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“Credo in unum Deum. Patrem omnipotentem, factorem coeli et terrae . . .”


Sophie closed her eyes as she knelt barefoot on the tamped clay floor of her bedroom to pray with all the fervor of her eleven-year-old heart. And this heart of hers was giving her no rest—it was pounding so fiercely, as if it wanted to jump out of her chest. The Apostles’ Creed in Latin was one of the tests that the priest was going to require today of the village children studying for Communion, before they were allowed to approach the Altar of the Lord for the first time in their lives. Although Sophie had already prayed the Credo a dozen times this morning, she said it one more time aloud. The sacrament of Holy Communion, after the sacraments of baptism and confession, was the third door on the long, long journey to the Kingdom of Heaven, and this profession of faith within the Catholic Church was the key to opening this door in her heart.


“. . . visibilium omnium et invisibilium. Et in unum Dominum Jesum Christum . . .”


Of course Sophie understood not a word of the prayer, but she knew for certain that the Lord God in Heaven loved her. As she murmured her way through the maze of Latin verses, she felt as if she were running through the boxwood labyrinth that Baron de Laterre had planted in the castle park. She felt utterly lost inside it, without hope, about to reach the end, but if she simply kept rushing along she would manage it somehow. Each verse was a new passageway, the end of each verse a turn in the labyrinth, and suddenly she would be standing free in a sundrenched clearing. As if she had passed through the gates of Heaven into Paradise.


“. . . Et exspecto resurrectionem mortuorum. Et vitam ventura saeculi. Amen.”


“Don’t you think you’ve practiced enough? It’s time for you to get dressed.”


Sophie opened her eyes. Before her stood her mother, Madeleine. Over her arm she carried a white, billowing cloud—Sophie’s Communion dress.


“I’m so scared,” said Sophie, pulling off her coarse linen shift. “I feel terrible.”


“That’s only because you’ve got nothing in your stomach,” said Madeleine, slipping the dress over Sophie’s naked body. She had sewn it out of a curtain remnant that the baron had given to Sophie. “You haven’t eaten a thing since confession yesterday.”


“What if I’ve forgotten one of my sins?” Sophie hesitated before going on. “Then will I be able to let the Savior into my soul at all? It has to be completely pure.”


“What sort of sins have you committed?” Her mother laughed and shook her head. “No, I think your soul is as shining clean as the sky outside.”


Sophie could feel the curtain material scratching the tips of her breasts, which had been strangely taut for the past few weeks. “People say,” she replied softly, “that I’m a testament to sinful love. Shouldn’t I confess that too?”


“Who said that?” asked Madeleine, and from the vigorous way she was doing up the buttons Sophie could sense that her mother was of an entirely different opinion.


“The priest, Abbé Morel.”


“So, he says that, does he? Even though you relieve him of so much burdensome work? Without you he wouldn’t be able to teach the other children at all.”


“And he also says that Papa is in Hell. Because he never married you. If men and women have children without being married, then they’re no better than cats, Monsieur l’Abbé says.”


“Nonsense,” declared Madeleine, fastening the last button on Sophie’s dress. “The only thing that matters is that parents love each other, like your papa and I. Love is the only thing that counts.”


“Except for reading!” Sophie protested.


“Except for reading.” Madeleine laughed. “And everything else is foolish talk—pay no attention to it.” She kissed Sophie’s forehead and gave her a tender look. “How lovely you are. Here, see for yourself.”


She gave her a little shove, and Sophie stepped in front of the shard of mirror that hung next to the small altar to the Virgin Mary on the whitewashed wall. When she saw herself she had a delightful shock. Looking back at her from the mirror was a girl with red hair falling in thick tresses over a beautiful dress, like the ones that only princesses and fairies wore in the pictures in fairy-tale books.


“If your papa in Heaven can see you now,” said her mother, “he won’t be able to tell you from the angels.”


Could he really see her? Sophie wished so fervently for it to be true that she bit her lip. Her father had died three years before in a foreign land from a violent fever raging in the south of that country. She remembered him so vividly that all she had to do was close her eyes to see him: a big, bearded man with a slouch hat on his head and a pack on his back. He could imitate all the sounds of animals in his bright voice, from horses whinnying to the twittering of strange birds that were found only in Africa. His name was Dorval, and people called him a peddler, but for Sophie he had been a harbinger from another world, a world full of secrets and wonders.


Each year he had come to the church fair in their village, loaded down with knives and shears, pots and pans, notions and brushes—but above all with books. For three weeks, from Ascension Day to Corpus Christi, they would then live together like a real family in their tiny thatched-roof house at the edge of the village. Then Dorval would move on with his treasures. Those three weeks had always been the best time of the year for Sophie. She spent every moment in his company, listening to his stories of faraway places and dangerous adventures, about the fair Melusine or Ogier the Danish giant. With her father she would leaf through the thick, magnificently illustrated books from among the new ones he kept producing out of his pack. Handbooks, herbals, and treatises that apparently had an answer to every question in life: how to cure warts or the hiccups, how to banish the terror of Judgment Day, or how to overcome the evil powers in dreams. From Dorval Sophie had inherited her red hair and the freckles that were sprinkled across her snub nose and cheeks by the thousands, making her green eyes seem to shine even more brightly than her mother’s. Even more important, she had gotten something from Dorval that set her apart from all the other children in the village—an ability that her mother said was worth more than all the treasures in the world: the ability to read and write.


Suddenly something occurred to Sophie, and in an instant her festive mood vanished.


“That man last night,” she said softly.


“What man?” asked her mother, startled.


“The man with the feather in his hat. I heard what he told you.”


“You were eavesdropping on us?” Madeleine had the same expression as Sophie did whenever she was caught doing something forbidden.


“I couldn’t sleep,” Sophie stammered. “Is he going to be—my new papa?”


“No, no, my dear heart, most assuredly not!” Madeleine knelt down and looked her straight in the eye. “How could you believe anything so foolish?”


“Then what did the man want from you? He tried to kiss you!”


“Don’t worry about that. That’s just how men are sometimes.”


“So he’s really not going to be my father?” Sophie asked. Her whole body was trembling because she was so upset.


“Cross my heart! I told him to go to the Devil,” Madeleine said. “But what’s wrong? You look all flustered. I think I’d better give you something to help you relax, or else you’ll feel ill in church.” From the shelf she took one of the many little bottles that stood next to the thick herbal tome, and poured a few drops of a black liquid into a wooden spoon.


“There now, take this,” she said, holding out the spoon. “This will calm you down.”


Sophie hesitated. “Isn’t it a sin? Before Communion?”


“No, no, my heart, it’s not a sin,” said Madeleine as she carefully stuck the spoon into Sophie’s mouth so that not a drop would fall on her white dress. “Medicine is allowed before Communion. You want to pass the test, don’t you?”
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The bells were already tolling in the distance when Madeleine and Sophie walked hand in hand along the path to Beaulieu, a village of three hundred souls. The blue sky arched over the vineyards and meadows that seemed to spread out beneath a green veil, and the warm dirt under Sophie’s wooden clogs exuded once more that sweet, familiar scent that already gave a hint of spring. Glittering in the sunshine, the waters of the Loire rolled through the valley. Bushes of lilac and broom lined the banks of the river, and the towers and battlements of Baron de Laterre’s castle, where Sophie’s mother worked as a seamstress, rose up in front of the hills. Its presence over the land was mighty, as if the castle wanted to take all life under its protection.


“Now isn’t this a day to be happy?” Madeleine asked, squeezing her daughter’s hand.


“Do you think so?” Sophie could still feel a slight rumbling in her stomach in spite of the medicine. Besides, there was one more question on her mind that she simply had to ask her mother before they reached the church. Yet she didn’t know how to broach the topic, so she said simply, “Monsieur l’Abbé said that people are not put on this earth to be happy.”


“Who would believe that from the abbé?” Madeleine laughed. “On a day like this?”


