village is in readiness.”




  “Mon Père,” interrupted the shorter of the two men. A false smile belied the grimace on his face. “It's a simple request, one we know little about. A warning from the man we work for. Do you understand?”




  “But, gentlemen like you are too just, too reasonable to make such a threat.” Père Jean tucked his book and hands into the pocket of his cassock to hide their trembling.




  The short man's face reddened and his countenance turned dark. “You are not to perform this marriage. If you do, it will be the last ceremony you will ever perform.”




  “Silence,” replied the tall man shaking his head. “Le bon Père knows the ways of the world. We are good men. No harm will come to him if he obeys.” His right hand rested on the grip of a large knife tucked into his belt. A smile arose on his face. “Our master, Seigneur Richard, sends his kindest respects to you.”




  The name struck Père Jean like a lightning bolt in a storm. A shiver of fear ran down his spine. “If you could ask him to-”




  “There is nothing to ask,” the tall man interrupted. His scowl hovered between vulgar and ferocious. “For your own good, whisper not a word about our talk. If you do, you'll suffer the same consequence as if you married the couple.” He paused and gave Père Jean a hard stare. “Well, what response does your Reverence wish us to relay to Seigneur Richard?”




  “My respects?” Père Jean stammered.




  “Be clear, Père Jean,” the short man growled.




  “I am disposed, uh, always disposed to obedience.” Having spoken these words, Père Jean did not know whether he had given a promise or whether he had only paid them homage.




  The men seemed to accept it because they both smirked.




  “Bon. Good evening, Père Jean.” The tall man nodded as he and his companion brushed past.




  A few moments before, Père Jean would have given almost anything to be rid of the two menaces. Now, he wished to prolong the conversation to convince them to abandon their threat. “Gentlemen,” he called out.




  They turned around simultaneously.




  He opened his mouth to ask them again to reconsider, but his courage failed him. His heart sank. “A good evening to you, too.”




  The two men turned and ambled away until they were out of sight.




  Père Jean wiped the sweat from his brow then hurried up the path toward his home. He loathed himself for not being born with the heart of a lion. The two men had made him feel like a trapped animal, without claws and without teeth, forced to either fight or be devoured.




  He was not born noble or rich or courageous. He had gone through life like a fragile piece of earthenware amongst huge chunks of unstable iron. Hence, when his parents had urged him to enter the priesthood, he acquiesced. He had not reflected adequately on the strict vows and many obligations that would forever bind him. Instead, he thought only about the promise of a comfortable, safe life and a profession that would raise him into a powerful, revered class. No level of society completely shelters an individual, so he had been forced to find ways to hide his personal shortcomings.




  For safety's sake, he never took risks. When he could not escape opposition, he yielded. If conflict arose from words that resulted in the threat of fists or weapons, he chose neutrality. If forced to choose sides, he always favoured the stronger. He kept a respectful distance from those in power and bore their scorn at his submissive nature in silence. With bows of his head and respectful salutations, he drew smiles from the most haughty and surly whenever he met such people in the street. In this way, he managed to navigate sixty years of life without too many tempests.




  However, he had paid a high price. Because he had stretched the limits of his endurance by always yielding to others and swallowing a myriad of bitter retorts in silence, it had affected his health. He suffered from indigestion, constant insomnia, and ailments of the bowel. Tonight, his quiet evening walk had turned into a nightmare. Razor-sharp pains now roiled about in his gut.




  The faces of the two men haunted him. He struggled up the path, his chest heaving. Their conversation replayed itself in his mind. The warning from Seigneur Richard, a man known never to have uttered a false threat, made his bowels tighten with fear. Seigneur Richard had seen this parish built and was responsible for all of Pointe-du-Lac. The fidelity of the people to the parish priest was as strong as their loyalty to the seigneur who ranked as their patron and protector. A most delicate balance. Père Jean could ill afford to displease either party. Now he walked a dangerous narrow path from which there was no escape.




  These thoughts tossed about in his downcast head. How easy it would be to refuse to marry Robert Lanzille and Emilie Basseaux. Robert would want to know why. What excuse could he give? Outwardly, Robert had a gentle demeanour, but if crossed, what then? Robert passionately loved Emilie, a beautiful and virtuous young woman. A man in love would find another way to marry. Robert would not care about the trouble this might bring upon a poor defenseless priest.




  What misfortune! Why had those two frightful men put themselves in his path to interfere with his work? Why did they not approach Robert directly? Oh, why hadn't he suggested they speak to him?




  He turned his thoughts to the man who had robbed him of his peace. He knew Seigneur Richard only by sight from chance encounters. He had always paid him humble reverence. It had even fallen upon him to defend the Seigneur against those who, with subdued voice and looks of fear, wished him ill. In every circumstance, he urged them to respect Seigneur Richard. Now he wanted to utter all those hateful epithets he had quelled in others.




  Amid such turbulent thoughts, he reached his small church and rectory. After turning the key, he entered and pulled the door shut behind him. He leaned against it, clutching his chest, fighting for each breath.




  “Rose!” His anxious voice broke the silence in the still house as he called for his housekeeper. “Rose!”




  “I'm coming,” Rose huffed from the dining room.




  Père Jean crossed the entrance hall and stood in the doorway of the dining room. The comely woman set a flask of his favourite wine in its usual place on the table. Before she could attend him, he rushed into the room, his step unsteady, hands shaking, his breathing hard and fast.




  Her mouth fell open. “Mercy! What has happened to you, mon Père?” She pulled out an armchair for him.




  He slumped into it. “Nothing.”




  “Nothing! You expect me to believe that when you appear so agitated? Some great misfortune has occurred. What is it? Tell me!”




