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THE COACH
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Between the villages of Aubière and Romagnat in the
ancient Province of Auvergne there is an old road that
comes suddenly over the top of a high hill. To stand south of
this ridge looking up at the highway flowing over the skyline
is to receive one of those irrefutable impressions from
landscape which requires more than a philosopher to
explain. In this case it is undoubtedly, for some reason, one
of exalted expectation.

From the deep notch in the hillcrest where the road first
appears, to the bottom of the valley below it, the fields
seem to sweep down hastily for the express purpose of
widening out and waiting by the way. From the low hills for a
considerable distance about, the stone farm buildings all
happen to face toward it, and although most of them have
stood thus for centuries their expressions of curiosity remain
unaltered.

Somewhat to the east the hill of Gergovia thrusts its head
into the sky, and continually stares toward the notch as if
speculating whether Celtic pedlars, Roman legionaries,
Franks, crusaders, or cavaliers will raise the dust there.

In fact in whatever direction a man may look in this
particular vicinity his eyes are led inevitably by the
seductive tracery of the skyline to the most interesting point
in all that countryside, the place where the road surmounts
the hill. Almost anything might appear there suddenly
against the empty sky, fix itself upon the memory, and then
move on to an unknown destination.



Perhaps the high hill of Gergovia where heroic events
have taken place in the remote past now misses a certain
epic grandeur in the rhythms of mankind. For ages past
tribes have ceased to migrate and armies to march over the
highway it looks down upon. Cavalcades, or companies of
pilgrims have rarely been seen upon it for some centuries
now. Individual wayfaring has long been the rule. Even by
the last quarter of the eighteenth century it had long been
apparent what the best way of travelling the roads of this
world is when one has a definite, personal object in view.
Such, indeed, was then the state of society that the
approach of a single individual, if he happened to belong to
a certain class, might cause as much consternation to a
whole countryside as the advance of a hostile army.

It was this condition of affairs, no doubt, that accounted
for the alarm upon the faces of several peasants as they
stood waiting uneasily in the late afternoon sunshine one
spring day in the year 1775. They were gazing
apprehensively at the deep notch in the hill just above them
where the road, which they had been mending, surmounted
the ridge. Indeed, a grinding sound of wheels from the
farther side of the crest had already reached the ears of the
keenest some moments before.

Presently there was the loud crack of a whip, the shouts
of a postilion, and the heads of two horses made their
appearance prick-eared against the sky. The off-leader, for
there were evidently more horses behind, was ridden by a
squat-bodied little man with abnormally short legs. A broad-
brimmed felt hat with the flap turned up in front served,
even at considerable distance, to accentuate under its dingy



green cockade an unusual breadth of countenance. The
ridge at the apex is very steep. The first team had already
begun to descend before immediately behind it appeared
the second straining hard against the breast straps. Then
the coach, a "V"-shaped body with the powdered heads of
two footmen in cocked hats peering over its slightly curved
roof, outlined itself sharply in the bright notch of the road
and seemed for an instant to pause there.

As soon as it hove in full sight a babble of relieved
exclamation arose from the group of watching peasants. It
was not the coach of M. de Besance.

As to whose coach it might be, there was small time for
speculation. The problem rapidly began to solve itself. The
coach was heavy and the hill was steep. Suddenly, at a cry
from the little postilion, who began to use his whip like a
demon, the horses stretched themselves out. An immense
cloud of dust arose and foamed about the wheels.

The black body of the coach was now seen coming down
the road like a log over a waterfall. Oaths, cries, shouts from
the white-faced footmen, the squall and moan of brakes,
and a frantic drumming of hoofs accompanied its descent.
Four horses and the carriage flashed as one object through
the spray of a little stream at the foot of the hill. There was
a nautical pitch as the vehicle mounted violently upon a
brief length of causeway that led to the ford. But so great
was the momentum which it had accumulated and the
terror of the horses that the postilion was unable to check
them even with the attempted assistance of the peasants.