Sophie stopped and looked at her mother. Although Madeleine was wearing the ugly shift of shame that she always had to don to go to church, her green eyes were radiant, as if nothing on earth could distress her; around her neck fluttered the colorful silk scarf that Dorval had given her on his last visit. So Sophie mustered her courage.


“Mama . . .” she said hesitantly.


“Yes, my treasure?”


“Will you take me to Communion today if I pass the test? The way the other parents take their children?”


Her mother stroked her hair. Suddenly the joy had vanished from her face. “Ah, Sophie, you know that’s impossible. Abbé Morel has banned me from the sacraments.”


“Please, I want you to come with me. I don’t want to be the only one who goes to the Communion bench alone.”


“The priest would just chase me away, and that would be much worse.”


“Père Jaubert wasn’t allowed to go to Communion either, yet Abbé Morel gave him the Host on Easter anyway.”


“Père Jaubert is the sexton, so the priest turns a blind eye.”


“Père Jaubert peed in the cemetery, and that’s much worse than not being married.”


“Oh, Sophie, I’ll be with you in the church. Imagine me standing behind you and watching everything you do.”


“That’s not the same.” Sophie had to fight back the rising tears. “Please, Mama. If you won’t come with me, then I don’t want to take Communion either.”


Madeleine stared into her daughter’s eyes. Then she shrugged and said, “You think we should give it a try, at least?”


Sophie nodded vigorously. With a smile Madeleine took her hand again.


“All right. Then we’ll take a lesson from Père Jaubert.”


When they entered the church a few minutes later, the small house of God was already filled almost to bursting. Everywhere excited children were fidgeting, holding hands with their parents. With a hint of pride Sophie ascertained that she was the only girl wearing a white dress. She truly looked like an angel next to the other children, wearing their brown and gray smocks, which made them look like miniature peasants.


She dipped her fingers into the holy water font and made the sign of the cross. But as she walked with her mother up the nave toward the altar, a whispering arose as if someone had released a nest of vipers beneath the pews.


“To think that she dares show her face here!”


“Look at that gaudy scarf! What a vain person!”


“And see how she’s decked out her daughter!”


There were still some seats in the third pew. As Madeleine and Sophie paused before the altar to give a little curtsey, the other parishioners moved to the far end of the pew, as if afraid they might catch something. Sophie suddenly felt quite weak.


“Dominus vobiscum!”


“Et cum spirito tuo!”


Luckily at that moment the mass began. The congregation stood, and followed by four acolytes Abbé Morel took his place, dressed in his old, threadbare vestments. As he sang the Kyrie in his high falsetto, someone behind Sophie whispered:


“Red hair and freckles . . .”


She looked around in fury. Joseph Mercier, the son of a day laborer, grinned at her with his impudent face, so round that it looked like it would explode. He was the stupidest boy in the whole village, and nobody knew that better than Sophie. At the behest of the priest, who could hardly write anything but his own name anymore, she gave lessons to the children of the village three times a week. She tried to teach them to read prayers and other sacred writings with the help of the Virgin Mary Almanac. But Joseph couldn’t tell A from O. Abbé Morel’s voice called her back to the present.


“Recite the Lord’s Prayer. Marie Poignard!”


The testing of the communicant children had begun. A red-cheeked girl stumbled to her feet and faltered her way through the Lord’s Prayer. In the choir stalls Sophie noticed Baron de Laterre, who was following Marie’s stammering with an amused expression on his face. When the baron noticed Sophie, he gave her a friendly nod. She returned his greeting; then for a moment a fluffy red feather appeared behind the baron. Was that the young man who had visited her mother the night before? Sophie craned her neck to see his face.


“Sophie Volland, I asked you something!”


Sophie gave a start. Abbé Morel was giving her a stern look, staring at her with his small gray eyes. His face was as wrinkled and spotty as a salamander’s.


“Credo in unum Deum . . .”


As if on command she rattled off the Apostles’ Creed, but she hadn’t reached the third article when Abbé Morel interrupted her.


“You’re supposed to answer my question. In what respect does the Body of Our Lord differ from normal food?”


Sophie bit her lip. She had prepared for every question except this one. Abbé Morel’s gaze grew even sterner. Sophie began to panic. If she couldn’t answer, she would fail. Good Lord, what did the priest want to know?


Sophie’s stomach began growling so loudly that it could be heard several rows back. Then the answer came to her.


“Ordinary food is nourishment for the body, but the bread of the Lord is food for the soul—the bread of eternal life.”


“Bravo, Sophie!” shouted the baron, nodding to her once again.


With a sour smile Abbé Morel showed his yellow teeth and moved on to query another child. Sophie heaved a sigh of relief. Although a huge stone had been lifted from her heart, yet another hurdle lay before her, a second test that might be more difficult than the first. She was so nervous about the holy transubstantiation that her stomach almost turned over as the acolytes swung their censers and the sweet smell of incense filled her nostrils.


“Lamb of God, Thou takest away the sins of the world, have mercy upon us!”


The moment had arrived. Abbé Morel announced one by one the names of the children who on this day would receive the Body of Christ for the first time, and he asked their parents to guide them to the altar of the Lord. Sophie reached for her mother’s hand. It was as damp as hers.


“May this food strengthen you when God and the Devil wrestle for your souls.”


Now it was Sophie’s turn. She had to clench her teeth so that they wouldn’t chatter as she made her way out of the pew with her mother; her heart was pounding so hard that she could hear her blood rushing in her ears like the Loire during spring flood. Side by side mother and daughter approached the altar, exactly the way Sophie had wished. Abbé Morel took the Host from the chalice and Madeleine knelt down.


“What? The whore dares?”


These murmured words spread through the church. The priest looked up in annoyance. Sophie saw his face: his bushy eyebrows rose, his jaw dropped—only now did Abbé Morel realize who was beseeching him for the bread of the Lord. He instantly took a step back as if seeing the very Devil before him.


Sophie said a quick prayer: “Please, dear God, help us!”


The whole church seemed to be holding its breath. Not a sound, not a movement, only the fluttering of a sparrow that had slipped inside the house of God. Suddenly a slight cough broke the silence, coming from the choir stalls. Abbé Morel spun around. The baron had stood up. With a grave expression he nodded to the priest, who failed to understand and responded with a quizzical glance.


“By the Devil, what are you waiting for?”


Finally the priest understood, and the miracle occurred: Abbé Morel turned to Madeleine and, holding the Host high in the air, he growled:


“The Body of Christ!”


“Amen!”


As Sophie saw her mother receiving the Host, tears welled up in her eyes. God had heard her prayer! Overjoyed, she sank to her knees.


“The Body of Christ!”


“Amen!”


Sophie’s heart rejoiced, her soul exulted, a heavenly giddiness seized hold of her as she closed her eyes and opened her mouth. Everything inside her was prepared in ardent anticipation to receive the Body of the Lord.


But then the inconceivable happened. The Host had barely touched her tongue when Sophie’s stomach convulsed; a violent, uncontrollable reflex that gripped her intestines and squeezed her gullet. Then her stomach emptied in a dreadful torrent.


An outcry filled the sanctuary.


As Sophie came to her senses, she looked down at her white dress. A gigantic stain covered her lap, as black as diseased gall.
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“The seamstress Madeleine Volland, born and residing in the parish of Beaulieu, is accused of having acted against the faith and the common good of the state, in that she practiced the black arts on her daughter, Sophie, and administered to her a pernicious potion which caused her on the day of her first Holy Communion to vomit up the Body of the Lord, in the presence of the incumbent priest and the assembled congregation.”


The hall was filled when the royal judge read the charge. His aged face, furrowed by the years, remained as indifferent as the law itself while he read the indictment, although the wig on his pate slipped now and then. Each time he adjusted it with the same movement of his left hand, repeated already a thousand times, without interrupting the flow of his words. All eyes were directed at the accused, who with her head held high but with her hands in chains stood before him, flanked by two bailiffs.