  Père Jean looked up into the face of his housekeeper who had served him for many years. He depended on her for everything. She prepared his meals, washed his clothes, and organized his life. She knew when to obey and when to command. Rose bore his grumblings and fancies, and made him suffer the same when her turn came, which occurred frequently now that she had surpassed the age of forty. She had remained unwed, refusing all offers of marriage because no man met her expectations. Thus, she focused all her attention on Père Jean and her role as his housekeeper.




  “Oh, for Heaven's sake! Don't you know by now that when I say 'nothing', it's either nothing, or something I cannot speak about?”




  “Not even to me? The one who works like a slave to take care of you? The one who advises you, cooks your meals, fights your battles?” She rested her fists on her ample hips.




  “Hold your tongue, woman, and say no more. Give me a glass of wine.” He leaned forward and grasped his stomach.




  “And you still persist in saying that it is nothing!” Rose grumbled while she filled the glass and held it as if she would relinquish it only in exchange for the secret he kept.




  “Give it here.” Père Jean took it from her with an unsteady hand. He emptied it, a draught to soothe his rattled nerves.




  “Do you intend to force me to ask others what has happened to you?” Rose faced him with arms now crossed beneath her abundant breasts and stared at him, seeking the truth from his eyes.




  “Let us not argue. It is my problem, my life!”




  “Your life!”




  “Oui, my life, not yours.”




  “You know that whenever you've told me anything in confidence, I've never revealed it.”




  He snorted. “Like the time you-”




  “Père Jean,” Rose interrupted. “I have been a loyal servant to you, and if I wish to know what ails you, it is because I care, and want to help you, to give you good advice, to comfort you.”




  He studied her, believing her sincerity. The truth was that he wanted to rid himself of this burdensome secret, but he also knew she had a big mouth, which she opened far too often. However, his desire to unburden himself overcame his reticence. “Well, if you vow never to repeat what I tell you…” he hesitated.




  “Oui, oui, of course.” Rose pulled out a chair and sat.




  And so, with many sighs and doleful exclamations, he related the miserable event. When he came to the terrible name, he paused and made Rose make new and more solemn vows of silence.




  Satisfied, he inhaled a deep breath. “Seigneur Richard.” He sank back in the chair and shook his head.




  “Mercy!” exclaimed Rose. “That wretch! What a tyrant! Such a godless man!”




  Père Jean glanced about. “Quiet, or do you wish to ruin me altogether?”




  “Why? We're alone.” Rose's voice grew even louder. “No one can hear us. What will you do?”




  “You see?” exclaimed Père Jean, in an angry tone. “You have no good advice to give me. Instead, you ask me what I shall do, as if you were in this quandary and it was my place to help you.”




  “But if I give you my poor opinion-”




  “Let me hear it,” he interrupted.




  “Send a letter to Bishop Nicholas de Laval. Everybody says he is a saint, a bold-hearted man who fears no one and who glories in upholding a poor priest against such tyrants. Inform him of what happened.”




  “Those men intend to kill me and that is your advice? Write a letter? Heaven help me! As if the Bishop can stop Seigneur Richard!”




  “Woe to us if those dogs really can bite instead of bark.”




  “Of course, they bite, woman! They are tyrants who would not hesitate to murder a priest who thwarts their wishes.”




  “If everyone sees a priest yield to their threats-”




  “This isn't the time for foolish words.”




  “Well, if you don't like my advice, you can worry about it all night long. But don't make yourself ill over it. Eat some supper before you go to bed.”




  “Think about it? I can think of nothing else. All night long, I shall think of it. Oh why did this happen to me?” Père Jean rose to his feet.




  Rose pointed to the warm tourtière on the table.




  “Thank you, but I'm not hungry.”




  She poured some more wine. “Drink. It helps your stomach.”




  “A strengthener.” He accepted the glass, muttering all the way to his bedchamber.




  Once inside, he downed the contents, laid on the bed, and stared up at the all too familiar ceiling. He rolled onto his side and punched his pillow. “What is a poor wretch like me to do?”
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  Fretful thoughts kept Père Jean from sleep as he sought a way out of the hateful situation that trapped him. To ignore the threat and perform the marriage meant certain death. If he confided the incident to Robert, together they might find a solution. However, his instincts warned against this. He did not know the young man well enough to predict his reaction. Telling Rose, too, had been a mistake. He prayed she would keep her mouth shut, but doubted it. He could flee, but to where? If he did, he might be forced to tell lies his conscience would not allow. As he tossed, he found flaws with every idea that entered his mind and rejected plan after plan. He needed time; a reprieve of some sort. The answer came to him in a rush. The start of Lent was only two days away and it would last a full two months. An old canon law discouraged priests from performing marriages during this period. If he could delay the wedding by two days, the bride and groom would have no choice but to wait until after Lent. A great deal could change during that time.




  He mulled over this new idea with enthusiasm. It might work, even though most people knew that a priest could use discretion in such matters, and depending on the circumstances, overlook the ruling altogether. Robert might or might not know that, but Père Jean's age and experience gave him an advantage over youth, and could help to convince him. Besides, the miller would have no choice in the matter. After all, love might drive Robert, but he was fighting to preserve his life. Satisfied at last, Père Jean closed his eyes. Sleep soon overtook him, but it was an uneasy slumber with visions of menacing hoodlums, aggrieved brides and grooms, pistol shots, and copious amounts of blood.




