
   [image: cover]


   
      
         

            Praise for Fortunes of France

            
               
[image: ]
               

            

         

         
            “Modern-day Dumas finally crosses the channel”     Observer

            “An enjoyable read, distinguished by its author’s erudition and wit”    Sunday Times

            “Swashbuckling historical fiction… For all its philosophical depth [The Brethren] is a hugely entertaining romp… The comparisons with Dumas seem both natural and deserved and the next 12 instalments [are] a thrilling prospect”     Guardian

            “Historical fiction at its very best… This fast paced and heady brew is colourfully leavened with love and sex and a great deal of humour and wit. The second instalment cannot be published too soon”     We Love This Book

            “A highly anticipated tome that’s been described as Game of 

Thrones meets The Three Musketeers”

Mariella Frostrup on BBC Radio 4’s    Open Book

            “A vivid novel by France’s modern Dumas… [there is] plenty of evidence in the rich characterisation and vivid historical detail that a reader’s long-term commitment will be amply rewarded”     Sunday Times

            “A sprawling, earthy tale of peril, love, lust, death, dazzling philosophical debate and political intrigue… an engrossing saga”     Gransnet

            “A master of the historical novel”     Guardian

            “So rich in historical detail… the characters are engaging”     Sunday Express

            “Compelling… a French epic”     Kirkus Reviews 

            “This is old-fashioned story-telling. It has swagger and vibrancy with big characters… A gripping story with humour and strength and real attention to historical detail”     Mature Times

            “Swashbuckling”    Newsday

            “Cleverly depicts France’s epic religious wars through the intimate prism of one family’s experience. It’s beautifully written too”     Metro

            “A lively adventure… anyone keen on historical fiction [should] look forward to the next instalment”     Daily Telegraph

            “The spectacular 13-volume evocation of 16th–17th-century France”     Independent

            “The Dumas of the twentieth century”     Neues Deutschland

            “A wonderful, colourful, breathlessly narrated historical panorama”     Zeitpunkt

            “Robert Merle is one of the very few French writers who has attained both popular success and the admiration of critics. The doyen of our novelists is a happy man”     Le Figaro

         

      

   


   
      
         

            

            
               
[image: ]
               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         

            LEAGUE

OF SPIES

         

         

      

   


   
      
         

            1

         

         IT WAS ONLY by the slimmest of chances that my good valet, Miroul, and I had finally made good our escape from the horrendous St Bartholomew’s day massacre, aided throughout by our massive Swiss Guard from Berne and our master-at-arms, Giacomi, and found refuge with the Baron de Quéribus in Saint-Cloud. As this gentleman had a rich estate in Carcassonne, he decided to head south, thereby providing a well-armed escort for the three of us as far as Périgord, warning us that the roads and towns of France were now quite dangerous for anyone reputed to be a Huguenot. And since Dame Gertrude du Luc, who’d managed to save the life of my beloved Samson by preventing him from returning to Paris, was desirous of accompanying us, I invited her and her chambermaid Zara to join us, knowing full well that her interest in meeting my father was motivated by her burning and tenacious desire to marry my brother.

         We arrived at Mespech during the grape harvest, but after the initial delight of our reunion with my father and Uncle de Sauveterre, for the first time in my life I was unable to enjoy seeing the beautiful bunches of grapes trampled in the vats by the bare feet of our women, for the red juice which flowed from them suddenly brought back the horror of the oceans of blood we’d seen covering the streets of Paris on 24th August and the days following.

         At the end of the first week, however, remembering all my peregrinations on the highways of France and my incredible adventures in the capital, I began to feel some impatience with the quiet rusticity and slow pace of life in my father’s chateau. In any case, I’d already decided not to spend the winter with my family, but to move to Bordeaux to set up my medical practice there. But my readers know as well as I do that Fortune holds in great derision the will and projects of men, and plays at undoing them just as the waves of the ocean undo the sandcastles that children so painstakingly construct on the beach. I thought I’d stay but two months in Mespech. I stayed two years.

         And though my primary object in these pages is to provide a portrait of my good sovereign, Henri III, as he really was, and not as he was so shamefully smeared by Guise’s people and others in league against him during his lifetime, who spewed out their hateful venom through thousands of libellous verses and lampoons, as well as execrable accusations made from the pulpit, this memoir is also intended to chronicle the life of my family. So I don’t want to rush through those two years of family joys and domestic sorrows shared by my beloved Samson, by my older brother François, by my little sister Catherine, by the Brethren (my father and Uncle de Sauveterre), by Dame Gertrude du Luc and by my Angelina. To the best of my memory the most contentious affair that clouded my return to Mespech in 1572 was the marriage of Samson to Gertrude, a union that should have seemed very advantageous to our Huguenot economy, since the lady wanted to offer him as dowry the flourishing apothecary shop of the Béqueret family in Montfort-l’Amaury.

         “You shouldn’t let Samson do this!” snarled Uncle de Sauveterre to my father as we were riding, along with François, to visit Cabusse at le Breuil. “The lady’s a papist and has been on a pilgrimage to Rome!”

         “Can I prevent my youngest son from such a marriage,” replied Jean de Siorac, “when I allowed myself to marry Isabelle de Caumont?” 

         “And you know what a bad decision that was! She’s such a devout Catholic!” croaked Sauveterre, who resembled more than ever an old crow, with his bent back and his increasingly thin neck.

         “The mistake,” replied my father, whose bright eyes went sombre at the memory of it, “was to try to convert her publicly and by force, since the lady had so much tenacity and pride… But she was a good wife to me,” he continued, glancing at François and me, “and I loved her dearly.”

         At this Sauveterre had no more to say. Although he was too good a man not to have tried valiantly to offer her his affection during her short life, he’d had more success in grieving her when she was dead than in cherishing her while she was alive. For Sauveterre, so biblically convinced as he was of the necessity of fecundity, believed that every woman was but a fertile womb by which God’s people grew and multiplied. But the fact that this fecundity required sowing one’s seed in such hostile ground left him quite devoid of sexual appetite and any feelings of tenderness.

         “Have you thought about the fact,” he continued gravely, “that if this lady marries Samson, your grandchildren will suck the superstition and idolatry of the papists with every drop of their nurse’s milk?”

         “Well, I’m not convinced that such milk counts for much,” answered Jean de Siorac. “Charles IX had a Huguenot nursemaid and you saw how much that mattered during the St Bartholomew’s day massacre! Moreover, my brother, since the persecution has broken out again, it may be a good time to disguise our faith. I’m more worried about Samson’s excess of zeal than about his lack of spine. Dame Gertrude will serve as a mask over his innocent face. Not to mention the fact that no one will want a Huguenot apothecary in a papist town! At the death of the first patient they’ll all be crying ‘Poison!’”

         “I see that you’ve decided to support this business,” growled Sauveterre. 

         “Well, would you prefer to see Samson continue to live in sin? Or live emasculated like a monk in his cell?” replied my father, who must immediately have regretted this last phrase, since, as he glanced at Sauveterre, he saw his brother wince at the idea that chastity could be equated with impotence.

         “At least, Baron de Mespech,” came Sauveterre’s icy reply, “see that these ladies depart as soon as possible. I’m tired of their cackling, their affectations and the way of life they’re imposing on us. Ever since their arrival, our expenses for meat, wine and candles have been exorbitant! Especially in candles! Why do Dame du Luc and her chambermaid require ten candles to be lit the minute the sun goes down, when one is enough for me in the library?”

