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Liszt’s Kiss






Prologue


July 1830





Anne and her mother had spent all of that beautiful afternoon in July in the ballroom, a room made for music and laughter, playing to each other and singing. Mozart, Schubert, Clementi—the marquise had even danced a mazurka while Anne read through some new sheet music by Monsieur Chopin.


“Your playing is more beautiful than ever,” the marquise said.


The praise warmed Anne like a summer afternoon. She looked down at her hands, slender but strong, and itching to play and play until her fingers practically fell off. “I shall never be as accomplished as you.”


“Nonsense.” The marquise rose from her seat on a silk-covered divan and sat in the gilt chair next to Anne’s at the keyboard. “You will surpass me by far. It’s in your blood. Perhaps someday soon your father will permit me…” Her voice trailed off.


Anne took both her mother’s hands in hers. She finished the sentence in her own mind with words she had heard spoken many times before: Perhaps your father will permit me to take you to a concert, a play, a salon, the opera… instead of only to church, or the cobbler’s, or the dressmaker’s. She had her lessons at home, with her mother or with carefully chosen tutors, and was not allowed to become friendly with other girls her age. But the world the marquise created for her was a comfortable prison, full of music and beauty, and under the spell of her mother’s love, Anne hardly questioned the narrowness of its confines.


The marquise began an accompaniment and Anne joined in with the other part of the duet, one she had learned when her hands were still too small to stretch the distance of a fifth. They shared this secret, that a simple melody could mean so much more than anyone else would ever know.


“Must we stop?” Anne said when the duet ended.


The marquise tucked one of Anne’s curls behind her ear. “Your father will be back soon.”


As if to prove her right, the crunch of carriage wheels on the gravel-strewn courtyard drew their attention toward the ballroom door. Julien, the footman, had already risen from his stool in the vestibule and opened the old mansion’s front door when Anne heard her father’s unmistakable approach, heard him climb the three steps from the courtyard one at a time so that he could lean on his walking stick. After he passed into the vestibule, he slammed the door shut behind him so hard she could feel the vibration through the floor.


“Good afternoon, Marquis,” said Julien.


He did not reply but continued his step tap step tap approach. He had used a stick to walk as long as Anne could remember. She was told that his lameness was the result of an injury sustained in the course of his escape during the Terror. He threw open the door to the ballroom.


“I need to speak with you, Sandrine.”


“Go. Dress for dinner.”


Anne reluctantly obeyed her mother’s whispered command and curtseyed on her way past the marquis, who did not look at her. He stepped into the room and closed the ballroom door as soon as she left, and immediately Anne could hear his voice raised and his restless pacing back and forth, his cane tapping against the parquet. He only paced when he was angry.


Instead of continuing up the stairs to her bedroom to change into an evening gown, Anne glanced around to make sure no one was watching her and then pressed her ear to the door. She had learned a great deal this way, about things she knew her parents wanted to keep hidden from her, and this stolen knowledge was enough to make her wonder what went on the rest of the time to cause her mother’s stifled tears and her father’s morose moods.


“But, darling, surely you won’t be left out altogether?” Anne could hear the nervous quake in the marquise’s voice.


“It’s done. I burned my bridges with the house of Orléans before you were born.”


“Can you not appeal to Talleyrand?”


“Hah!” The marquis’s bitter laugh was so sharp it rattled the door. “He’s dropped me already. The first one, in fact. That man will go where it’s best for him, no matter what favors he owes.”


Her father approached. Anne fled up the stairs to her room. She wondered if her mother would tell her later what had happened. She knew the marquis would not.


Dinner that night was an unusually silent affair. The marquise made an effort to smile and draw out her husband in conversation, but he simply glowered into his wineglass.


Only when Thérèse, her mother’s maid, helped her prepare for bed did Anne discover what had happened.


“The king and his family have all fled. The poor are making barricades in the streets, and demanding a revolution.”


“Why?” Anne asked.


“They say King Charles overreached himself, setting up a court like the old days, taking away our rights, that we fought a revolution for in the first place.”


And the marquis was a part of that court. Keeper of the seal. Anne had no idea what he did in that position, but clearly, he would be doing it no longer. And that would mean he might have to spend more time at home. “Poor Mama,” she murmured as Thérèse brushed out her hair.








One




Black crape covered the windows of the house. The smells of camphor and death hung in the air. The marquise had died only a few hours ago of cholera, a disease that was supposed to attack the poor who lived in dirty, crowded, airless hovels, not the wealthy who lived in mansions in the faubourg Saint Germain. Anne was too numb to do anything but stare out the long windows of the ballroom at Thérèse, who, her face still streaked with tears, carried a basket full of linens to a corner of the courtyard and poured them in a lump onto a bonfire. Billows of black smoke curled up and merged with the flat, gray sky. It was a precaution, Dr. Magendie said. There was likely no danger to the rest of the household, if everyone took chamomile and wore a camphor sachet.


Anne forced herself to turn away from the window. Just three days ago, the marquise had been seated at the pianoforte in the corner of the room. Her eyes had shone with excitement about the music she had recently heard. The foreign pianists who were in Paris, she said, were the greatest geniuses ever known—especially Monsieur Chopin and Monsieur Liszt. Most of all Liszt, who was quite new to the city. She had promised that the next time he gave a concert, Anne would go with her, despite the marquis’s rule to the contrary. When I was your age, I attended concerts every night. Her mother’s voice still echoed in her ears. It had all been so sudden. One moment she was in the bloom of health. Then as they watched, she grew pale, clutched her stomach, and became violently ill. Although Anne herself had seen the passage from torment to peace in her mother’s face not even a day later, when the doctor told them that she had died, Anne did not believe him. She was convinced that each time she rounded a corner or entered a room in the great house, she would see the marquise walking toward her, or sitting in a favorite chair and smiling at her, just as before.


“What are you doing here?”


Anne jumped. She turned to see her father leaning heavily on his cane just inside the open ballroom door. “Papa!” She ran toward him. He had retreated to the silence of his library soon after the doctor left, and she had not seen him since the moment of her mother’s death.


He shrank away from her, turning so that his shoulder prevented her embrace, and put his hand up to shield his eyes as if he could not bear to look at her, or bear to let her see his tears. Anne stopped a little away from him and balled her reaching hands into fists.


“Leave this room at once. Don’t ever come in here again.”


Anne knew that pain lay beneath the anger in his voice, but still his tone stung her. “Please—,” she began.


He turned his head to the side and gestured her through the door. Too tired and bewildered to think of disobeying him, Anne left, casting one more glance over her shoulder at the beautiful Pleyel, yearning to run to the instrument and play out her grief.





Since that time, Anne’s pain had come and gone in waves. Sleep—other than in fitful dozes—was out of the question. Whenever she closed her eyes, her mother’s stricken face floated across the blackness. Anne wished she could picture her happy and well, but even when she managed to think back beyond the time of her illness, the marquise still wore an expression of worried sadness. And yet Anne knew that she had been more often cheerful and lively during her lifetime. Why was it not possible to imagine her thus?