  Morning light crept through the closed shutters of his bedroom and he gradually awoke. The usual feelings of comfort and tranquility swept over him, and then the recollection of yesterday's calamity struck him. His eyes sprang open. Reality returned with rude abruptness. Bitter at his horrible circumstances, he rose reluctantly, and commenced his morning ablutions. His mind raced as he reviewed the plan he had formulated in the night. Convinced it would work, he donned his cassock, and went downstairs. He took a seat at the head of the dining room table and tried to compose himself. It was still early and Rose wasn't due for an hour or so. Drumming his fingers on the tabletop, he waited for Robert to arrive for their earlier agreed upon meeting.




  




  4




  




  Robert awoke long before dawn, eager to greet the new day. Today he would wed his true love, Emilie Basseaux, the most beautiful girl in Pointe-du-Lac. With great care, he buttoned his white, long-sleeved shirt and tucked it into his new black breeches. A black silk coat with pleated panels inserted in the side seams, new leather shoes fashioned with silver buckles, and a slate grey tricorne completed his wedding outfit. He whistled light-heartedly as he set out to meet with Père Jean to confirm the details and exact time of the ceremony today.




  Pointe-du-Lac was still quiet, although coming awake with activity. His neighbor, a habitant woman with ten children, waved as he crossed the street ahead of two Algonquin men who led a train of three horses laden with pelts of beaver. He inhaled the aroma of baking bread emanating from one of the cottages, a rarity due to last year's drought. The shortage of grain had been compounded by the failure of several ships with seeds and supplies failing to make port.




  Despite the hardships faced by the people of New France, his heart swelled with pride at the thought that he had milled the grain for that baking bread. Although there had been little grain last harvest, as an unmarried man, he had given his entire share to the more needy families in Pointe-du-Lac. He could not bear the thought of children going hungry and Emilie loved him all the more for it.




  Emilie, the one woman who had succeeded in capturing his heart. His love for her was so profound, so enduring. She was as vital to him as the air he breathed and the water he drank. She sustained his life and brought joy when there had been much sadness. He had no family but her, and her mother, Ada, now.




  As he walked, he reflected on his life thus far. Although he had never known the identity of his true parents, he came to love the man and woman who had raised him from childhood. But at the age of fifteen, he lost both of them. His adopted father died of apoplexy and his adopted mother died of a fever one year later. An only child, he had been left alone and in despair on the family farm. Ever conscious, and sometimes fearful of Seigneur Richard Tonnacour, Robert had worked hard to maintain the farm and pay the heavy dues he owed. Pleased with his success, Seigneur Richard sent him to work at the mill to apprentice with the aging miller. When the miller became too old, the seigneurial mill passed to him. Although the mill itself was small and poorly built, Robert did his best to crack the wheat into coarse meal and flour. Many now considered him a wealthy man. Even though drought reduced this year's crops, and many had already begun to feel the pinch of hunger, he was not struggling as much and had even put away a small amount of money. From the moment he cast his eyes on Emilie, he knew he would marry her, and saved his money. From the moment he cast his eyes on Emilie, he knew he would marry her, and saved his money. Her beauty, her goodness, and her charismatic personality drew him as a thirsting man is drawn to a mineral spring. Over time, he managed to acquire more than enough money to provide for himself and his bride in the years to come.




  Robert knocked on the door of the rectory.




  Père Jean himself answered with a strained smile.




  Robert smiled. “Bonjour, Père Jean. As we agreed, I've come to confirm the hour for the wedding ceremony.”




  The priest's smile faded. “Come in, Robert, come in.” He led him into the dining room and gestured for him to sit. The priest stared back at him with a hesitant, distant demeanour. “Now, what day do you speak of?”




  Robert frowned. “What day? Don't you remember, Père? Today is the day.”




  “Today?” Père Jean frowned. “It is impossible.”




  “Why, what do you mean? What has happened?” Robert took note of the dark circles beneath the priest's eyes and his pale complexion.




  Père Jean took hold of the cross that hung round his pudgy neck and slid it back and forth on its chain. “I'm sorry, uh, I don't feel well.”




  Robert studied the priest again. He looked tired, but not ill. “A wedding ceremony is brief and not too fatiguing. It won't take long.”




  Père Jean hesitated. He pulled a handkerchief from the pocket of his cassock to wipe the sweat from his brow. “But-”




  “But what, Père?”




  “There is a problem.”




  “A problem? What problem can there be?”




  “To understand the difficulties I face, you must put yourself in my place. I am softhearted and struggle to please everyone. If I forget something or fail to do my duty in some way, I am ridiculed.”




  “But what is the matter?”




  “Many formalities are required to perform a marriage.”




  “Oui, I know, for you have burdened me with them during the last few weeks. But I have done all you requested of me, have I not?” Robert's voice rose.




  “Mais oui, everything is done, on your part. Please, have patience. I have neglected some of my own duties regarding these formalities. We poor priests are caught between a mortar and pestle sometimes. I am sorry.”




  “Tell me what is needed and I'll do it immediately.”




  Père Jean swallowed. “Do you know what absolute impediments are?”




  Robert shrugged. “What could I know about such things?”




  “Then you must have patience and leave it to me because I do know.”




  Robert opened his mouth to speak, but the priest raised his hand to stop him.




  “Please, Robert, don't be upset. I'm ready to do all that is required to satisfy you. For now, your life is a good one, it wants for nothing. Besides, the whim of marriage came upon you so suddenly, you can easily wait a little longer.”




  “Why are you doing this?” Robert's voice erupted.




  “It's no fault of mine. I don't make these laws. Before performing a marriage, it is my duty to certify that there is no impediment.”




  “But what impediment could there be?”




  “It is not something that can be easily determined, but I hope it will amount to nothing. But whether the consequence is great or little, I must complete the research.”




  “I don't understand.”




  “Nevertheless, I must do my duty.”




  “But I thought you researched everything already?”