         “Ah, that’s because you don’t primp yourself enough!” smiled my father.

         “But that’s the point!” growled Sauveterre. “What need have they, since the Lord gave them one face, which they hasten to counterfeit with another in its place?”

         “Good écuyer,” soothed my father, “would you have blamed any of our soldiers of the Norman legion for burnishing his arms before a battle?”

         “What battle are you talking about?” sputtered Sauveterre.

         “The one they wage, day in, day out, against our defenceless hearts!”

         “Defenceless!” gasped Sauveterre reproachfully. “A whole month! It’s been a whole month since this plague of locusts fell upon our wheat!”

         “Since there are only two of them, they haven’t ruined much of the crop,” smiled Jean de Siorac. “And how can I chase them away? They can’t go off alone in their coach. You must realize they’re waiting for Quéribus to escort them back to Paris. The baron is enjoying himself at Puymartin’s estate…” 

         “Worse than just enjoying himself,” muttered Sauveterre.

         “Yes, Puymartin is so taken with him that he insists on his staying every time Quéribus talks about returning to Paris.”

         “Well, let Puymartin know how we feel.”

         “Not on your life! I’d never dare offend a faithful friend over such a trivial matter—especially a man who’s stood by us through thick and thin!”

         I noticed that my brother François suddenly opened his eyes and pricked up his ears, given that his dearest project, should Diane’s mother ever marry Puymartin, was to marry her daughter, and thereby acquire half a share of the Fontenac estate, and, as the eldest male heir, the title that accrued to that domain. In this way, he’d bear the title of baron even before my father died. Happy François, who had only to open his beak for all the crumbs to fall into it! This was especially galling to me, since my older brother, who loved me so little, owed this good fortune to me for having killed in loyal combat the brigand baron whose sweet, very Christian daughter was going to marry him, papist though she was—a marriage that would doubtless set Sauveterre croaking again! But since the fertile lands of Fontenac so conveniently bordered our own, and since that well-defended chateau could only reinforce the security of Mespech, his strict Huguenot visage could not conceal his secret acquiescence.

         Sensing this, and judging that, papist for papist, Gertrude du Luc was every bit as advantageous a match as Diane, my father couldn’t keep from adding:

         “Dame Gertrude comes from noble lineage. She’s wealthy—and saved Samson’s life by preventing him from heading back into the slaughterhouse of Paris in search of his brother. And as for me, I’m not sorry to see her blonde head brightening our old walls. I like her well enough!”

         “And her chambermaid even better,” added Sauveterre drily. 

         At this my father decided to hold his tongue and pretended not to have heard, which was his wont when he desired no further debate on a subject. “Ah, beautiful Zara!” I thought. “How far will you go in your devotion to your mistress?” And this thought so amused me that I shot a look at François and gave him a knowing smile. But François did not return it, his long, regular features remaining thoroughly inscrutable, which was his way of suggesting—hypocrite that he was—that he was content to draw a veil over the foibles of his father, who did not inebriate himself with wine, but rather with women, our good Franchou not being enough for him, if I understood Uncle de Sauveterre correctly.

         I said “Uncle” de Sauveterre, and perhaps my reader will recall that my father and Sauveterre were not brothers by birth but had become so attached to one another during their years in the Norman legion that they had decided to “brother” each other before the magistrate in Rouen (as was the custom then) and join their estates together legally. So, although there was but one Baron de Mespech, the estate belonged to both of them, Sauveterre, though only an écuyer, having the same authority as the baron to decide all matters pertaining to the management of the property—but not, thank God, in matters regarding Sauveterre’s “nephews”.

         That afternoon, the Brethren had gone to le Breuil, at Cabusse’s request, to examine a sheep that seemed to be suffering from a disease called “toad foot” (in which case it would have to be isolated and treated, lest the malady spread to the whole herd, which would be disastrous). Scarcely had they returned to Mespech when Zara knocked on my door, and told me that her mistress required my presence in her room. She managed to use a hundred words for this message when one would have sufficed, accompanying her speech with devastating expressions and inviting looks, smiles and childish lisps, tilts of her head and undulations of her body, all of which, despite my sense that they were the habitual weapons of this arch-coquette, nevertheless had some effect on me, even though I knew that Zara couldn’t help expressing herself in this way.

         She was dressed, as usual, as if she were of noble birth, in a silk gown with diamond earrings, pearl necklace and ruby rings—Dame Gertrude was unable to refuse her chambermaid anything; she was so crazy about her that Quéribus had joked with a wink that he’d never known a maid spend so much time in her lady’s private chamber. Seeing me frown at this, he’d laughed uproariously and added, “Better these inconsequential games among wenches than for Samson to be cuckolded by some Don Juan as soon as they were married!”

         “Monsieur,” I scolded, “remember, I beg you, that you promised you wouldn’t be—or at least would no longer be—that Don once their vows were done!”

         “I keep my promises!” cried Quéribus, throwing his arm around my shoulder and hugging me to him. “And all the more so since I’m so afraid of your terrible sword now that Giacomi has taught you his ‘Jarnac’s thrust’!”

         “You’re making fun of me!” I objected. “Though certainly I have made some progress with it—”

         “Though assuredly I’ve made some progress,” corrected Quéribus, pinching my shoulder painfully to emphasize his emendation of ‘certainly’, since the term was a dead giveaway that I was a Huguenot, as the Baronne des Tourelles had already warned me.

         “…I’m but a novice fencer when compared to you,” I conceded. And although this was no longer entirely accurate, it made Quéribus blush with pleasure, since he adored flattery.

         Zara, for her part, didn’t covet words so much as appreciative looks at her inviting back, as she rolled her ample hips like a sloop in a swell when preceding me down the hallway to her mistress’s room. From a quick glance back at me, I could see that she was estimating my degree of interest out of the corner of her golden eyes, which were partly hidden by the shawl, through which she looked invitingly at me like a mare from beneath her mane.

         Gertrude du Luc was seated in a large, tapestried armchair in front of a bright, crackling fire of pine logs, the only fire allowed this early in the season, by special courtesy of the Baron de Mespech, since it was already quite chilly for an October morning. When I entered, she did not rise and throw her arms around me, pulling her body close to mine in an “innocent” hug, as she usually did given her great appetite for men’s bodies. How quiet, reserved, well behaved and angelic she’d become under the watchful eyes of the Brethren! We were, moreover, not alone: Little Sissy, her little fingers clasping a handful of candles, was busily placing them in two candelabra that stood on either side of a mirror set on the dressing table.

         Gertrude remained quietly seated and languorously extended her hand for me to kiss. Little Sissy’s eyes darkened ominously as I did so, which did not escape the notice of the blonde Norman.

         “My girl,” she said, somewhat haughtily, “when you’ve finished placing the candles, go fetch me some more logs for my fire.”

         “Madame, I cannot!” said Little Sissy in a most abrupt manner. “I cannot do that. I will not go!”

         “And why not, you impertinent girl?” gasped Gertrude, open-mouthed to hear herself addressed in such a tone.

         “Because I’m pregnant, and cannot carry such weight,” said the little serpent. “But,” she added in a hiss, “the more important reason is that I don’t want to!”

         “Zara!” cried Gertrude, quite undone. “Did you hear that? Did you ever see such a little earthworm put on such airs! By my conscience! I could die! Zara! Give this silly goose a good smack!”