In the audience sat a young man who differed strikingly from the other viewers in the hall by virtue of his distinguished attire, a gentilhomme of eighteen years, the scion of one of the most illustrious families in France and a member of several academies. With bitter satisfaction he listened to the speech of the judge, taking in each word the way a sick man imbibes the drops of medicine he needs to relieve an overwhelming pain. He was attentively searching for some change in the face of the accused, but in vain. This woman, who did not show the slightest sign of remorse, had inflicted on him the worst crime that a woman could ever commit against a man. He was so distraught that he kept turning his hat on his lap—a black, broad-brimmed hat adorned with a red plume.


He was the one who had reported Madeleine Volland to the court in Roanne on the very day the unheard-of incident had occurred in the village church of Beaulieu, in order to repay her for the injustice that he had suffered at her hands. He had even broken with his host, Baron de Laterre, who had implored him to retract his complaint. But as a jurist who had studied with the most prominent scholars in the land, the young man knew that the law was on his side. In the year 1682 a royal edict had made “all deeds of magic or superstition” a punishable offense, likewise “saying and doing things that cannot be naturally explained,” and imposed the death penalty for blasphemies committed in connection with “similar imagined magical effects or deceptions.” These laws were still valid.


The judge adjusted his wig again and turned to the accused.


“Madeleine Volland, do you confess to having committed the aforementioned crimes as here reported?”


“I confess to being guilty of living. Otherwise I have committed no crime.”


A loud murmur arose in the courtroom; a couple of spectators laughed. The judge pounded his gavel on the bench to restore quiet.


“Where is my daughter?” asked Madeleine in the ensuing silence.


She turned around and looked at the assembled onlookers. Calmly, without batting an eyelash, she fixed the spectators with her gaze, one after the other, as if hoping to discover Sophie among them. The young man could feel his mouth going dry as the eyes of the accused moved steadily toward him, but he was determined not to flinch.


Suddenly their eyes met. In that instant Madeleine’s eyes narrowed to two slits, and from these slits flashed such hatred as though a serpent had hurled its venom into his face.


He uttered a quiet moan. How he had longed for Madeleine to look at him with her green eyes, and what a torment it was now that she had done so. He had loved this witch, had yearned for her as for no other woman before. Ever since he’d last seen her, in Baron de Laterre’s castle, he no longer seemed to possess any will of his own. When he woke up in the morning, his first thought was of her; when he went to sleep, he saw her face before him. He had been ready to sacrifice everything for her: his fortune, his title, his honor. But she had spurned him, scorned his love, and when he had implored her to yield to him, as he laid his heart at her feet, she had told him to go to Hell. Yet later that same night, as he lay in the arms of a whore in Roanne, he realized with horror that her words were no empty threat: She had cast a spell on him, poisoned him, just as she’d done with her daughter, Sophie.


Although it now cost him a superhuman effort, he did not avert his eyes from hers. The time had come when she would pay for her crime. At the formal complaint hearing he had offered personally to prove her guilt to the court, present himself for the punishment of retaliation in the event that he failed to do so. But he was confident of his cause. In Madeleine’s dwelling he had found a book that left no doubt about her guilt. A thick volume bound in pigskin from which she had drawn her evil knowledge: a herbarium. In addition to the descriptions of herbs and other plants, it contained hundreds of recipes: to counter urgent urination and seeing ghosts, to counter worm damage and the evil eye. This book, which she had used in an attempt to elevate herself above other human beings, would now, as it lay next to the Bible on the judge’s table, seal her fate.


As if she could guess his thoughts, Madeleine turned her gaze away.


“I call the plaintiff to the witness stand!”


The young gentilhomme stood up and stepped before the judge.


“For personal reasons the witness has requested that his name be kept confidential. As he is known to the court to be a man of high rank and lineage, this wish will be granted.”


The bailiff fetched the Bible. With his back to the accused, the plaintiff raised his hand and repeated the oath, though he could feel her icy gaze on the back of his neck.


Then justice took its course.
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Fat raindrops smacked against the windowpanes and ran down like tears before Sophie’s face. The whole world seemed hidden behind an impenetrable gray veil of water and fog.


In the castle, no one was stirring yet. Ever since Sophie awoke she had been sitting at the window of the small chamber where she had been taken, at the end of the servants’ corridor. From there she watched the new day breaking. Dripping with moisture, the trees and bushes of the park gradually emerged from the nighttime gloom. Beyond the black labyrinth of boxwood in which Sophie had so often played, she began to discern in the milky fog at the edge of the meadows the solitary willow trees that stood there in the water, their branches drooping limply as if they were dead.


Where was her mother? Baron de Laterre, who had taken Sophie in, had evaded all her questions, as had Louise, the eldest lady-in-waiting at the castle, in whose care the unmarried baron had left Sophie. Then in all haste he had set out for Paris to make inquiries, intending to ensure that Madeleine would soon be set free.


How many hours, how many days had passed since then? With no real sense of time Sophie sat at the window, gazing out into the park and trying to follow the dark, winding paths of the labyrinth. She was living better at the castle than ever before in her life; she had her own feather bed and meals were served three times a day, with as much food as she liked, and yet she had never suffered so much. She would much rather wake up on her straw-filled bedding than among these soft pillows, and she would much rather be eating her daily millet gruel instead of roast meat and stewed compote! As far back as she could remember, she had never been separated from her mother for more than a few hours. Madeleine had always put her to bed at night and wakened her in the morning, and they had eaten each meal of the day together. When the bailiff from Roanne had arrested Madeleine, Sophie felt as though she were walking across a bridge at a dizzying height above a chasm, and suddenly the hand she was holding had let go.


What bad thing had her mother done? Was she having to atone for the fact that she had gone to Communion, even though Abbé Morel had banned her from taking the sacrament?


Uncertainty weighed on Sophie’s soul like an oppressive and inconceivable sense of guilt. At first she had been furious and protested loudly, asking everyone in the castle where they had taken her mother. But just like the baron and Louise, the servants and lackeys also held their tongues about what had happened to Madeleine; if anyone tried to explain, Louise would hasten over and forbid all speech.


The longer the silence went on, shielding Sophie from the truth as if from an evil enemy, the more her rage gave way to a vague and unsettling fear. She could feel that something terrible was in the offing; she sensed an ominous danger lurking. Her foreboding grew as she noticed the embarrassed looks and the words whispered behind her back. She began to pray for her mother, lighting candles in the chapel, and almost every night she dreamed that she and Madeleine and her father would all live together at the castle as a happy family. When she awoke in the morning, reality was scarcely to be endured.


Sophie sighed. Before her, on the other side of the windowpane, a sparrow alighted on the sill and scolded loudly as it tried to dry its wet feathers. The rain had let up, and the sky had brightened so much that the dark paths of the boxwood labyrinth in the park had now emerged clear and distinct. How easy it was to see the way to freedom from up here, and how difficult when she was caught inside the labyrinth.


“Come, put on your clogs.”


Sophie hadn’t heard anyone come into the room. Louise was standing in the doorway, nodding to her.


“Abbé Morel is coming soon to fetch you. He’s taking you to the village.”


At those words from the lady-in-waiting, hope stirred in Sophie’s heart.


“Are we going to see my mother?”


Louise nodded, but she did so with lowered eyes.
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Damp gray smoke rose over the village square of Beaulieu, where six laborers under the supervision of the sexton, Père Jaubert, were cursing as they attempted to light a bonfire. All night long the rain had been pouring down. A wet wind, much too cold for the season, had driven dark clouds down the valley, and now the wood would not catch fire: five armloads of beechwood, forty pounds each, and a hundred bundles of brushwood and three sacks of coal.


“Such wastefulness!” complained Jacqueline Poignard, the mother of little Marie. “That’s wood we won’t have in the bake house next winter.”


“Punishment is necessary,” replied the day laborer Mercier. “That wench simply went too far.”


