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Émilie’s Voice





One
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What seems like generosity is often no more than disguised ambition, that disdains little interests to achieve greater ones.

François, Duc de La Rochefoucauld, Maxim 246



One day in April 1676, the sound of laughter drew Madame de Maintenon to the window in her apartment at the château of Versailles. Below her, half a dozen ladies wearing bright-colored gowns clustered around one who was dressed all in white, a velvet blindfold covering her eyes, her blond hair brassy in the spring sunlight. The ladies turned their blindfolded companion around and around, singing a rhyme as they did, until she looked like a yellow-crowned stamen in the center of an enormous silk blossom. Madame de Maintenon—known as the widow Scarron to her enemies—uttered a tsk of disapproval and was about to turn back into her room when she noticed a gentleman behind a yew hedge, peeking at the game through the branches. When the rhyme ended, all the ladies scattered like petals, leaving the one with the blindfold staggering and laughing, alone against the emerald grass. The gentleman stepped out from his hiding place. He moved gracefully, and with a regal air. The blond-haired lady, dizzy from her game and unaware of his presence, stumbled into him as if he were nothing more than a shrub, or a servant who wandered into her path. The gentleman removed her blindfold with a gallant flourish and, in front of the other ladies, kissed her. All of them stopped in their tracks and curtsied deeply.

The widow Scarron closed the shutters abruptly. But the sunlight crept in anyway between the louvers and painted bright streaks across her austere parlor, which was furnished only with a few wooden chairs, a bookshelf, and a gilded prie-dieu. She knelt there and started to pray, beating her forehead rhythmically with the heel of her hand as her lips formed the familiar Latin phrases in a low, constant mutter. After a quarter of an hour, the sound of fingernails scratching on her door interrupted her. Emerging slowly from her deep concentration, she stood and said, “Come.”

A middle-aged footman entered and bowed. “Monsieur de St. Paul is here, Madame.”

“Show him in, François.”

St. Paul walked past the servant, not waiting to be summoned. He flared his nostrils at the simplicity of the room, then set his features in a practiced smile. “Madame de Maintenon. To what do I owe the honor of being asked to attend you?”

“Monsieur de St. Paul, I understand that you are in debt.”

The smile left the count’s lips. He reached into his waistcoat, took out a gold snuffbox, and helped himself to a generous pinch.

The widow Scarron did not wait for him to answer. “There’s no point denying it. And I would not have asked you here if you weren’t. I would like to offer you a way to change your situation in life greatly for the better.”

St. Paul sneezed loudly and dabbed his nose with a lace-edged handkerchief. “I am all attention, Madame.”

“Are you aware, Monsieur de St. Paul, that the king’s confessor has threatened to deny His Majesty communion?”

St. Paul shrugged his shoulders almost imperceptibly.

“This is a serious matter, Monsieur. His Majesty is God’s chosen representative to lead the people of France, and he must not be diminished in their eyes. I think we both know who is responsible for his unfortunate weakness in these matters.” Madame de Maintenon turned her head toward the window. The sound of laughter still filtered up from the garden.

“It will not be so easy, Madame, to turn the king from that path.”

“Nonetheless,” Madame de Maintenon said, looking St. Paul directly in the eyes, “we must try.”



Late that same afternoon, in a humble workshop on the Bridge of Commerce—one of the bridges laden with buildings connecting the Île de la Cité with the quays on the right bank of the Seine—Émilie Jolicoeur sat on the floor and leaned against the leg of a large worktable, building fairy castles out of the curled shavings of maple and spruce that were scattered around her. Her father, Marcel, focused all his attention on wielding a small, sharp knife to make the final adjustments to the bridge of a violin. It was a commission, for the composer Marc-Antoine Charpentier. This was an important job: Monsieur Charpentier was a fine musician and a member of the household of Mademoiselle de Guise. In the few years since he returned from Italy, he had already made a stir in the capital. If he liked the violin, many people would hear of it, and more work would surely follow.

“Émilie!”

Émilie’s mother yelled down the three flights of stairs that separated their apartment from her husband’s workshop at street level. Émilie did not answer her.

“Didn’t you hear your maman?” asked Marcel. He stood from his task and stretched. The setting sun radiated from around his body, which blocked some of the light from the window that looked out over the river toward the Pont Neuf. He was about to try out the violin to see if it sounded as good as he hoped it would.

“Please, Papa, just let me stay to hear you play.” Émilie used the tone of voice that she knew would get her what she wanted.

Marcel met his daughter’s eager gaze and could barely suppress a smile. “For a minute, but on one condition. You must sing while I play.”

In her haste to get up from the floor, Émilie banged her head on the edge of the worktable.

“You are too grown up now to sit on the floor like a child,” said Marcel. “If your maman has her way, soon we will have to find you a husband!”

Émilie pursed her lips in a mock pout. “I don’t want to leave you, Papa, unless I marry someone who can make violins just like you.”

“So, you want to be poor and have to work hard all the time like your mother?” Without waiting for his daughter to reply, Marcel took up a bow and slowly stroked it across the A string of the violin, making a round note that vibrated and swelled until it filled the crowded space.

When Émilie was an infant, she had slept in a cot in the workshop while her mother ran errands. She began to use her voice to match the pitches she heard in the cradle even before she could talk. When she was a toddler, Marcel would play little tunes for her to mimic. Émilie’s ear was acute, and her ability to reproduce a sound almost uncanny. This private exchange between father and daughter had been nothing more than a game at first. But as she grew older, Émilie’s voice grew too. Marcel had come to think it very pretty and would find excuses to have her sing to him. She sang nursery rhymes and folk songs in a clear, sweet tone. Nothing pleased him more than to hear her quiet tunes while he worked. He loved to have her sing along while he plucked at or drew a bow across the strings of a newly completed lute or pochette or viol or violin.



Of all the different instruments her father made, Émilie liked violins the best. She loved the warm, sad sound they made, and tried her hardest to make her voice sound just the same. But it was too young and light, too childish to match the subtle richness of gut strings and carefully aged and varnished woods. At least, it had been every time before.