         At this, Zara, who was certainly not pleased by such a mission, approached the miscreant rather lazily, but the latter, who was barefoot, easily slipped away from her and, in the blink of an eye, ducked behind the table, saying:

         “More logs! And ten candles a day! You’re going to ruin us at this rate!”

         “Quiet there, you little rascal!” I hushed, fearing that she’d continue to chatter on if I didn’t. And taking her by the collar, like a little kitten, I relieved her of her candles and handed them to Zara, who received them very unhappily, as if fearing some contagion.

         “Come, Madame Sharp Tongue,” I continued, pushing Little Sissy before me towards the door. “If you need a taste of the whip to mend your manners, we’ll give it to you!”

         “Oh, no! Not the whip!” cried Gertrude, who, her anger now abated, was so good and full of pity that she would have wept to see a cat toying with a mouse.

         “Monsieur,” said Little Sissy as soon as the door had closed behind us, “are you going to whip this poor wench who cannot keep from caressing you the minute you so much as brush her with your finger?” And immediately she pulled me to her and, cooing softly, pressed her body so tightly against mine that there’d have been no way to strike her except in a laughing, loving parody of cruelty.

         “Ah, you daughter of a Gypsy!” I gasped. “There you go again with your impertinence! What honey bee stung you to make you dare confront that noblewoman?”

         “My jealousy,” she answered straightaway, lowering her head like a little goat. “Oh, my Pierre! I hate these two great whores, who hide their old age and wrinkles beneath all that powder and grease and who look at men as if they were going to swallow them whole!”

         “Old age!” I laughed.

         “It’s true! Dame du Luc is old enough to be my mother!”

         “Enough!” I said. “She’s going to marry Samson and not me. And they’ll be leaving soon enough.” 

         “And thank God for that!”

         “Peace, my little warbler!” I soothed, softened by the firm flesh that she was pressing into me, and the sweet nothings she was whispering in my ear. “Be off with you, little viper, and ask Miroul to bring some firewood.”

         “Madame my sister,” I announced as I re-entered her room, “I beg your pardon for this nasty business. I would have punished the miscreant if you hadn’t pardoned her.”

         “Nay, Monsieur,” she said, her eyes shining. “I believe I heard that the wench is pregnant? Is this your fruit?”

         “’Tis grafted from my stalk, yes.”

         “Well, then!” smirked Gertrude. “Surely you’re not going to spoil a crupper that’s so serviceable…”

         “’Tis true, Madame.”

         “And since the wench knows it all too well, am I to suffer further insolence from her?”

         “No, Gertrude,” I promised. “Miroul will serve you in her place.”

         “What? A manservant!” exclaimed Zara, who pretended not to like men. “A man in here! By my conscience!”

         “You’ll not die of it, Zara,” said Dame du Luc. “Miroul is very respectful of you.”

         “Well, it’s to his credit!” answered Zara, who, having placed the candles on the table without having set them in the candelabra, was rubbing her hands with ointment.

         There was a knock on the door, and since Zara was so engrossed in her ointments I went to open it, and Miroul came in with

         
            
               
                  “each eye a different hue,

                  the right one brown,

                  the left one blue!”

               

            

         

         as my poor little Hélix used to love to chant. He went to pile some firewood in the corner of the chimney to warm it, since the recent rains had dampened it. Then, with a deep bow to Dame Gertrude and a slightly less profound gesture of reverence to Zara—so subtly derisive that I was the only one to notice it—he was heading towards the door when Zara cooed:

         “Sweet Miroul, might I ask you a favour?”

         “Madame, I’d be delighted to oblige,” replied Miroul, bowing, his chestnut eye twinkling brightly.

         “I need you,” replied Zara, very happy to see herself called “Madame”, “to place the candles on the candelabra.”

         “Madame,” smiled Miroul, “with pleasure! Better these large hands than your delicate fingers!”

         I burst out laughing, and Gertrude smiled wryly, while Zara couldn’t help looking wounded, since she immediately understood the extent to which this malicious compliment was meant to put her in her place. For our household domestics have their points of honour, just as their masters do: valets bring firewood; chambermaids set candles. And no doubt Miroul understood that Zara believed she could get away with such behaviour simply because her mistress clothed her in such finery.

         Miroul took his leave as soon as he had set and lit the candles, which were not only the subject of Sauveterre’s bitter remonstrations but the object of the scorn of the entire household (excepting my father)—from the chambermaids to the scullery maids, who were free to express their disapproval of this wasteful practice openly, since Dame Gertrude didn’t understand a word of the local dialect.

         As soon as Miroul had left the room, Dame du Luc said, “Zara, close the door, if you please.” And this done, still sitting, Gertrude held out her hand and bade me sit on a little stool at her feet, so that my back was to the fire and my face close up to her dress, which was beautifully brocaded and awash with perfume. 

         “My brother,” she asked, “where are we in our great affair?”

         “Uncle de Sauveterre is very recalcitrant and my father has but half consented.” Which was only half true, since my father had given his full consent to their marriage.

         “What?” she gasped, her green eyes full of alarm. “Not given his full consent?”

         “Neither my father nor I,” I replied.

         “What? You! Ah, what treason! You, my brother, whom I so dearly love!” And saying this, she leant forward and placed her hands on my shoulders, in such a way as to expose to their greatest advantage her bodily charms for my enjoyment—and subjugation. “Aha!” I thought. “Now I see the why and the wherefore of this stool that’s so artfully placed as to prevent my retreating without backing into the fire if the enemy presses my front line.” However, knowing that my greatest weakness presently was my eyes, and that the attack was aimed directly at them, I closed them halfway, and, behind this defence, fortified my resolution, saying in a firm voice:

         “Madame my sister, I cherish you as well, and hold you in great friendship. But, as you yourself have confessed, there is a certain licence given to widows such as you, one that the world may close its eyes to but a husband could not forgive.”

         “But did I not,” she answered, lowering her eyes, “already give you my oath about any further goings-on with Quéribus?”

         “It’s not about Quéribus,” I countered, “but about certain immoral adventures to which, as a widow, you became all too accustomed.”

         “What, you heretic Huguenot! You dare call my pious pilgrimages ‘immoral’?”

         “The goal may have been pious,” I replied stiffly, “but not the paths that led to it. And those paths, as everyone knows, abound in dangers for a woman’s virtue.” 

         “Oh, my brother!” she countered, and brought her face up close to mine so that the firelight illuminating her blonde hair appeared to create a halo—an adornment I doubted she could lay claim to. “Oh, my brother!” she cooed, feigning a charming confusion. “What unjust suspicions! I who thought only of my indulgences on my travels!”

         “I think you’ve put the remedy too close to temptation—or the other way around,” I said with a smile. “And these indulgences will be unnecessary once you’ve committed to a life without sin in your marriage to Samson.”

         “True enough,” she sighed, withdrawing her hands from my shoulders and leaning back against the chair’s cushions with a great sigh. She remained silent for a few minutes with Zara standing by her side—but certainly not in the role of her guardian angel, her beautiful compassionate eyes moving back and forth between her mistress and me, and, no doubt, at this point hardly loving me more than my valet.

         “So I must promise to give up my pilgrimages!” said Gertrude with yet another sigh.

         “You must.”

         “Ah, cruel man!” she sniffed. “How you harry me!”

         “For the love of you know very well whom!”

         “But,” she said, temporizing, “would I marry him if I didn’t love him?”

         “Well, Gertrude,” I said, rising to my feet with sudden impatience, “I see you all too clearly there! You want to have it all: Samson and your pretty little adventures! But it cannot be!”