There was something, an event, an explanation, a reason, hidden just out of Anne’s sight, behind a curtain across a part of her mind that was beyond her reach. She knew it was there, but she did not have the strength to draw that curtain aside. And what difference would it make? Her mother was no more. She would have to find a way to understand that simple fact.





Pierre Talon pulled the sheet up over the face of the young woman who had been telling him only a few hours ago about her childhood in Bretagne, before she had come to Paris to seek work as a seamstress. With a high, thin voice that breathed through cracked lips, she had begged for water with every other sentence and rambled on and on, clinging to life with a thread of narrative. Her efforts had been futile. She lay there dead now, like the twenty others Pierre had witnessed that evening alone. Evening? It was now morning. Through the high windows in the Hôtel-Dieu he could see the sky softening to a dark gray.


“Come, Pierre, we can do no more here.”


Pierre’s friend Georges pulled him gently away from the stench and moans of the patients who were still in the grip of cholera. The two of them were only medical students who had come to the University of Paris to study surgery with Andral and Louis. The horrible epidemic promoted them quickly to doctors, as they did their utmost with the rest of the students and physicians to deal with this capricious disease. The authorities had already set up cordons sanitaires, and officiers hygiéniques supervised the clearing of garbage and detritus from the streets. And yet still, cholera ravaged the population.


“I don’t think I can bear to spend another minute here,” Pierre said. It had been three solid days, with only a few stolen hours of sleep.


Georges draped his arm over Pierre’s shoulder. “They admitted fewer today. There is word that the epidemic is abating.”


Pierre nodded. Together they walked through the deserted streets back to the lodgings they shared on the rue des Bernardins near the university. Just two rooms, with a stove in the corner for heating and cooking. The furnishings were sparse, but Pierre managed to purchase an old square piano, and sometimes he played comic songs to amuse his friends. When he had the apartment to himself, he chose other pieces: sonatas and rondos, arrangements of arias from the opera. He was not very skillful, but he found it soothed his nerves to feel the keys beneath his hands and to fill the air with music.


In this time of disease and death, music was vital.


When they returned that morning, Georges threw himself on the one upholstered chair, and Pierre sat down at the piano. He played some waltzes by Schubert from a book he had purchased two years ago, when he first came to Paris.


Neither of them said a word but listened to the tender melodies until Pierre was too tired to continue.





Anne felt stiff and awkward in her heavy black silk gown, one of her mother’s that Thérèse had made over to fit her, which rustled annoyingly whenever she shifted her position. Her father wore clothes she had not seen him in since the death last year of a courtier he had known most of his life. She noted when they climbed into the carriage that there were moth holes in his black felt coat and that the edges of his black armband had started to fray.


There was no time for a proper funeral: the priest had come to the house the day before and told them he could say the requiem by the tomb. Although Anne thought fear of contagion rather than other circumstances made him discourage them from bringing the marquise’s coffin to the church, his tears about his lovely parishioner’s untimely death were genuine. So too was his shock when he tried to draw father and daughter together and the marquis refused to give him his hand. “The Lord is merciful. He has left Your Excellency the compensation of a daughter to soothe the lonely hours of grieving,” Father Jean had said in the singsong voice so familiar to Anne from mass. Her father did not have to say anything for Anne to understand that he felt her presence there more an insult than a compensation.


The marquis’s gloved hands lay in tense stillness on his lap. She wished he would reach over and take hold of her. Such a simple gesture would bring her back to the world she knew instead of leaving her suspended somewhere vacant and strange. Anne turned away and stared out the window of the brougham. They drove in a queue of carriages through a dreary rain north toward Père Lachaise, the cemetery that had become the fashionable place to be buried, to lay the marquise in the family vault. The hearse led the way. Anne and her father sat in the carriage directly behind, and whenever they rounded a curve, she could see the black feathers on the horses’ bridles bobbing with each step they took.


To reach the cemetery, they had to drive through the poor districts of Paris. Anne raised her camphor sachet to her nose and kept it there, as much to prevent herself from inhaling the overpowering odor of dead bodies piled up in the streets as to protect herself from the disease they were told in pamphlets and in the daily papers could well up from poisonous miasmas. None of the articles had really explained what a miasma was, but it was invisible and sounded dangerous. And Anne was quite ready to believe that some mysterious, unseen force had been at work to make her mother fall ill so suddenly. Certainly there was no justice in it. The marquise was kind and beautiful, gentle and fair. She alone, of the few people Anne had known in her life, could make her father’s face light up with a tender smile.


The marquis had stayed mostly out of sight ever since his wife died. Anne saw Julien bring him trays of food in the library and take them away again hardly touched a short while later. He only emerged when it was time to go to the cemetery. Anne was too frightened of his mood to approach him without being summoned. Yet she did not really know why she feared him. He had never been openly cruel to her. Aside from making his wishes known in the form of immutable rules, he simply ignored her most of the time, leaving it to her mother and Thérèse to see that she had everything she needed and to educate her in all the subjects necessary for a young countess to know. She always kissed his proferred cheek before going to bed, but he accepted the kiss in silence. Special occasions entitled her to a pat on the head when he gave her a gift for her birthday or at Christmas.


When she was little, his silence and obliviousness toward her sometimes provoked her to small acts of rebellion. Once Anne hid his cane under a rug because its sound against the floor frightened her so. When her crime was found out, and her mother punished her by tapping her behind gently with the cane, the marquise’s own wretched tears and sobs made the experience so painful for Anne that she vowed never to do such a thing again.


As she grew older, Anne had secretly envied her mother for the look the marquis bestowed on her when he watched her come down to dinner, clothed in luxurious silks and velvets and draped with jewels and furs. Thérèse sometimes allowed Anne to sit on the stairs to spy on her parents’ parties through the banisters, and she would see admiration for her mother in other gentlemen’s eyes as well. The marquise knew her daughter was there but did not mind. She wanted Anne to hear the music, and those parties remained the experience closest to attending a concert that she had ever had. Apart from the occasional celebrated singer or instrumentalist, the small orchestras they engaged introduced her to the sound of strings and woodwinds and brass. Anne recalled a particularly festive occasion—her mother’s birthday, she thought—when the marquis hired some of the members of the Paris Opera to perform several scenes in their ballroom. She had been allowed to wear her best dress, and she sat on the lap of a duchess to watch. The lavish costumes enchanted her. One of the scenes was a storm, and the sudden roll of the tympani made Anne cry. She thought that thunder and lightning had somehow broken into their own home. The performance halted while Thérèse took Anne up to her bedroom.


Most of the time, though, Anne would listen and watch from her perch on the stairs, unnoticed by the guests. She became aware at a very young age of the way her mother drew admiration wherever she went, and she saw that her father kept his eyes on his wife constantly and always found reasons to touch her—when he guided her through to the ballroom, when he handed her a glass of champagne, when he asked her to play the piano for their guests.


“Whoa there!” the coachman called out. Their carriage halted so abruptly that Anne was almost thrown off her seat.