Although there was no work to be done on this day, everyone in the village was on their feet. They all streamed to the church to fortify their souls before the great spectacle began. The custom of punishing blasphemers in this way was as old as humanity, but it had not been used anywhere in the province for decades. Only the oldest citizens could even remember the ritual, just as they did the celebrations for the birth or wedding of a high noble. For three days people had been streaming in from the whole valley, eager to witness a spectacle that had been denied them for far too long.


A new gusty rain shower drenched the vineyards and meadows as Abbé Morel took to the road after the early mass. His galoshes squeaked in the mire, the rain dripped from his hat and ran down his neck, and yet he put one foot in front of the other so slowly that he seemed not to want to reach his destination at all.


Had Madeleine Volland deserved such a punishment? The old priest didn’t know. How often had he admonished the woman to live in sin no longer? All she had to do was to marry Dorval the peddler, or abstain from carnal knowledge of him, in order to be granted absolution, but she had always refused. Not even after the death of her husband, who had made her pregnant outside of wedlock, had she been ready to repent. She seemed to detest the thought of casting off her linen shift of shame and reconciling with the church.


To delay his arrival at the castle, Abbé Morel made a detour past the village green. Never before in his long life had a walk made him so depressed, and he would have given his right thumb to spare himself and the child from this. But that decision had not been left to his discretion. The court had ordered that Sophie must attend the administering of judgment as a necessary example for her endangered soul. It was Morel’s task to accompany her.


When should he tell the child where this path was taking her? Or was it better to leave her in the grace of ignorance until the very last moment?


With his cassock completely drenched, Abbé Morel knocked at the gate of the castle. Baron de Laterre had set off for Paris on the same day that his guest, the young gentilhomme, had hastened to Roanne to lodge his complaint. The baron had wanted to intercede with the parliament, within whose jurisdiction the trial against Madeleine Volland fell, and to speak on behalf of the accused.


A ray of hope still glimmered in the heart of the old abbé, and as long as it was God’s will, he would keep that hope alive.
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A crowd, larger than any Sophie had ever seen, filled the village square as she arrived in Beaulieu with Abbé Morel. The rain had almost stopped; only a few drops fell, yet a damp wind was still gusting across the valley. The smell of burning wood hung in the air.


Involuntarily, Sophie grasped the priest’s hand.


“What are all these people doing here? Why aren’t they at work?”


Abbé Morel cleared his throat. Had the time come to tell the child the truth? He cleared his throat again, but when he saw Sophie’s inquiring look, the truth died on his tongue.


“Who knows? Maybe there will be another miracle, and the baron will return from Paris in time, before it’s too late.” Sophie didn’t know what the priest was talking about. But the quiet confidence she had felt on the way here faded at his words, and again she had a premonition of lurking danger—the same feeling that had plagued her ever since she had been taken from her mother. Uncertain now, as if somewhere an evil monster lay in wait, she looked all around. When people caught sight of her they fell silent and stepped aside to make way.


Suddenly Sophie spied her mother only a stone’s throw away, at the end of a passageway now opened through the crowd.


“Mama . . .”


The word stuck in her throat. What had they done to her mother? In the middle of the square, surrounded by hundreds of people who were howling and jeering as if it were Carnival time, a scaffold had been erected. On it stood Madeleine, her hands and feet chained like a criminal, dressed in her shift of shame. Her shaved head was bowed, and she seemed so lost and forlorn in the midst of all those people that it made Sophie’s heart bleed.


Behind the scaffold a gigantic bonfire blazed, the flames shooting up into the rainy gray sky, as if the fires of Hell were licking at the firmament.


“Mama!”


The cry that finally escaped from Sophie’s throat was louder than all the noise in the square. Madeleine raised her head, and a faint light passed over her face.


“Sophie!”


She sensed rather than heard Madeleine’s reply. She wanted to go to her mother, but the priest’s hand held her back. The colorful scarf around Madeleine’s neck, Dorval’s gift, fluttered in the wind as if mocking her. All at once Sophie felt only fear—utter, horrifying fear.


“Let me go!” she screamed. “I want to go to my mother!”


She pulled and tugged with all her might to get away from Abbé Morel, kicking his shin again and again, tearing at his cassock, spitting at him and biting his hand. But the old priest held her arm as tight as a vise, while the district judge in his black robe and gray wig climbed onto the wet wooden scaffold.


At his appearance the crowd fell silent. Suddenly it was so quiet that the raindrops could be heard striking the planks. Even Sophie instinctively stopped struggling as the judge unrolled a parchment and raised his voice to read the sentence that had been pronounced on her mother.


“. . . the seamstress Volland endeavored with contemptible and evil intent to do her own child harm, inasmuch as she administered to her a pernicious potion . . .”


What could this mean? All sorts of thoughts were tumbling through Sophie’s mind. In her confusion she grasped only scraps of the speech, though certain words stood out like thorny branches from a dark, impenetrable thicket: lust, black magic, concocting poisons . . .


“. . . for this reason the court has arrived at the verdict that the evildoer shall suffer the pain of death as punishment for her grievous guilt . . .”


What was this man talking about? Incapable of understanding the meaning of his speech, Sophie saw the judge stick the parchment roll in the depths of his robe and then nod to a huge man standing off to the side of the scaffold, his chest bare and his arms folded. Only now did she realize the scaffold was a gallows looming over her mother.


“She will die before the flames reach her,” said Abbé Morel. “She must not suffer more than necessary.”


Sophie wanted to turn her eyes away, but she could not. As if under a spell she stood there watching helplessly as the half-naked giant stepped over to her mother and placed the noose around her neck. When he tightened the noose, Sophie once again caught her eye; Madeleine’s lips moved and again she called out something to her daughter. Sophie understood only a single word:


“. . . happiness . . .”


At that moment the floor dropped away under Madeleine’s feet. A cry swept across the square, and she was instantly yanked up by the rope. For a second she dangled in the air; then there was a sudden jolt, and the beam from which the body hung swiveled over the bonfire.


“Aaaaahhhhh . . .”


The tension of the crowd was suddenly released, and a moan issued from countless throats as the flames caught the clothes of the hanged woman. Sophie screamed like an animal, screamed and screamed and screamed, as if she would never be able to stop screaming. She screamed out her love and her pain and her despair. But steady and unwavering, the fire greedily devoured first the limbs and then the torso, the flames licked and danced until soon her mother’s entire body was engulfed, but all life had already vanished. With her head wrenched to the side, her arms and legs dangling in the air, Madeleine Volland had given up her resistance forever.


All at once Sophie felt paralyzed. She no longer smelled the stench of the fire, nor did she feel the rain on her face; all she saw before her were things that transcended her understanding. Was this really happening, what she saw here before her eyes? A gray cat fled from the scaffold, taking long leaps, as if chased by invisible demons. And as the cat disappeared among the crowd, a black, evil thought rose up inside Sophie: It was her fault, what was happening here.


“Come,” said Abbé Morel, “let’s go home.”


But Sophie refused to budge from the spot. She wanted to stay; she had to stay until the bitter end and see with her own eyes how her mother’s remains burned up in the flames. That was the only way she would ever comprehend the incomprehensible thing that had taken place here. Tears poured from her eyes, forming hot, salty streams down her cheeks, mixed with the falling rain. She reached for the priest, from whom she had fought so hard to free herself. Now she took his hand, clasping it as if it were her last refuge on earth.


“May God bless her poor soul!” whispered Abbé Morel.


As the priest said this, the heavens split open somewhere high above, and through a rift in the cloud cover that they could not yet see, a long, oblique beam of sunlight spilled onto the place of execution. A little later the eternal blue of the sky revealed itself between two mountains of clouds; the rift grew rapidly, as if a great curtain were parting on high, and as the crowd in the square gradually dispersed, a magnificent rainbow arched over the countryside. Like a sigh escaping from the earth, a fresh breeze moved through the valley. The spectacle was over, the sin of the seamstress Volland atoned for, and her daughter, Sophie, could finally leave the site, her heart broken and her limbs heavy as lead.