         “Ah, Monsieur!” Zara burst out angrily. “Don’t you see how you’re mortifying my mistress terribly with all your high and mighty airs! What brutes men are, putting knives to our throats like that! Fie! What wickedness! And what’s it to you how things go in your brother’s marriage? Is it really any of your business?” 

         To which I answered not a word, pretending not to have heard, and no more looking at Zara than if she’d been a log beside the road. My attitude clearly saddened her, since ordinarily she could count on looks that showered her as if with flowers, not to mention words that I lavished on her unsparingly and that she drank up like grass the morning dew.

         “Easy there, Zara!” scolded Gertrude. “Calm down, my little sparrow! Monsieur de Siorac is very concerned about the innocence of my pretty Samson and would never want him to suffer from my feminine weakness, which he’s trying, as a good brother, to help me to overcome. And that’s all there is to it. And he’s doing the right thing, even if it goes against some of my natural proclivities. Oh, Pierre!” she continued with a sigh. “Widowhood wasn’t such a bad condition, you know. I was free to spend my money as I wished, free to open my wings and travel year in, year out to Chartres, to Toulouse, to Rome, to Compostela—anywhere I wanted! But I understand that if I want my Samson, I’m going to have to put an end to my wandering ways.”

         “So you’re truly resolved in this?” I said more gently.

         “Completely.”

         “Ah, Madame!” said Zara, the tears in her eyes telling me just how much she felt she had to lose as Gertrude’s partner in the comforts and delights of these travels.

         “My sister,” I said to Dame du Luc, putting knee to floor and taking her hand to kiss it, “I beg you not to resent me too much for my zeal. But you know how innocent and naive Samson is, yet how implacable. At your first lapse, he would cut you off from him like a rotten limb, even if it meant mutilating his heart forever.”

         Hearing this, Gertrude, whose own heart was as tender as her morals were weak, began to weep uncontrollably, a sight that overwhelmed me with pity—and Zara as well—who knelt beside me at her knees as together we comforted her with kisses, caresses and soothing, sweet words until she finally calmed down.

         “Oh, my Pierre,” she confessed when she’d regained her composure enough to speak, “if you didn’t already love Angelina and I didn’t love Samson, it’s you I should have married, for you’re so direct and honest with me that I can’t help feeling some solace in obeying you even in the teeth of my resistance.”

         “Oh, Madame!” warned Zara, who saw this confession as a betrayal of her sex.

         “Zara! Zara!” scolded Dame Gertrude. “For heaven’s sake! Don’t be so querulous! And make your peace with Monsieur de Siorac! I don’t want to hear you calling him ‘mean’ or ‘stupid brute’ any more as you’ve been so bold as to do.”

         “Madame,” said Zara with one of those little pouts that, once they’d left her pretty lips, began to agitate her whole person and move in a kind of undulation throughout her body, right down to her toes, “if Monsieur de Siorac requires me to ask his forgiveness—”

         “Stop right there, my pretty!” I exclaimed. “Your beauty is ample warrant that all your impertinence shall be forgiven—plus a few kisses on your pretty cheek and your alluring neck” (which I applied as I named each spot, before finishing off with a languorous kiss on her mouth).

         “Good my brother,” interrupted Gertrude, suddenly rising, whether because she didn’t fancy having her chambermaid thus praised and petted, or because she judged any compliments that were not addressed to her to be a waste of chivalry, “I believe I heard you say that Samson and you converted to the reformed religion at the age of ten.”

         “And I have very good reasons for remembering it, for my father got quite angry at me on that occasion for not wholeheartedly embracing the new faith.”

         “Ah!” crowed Gertrude, raising an eyebrow. “And why was that?” 

         “I loved Mary. And at that age I thought that any religion that didn’t have a woman to adore would never wholly win my heart.”

         “Listen to that, Madame,” laughed Zara. “When he was in his swaddling clothes, Monsieur de Siorac was already entranced by the fairer sex.”

         “Well, he can be pretty intransigent about morality when it comes to anyone but himself!” added Gertrude. “But never mind,” she continued, as soon as her arrow was aloft, “so you were baptized in the true religion then, my brother.”

         “If you insist on calling it that,” I conceded, with a very cold nod of the head.

         “And Samson as well, then, who’s born of a different mother but is the same age as you.”

         “Samson as well.”

         “Pierre,” she coaxed, stepping up very close to me, her green eyes sparkling, “may I ask you to request of the priest of Marcuays that he provide a written attestation that Samson was baptized as a Catholic and that he hears Mass?”

         “That he hears Mass?” I said, flabbergasted.

         “He’ll hear Mass next Sunday with me in the chapel at Mespech, since your father has asked your priest to come here to say Mass for Zara, maestro Giacomi and me.”

         “Well, Gertrude, it’s quite amazing what you’ve managed to obtain from my father!”

         “Well, to tell the truth,” confessed Gertrude, lowering her eyes, “Zara had a hand in it.”

         “Oh, Madame!” protested Zara.

         I couldn’t help laughing.

         “In any case,” I continued, “Pincers, our priest, won’t celebrate your marriage if Samson hasn’t renounced loudly and clearly the new religion. He’s too much under the thumb of the bishop of Sarlat.” 

         “Don’t worry, my good priest from Normandy won’t be so difficult. He’ll be satisfied by the written attestation I mentioned, if you’ll be so good as to get it in Marcuays.”

         I’d already resolved to do that very thing, and had decided it wouldn’t be a bad idea to ask Pincers for a similar attestation for myself, which would be very useful should the very Catholic Monsieur de Montcalm ever agree to let me marry my Angelina.

         But presently I found this room to possess great charm, since I’d never seen it illuminated in this way, both by the crackling fire and by the profusion of candles; nor had the dark walls of Mespech ever been so brightened as they were by the golden locks of Gertrude, and the beauty and the accoutrements of such fine ladies—who, no doubt, recalled to my father, as they did to me, my late mother. I found I wasn’t in such a rush to accomplish the task Dame Gertrude had set before me, and began presenting some objections to the lady’s plan in order to prolong as much as possible this sweet scene, and they obligingly began begging and caressing me to help me put off my resolve to visit Pincers.

         Carrying their message as well as one from my father, I went to see Pincers, the local priest, the next day at nightfall, accompanied by some protection whom I hoped not to employ unless absolutely necessary: my good Miroul, my master-at-arms Giacomi and Fröhlich, my faithful Swiss Guard from Berne, who’d never left me since the St Bartholomew’s day massacre, feeling no dishonour at quitting the service of Henri de Navarre, who was to all intents and purposes a prisoner in the Louvre, to offer his services as bodyguard to a young Périgordian whose resources lay more in his wisdom than in his wallet.

         Having attached our horses to the hitching posts in the place de Marcuays, I banged loudly on the priest’s door, and his serving girl, after requesting me to identify myself through a small peephole, finally unlocked and opened up. 

         “How are you, Jacotte?” I asked with a tap on her derrière.

         “Well enough, my noble Monsieur,” laughed the fluttering, sprightly wench, so much more amply endowed in bosom than any other woman in Marcuays, her face so smooth and her body so firm that you had to doubt that she was even close to the canonical age required of women who are in the service of priests—and seemed even less appropriate for the job given her complexion. In the village, ever since the silly business in which our priest had earned the nickname “Pincers” (which I recounted earlier), people quite simply referred to her as the “priestette”, though never to her face. Although ordinarily quite a fearless wench, she blanched a bit when she saw my escort.

