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Chapter 1:

THE GODDESS







“Come, René!” Louis Aine called.


René stopped, set down his file, and took off his apron. Calling out, “Coming, M. Aucoc,” he grabbed his coat and hat, put them on, and hurried towards the three gentlemen waiting for him at the door.


Aucoc’s son, Louis, closed and locked the door. “René, you are learning quickly and are so productive. Don’t you agree, Father?”


The older man nodded perfunctorily. “Shall we take a carriage?” René smiled to himself. He knew Louis Aine was not one to lavish praise.


“It’s a beautiful May day,” replied Louis. “It will take us some time, but I feel like walking.” Louis grinned at his father. “Do you have the tickets?”


Frowning, Louis Aine nodded again. “Oui.” René also knew the old man did not like exercise.


“Didn’t the doctor say walking would be good for your knees?” Louis chided his father. “We’ll get a cab back.”


Without replying, the elder Aucoc just started down Rue de la Paix.


René exchanged a grin with André, Louis’s younger brother, as they followed the two older men. They were headed to the 1876 Paris Salon Exhibition, housed in the Palais des Champs-Elysées. Louis Aine was a silversmith as well as a fabricator of expensive traveling cases for the wealthy. Eventually, his oldest son took over the business and focused more on goldsmithing. Louis had produced finely crafted jewels that soon drew French royalty including Empress Eugenie.


Louis had been looking to expand and take on a protégé. Then Rene’s father, Auguste, had died suddenly the previous summer and Louis decided to adopt René. This unexpected change of fortune brought René to his current situation of being apprenticed at sixteen to a goldsmith who catered to the rich and famous. He and André, four years older, had become friends.


Louis was a leader in the art and jewelry community due to his elite connections. Popular, wealthy, and intelligent, he kept abreast of Parisian style and served on influential boards. Clever himself, René was aware that his foster father had wisdom to impart in the ways of the business world. When Louis talked, his young ward listened.


“Can you believe there were four thousand entries this year?” Louis asked his father.


“Most of it was garbage,” Louis Aine responded in a surly tone.


“Are you talking about the Impressionists?”


“Who else?”


“The Academie des Beaux-Arts must consider all art, Father, not just the classical. Besides, the young artists bring a fresh viewpoint.” Louis turned back and looked at René. “Isn’t that right, René?” He winked.


“Oui,” René answered enthusiastically.


Louis Aine just harrumphed and said nothing as they continued walking. His son resumed talking. “Did you read Émile Zola’s scathing art review regarding Georges Clairin’s portrait of Mlle. Bernhardt? He said Sarah’s serpentine pose was physically impossible and she doesn’t have a pretty face. He commented that Clairin only rendered her vulgar sensuality and eroticism.” Louis turned again and grinned widely at the young men behind him. “Only a lover can portray such intimacy.” René chuckled because he knew, as the rest of Paris did, that Clairin had briefly been Sarah Bernhardt’s lover as well as an ardent admirer of the actress and in her private circle of friends.


André piped in. “I read that Clairin’s portrait was one of the most prominent of the Salon. Its composition was original and had splendid color.”


Louis nodded. “Mlle. Bernhardt has made quite an impression this year on stage and in art. There are two portraits of her in the Salon. One done by a woman and one by a man. Speculation is that both are her lovers.”


At this remark, René elbowed André and they exchanged another grin.


Louis Aine snorted and shook his head. “She provides endless fodder for gossip with her flamboyant theater performances and all her lovers … And I hear that she wears pants. What is the world coming to?”


“I think Divine Sarah is sexy,” said André, “a femme fatale on and off stage. A Parisian goddess. I can’t wait to see the painting.” René nodded in agreement.


“Well, we shall see, won’t we?” Louis Aine said with finality.


A carriage rattled by in the street, drowning out most of whatever Louis was saying to his father about the Third Republic’s corruption. Not interested in politics, René stopped listening. André slowed his pace a little and René fell back beside him.


“We should go out this weekend,” André said. “I never did celebrate my birthday properly this year. There is a particular cabaret that I would like to go to in Montmartre.”


“Will they let me in?” René asked.


“Your mustache makes you look older. And,” André smirked, “your pretty friend Claudette likes it.” He motioned towards the mustache as if he were going to pull on it. René drew back his head, but gave his companion a wry smile.


André laughed. “Don’t worry. I’ll buy and you can pay me back. Besides, I have friends.”


René nodded his head. “Oui.”


They walked on in silence, which gave René the chance to contemplate all that had happened in the last year. After he had accepted the position with the Aucocs, he had been enrolled in Ecole des Arts Décoratifs, the School of Decorative Arts, to further his education in art and design. He enjoyed his classes, although some of the professors were boring. Much like the Aucocs, they preferred tradition over innovation. René had other ideas. He aspired to be inventive and experimental and to create jewelry with a variety of materials rather than rehashing old techniques and concepts. To him, it wasn’t work, it was play. If he didn’t enjoy what he was doing, he did not stay at it long. But he knew that the art schools had a huge impact and influence on young artists’ métiers. Those who did not conform to expectations were not as likely to be selected by committees, win awards, or even be noticed by the public. To succeed with originality, he would have to produce something phenomenal. His work was cut out for him.


Soon the group came to the end of the street and turned onto Place Vendôme. As they walked through the large square, René imagined his future. He would be a well-known bijoutier like his benefactor. But not just in France. The world. My jewelry will be works of art, worn by royals and others. Perhaps displayed for all to see in museums. He smiled inwardly at his grandiose dreams. René glanced up at the imposing façade of a building and then at the window fronts of the expensive retail shops as they passed by. Someday, I will be rich and famous. I will have a store here.