  The priest shook his head. “Non, not as I must.”




  “Why did you tell me last week that all was ready if it was not?”




  “Now you find fault with my over-kindness. I have done everything, but, now I have learned something more.”




  This strange discourse baffled Robert. “And what do you wish me to do, Père?”




  “Be patient for a few more days, my son. It is not an eternity.”




  “How many days?”




  Père Jean rubbed his chin. “Fifteen days will suffice.”




  “Fifteen days! You chose this day and now that it is here, you tell me I have to wait fifteen more days.” Robert's voice rose as he swung his fist through the air in frustration.




  Père Jean placed a timid hand on his shoulder. “Don't be angry. I'll try to accomplish everything quickly.”




  “And Emilie, what must I say to her?”




  “That the oversight is entirely mine.”




  “And what will the people of Pointe-du-Lac say?”




  “Tell them that I have made a blunder through haste and oversight. Blame me for it all. Come now, Robert, it is only a little longer that you both have to wait.”




  “Then will there be no more impediments?”




  Père Jean raised his brows and nodded.




  Robert sighed. “Very well. I will wait. but before that day, I will return to see you, to make sure.” Robert pursed his lips, cast the priest a pointed glare, and departed.




  With a heavy heart, Robert walked away to break the news to Emilie. Consumed with frustration, he thought back to the conversation. More and more, it struck him as odd. The priest's reserved demeanour, guarded words, shifting eyes, and the strange and unexpected delay to the nuptials, convinced him Père Jean was hiding something. But what?




  About to turn back to confront him again, Robert noticed the priest’s housekeeper heading to the rectory.




  “Rose,” he called out and quickened his pace until he came face to face with her. At his advance, she averted her eyes. “Good morning, Rose. I had hoped to see you at my wedding today, but it has been postponed.”




  “I'm sorry for you both,” Rose looked away in obvious discomfort.




  “Can you do something for me? Père Jean has given me a reason, but I don't understand it. Can you explain why he can't marry us today?”




  “How should I know?” she shrugged. “I'm only the housekeeper.”




  He studied her thin face. Above a Roman nose, hazel eyes darted back and forth. She was an efficient woman, known for her baking skills and dedication to Père Jean. Whatever the secret, Robert was determined to draw it from her. “Come, Rose, we have been friends for a long time. Haven't I always saved the best flour for you? Tell me what you know.”




  “Life is never easy.” She bit her bottom lip.




  He kept his silence, fixed his gaze on her, and kept it there without wavering.




  She looked at the ground and pushed about a pebble before looking up at him. “I can't tell you anything; because I don't know anything. But Père Jean would never mistreat anybody. And it is not his fault.”




  “Whose fault is it then?” Robert narrowed his gaze.




  “I know nothing, but I will tell you this. If he caused any harm, it was accidental, and only because of his good nature.” She paused. “There are many evil people in this world, overbearing ruffians, men without conscience.”




  Robert understood well the meaning behind her words. “Tell me who caused this.” He struggled to suppress his agitation.




  “You'll never hear it from my mouth. I must go now.” She elbowed past him to the priest's house.




  Mouth agape, Robert watched her go. She entered through the front gate and disappeared into the garden at the rear of the church.




  When she was out of sight, Robert ran back to the front door of the parish house. He entered without a sound. Père Jean sat in an armchair, hunched over the dining room table, his head in his hands, as if he were ill. Robert stepped closer, determined to get a straight answer.




  “Robert!” Père Jean glanced up, eyes wide and his voice tremulous.




  “Tell me who opposes my marriage to Emilie.” Robert glared at him.




  The priest turned as pale as milk. He glanced at the door and tried to rise from his chair, but Robert sprang forward, locked the door, and tucked the key in his pocket. “Everybody seems to know my affairs, except me. Who prevented my wedding?”




  “Please, don't ask me this.”




  “I want to know,” Robert insisted, laying his hand on the hilt of the small knife he always carried in his pocket. “Tell me!” Robert stepped closer.




  “Who told you?”




  “No more delays, Père Jean.”




  “If I tell you, my life is in danger.”




  “It is my right to know.”




  “Surely, you do not want to put my life at risk?”




  “Tell me.” Robert shouted, his patience at an end.




  Père Jean wrung his hands. “Swear to me you will not repeat what I tell you to anyone.”




  “I swear that I will lose control if you don't tell me the name right now.”




  “Seigneur-” Père Jean sputtered, his face as fearful as if he faced an executioner.




  “Seigneur who?” Robert leaned forward, fists clenched behind him. There was only one Seigneur in Pointe-du-Lac, but he wanted to hear the name from the priest's lips.




  “Seigneur Richard!”




  It took a moment for Robert to absorb the information. “What did he say to you?”




  “What did he say?” Père Jean asked. “I wish it never happened.” His voice alive with emotion, he told Robert everything. By the time he finished, his face was red and his eyes bulged from their sockets. “There, now you know, Robert. You've treated me badly, a priest, in his own house. In a sacred place! I kept the truth from you for your own good. It's my ruin that you've forced it from my lips. If I perform the marriage, I'm a dead man. Now, you know.” He shook his head and scowled. “Open the door and give me my key.”




  “I'm sorry.” Robert spoke softly, but his thoughts yet raged. “Try to understand. What would you have done in my place?” He took the key from his pocket, put it back into the lock, and turned it.




  Père Jean came to stand beside him. “Swear to me you won't say or do anything.”




  Robert looked him in the eye. “I was wrong for accosting you like this and I beg your pardon.” He opened the door and prepared to leave.




  “You must swear.” With a trembling hand, Père Jean seized Robert by the arm.