         “But who’s this?!” she stammered, pointing at Giacomi, standing as tall and thin as a sword.

         “This is maestro Giacomi,” I replied, “assistant to the Great Silvie, the fencing master of the Duc d’Anjou.”

         “And this mountain of a man?” she queried, pointing to Fröhlich, who, at that very instant, was having to bend over to cross her threshold and to squeeze his shoulders together to avoid damage to the door frame.

         “He’s one of the king’s archers, who’s now working for me,” I replied, careful not to refer to his Huguenot leanings.

         At this she fell silent and just stood there staring at us (including Miroul, whom she knew already), taking in the fact that all four of us were armed to the teeth.

         “Monsieur,” she stammered, now clearly terrified, “what business have you with my master?”

         “My good woman,” I replied as casually yet as coldly as I could, “that’s between him and me.”

         “Well, Monsieur!” cried Jacotte. “Are you going to take your revenge on him for bearing witness against you in your duel with Fontenac? Don’t you realize he only did so with a knife at this throat?” 

         “Or maybe it was his knife that was all polished up for evil business,” I mused, not wanting to relieve her fears. “But enough, Jacotte. I’m not here to argue with you. Go straightaway and fetch your master and bring him here. Miroul, follow her wherever she goes. I don’t want the wench running off before we’ve finished our business here.”

         At this Jacotte shook more violently than a poplar leaf in a high wind and was too nervous to object to Miroul’s advances as she led him to the oratory of the priest.

         “Ah, good master,” Miroul laughed later, “I could have turned her into a Huguenot right then and there, she was so afraid I’d dispatch her once the priest was dead.”

         Her double-dealing master didn’t look so confident when he arrived in the room—or rather was hauled before us—where the three of us awaited him in front of his fireplace, each with his right hand on his sword hilt. To tell the truth, Fröhlich’s attention was distracted by a terrine of pâté de foie gras and a flagon of wine that awaited our host, his table already set for his evening meal—our priest being as much of a glutton as our giant Swiss Guard, and, according to la Maligou, who’d been groped by him, an insatiable lecher and drinker. You could have easily guessed these habits from his crimson complexion, his huge nose, which practically obscured his fleshy lips, the glint in his tiny eyes and his low forehead. As I looked at him, I mused that Pincers had just enough brain to serve his appetites, but not an atom of room for any knowledge or manners, for he was not a godly man, however much he pretended to be one.

         No sooner had he entered the room than Giacomi closed the door behind him, and leant up against it in a way that would have made Pincers turn pale if his bright-red complexion had allowed it, but caused his eyes to roll uncontrollably in their sockets like a scared rodent’s and his lips to tremble like jelly: 

         “Well, venerable doctor!” he lisped and stammered in French, giving me a deep bow. “I am exceedingly honoured—”

         “But I am not honoured in the least, priest!” I broke in rudely. “I would have been released had it not been for your testimony.”

         “Ah, Monsieur!” snivelled Pincers in Provençal. “The Sieur de Malvézie forced that testimony out of me with his dagger on my Adam’s apple!”

         “Yes, but once his dagger was removed, you repeated it to the bishop, you miscreant!”

         “Blessed Virgin!” whined Pincers. “How could I refuse my bishop when he was demanding it of me?”

         “Comrades!” I cried in French. “Did you hear that? What an odious trap was set for me!” And, at this, my three companions shook their heads gravely, including Fröhlich, who’d not understood a word of the Provençal, his eyes glued to the pâté de foie gras on the table.

         “Priest!” I commanded immediately. “Sit down on this stool, and you, Jacotte, bring his writing desk, and make haste, woman, make haste!… Shadow her, Miroul!”

         Which he did, except that this shadow had hands that surely would have slowed her errand had not Miroul feared my anger. As for Pincers, he was quite unhappy that anyone but him was allowed to fondle his housekeeper, but dared not breathe a word of reproach.

         “Priest,” I asked, when all was ready, “do you know how to write?”

         “Certainly,” replied Pincers, regaining his composure.

         “In Latin?”

         “Alas, no,” he confessed. “I can say my Mass in Latin and my prayers, but I’m not used to writing it.”

         “Then I’ll dictate it to you.”

         But this turned out to be impossible since his spelling was so full of mistakes. So, in the end, I wrote attestations for Samson and myself in Latin and he copied them, submissive and sweating from his effort, though not without resisting a bit when it came to the passage about the Mass.

         “Monsieur,” he said in French (perhaps so as not be understood by Jacotte), “that’s false: you don’t hear Mass; nor does your brother.”

         “We’ll hear it on Sunday when you come to say Mass at Mespech!”

         “But only once!” countered Pincers, as though terrified of angering me.

         “Well, the document doesn’t say that we hear Mass regularly.”

         “Ah, now that’s true!” conceded Pincers, who only half understood the Latin he’d copied.

         “Jacotte,” I said in Provençal, when her master had finished his note, “you will testify, if called to do so, that the priest of Marcuays wrote all of this without threats or harsh words of any kind; nor was he paid to do it, but did it of his own free will.”

         “Yes, Monsieur,” agreed Jacotte.

         “And here, my good girl,” I said, reaching in my purse, “are two sols to recompense you for any inconvenience we may have caused you.”

         “I thank you, Monsieur. It was no bother at all,” smiled Jacotte, as she threw an unrancorous look at Miroul over her shoulder. Miroul was still standing directly behind her, his two hands on her hips, which were as large as her big strong shoulders, though her stomach was far from large since, unlike her master, she didn’t drink like a shoe with a hole in it, but worked from dawn to dusk and sometimes all night, according to some—although she seemed quite happy to be so variously occupied.

         “Priest,” I soothed, as I slipped the two attestations in my doublet, “since you have written this, which is God’s truth, you have thereby righted the wrongs that you were constrained to do against me.”

         “Monsieur,” replied Pincers, so greatly relieved that his voice was now more assured, “I would be most happy if you were to forgive me, and your father as well, for these unfortunate testimonies.” 

         At this, and not wishing to over-reassure him, I rose and, turning away, held my boots up to the fire that was crackling in the hearth, and realized that the fellow was less careful about his firewood than we were at Mespech, since his flock provided him with his wood, his wine cellar and his venison, and filled his larder with liver pâté. Indeed, there wasn’t a lamb in this flock, any more than in the parish at Taniès, who, in addition to his annual tithes, didn’t make sacrifices every month, good years and bad, to lavish provender on his pastor. So, in exchange for a few paternosters, the hypocrite lived like a rat in a wheel of cheese, his back to a warm fire, his stomach filled with delicious meals and his bed with Jacotte. The more I thought about this, the more it pained me to ingratiate myself with him, since he was nothing but the eyes and ears of the bishop of Sarlat, whom he visited each week, riding either on some labourer’s cart or on his mule. But I didn’t want him to go and undo verbally the Latin attestations I’d got him to sign.

         “Priest,” I said, “I’ve heard tell that the beautiful statue of the Blessed Virgin in the church at Marcuays has had all her paint rubbed away by the hands of the faithful, who need to touch her while praying.”

         “’Tis true, alas!” confirmed Pincers with a huge sigh, his face suddenly illuminated. “But the parish has no funds with which to regild her.”

         “Here,” I offered, placing an écu on the table, “perhaps this will help return her shine. This gift,” I added in French, holding up my palm to silence his gush of thanks, “should remain a secret in both Marcuays and Taniès, but not from you-know-who in Sarlat, where I hope he will see me in a better light, as one whose life was preserved by the Duc d’Anjou and the king in the travails he had to endure.”