A large hole full of water on one side of the little
causeway now became horribly apparent to him. With a



quick jerk on the bridle and a firm hand the clever little
driver dragged his horses around it. The front wheels missed
it by a fraction. But there had not been time to turn the trick
entirely. For an instant the left hind wheel hung spinning.
Then to the accompaniment of a shrill feminine scream from
the interior of the coach it sank with a sickening jar and
gravelly crunch into the very centre of the pit. Nevertheless,
the rear of the carriage finally rose to the level of the
causeway as the horses once more struggled forward. A
high water mark showed itself upon the yellow stockings of
the petrified footmen. The coach lurched again violently,
rocked, and stopped.

Scarcely had the coach body ceased to oscillate in its
slings when from the window projected a claret-coloured
face surmounted by a travel-stained wig much awry. A hand
like a lion's paw flourished a gold-headed cane furiously,
and from the mouth of its entirely masculine owner, which
vent can only be described as grim, proceeded in a series of
staccato barks and lion-like roars a masterpiece of Spanish
profanity. It began with God the Father and ranged through
the remainder of the Trinity. It touched upon the apostles,
not omitting Judas; skipped sulphurously through a score or
two of saints, and ended with a few choked bellows caused
by twinges of violent pain, on Santiago of Compostela.
During the entire period of this soul-shaking address, and
for several speechless seconds after, a small, intensely
black, forked beard continued to flicker like an adder's
tongue through the haze of words surrounding it. Somewhat
exhausted, its owner now paused.



Those who thought his vocabulary exhausted, however,
were sadly mistaken.

The gentleman looking out of the coach window owned
estates both in Spain and in Italy. From both he drew
copious revenues not only of rents but of idiom. He was of
mixed Irish, Spanish, and Tuscan ancestry, and his fluency
was even thrice enhanced. He now gripped his cane more
firmly and lapsed into Italian.

"You mule's bastard," roared he, twisting his head around
with an obvious grin of pain to address the little man sitting
astride the lead horse, "Come here, I say. Come here till I
break your back. I'll . . ." The rest was cut short by a second
grimace of agony and a whistling sound from the cane.

The recipient of this alluring invitation climbed down from
his saddle rather slowly, but with no further signs of
hesitation walked imperturbably past his four quivering
horses toward the door of the coach. His legs, which already
appeared small when astride a horse, were now seen to be
shorter than ever and crooked. Yet he moved with a certain
feline motion that was somehow memorable. As he turned
to face the door of the coach and removed his cocked hat,
two tufts of mouse-coloured hair just over his ears, and a
long, black whip thrust through his belt till it projected out of
his coat tails behind, completed for the peasants, who were
now crowding as close as they dared, the illusion that they
were looking, not at a man, but at an animal vaguely
familiar.

The door of the coach was now pushed open by the gold-
headed cane revealing to those by the roadside a glimpse of
the sumptuous interior of a nobleman's private carriage. Its



owner had been riding with his back to the horses. As the
door opened wider a long, white object projecting across the
aisle toward the rear disclosed itself as a human leg
disguised by a plethora of bandages and resting upon a "T"-
shaped stand contrived out of a couple of varnished boards.
On this couch the ill member with its swathed foot seemed
to repose like a mummy. On the rear seat could be caught a
glimpse of a brocaded skirt the folds of which remained
motionless.

The claret-coloured face now appeared again and the
cane was once more flourished as if about to descend upon
the back of the unfortunate postilion waiting hat in hand just
beyond its reach. But the gentleman had now reached the
limit of his field of action. He was the owner of the
mummified limb on the "T"-shaped stand, a fact of which he
was just then agonizingly reminded, and a torrent of several
languages that seemed to start at his waist literally leapt
out of his mouth.

To the surprise of all but the footmen, who were
thoroughly inured to such scenes, the little man in the road
ventured to reply. He purred in a soft Spanish patois
accompanied by gestures that provided a perfect
pantomime. Due to his eloquent motions towards the
peasants in the ditch and the hole in the road, it was not
necessary to understand his dialect in order to follow his
argument. With this the gentleman, who had meanwhile
violently jerked his wig back into place, seemed inclined to
agree.

Seeing how things were going, a tall fellow somewhat
more intelligent than his companions now stepped forward.



"It is to be hoped that monsieur will overlook the
existence of the terrible hole which has caused him such
discomfort . . ."