Later, as twilight descended over the village, exhausted from a day that had been much too long, a rider approached the execution site at great speed. It was Baron de Laterre, coming directly from Paris. He raised his arm in the air, waving a decree signed by the president of the parliament, stating that the verdict of the district court of Roanne, whatever it might be, was not to be carried out.


But at this late hour the village square of Beaulieu was as deserted as the world on the eve of Judgment Day. Only a couple of dark figures were searching through the ashes for the charred bones of the woman who had been executed. It was said that such relics would bring good luck, and perhaps they could even be sold.
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“Freckles and red hair lead straight to the Devil’s lair!”


“Come along, don’t listen to them.”


Abbé Morel took Sophie’s hand and pulled her away. How grateful she was that he was protecting her from the other children, who shouted after her at the edge of the village. She had always thought that the priest didn’t like her because she knew full well that he couldn’t read. But she was wrong. Abbé Morel wasn’t angry at her, he was simply strict. Before she was allowed to take First Communion he had also required of her the Apostle’s Creed in Latin, while in all other parishes the Lord’s Prayer in French sufficed. Now this stern man was like a father to her, her protector and friend, the only person besides Baron de Laterre who still believed in her. She squeezed his big, heavy hand as hard as she could and looked up at him. His salamander face took on a few more wrinkles as he returned her smile, and his lips bared his yellow teeth.


Without looking back she left Beaulieu behind. Walking along the Loire, above which a cloudless summer sky once again spread out its clear, deep blue, Sophie moved farther and farther away from the village where she had been born and raised. She could no longer live at the castle. She had woken up two days ago with blood between her thighs, and Louise, the lady-in-waiting, had told her that now she was a woman, and they would have to find other lodgings for her. On that same morning the baron and the priest had decided to take her to the convent. There she would remain until she could fend for herself.


“Who was the man with the plumed hat?” Sophie asked.


They had reached the village green. Abbé Morel stopped and pulled a handkerchief out of the sleeve of his cassock. Big drops of sweat covered his brow.


“It’s better if you don’t know his name.”


“The man was a guest at the castle—where is he now?”


“Strive for the Kingdom of God and His righteousness, and then everything will be given to you,” replied the abbé. With a sigh he wiped off the sweat. “What an unbearable heat!”


“Why don’t you want to tell me?” Sophie gazed at him, but not one wrinkle moved in the abbé’s face as he stuffed the handkerchief back in his cassock.


“People say that if it weren’t for him my mother would still be alive. Is that true?”


“All people are the instruments of God. His will be done!” The priest stroked her hair. “You shouldn’t ask so many questions,” he added softly. “It would be better if you cried and prayed for your mother’s soul. Or is your heart so hardened?”


Sophie didn’t answer. In silence she kept walking up the little hill. The road was dusty, as if no drop of rain had ever touched it. Sophie saw the landscape as a reflection of her soul: a parched wasteland in which all her tears had dried up. Did that mean her heart was hardened too? Whenever she thought about the execution, she saw only the gray cat fleeing the fire in great bounds. She could no longer remember the sight of her mother on the scaffold. That image seemed to have been forever wiped from her memory.


“It’s all my fault,” she said softly. “The Savior didn’t want to abide in my soul.”


“No, Sophie,” Abbé Morel countered sternly. “Your mother was destroyed by her own sins. She had turned against God and become involved with the powers of the Evil One. For that she had to die.”


“But it was my fault that she went with me to the altar. She didn’t want to go.”


“You mustn’t talk that way! Or do you believe that God made a mistake?”


“No, Abbé Morel,” she said quietly. “But what did my mother do that was so wicked?”


“Your mother lived in sin, year after year. Because she preferred the love of the flesh to the love of God, and she practiced arts that are denied to a woman, in accordance with the will of Heaven. That was why everything turned out this way, and no power on earth could have changed any of it.”


Sophie was silent. Everything within her wanted to deny the words of the priest, and she didn’t know how to reply. She tried to think of her mother, of the colorful scarf that she wore around her neck only on special occasions, the scarf that fluttered so gaily in the wind. But again Sophie saw only the cat in her mind. The people at the castle had said that the cat was a sign—a sign that her mother was in league with the Devil. Could they be right?


At last she said, “If the baron had only returned a couple of hours earlier, my mother would still be alive.”


“That too is proof, Sophie. If Providence had willed another outcome than decided by the court, the baron would have come back earlier. No, the will of God is stronger than any earthly power.” Abbé Morel let go of her hand and looked her in the eye. “So I say to you, beware of walking in the footsteps of your mother! And stay far away from everything she taught you. But look, we’re almost there.”


They had reached the top of the hill, and in the distance they could see the thick walls of the cloister.


“Please, don’t leave me there alone!” said Sophie, reaching for the priest’s hand.


“Don’t worry, you’ll get along fine in the convent. The nuns will do everything to make you a woman who is pleasing in the sight of God.” He took her hand and pressed it. “I will hold you in my prayers, and in that way I will be with you, even when you don’t see me.”


Sophie swallowed hard. “Do you promise?”


“Of course I do.” The priest patted her cheek with his heavy hand. “But only if you promise me something in return.”


“What’s that, Monsieur l’Abbé?”


“That you won’t be like your mother, either in word or deed. Are you ready to make that vow?”


Abbé Morel lifted the girl’s chin and gazed at her as seriously and sternly as if the dear Lord Himself were looking at her through the gray eyes of the priest. In that instant Sophie understood that the love of God was a gift that one constantly had to earn anew. And suddenly she felt so cold that she shivered in the bright sunshine, as if it were the depths of winter.


“Yes,” she whispered, and as she said this one word to seal her promise, she knew that it would change her life forever.
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BOOK I
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The Thorn in the Flesh
1747
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To anyone who looked out over Paris from the bell tower of the cathedral of Notre-Dame, the city might have appeared to be a well-formed plaster landscape, a calm, gray sea of houses, from which the churches and government buildings rose up as majestic memorials, immovable rocks in the surf of time.


But this appearance was deceptive, for in reality Paris was a kraken, a gigantic octopus, spreading its arms over the entire French kingdom. Day by day this kraken grew, undulating and unrestrained, as if it knew no boundaries. Greedily it devoured whatever food was harvested or wine was pressed within a hundred leagues, draining towns and cities, incorporating into its inexhaustible organism all offerings and goods, all riches and bounties of the countryside, in order to feed the untold numbers of people born in the bowels of the streets and alleys of Paris, propagating and dying in the eternal cycle of life: a gaping maw into which all of France was fused together, a restless, thrashing labyrinth of passions and desires.


The city was already awake at one in the morning. Like bleary-eyed legions the farmers came driving their carts in from the outlying areas, laden with vast quantities of meat, vegetables and fruits, eggs, butter, and cheese to stuff into the stomach of the ravenous kraken. But not until dawn when the bakers opened their shops did the streets gradually fill up. Craftsmen and laborers, wives and maids, office clerks and shopgirls bustled forth, each in more of a hurry than the one before, through the ever denser traffic of wagons and carriages rolling in every direction. When the early mass concluded and emptied the churches, the priests and devout ladies encountered the professors and students of the Sorbonne, who hastened to their lectures with fluttering gowns and books under their arms, while the waiters at the lemonade stands balanced hot and cold drinks on their trays and threaded their way through the throng. Around nine o’clock the barbers and wig-makers, powdered from head to toe and clutching their curling irons in their hands, set off to make their house calls. By then the alleyways and squares were already overflowing with the masses, and an hour later the city was threatening to suffocate on its own flurry of activity when the civil servants, judges, and notaries rushed in black swarms to the Châtelet and the Palais de Justice, and finally the bankers, brokers, and speculators streamed to the stock exchange, and the idlers headed for the Palais Royal.