         “Monsieur,” Pincers confirmed, bowing deeply, “I can assure you that it shall be as you wish; and, as for me, I will spare no effort to make it so.”

         As we stepped from his little nest, a cold breeze slapped us in the face, and the sudden chill seemed to be a harbinger of snow rather than rain. 

         “Well, Monsieur,” said my lively and wiry valet as he pulled his mount up next to mine, leaving Giacomi and Fröhlich in the rearguard, our horses’ shoes ringing strangely on the rocky road, “is it not a damnable offence to give money to gild a papist idol?”

         “Well, this cost me only one écu,” I pointed out, “whereas it cost the Brethren 500 écus to win the bishop’s approval for their purchase of Mespech, since Fontenac was so opposed to our Huguenot presence.”

         “But an idol, Monsieur!”

         “Well, Miroul,” I joked, “to gild her arouses no guilt, as long as one doesn’t worship her.”

         “But to so adorn her makes others adore her!” rejoined Miroul, without missing a beat, for, valet though he was, he loved puns and plays on words as much as any Italian courtier.

         “No matter, Miroul,” I replied. “What do we care if the villagers kiss her hands and feet? Should my sweet brother be prevented from marrying his Gertrude, should I be forbidden to marry Angelina simply because a few colours are splashed on a piece of wood? It seems to me this kind of talk is all too easy for you, Miroul!”

         “What do you mean, Monsieur?”

         “Well, my Miroul, you’re lucky enough to be in love with a Huguenot, whom you can marry without all of these ruses and abuses!”

         At which, had the night not been dark as pitch, I would have seen Miroul turn scarlet, so thoroughly was he bewitched by his chaste Florine, yet so attached to me that he’d promised not to marry her before I’d led my Angelina to the altar. This was a promise I’d never have dreamt of exacting from my good Miroul, since my own marriage prospects were so precarious. Monsieur de Montcalm was so tyrannized by his confessor that he couldn’t accept a heretic for a son-in-law, even though I’d saved his life and those of his wife and daughter in a fight against the outlaws of Barbentane, who were holding them captive. But luckily Angelina and Madame de Montcalm were on my side, and, in their letters to me, encouraged me to continue to hope, since this confessor was old and infirm, and they hoped to replace him soon with Father Anselm, who was Montcalm’s secretary and fond of me since we’d fought together against the outlaws, as I’ve recounted elsewhere.

         
             

         

         Lest the reader judge me for having worked so hard to obtain attestations that Samson and I had been baptized in the “true faith”, but not sought the same document for my brother François, I should explain that this would have served no purpose, since Diane was lodged in the Château de Fontenac, and their marriage must necessarily be celebrated in Marcuays, under the watchful eye of the bishop of Sarlat, who was very little inclined to give away the advantage the papists had secured on St Bartholomew’s eve. For I have to say that the massacre perpetrated in Paris and in cities throughout the kingdom had struck such terror into the hearts of the survivors that a large number of them—excepting those who were to fight so valiantly against the king at La Rochelle—either tried to accommodate themselves with the papists or simply converted straightaway to the Roman Church, among them Rosier, our good pastor in Paris, who preferred to live a Catholic than die a Huguenot. The Brethren, on the other hand, who’d never taken up arms against their king, felt they had little to fear from him, and found ways to make peace with the local clergy, going so far as to grant them, gratis pro Deo,* a property that we possessed in Sarlat so that a monastery of Capuchin monks could be built to allow them to enlarge their community.

         At the same time, my friend Quéribus, who enjoyed the favour of the Duc d’Anjou, not only spread the word throughout the Sarlat region that I, too, benefited from the duc’s good graces—which wasn’t exactly false since the duc had given me 200 écus from his treasury—but that the duc had personally assured my safety during the night of 23rd August, a happy lie that I repeated as often as I could, since nothing protects a man better than princely protection, even if it’s merely a rumour. 

         However, even if these prudent steps—and I include those of the Brethren with my own—had arranged things in the Sarlat region so well that we felt quite assured of our safety, it was nevertheless quite improbable that our bishop would consent to the marriage of Diane de Fontenac with a heretic, unless François agreed to convert—which he doubtless would have done with my father’s consent, had not Sauveterre imposed his unshakeable rigour on us all.

         All of which is not to say that every bishop in the kingdom, even after the St Bartholomew’s day massacre, was as implacable as ours. Some, for whom their families and alliances came first, even went so far as to declare that it could be profitable for the Church if papist women were allowed to marry Huguenots on condition that their children be raised in the religion of their mother, thereby allowing the Huguenot faith to die out with no hope of perpetuating itself. They argued that this form of extirpation of the heresy could be accomplished without struggle or injury, but ultimately by the sweet intervention of women.

         No, not all the prelates in the kingdom were as haughty and fierce as our bishop of Sarlat! His opposition had forced Gertrude to resort to her flexible Norman priest to celebrate her marriage, on the sole condition that she produce the Latin attestation we’d sweated out of Pincers, which, rushing upstairs to her warm, brightly lit room, I presented to the lady, who slipped it between her breasts, where it was assuredly more happily ensconced than in my doublet, which was frozen from the cold winds and covered with snowflakes.

         “Well, my brother! How good, brave and caring you are!” cried Gertrude, who was so happy she didn’t even know what she was saying, and threw her arms around me in a fond embrace. 

         “Miroul,” I said to my good valet, who was watching this with a twinkle in his brown eye, “go and tell my father that it’s snowing, and ask him to have a fire lit in the fireplaces at either end of the great hall. It’s getting cold enough to crack a stone out there!”

         “At your service!” called Miroul over his shoulder, happy enough to rush off to the kitchen where Florine, the blonde Huguenot wench he’d saved from the St Bartholomew’s day massacre, was helping la Maligou prepare the evening meal. It was hard to believe that la Maligou was the mother of my slender little viper Little Sissy, for she was a corpulent woman in every aspect—stomach, breasts and buttocks—and was now wailing like an abandoned heifer since she’d been fighting a bout of diarrhoea for three days.

         There was a knock at Gertrude’s door, and Zara, consenting to interrupt her application of more unguents to her hands, went to open it. Baron de Quéribus stepped into the room, entirely covered with snowflakes since he’d galloped all the way from Puymartin to Mespech in order to dine with us. He was dog-tired, but splendidly clad and remarkably handsome, with blond hair, blue eyes, dark eyebrows, chiselled features and such youthfulness in his sunny smile that you couldn’t help liking him despite his swagger. For, as one of the favourites of Anjou’s entourage, he seemed always to put on such airs, with his svelte figure, his feet planted proudly, his hand on his hip.

         “By my conscience!” he burst out. “It’s snowing so hard you can’t tell the road from the fields! And the cold pierces right through you! Madame, I throw myself at your knees!” But he was careful to kiss only her hand and not to take her in his arms, hoping to convince me that he remembered our agreement. On me, however, he lavished a great hug.

         “Madame,” observed Zara, who, though she professed not to like men, couldn’t do without their adulation, “the baron likes Monsieur de Siorac better than us! What’s more, they resemble each other like peas in a pod. It’s as though, when the baron looks at Monsieur de Siorac, he thinks he’s looking in a mirror! So that’s why he loves him better than us!”