But something extraordinary happened that day.

Émilie closed her eyes and opened her mouth, and the sound she produced was every bit as strong, every bit as rich, as the note Marcel played on the violin he had just finished making. At first Émilie did not hear herself. She only felt the way the sound resonated in her entire body. It was so wonderful, so freeing, to let the music stream out of her, as if she had bottled it up her whole life and was just waiting for it to escape, that she did not notice that her father had stopped his playing, and that the rich tone that washed over the other instruments and set their strings quivering in sympathy came from between her own lips.

“Émilie!”

She stopped singing and opened her eyes. The ghost of the sound she had just been making still reverberated around her. Her father had a strange look on his face.

“I didn’t know you could—can you do that again?” Marcel laid the violin down gently on the workbench.

Émilie sang the pitch she had heard before, opening her voice as far as it would go and putting her whole heart into that one, beautiful note. Then, when she could do no more with it, she moved to other pitches and fashioned a little tune with them. When she sang higher, the sound of her voice became sweeter, more intense. Lower, it opened out like a flower. The feeling was entirely new to her. It was not like the singing she had done before. It came from somewhere else. Something, she was not quite certain what, had happened. Perhaps it was because of the beautiful violin, a copy of an Italian instrument that Monsieur Charpentier had brought back with him. Or perhaps not. Whatever it was, it had changed her voice forever.

Marcel tried to say something, but when he opened his mouth, nothing came out.

“Shall we go upstairs to dinner?” Émilie asked.

Marcel nodded, put his tools away, and followed his daughter up the three flights of stairs to their apartment on the top floor.



“What kept you! The soup will be spoiled,” Madeleine Jolicoeur said, standing like a narrow stone pillar in front of the table that occupied the very middle of their apartment.

“Don’t be cross,” said Marcel. “I kept her. She was singing for me.”

“Well, she can just sing for her supper then!”

Madeleine turned to stir the pot on the fire. Émilie fetched the wooden bowls from the small cupboard near the chimney and stood and held each one as her mother dished out the potage with a huge wooden ladle. Then from the same cupboard she brought a cutting board, a knife, and a round loaf of bread to the table.

“Her place is here, learning how to make the dinner, learning how to keep a house. You let her stay down there, and why? She is not a son, she cannot take over your business and make violins. She is fourteen. Old enough to marry, and what does she know?”

Marcel did not answer but sat down to his meal. Émilie sat as well, but she barely noticed what she did. Her mind was busy with wonder about the voice that had burst out of her just minutes before. Still, she lifted her bowl to her lips repeatedly and drank the soup until it was gone, hardly tasting it on the way. All the time she did so, she gazed out through the small window under the eaves that faced west. From where she sat, all she could see was the pale blue sky, but she knew that, if she were right at the window, she would be able to see the Louvre, the great palace that belonged to the king, in the distance.

“What are you gawking at?” Madeleine had caught Émilie staring at nothing.

“Mama, why doesn’t the king live at the Louvre?”

“I don’t know. They say it’s not finished. Maybe it’s drafty.”

“Where does he live then?”

“St. Germain mostly. And Versailles, more and more, so they say.”

Mother and daughter cleared up after dinner while Marcel sat in the only armchair and smoked his pipe. Then when the fire died down, they all went to bed, Marcel and Madeleine to their curtained enclosure on one side of the room, and Émilie to her narrow cot on the other.






Two
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Nature creates talent, but luck makes it work.

Maxim 153



The next day, about a mile from the Atelier Jolicoeur, the young composer Marc-Antoine Charpentier clasped the top of his long conductor’s stick and rested his chin on his knuckles, propping up the weight of his weary head. He sighed, lifting his eyes to take in his surroundings. Three enormous crystal chandeliers hung from the ceiling at regular intervals, swathed in white muslin like elegant spiders’ nests. The furniture—all of it in the most ornate style, with gold and ormolu decoration, rare veneers in delicate marquetry, and Italian marble tops—was covered with linen sheets. The parquet floor, known throughout Paris as a superb example of the craftsman’s art, was dusty and dull. Without the glow of candles, the great salon of the Hôtel de Guise was positively drab. Marie de Lorraine, whose titles included Princesse de Joinville, Duchesse de Joyeuse, and Duchesse de Guise (making her entry into a room sound like a whole parade of nobility), had not yet arrived from her retreat at the Abbey of Montmartre. Without the mistress in residence, no one did more than the minimum work required to keep the place from running down altogether. And were it not for the upcoming fête, Charpentier would have no reason to venture into this part of the great house, but as composer in residence would work quietly in his own comfortable apartment, churning out devotional music for the princess’s mourning over the loss of her nephew Alençon, last of the great line of Guise.

It was spring, but there was still a distinct chill in the air. Charpentier was rehearsing the house musicians, and all six members of the ensemble rubbed or blew on their hands whenever they were not actually playing. Often they cast irritated glances in the direction of the empty fireplace. Charpentier did not know how his viol players could move their fingers, and as he stood before them in silence, he reminded himself to be patient.

Chill or not, it was necessary that they be at their best for the fête, which was to take place in a week. “Really, gentlemen, it is not so very difficult,” he said, trying not to sound as irritated as he felt. “It is only necessary to play the notes as written and leave the embellishment to Monsieur du Bois. We must give him an opportunity to show off the new violin.” A murmur of disgruntled acquiescence went through the band. Charpentier began to beat the time again, one-two-three, one-two-three. It was better than before. He let them continue, while his mind wandered. He imagined that he was seated at a harpsichord on the stage of the Guénégaud. Before him was a huge cast of singers and twenty musicians. There was beautiful scenery, with machines to change it between the acts. The costumes were rich and varied, and the voices … The music swelled and ebbed; sometimes the drama moved the audience to tears and sometimes it made them laugh. When it was over, the crowd roared with rapture. And then, just when he felt invincible, just when he was certain he was poised for great success, he turned, and—

“Monsieur Charpentier?” It was Alexandre, the leader of the ensemble. They had finished the minuet, but still Charpentier marked the beat, lost in thought.

