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THE PERSONAL RECOLLECTIONS OF THE MARQUIS JEHAN DE BAUDELAIRE

ON THE YEAR 1657




To Beate Schulter-Brader
Interpreter of Ghosts




‘Betrayed and wronged in everything, I’ll flee this bitter world where vice is king, And seek some spot unpeopled and apart Where I’ll be free to have an honest heart.’
— Molière, The Misanthrope, translated by Richard Wilbur
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Salutations

My name is Jehan de Baudelaire. I am, by birth, a nobleman, but more than that, a gentleman.

Notwithstanding my nobility of spirit and self, I hope that you will find me an honest confessor and where I err, I can assure you that my scribe, the damsel Melrose, will be quick to complain.

I will relate, for the purpose of my legacy and your amusement, the events of my life, and those around me, as they unfolded in the year 1657.

It is my most heartfelt intent that, having taken you into my confidence, you will return the favour by reading this document with a forgiving heart. I confess that, in retrospect, I may from time to time have been impetuous or misguided. Granted I have been vain and, some would say, jealous, for mine is a tender, doting heart.

A smattering of politics might find its way into our document in so far as it is relevant, but your amusement will be our highest aim; for while I am a gentleman, I am in addition a poet, dramatist and raconteur, and both my scribe and I are minded that we must not become distracted by a treatise on administration. No publisher would stand for it.

Thus, we will try and limit your exposure to the tedium of the royal House of the Bourbons and to papal machinations, unless I feel it adds a meaty sense of drama or my scribe feels it is important for reasons of clarity. She can be a little tedious in her demands.

But do you see how well she and I work together?

Furthermore, I have promised my scribe that in the telling of my tale there will be a good deal of passion, intrigue and carnal pleasure to have you flapping your fans and pawing at your lover for attention. But love is not all panting assignations and insoluble desire, and so we offer too a substantial application of tender devotion. An additional measure of chemise-shredding misery should bring the balance a good story requires.

To date, my scribe’s heartfelt fictions, though emotionally subtle and quite devastating in execution, simply do not offer the weary reader a sufficient supply of sword fights and fornication and that is where the weighty purse lies. It has always been thus. Some will say a damsel scribe is not the best choice for this tale. I disagree. A scribe may learn as much about themselves through the writing of a story as those who read it and he who tells it.

But I digress.

In 1657, one was practically encouraged to frolic in Cupid’s arbour and allow oneself to be tossed about on the horns of love: to secure dynasties, provide heirs, entrench advantage and, in general, pass a discreet afternoon. It was a dangerous time to be alive – swords were drawn for less than an off-flavour glance or the slightest intimation that one’s lady was a swine. So an afternoon spent supplicant to the charms of an alabaster bosom was an afternoon during which one was much less likely to foment an uprising or consider a military alliance with a distant Spanish cousin.

No. We are not for such ugly squabbles. Rather, our story concerns itself with love. And given that love is the house in which we all are born to abide, I trust you will now lean a little closer for its telling.

Eternally yours,

The Marquis de Baudelaire
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The Game

Avignon, 1657

You find me, raquette in hand, on my jeu de paume court. Picture it. I am the very embodiment of agility, virility, grace and speed as I rush and swoop upon the net. So dazzling. My opponent scurries after the ball this way and that, on at least one occasion colliding with the wall with such force that his newly acquired lover somewhat exposes herself by being the first to rise suddenly to her feet and gasp aloud.

The galleries were packed. Every lady and gentleman of quality and all their servants jostling for space. The noise was tremendous. From the side of the court, I managed to locate my beloved sister, Hortense, and her husband The Toad, as well as the cousins Cherbonne and my most adored Comtesse de Montmorency, with her implausible allure. Her bull-faced husband was not in attendance.

My friends and cousins were notorious jeu de paume obsessives. It was the wine we were raised on. One dear cousin, Camille, long since sent to a convent, was frequently in confession after having worked herself up into an unseemly state of arousal during a gentleman’s game: the sight of sweat-drenched flesh through an open chemise, combined with muscular lunging, arching and thrashing, rendered a young lady of such a hot disposition entirely ungovernable. I was told by the sisters of Sainte-Thérèse that she found great comfort in prayer and needlework. Poor, dear, Camille.

But I digress. Let me describe my exquisite court, built by my father before my birth.

The court resembles a large marketplace with a beautiful, vaulted ceiling spread grandly overhead. A cathedral to my sporting mastery, a theatre in which to display my physical prowess and, above all, tactics and cunning.

On the day in question, my opponent was the Marquis de Vermont, a visitor to our city. He had shown himself, on our previous meetings, to be skilled, occasionally excellent, but my estimation was that he was a predictable player. I knew I could beat him.