“What’s wrong?” she asked, but the marquis sat in unblinking silence. Anne raised her thick veils, lowered the window, and poked her head out. “Merciful heaven!”


From every direction, hearses and mourners streamed toward the cemetery, still about half a mile away. It looked to Anne as if the roads themselves were in mourning, covered with black coaches pulled by black horses and driven by coachmen dressed all in black. So many would never be able to gain access to the cemetery at the same time, and up ahead there was some kind of obstruction. She leaned out farther to look.


To Anne’s horror, a hearse had turned a corner too sharply, and the coffin it bore had rolled off the bier. In their haste to bury the dead, undertakers did not use many nails to seal the coffins shut; this one had sprung open when it hit the ground and disgorged a purple and swollen body. A young man standing next to the now empty hearse looked around him sadly, and for an awful moment it seemed that no one would come to his aid. For the briefest second, his eyes met Anne’s. She pulled her head in and covered her mouth, struggling not to retch.


Anne chose not to look out again, but somehow or other the problem must have been resolved, because they eventually continued their slow progress to the cemetery gates. They waited their turn, and once the gatekeeper admitted them, the horses plodded along the gravel paths through the rows of vaults and memorials that resembled a miniature, Gothic city clinging to the side of the hill. Every third or fourth memorial showed evidence of recent opening and so many fresh flowers had been trampled under the feet of the horses that the air smelled oddly sweet.


The burial service passed in a fog of incense and stifled tears. A small crowd of people came to pay their respects to the marquise. She had been an only child, and both her parents had died soon after Anne was born. As far as Anne knew, there were no other relatives on either side of the family. Her father’s only brother had died when she was very young, and she had been told that shortly after his wife also died giving birth to a stillborn child. Anne knew enough from listening to her parents’ conversations at the dinner table to understand how the fall of Charles X had assured their banishment from the higher echelons of society. There only remained some close friends of her mother’s to bring them news of court—friends with whom the marquis did not deign to associate. And so the little group of mourners assembled at the Barbier family vault consisted mainly of their servants and a few strangers, perhaps stragglers from other burials, or genteel beggars hoping to be rewarded for their tears with a few sous.


As the priest droned on in Latin, scraps and shreds of thoughts and memories passed through Anne’s mind like casual visitors, barely stirring her consciousness. Later, she would remember little of the funeral, except for an engulfing sense of desolation and loss. She would remember little, that is, except for an incident that occurred just as she and her father prepared to climb back into their carriage and retrace their route down the hill, through the outlying districts and back to the familiar luxury of the faubourg Saint Germain.


The doors of the Barbier-Chouant vault had closed with a heavy clunk. The pointy arch of its roofline blurred and swayed before Anne’s tear-filled eyes, and she was afraid that she might collapse where she stood. She looked for something, anything, to anchor her to the earth. Her gaze lit upon a tall, slender woman standing apart from the rest of the mourners, wearing a bonnet draped in black chiffon veils that obscured her face. The lady lifted a gloved hand to greet them, then turned and walked away.


“Who is she?” Anne asked.


The marquis had closed his eyes. At the sound of Anne’s voice he opened them again, and the vacant expression Anne saw there frightened her. She nodded toward the retreating figure of the woman, who had reached a carriage that had stopped by another grave and was climbing in, assisted by her footman. The marquis turned his eyes slowly in the direction Anne indicated. He flared his nostrils when he saw the lady but did not answer.


Anne let the matter drop. Her father’s gray head bowed under the weight of his top hat, and his wrinkled face seemed to close her out more than ever. Yesterday his exclusion took on concrete form when Julien put padlocks on the doors of the ballroom and sealed it shut, giving orders that no one—not even Anne—was permitted to enter. She had not yet summoned the courage to ask her father why.


The only explanation she could think of was that the ballroom with its beautiful pianoforte was so vivid a reminder of the marquise that her father could not bear the thought of anyone crossing its threshold again. But didn’t he know that all he need do was ask her not to enter? And she would not—at least not while he was in the house. Anne could stand hardly ever being able to play the piano. But being forbidden altogether?—It was too much. Along with his wife, the marquis buried music. And without music, Anne thought, He might as well have buried me.








Two




Eugène Delacroix hid behind a stone statue in the grounds of the château Neuilly-sur-Seine. Just outside the gates, the two horses he and his friend Franz Liszt had ridden through the dark to reach the place where the young princess Clémentine lived waited to convey them back to Paris. The clock in the chapel tolled midnight. Where is he? Eugène began to feel that this entire escapade was very ill-judged.


From the direction of the château garden Eugène heard running. Shortly after that a woman’s voice yelled out, “Stop him! The blackguard!” and one by one the windows of the château came to life with the glow of candles. Moments later Franz’s tall, slender figure burst through a box hedge and stumbled toward him.


“For God’s sake, man,” he panted, “where are the horses?”


Without a word Eugène took Franz’s arm and dragged him toward the gate. Before they reached it, they spotted a guard holding a lantern and looking out at the gloom, searching for them. “We’ll have to climb,” Eugène said, and they headed for a vine-covered stone wall.


“My hands!” exclaimed Franz in a hoarse whisper.


“You should have thought of them before this!”


The two young men scrambled over the wall, tearing their clothes on the thorny vines, and dropped down on the other side. “This way,” Eugène said, and led Franz to the chestnut tree where they had tethered the horses to a low-hanging branch. In an instant they mounted and galloped off in the direction of Paris just as the château gates were opened. The guards fired shots into the woods after them.


They rode without stopping directly to Eugène’s studio in Saint Germain, where the two adventurers splashed water on their sweating faces.


“Champagne?” Eugène suggested, because that was all he had at the moment.


“I so nearly managed it, my friend,” Franz said in his mellifluous Hungarian accent.


“Managed what, exactly?” Eugène was now cross that he had allowed Franz to persuade him to participate in this foolhardy adventure.


“The princess. I simply wanted to kiss her.”


“For heaven’s sake, the girl is fifteen!”


Franz shrugged. “True love knows no age.”


“And you believe, simply because she smiled and gave you a flower when you played for her uncle, that she is in love with you? What do they feed you fellows in Hungary?”


Franz Liszt’s eyes glistened with excitement. “They feed us nectar, and teach us to love, above all else. It is the very soul of art.”


Eugène gave a derisive snort.





The next morning, a little bruised and scraped from his escapade the night before, Franz prepared for another day of playing the piano and composing in his two small, dark rooms, tucked in under the roof of a building that, although respectable, was hardly luxurious. Every time he ascended the stairs and put his key in the lock, he was reminded of his current financial embarrassment, a temporary condition he intended to remedy at his earliest convenience. He planned to move to a larger apartment in the building so that his mother, who was away on an extended visit to relatives, might stay with him. After a modest breakfast, Franz took his seat at the square piano Monsieur Erard had given to him in exchange for a promise to perform at his salon. He and some of his friends had manhandled it up the stairs one night after they’d polished off a bottle or two of Bordeaux at Eugène’s studio, and it showed signs of damage from its drunken ascent. But the tone was good, it had a full, six-and-a-half-octave keyboard, and the action was solid enough to practice on for hours.