The men finally arrived at the art show. There was a small queue to get in and the interior foyer was crowded. Once inside, the group split up and René and André headed to the sculpture garden. As they wended their way through the museum attendees, René wondered how many serious art dealers, collectors, and museum curators were present. The Salon could make or break a career.


The young men meandered through the statues stopping to look and comment on several pieces. Finally, they stood in front of La Charité by Paul Dubois, the show’s recipient of the Salon’s medal of honor. It was of a mother holding two sleeping babies. René admired the serenity on the woman’s marble face, the drape of her skirt and the expressions of the dozing children. René had been drawing since he could hold a pencil, but he also appreciated carving and fashioning things from stone. One day, he knew, he would take classes in sculpting.


“Well done,” André remarked, “very deserved of the prize.”


“I agree,” René replied.


“Let’s look for Divine Sarah, shall we?”


“Oui.”


The two walked around until they found Clairin’s painting. René and André stood together silently studying the blonde actress. Sarah, dressed in a long, opalescent white dress, was reclining seductively on a pink divan and propped by a large golden pillow. Her portraitist had included her hound at her feet. Both subjects appeared carefree and languid yet alert.


“I like his use of light and color,” André said after some time. “His composition is good. I disagree with Zola. Clairin has done well.”


Examining the painting, René felt himself flush. It wasn’t the light, the colors, or the composition that was captivating. It was her eyes. The canvas exuded the essence of Sarah, titillating and tantalizing. “Elle est une femme de mystére,” he said softly.


André snickered. “You are so right, mon ami. I am positive that Clairin thinks she is a mystery, too.” He stood a little longer and then began to wander off to view other paintings. René, however, remained behind. As he stood before the portrait of the woman in white, memories of a past incident flooded his mind. The painting reminded him of seeing another woman in white, eight years earlier. The sight of her was so odd that it was ingrained in his mind. Distinct memories as if it had happened but an hour ago.


His mother, Olympe, had come to retrieve him from his grandfather’s house in the countryside. His grandmother long dead, eight-year-old René was left behind with his grandfather in Ay-sur-Marne while his parents got settled in Paris. This day, they had picked her up from the train station in Epernay. After hugging and kissing her son, Olympe was bear-hugged by her father, Antoine. A farrier as well as a winemaker, he wrapped her in his large, muscular arms before loading her luggage and them into his carriage. On the way home, the horse had thrown a shoe. When they arrived at the house, his mother stayed with his grandfather to chat while she watched as he reshod the beast.


On the ride home, his mother had told René that she had brought some things for him, so he offered to bring her bags in the house when they arrived. Inside, he opened them and found a leather binder with sheet paper and pencils. There was also a stack of bygone, illustrated literary magazines. He pulled one out from the stack and began to thumb through it, stopping when he came to a story that piqued his interest. “The Mummy’s Foot” by Théophile Gautier.


The title of the story revived memories of the beginning of his fascination with Egypt, after his exciting visit to the 1867 Great Exposition in Paris the year before. The avenue of sphinxes, people in exotic costumes, and temples with Egyptian antiquities including the authentic jewels of Queen Aahhotep. René recalled his grandfather liking the donkeys and camels housed at the stables behind the buildings.


Smiling at these memories, René took the magazine and the binder and, as the house was hot and stuffy, went in search of a shady tree under which to read the story of the mummy and, perhaps, draw some pictures.


It was a warm day with a light breeze. René continued to walk along the dirt track that led down to the river until he found what he was looking for. The canopy of a beech tree created a shady spot over a large rock that he could rest his back against. He sat down, opened the magazine to the short story, and began to read. The story was about a man who happens upon a mummy foot in a Parisian curiosity shop. The shopkeeper tells him that the foot is genuine and that it belonged to a real Egyptian princess, so the man buys it to use as a paperweight. René paused in his reading and whistled softly. One hundred francs for a mummy foot. That’s a lot of money. The man has a vision that night of the princess and she leads him on a dreamtime adventure. When René finished the story, he took off his shoes and socks, then used the binder to sketch his own foot and drew bandages draped around it. A mummy foot, he thought proudly.


Satisfied with his efforts, René laid his head back on the smooth rock surface. The heat made him drowsy and he closed his eyes. How long he had been there he didn’t know when a sudden sound aroused his attention. He sat up and looked around.


In the distance, in the break of the large bushes and trees that led to the river’s edge, he saw a person dressed all in white. Thinking it was a mirage, as the heat shimmer caused his vision at first to be blurry, he could see that it was an old woman with only one foot. She was leaning on crutches and looking at him. Then the woman motioned him to come toward her. He hesitated and she motioned again, this time more insistently as if she wanted him to look at something. He was a little apprehensive, but René was bold by nature. As she began to limp away, he got up and followed her.


The woman passed between the bushes and he lost sight of her. When he moved beyond the barrier of undergrowth, he could see her waist-deep in the water. She was not old as he had initially thought but a beautiful young woman dressed in a simple, white linen dress. Golden bands encircled her slender tanned arms. Her eyes were lined in kohl and on her head, she wore a gilded headdress with a golden disc surrounded by horns. Motioning, she wanted him to join her in the river.


He was warm; the water would cool and refresh him. René paused and then, in the distance, he thought he heard his mother’s voice calling him. Turning around, he saw that the bushes had disappeared and he could see his grandfather coming down the road. René turned back to the maiden, but she had disappeared along with the river. He felt his grandfather’s hand on his shoulder, shaking it. “René! Wake up!”


René felt himself sitting on the ground again. Opening his eyes, he realized that he had been dreaming. His grandfather’s brows were knitted, but he exhaled before chastising René. “Why do you always worry your poor mother?”