I was magnificent. I lobbed the ball from gallery to chance line over and over again, each time to roars of approval from the crowd. I was the very embodiment of supple, masculine thrust.

It was thus with great dismay, after a display of such extraordinary sporting guile, that I found myself on the cusp of losing, the game suddenly poised on a single point. If Vermont took it, he would then take the serve and gain advantage. On my own court! Unacceptable.

Hortense gestured to me, tapping her head to indicate that I should concentrate. The crowd, sensing a change was near, began to call and stamp, ladies’ fans whipping and flapping as if a fox had been let loose in a flock of starlings. The noise and heat were immense.

Readers, I am the epitome of grace in situations of enormous pressure. In battle I have un-seamed a man from crotch to crop without so much as a blink. So, as you would expect, barely a flicker of discomfort passed my face as I took the ball. I lobbed it high and deep into Vermont’s court. But it fell poorly, allowing him the space to send it back over the net like a musketeer’s grenade and past the deepest chance line in my court. The crowd was on its feet, cheering for Vermont.

Then, as if my misery could not extend further, one of the side galleries began to jostle; calls to arms were made, a trumpet sounded and in strode the King’s own cousin, Conti, making his way towards Vermont’s end of the court. My humiliation was complete.

He was a man of questionable temperament and loyalty, unbalanced in both the saddle and the head. Furthermore, I had it reliably reported that he was an unmitigated flop in the bed chamber, most likely on account of being in love with his sister. And so, while ladies flattered and fawned and gentlemen of quality deferred to his every opinion in the hope of attracting favour from the royal house, I treated him as I would another cousin of more or less my age.

It is to this day my assertion that Conti waited until I was on the brink of defeat before making his appearance.

Of course, the customary greetings would now have to be made. He waved a wrist in my direction and I replied by making so great a show of my supplication that I practically stuffed my nose in the dust of my court. I was a demi-breath away from base scullion.

What a charade ensued. Conti applauding Vermont even before I was beaten, the game disrupted mid-play, and every face in the crowd – from marquis to mouse, comte to cat – turned towards Conti and Vermont when I had conspired the entire day for my glory, my victory, my amusement.

There was only one possible remedy.

I looked at the ball fallen just over the chance line. With the disruption, it had not yet been marked.

I cast my eyes around the court. The entire crowd was distracted.

I extended a toe, quickly glanced up, and then nudged the ball forwards, just slightly towards the more advantageous line.

You will know the feeling. The chill prick of hair around the neckline. I was seen. I tilted my head and saw, on Vermont’s side of the net, a man, younger than I with short, cropped hair. Our eyes met, directly. Too, too bold, for he was outfitted as a valet, and not of any house of Avignon. I lifted an eyebrow to query his impertinent intrusion into my business, which had the desired effect of a hasty lowering of his eyes and a subtle deferential bow. He retreated a step or two to better hide himself in the shadows. He had been too presumptuous by half.

After an interminable amount of time had lapsed, and a laboured marking of the ball in its new position, the referee (who, when not adjudicating, was my sommelier) announced the game would resume. He briefly consulted on the score and called avantage.

This demanded we change ends so that my opponent might serve. I allowed myself a quick glance back up at the fils who had so brazenly caught me tampering with the game. He stood now beside my own valet, Bobo, and another young man.

I must admit to some not insubstantial trepidation at this point. I was banking a good deal on Vermont not querying the mark and risking a scene in front of the King’s cousin.

As it transpired, I was incorrect.

As I took my place I noticed Vermont stalling. He had found the mark, but not, it seems, where he had expected to. I ignored this and made an extravagant display to ready myself for his serve. He made no such preparations and instead called out clear as a trumpet on a saint’s day in summer, ‘The mark is incorrect.’

Well, friends, where earlier all heads had turned to Conti, they now all turned to Vermont.

‘The mark has been moved.’

Hortense, I saw, gasped, covering her mouth with her gloved hand in horror.

I replied, ‘Dearest Vermont, I can assure you that it has not. I was the only man on the other side of the net and I saw no intruder while I enjoyed my residence there.’

The man would now either accuse me outright or retreat.

Sensing an unseemly scene was about to unfold, the referee cleared his throat.

‘We must, Messieurs, defer to the marks as we find them as we have no other way to confirm. The eye is deceptive and in a game as quick and skilled as yours, Monsieur Vermont, as exceptional in speed and strength, I can think of no other recourse we have unless there is one who can without prejudice say he knows otherwise.’

A hush fell across the court.