"Overlook its existence, you scoundrel, when it nearly
bumped me into purgatory!" roared the gentleman. "What
do you mean?"

"Ah, if we had only known monsieur was coming this way
so soon it should have been filled in before this. It is very
difficult now to get these rascals to come to the corvée. We
were informed you would not arrive until day after
tomorrow. I can tell you, sir," continued he, turning an eye
on his miserable companions which they did not seem to
appreciate, "I can tell you they were just now in a fine sweat
when they heard monsieur's coach ascending the hill. If it
had been that of M. le Comte de Besance . . . oh, if it had
been M. le Comte himself!"

"M. de Besance? Ah, then we are already upon his
estates!" interrupted the gentleman in the coach. "Do you
hear that, my dear?" Seemingly placated, and as if the
incident were drawing to a close, he began to close the
door. Noticing the crest on the outside panel for the first
time, the man by the road licked his lips and hastened to
correct himself.

"But yes, monseigneur," he gasped, "the Château de
Besance is scarcely half an hour's drive. One goes as far as
the cross-roads at Romagnat and then turns to the left by
the little wood. And the road from here on monseigneur will
find in excellent shape. For a week now we have laboured
upon it even in wheat sowing time."



Mollified at finding himself so near the end of a long and
painful journey the gentleman's face relaxed somewhat
from its unrelenting scowl. A few pale blotches began to
appear through its hitherto uniform tint of scarlet.
Encouraged by this the unfortunate bailiff essayed further.

"By special order we have smoothed the road from
Romagnat for the illustrious guest expected at the château;
but not until day after tomorrow." Here he bowed. "Yet an
hour later and this accurséd hole would have been filled. A
little more willingness on the part of these"--a grim smile of
understanding on the face of the nobleman here
transported the bailiff--"a little more skill on the part of
monseigneur's coachman . . ."

Scarcely had these words left the man's mouth, however,
before a hail of rocks and mud set him dodging and dancing.
The small postilion who had all this time been waiting in the
road hat in hand was galvanized into instant action. On all
fours, he dashed about snatching up every clod and stone
that came ready to his paws. The whip flickered tail-like over
his back, his grey-green eyes blazed brilliantly, and he spat
and squalled out a stream of curses that might have done
credit to his master. One of the peasants began to mutter
something about the evil eye, and all began to draw back
from the coach.

"Are we all right?" shouted the master to his footmen.
"Yes, Your Excellency," they replied as if with one voice.
"Drive on then, Sancho, you devil's cat," roared the

gentleman now grinning with enjoyment at the grotesque
scene before him and with satisfaction at finding that
neither his leg nor his coach was irreparably damaged.



But at the word "cat" the little postilion fairly bounded
into the air. His hair seemed to stand on end. Those outside
the coach appeared to be fascinated. They continued to
stand and stare until with an impatient gesture the
gentleman on the inside pulled a tasselled cord. A small bell
hung in a yoke on the roof tinkled musically, and the horses
long accustomed to the signal moved forward.

Finding himself about to be left alone on the highroad in
a hopeless minority, the postilion with a final snarl turned,
picked up his hat, clapped it on his head, and in a series of
panther-like leaps, for his legs were far too short to run,
gained the lead horse already some yards ahead and
vaulted into the saddle.

"A cat! A cat!" shrieked the peasants. The four horses
broke into a trot, and the coach and its passengers rocked
and rolled along the road that had been so carefully
"smoothed" to the Château de Besance.

But rumour preceded it in the person of a peasant runner
who took a short cut across the fields. The servants at the
château were warned of the unexpectedly sudden approach
of visitors. Even before the coach reached the cross-roads at
Romagnat that entire village was agog. For nothing except
scandal spreads so fast as an apt nickname. The two indeed
are frequently related, and in this case as long as he
remained in that part of Auvergne Don Luis Guzman
Sotoymer y O'Connell, conde de Azuaga in Estremadura,
Marquis da Vincitata in Tuscany, and Envoy Extraordinary to
the Court of France from that grand duchy, was invariably
associated with his feline postilion, Sancho, and referred to



over the entire countryside as Monsieur le Marquis de
Carabas and his cat.