  Robert shook off the priest's hand, walked out the door, and out into the lane. He didn't look back.
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  “Robert! Come back” Père Jean yelled, but Robert had gone.




  “Rose!” Père Jean staggered back to his chair in the dining room and slumped into it. Yesterday's scare, the sleeplessness of the night, the hostile conflict with Robert, and his fear for the future, took its toll. He struggled for breath and his body shook with nerves as his bile arose.




  At length, he heard Rose enter through the back door. “Rose!” he called out, his voice strained.




  She strolled into the room, a basket dangled from her arm filled with last year's carrots.




  “You told him!” Père Jean accused.




  Her mouth fell open. “I told him nothing.”




  He shook his head and felt ill. “Lock all the doors and do not step outside for anything. If anyone knocks at the door, answer from the window.” He rose, trembling.




  “Where are you going?” Rose asked, alarmed.




  “To bed with a fever.” He ascended the stairs, mumbling as he went, “Oh, what trouble. May God spare me.”
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  Robert's mind whirled as he stormed away. Although unsure of what to do, he knew he must act. All his life, he prided himself on his easygoing manner and genial disposition. He loathed violence and abhorred deceit. But today, something awakened deep inside of him – vengeance. Robert would fight to the death for Emilie, whom he loved more than life itself.




  Seigneur Richard practically owned him, for no one but a seigneur could own a mill in New France. The man controlled all his work and took more than his allotted share of flour. Now he had reached out with his greedy hand to take Emilie from him and control this part of his life too. Robert's first instinct was to run to Seigneur Richard's house and seize him by the throat and squeeze the life from him, but he remembered that the man's house was well garrisoned, both inside and out. Only close friends, relatives, or servants were permitted entry. He dreamed about taking his musket, hiding behind one of the trees that lined the road to the seigneurial manor house, and waiting for him to appear, unaccompanied, of course. He visualized raising his weapon, taking aim, and firing, and watching the wretch fall to the ground. He would stand above him, look him hard in the eye, then spit in his face, and curse him.




  His thoughts then wandered to Emilie, of their promising future, and how eager they had both been for their wedding day to arrive. Any dreams of killing Seigneur Richard evaporated. In its place, came visions of a more pleasant nature. He remembered the goodness of the man and woman who raised him, their love for him and for each other, the faith they instilled in him. His entire life had been righteous, innocent of all crime. How horrified he had been each time he heard of a killing. Remorse for his murderous thoughts washed over him.




  What then of Emilie? Now, he must find the words to tell her their wedding was not to be. What should they do? How could they get married, in spite of their sinister adversary? Why had Seigneur Richard done this to them? The only reason he could think of was the man's own desire for Emilie. Was it possible? She had never mentioned Seigneur Richard before, not even in passing. Had Emilie encouraged the man somehow? Robert doubted it. Perhaps she wasn't aware of Seigneur Richard's interest. Could the man have developed his passion without her knowledge? He must have made some advance towards her in order for him to block their wedding.




  Embroiled in such thoughts, he arrived at Emilie's house, its whitewashed walls brilliant against the morning sun. A little garden surrounded by a low stone wall separated it from the road.




  Robert entered the garden. From an open window came the cheerful sound of women talking and laughing – Emilie's friends had come to dress her for the wedding. He didn't want to draw attention to himself, but he needed to talk to her privately. A small girl, who played in the garden, noticed him, and shrieked, “The bridegroom!”




  “Hush, Patrice, hush!” Robert motioned for the child to come close to him. “Go to Emilie, take her aside, and whisper into her ear. Make sure no one hears you. Tell her I'm here and want to speak to her. Tell her to come immediately.”




  The girl nodded, skipping away to do as he bid.




  Through the window, Robert saw Emilie laughing, encircled by her friends. Her luxuriant chestnut hair cascaded down her shoulders and back, glimmering against the morning sun. Lacy pleats of pink flowed from the shoulders of her taupe-colored sack-backed gown. She turned and he caught a glimpse of her beauty; a delicate upturned nose, eyes of the deepest, darkest brown, and round cheeks always ablush. Never had she seemed so far away, so unattainable. Invisible fingers of pain squeezed his heart.




  Patrice made her way through the room of women and whispered her little message into Emilie's ear. Robert saw Emilie nod and announce, “I'm going for a moment, but will be back shortly,” and she disappeared from view.




  Emilie's face beamed with happiness when she stepped through the front door of the house and saw him. It faded the moment she noticed his uneasiness. “Robert, what is the matter?” Lines of worry creased her forehead.




  For the first time, he could not help but wonder about secrets she might be keeping. “It breaks my heart to tell you this, but we can't marry today. Only God knows when we can.”




  Emilie's face paled. “What do you mean? I don't understand.”




  As he related the events of the morning, she listened intently. With his every word, she grew ever more silent, her gaze on the ground. When he mentioned Seigneur Richard, she looked up and covered her mouth with her hand.




  “Oh, non. I feared he would not leave me be!” Her hands shook with emotion.




  “You knew of this? Seigneur Richard's intentions?” Robert's gut wrenched. His chest tightened and it became difficult to breathe.




  “Oui, uh, non, oh, I never imagined he would go to these lengths.” Her face reddened and she wrung her hands.




  Robert took hold of her shoulders. “What happened? Tell me everything.”




  “Oh, Robert, can't you see I'm upset?” Her pain-glazed eyes glanced about and took in a man who strolled past them and waved and the group of young boys who waited in the lane to follow the bride and groom to the church. “I cannot speak out here. First, let me fetch my mother and send everyone inside the house away. Then we can go inside and I'll tell you both everything at the same time.” Her hands shook as she spoke.