Franz warmed up by playing scales, rushing headlong up and down the keyboard, sometimes with the sustaining pedal pressed to the floor so that the sound became a dissonant roar.


“Quiet!” a voice yelled up from below, accompanied by thumping on the ceiling.


“Philistine!” Franz hollered back, playing even more loudly until he heard a distant door open and slam shut and the sound of footsteps pounding down the stairs and finally leaving the building. He stopped playing and ran his long fingers through his blond hair, which hung down to a soon-to-be-fashionable length of just to the top of his collar. His eye caught sight of an untidy pile of cards and invitations that he had tossed on a wooden stool. They had arrived that morning, as a similar quantity had arrived every morning since his last performance at a salon given by the countess Blavatsky. Franz smiled at the memory of that soiree. Three women had fainted dead away, and that was the occasion upon which he had been presented to the princess. Her blushes and her sweet gesture of giving him a rose had emboldened him to undertake that wild adventure last night. This morning he decided it was not worth the danger to pursue the matter any further.


With his right hand, Franz picked out the tune of “Là ci darem la mano,” from Mozart’s Don Giovanni. The frail Chopin had used the aria as the basis for some lovely variations. But instead of playing the ones the Polish composer wrote, Franz took off on his own, bending the sweet melody, distorting it beyond all recognition. How did the delicate Pole do it? he thought. In Paris a little over a year, and already he had a well-established studio of wealthy aspiring pianists, and several editions published. His latest, the studies, were being issued one at a time. Chopin told him he would dedicate them to Liszt himself—a gesture that was at once flattering and annoying.


Franz soon tired of his game and began to open his cards, glancing at them one by one, then tossing them aside into two different piles. Cher Monsieur Liszt, so many of them began, and continued with declarations of undying love and, in some cases, open invitations to amorous assignations. One pile consisted of those he considered beneath his notice. The others were invitations to which he would respond. One need never be lonely in Paris, Franz thought.


Preoccupied by his pleasant thoughts, Franz did not at first hear the polite tap at his door. When the knock was repeated and accompanied by a delicate, “Ahem!” he at last looked up from his mail. “Who’s there?” he called out, ever in fear of unannounced creditors.


“Monsieur Liszt?”


A girl’s voice. Franz rose and covered the space between the piano and the door in three long strides, then opened it.


A slightly plump—but pretty—serving maid stood there, holding an envelope in one hand and a red rose in the other. “My mistress bade me deliver these to you in person.” She curtseyed and held out her two burdens to him.


But instead of taking the note and the flower from the girl’s hands, Franz grasped her arm and pulled her into the room. “She asked you to deliver them in person?” he said. “Won’t you take some refreshment before you go?”


Franz saw the blush spread up from the girl’s neck into her face. It intensified the gray of her eyes, and she looked even more attractive.


“No, I mustn’t, truly, I must go back—”


“What is your name?” Franz asked her.


“Adèle,” she breathed. Then she remembered her errand once again and held out the letter and the flower for Franz to take.


Franz’s laugh rang out. “Perhaps I should look at this important message you have brought me?” He took the envelope, tore it open at the end, and pulled out the letter it contained.



Monsieur Liszt,


I would be delighted if you would consent to perform a selection at my salon the day after tomorrow. Please send word back with the bearer of this message. I shall consider my life complete if you would play on my beautiful new Erard.


Amitiés,


Comtesse Marie d’Agoult




“So, your mistress is a countess? I expect she is old and ugly, or she would have come herself.”


Adèle bit back a laugh. “Some say she is the most beautiful lady in Paris,” she said with pride.


Franz nodded thoughtfully. “Tell your mistress that, dommage, I am not free on that evening.”


The girl curtseyed. Franz opened the door for her and swept her a deep bow. She blushed again, then rushed away.





“So, he won’t come. That is a shame.” Marie d’Agoult remained in her seat by the long windows in her parlor that overlooked the Seine. She had not yet dressed for the day. Her hair tumbled in unruly golden blond curls over the shoulders of her loose silk robe. She chewed on one ink-stained finger and used her toe to nudge some crumpled-up pieces of paper that were lying on the floor. If Liszt could not come, she might as well have the party another time. Her note to him had been slightly untruthful. She had not yet actually invited anyone to a salon. “I shall join the children at Croissy tomorrow,” she said.


“That would be best, madame.” Adèle bent down and picked up the littered papers. “They say many more have died of the cholera here in Saint Germain this week.”


Marie said nothing, and her maid crept out of the room with her hands full of the leavings of her mistress’s night of sleepless thinking.


Poor Sandrine. Marie dashed away a tear with the heel of her left hand, taking care not to smear ink on her cheek. She had been hoping to assemble all the finest pianists in Paris at a salon in her late friend’s honor, but now, for the moment, that was not to be. Sandrine had been older, but ever since Marie came to the city when she was in her teens, the marquise’s sensitivity and love of music had drawn them together. When Marie married, they drifted apart. Marie became a lady-in-waiting at Charles X’s court, and Sandrine was a bourgeoise, therefore somewhat outside society. Her much-older husband held a court position, yet the marquis kept his distance from Marie, barely acknowledging her with a nod when their paths crossed. Later she found out from Sandrine that he disapproved of the artistic circle she gathered around her.


It had seemed an odd match. Not that the situation had never arisen before, where a much older man at the end of his fortunes seeks to marry someone beneath him for wealth. But why the daughter of a nouveau riche merchant, and why would this luminous beauty in turn settle for little more than a title? Added to that was the fact that their marriage appeared different from the usual business alliances. Sandrine never tried to impose herself on the closed, aristocratic society of which he was a member, and the marquis was not extravagant with his wife’s fortune, making no outward changes in his circumstances. If anything, he was more retiring and reclusive than he had been before. They did not lead separate lives, as everyone would have expected. Indeed, the marquis never left his wife’s side in public. There had been rumors about his jealousy, but Sandrine had never complained of it. Still, Marie and Sandrine had not seen each other for several years. It was the news of her friend’s sudden death that had brought Marie into the city.


At the graveside she saw a young lady with the marquis who must have been their daughter. Marie had not seen her since she was a small child, and the countess—Anne was her name—was too covered with veils for Marie to tell whether she resembled her mother. But she could see even from a distance that the young countess was a child no longer, nearly a woman in fact, and now would have no mother to guide her into society. Sandrine had said the girl was more musical than she was and had a natural gift for the pianoforte. No one had ever heard her, of course. The marquis did not permit his daughter to display herself in public.


Marie took a deep breath, drew a fresh sheet of paper from the quire, and dipped her pen in the inkpot.



Chère Mlle. la Comtesse,


My sympathy is with you. Your mother and I were great friends. She was like an older sister to me when I first came to Paris. Please allow me to return her kindness by performing that same role for you. My door is always open. Come to the quai Malaquais any afternoon for tea after this Friday the 30th, as I will be with my children at Croissy until then.


Avec toutes mes amitiés,


Marie d’Agoult




Marie addressed the envelope to Mademoiselle la Comtesse Anne de Barbier-Chouant at the hôtel Barbier, then put it aside to be posted later.