Compared with the surface of the royal highway the
recently smoothed road upon the estates of M. de Besance
was as a calm harbour to the Bay of Biscay. Both Don Luis
and his leg thus began to experience considerable benefit
from the comparative ease with which the coach now rolled
along. The end of a ten days' journey from Versailles was
almost in sight, and the marquis began to contemplate the
bandages in the vicinity of his big toe--from which only a
faint, blue light now seemed to emanate--if not with entire
satisfaction at least with considerable relief. As he did so his
eyes happened to stray past his carefully cherished foot into
the deep recess formed by the rear seat, thus serving to
remind him of what he was at times somewhat prone to
forget.

The ample rear seat of the coach upholstered in a
smooth velvet of a light rose colour was deep enough to
form, with its painted side panels and the arched roof above
it, what seemed from the front seat, where the marquis was
now leaning back, to be a deep alcove. Sunk in the luxurious
cushions of the seat, and reclining against the back of the
coach with her head directly under an oval window was
what appeared to be the body of a young girl scarcely
eighteen years of age. Her form was completely relaxed.
Her long sensitive hands, upon one finger of which was a
wedding ring, lay with startling and web-like whiteness
against the rose of the cushions. Two waxen arms
disappeared at the elbows into the folds of a grey silk
travelling scarf wrapped about her shoulders like a Vigée-



Lebrun drapery. She sat with one leg crossed over the other
so that her skirt, stiffly brocaded in a heavy heliotrope and
gold pattern, fell in a sharp-edged fold that might have been
moulded in porcelain to one white-slippered foot.

Used as he was to an almost selfless yielding in his girl-
wife which constantly expressed itself in his presence in her
relaxed physical attitudes, there was, as he now looked at
her across the aisle of the coach, something in her posture
which caused Don Luis to glance hastily and uneasily at her
face. Her small, rather neat head lay drooped to one side.
Since Bourges, which they had left hastily after the death of
her maid by plague, she had been unable to accomplish an
elaborate powdered coiffure. Consequently her own hair of a
pure saffron colour seldom seen in the south of Europe,
burst, rather than was combed back, into a high Grecian
knot held precariously by one gold-knobbed pin. Across her
wide, clear forehead, above carefully pencilled and minutely
pointed arcs of eyebrows, and blowing out from the temples
before and around two finely chiselled ears, sprang a
delightful hedge of ringlets and tiny silken wires. These in
the rays of the western sun, which darted now and again
through the oval window behind, were touched along with a
thousand dust motes that danced in the semi-darkness of
the coach, into a sudden blaze and aura of golden glory. A
straight nose, and a rather small, pursed mouth, whose
corners were nevertheless drawn out enough to be turned
down toward an obstinate little chin, completed a
countenance with a bisque complexion like that of a
miniature. It needed only that the eyes should be wide open
and staring directly at you out of the shadows to give the



impression that you were actually in the presence of some
dream-like and helpless doll. But her eyes were now closed,
or almost so. As her husband looked at them with their long,
brown lashes disclosing only a blue polished glimmer of the
pupils beneath, while the lids remained perfectly
motionless, it calmly occurred to him that she might have
fainted.

Yet this realization even when it became a certainty did
not suggest to Don Luis any necessity for immediate action.
Before everything else the marquis was a connoisseur, an
appreciator of rare and accidental patterns of beauty in
nature, and of their successful imitation or creation in art.
The picture before him was a combination of both. The wide-
flung frame of the upholstered seat, the delicate rose-leaf
tint of the background, the perspective of the alcove, and
the unusual arrangement of its lights and shadows were, so
it happened, in exact harmony with the central and
somewhat tragic figure of the portrait. There was even a
high light in precisely the proper place, for a large emerald
breast pin concentrated the stray beams of sunlight and
deflected them in a living grey-green shaft across the folds
of the girl's scarf.

Don Luis was delighted. For the time being he felt that
his condescension and his trouble in marrying this young
woman had been rewarded. And where had he seen that
exact arrangement of headdress and features, accidental to
be sure, but quite purely classic in effect? Ah, it was on a
coin of Faustine; or was it Theodora? Perhaps a combination
of both. One's mind played tricks like that. His artistic
imagination no doubt! Yes, there was something a little


