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I

SUICIDE

'The laws in Europe are ferocious towards those who kill themselves:

they are made ro die twice, as it were; rhey are dragged in ignominy

through the steets; they are branded with dishooour; their property is
confiscated.'

MoNTEseutEU

Tuesday 23 Octoler 7767

Carriages were streaming on to Rue Saint-Hono16 as Nicolas Le
Floch advanced cautiously over the slippery cobbles. Amidst the
din of the vehicles, the shouting coachmen and the whinnying
horses, a coach arrived at great speed and almost overturned in
fiont of him, one of its metal wheels sending up a shower of
sparks- Nicolas negodated his way with some difficulty through
rhe foresr of blazing torches. which a host of manservanrs was
waving aloft in the darkness to provide rheir masters with as
much light as possible.

How much longer, he thought, would such ostenratious
and dangerous displays be toleratedl Candlewax ran down
clothes and hairstyles; wigs and hair were in danger of being
set alight - there had already been numerous fatal incidents.
The same scene would be repeated on the steps of the Op6ra
at the end of the performance, but then there would be even
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greater chaos with the wealthy spectators trying to hurry
home.

Nicolas had made his thoughts on the matter known to
Monsieur de Sartine, who had merely rejected his remarks in a

way that was both evasive and ironic. However committed he was
to the common good and to public order in the capital, the
Lieutenant General of Police had no desire to antagonise the
Court and the Town by regulating a practice that he occasionally
found convenient himself.

The young man pushed his way through the crowd blocking the
steps of the great staircase. There was an even greater crush in the
confined space of the foyer of this grand edifice, which had been
built for Cardinal Richelieu and in which Molidre himself had
performed.

Nicolas always experienced a thrill on entering this temple of
music. The audience recognised and greeted one another. They
spoke of the forthcoming performance, as well as of the latest
news or rumours, which in a time of war and uncertainty were the
subiects of animated debate. On this particular evening, talk was
divided between several topics: the recommendation that the
bishops of France were due to submit to the King concerning the
Society of Jesus,l Madame de pompadour,s fragile state of healrh,
and the generals' recent military successes - in particular those of
the Prince de Caraman, whose dragoons had pushed the
Prussians back beyond the Weser that September. There was also
mention of a victory by the prince de Cond6, but the news had
not been confirmed.
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A11 these people, shimmering in silk, waded through dirt.
There was a disconcerting contrast between their luxurious
clothes, and the foul-smelling remnants of wax, earth and horse
droppings with which they were soiled.

Trapped in the middle of this throng, Nicolas felt his usual
disgust at the mixture of odours filling his nostrils. The stench
wafting up mingled with the smel1 of face powder and poor-
quality candles but sti1l did nothing to cover up rhe sourer and
more obtrusive smell of unwashed bodies.

Some women looked on the point of passing out and were
frantically waving their fans or sniffing perfume bottles to revive
themselves.

Nicolas managed to extricate himself by slipping behind the
French Guards on duty on the staircase. He was not attending the
Op6ra for pleasure but had been sent on official business.
Monsieur de Sartine's orders were to watch the audience. It was
no ordinary performance that evening. Madame Ad61arde, the
King's daughter, together with her retinue, was due to attend.

Since Damiens's atrempt on the King,s life, a general sense of
anxiety had haunted the royal family. In addition to the spies
positioned in the theatre stalls and the wings, the Lieutenant
General of Police wanted to have his own man on the spot who
was totally dedicated and enjoyed his complete trusr. It was
Nicolas's role to hear and observe everything whilst remaining
visible to his superior in his box. As a commissioner from the
ChAtelet he was entitled to call in the lorces of law and order, and
to take immediate acdon if necessary.
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To carry out his duties Nicolas had chosen to stand near the
stage and orchestra where he could be sure of a full view of the
auditorium without losing sight of the stage, another possible
source of danger. This location had the incidental advantage of
putting him in the best possible position to judge the quality of
the orchestra, the performance o[ t]re actors and the tessitura of
the singers, whilst avoiding the vermin that infested the wood_
work and the velvet seats.

How often on rerurning home had he needed to shake out his
clothes over a bowl of water to rid himself of those wretched
jumping and biting insects . . .

No sooner had the young commissioner taken up his place
than the match-cord began ro dse up slowly, like a spider
swallowing its thread. Once it was high enough, it moved across
the candle wicks of the great chandelier, lighting them one after
another. Nicolas loved this magical moment when the auditor_
ium, still dark and buzzing with conversation, emerged from the
gloom. At the same time a stagehand lit the footlights. From the
boards to the flies shades of gold and crimson appeared in all their
splendour, along with the blue of the French coat of arms
decorated with fleurs-de-lis, which dominated the stage. Coils of
dust, now made visible, filtered the light that spread softly across
the clothes, the dresses and the jewellery, in a silent prologue to
the magic of the performance.

Nicolas berated himself. When would he grow out of his habit
of daydreamingl He shook his shoulders. He needed to keep an
eye on the auditorium, which was filling up non/, the volume of
noise rising.
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