Chapter 2:

THE TOMB







A shriek was heard before, “Damn cat left another one!” Then a worried voice through the closet door. “Miss Haliburton? Are you, all right?” Lucinda looked over and saw the locked doorknob jiggle.


“Yes. I am,” Lucinda replied.


“Don’t worry, I’ll fetch the key,” the maid reassured her.


“Alright.”


Lucinda heard the maid mutter to herself, “And pick up the dead mouse.”


The first time Lucinda’s mother, Sarah, had locked her in her closet, she had been frightened in the small, gloomy space. After the second time, Lucinda had hidden a candle, matches, and books behind her shoes, so she had been prepared for the third time her mother had violently pushed her in. The closet had since become her peaceful reading space when it was too rainy to ride the horses. Sarah left her alone and Lucinda was drawn into her stories, the most recent one a new novel about a horse called Black Beauty.


Lucinda wasn’t bothered at all now by being imprisoned; rather, it was her mother’s slaps she tried to avoid. As she sat in the darkened closet with her flickering candle, Lucinda remembered recently overhearing her uncle and grandfather talking about her mother’s mental condition. Unbeknownst to them, Lucinda was under the enormous dining table with its heavy, fringed tapestry tablecloth of crimson and gold. She had gone underneath to fetch the big orange tabby, Sekhmet. Named so by her mother after the fierce Egyptian goddess even though he was male. He frequently left dead mice strewn at doorways, so was continually chased out of the house. Therefore, when inside, Sekhmet liked to remain concealed under furniture.


Once she had crawled under the table, Lucinda tarried momentarily. She remembered when, as a child, she would hide under it. Mostly to avoid the governess du jour but also her flawed family and the paintings of her English forebears. The antique portraits of her stately ancestors that were hung throughout the mansion. She hated the haughty occupants who silently watched her from their frames. Not that they, or anyone else living on Foxhill Estate, cared about how she felt. No one except Sekhmet and her grandfather, the baron. Lucinda placed the cat on her lap and petted it gently. Content, Sekhmet was settled when her uncle and grandfather passed through the dining room on their way to the conservatory.


“You know she inherited it from Mother,” Roderick told his father.


“Yes, I know.”


“Do you think it is time to consider another option?”


“What do you mean?”


Roderick stammered, “Well, um, Sarah’s deterioration, I mean …” He paused. “Surely, this situation is not good for Lucinda. No one takes care of her; she runs about the estate as free as a wild dog. How many boarding schools has the girl been expelled from? I am sick and tired of interviewing governesses. They all say that she is immature, ill-mannered and unteachable. All she wants is to be outdoors. Walking, riding or grooming the horses.”


“Nonsense!” said her grandfather. “I see her reading in the library all the time. She’s certainly not illiterate or stupid.”


“Well, that may be, but she’s too old for that now. She needs to learn proper behavior on how to be a lady and become a wife. Not a scholar. Besides, I don’t have the time to continually do this and attend to my business in London.”


Lucinda rolled her eyes. I wish you would stay in London forever.


“Perhaps a boarding school in the north …” suggested Roderick.


“That’s too far. You know I am opposed to that and so is she. She doesn’t want to leave because of my health. At least she cares.”


Roderick didn’t reply to his father’s barb. “I just think that she needs to be removed from this environment for a while. What about a visit to Egypt to see her father?”


Lord Haliburton stopped walking. As Lucinda looked at their shoes and the tip of her grandfather’s cane, she thought of her father, who had left England for France and then to Egypt a long time ago. He was only a faded, misty memory now.


Her grandfather grunted. “Do you think it wise to send Lucie to that place? To that vulgar American? Don’t forget that Alexander is the one who brought shame to our family in the first place.”


“Well, it’s not as if Sarah didn’t play a part. Her erratic, licentious behavior is also to blame.”


“I should have never agreed to visit America. It’s my fault they followed her back here.” Lucinda could imagine her grandfather shaking his head dolefully.


“What’s done is done. You couldn’t have predicted that she would find out about his mistress.”


“I wish they had never met.”


“I agree. His attempts at reconciliation by sending love letters telling her that she is a goddess are pathetic. Absolute nonsense about reuniting and floating down the Nile, stargazing, like Cleopatra and Mark Antony.” Roderick snorted. “Do you know that Sarah only wants to be addressed as Cleopatra or Annabel these days?” When the baron didn’t respond, Roderick continued. “Recently, she has taken to locking Lucinda in the closet, telling her that she needs to get used to her tomb.”


“Why didn’t anyone tell me?” Lord Haliburton asked angrily. “We must find the key and take it from her.” Lucinda heard her grandfather sigh heavily. “Poor Lucie.”


“No one seems to know where she is hiding it. The maids say that she flies into a fit if they try to search her room. She threw a vase at one of them the other day for addressing her as Lady Sarah. Screamed at her, ‘My name is Lady Annabel!’ Thank god she missed.”


Lord Haliburton cleared his throat but said nothing.


Lucinda grimaced. She’s as mad as a hatter.


Roderick seemed to be thinking the same thing. “Sarah’s behavior is becoming unacceptable. One of the footmen said he saw her slap Lucinda.”


Lucinda heard her grandfather sigh again as he quietly said her grandmother’s name, “Annabel.” Then he began to shuffle about. Lucinda noticed he shuffled when he was especially upset. “I thought we agreed that you were to intercept Alexander’s letters.”


“I was, until she coerced one of the maids to go through the post for her.”


“Then you must be more diligent! Why didn’t you tell me? I assume that you let the maid go as a warning to the other staff?” This last question brought on a coughing fit.