When the sun reached its zenith the perpetual smoke that hung over the city, billowing in yellow clouds from the chimneys and hiding the church steeples from view, was joined by a babel of voices, a cacophony of words and responses, curses and cries, shouts and laughter, uttered by the six times one hundred thousand citizens as they fought for their place in the metropolis or simply tried to obtain air for their souls. They all wanted to live, love, and be happy! Not until evening, when they ceased their labors, did the hum and hubbub sink with the twilight onto the houses again and move from the streets and squares into the bars, cabarets, and restaurants, and above all into the coffeehouses. These establishments had appeared in the city only a few decades earlier, but they were growing ever more popular; there news and opinions were traded like goods and securities at the stock exchange.


The first Parisian establishment of this type—where no beer or wine or other intoxicating drinks were served, but instead refreshments that sharpened the senses and stimulated the mind—was located at 13 Rue des Fossés Saint-Germain, directly across from the old Comédie. A Sicilian from Palermo, Francesco Procopio, had opened it in 1686, after he had failed at selling coffee on the streets. Heavy chairs with leather upholstery and thick ceiling beams above low, pastel yellow walls lent atmosphere to the place; at the heavy oak tables the patrons read newspapers, played chess, or got into heated discussions. Here everyone was welcome as long as he could pay his bill. No one was deemed more worthy than anyone else, no one was allowed to assume a more elevated status than another; rather, each new customer simply took the next best place. With the tricorn on his head and a pipe in his mouth, he would claim a chair, stretch out his legs, and grab a periodical or join in the conversation of his tablemates. Outside in the narrow streets the lanterns were lighted. The streetlights had become the national emblem of the king, in whose radiance the city must be aglitter by night, and at the same time the symbol of an enlightened mind, an intellect at work in this very city, probing and questioning the authority of power. It was here that all the diffuse opinions and caprices that had hovered in the air by day became distilled into clear thoughts. Conflicting hopes, smoldering fears, and burgeoning demands were put into words and given voice.


In this place, Café Procope, which was known to the police of Paris as a meeting place for dangerous freethinkers and rabble-rousers, Sophie Volland, having reached the age of eighteen, had found employment as a waitress.
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“As usual, a cup of hot chocolate, Monsieur Diderot?”


“Yes, with lots of vanilla and cinnamon.”


“Will that be all, or do you wish something else?”


“As long as you ask me so nicely—yes, Mirzoza, I do.”


“Monsieur Diderot, I’ve told you a dozen times that my name is Sophie.”


“That could be, Mirzoza. But I know better. You’re a princess from a fairy tale.”


“So why am I working here?”


“Because they baptized you under a false name, Mirzoza.”


Sophie didn’t know whether to laugh or get mad. This Diderot, a man in his early thirties who came to the Procope almost every day, was one of those so-called philosophers, the house regulars who regarded this as their second home and carried on such ardent discussions both day and night, as if they ruled all of France. As a simple waitress she had no idea what sort of men the philosophers were or what they actually did—they didn’t seem to have any regular profession—and yet whenever she served at their tables she felt even younger than she was, and the back of her neck would tingle as if from a swarm of midges. Just as it did now, when Diderot looked at her with those astonishingly blue eyes of his and an impudent grin on his lips; his small head with the blond shock of hair above those broad porter’s shoulders moved like a weather vane on a church tower.


“You said that you wished for something else?” she asked, as sternly as she could.


“Correct!” he shouted, and his grin grew even more impertinent. “Are you doing anything this evening?”


Without a word Sophie turned away from him and went back to the counter.


What was it with these men? Even at her previous job in the tobacco tavern, a smoke-filled dump in Faubourg Saint-Marceau, they had pestered her, but there the customers were coachmen, soldiers, or sewer workers stinking of brandy, and Sophie knew how to handle them. But here? If the learned gentlemen in the Procope talked that way, it was probably due to the stimulating drinks that they downed in such enormous quantities—above all coffee, which could cause a person’s heart to race wildly. It certainly couldn’t be her looks, thought Sophie. She considered herself anything but pretty with her thick red hair, a thousand freckles, and green eyes.


She arranged the crockery on the counter, ready to fill the orders. From here she could look out over the whole café as she poured tea, coffee, or hot chocolate into the cups. The evening show in the theater across the street had just begun, so only half the tables were occupied, and yet there was as much chatter as at the weekly marketplace. Sophie had been in Paris for two years now, but she was still amazed at how fast the people here talked, twice as fast as back home in her village, and they all talked at once, as if they were afraid they wouldn’t be able to complete their sentences before someone interrupted them. Would she really ever find the happiness she dreamed of here? A simple, honest man who would love her a little and pilot her into the harbor of marriage?


Sophie set down the pot of hot chocolate and carried her tray to the table.


“There you are, Monsieur Diderot. With lots of vanilla and cinnamon.”


“Thank you, Mirzoza.” He took the steaming cup and raised it to his lips. “Meanwhile, have you been thinking where the two of us might amuse ourselves? They’re playing Tartuffe at the Ambigu-Comique. Or would you rather go dancing?”


He drank his chocolate fervently, as if he were savoring nectar, and peered at her over the edge of his cup. All of a sudden Sophie again felt a swarm of midges at the back of her neck, and for a second that strange sensation raced through her young body—the feeling that had sometimes disturbed her in the convent during long nights of lonely yearning.


“Well?” Diderot put down his cup, and his upper lip was now adorned with a thin mustache. “When shall I come to fetch you?”


Sophie lifted the hem of her apron to wipe off the traces of chocolate from his face.


“Instead of going to the theater or to a ball, you ought to pay a visit to the barber, Monsieur Diderot. Or don’t people shave in your fairy-tale world?”


Amid laughter from the other philosophers she picked up her tray and left.


This Diderot was the last person she needed!
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Joining the flood of theatergoers that crowded into the Procope a bit later was Antoine Sartine, a meticulously dressed young man with a friendly, ordinary face and sophisticated manners who gave the impression that he had just been splendidly amused. With his tricorn in hand, he surveyed the crowd and then, as he did almost every evening, he took a seat at a single table near the door. He was so pleasant and unobtrusive in appearance that his arrival was hardly noticed by any of the patrons.


This was entirely as he intended. Antoine Sartine did not frequent Café Procope for the sake of his own amusement; he came here as part of his work. In his position immediately under the lieutenant general of the Paris police, his assignment was to watch the philosophers and authors in the coffeehouses of the city, to take notes on their conversations, and to follow their political development. Concealed behind a newspaper, he seemed utterly engrossed in his reading. Yet he was actually listening with both ears so that not a word escaped his attention, no matter what people at tables to his left and right were engrossed in at the moment: the translation of Homer, the principle of separation of powers, or the Jansenist teaching of predestination.


Yes, Antoine Sartine was a police officer, and he enjoyed his work. Gathering facts was both his profession and his calling. He categorized, labeled, and classified the inexhaustible flow of information according to a strict system, so as to put order into the confused world of garret scribblers who called themselves philosophers and sought to immortalize themselves by writing novels and dramas, treatises and pamphlets of every description. Whether nobleman or cleric, doctor or lawyer, journalist, independent scholar, or librarian—no author in Paris who ever set word to paper escaped Sartine’s system. On great folio pages he drew up his reports, noting with painstaking exactitude the name of every person under his observation, also adding the individual’s age and place of birth as well as his address and description. Sartine described their habits and thoughts and replicated their often tangled journeys through life. In a manner of speaking he too was an author, and he definitely harbored sympathy for some writers, appreciating intellect, wit, and talent wherever he encountered them. Nevertheless his loyalty never wavered: if an author questioned the orthodox teachings of church and state, Sartine would begin to investigate.


The purpose and goal of his work was to protect the kingdom of France from its enemies. He had not only sworn an oath to this effect, but this sense of duty also corresponded to an ingrained resolve. Sartine had the state to thank for everything he possessed: his education, his suit, his apartment. He took the silver pocket watch out of the breast pocket of his jacket; only a few days ago he had purchased it on the Quai de l’Horloge. He made the case pop open and gazed at the clock face—not to check the time but simply to have another look at the costly timepiece. Yes, if he continued to serve the state in the future with the same zeal he had shown to date, he would go far, possibly even very far.