Then a voice from the galleries. ‘Here is one, here is a man who says he saw exactly where the mark was.’

Again, the throng turned in unison and out from the shadows came the young man. He stood exactly over the line where I had placed the new mark.

‘And who are you?’ asked the referee.

‘I am Jonathan Kryk, Monsieur.’ He bowed.

‘What is your station?’

‘I am a valet, sir.’

‘But whose valet, boy?’

‘I have no master.’

‘Good, good, then we have an impartial eye.’

Applause from the stands and even more calls to hush.

I did not take my eyes from this Jonathan Kryk, the valet who had no master.

The stillness and strain were so immense that I could have sworn I felt the very rafters of the roof begin to creak as if we were trapped below deck in a great galleon. I could see every individual hair on his head, eyelash, mole. It was as if his face were a map on which I could read my entire future.

‘Then did you see where the ball fell?’ said the sommelier-referee.

‘Yes, sir. Clearly, sir.’

‘Where then?’

This servant, in the presence of a royal prince and all of Avignon, turned his head a fraction and brazenly, without impunity, held my gaze; as he did, he allowed a near-invisible smile to extend to the corners of his mouth. Then, he returned his eyes to the referee, extended his palm, cleaver-like, and dropped it, indicating that the ball had fallen where I had decreed.

An explosion of cheers. A cacophony of stamps, applause and calls of, ‘Play on, play on, play on.’

You must understand, readers, the spectators do not favour one player over another; they may admire the speed of one, the elegance of another, but in the end what they live for is the game.

It was still avantage to Vermont. He could not claim he had been outdone. That was the trick. I had still allowed him the advantage so that any complaint would merely seem petty and un-gentlemanly. Which was exactly how it was reported for weeks to come in every salon, alehouse and lovers’ bower.

There was no idle chatter that the Marquis de Baudelaire may or may not have moved a mark. This was never uttered. Not once. Rather that Vermont, that inelegant outsider, had arrived in Avignon and cast aspersions on our families of quality, had embarrassed himself and his hosts in front of a Bourbon prince. For shame! They should send him to a colony was the retort. And indeed, I believe he left soon after.

Before he could scamper away, his immediate humiliation was brutal and swift as I finished the game victorious, trouncing the swine conclusively.

I was lifted from court to rafters on the cheers alone. My entire body sang like a fiddle bowed for a forbidden love serenade. I was planetary. So much so that three ladies fainted, a priest fell to his knees in prayer and, it was said, a whelping bitch in the stables immediately gave birth to her pups.
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Bobo

‘A stupendous effort on the court, Monsieur. And now so elegantly attired, the ladies will tremble to see you approach!’

He was, of course, correct, for I did look very fine.

Not so Bobo, who had begun to take on the appearance of a Camargue marsh sheep. Inherited from my dear departed father, my valet de chambre was well advanced in years. His bow legs and craggy spine made him a somewhat inelegant spectacle considering his high rank as my manservant.

‘Bobo, a question. Who was that man, Kryk, who stood beside you? For he saved my game. One should perhaps offer him a few pistoles for his purse.’

‘I thought you’d never ask, Monsieur.’

‘You could have offered, Bobo.’

‘Oh, not I, for I had some small hand in his arrival.’

‘Indeed? His hair is cropped very close. He is not one of us.’

‘He is a valet not long from Angers, by way of Paris. Originally of Amsterdam I believe, Monsieur.’

‘Where is his master?’

‘Dead, Monsieur, poisoned by a rival in love.’

‘That, Bobo, is why I do not involve myself with love and instead play jeu de paume and write verse.’

‘Yes, Monsieur. Very wise.’

‘What does this Kryk want with us?’

‘He seeks employment.’

‘But we do not need a valet, do we, Bobo?’

‘Not exactly, no, Monsieur.’

‘Bobo?’

‘Only, Monsieur . . .’

‘No, no, I cannot hear it, Bobo. No. You cannot desert me. I forbid it. No.’

After my father’s death, Bobo became my one true anchor and confidente. The subtleties of my position I learnt from Bobo, not from my Uncle Hippolyte, who had a more heavy-handed, politically expedient approach – despite or because of being a man of the cloth. Other elders in the family were full of advice and I was instructed for hours on the military exploits and daring of my forefathers. Legacy is a tedious and weighty thing.

But in the end, it was Bobo who taught me all I needed to know about honour, duty, elegance and proper behaviour. All that he had taken from my own father. I cannot say I took it all in; he was in constant dismay at my attire, which he considered at one moment too undone and the next too extravagant.

His true name was Beaumont. Immediately on my father’s passing, when I was still a boy, Bobo announced himself at my chamber.