  Her posture withered when she turned to leave.




  “Emilie,” Robert called out. He swallowed the lump of pain in his throat. “Why didn't you tell me?” An eternity of hurt lived in his voice.




  Emilie turned back and reached out to caress his cheek, her eyes tearful. “Oh, Robert! I love you. I never thought that something so meaningless would come to this.”




  At that moment, Emilie's mother, Ada appeared at the front door. Without saying a word, Emilie darted past her.




  In response to her daughter's abrupt behaviour, Ada's initial smile soured and turned into a scowl directed at Robert. The friends, who had followed Ada to the doorway, now stared at him, mouths agape.




  Robert watched as Emilie met the women at the doorway, her back straight, her body motionless. The women faced her in complete silence.




  “I'm sorry, but the priest has taken ill and cannot perform the wedding.” Emilie's voice trembled. “Please, I must be alone now.”




  After a long pause, her friends departed, stopping to give her a consoling pat on the back or a sympathetic hug. She bore them all without expression of emotion. Robert's heart lurched at the sight of Emilie's stoicism. He understood her pain. Not only did it show on her face, but her entire appearance seemed to have changed, as he knew his had. The light disappeared from her eyes; disappointment flattened her walk.




  He watched the women disperse with a strange detachment. He did not doubt that tongues would wag, and by the end of the day, all of Pointe-du-Lac would be abuzz about the mysterious scandal that prevented the much anticipated wedding. But that mattered little to him now. The only thing that held any importance was Emilie and the dreadful secret she kept from him.
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  After Emilie's friends left, an anxious silence fell over them. Emilie chewed her lower lip fretfully as Ada and Robert gazed at her intently.




  Ada frowned. “We'd best talk inside. Come into the kitchen.” She led the way and closed the door behind them. “Now, tell me what happened.” Her voice sounded shrill with worry.




  Robert clenched his fists. “The priest refused to marry us today.”




  “Refused?” Ada's mouth fell open. “But why?”




  “He's afraid to perform the ceremony because Seigneur Richard threatened to kill him if he did.” Robert cast Emilie a pointed look, but she returned it with a questioning one of her own.




  “Seigneur Richard?” Ada's hands trembled as she made the sign of the cross. “Mère de Crisse, protect us. I don't understand what Seigneur Richard has to do with us. He owns the land surrounding Pointe-du-Lac, but Emilie and I aren't beholden to him. Before my husband died, may he rest in peace, he bought this house outright, so we do not fall under his rule.” She glanced back and forth between Emilie and Robert.




  “I don't understand the seigneur's reasons, but Emilie knows something.” As soon as Robert spoke the words, an anguished pause ensued.




  Both Ada and Robert fixed their attention on Emilie. She gathered her courage and composed herself. “I had no idea it would come to this,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. Her mind raced as she sought words that would explain all and ease the impact.




  “What is it? Tell me what happened.” Lines of worry formed on Robert's brow.




  Emilie suspected he feared she would utter a secret infidelity of some sort, but she had done nothing wrong, and that realization gave her courage.




  Head down with hands balled into fists, Robert waited, his face tense.




  Emilie inhaled a deep breath. “A few days ago as I walked home after spinning, Seigneur Richard and his cousin, Pierre Robillard, rode up beside me. Seigneur Richard tried to converse with me, but I did not encourage him. I quickened my pace until I caught up with my companions. The two men spoke to each other, and although I couldn't hear everything they said, I did hear Seigneur Pierre laugh. Then Seigneur Richard said, 'Let us wager on it'. After that, they rode away and I thought nothing more of it.”




  “That's all?” Robert exhaled and shook feeling back into his hands. The muscles of his face relaxed.




  “Non. There is more.” Emilie could not keep her voice from trembling, for she dreaded his reaction.




  Robert pursed his lips and crossed his arms. His eyes never wavered from hers.




  Emilie straightened and inhaled a deep breath. “The next day I encountered them again on the same road. Seigneur Richard tried again to engage me in conversation, but I rebuffed him. Seigneur Pierre laughed and Seigneur Richard said, 'You shall see, my friend, you shall see'. This time his voice sounded angry. Afterwards, I became worried, so I went to see Père-”




  “You confided this to someone else instead of to me, your own mother?” Ada's displeasure reverberated in her voice.




  “I told Père Marc-Mathieu of the Jesuits, Maman, the last time we went to chapel.” Emilie paused, for she did not want to offend her mother. “While you were speaking with your friend, I confided in him. Afterwards, you were in a hurry to return home, but I prolonged it by talking to everyone we met so that we wouldn't have to walk home alone in case we encountered Seigneur Richard.”




  At the mention of the Jesuit priest, Emilie noticed the tension in her mother's face fade. She knew her mother respected the Jesuits, especially Père Marc-Mathieu. With little resources, the community of priests had built a stone and timber house and started a school for boys. They farmed too, their stock consisting of several hogs, a pair of asses, a smattering of geese, and numerous varieties of fowl. Almost everyone in Pointe-du-Lac had benefitted from their charity at one time or another.




  “It bothers me that you didn't tell me.” Robert's voice vibrated with hurt.




  Emilie caressed his face with the back of her fingers. “I didn't want to distress you, especially when there was nothing you or I could have done to prevent his attentions. Besides, I hoped that my obvious attempt to avoid him and our forthcoming marriage would put an end to his vile pursuit of me.” She paused. “It meant nothing. That's why I didn't tell you.”




  “Nothing!” Robert kicked over a chair. “A man accosts my bride and you say it is nothing! Now look what has happened because of it. I could have put a stop to it,” he roared. “Now this bastard has spoiled our wedding.”