Charpentier cleared his throat and smiled sheepishly. “Thank you, gentlemen. I think that will be all for today.”

With undisguised relief, the members of the orchestra gathered up their instruments and left the room. Charpentier took the sheets of manuscript paper from the music stands and made his way back to his own apartment in another wing of the house. He was grateful that the princess, who had ties to his family that went back many generations, had offered him employment when he returned from his travels abroad. He had hoped for a court appointment, but none was forthcoming. Jean-Baptiste Lully, the court composer, saw to it that none but he received the favors of Louis XIV. It was Lully who reigned over music in France, in the name of the king. Charpentier had heard that he had his own handsome quarters at Versailles and St. Germain, and a large hôtel of his own in Paris. Somehow, while Charpentier was away in Italy, this voracious—and talented—composer had achieved a stranglehold on music in the capital and wherever else the king happened to be. He had even persuaded His Majesty to issue a proclamation limiting the number of musicians anyone could use in a performance, so that only Lully himself could mount an opera.

These bitter thoughts followed Charpentier all the way to his apartment. Although his quarters were ample and his duties light, Mademoiselle de Guise’s beneficence did not extend to considering him anything more than a glorified servant. But that was only what Charpentier expected. In Mademoiselle’s household, almost every musician was also a valet, or a maid, or a cook. Even in Italy, where music was the prince of all the arts, composers were merely pieces of property, like paintings or jewels. He was fortunate to be required only to compose and perform, not to polish the silver or open the doors.

Italy. The thought warmed Charpentier while he sipped his hot soup and gradually shed the bone-snapping chill of the morning’s rehearsal. He could so easily conjure up the astounding voices he had heard in Rome, where the castrato reigned supreme. Men who were not men, who had undergone painful mutilation to retain their boyish high voices, were the most sublime singers in the world. Something about the unnatural prolonging of that temporary voice gave it a poignancy that was unmatched. The best of the castrati could sing with more control, sustain notes longer, and sing with more power than even the finest natural soprano. No one in Paris came close to producing such a sound. Yet the French considered a castrato an offense against the grand design of God—especially now that religion was so popular at court.

When Charpentier finished his dinner, he searched through the untidy pile of papers on the spinet and found the parts for his cantata, “Flow, Flow, Charming Streams.” It was time to return to the ballroom to rehearse the singers. There were only three of them, as Lully’s ordinance dictated. Only enough to entertain a party. Not enough to sing an opera.

As Charpentier approached Marcel’s atelier in the middle of the afternoon a few days later, still brooding over the disappointments of his career, he heard something unusual. At first he simply folded it into the processes of his imagination, assuming that he had become so obsessed with the idea of finding the perfect voice that he had developed the ability to imagine it in his head. But as he drew nearer to the luthier’s workshop, Charpentier realized that what he heard was no fantasy.

He walked into the Atelier Jolicoeur and removed his hat. Émilie was in her customary place, on the floor amid the wood shavings, and so Charpentier could not at first see the source of this extraordinary voice. He looked questioningly at Marcel, who put his tools down quickly.

“Good afternoon, Monsieur,” Marcel said. “Émilie, say hello to Monsieur Charpentier.”

The singing stopped abruptly, and Charpentier’s attention was drawn to the side of the worktable, where he saw a young girl whom he knew to be the luthier’s daughter unfold herself from the floor. There was a faint blush in her cheeks and she looked down. The sunlight that streamed in through the window made the wisps of her fair hair glow like a halo. Her voice, which had sailed out onto the street so pure and strong, now merely whispered an embarrassed greeting. Her awkward curtsey made Charpentier smile.

“You’ve grown, Mademoiselle Émilie,” Charpentier said.

“Why don’t you run and help your mother prepare the soup for dinner?” said Marcel.

Without a word, Émilie skipped off to the door at the back of the workshop. Charpentier could hear her running up the stairs, a perfect decrescendo. And then he stared at the space Émilie vacated for a long while, certain that it had all been a trick of his imagination.

“The Amati copy is finished, Monsieur,” said Marcel.

“Yes, yes,” Charpentier said. “I’m sure it is lovely. But I’d like to speak to you about something else.” Charpentier looked toward the door that led to the Jolicoeurs’ apartment. He could not believe what he had just heard. It was a voice in a million, and all the time it had been only a mile away from him where he worked at the Hôtel de Guise. Suddenly it did not matter how skillfully the luthier had crafted his violin. It was not the product of his hands, but the product of his marriage that interested Charpentier now. And so he turned the conversation away from the violin and toward the luthier’s daughter.






Three
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We always love those who admire us, but we don’t always love those we admire.

Maxim 294



By the time Marcel came up for supper, Émilie was bursting to find out how Monsieur Charpentier liked the violin. She had strained her ears to hear him try it out, but no sweet tones wafted up the stairs. Émilie wondered what they could have been talking about for all that time. Something told her when she left that she was really still down there, that they were even—possibly—talking about her. The way the composer looked at her unsettled her deeply. She could hardly meet the gaze of his lively gray eyes. So when her father walked through the door, she ran to him, ready to ask for some explanation. But he just smiled and patted her on the head, turning away from her before she had a chance to ask her question.

“Did Monsieur Charpentier come for his violin?” asked Madeleine.

“Yes. We’ll talk about it later,” responded Marcel, as he kissed his wife on both cheeks.

Émilie sighed and helped her mother put the dinner on the table. Once they were all seated, she plucked up her courage to ask her father about the violin. “Didn’t he like it? Monsieur Charpentier?”

“What? The violin you mean. Yes, he did,” said Marcel, without elaborating.

“I did not hear him play it,” she said.

“No,” said Marcel, between mouthfuls of potatoes. “But he paid his money nonetheless.”