Most of the notes of condolence from distant acquaintances and strangers had been addressed to the marquis, not even mentioning Anne in their expressions of sadness. She was all the more touched, therefore, by the only letter addressed to her, from the countess d’Agoult. Her name had been linked with everything the marquise loved, with music and art and poetry. She knew she had met the lady once when she was quite young but had no recollection of her. The parties and dinners her parents used to have had gradually dwindled over the years, and Madame d’Agoult, like her mother’s other friends, visited less and less often. Since the July Revolution, they had had no guests at all, aside from business acquaintances of the marquis. Nothing in her memory would have connected the person her mother had often spoken of so warmly with the tall, remote figure who had nodded to them at Père Lachaise.


“Father, Madame d’Agoult writes that she would like me to call on her next week.” Anne had been sitting at her needlework in the library for two hours after dinner while her father stared without turning the pages at a large book on a stand in front of him. His library, once the envy of many learned men, had been sadly depleted. No one ever mentioned it, but Anne had watched as paintings vanished from the walls, the silver tea service stopped appearing in the afternoon, and her mother wore fewer jewels and last year’s dresses. The household staff was at a bare minimum: Thérèse—who now acted as housekeeper as well as personal maid—Julien, a cook, and Victor, the coachman. A daily girl came to help with the menial chores. All but two horses had been sold, and they kept only a small carriage and the threadbare brougham they had used on the day of her mother’s burial.


The marquis lifted his eyes slowly and fixed them upon her. “Your mother dead not three days, and you want to go calling on her reprobate friends?”


Anne felt the familiar hardness in her chest that closed in on her whenever her father said something unkind, whether he meant to or not. Perhaps it was unseemly to want to visit so soon. Yet the unvarying pattern of their days, the horrid vacantness of her home without her mother, made her feel more angry than sad. And this undesired anger stole her ability to weep and brought her father’s uncongenial temperament into relief. Anne knew she should meekly sit with her taciturn father hour after hour, as if visits of condolence were likely, and as if he really wanted her to be there, but ever since the funeral she had been unaccountably restless.


If her mother had been alive, she would have been able to explain why Anne felt as she did and would have interceded with the marquis, saying “Henri, dearest, it’s only natural that Anne should want company at such a time, especially without the pianoforte to play…,” and her soft words would have soothed him into granting their daughter whatever she wished. Now, Anne didn’t know what to do.


Anne waited until her father again lifted his eyes off the page and stared at something in the middle of the room, then summoned her courage to try again. “She was a great friend of mother’s, she says, and I think wishes to talk about her with me. I would like to tell someone about Mama.” Despite her best efforts to prevent them, tears collected in the corners of Anne’s eyes and trickled down her cheeks. Yet she managed to keep them out of her voice.


“You are too young to visit,” the marquis said.


“But she was mother’s particular friend, so it wouldn’t be like visiting. And I’ll soon be eighteen.”


“She’s not suitable company for you. I’ll not have you mixing in that crowd, all artists and musicians.”


Anne said nothing more, but instead of making neat little stitches on the cushion cover she had been embroidering for months, she took great, messy ones and covered over the delicate pattern that was the result of hours upon hours of silent work. After a few minutes of this quiet destruction she stood.


“I’m going to bed now, Father.” She left the room without bestowing her usual perfunctory kiss on his papery cheek.


Despite the unspoken interdiction against making noise, Anne stomped up the stairs, slammed her bedroom door shut, and threw herself on the silk coverlet that draped her bed. At first, each strangled breath scraped into her, fighting to get to her lungs. When she finally gave in to the physical necessity of grieving, the sobs came freely, and before long her pillow was drenched.


The rest of the house was quiet by the time her storm of tears subsided. Her dry eyes burned, and deep breaths shuddered through her. Although her head ached, Anne felt oddly light and unencumbered. She opened her eyes, sat up, and blew her nose in her damp handkerchief. She was still aware of the gaping hole in her heart that would never again be filled. But she was also aware that her life must continue. She could not hide away in her crumbling home, no matter how much her father wished her to. Anne rose and wobbled a little when she stood. She turned, caught sight of herself in the mirror over her dressing table, and gasped. For the briefest instant, she thought the image in the glass was her own mother. Grief has made me older, Anne thought, and it seemed she had grown taller. She had her mother’s light blond hair too, pulled up in a knot at the top of her head with clumps of curls draped fashionably over her ears, now somewhat askew from her bout of hysterics. Although her eyes were a darker blue than her mother’s had been—and were quite red at the moment—Anne all at once understood why the sight of his daughter might grieve her father so. If he would not let her have company or visit, and had sealed the ballroom shut so that she could not play the piano and remind him of his wife, well then, Anne thought, I shall have to find another way to pay a call on the countess, and to practice the piano. Mother would have allowed me to; she would have wanted me to.


Anne sat at her escritoire and wrote a note to Marie d’Agoult, saying that she would call on her next Monday, if that would suit, sealed it, and decided she would give it to Thérèse to deliver. Poor Thérèse was as sad as anyone in the house, and it would probably do her good to take a walk tomorrow.


For the first time since her mother’s illness began, Anne slept deeply. Her dreams, rather than being populated with bloated corpses and gaping graves, were of her mother, her index finger to her lips bidding Anne listen to some great secret that only she should hear.








Three




“Where d’you think you’re going?”


Anne had not heard her father open the door of the library, and his voice startled her as she settled her bonnet carefully over her coiffure on Monday afternooon.


“To confession,” she answered, holding up her missal and rosary.


“Victor will take you.”


“I’d much prefer to walk. The air will refresh me.”


The marquis sucked his breath in through his nose in a petulant sniff but said nothing. He had already started closing the library door behind him when he muttered, “Mind you’re back in an hour.”


“Yes, Papa,” Anne said, more to herself than to her father, who was well out of earshot by that time.


Although she knew the atmosphere at the hôtel Barbier had been strained of late, until she stepped out unescorted into the mild, April sunshine, Anne did not fully realize how much she craved escape. The marquis had remained distant and implacable. Each day he receded further and further into a world that excluded her altogether.


Mealtimes were particularly painful. They had always observed the old custom, having a formal dinner at home every evening if the marquis and marquise were not going out. Her father used to say that he had done without for twenty years and more during the Terror and while Napoléon made exiles of the nobility, and he refused to do so now. When the marquise was there, she would liven up even the dullest evening with chatter and gossip, and she could always make her husband smile.


One of the stories Anne often asked her to tell was how she and Anne’s father met, and how they came to be married. It seemed like a fairy tale. What she said never varied. The marquis, reportedly euphoric about the return of the Bourbon monarchy in ’14 and eager for an heir to carry on the family title, “was in a mood to be captivated,” as she had put it, and fell in love with Sandrine Poitou at the opera. “He did not know who I was,” her mother would say, “or he might have let his eyes stray to a different box,” referring to her lack of pedigree. She never mentioned whether the marquis was disappointed that the heir he presumably married her to produce never materialized. The marquise compensated for her lack of breeding by bringing a large fortune to the union, however.