         “Oh, Zara, what are you saying?” cried Quéribus, and, wheeling around on his heels, he seized her waist and held her to him. “Do you think I could ever forget you, beautiful Zara, and that I don’t love you and your mistress more than anyone alive? God alive! I’m like to die,” he continued, his voice rising in pitch, as he swore like Charles IX on a tennis court, but careful nevertheless to ensure that the Brethren could not hear him, given his respect for them.

         “Baron, if you love me,” cooed Gertrude, “you will not delay your departure another minute, since I have some business in Normandy that cannot wait!”

         “Ha!” laughed Quéribus, glancing at me conspiratorially. “If this business is so dear to you, I promise not to crawl like a tortoise! However, I cannot start back until the fifteenth of November.”

         “The fifteenth of November!” cried Gertrude, which Zara immediately echoed:

         “The fifteenth of November!”

         “Oh, Monsieur,” pouted Gertrude, “that’s such a long time! What a bore and a pain to have to wait till then!”

         “Madame,” Quéribus replied with a bow, “though I’d love to accommodate you, I cannot do so any earlier. My cousin Puymartin is inviting the nobility of the Sarlat region to a great soirée in my honour on the tenth of November, where I expect to enjoy myself deliriously. I don’t think I’ll be recovered from my fatigue until the fifteenth.”

         “What?” gasped Gertrude, her eyes lighting up and suddenly all ears. “A soirée? A great celebration! The tenth? Will there be dancing? Will I be invited?”

         “But of course, Madame!” laughed Quéribus. “Along with your betrothed and his brother here, and François, and Catherine, and the Brethren of Mespech.” 

         “And what about me?” asked Zara coyly.

         “That goes without saying!” roared Quéribus, somewhat derisively, it seemed to me. “How could I deprive such a noble lady of the company of her lady-in-waiting?” he continued with a somewhat mocking smile, for secretly he did not believe the lady to be so noble, since Gertrude was a member of la noblesse de robe and he the more ancient and knighted la noblesse d’épée.†

         “Well then!” cried Gertrude, running to embrace her chambermaid. “Did you hear, Zara? A soirée! The tenth! With all the nobles in Sarlat. In Puymartin’s chateau!”

         Of course, there was no possibility (as Quéribus would have pointed out) that Zara hadn’t heard, especially since Gertrude reminded her of the event several more times, and so delighted was she to be invited to such a celebration that she forgot all about her haste to go to marry my brother in Normandy.

         The object of this forgetting made his entrance at that very moment, waving a flagon containing a liquor of a particularly unappetizing greenish colour, on which his blue eyes were so happily fixated that he appeared not to notice any of those present, not even Gertrude, whom he now approached without even seeing her—like filings drawn to a magnet.

         “Well, my pretty Samson,” she cried, running to his side like a hen to her chick, “look at you! You’re not wearing your collar, your doublet’s all unbuttoned and your sleeves are rolled up! Your socks are falling down and your hair looks like a distaff that’s got all tangled up!”

         “My love,” he replied softly, his innocent face looking like that of a saint in a stained-glass window, “I’ve spent the last five hours concocting this medicine”—at this, he brandished the flagon—“out of twelve different elements, some extracted, some sublimated or ground to powder; carefully combined according to my own prescription, they will cure the stomach disorders that la Maligou is suffering from.” 

         At this, Quéribus, ever the gallant, could hardly suppress his laughter, and turned away, attempting to stifle his mirth.

         “Monsieur!” scolded Gertrude. “I won’t have you making light of this. Have you no appreciation for the evangelical charity of this angel of God, who’s laboured for five long hours in order to relieve the ailments of this simple servant?”

         And turning to Samson, she added with supreme illogic and with the same choleric tone:

         “Samson, aren’t you ashamed to have locked your door to me for a whole afternoon in order to concoct this horrible potion? Zara, take that flagon and put it on the table.”

         “Oh, but I cannot, Madame! My hands are covered with ointment,” protested Zara—an astonishing response from a chambermaid, to pretend that she had such delicate hands she couldn’t touch anything from dawn to dusk.

         “Good heavens, Zara! Well, at least run over to Samson’s chambers and fetch his collar!” said Gertrude, who, even when angry, tolerated a stunning degree of laxity from her lady-in-waiting, as she insisted on calling her chambermaid.

         Zara obeyed with obvious reluctance, little pleased with the prospect of leaving the warmth of Gertrude’s room to venture into the cold of the rest of the chateau. As for me, seeing the lady very hesitant to approach Samson as long as he was holding the flagon of greenish fluid, I suggested he place it on the table, which he did, seemingly still under the spell of the labour that had consumed the better part of his day.

         “Come here, my pretty sorcerer,” beckoned Gertrude, taking Samson by the wrist and making him sit on a stool before her lit mirror. After which she undertook to clean his stained fingers with spirits of wine. 

         I took Quéribus’s arm and we left our beauty to her cleaning, having no doubt she’d need no help at it, especially since Zara reappeared with Samson’s lace collar and was preparing to put it on once she’d buttoned his doublet.

         We descended a little winding staircase, which felt absolutely glacial, as though the wind had found a way to pass right through the stone walls of its construction. But soon we stepped out into the warmth of the great hall, with its enormous fireplaces at each end. The various members of the household were already seated, each of them in their places at the lower end of the table, their hats under their arses, their hands washed and their lips sealed, while Sauveterre and Siorac walked up and down the room, not side by side, but in opposite directions. Each time they met in the middle they’d exchange a few rapid words and then continue, Sauveterre, as was his wont, careful to avoid stepping on the joints of the stone flooring, which forced him every few steps to shorten or lengthen his stride—not an easy task given that he limped from the wound he’d received twenty-seven years before at Ceresole.

         “Zounds!” he complained (this being the only swear word that he permitted himself). “What extravagance! Two fires in the same room!”

         “But isn’t that why two fireplaces were built?” asked my father as he passed him. “Each one warms half the room.”

         “But two fires!” grumbled Sauveterre. “When we might have made do with one!”

         “Yes, we might have,” replied Siorac over his shoulder as he continued, “but these ladies, whose bodices are so exposed, could not have.” That this response was calculated to set his brother off, I’m quite certain.

         “The plague take their ruinous bosoms!” muttered Sauveterre, continuing all the way to the far end of the room, his eyes fixed on the joints of the stones. “Can’t they put some wool over them to save on firewood?” 

         “What a pity that would be,” said my father to himself as he reached the end of the hall.

         But Sauveterre’s hearing was too sharp.

         “At this rate,” he said, “our supply of firewood will scarcely last out the year!”

         “Come now, my brother,” objected Siorac, “we’ve got enough wood stacked out there for two winters!”

         “But not such a cold winter as this one will be,” warned my uncle. “Just ask Faujanet!”

         “Faujanet,” said my father, stopping short, his eyebrows raised, and turning to face the lower end of the table, “what do you know about the coming winter?”

         Faujanet, who was of dark complexion and had a limp like Sauveterre’s (which is doubtless why they had such affection for each other), rose from his seat. But before he said a word, he pulled his hat off the seat of his stool and held it in front of him with both hands, signalling that he was speaking to the baron with his hat respectfully doffed.

         “Monsieur, I was out this morning, working on the pathway to les Beunes and I came across a burrow. ‘Well,’ I thought, ‘must be a rabbit.’ So I started digging, and dug and dug. But couldn’t reach ’im! ’Twas a marmot! And he’d dug down at least a good half a toise! Proof that winter’s come early this year and is going to be a cold one. The snow’s here to stay for a while.”