He said, ‘I was your father’s servant to his death and if you will have me, so I will be yours.’

I remember the words as clear as day. The fact that he had begun to suggest that he was too aged to work was unacceptable.

Yes, his fingers did tremble with the laces and fasteners while he dressed me, and it was also true that I had to hoist him off the floor with increasing frequency when he got himself stuck after arranging the florets on my shoes.

Yes, he had collapsed twice – but I think perhaps ‘collapsed’ might have been an exaggeration. I suspect it was closer to his having misplaced his foot as he walked, for he was prone to chatter while he went. It made him most inefficient and my winter drinks were often brought to me cold, a natural consequence of so large a maison.

I did not mind it on the whole, for I had such deep and tender affection for him.

But in truth, only that morning my new and very fine clock told me it took him a full forty-five minutes to get himself from the kitchen to my writing desk. That he should raise it while I was still so flushed with victory was a blow.

‘Bobo, I am desolate.’

‘Monsieur?’

‘Bobo, are you truly decrepit? You must be honest with me.’

‘Sir, I am.’

‘You are very slow. This morning you took just under an hour to make the journey for my ink pot and tisane.’

‘I apologise most profusely, most, most.’

‘Is it the legs? You have always had excellent knees.’

‘I was the fastest running footman there was in my youth. Overtook the horses!’

We said the last part together, for it was his oft-repeated trope.

‘Yes. But Bobo, how are you now?’

‘Oh, I must not say, Monsieur.’

‘But you must, that I may assist you.’

‘It is no happy tale.’

‘Well, it isn’t the knees, we have established that. Do you shake? A palsy perhaps? Are you in any pain?’

‘Well, no, sir, no pain, only some discomfort that requires terrible and immediate remedy. I was delayed by it on my way with the tisane.’

‘A small note: tisane and ink pot, Bobo. You did forget the ink pot.’

‘No, sir, I did not forget it. I simply left it where I stopped.’

I had the sense that this tiresome comédie might continue well into the afternoon if I could not extract from Bobo the source of his unhappiness.

‘You must tell me what is wrong so that I might get you a physician and we may see an end to your discomfort. It is of course self-interest. I will die without you. You do know that.’

‘Well, sir, it is most delicate.’

‘Oh?’

‘It is my pipes below you see.’

‘Oh?’ Oh.

‘I get an awful burn all the length of my man’s yard – please excuse me for mentioning, Monsieur – and then I must relieve myself with great haste or there will be an unseemly mess. And, Monsieur, if this were to happen in your presence, then it is I who would rather die.’

‘Pardieu, Bobo. This is a dreadful thing. And most inconvenient.’

‘Most, sir. There’s a swelling of the testicles that goes with it. I was struck with the pangs when I was already halfway up the stairs to your writing chamber and had to retreat as fast as I could.’

While I loved Bobo as my own father, I could not have my valet pissing himself as we sat at the barber, or discover, on leaving an entertainment, that he had wet his breeches while in the gallery of a lady of quality. We Baudelaires had standards to uphold. Our reputation depended on it.

‘So I may indeed be in need of a new valet.’

‘Yes, Monsieur.’

‘And if I do not like Kryk?’

‘There are two that might please you and another six or seven whom I have taken the liberty of sending away.’

I daresay even before Bobo’s predicament was terminal, the wicked little network that seemed to run between pages, footmen, valets, lackeys and the rest, would have found me at least fifty of them. Both the valets Bobo had in mind for me were, he said, young and energetic. This was hardly helpful, for that is only part of a manservant’s role, but it did bode well for the prompt delivery of ink pots and tisanes.

My valet was always to represent me, accompany me on every occasion and in all company. He had to be perfectly at ease and attend to all my intimate needs. My dress, cleanliness, barbering were all under his remit. He needed to be educated, honest with money, handsome and discreet. A surprisingly complicated balance. Especially the last two. The rule of thumb was, the more handsome the less discreet. One gentleman, whose name I will not mention, had a valet who was nothing short of ugly: pocked complexion and most irregular in feature. It reflected very poorly on the family. Still, a valet who was too handsome was likely to cause havoc in the household and send scullery maids swooning. It was one of the reasons I liked Bobo so well. Though he was now decrepit, he had a most attractive face and was ever the favourite of the households we visited. His advanced age meant there were never any problems with maids losing their minds or petticoats to his charms.

‘Dear Bobo, you are a parent to me. I shall die without you.’

An inelegant snort emitted from my man as he tried to restrain his tears.

‘Do take your time to ease your broken heart, Bobo. But when you are once again in possession of yourself, might I, eventually, have my carriage?’
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