Émilie knew enough about the process of making and selling violins to realize that this was very unusual. The only way to tell if a violin was any good was to play it. But she did not know what to say, or how to question her father, without seeming impertinent. Before long they finished their dinner, and then all retired with the dying fire. But Émilie knew she would never be able to sleep. We’ll talk later usually meant that her parents had something to say that they did not want her to hear. Those words were a sort of code that she had long since learned to interpret. The first time, she had heard her mother crying over her last, lost infant. Another time, she had heard her parents discuss whose son might make a good match for her when she reached the marriageable age of fourteen or fifteen. And then there had been the time when she had heard her father try to convince her mother that the expense involved in making violins, a new instrument that was not yet popular with the gentry, would pay off handsomely in the end. So although her eyes sprung open every time she tried to close them, Émilie made an effort to pretend she was asleep, forcing her breathing to be louder and more regular, and moving now and again as though she were deeply asleep and dreaming. Yet all the time she was completely awake, listening for that important conversation they did not want her to hear.

After what seemed an eternity, but which was probably only half an hour, Marcel and Madeleine began to speak in whispers.

“Monsieur Charpentier has offered to give Émilie instruction in singing,” Marcel said.

Émilie almost gave herself away by gasping but quickly turned the sound into a deep breath, like those sleepy sighs she sometimes heard her mother utter in the very depths of night.

“And how much does he think he will charge us for this? I suppose he wants his violin for nothing!”

“No, he does not. As I said, he paid me for it, in cash. I think it was a sort of pledge,” Marcel said.

After a pause, Madeleine said, “I cannot do without her, you know!”

Émilie could not hear them for a moment or two, but soon they spoke again in whispers she could just discern.

“Think of the opportunity for our daughter! She has a very great gift, and she could better herself, performing in the great hôtels for the rich. There is money to be made.”

“Better herself? A pretty young girl of no family to speak of and no fortune? I know what she would become! She’s a good girl. I do not want her spoiled.”

“This is too important to decide in a moment. Let’s see what happens after tomorrow.”

With that, the conversation ended. Monsieur Charpentier wants to teach me to sing properly, so that I may entertain the wealthy in their fine houses in Paris! Like a chant, the thought echoed in her head. Émilie fell asleep dreaming of rooms full of cakes, silk gowns, and glittering jewels.



When she awoke the next morning, Émilie leapt out of bed, ran to her mother, and threw her arms around her waist. “Good morning, Maman!” she said.

Madeleine gently disengaged her and turned away. “No time for that. It’s a busy day today,” she said. Then she attended to the delicate process of making the tisane, the herbal concoction they drank every morning that, so Madeleine believed, was the way to ensure a long and healthy life.

Marcel was already sitting at the table, looking as though he had not slept well and staring into the fire that crackled and popped noisily in the sleepy household.

“Will you go for a walk with me today, Émilie? To deliver Monsieur Charpentier’s violin?” he asked.

“I thought Monsieur Charpentier took the violin yesterday,” she said.

“I have to make one or two adjustments this morning,” he answered.

Émilie smiled at her father. Of course she would go. From that moment, she could hardly sit still, she was so excited about this alteration in their daily routine. She knew it must be related to her parents’ conversation in the middle of the night before. Otherwise there would be no need for her to go along. Her mother would never let her take a walk with her father instead of staying home and helping her with the chores. Mostly Émilie was only allowed to go out when there was some great celebration, to see the magistrates in their costly robes, or to watch displays of fireworks over the Hôtel de Ville. At those times all Paris was out, dancing around bonfires, the city itself dressed up for a holiday. But most days it was just hard work. And today was Tuesday, which was laundry day. Even better. Émilie would be excused from the most grueling chore of the week.

Once the breakfast things were cleared away and the floor swept, she grabbed her cloak from the peg by the door, flew down the steps to the workshop, and stood in front of her father, trembling and expectant. She waited for him to set aside his tools and remove his leather apron so that they could go for their walk. He washed his hands in the basin, picked up Charpentier’s violin, which he had wrapped in cloths and tied with string, then motioned Émilie to follow him out the door.

“Where does Monsieur Charpentier live?” asked Émilie.

“Somewhere very grand,” Marcel answered, smiling at his daughter.

The beauty of the morning, with its clear blue sky and fresh, frisky breeze, suited Émilie’s mood exactly. Always staying within ten feet of her father, she found ways to gambol like a fawn as they made their way through the streets of Paris. They crossed the Place de Grève, and Émilie was too happy to notice the workmen cleaning up around a scaffold that had been used for a public execution only the day before. Father and daughter both stopped and made the sign of the cross before St. Gervais-St. Protais, after which they continued down the rue St. Antoine, a street that was wide enough for Émilie to spread her arms like a bird and skip ahead of Marcel, without risking injury from the crush of passing fiacres and sedan chairs. From time to time she would stop and whirl around like a windmill, laughing gaily. But she had to stop when they turned up the much narrower rue du Chaume.

“Émilie!” Shortly before they arrived at the Hôtel de Guise, Marcel called his daughter to him. “You must act like a young lady,” he said, smoothing back a few wisps of her hair that had shaken loose from her plait when she was skipping ahead. “You don’t want Monsieur Charpentier to change his mind, do you?”

“About the violin?” she asked.

Marcel laughed. “I have a surprise for you. But you must be a very good girl to deserve it.”

“A surprise?” she asked, almost forgetting that she was not supposed to have heard her parents’ conversation the night before. But Émilie suddenly looked around her and noticed that the surroundings had changed. “Does Monsieur Charpentier live near here?” she asked. There were no mean little artisans’ cottages in this neighborhood, or rows of houses squashed together and divided into small apartments for the working folk, but fine buildings, with grand entrances that led to cobbled courtyards, with walled enclosures that hid private gardens. She could see the blossoming trees poking above the high stone walls.

After passing beneath a magnificent arch, she and her father entered a courtyard. A footman who stood at attention by the door stopped them.

“We are here to see Monsieur Charpentier,” Marcel said.

The footman looked down his nose at them. “Use the servants’ entrance, if you please. It’s on the rue des Quatre Fils.”

Marcel smiled ruefully at Émilie. “I suppose Monsieur Charpentier assumed I would know.”

They found the door easily enough, just around the corner on a tiny side street. It was only a simple wooden one, and there was no footman on hand to sneer at them. A kitchen maid, her hands wet and soapy, answered their knock.