  Emilie's eyes widened and she reached out for his arm. “Robert, please, your reaction, that is exactly why,” she said in a voice that soothed. “You would have confronted the man. He's dangerous and I don't want you to enter into a dispute with your overlord. It would bode ill for our future.”




  Robert’s posture relaxed. “You're right. I'm sorry I doubted you.”




  “And I'm sorry this has caused you pain.” Emilie reached for his hand.




  Robert raised it to his lips for a kiss.




  Ada stepped in with a reproachful frown and pulled Emilie's hand away from Robert's. “What advice did Père Marc-Mathieu give you?”




  “He told me to hasten the wedding and remain at home. He hoped that if I kept out of sight, Seigneur Richard would lose interest.” Emilie turned to Robert. “Oh, Robert, don't you remember when I begged you to set an earlier date for the wedding?” She felt her cheeks redden. “I can imagine what you must have thought of me! But my motives were good. I was acting upon Père Marc-Mathieu's advice. I was certain it would all turn out well. This morning I didn't even think of it, certain our marriage would put a stop to it all.”




  “Merde!” Robert paced the length of the room, his hands clenched into fists. He came to a stop in front of Emilie, his face gentled somewhat. “You did nothing wrong. If only I could save you from all this, I would. You did well not to encourage him. Emilie, I swear I will not let this ruffian harm us.”




  “Non, Robert! You mustn't do anything.” Emilie gripped his arms.




  “Listen to my daughter, Robert,” Ada urged. “She's right.”




  “Robert, you have a trade, and I could find work. We can move away, far away, beyond Seigneur Richard's reach.” Emilie turned to her mother. “Maman, you could come with us, too.”




  Robert shook his head. “How can we go? We're not married. If we leave, we'll never get a certificate of no impediment from the Church. I won't compromise you. Non. We must marry first.” He glanced at Ada who nodded her approval.




  A depressed silence fell over them as each retreated into their thoughts and took a seat at the table.




  A small basket filled with the last harvest's carrots rested in the centre of the table.




  “That's a lot of carrots,” Robert asked puzzled. “What are they for?”




  “They are for your wedding. For you to eat. Now what do I do with it all?” Ada shook her head.




  “Me? I hate carrots.” Robert puckered his face to show his distaste. “What would I want with all those?”




  “You are to eat them, of course. Carrots are necessary for men. They're long and hard and the more carrots a man eats, well, the more he will become just like them. You'll need it for your wedding night.” To drive her point home, Ada grabbed one in her fist and thrust it from a horizontal to a vertical position. “And I want a grandchild sooner rather than later.” At this, Ada gave first Robert and then Emilie a pointed stare.




  Robert opened his mouth to say something, but Emilie stopped him. “Best not to encourage her,” she said, casting a stern look at her mother.




  The three fell silent again.




  Delicious smells emanated from two large pots that boiled away on the stove. The aroma of baking bread wafted from a brick oven in the wall next to the hearth. Emilie hunched her shoulders. Scarce food prepared for the cancelled wedding feast. “Mon Dieu, now what do we do? How long must we wait?”




  Ada leaned forward and patted her hand. “Perhaps we're making too much of this. Sometimes, things look bleak, but often, they are not as bad as people make out. All we need is advice from someone knowledgeable in these matters. Do as I tell you, Robert. Go to Trois-Riviere. Find Monsieur Antoine Rivet, the magistrate. Tell him what has happened. He is a tall, thin man, bald, with a red nose and a wine-colored mole on his cheek.”




  Robert nodded. “I've heard of him.”




  “He will advise you.” Ada pointed to the chicken coop visible through the open back door. “Take those four capons to him for payment. Poor creatures. They are the only four that weren't slaughtered for the wedding feast.”




  “Non, there's no need. Keep your capons. I'll pay the man.”




  Emilie smiled at her mother's generosity in the face of their poverty. After they married, Robert had promised to care for her mother too and they would never have to worry again. She marvelled at this man whom she had come to love so much.




  Robert pushed back his chair with a loud scrape against the wood floor and rose to his feet. “I'll go now.”




  Emilie pressed a hand to her throat. “Good luck, Robert, I hope all goes well.”




  “I'll return as soon as I can.” Robert reached down, took Emilie's hand and kissed it. “I hope to return with good news.”
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  Robert hurried to his home behind the seigneurial mill, saddled his horse, a scarcity in New France, and rode with great haste to Trois-Riviere. He asked an old man with a weathered face, who sat outside a small house, to point out where the magistrate lived. The fellow smiled a toothless grin. With gnarled hands, he waved his cane about and directed Robert to the end of the short lane to the last house on the right.




  Robert tossed him a gold sou and thanked him before continuing. He arrived at a well-kept stone house with flower boxes in each window and a tidy garden on all sides. A woman peeked out from behind a partially opened shutter on the main floor before the door swung open. She studied him through narrowed eyes.




  Robert removed his hat. “Good morning, I wish to see Monsieur Rivet about an important matter.”




  The woman eyed him suspiciously from head to toe. She had a mole beneath her nose from which grew a long, black hair, which annoyed Robert enough to want to pull it out.




  The magistrate shuffled up behind her. “I am Antoine Rivet.”




  Robert recognized him from the wine-coloured, arrow shaped mole on his cheek. Tall, lanky, and almost emaciated in appearance, the man didn't smile. His nose was indeed a little on the red side, likely from too much wine. Only a few strands of hair stuck to his shiny scalp.




  Robert looked into his eyes. “I've come for advice.”




  “Come in.” Rivet waved him into the study.