Anne paused to get her bearings before turning on the quai Malaquais. Madame d’Agoult had given her the number, but the street was lined with well-kept buildings that looked quite similar to one another. Once she was certain she was going the right direction, she turned her thoughts inward again. A large fortune. Where had it gone? Anne had witnessed the gradual dismantling of the household over the past two years, at first thinking little of it, yet becoming more and more aware of their changed circumstances as time went on. She knew from overhearing her parents’ conversation that being out of favor at court had put an end not only to their active social life but also to the generous honorarium the marquis had received. Yet when she thought hard about it, Anne realized that the steady disappearance of objects of value dated not from the July Revolution, but from a time a few months earlier. She remembered, because it had all started with a picture she particularly liked that at one time hung over the mantelpiece in the small sitting room. The lady in the painting wore a beautiful velvet dress, and the lace around her old-fashioned collar had been rendered so meticulously by the artist that Anne could see the delicate knots holding the gossamer threads together. One morning, the portrait was no longer there, and all that day her mother and father seemed nervous and started whenever a servant entered the room or some noise from the street was loud enough to be heard indoors.


Why did I not question my mother at that time? Anne wondered. It seemed so obviously strange now. Objects continued to vanish without explanation after that. Trinkets and knickknacks, familiar to Anne since childhood, would one day no longer occupy this or that shelf or alcove. She had stopped even mentioning them a year ago, though, when her innocent inquiry about a Sèvres shepherdess of which she had been fond provoked her mother to an outburst of tears. Now she doubted anything much of real value remained in the house.


Anne had by this time arrived at the building where Madame d’Agoult lived. A pretty young maid answered her pull on the bell. She handed the girl the missal she had brought with her as an excuse to leave her house, followed by her bonnet, gloves, and wrap. “The mistress is waiting for you in the parlor,” the maid said, gesturing toward a door that was slightly ajar.


Madame d’Agoult stood by a grand pianoforte in the corner of the large, airy room, looking over some music. Perhaps it was a trick of the light, but the angle of her head, the way she concentrated on the score she held in her hands, was so like Anne’s mother that she had to prevent herself from running to the countess with joy and embracing her. Madame d’Agoult replaced the music on the instrument’s desk before approaching Anne with her hands outstretched.


“Dear Anne—may I call you Anne?—you look so like your mother. I saw you, at the cemetery.”


So it was Madame d’Agoult she had seen the other day. Now it made sense, that she would have written. For a moment neither of them could say anything else. Anne was surprised to find that the tears she thought had run dry the other night threatened to recommence. Madame d’Agoult’s eyes were wide and sad, brimming with old sorrows as well as new, Anne thought.


“Come, sit with me and have some tea. I must get to know all about you. Is it very hard, living with your crotchety father in that great mansion?”


Ever since her mother died, Anne felt as if she had been traveling in a foreign country where no one spoke a language she understood. Her conversation with Marie d’Agoult that afternoon was the first normal interchange with another human being she had had in days. For above an hour, they spoke about the marquise, and about music and poetry, her favorite diversions.


“Some time ago your mama wrote to me and told me how well you play the piano,” Marie said, pouring Anne yet another cup of tea. “Perhaps you would play something for me?” She swept her hand in the general direction of her pianoforte.


“May I?” Anne asked. When Marie nodded, she rose and took her place at the keyboard of the Erard, a maker Anne did not know. She played a few chords, waking her hands up from their enforced slumber over the past week. The countess kept the instrument perfectly tuned, and the keys felt familiar and safe under her fingers. She began to play a sonata by Mozart, in B-flat major. The Viennese composer’s perfectly proportioned phrases and yearning melodies were like balm to Anne’s soul. She closed her eyes. All sense of where she was disappeared, and for those few minutes until the first movement ended, Anne left herself behind and entered a world of pure music. When at last she lifted her hands from the keyboard after the final cadence, she almost expected to see her mother’s smiling face looking approvingly at her through the raised lid of the pianoforte. Instead, she saw Marie’s bowed head, turned away from her and resting in her hand.


“That was beautiful,” Madame d’Agoult said.


Anne rose and curtseyed to her hostess before joining her once more by the tea tray. As she was about to sit down again, the clock chimed five. “Heavens, is that the hour? I must leave right away! My father will be most anxious.”


“Whatever for? Is everything all right?”


Anne twisted her hands. She didn’t know what to say.


“You did not tell him you were coming here?”


“He’s so difficult these days. It’s worse since my mother died. He won’t let me go anywhere except to church, and I may have no visitors either.” Anne didn’t dare face the countess, now that she had confessed her lie. Doubtless Madame d’Agoult had invited her thinking that she was not the kind of girl who would deceive her own father.


“I see. Well, we must find a way to remedy that, mustn’t we? A pretty, talented young lady like you ought to go out in the world.”


Anne met her eyes. They sat like still pools above her smiling face. She was nearly as beautiful as her own mother had been.


Marie stood and pulled the bell rope by the mantelpiece. “There is a concert tomorrow evening, at the Salle Wauxhall. Some very great pianists will perform. I think you would enjoy it. I have taken a box and would be delighted if you would join me in it, if you can contrive to meet me here at eight?”


The maid entered with Anne’s things. A concert! It was too wonderful to be true. Her mother had promised that soon she would take Anne to her first public concert. Instead, here was her mother’s friend, a much better stand-in than she had ever hoped to find. “Yes, I will manage it,” Anne said, silently hoping she would be able either to convince her father to allow it or to go without his knowledge.


Anne walked as fast as she could all the way home, wishing that she could lift her skirts up and run. It would be difficult to explain why she had been gone two full hours to confession. And as for arranging things for the evening to come—perhaps Thérèse would advise her.





When Anne reached the great front door of the hôtel Barbier, she noticed a landaulet drawn by one well-groomed chestnut horse standing in the courtyard. She did not recognize the carriage, and it bore no crest. Anne let herself into the house, hoping not to attract the notice of Julien, who would doubtless tell her father right away what time she had returned.


The hôtel Barbier was laid out in the old-fashioned style, without that clear distinction between public and private spaces of more modern mansions. To the right as one entered lay the ballroom, which extended the entire depth of the building, its door still padlocked shut. To the left was the marquis’s library, where he spent most of his day when he was not in his chamber upstairs. The large dining room was behind the library. There was a morning room directly behind the staircase. Anne passed her time in this room when she did not have to sit with her father in his library, and they breakfasted and occasionally supped there as well.


The wide, curved staircase led to the first floor, which held the formal parlor, situated directly above the ballroom. They rarely used this room, even when the marquise had been alive, except for the few times they entertained a large group of people. It was too big to keep adequately heated, and those parties had been timed to coincide with the warm months. Six bedrooms, large enough to receive guests during visiting hours, occupied the rest of the first floor. Doors at one end of each floor led to the servants’ wing, which bounded the courtyard on one side, contained the kitchens and smokehouse, and terminated in the carriage house. The attics above were used only for storage, although there was enough space up there to house several families. A high wall enclosed the other side of the courtyard.