So he had few complaints about his fate. The only thing he was lacking for happiness on earth was a woman with whom he could share life. Thinking about this, he let himself be guided less by his emotions than by his reason. Personally he could tolerate not being married without feeling deprived; secretly he even shied away from some of the duties that marriage would inevitably entail. Like many other men of middle age and average means he had thought about taking on a housekeeper who would restrict herself to housework and see to cooking the meals, without making any additional demands. But unlike the philosophers, who avoided marriage at all costs because they seldom had money but almost always had children, Sartine regarded marriage as an important step in his professional career. In his orderly world, a wife was as essential at the side of a civil servant as one bell tower of Notre-Dame was beside the other.


Was Sophie the right one?


Just then she emerged from the kitchen, her cheeks flushed from work, making her green eyes gleam more brightly than usual. The sight of her affected him as pleasantly as a fresh sea breeze. With no time to waste, she dried her hands on her apron and hurried to the counter, where two barmaids, under the watchful eye of the owner, were busy filling orders from the customers who came streaming in after the theater.


Sartine lowered his paper and watched Sophie work, filled with admiration. He was well aware that the new waitress of the Procope differed from the other waitresses in a gratifying way. She neither flirted with the patrons nor tolerated their attempts at familiarity. That pleased him almost more than her green eyes, and for a moment he abandoned himself to the happy prospect that she might one day bustle about as efficiently for him alone as she did here and now for these customers. Who knows, maybe she would even be content with the modest comforts that Antoine Sartine could offer to a wife—a secure livelihood and a home—without demanding those secondary obligations that ordinary women so often confused with bliss. Would he find an opportunity today to speak with her in peace and quiet?


At the next table voices were being raised. Although reluctant to do so, Sartine turned his gaze away from Sophie in order to devote his attention to official duties. Unobtrusively he cast a glance at his neighbors. The publisher Le Bréton, a man like a walrus, sat there in the company of three scribblers whom Sartine till now knew only by appearance and by name. His trained hearing filtered out their conversation so clearly and distinctly from the babble of voices that he understood almost every syllable. They were discussing God and the world, and Denis Diderot was speaking.


“Confess, why should I confess?” he shouted. “In order to eat a piece of bread that they call the Body of the Lord?”


“A witty fellow,” the lieutenant noted down in his neat hand, deciding to keep an eye on this Diderot in the future. “Renowned for his impiety. Speaks contemptuously of the holy mysteries.”


“Now now now,” replied the publisher at the next table. “If I were in your place, Diderot, I would already know one reason to confess. An extraordinarily pretty reason. Starts with P, just like the pretty posterior of the lady in question.”


Sartine knit his brows. After uttering blasphemies they now turned to speaking of worldly things. The philosophers preferred to focus on their womanizing exploits rather than the disparagement of church and state. Anyone who heard them would think that the path to immortality led inevitably through the sins of the flesh. But who were they referring to as “P”? The answer was not long in coming.


“Has Madame de Puisieux as his mistress,” Sartine added to his dossier when he heard the name, shaking his head. He knew the woman. Puisieux was a translator who changed her lovers more often than her quill pens. Sartine now had scarcely any doubt that Diderot’s career would follow a trajectory leading him from the garret room straight into the gutter, with a stopover in the Bastille. He expressed his preliminary judgment in two words: “Extremely dangerous!”


Then Antoine Sartine disappeared once again behind his newspaper and pricked up his ears.
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“I want to touch people’s souls, make them laugh and cry, enlighten them and shake them awake—everything you can do with books!”


Diderot was speaking with such enthusiasm that he noticed neither the pinch of his tight gray jacket or the scratching of his black woolen stockings. In his life he had two passions: women and literature. Whenever he was preoccupied with either of them, nothing else in the world existed for him—neither the lack of money, which followed him like his own shadow so that he often didn’t know how he could pay for the next bottle of ink or the next cup of hot chocolate, nor the police informer who had nested in Café Procope like a flea in an old wig.


“I want to show people how they love and suffer, how they risk their lives for the adventure of their souls. I want to depict their greatness and dignity, the power of their feelings and the surge of their thoughts, the tempest of their inventions and the purity of their ideas. I want to chase away the fog that still fills their heads, all the prejudices and delusions—everything that always enslaves the free spirit who dares to think for himself and accepts only what is attested to by experience and reason.”


“And you expect to make your living off that?” asked Le Bréton almost sympathetically, placing his fat white hand on Diderot’s arm.


“Off it and above all for it!”


There was a pause. The publisher squinted so that his eyes almost disappeared among the bulges in his face, as he fixed his gaze on Diderot.


“Then I think,” he said at last, “that I have something for you. An English dictionary, the Cyclopaedia of Chambers. A reference work that unifies all knowledge from widely divergent fields—a fabulous thing. Would you like to translate it into French? Possibly working with the rest of the gentlemen at this table?”


“I know the Cyclopaedia,” replied the man sitting next to Diderot. His name was d’Alembert, a man of thirty who with his slight stature seemed as inconspicuous as an office clerk, yet he was actually a famous mathematician. “A highly interesting work, and a very useful one at that—” D’Alembert was still speaking, but then the man across the table from him jumped up and interrupted him.


“Are you out of your mind? I, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, should translate a book? Make myself the slave of a foreign author? And an Englishman at that, who pays homage to a half-witted king?” His suit was covered with stains, his wig sat loosely on his head, and yet his eyes sparkled as he pointed at the publisher, waving his finger as imperiously as a general cutting a recruit down to size. “How dare you insult me this way?”


“Calm down, Rousseau. It was only a suggestion, and it was directed at your friend Diderot.”


“That makes no difference whatsoever.”


“Besides, you wouldn’t be working for nothing. I’m offering a tidy sum for the translation.”


“What does money matter?” Rousseau scoffed, making a face as if he’d bitten into a piece of rotten meat. “Only the money in one’s possession is a means to freedom. But the money one seeks to acquire is merely a means to bondage. Therefore I c-c-call upon you to t-t-take your m-m-money and . . .”


Like a street preacher he began by spewing forth the words, but when he started to stutter his speech stopped at once. Now he was the mute manifestation of affronted accusation. Full of contempt, he cast one last chastising look at the publisher, then he left the table and stomped off toward the door.


“P-p . . . pay the bill for me!” Rousseau shouted over his shoulder.


“What an unpleasant patron,” muttered Le Bréton. “He claims he loves all humanity, but he can’t spend more than five minutes with anyone without getting into an argument. But back to you, Diderot. What do you say to my proposal? Would the Chambers book be something for you?”


Diderot hesitated. He knew Le Bréton and he knew about this project—two reasons to watch his step. The publisher had been trying to bring out the Cyclopaedia in France for years; he had high hopes of selling many copies. He had already run through one editor, several business partners, and half a dozen translators. To their demands for payment he often responded with his walking stick. Everyone at the Procope knew this.


Diderot shook his head. “No, doing a translation doesn’t interest me.”


“Nonsense! You’re the best translator in all of Paris. The Medical Dictionary was a masterpiece, not to mention your Shaftesbury . . .”


“I want to write my own books at last.”


“Really?” Le Bréton asked. “I’ll offer you eight thousand livres for the manuscript.”


Diderot gave a start. “Eight thousand?” he repeated like an idiot. He had never even seen, never mind earned, such a sum in all his life.


“Eight thousand,” the publisher confirmed. “The first half on signing, the second on delivery.” He reached out his hand. “So, come on, let’s shake on it.”


Diderot crossed his arms in front of his chest. “Money doesn’t interest me,” he replied, but the lie stuck in his craw so badly that he had to clear his throat.


“Then think of the fame! All of France will kiss your feet because of your translation of the Chambers.”