Roderick softened his tone. “Of course. I didn’t want to upset or bother you, so I took care of the situation.” He paused for a moment and then said, “But on another matter … As you know, the letter Merimee sent was not encouraging. His endeavors so far have been fruitless. You read what he wrote. That bastard countryman of his, Auguste Mariette, is creating problems for fellow excavators. He wants any treasure found to stay in Egypt or to go to the Louvre. We need to check up on what is happening with our funds. I can take Lucinda with a chaperone when I visit. Perhaps the presence of his daughter will take Alexander’s mind off of his wife.”


“I don’t know, a girl her age in a foreign country?”


“Do we want Lucinda to fall prey to her mother and grand-mother’s problems or disease? She is nearly eighteen, the age that Sarah was when she first became involved with Alexander. And when Mother …” Roderick didn’t finish the thought. “Perhaps if we send Lucinda away, she will escape their fate.”


“I just don’t think it is prudent.”


I agree, Lucinda thought. I don’t want to see my father.


“We can’t just sit by and watch Sarah abuse her. Egypt is better than the asylum, is it not?”


Lord Haliburton tapped the floor hard with his cane. “We are not sending Sarah to that asylum in London. I made a huge mistake with your mother and I have regretted it my whole life. I thought Annabel would get better, but she just sank deeper.” A tone of despair entered his voice. “Surrounded by incurables and imbeciles, she left into another world. I lost her there and I won’t watch Sarah …” His voice trailed off and another coughing fit ensued.


Poor Grandfather, Lucinda thought. She was worried as her grandfather’s coughing spells had become more frequent and prolonged.


When the fit was done, the baron continued. “Your sister just needs nurses and medication. I was talking to Dr. Perkins about it. He recommended talking sessions with him and water treatments. Hydrotherapy, he said. Did you know that Charles followed his father into psychiatry?”


Roderick replied evenly. “Yes, you mentioned it before. All I am saying is that maybe a change of scenery and seeing her father would do Lucinda some good.”


You don’t care one bit about my good, Lucinda fumed.


“Alexander has a profession at least,” her uncle pointed out.


Lord Haliburton snorted. “He has that position only because I know Gaston Merimee. It’s a good thing I sent Alexander with him and away from here. At least Gaston reports that he is pleased with Alexander’s renditions of the temples and their hieroglyphs.” The old man paused. “Perhaps you should go. We need to collect the drawings for my associate. The editor firmly believes there is a high interest for this type of book. He said that we should capitalize on Egyptomania.”


Uncle Roderick remained silent, so her grandfather went on. Lucinda could hear the exasperation in his tone. “Certainly, they’re much better than his previous drawings. I still can’t believe he encouraged my daughter to explore her artistic inclinations. He just wanted her to pose nude for him in his art studio and then become his lover.”


Lucinda curled her lip at this thought and watched as the baron limped forward using his cane, his son following him. “Did I ever tell you that the recorder for the parish register wrote ‘misbegotten’ by Lucie’s name and would not remove it until I paid their exorbitant fee? I told them her parents were married first, but they didn’t believe me. Pure extortion, I say!”


Lucinda took Sekhmet off her lap and crawled to the edge of the table. She lifted the tablecloth and peeked out at her uncle and grandfather as they reached the stairs. Lord Haliburton shook his head in frustration. “Drawing and painting? Why couldn’t Sarah just have focused on embroidery like all other women? Simply scandalous!” Lucinda could hear the contempt and disgust in his voice before it became muffled as the men descended into the conservatory.


Rousing herself from these memories, Lucinda closed her book and blew out the candle. By the time someone came to rescue her from the locked closet, Lucinda had hidden her book and candlestick again behind her shoes. She was standing close to the door talking to Sekhmet, who was on the other side. The cat had started mewing after the maid left to fetch the key and was now scratching the door. Lucinda could hear heavy footsteps approach and then a male voice. “Shoo!”


Lucinda stepped back as the key was placed in the keyhole and the door was opened. Her grandfather stood before her and beckoned her out. Lucinda left the dark closet, but the bedroom was not much better on this grey and rainy day. Even though the maid had lit the wall sconces, the room with its somber wallpaper was still dim and dreary.


“Lucie. How long have you been in there?”


“Just the morning, Grandfather.”


The baron shook his head. “I want to talk to you.” He indicated that they should sit on the tufted Egyptian Revival settee placed near the two tall windows facing the expansive grounds of the estate. Lucinda had spent many hours on this sofa covered in plush velvet the color of wine. The armrests were made of carved mahogany, the profiles of Egyptian goddesses. Her mother had seen it in a store in London and insisted that it be purchased. Then decided later that she didn’t like it; it reminded her too much of Alexander. Sarah had the staff put it in Lucinda’s room.


Her grandfather smiled and then looked at her earnestly. “How are you?”


Lucinda debated asking if he was referring to her mental or physical health. Was his real query, Are you going insane like your mother? Lucinda stifled the urge. She loved only two things about Foxhill Estate: her grandfather and her cat. Her grandfather loved her back even if she was “misbegotten”. She knew that he loved his wife and daughter too. Even in their madness.


“I’m fine,” she assured him, and placed her hand over his. “How are you feeling?”


The baron patted her hand. “I’m well. Don’t you worry about me.” However, his expression revealed uncertainty and he withdrew both hands before placing them on his knees. The sudden appearance of the sun from behind the clouds brightened the room. The sunlight streaming through the windows seemed to punctuate his next words. “I thought that you might want to visit your father in Egypt. Do you remember much of him?”


Lucinda shook her head. She fiddled with the lace at the end of her sleeve. “Wouldn’t you miss me, Grandfather?”


“Of course I would, dear.”


She returned his earnest look. “Do you suppose my mother would?”


“Yes,” he answered emphatically. Seeing the doubt on her face, he added, “I mean, I think so. You know about her condition. I don’t know for certain what she thinks or knows anymore.”


Lucinda reflexively traced the wooden Egyptian face of the armrest. “Do you think my father wants to see me?”