To Anne’s relief, when she entered the house Julien was not seated in his usual place, on the footman’s stool. She was about to creep up to her room when she heard voices behind the door of her father’s library and tiptoed over to listen.


“What do you mean I can’t do anything with it?” The marquis’s voice rose in pitch.


A man whose voice Anne did not recognize responded more calmly. “The marriage contract makes it quite clear, and the will, you see, supports it too. You have an annuity to maintain the house and keep you in tolerable comfort, I think. And once your daughter—”


Anne jumped at the unmistakable crack of her father’s cane on the large desk. He never moved so suddenly or violently. He must be exceedingly angry.


“Don’t you see that this is a desperate situation!” The marquis paced back and forth in quick, short strides, the sharp tap of his stick on the wood floor interspersed with his footsteps. “What use are you! Get out of my house this instant!”


The visitor approached the door so rapidly that Anne barely had time to avoid being hit by it when it swung open. She hid in the curve of the staircase. Julien emerged from the dining room, where he had been setting out the wines for dinner, and helped the gentleman on with his cloak and hat. Anne hoped he had not seen her cowering there.


“Julien!”


To Anne’s relief, her father called the footman into the library. As soon as the door closed behind him, she ran softly up the stairs and reached her chamber before anyone knew she was home. She removed her outdoor things and was about to go in search of Thérèse, when Julien knocked on her door. “The master requests your presence in the library,” he said.


Anne knew she could not ignore this summons. Doubtless her father would question her about why she had been out for so long. She had prepared an excuse, that she stayed through the Office, and that a curate took some time to comfort her.


The marquis did not look at her when she entered, but that was not unusual. He leaned on his cane and stared absently into the fire that blazed and crackled in the grate. “Yes, Papa?” she said.


“Did your mother give you any papers to keep? Anything I might not know about?”


“No, Papa,” Anne said.


“Did she ever mention a dowry to you? Or talk about her fortune?”


“Only when she told me the story of how she met you.”


He paused for a moment and then turned, as if preparing to set off down another avenue of thought. “I think you are old enough…” The marquis stopped speaking and walked to his desk, where he picked up papers one after the other and put them down again.


“Old enough for what, Father?”


When he lifted his eyes, for a moment Anne thought he had finally decided not to close her out any longer. He really looked at her, not simply brushing his gaze past her and frowning. Anne straightened her back and lifted her chin. The glimmer of something close to a smile played across his lips, then it faded as quickly as it came. “You are old enough to marry.”


“I…I beg your pardon?” Anne wasn’t sure she had heard him correctly.


“I must do my duty as your father and find you a match.”


“Yes, Papa.” The words felt dry on her tongue. Anne waited for the marquis to say something more, but instead he returned to his place by the fire and stared again into the crackling flames. She began to think that he had forgotten she was there. She cleared her throat.


“What is it you want?” the marquis said. The irritated edge had returned to his voice.


“Only…may I go?”


He waved his hand in her direction. Anne gave a little dip of a curtsey and hurried from the room.


Once in the safety of her own chamber again, she sat at her dressing table and stared at herself in amazement. How could she think of marriage? Who in the name of heaven would she marry? What had brought the idea to his mind? She had never even gone out into society, to a play, or a concert—although if all went well, that state of affairs would soon be remedied. And he thinks I’m callous to want to visit!


Anne rose and walked restlessly around her room, picking up trinkets and moving them from one place to the other. If only I could play the pianoforte, she thought. She could always think better at the keyboard. The familiar, patterned arrangement of the notes helped her organize her thoughts. If she could not play, she desperately needed someone to talk to. Anne’s eyes came to rest on the little brass bell that sat on her dressing table. She seldom used it, rarely finding herself in the position of needing anything that had not already been placed at her disposal by the thoughtfulness of her mother or Thérèse. After only a moment’s hesitation, she grasped the bell and rang it.


A short while later, Thérèse knocked on the door and entered. “Yes, mademoiselle?”


Anne ran to the housekeeper, threw her arms around her neck and sobbed into her shoulder. Thérèse patted her on the back and stroked her hair, not asking any questions, just murmuring soothing endearments.








Four




The cholera epidemic still raged, but on those days when he did not have to care for the sick and dying either in the Hôtel-Dieu or the Hôpital de la Charité, Pierre’s life continued more or less as normal. He attended lectures every day and fought the rats, sparrows, and nauseating stench while he dissected human cadavers during his anatomy classes. None of them had been cholera victims, though. Although Pierre suspected that it would not have been wise to open one up, his curiosity about the effects of the disease was in danger of overpowering his common sense.


Today’s subject was a man his own age who had suffered an aneurysm of the aorta. These hidden killers distressed Pierre the most, like the cramp colic that had taken the life of his younger sister. She died a painful death in a matter of days. While no one even tried to operate on such diffuse complaints of the abdomen, other dangerous conditions had been cured with immediate surgery by skillful practitioners. Every day, new procedures gave hope for the future of medicine.


“Coming to the café this evening?” Georges asked as together they rinsed their bloody hands off under the pump in the yard.


“No,” he answered. “I’m going to a concert.”


Georges laughed. “After a day with the knife, I just want to get drunk. I don’t understand this obsession of yours with music. Or maybe you’re going to meet some mysterious lady.”


Pierre splashed his friend’s face. “It’s to raise money for the victims of cholera. Chopin, Liszt—I think perhaps also Kalkbrenner—will play.”


“Well, if you want to amuse yourself afterwards, you know where I’ll be.”


Georges sauntered off in the direction of the students’ favorite café. Pierre watched his stocky figure disappear into the crowd of capped and gowned men. He couldn’t imagine a friend more different from himself, and yet he was fond of this fellow he had met the day they both started their university studies. Georges was from Normandy, of short stature, with black hair and a swarthy complexion. Pierre was from Toulouse, was tall and thin, had sandy hair, hazel eyes, and only a few wisps of beard. It should have been the other way around, given their birthplaces.


Pierre had barely time enough to eat some bread and cheese and put on evening dress before the concert. He had saved up his modest allowance from his haberdasher father to buy an elegant, silk tailcoat, a brocade waistcoat, a top hat, and white kid gloves in the latest Parisian style. With what was left after paying his rent and feeding himself as cheaply as possible, he purchased good seats at the opera and in the concert halls. He did not want to stand at the back or sit up near the rafters with the other students. Someday, Pierre thought, I shall be a successful physician and host artists and musicians in my own home.


Pierre’s resources did not extend to hiring a fiacre to take him to the Salle Wauxhall. That meant he faced quite a long walk toward the west and across the river, all the way north to the boulevard Saint Martin near the place de la République. But he did not mind. He enjoyed a walk. And by keeping to the western end of the Île du Palais, and staying on the main roads, he would avoid having to negotiate the still-prevalent evidence of cholera victims.