“Could you tell Monsieur Charpentier that Marcel and Émilie Jolicoeur are here to see him?” Marcel asked, removing his cap.

“Tell him yourself,” the maid said. “Down the corridor and up the stairs.”

Émilie grasped her father’s hand. It was cold and sweaty. Nonetheless, he led her on in the direction the maid indicated. It seemed as if they walked a mile before they came to a staircase. Once they reached the top of the stairs, they were faced with a new dilemma. Which way, and which door was Charpentier’s apartment? Marcel scratched the top of his head. Émilie squeezed his hand.

From far down the corridor and around a corner came the sound of light footsteps approaching. Marcel drew himself up and cleared his throat, ready to ask directions of whoever it was who came into view.

To Émilie’s delight, it was a very pretty young woman, dressed in what seemed to her to be the height of fashion. Her gown was silk, not homespun, and her hair was done up in curls and ribbons. When she saw the two of them standing at the end of the hallway, she stopped in her tracks.

“Excuse me, Mademoiselle,” said Marcel, bowing slightly.

The lady walked toward them. “What have we here! Did you lose your way to the market?”

Émilie blushed. “We are here to see Monsieur Charpentier,” she said.

By then the young lady was right next to them. She exuded a light scent of roses, but when she was up close, Émilie could see where her gown had been mended and patched, and she looked not much older than Émilie herself.

“Do you dance?” asked the lady. Émilie shook her head no. “Do you play?” she asked.

“No,” said Émilie. “I sing.”

“Ah,” said the lady. “Then you must follow me. I’m Sophie Dupin. Sometimes I dance, but mostly I take care of the princess.”

So this elegantly dressed young lady is a servant, thought Émilie. Perhaps I, too, will wear such beautiful clothes!

Émilie and her father followed Sophie through the corridors. She chattered constantly as she led them, winding around and doubling back on themselves. Eventually they arrived at a door.

“Isn’t this where we started?” asked Émilie, noticing the staircase.

Sophie laughed. “Just knock on the door,” she said, and then tripped away from them, giggling.

“Well!” Émilie said, cross that Sophie had played a trick on them. But she soon forgot all about it when Monsieur Charpentier opened the door and greeted them warmly.

“Won’t you sit down?” Charpentier motioned them to take their places in two upholstered armchairs, whose comfort was beyond anything Émilie had ever known. He rang a little bell, and one of the kitchen servants brought them tea and cakes. Émilie stared at the cakes, trying not to lick her lips and swallow too obviously.

“Please, Mademoiselle Émilie, allow me.” Charpentier carefully selected the most delicious-looking treat and placed it on a small plate, which he handed to Émilie.

“Say thank you, Émilie! Monsieur Charpentier will think you were brought up as a savage!” Marcel cast a stern glance in his daughter’s direction and then smiled nervously at Charpentier.

Charpentier laughed. It was a light, musical laugh, not like the hearty guffaw of her father. “Monsieur du Bois is eager to try the new violin …”

While Marcel and Charpentier talked of the fine instrument that the luthier had laid upon the table when he entered, Émilie let her eyes wander over the room. This place was so different from the Jolicoeurs’ apartment on the Pont au Change. Here there were shelves with books, a musical instrument with a keyboard, and a desk piled high with lined paper and ink bottles and quills, some of the sheets bearing what looked like dancing dots and dashes. Although Émilie had spent many hours and days in her father’s workshop, his customers never brought music in with them, and her father could not even read words. The divan in the corner must be where Monsieur Charpentier sleeps, she thought. It had linen sheets on it, and a thick, woolen blanket. Monsieur Charpentier’s quarters were more luxurious, but not cleaner than their apartment. The only place that looked truly tidy was a shelf that contained several notebooks, carefully labeled—although because Émilie could not read, she did not know what they were. Otherwise, everything seemed in a complete state of disarray.

“Mademoiselle Jolicoeur, I want you to be fully aware that what you are about to undertake will not be easy,” Charpentier said, drawing her attention back to the center of the room.

Émilie had no idea what Monsieur Charpentier was talking about. She had been so busy looking that she had neglected to listen. She naturally assumed they were still discussing the violin, but clearly the subject had changed.

“Monsieur Charpentier would like you to become his student,” explained Marcel, who knew his daughter’s ways well enough to understand that she hadn’t been paying attention. “He proposes that you should come here every day early in the morning, and he will teach you to use your voice, to read and write, and to read music. He will also see that you are given instruction in comportment and dancing. If this goes well, he will one day allow you to entertain the guests at the salon of the Duchesse de Guise, where you will sing his songs before the ladies and gentlemen.”

Émilie smiled. Nothing seemed more fabulous to her than that she should be able to come to this delightful place every day, and spend her time singing and learning to be ladylike, surrounded by beautiful sights, sounds, and smells.

“Then I gather, Mademoiselle Émilie, that you agree to come?”

Émilie looked at her father.

“You must decide,” he said.

“Yes. Yes, I do agree.” Émilie could barely speak, she was so excited. It was a wonderful, frightening thought, to do something so completely different from anything she could possibly have imagined. And yet she knew that she wanted it, more than she had ever wanted anything before.

They left after Émilie consumed three more cakes and a dish of tea. She was convinced that God must indeed have singled her out for special blessing, and she decided she would sing a prayer to him every night for giving her the voice that had so miraculously opened this door before her.



Marcel, having seen more of the world than had his only child, knew that there were perils ahead and that it would take the strongest of wills to avoid them. He wanted to trust Charpentier, and yet the composer was a man. Marcel saw how he looked at Émilie. He did not share his wife’s certainty about the fate that awaited his daughter if she became a singing ornament in the salons of Paris, but he knew that her innocence would be short-lived in that setting. Although she was still young, Marcel could see that Émilie would be beautiful, and beauty, talent, and poverty combined usually produced one thing: a courtesan. Innocence was a great treasure, to be sure, but people as poor as he and his family could not afford the luxury of protecting it beyond its time.