Although it was an effort, Diderot kept his arms crossed. Through the window he saw his friend disappear around the corner. Rousseau didn’t even look back; once he was convinced of the correctness of his decision, no power on earth could change his mind. Diderot admired him for this single-mindedness, which precluded any form of adaptation or entanglement.


“I’m a writer, Monsieur Le Bréton.”


“I’m convinced of that. And for that very reason I beg you to lend your pen to Mister Chambers. It’s only for a short time.”


“I have lent my pen to foreign authors far too often and for far too long.”


“And if I raise my offer to ten thousand? Living is expensive, and you have obligations. Think about next month’s rent.”


“Even if you offered me twenty thousand—no!”


Now the publisher let his hand drop. The expression on his face changed like the weather in April. The goodwill that had just flowed from every pore of his pale skin like his interminable sweat suddenly gave way to anger, and his tiny eyes flashed perilously.


“Your final answer?”


Diderot nodded.


“Too bad, I had taken you for more intelligent than that. Apparently I overestimated you.”


Le Bréton propped his hands on the table to help push his huge body to a standing position. The delicate d’Alembert moved aside as if fearing he might be crushed by the mountain of flesh.


“Just a moment!”


The publisher gave Diderot a surprised look.


“I would like to propose something else. Something better than the Chambers.”


“Indeed? I’m all ears.” Le Bréton stopped for a moment, undecided, then dropped back down onto his chair. “But I warn you, don’t waste my time.”


Suddenly Diderot felt the tightness of his jacket under his arms, and the rough stockings itching his skin from his feet to the back of his knees. He had to clear his throat once again.


“Let’s write our own encyclopedia, Monsieur Le Bréton.”


“To what purpose?” The publisher looked at Diderot as if he doubted his sanity. “Mister Chambers has already written an excellent one. Even I have read some of it, and that’s saying quite a lot. Besides, the rights cost me a fortune.”


“Nevertheless—the book is worthless.”


“And why, if I may ask? All of Europe envies England because of that book.”


“Then all of Europe is wrong.”


“Except you . . .”


“Yes, except me. And common sense!”


“Could it be that somebody mixed something into your chocolate?”


Diderot shook his head. “No, monsieur, even if you strike me dead, I must repeat: the Cyclopaedia is worthless. And I’m also going to tell you why: because an encyclopedia can never be the work of a single individual.”


“But almost every book is the work of a single individual.”


“An encyclopedia is much more than a book, as indicated by the concept of an ‘integration of the sciences.’ But how can a single author manage to research the entire system of nature and of the mind, and then describe all the subsequently derived knowledge? Or do you believe that Mister Chambers was granted the ability to learn everything that can ever be learned, to make use of everything that was ever created, and to understand whatever there is to understand?”


“The Cyclopaedia may well be imperfect,” replied Le Bréton with a shrug of his shoulders. “But, my God, c’est la vie!”


“So should we be content with something imperfect?” shouted Diderot. “If life is imperfect, we have to improve it. No, instead of translating the Chambers, we should venture something completely new. Collecting the knowledge of a single individual in a book isn’t enough—we have to compile the knowledge of all humankind in a truly complete encyclopedia of the sciences, arts, and handicrafts, a work that encompasses all branches of knowledge.”


“Who in heaven’s name would want to do that?” asked d’Alembert. “It took the Crusca Academy in Italy forty years merely to define the vocabulary for such a work. The undertaking is beyond all reason.”


Le Bréton raised his hand to object: “Keep talking, Diderot!”


Diderot moved his chair closer to the table so that he was sitting directly across from the publisher. “Let’s establish a society of learned men and philosophers who work separately, each on his own and in his own field, so that they don’t waste time in discussions, but who all share the same great plan—dozens, hundreds of authors, the best minds in all of France, in order to deal with every topic that applies to human beings: human needs, desires, longings, and pleasures. Together these men will write a book that will turn the world upside down, sweeping away the superstitions and prejudices that have brought so much misery to humanity. A book that not only portrays life as it is, but shows how it could and should be. A book like the book of books, a book like the Bible, a truly new testament for a new era!”


“Aha,” Le Bréton wondered, “are we suddenly going to get pious?”


“Yes, a book like the Bible,” Diderot repeated, “and at the same time the exact opposite. A holy scripture of earthly life, a compendium of human bliss.” He clenched his fists as he spoke. “According to the teachings of the old Bible, humanity has been vegetating for eighteen hundred and forty-seven years in an earthly vale of tears, while people consoled themselves with the prospect of a better life after death. It’s time to write a new Bible, a book that will present people with a new world in which they can seek and find their happiness, here on this side of death, a paradise on earth.”


“Shhhh,” said d’Alembert, looking around anxiously. “It would be wise to change the subject.” A bitter smile played over his fleshy lips, while his brown eyes, which had been wandering restlessly about the room during Diderot’s speech, now gave the publisher an imploring look.


But Le Bréton paid no attention to him. “Do you seriously mean this, Diderot? A book containing all human knowledge?”


“Yes,” replied Diderot. “An encyclopedia that unites all the disparate branches of knowledge on this earth, in order to hand down the wisdom to all posterity. So that the work of the past centuries and millennia has not been in vain. So that our children and grandchildren will be not only more educated but also happier. And so that we don’t die without having earned a worthy place in the annals of humanity.”


He fell silent. All over his body Diderot could feel his clothing binding and itching as Le Bréton returned his gaze. What was going on inside that walrus of a man? The whole mountain of flesh seemed to be in labor, as if it were costing Le Bréton a superhuman effort to give birth to an answer. He stroked the ends of his mustache over and over, while his face contracted into a thousand wrinkles, and he wheezed and panted with every fiber of his enormous body.


“Do you realize that this would be the biggest task that any writer has ever taken on?” he asked at last.


Diderot nodded.


Le Bréton closed his eyes and sighed. “Then I have no choice but to accept my fate, in spite of the risk that you may ruin me, Diderot—but great success comes only from great ideas.” A light passed over his face, as if the sun had come up over a mountain range. “If you’re right, I will allow myself forevermore to be carried in a sedan chair through Paris. If not—pistols!” He raised his hand, snapped his fingers, and cried, “Waiter—bring us champagne!”
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From the tower of the old abbey church of Saint-Germain-des-Prés the bells tolled the midnight hour, but Sophie could still find no rest. Through the open window of her room she heard the yowling of a tomcat on the prowl over the rooftops and smelled the constant stench of the rain gutters; for the sake of convenience many residents of the mansard misused the gutters as a toilet. Sitting in front of a candle that had almost burned out, the flame emitting only the dimmest of light, she leaned over her treasure: a little box full of words, written pieces of paper that Sophie had found somewhere, collected, smoothed out, and restored, saving them in this little box, which she guarded as carefully as the money pouch that held her savings. After work she would take the box out of its hiding place and read what it contained: notes, recipes, old bills and inventories, theater tickets and handbills, yellowed newspaper clippings and placards, a prayer book, but most important, handwritten manuscript pages from novels, dramatic scenes, and poems that her guests had left behind at the coffeehouse like abandoned children, some of them crumpled up and some even torn to bits. That’s why she always locked the door, out of fear that someone might discover this secret activity of hers. Nobody must know that she was able to read—that frightened her as much as the Last Judgment.
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PARIS, 1747 Betrayed by God and humanity,
Sophie moves to the seething capital of the
kingdom. To survive, she works at Café Procope,
the meeting place for freethinkers and revolu-
tionaries. Against her will she falls deeply in love
with one of the regular customers: Denis Diderot,
the famed philosopher and a married man. He
and his colleagues are planning the most dangerous
book in the world since the appearance of the
Bible: an encyclopedia. Even more explosive are
the covert references in the Encyclopedia that
threaten to undermine both the monarchy and
the church. But Sophie soon realizes that the
stakes are even higher for her personally. At risk
are her right to freedom, love, and happiness.
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