The old man glanced out the window and watched as the sun was again obscured by the clouds, leaving the room darkened as before.


You don’t believe Father will want to see me either.


Her grandfather looked back at her. “Uncle Roderick thinks that a change of scenery would be good for you. The sunshine would be beneficial. He wants you to be happy.”


Doubtful. Lucinda noticed Sekhmet poke his head out from under the bed. Upon seeing Lord Haliburton, the cat quickly returned to hiding. “I would miss my orange kitty terribly. What if something happened to him while I am not here? What if he runs away?”


“Don’t worry about him, I’ll make sure that he gets taken care of. What if I let him come inside occasionally?”


“I don’t know …”


The baron tried to cheer her up. “Don’t you think it would be fun to see the pyramids? Perhaps the excavation of the Great Sphinx of Giza? It would be an adventure.”


Lucinda sighed. “If you think so, Grandfather.”


And so it was settled. Lucinda would travel with her uncle and a new governess to Egypt.













Chapter 3:

TREASURE HUNTER







“Here is the post, Dr. Merimee.”


His Egyptian manservant, Eza, handed Gaston the mail.


At Eza’s feet, Badger sat and wagged his tail. The dog, a fine specimen of a dachshund, had been sent to Gaston by a German friend and archaeology enthusiast after telling Dr. Merimee that he needed a true friend in the desert. Badger quickly bonded to Eza and he adored the puppy, so Gaston gave the dog to him.


“Thank you, Eza,” Gaston replied. While he drank his strong Persian coffee, he watched the servant and the dog start down the hallway, then put his cup down and called out to the pair. “Oh, Eza, will you lay out my excavating clothes and boots? I wish to visit the dig site this morning.”


Eza turned back. “Yes, sir,” he answered and then continued down the hallway.


Gaston smiled at the young man, who disappeared through a doorway. Unlike the boy’s French father, who had been Gaston’s assistant at one time, Eza had never been a disappointment to him. The professor turned his mind to the post and leafed through the letters. There were only three pieces: one from the local police chief, one from the Museum of Egyptian Antiquities at Bulaq and one from his benefactor, Lord Haliburton. Starting with the official letters, he saw that both were about the archaeological dig and his discoveries. The first one from the chief discussed charitable contributions to the police force. “Charitable?” Gaston muttered to himself. “No, extortion.” The only way he could safeguard the dig site was to employ the police force to maintain security as well as secrecy. Tossing that letter aside, he read the other one. It was from a minion of Mariette’s reminding him again of reporting any findings immediately. Auguste Mariette was the director of antiquities at the museum. Gaston knew that the only reason he had been allowed to stay was because of his nationality and his knack for diplomacy. To keep the snakes from biting you, they must be fed, he thought bitterly. To avoid prying eyes, he refolded the letters and replaced them in their envelopes. Then he turned his attention to the last one.


Reading the last letter, he softly cursed in French. This missive from England informed him that he was to have visitors in four to six weeks’ time. The baron’s son and his granddaughter, Lucinda. Roderick Haliburton was also bringing a chaperone for Lucinda and an old friend of Alexander’s, an American linguist and photographer, Mitch Grant. Apparently, Roderick was going to be inspecting Merimee’s endeavors for himself to determine whether the funds provided for the field expedition were to continue. “How am I to be expected to carry on with my work and entertain visitors? Especially them?” Gaston said out loud. He didn’t voice his next thought. That of his doomed future if he didn’t produce soon what Lord Haliburton wanted: ancient artifacts. Golden treasure.


Gaston poured himself another cup of coffee. As he sipped it, he thought about the first time he had visited the baron at his estate outside of London, several years before. The butler had shown him into the study, and Lord Haliburton got up, shook his hand and greeted him heartily. “Bienvenue, Professor Merimee!” He introduced the two gentlemen with him. “This is my son, Roderick, and Alexander, my son-in-law. He is a draughtsman by trade.”


“An artist,” the slim, finely featured, dark-haired young man corrected as he extended his hand.


Gaston recognized him as an American by his accent. He shook Alexander’s hand and then Roderick’s. Lord Haliburton summoned the staff for drinks and bade them to sit. They began the discussion of Egypt with the baron explaining how his distant cousin James, now dead, had been to Egypt and had been the one to introduce him to Egyptology.


“So, Dr. Merimee,” Lord Haliburton suggested enthusiastically, “tell us of your expertise and your proposed field expedition.” He listened intently as Gaston began.


As the professor continued to speak, he tried to ignore Roderick. By his stony face, Gaston could tell that he was not interested in Egyptian antiquities and probably perceived this idea as a useless endeavor, seeing it as a drain on his eventual inheritance. Alexander spent most of the time examining his fingernails.


When Gaston had finished his proposition, Lord Haliburton offered a deal. “Dr. Merimee, I want to fund your studies and your archaeologic pursuits, but I am not wealthy enough to just throw my money away without some recompense. You do understand?”


“Of course. However, you may recall, as we discussed previously, the number of antiquities being allowed to leave the country is now being monitored closely by the Egyptian government.”


“And, I assume, by Auguste Mariette as well?”


Gaston nodded. “Yes, as he is director of antiquities.”


“Well,” said Lord Haliburton, “because I am involved with several exhibitions at the Paris Exposition, I know that Mariette is organizing the Egyptian exhibit at the fair. I think that you should get acquainted with him. He will appreciate a fellow archaeologist who wants to preserve this ancient culture.” The baron smiled conspiratorially.


“But he believes that the Egyptians or the Louvre should keep their treasures.”


“Yes, yes, but this is why you are just the man to help both of us.”