Four
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Passion makes a fool of a wise man and makes a wise man of a fool.

Maxim 6



“That woman must be stopped … She continues to lead the king down immoral paths … He flaunts his unlawful love before the court and the world … His Majesty does not yet realize it—he is too blinded by love—but such actions put everything—everything—in peril.”

St. Paul went over the widow Scarron’s words in his head as his carriage bumped along the rutted roads to Paris. She wants to get rid of Montespan. Well, so do half the women in France, if the truth be told, but no one had yet succeeded. He had been charged with an almost impossible task, St. Paul thought. It was no simple matter to turn the king’s attention away from the wittiest, most intelligent, most beautiful woman in Christendom. And supposing he achieved this extraordinary feat? Then what? Then the widow Scarron might step in and take her place—no, the idea was too absurd. Yet the void would be filled, of that St. Paul was certain.

First, he thought that it might be a good idea to try to dig up some scandal on Montespan. It shouldn’t be too difficult. He was going to visit his godmother, the Duchesse de Guise. She was no partisan of the court, and if he were going to hear anything really damaging about the king’s mistress, he might well hear it there. And besides, his finances were in a more than usually disastrous state, and he could normally cajole the old lady out of a few louis. It was worth the risk of going to Paris and being accosted by his creditors. It would do him no harm to get away from court for a while too. He could think at the Hôtel de Guise just as easily as at Versailles—perhaps more easily, without the constant pleasures and distractions of the court to woo him, and with his belly full of his godmother’s famously ample provisions.

He had agreed to the widow Scarron’s terms most reluctantly. In exchange for his services in arranging the events that would deflect the king from Madame de Montespan, she would ensure that he would receive a generous pension. It irked him to be subservient to someone who had been born in a prison, although her father was of an ancient family. Despite himself, he could not help admiring her intelligence and wit, the qualities that had helped her overcome her failings to become the governess to the king’s illegitimate children, but there was something sanctimonious about her unwavering piety. St. Paul had grown up inside the court, and this early training had taught him not to trust anyone who seemed to be sincere.

Athénaïs de Rochechouart de Mortemart, otherwise known as the magnificent Madame de Montespan, was altogether a different sort. She should have been queen, St. Paul thought, if her parents hadn’t bartered her off in marriage at a young age to that idiotic Marquis de Montespan. He wondered if she knew that the widow Scarron—the woman who used to be her closest friend—was now plotting so desperately against her. St. Paul was more than willing to take the opportunity the widow Scarron offered him, assuming that he would be able to claim some support and compensation for his trouble along the way. But what or who could possibly distract a man with such legendary appetites from the marquise? She had swept in, practically annihilating her predecessor, the demure Duchesse de La Vallière. If there was any weakness at all, any chink where one might find a place to drive a wedge, it would be within the character of Madame de Montespan herself. She had one flaw: her temper. If he could find a way to make her use it to her detriment, then there was the faintest glimmer of hope that they might be able to succeed.

But first, St. Paul thought, it was necessary to eat, drink, and pay his tailor. As his carriage drew up to the door of the Hôtel de Guise, he adjusted his features into a suitably obsequious smile, straightened his brocade coat, and prepared to spend a boring day playing cards with his elderly godmother.



What Émilie did not realize when she agreed so readily to becoming Monsieur Charpentier’s pupil was that learning how to sing would be only one of the tasks the composer would set her. Parisian society was elegant and sophisticated. The ladies and gentlemen were well read, appreciated art and music, knew how to dance the minuet flawlessly, and possessed sharp wits and knowledge on a vast variety of subjects. For Émilie to make her mark in that setting would require more than just a pretty voice. Half of every day was, therefore, devoted to other lessons: dancing, drawing, elocution, etiquette, and—most difficult of all—reading.

At first, when Charpentier realized Émilie found the reading and writing so daunting, he tried to make it a game. He would reward her with cakes and tea if she could learn the words he set her and use them in sentences. The results were not spectacular. When the lesson did not end successfully, Émilie stared longingly at the treats she was to be denied, until Charpentier relented and let her have them anyway. He could not bear it when her radiant smile faded, when her eager, dancing eyes turned away from him and tears gathered beneath her lashes.

It was another matter altogether when they turned to Émilie’s singing lesson. Sometimes the look that spread over Émilie’s face when she was lost in the music almost took Charpentier’s breath away. That, and the magnificent sound that gave him chills, made him forgive her just about everything else.

And there were a few things to be forgiven. Émilie had never met an adult who was so eager to please her, who, for fear of losing her trust, did not discipline her. At first she was a little suspicious. But it did not take long for her to realize that in Charpentier’s apartment, she was the one with the power.

“I’m not sure I feel like reading today,” Émilie said, when Charpentier’s insistence that she attend to a passage from a small book of children’s stories was beginning to annoy her.

“Are you unwell?” Charpentier asked, immediately putting down the book with such an expression of concern that Émilie could not help laughing.

“I’m sorry, really, I feel fine. But I truly don’t want to read anymore. When can I sing?”

Charpentier looked at Émilie from across the table. “I too wish that you could sit here and sing to me all day long. But that is not what will give you success, not that alone. I don’t know what else to say to you to convince you that this is very, very important. It is worth the effort.”

“My mother said it is idle foolishness to teach me to read, that I won’t need to read in order to keep a household and raise children.” Émilie knew she was testing Charpentier, knew in her heart what he would say to that, but she wanted to hear it from him.

Charpentier leaned forward. “If you do as I ask, you will not have a life like your mother’s. You will be admitted to the highest circles. You will be showered with costly gifts. But most of all, you will spend your life perfecting the art that God meant you to practice, or he would not have given you such a voice.”

Charpentier’s look melted Émilie’s determined resistance. He had eyes like deep, clear pools on an overcast day. Émilie opened the book in front of her and began to read aloud to Charpentier. There were several words she did not know, but he helped her along. In an hour she made it through the entire story, which took up three pages.

“That’s more like it, Mademoiselle Contrary!” Charpentier said when they finished.

Émilie could not help smiling. She had read a story, all by herself. Well, almost.