  The room lay in darkness until he swung open the shutters. Large bookcases lined with dusty old books covered one entire wall. In the middle of the room stood an ornate table of dark wood covered with stacks of books and various papers. Two wooden chairs, that looked uncomfortable, faced the desk. On the opposite side stood a large wingchair with a high square back covered with leather and fastened with large nails. Robert noticed some of these had fallen out, letting the leather curl up in places, leaving the corners unencumbered.




  The magistrate shut the door and invited Robert to sit. “Tell me about your case, young man.”




  Robert hesitated before he sat. “It is a matter of utmost gravity and I must ask you to keep it confidential.”




  “Of course, please proceed,” replied the magistrate as he took his own seat at the same moment Robert took his.




  Robert turned his tricorne around in his hands. “I want to know, ah, it is a long story.”




  “Start from the beginning,” urged the magistrate.




  “Monsieur Rivet, I find myself in an impossible situation and do not know what to say. I want to know-”




  Rivet glared at Robert with impatience. “Goodness, you people are all alike. Instead of relating your case, you hesitate and ask questions. Say what you've come to say. I'm a busy man.”




  “I beg your pardon.” Robert cleared his throat, stopped fidgeting, and set his hat on his knee. “I want to know if there's a penalty for threatening a priest and forbidding him to celebrate a marriage.”




  “Hmm.” The magistrate frowned. He pressed his lips together and blew out some air from one side. “This is a serious matter. There are laws against such a thing. Let me find it.” He leaned forward and hunted through the chaos of books and papers on his desk. “Now where can it be? Magistrates are obliged to have so many things in hand! It must be here somewhere.” Turning to the bookcases behind him, he ran his fingers over several volumes. “Ah! Here it is.” He pulled out the book and flipped several pages, muttering over some passages, pausing with emphasis upon others. “Here's the section. It reads, “Those who commit tyrannical acts, excite commotions by violence, oppress the weak by compelling them to make hard bargains in purchases, rents…to perform or not to perform marriages.” He glanced up at Robert.




  “That is exactly my case,” said Robert.




  “Hmm, I need to find the penalty.” His eyes followed each sentence. “Ah, here it is. A priest who fails to perform that to which he is obliged by his office…” He glanced up at Robert.




  Robert leaned forward, a surge of hope filled him. “It seems as if that law was written specifically for me.”




  “It seems so. It says here that magistrates shall proceed by fines or imprisonment, according to the persons involved and the circumstances. It's all here.” He leaned back and steepled his fingers. “If I am to be your advocate, you must tell me everything and it must be the truth. You must name the person who has wronged you. I suspect he is someone of consequence, and, in that case, it is my duty to speak to him. I won't tell him your name and I will take all necessary measures against him to end the affair in accordance with the law. I've extricated others from worse predicaments and I'll get you out of this difficulty – at a cost, you understand. Once I know who has offended you, I'll know better whether to bargain with him or incriminate him. I know well how to manage these edicts; no one must be guilty, and no one must be innocent. I will clear your name. As to the priest, if he has any discretion, he will keep in the background; if he is a simpleton, well, we can dispose of him. Your case is serious, very serious, but the law is clear.”




  While the magistrate poured forth his muddled rhapsody, Robert scratched his temple. It seemed the magistrate believed him to be at fault in some way. “Monsieur Rivet, I think you have misunderstood me. I have threatened no one and have never done anything contrary to the law. A crime has been committed against me and I seek justice. I'm pleased to know that a law exists to protect me.”




  “Why are you here then? I don't understand!” The magistrate slapped the desk in frustration. “You are all alike; you don't know how to speak succinctly!”




  “I beg your pardon, Monsieur, you didn't give me time.” Robert hated that his voice hardened, but he couldn't help it. “Today, I was to have married a young woman. Everything was ready. This morning, the priest refused to marry us. I pressed him until he confessed that he had been forbidden to celebrate our marriage, under pain of death, by a tyrant named Seigneur Richard Tonnacour.”




  “Richard Tonnacour?” The magistrate raised his brows and the mole on his cheek became even more distorted. His eyes widened and his face reddened. “I cannot take your case. I've nothing more to say to you. Leave now. I do not wish to discuss this any further.”




  “But I speak the truth and will swear an oath.”




  “I told you, I will not take your case. I wash my hands of it.” He rubbed his hands, one over the other, as if he washed them.




  “Please, listen,” Robert pleaded as he rose.




  The magistrate strode around the table and pushed Robert toward the door. On reaching it, Rivet opened it wide and called out for the servant. “Come and show this man out.”




  The woman rushed to the front door and held it open. She sneered at Robert as he passed through it.




  9




  




  After Emilie and Ada changed out of their wedding finery, they sat at the kitchen table and waited for Robert's return. Ada sighed. “Don't worry, Emilie. Antoine Rivet is a wise magistrate. He'll give Robert good advice, wait and see.”




  “Even so, Mother, we must do everything we can too. Père Marc-Mathieu is used to helping people like us. I think we must let him know what has happened and inform him that his advice failed.”




  Ada nodded. “You're right, but the Jesuit convent is two miles away and I don't think it's wise for us to leave the house.”




  Someone knocked on the door and called out a blessing in a low, but distinct male voice.




  Emilie rose to her feet. “Who could it be?” she whispered.




  Ada shrugged and motioned for Emilie to hide behind the door. She straightened her gown, inhaled deeply, and swung open the door. A portly Jesuit priest with a stained leather bag slung over his left shoulder stood in the doorway.




  “Ah, Père Nicholas,” exclaimed Ada. With his melon shaped face and large, frog-like eyes, his ugliness never ceased to amaze her.




  “May the Lord be with you.” He bowed his head, opened the leather bag, and held it out. “I've come to beg for some grain.”
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