Gaston knew the baron was anxious to add to his small collection. “I am determined to find an undiscovered tomb that will satisfy all our needs, Lord Haliburton,” Merimee assured him. Treasure for you, eminence for me.


“Certainly, I have no doubt in your capabilities, Dr. Merimee. But …” The baron paused slightly. “I also have a travel company and an editor who might be interested in publishing a picture book to stimulate interest in visitation to foreign lands. Having an artist”—he glanced at Alexander—“along to document these discoveries would be agreeable to me. Someone to render pictorial proof of actual tomb hieroglyphs so that they can be studied and translated. Imagine the implications.”


“Well, I suppose …”


Lord Haliburton interrupted him. “Then it is settled. Alexander will accompany you back to France. His artistic flair will help you in designing an exhibition for the world fair.”


Alexander began to object. “But I don’t want to …”


The baron interrupted him as well. “He can help in the preparations for the expedition and then onto Egypt.”


At dinner that night, Gaston understood Alexander’s reluctance. The American was drawn by his fiery wife, Sarah, like a moth to a candle flame. A queer thought came to Gaston’s mind. He circles around her unaware of his impending doom. The two couldn’t take their eyes off one another, much to the annoyance of Lord Haliburton.


Gaston knew that the baron wanted drawings of Egypt, but it was obvious that he also wanted to get rid of Alexander. He speculated about this strange family dynamic before wondering about the baron’s wife. And where is she? Separated from him? Dead? Gaston sensed an unnaturalness to the household as he observed the only child at the table, a young girl, watching her parents. Perhaps it’s the way they ignore her, he thought. She is invisible to them. While Gaston was looking at her, Lucinda turned suddenly and stared into his eyes as if she had read his mind. This action startled him, and he averted his gaze. He was glad he wasn’t staying long; dusty, hot tombs and mummies were more appealing.


The next day, Lord Haliburton had taken Gaston aside. “I want to show you something in private.”


The old man led him into his study and closed the door. He went to his large desk and removed a leather-bound folder with dried and cracked edges. “This belonged to my cousin. I bought it from James when he returned from Egypt. Disowned by our family, he came to me for help in paying his debts.” Lord Haliburton opened the folder. “He told me that he believed there were many undiscovered tombs in the valley west of the Theban necropolis. He knew Belzoni, the famous Italian archaeologist who explored Egypt.”


Gaston had heard of him. Glorified tomb robber, more like.


Lord Haliburton picked out one of the papers, a hastily scribbled map titled Valley of the Monkeys, 1833. The baron waved it at Gaston. “I believe this is a treasure map to a lost tomb.”


Tossing aside Haliburton’s letter now, Gaston snorted at the thought of a treasure. L’illusion, he scoffed. For years, he had studied that map, that journal, and to what end? Nothing but frustration. He hadn’t been able to locate that tomb. Any trace of it had disappeared under the blowing sands of over forty years. Standing up, he adjusted his robe and retied the sash. As he made his way to his dressing room, the professor thought of Alexander and how he had changed. Thinning hair, leathery skin, and a potbelly from drinking too much Egyptian beer. The desert milieu had not been good to him. That thought made Gaston wonder about Lucinda. She must be a teenager now. It will be interesting to see what changes have occurred in her. But he didn’t have much time to muse as there was a knock at the front door. Around the corner, Eza and Badger, who was barking furiously, hurried past to answer it. Gaston heard an excited exchange as well as continued barking and growling, but before he could ascertain the cause, Eza bounded back around the corner, almost colliding with his employer.


“Look Dr. Merimee! A worker digging in the new area found these!” Eza held out his hand. In his palm laid several dusty, white beads. Gaston picked one up to examine it. Carved into the sides were tiny black hieroglyphics. The professor strained his eyes and squinted at one of the characters. It was a feather.













Chapter 4:

IN BLACK AND WHITE







René had just finished fashioning a mallet from an old chair leg. He examined his handiwork before setting the mallet on the workbench next to his favorite enameling tool, a large, white goose feather that applied the perfect amount of liquid glass to each cell. Louis had encouraged him to make his own implements for jewelry manufacturing; over the last year, René had spent most of his time learning filing, hammering, and piercing. Much to his disliking, René was also the errand boy and spent time maintaining the workshop. However, by applying the knowledge he learned from Ecole des Arts Décoratifs, he gradually had earned the respect of Louis.


Now that René was an advanced second-year apprentice, Louis was allowing him to spend more time making adornments and less time cleaning. Enameling had fast become René’s favorite pastime, and Louis was instructing him in this ancient art. His first pieces were not a great success, but each new one was an improvement upon the last.


What his mentor and benefactor liked the most were René’s drawings. Louis admired the jewelry designs, boxes, and vases that René had drawn for class, and had once shown his art portfolio to Louis Aine. There was no verbal acknowledgment, but René was pleased when the older man had paused and nodded in approval at one of his illustrations. His satisfaction quickly waned, however, when Louis Aine came upon René’s composition of a coffin with an Egyptian death mask. The elderly Aucoc wrinkled his nose in displeasure and closed the sketchbook. “So morbid.”


On the other hand, Louis had copied a couple of the drawings, made a few modifications and rendered them into beautiful pieces which the firm had sold. René frowned. I should be making the profit from my work, not him. But I am just an apprentice.


“René!” André called as he approached. “Nom de nom!” He shook his head disapprovingly. “Why are you still working? You are trying to make me look bad! Lèche-bottes.”


René grinned and shot back, “Well, if you weren’t so lazy …”


“I prefer to enjoy life. You should too,” André said as he clapped the younger man on the shoulder. “Besides, I can’t keep up with your ambition and talent.”