Charpentier smiled his glorious smile at Émilie, and it sent a little thrill through her. She answered with a smile of her own, and the faintest tinge of a blush. “Is it time to sing yet?” she asked.

Charpentier rose and went to the spinet.

Émilie stood and stretched, thankful to be finished with the chore of reading. She took her accustomed place and began to sing to her teacher’s accompaniment.



The composer watched and listened as his student put her voice through its daily exercises. She had made great progress. But there was still something holding her back, something he had not managed to convey to her that would unlock everything her extraordinary instrument could do.

“That is tolerable, Mademoiselle Émilie, but your breathing is not right. You are not giving yourself the support you need to reach those notes and sustain them. Breathe from here.” Charpentier stood up and placed his hand on his abdomen, just below his rib cage.

Émilie put her own hand on her stomach, and breathed in and out a few times.

“No, it is still too shallow. You have the capacity. Here.” Charpentier came over to Émilie and placed his own hand just below her waist. “Now breathe, and move my hand.”

Émilie did as she was told. Charpentier pressed against her so that she had to push to make her stomach expand. He could feel her pulse right through the gathers of her homespun skirt.

“Now sing.”

Émilie’s voice soared through the room and seemed to push at the boundaries of the small space.

“Yes, you have it.” Charpentier let go of her suddenly and stepped back to his seat in front of the harpsichord. “Now, let us try an air.” He began to play, concentrating on the movement of his fingers over the ebony keys. He did not dare to look up at his student for fear she might notice that his simple gesture, his touch, had unnerved him.

“Please, Monsieur Charpentier,” Émilie said when she finished the air. “Can we try the duet again?”

“You mean may we try the duet?”

“May we try the duet again?”

She mimicked the tone of his voice so perfectly that Charpentier laughed out loud.

“All right,” he said, and then dug through the sheets of paper scattered around his feet for the piece she meant.

Charpentier’s beautiful, high tenor voice blended particularly well with Émilie’s rich, pure soprano. At first he had sung exercises with her, paralleling her scales a sixth lower to help her develop greater security with her pitch. She enjoyed this so much that they began to sing simple tunes together, until finally he wrote a duet for the two of them. He placed the music on the stand and stood next to her. Although Émilie memorized the words and music almost the first time Charpentier taught them to her, she leaned in close as if she were reading them off the page anew. Charpentier did not touch his student, but as they sang, every once in a while the music seemed to carry them to the same place, and the distance between them vanished altogether. The sounds they made collided in the room, beating against each other to become more than just two distinct voices, to become something else, something larger and more exquisite. When they finished, neither of them moved for a few seconds. Then Émilie looked at Charpentier.

He caught her gaze for only a moment. “I think you’ve worked hard enough for one day,” he said, turning away immediately. Neither of them said anything else while Émilie put on her cloak and went out the door.

Émilie walked a little more slowly than usual on her way home that evening. It was cold, but she did not feel it. She did not even mind very much when a fiacre rolled through a puddle and splashed her. She still felt the warm pressure of Charpentier’s hand on her stomach. She still heard their voices curling around each other, blending and touching. This intimacy warmed her all the way through, although she did not really understand why. She wanted to turn her steps back toward the Hôtel de Guise and sing again, but she knew it was time for dinner, and that her parents would worry if she did not come home.

When at long last she arrived at the Pont au Change, Émilie let herself into the workshop with her latchkey and found her way across it in the near dark. The fire had been doused about an hour earlier when the light went, and Marcel could no longer see to do his meticulous work. Odd how much smaller it looked to her now, she thought. She still loved the smell of varnish, and the faint outlines of unfinished musical instruments hanging from the ceiling and covering the walls exuded a certain potential for beauty. Sometimes she wished she lived down here, surrounded by all these curving shapes, instead of upstairs, where everything was plain and square. At the Hôtel de Guise, everywhere one looked was beauty. All the rooms were made to delight the eye. Even Charpentier’s humble apartment was draped with curtains and had beautiful Aubusson carpets on the floors. Émilie knew it was unfair to compare her parents’ little apartment with the home of a princess, but each day the contrast became more stark, and each day she walked home a little more slowly, postponing the moment when she must return to her old life.






Five
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To be a great man, it is necessary to know how to profit from luck.

Maxim 343



Early in the morning about a week later, there was a knock on the door of the Atelier Jolicoeur that was loud enough to hear all the way up on the top floor of the building. Madeleine was busy clearing up from breakfast, and so Marcel went down to answer it. He returned with a letter in his hands.

“What could it say?” asked Marcel. “We shall have to take it to the market to have it read.”

“No, Papa! Let me try to read it myself!” said Émilie. She looked at the writing on the outside of the folded paper. “It’s for me! and it says, ‘Son al-tesse Mademoiselle de Guise requests the honor of the’ something … ‘the presence of Mademoiselle Émilie Jolicoeur in her s-s-salon, December eleven, at six o’clock in the evening.’”

Marcel watched his daughter struggle over the words on the page. He was astounded. She could read. This fact obscured for him the even more astounding one that she had been invited to the most glittering salon in Paris. When she finished, Émilie danced around the room with joy, her exuberant movements filling every inch of space in their tiny apartment.

“I shall need a new dress, Maman!” Émilie said, breathless.

“There, what did I tell you, Marcel? Nothing but expense. And for what? We have no money for this dress. You shall have to stay at home with us.” Madeleine’s voice was sharp and she closed the cupboard door so hard that the dishes inside rattled.

Marcel watched the light go out of his daughter’s face as if someone had thrown a bucket of slops over her. Never did he feel more sorry that his business did not thrive, that he could not provide more material comforts for his family. He shot a look at Madeleine and met her implacable gaze. “Surely there is something we could do without, just so Émilie could have this opportunity?”

“What could we do without? Supper?” Madeleine faced her husband without flinching.

“I could sell something, maybe one or two of my tools.”

“No, Papa!” Émilie ran to him and took his hand. “It’s not so important. Maybe I don’t need a dress to go.”