Carriages choked the streets near the theater. Pierre stood outside for a little while and watched the glittering aristocrats descend from their luxurious vehicles. He could hardly believe they inhabited the same city as the poor, sick people he saw every day when he followed Andral on his rounds at La Charité or volunteered at the Hôtel-Dieu. The smell of camphor emanated from every elegantly clad body. Like a talisman, this herb, they thought, would protect them, and somehow it did. The wealthy did not become sick and die like the poor—at least, not in such frightening numbers.


Pierre entered the theater and gave his ticket to the usher, who showed him to a seat in the middle of the stalls. From there, he had a good view of the stage and the boxes, so that he would be entertained both during the concert and during the pause.


The hall was quite full. Pierre found it hard to imagine a more exciting event. People seemed even happier and more jovial than usual, affirming their continued good health by sheer force of gaiety. Pierre amused himself by scanning the faces in the boxes, trying to match the looks of the patrons with titles or livelihoods. One box was full to the brim with five ladies who were so amply proportioned that they looked like baker’s daughters, but to sit in such a place and to be so bedecked with jewels they would have to be, at the very least, the daughters of a wealthy banker. Another box contained several smartly dressed young men, whose attitudes of comfort and ease gave them away as members of the aristocracy. He recognized the marquise La Vayer in another box, and Gisquet, the prefect of police, also occupied a seat behind some other people Pierre did not know.


All of the boxes were full except for the one to his left, nearest the stage on the keyboard side. Pierre hardly thought it possible that a box in such a desirable location would not have been sold long before that day, and so he kept his eye on it to see who entered, thinking perhaps it would be some member of the royal family.


The door to the stage opened and a liveried usher walked sedately across to raise the lid of the piano. The dull roar of the crowd softened to a whisper as everyone waited for the first performer—Monsieur Frédéric Chopin—to walk out on the stage and take his seat. Pierre glanced back at the empty box and was surprised to see that in the few moments he had looked away, a party of two ladies had arrived to fill it. One of them he knew to be the countess Marie d’Agoult, a famous society hostess and patroness of the arts. She was frequently to be seen at concerts and the theater. The lady next to her, however, Pierre did not know, although there was something familiar about her too. She had light blond hair and a long slender neck. Her modest black gown accentuated her pale coloring. That gown, and her hair: something about them was familiar. She looked toward the stage, so Pierre could not see her face, but the edge of her cheek, her delicate chin, and her small nose promised beauty.


Uproarious applause jolted Pierre out of his contemplative state. Monsieur Chopin had walked out and bowed to the audience and now sat at the pianoforte.





Having failed to summon the courage to ask permission of her father for the outing, Anne had been nearly unable to meet Madame d’Agoult as planned. She claimed instead to have a headache so that she would not have to dine as usual, and Thérèse, on the pretext of bringing her a powder to take, helped her dress in the best gown she had that would still observe the proprieties of mourning. When they were certain the marquis was at his dinner with Julien serving, Thérèse opened Anne’s bedroom door cautiously and motioned her to follow.


The wide silk skirt with its hoop and several petticoats refused to keep quiet as Anne crept down the hallway toward the servants’ quarters with Thérèse behind her, looking over her shoulder. Just as they were about to pass through the door that separated the two wings of the house, they heard footsteps coming up the servants’ stairs toward them and quickly stepped into one of the guest bedchambers.


“Says I’m to go and sit with the countess, ’stead of eating my supper…”


Anne recognized the voice of the daily girl, who had been hired when they let go of their live-in housemaid. “Stop her, Thérèse!” she whispered.


Thérèse slipped out of the room and pretended to have come up the other stairs. “It’s all right, Sylvie, you go and eat. I’ll stay with mademoiselle.”


“You sure it’s no trouble?”


“Of course not.”


To Anne’s relief, she heard the maid walk back the way she came and down the stairs to the kitchen. A moment later, Thérèse returned.


“Quickly now!”


“What if he discovers I’m gone?” Anne was fearful. Her father had continued to act peculiarly since the moment when he first mentioned marriage to her.


“He won’t. Now go!”


Thérèse nudged her into the dark passage in the servants’ wing and then led her to the door that opened on the street. Once she was out of the house, Anne hurried through the lamplit streets to Madame d’Agoult’s apartment, ignoring as best she could the leers of the café dwellers and a few beggars who hobbled after her.


She found Marie already in her carriage, waiting. “I’m so sorry, it was difficult to get away.”


Marie smiled. “You walked? Well, no matter! We shall be there right before the concert begins.”


By the time they arrived, empty carriages lined the street outside the theater, waiting until they were needed again at the end of the concert. Anne and Marie were quickly admitted and ushered directly into their seats. The spectacle of all those people in one place so overawed Anne that she hardly dared look at any of them and kept her eyes glued to the pianoforte on the stage.


The first performer was Monsieur Chopin. Anne was eager to see what this man who had composed such glorious music despite his young age, and to hear him interpret his own composition. She was surprised, though, at how frail and small he was, and the audience had to be very quiet to hear him play. Even the loudest moments barely rose above mezzo forte, and during pianissimo passages, he played as if only he and the angels were supposed to hear them. But the music—several mazurkas and waltzes with which Anne was not familiar—enchanted her. Anne soon forgot where she was and leaned forward to rest her elbows on the edge of the box.


When Chopin finished, the audience applauded rapturously, including Anne. “Oh, Madame d’Agoult! I have never heard anything so wonderful in all my life.”


Marie touched Anne’s cheek. “There is so much more for you to learn of the world, Anne.” She looked down at her program. “A new young pianist is next, playing some pieces of his own composition. A Monsieur Franz Liszt.”


Before Anne could ask the countess what she knew about this fellow, whose name her mother had mentioned only days before her death, the door to the stage opened. A tall, angular figure strode out in front of the audience and stood in the crook of the piano to take his bow.


For Anne, time stood still. A glow of warmth spread from below her ribs to her fingertips. From where she sat, Anne could see Liszt’s noble profile.


He bowed slowly and gracefully, then whirled and sat down on the chair before the keyboard. With his eyes toward the ceiling, he drew off his white kid gloves and laid them on the desk of the pianoforte. He brought no music with him. How could one play without music? Anne thought.


She held her breath. The moment Liszt began to play, she felt herself lifted out of her seat, imagining that she floated like a spirit, held suspended by the sheer quantity of notes that spilled into the air from the pianoforte. The power and brilliance of Liszt’s technique could not have been more different from Chopin’s. Where the Polish pianist had stayed on the surface, detached from the instrument that seemed too big for him, Liszt dove into the keys and tore the music out of them. At times his fingers moved so fast Anne could hardly see them; at others, they spread out so far over the keyboard that it looked as though he had four hands instead of two. Anne felt herself rise higher into the air with every upward sweep of lightning fast arpeggios and swoop to the ground with every huge chord and gargantuan leap. The ending—a thrilling shift to the major mode at a volume she never imagined a piano capable of—left her breathless. When the performance ended, Liszt lifted his hands from the keys with a flourish and looked up at the audience again. This time, he swept his gaze across the boxes. When his face turned fully in their direction and she thought she saw the smallest glimmer of a smile on it, Anne fainted.
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