“I can’t keep up with your enjoyment,” René replied. Lately, after work, he and André had been visiting the Montmartre cabarets more frequently, much to the chagrin of his mother. Olympe had been chiding him the day before about his late-night activities. When his father had first died and his mother had been in full mourning, her depression caused her to ignore René and his whereabouts. Olympe had been mostly listless and dispirited except when it came to fashion. The only things she seemed to enjoy were crocheting and buying new mourning clothes. How many black crepe dresses and lace handkerchiefs were necessary? Now that Papa had been gone over two years and Olympe was in the half-mourning stage of proper grieving, René supposed that those dresses would be put away and new ones purchased. Earlier that day, he had stopped at a close-by specialty mourning establishment to pick up the silk bonnet she had ordered. René presumed that his mother would be donning gray and purple soon, as well as slipping back into her well-intentioned but overbearing and domineering attitude regarding his lifestyle.


André was admiring René’s new mallet. “Not bad, not bad,” he said before setting it down and walking over to the small desk that René used as a design workspace. André had followed in his father’s footsteps and become a silversmith and a woodworker; he crafted the fine travel boxes under Louis’s tutelage. “What new masterpieces have you created?” he teased, before rifling through René’s drawings laying on the desk and stopping at a rough sketch of the Madonna standing on a crescent moon. “What’s this?”


“My instructor took us to the Louvre so we could study the masters and sketch their pictures. That is the Immaculate Conception by Murillo.” André continued to flip through the pictures, then held one up of a praying nun. “We also went to Saint-Sulpice to practice figure drawing.”


André nodded. “Did I ever tell you about seeing a nun walking down Rue des Capucines? Did you know there used to be a convent here before the neighborhood was renovated? I had returned from a friend’s house late at night and thought the nun was a real person at first. It seemed odd that she should be walking by herself. She was going in my direction, so I followed her. The nun turned the corner onto our street and when I got there, she had disappeared. Une fantôme.”


“A ghost?”


André chuckled. “Perhaps it was the absinthe.”


“Yes, I think so.”


André chuckled again. “I do have a habit of drinking too much absinthe,” he admitted. “It can make one crazy.” Then he chose another picture, a black rooster. As he examined it closer in the light, he offered a rare compliment. “Fine detail, especially the feathers.” André turned the drawing to René and pointed to the bird. “This is you, mon ami, le coq noir.” He winked at him. “Such a ladies’ man. Tell me, what is your magic? Is it your mustache, your dimpled chin or your soulful eyes?” André coquettishly batted his eyelashes at René.


“You’re just jealous.”


André grinned. “Moi?” He returned the drawings to the stack and then straightened it. “Come on, don’t be so coy. Come upstairs for a drink. Or two. Tell me the secrets of your charming ways.”


“Not tonight. I promised my mother I would come home after work and bring her the bonnet I picked up.”


“Fine. See you in the morning.” André pulled some francs from his pants pocket and tossed them on the workbench. “Louis Aine wants croissants. Don’t forget to stop by the boulangerie tomorrow morning. And say bonjour to Claudette for me.” As he walked away, he called over his shoulder, “Does she know about all your girlfriends at the cabarets?” Snickering, he disappeared into the back stairwell that led to the upstairs apartments.


Grinning, René straightened up the workbench. He put his tools away and pocketed the money. After extinguishing the lamps, he grabbed his coat and hat, and walked out the side door into the narrow alley between the buildings. He locked the door, then headed to the street. Rue de la Paix was deserted. All the shops had closed for the night. René turned the corner and headed to the boulevard where he would pick up the omnibus. Thinking of André’s story about seeing a phantom reminded René of his own apparition. Why didn’t I tell him about my ghostly nun? Memories of her appearance five years earlier flooded back.


At the time, he had assumed it was his imagination. The incident had occurred after school when the schoolyard was empty of instructors and students. René’s teacher had made him stay late, after reprimanding him about paying attention during class and destroying school property. In the last hour of class, René had become bored and had begun doodling in his math book. The margin of the book’s page was not large enough, so he began drawing a picture in his notebook. It portrayed the mistress of one of the older teachers, who visited him on a regular basis to bring his lunch. He had told everyone that she was his niece, but others knew better. René noticed that the men, especially his own teacher, ogled her slim yet voluptuous figure. Her dark, sleek hair upswept, its wanton stray curls drawing one’s eyes to her slender neck. René closed his eyes and visualized her face before sketching it, focusing on her large, captivating eyes. Instead of the flamboyant hat that she normally wore, he embellished her head with a plethora of long curls ending in serpent heads. René grinned at his Medusa drawing before he noticed his teacher standing over his desk.


The instructor cleared his throat. “Ahem.”


René looked up to see his teacher glaring down at him and the other students staring at him. Just at that moment, the bell rang. The other boys closed their books, got up noisily and began to gather their things to leave. René started to close his book, but his teacher placed his hand over it.


“Non. You will stay, M. Lalique.”


Knowing he was in trouble, a few of the boys grinned stupidly at René before exiting the classroom. René returned his gaze to M. Girard. Noticing the drawing, the teacher picked up the Medusa sketch to look at it closer. Obviously, René’s rendition was accurate as he clearly recognized her face. Looking at it longingly, his lips curved into a slight smile. Then he realized the boy was watching him and he furrowed his brows at René.


He pointed to the scribbles in the math book. “What made you think this was a good idea? Defacing schoolbooks is a serious offense, young man.”


René looked contrite. “I’m sorry, M. Girard.” He wondered what his punishment would be.


“Erase that right now!”


René complied and then looked up at M. Girard. His gaze had returned to the picture. Forcing his eyes away from it, he examined René’s textbook. Satisfied that the vandalism had been taken care of properly, he closed it.