“What, and be laughed at by those idle folk?” Madeleine walked over and stood very close to her husband.

Marcel could feel her anger leap across the space that separated them. She blamed him for their poverty, he knew. He had taken a great risk with violins, an instrument that was not yet popular with his usual customers, at a time when things were just starting to go a little better for them.

“It does not matter,” Émilie said. “Au revoir.”

Silently Marcel accepted Émilie’s kiss and watched her put on her cloak and leave the apartment; he wondered what she would say to her teacher.



Émilie had to pick her way slowly to the Hôtel de Guise that morning because the cobbles were coated with a thin layer of ice. Her slow progress gave her time to think of how she might break the news to Charpentier that she would be unable to perform at the princess’s salon. By the time she arrived, she was frozen through and still did not know what to say.

“Good morning, Mademoiselle Émilie!” Charpentier said when Émilie walked through the door, shivering. “Come over to the fire and warm yourself. Did you receive anything by messenger today?”

Émilie untied her cloak and hung it on the peg by the door. She did not want to tell Charpentier her news. She could read the mischievous excitement in her teacher’s eyes and was sorry she would have to spoil everything. “Yes, I had an invitation, from Mademoiselle de Guise. But,” Émilie paused. “I cannot go.”

“Why ever not?” he asked.

“Because I have—because my parents—” Émilie bit her lip and looked down at the floor.

“What is the matter?” asked Charpentier, taking a step closer to her.

Émilie could feel his presence, could feel the warmth of his gesture even before the hand he reached out to her touched her chin, lifting it so that she would have to look into his eyes. “Because I simply can’t!” she said, turning around quickly so that she would not have to face her teacher.

She heard Charpentier clear his throat. “That is too bad, Mademoiselle Émilie, because I had decided, in honor of your hard work and perseverance, that we should take a trip to the dressmaker’s today, and order you a silk gown, appropriate for such a grand event.” Émilie turned back to him. He was smiling. “It is a gift, from me.”

She wished that she could run to him and throw her arms around his neck. He had made her so happy. But he was not her father; he was her teacher, and so she stood where she was and tried to think of something to say. The best she could do was “Thank you, Monsieur.”

“And so I understand that you will, after all, attend the princess’s salon?”

Émilie smiled.

“Well, what are you waiting for? Put your cloak back on. We’ll take a fiacre and be back in time for your singing lesson!”



Charpentier felt a little glow of warmth that he had been able to provoke such a reaction of pleasure and gratitude in his student. While they walked to the stand to hire a carriage, Charpentier thought back over his conversation with Sophie, the pretty maid who had led Émilie and her father just a little astray when they first came to the Hôtel de Guise, concerning which dressmaker to engage for the purpose of making Émilie’s first silk gown.

“You wish to buy a gown for a lady?” The tone of her voice, and the look in her eyes, had disconcerted Charpentier.

“It’s for Émilie.”

“Ah! The little songbird! Have her lessons been progressing well?” A smile played at the corner of Sophie’s lips. But she must have sensed his embarrassment, because without teasing him further she recommended a dressmaker in a different part of the Marais, on the other side of the rue St. Antoine.

Charpentier still felt vaguely ill at ease about buying Émilie a gown. He understood that it must appear strange for him to take such an interest in a young girl on the brink of womanhood. But he could not worry about that now. After a short walk, they arrived at the carriage stand. When he saw Émilie’s eyes shining, Charpentier realized that she had probably never ridden in a fiacre before. The idea that he was giving Émilie such an experience, introducing her to the simple pleasure of being transported without effort from one place to another, made him forget all about the uncomfortable conversation with Sophie. He did not stop to question himself as to how much pleasure the sight of her fair skin, clear blue eyes, and pale blond hair gave him. All he knew was that they would have an outing, that they would drive through the beautiful, snow-frosted streets of Paris as if they had no cares.



It was difficult going on the icy, muddy roads, but despite that, Émilie would not have wanted to walk. There was something rather nice about sitting next to Charpentier, and she didn’t mind at all when a sudden lurch of the carriage threw her against him and he gently righted her and smoothed down the warm rug that he had wrapped over her legs. Émilie felt very high up, and from this vantage point everything looked quite different. The winter sun glinted off the snow, nearly blinding her with its brilliance and casting enchantment over even the humblest objects. She shamelessly peered in all the shops they passed, catching glimpses through small, frosty windows of merchants smiling and haggling, showing off their costliest wares. A few hearty souls had spilled out onto the street despite the cold and were warming their hands on makeshift fires. The arcades in the Place Royale were as busy as ever. Cold weather didn’t seem to deter those with money to spend from seeking ways to part with it. Since she had no money of her own and had only ever entered a shop with her mother for the purpose of purchasing something absolutely necessary, this spectacle was a treat. There were glove makers and milliners, carpet weavers and importers of porcelain, shops devoted to ladies’ fans made of lace and ivory and painted and jeweled, ironmongers who made cooking pots and door knockers, silversmiths and goldsmiths, tea shops and confectioners. The smell of bread baking at the boulangerie reminded her that she had left her home that morning without finishing her breakfast.

If only my father could see me! she thought. And then she thought of him, alone in his atelier. Émilie’s smile faded when she pictured Marcel without her there to keep him company. She wished, at that moment, that she could be in two places at once, that she could stay as she was before, and yet fly forward into the world to greet whatever new adventures it held.



After about twenty minutes of lurching and jostling, Émilie and Charpentier arrived at the little boutique not far from the river that Sophie had recommended, where an elderly woman who seemed to sprout brass pins from all over her body greeted them and led them into a room that was draped with rich brocades, cut velvets, cloth of gold and silver, and delicate voiles. Émilie’s eyes wandered over the rows upon rows of ribbons and laces, from the simple to the almost inconceivably grand. She tried to imagine a room full of people dressed in all these elegant materials. The idea that she would be one of them, wearing a gown made of silk and trimmed with lace, almost took her breath away. She could hardly stand still long enough to be measured accurately. But when Charpentier told her she could choose what sort of gown to have, Émilie looked as though she might cry.
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