“One does not fare well in life if one does not pay attention to one’s lessons,” M. Girard began to lecture. “You are here to learn about finances and commerce. How do you think you can properly manage a ledger and a business without mathematics? You need to learn to be practical. Doodling and drawing nonsense will not take you too far, M. Lalique. Do you understand?”


“Oui, M. Girard.”


“I have a good mind to report this offense to your parents and the director. What do you think about that?”


“I’d rather you didn’t,” René replied respectfully and honestly. He smiled disarmingly at his instructor.


It worked. The teacher’s face softened and he said, “Well, if you promise to pay better attention in class …”


“Oui, M. Girard,” René readily agreed.


“And no more scribbling in your math book …”


“Oui, Monsieur. I won’t, Monsieur.”


“I am going to keep this picture as evidence,” Girard said, “just in case you forget your promises.” He ripped out the drawing, walked back to his desk and placed it in his satchel but not before glancing at it once more. Then he leaned against his desk and folded his arms across his chest. “You have talent. You should enter the upcoming drawing competition.”


“Oui, sir. Merci, sir.”


“You may go now.”


Pleased with the compliment and relieved that he did not receive any punishment, René gathered his things and left. Walking tall, he thought about M. Girard keeping his picture of the girl. His drawing teacher, M. Lequien, was much more critical of his work. Monsieur Girard had bolstered his confidence.


René opened the door and walked out into the school courtyard. He was crossing it when he became aware of the presence of another person. She was dressed like a nun and standing between the buildings. He had heard the rumors of other students saying that they had seen ghost nuns wandering on the campus; one boy had claimed that he had seen one walk through a wall. René had figured that his classmates were just embellishing on the history of the grounds. Originally, the institution had been a convent for the Order of Daughters of Mary Magdalene.


Detecting her from the corner of his eye, he turned to see the old woman staring at him. Her look was so magnetizing that he had stopped in his tracks. They held each other’s gaze for a few moments; there was a feeling of familiarity between them. Then he watched her turn and walk through the distant wall of the building he had just left. Disappearing. What did I just see?


René ran away quickly.


Serendipitously, shortly after seeing the apparition, René had won his first design award. In addition to René’s previous artwork, his mother had used this award as leverage to convince Louis to take him on as an apprentice.


Now, as he continued walking toward the omnibus, René mused, Why did the nun appear to me that day? Was the illusion an omen about my future as an artist? He wondered why André had never mentioned his ghostly encounter before now. Was it because of seeing his Saint-Sulpice drawing or could there be another reason? Was André’s account foretelling something momentous? Perhaps another major life transformation?













Chapter 5:

EGYPTIAN MAGIC







His mother had her eyes on him as he walked down the hallway. Obviously waiting for him, Olympe stood by the front door. She was impeccably dressed in a slate-colored mourning dress with buttons made of jet. When he stood in front of her, she presented her cheek to him.


René kissed it and then the other. “You are up early.”


“You have been working late so many nights at La Maison Aucoc, I wanted to know if you would be home early tonight.”


“Non, Maman.”


Frowning, she asked, “When is your class?”


“It is late afternoon,” René replied as he removed his overcoat from the hall closet, “but Ambrose asked me if I would go out with him tonight.”


“Who is this Ambrose?”


“Don’t you remember? I told you about him. He is one of my schoolmates.” René slid into his coat.


Olympe pursed her lips and was silent as she studied him for a few moments. “I was going to have Mme. Staffe prepare her duck confit and artichoke bottoms topped with sauce Béarnaise. Some of your favorites.”


“I’m sorry, Maman.” René placed his bowler on his head. “But I have already promised him.”


Rather petulantly, she began, “I tire of being alone in this big house. Now that your father is gone …”


To sidetrack her, René kissed his mother’s cheeks again. “Why don’t you ask Mme. Bouchard over for dinner? I am certain that she will have something interesting to say.”


Ignoring his suggestion, Olympe adjusted his coat collar and picked off some imaginary lint. “Where will you be going?”


“To his apartment for dinner and then to a bookstore event.” He opened the door, went down the steps, deeply inhaled and then exhaled the crisp October air. Bidding au revoir to his mother, René began walking away.


Left standing in the doorway, Olympe dolefully called after him, “Don’t stay out too late!” René waved goodbye without turning around.


René had met Ambrose in one of his fall classes. Ambrose was interested in wood-working and so René had introduced him to André. They instantly took a liking to each other. With genuine camaraderie, the three of them made a habit of frequenting the cabarets together. Ambrose was a good-looking young man with an elliptical face and long, aquiline nose. Some would say he had an effeminate countenance had he not worn a short, dense, neatly trimmed French fork beard giving him a roguish look. Lean and muscular, spending time at a boxing gym had kept him fit. With natural charm, Ambrose was a flirt and the women flocked to him. Both André and René appreciated this trait in a friend; they could seduce the ones that Ambrose overlooked.


After René and Ambrose left school that night, they made their way to Ambrose’s cramped apartment on the south bank of the Seine. Ambrose lived above a bookstore; he had convinced the owner that he was an asset as a tenant. Abandoned early by his family, poverty and living on the streets had eventually led to him being a semi-professional Savate fighter, a French kickboxer. The bookstore owner had agreed to allow Ambrose to stay in one of the small, attached upper rooms in exchange for working in the bookstore for several hours a day and keeping an eye on it at night. Ambrose told René that he didn’t mind sweeping, dusting, and arranging the books as he was also permitted to borrow the used ones to read and return.


Several years older than René, Ambrose delivered regular counsel on life; René didn’t mind much as he missed his father’s company. In addition to Ambrose being a self-proclaimed romantic to the ladies, he also considered himself a poet and philosopher. A self-taught intellectual, his starry-eyed nature was compatible to René’s, since the younger man was also prone to imaginary flights of fancy and optimistic daydreaming.
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