         This prediction—which seemed to all of us quite certain, no one doubting the wisdom of the hibernating marmot seeking warmth as deep as possible—led all of our people to put on long faces. Noticing this, my father immediately made a joke of it to ease their worries.

         “Cand avetz fred,” he said in Provençal, “cal tener lo tiol estrech.”‡ Which of course made them all laugh uproariously and, as they did so, look adoringly at their master, grateful that he knew the proverbs that had nourished their childhoods. 

         “With your permission, Monsieur,” said Faujanet, whose turn it was to quote a proverb, given that he’d discovered the marmot burrow, “annada de neu, fe de jintilóme, annada d’abonde!”§ Well, this created another wave of laughter from the table, not because there was anything comic in this comforting maxim, but because our cooper had said, speaking in his own name, “fe de jintilóme”, and had said it as he addressed a baron. Nor were they sorry to take Faujanet down a peg or two since they could see he’d spend the winter all puffed up with pride for having made the prediction based on the marmot burrow, especially if it turned out to be true.

         The laughter ceased and the whole table rose to honour her, as the door opened to admit Gertrude du Luc, preceded by Zara and Samson, this last decked out in his lace collar and all buttoned up, his beautiful copper-coloured curls all brushed out, and carrying the two candelabra (which were dissipating with each flicker of their light the finances of the Brethren). Zara even deigned to open the door for him, which evidently her smooth hands could do without injury.

         
             

         

         To tell the truth, our people didn’t have to be forced to be silent at her arrival, since the golden locks of the Norman lady and all her splendid accoutrements recalled to the eldest of them my late mother in all her finery, and some of them—out of earshot of Sauveterre of course—opined that, however great the additional expenses were for meat, firewood and candles, one had to admit that the chateau seemed much gayer since the “ladies” had come to stay. Barberine, papist that she remained under her Huguenot crust, added that Dame Gertrude was “as beautiful and good as the Blessed Virgin”, and that it was a pity that the “Monsieur” (meaning François) couldn’t just go and marry her equal in Sarlat since Mespech could no more do without a baronne than a blind man without his cane. 

         Since the only light in the great hall had been from the fireplaces, the arrival of Samson bearing the two “wasteful” candelabra suddenly illuminated Quéribus and me, who’d kept to the shadows to avoid disturbing the oscillating and disputatious stroll of the Brethren. Seeing us now, my father smiled graciously at us from across the room and, after placing a mustachioed kiss on the hands of the two ladies, hastened over to us and gave each of us a warm embrace. He was fond of Quéribus, despite the Parisian’s mannered and bejewelled affectations, and was happy to accept the invitation to the soirée on the 10th on behalf of both Brethren. Meanwhile, Sauveterre was making a stiff and deep bow to the ladies from far across the room, as though he felt there to be some peril to his soul were he to approach these ornately painted vessels of iniquity. We took our places at table, and, as we were sitting down, Samson suddenly slapped his forehead, murmuring “I’m crazy!” and sent Miroul off to retrieve the greenish flagon he’d left in Gertrude’s room—no doubt forgotten given the attentions he’d received from Zara and her mistress.

         My valet was back in the blink of an eye, though he’d had no candle to light his way through the dark hallways, his variegated eyes able to see as well at night as during the day, like those of a cat, which he resembled as well in his remarkable agility. Neither of these traits would have described la Maligou, who, when she emerged from the kitchen with the soup tureen, walked with tiny steps and trembled at each like a bowlful of jelly, so swollen was the excess of flesh on her bones. As soon as she placed the soup on the table, Samson offered her the greenish concoction, explaining the why and how of its use. La Maligou listened with great reverence, and bestowed many benedictions on Samson for his good medicine, which, however, ended up having no curative effect. Her uncontrollable stomach troubles continued for days afterwards, getting worse and worse, and only seemed to improve when she swallowed a concoction of walnut leaves and blackberry brambles that Barberine was accustomed to giving her cows when they suffered from the same malady. So great was the respect our people had for Samson’s vials and flagons, however, that none of them made light of his failure. Barberine later explained that his remedy was too beautiful and too complex to cure a simple servant.

         As my father was seated at the head of the table, he had Sauveterre on his right and Dame Gertrude du Luc on his left.

         “My brother,” ventured Siorac in French, “did you hear that Puymartin has invited us to a grand soirée at his chateau on the tenth?”

         “Humph!” growled Sauveterre, for whom “soirée” meant dancing, and dancing meant perdition, but who also knew that he could not refuse to appear, since Puymartin would be closely allied with us, should the marriage of François and Diane be celebrated.

         “Did you hear what I said, François?” asked Siorac with a knowing air.

         “I heard, Father,” replied my elder brother, opening his mouth to speak for the first and last time during the entire meal. In particular, he refused to speak to—or even look at—Dame du Luc, who, in his estimation, was not of noble enough birth to merit his attention, and even less Zara, who possessed no claim to nobility whatsoever. My brother’s eventual claim to the two baronies he would inherit apparently gave him the right to swagger like a peacock. But whom would he have talked to? Was I not his younger brother and Samson a bastard? The one a lowly doctor, the other an apothecary! Of course, there was Quéribus, but this gentleman had eyes and ears only for the Brethren and the ladies. The Parisian was so infatuated with his own nobility it didn’t occur to him to worry about their rank—it was enough that they were present, their sparkle embellishing his world. 

         “My brother,” Siorac whispered in Provençal, since Dame Gertrude was momentarily in deep conversation with Quéribus, “you seem quite upset and out of sorts about this matter of the soirée.”

         “Well, not just about that,” grumbled Sauveterre, casting a disapproving eye on the two candelabra and the two fires. “I won’t hide from you, my brother, that I don’t like the way things are going here. Everywhere I look I see needless expense and dissipation. Non ego mendosos ausim defendere mores.¶

         “In that case,” replied my father, quoting Romans 12:15 in Provençal, “rejoice with those who rejoice! Our two papists will be leaving on the fifteenth with our friend here.”

         At which, Quéribus, who spoke some Provençal (since his own estate was near Carcassonne), threw a look at my father, another at me, smiled, and immediately continued his conversation with Gertrude.

         “I find this news infinitely comforting!” sighed Sauveterre. “Nulla fere causa est in qua non femina litem moverit.|| So, just between you and me, the end is finally in sight for this never-ending month. You know that our quarrel has never really been so much about the cost of candles and wood, but rather about the ‘odor di femina’** that has impregnated our walls.”

         “What?” exclaimed my father. “You mean you couldn’t detect it before, with Catherine and her chambermaids here?”

         “Yes, of course,” conceded Sauveterre, “but she never managed to subjugate you completely.”

         “Well!” replied Siorac with some gravity. “You’ve hit on a point of great consequence, and one that has always amazed me: it may be possible not to love women, but it’s not possible to love them without loving them excessively!” These words so perfectly captured Jean de Siorac’s nature (and mine) that to this day I still remember them, along with my father’s face when he pronounced them and Sauveterre’s as he took them in, for he would have preferred a response in which nature had not won out over virtue. On the other hand, at that moment he was so happy, in his jealous affection, to have learnt of the imminent flight of our pretty birds, that he didn’t press the argument with Siorac. Alas, poor Sauveterre was very nearly disappointed in this, as you shall soon learn. 

         
             

         

         My little sister Catherine, whose odor di femina, to use my uncle’s phrase, didn’t seem to bother her uncle’s nostrils, wasn’t so little as I liked to imagine, but had become a woman from head to toe, svelte yet well rounded, her eyes like asters, her face ruddy with health and devoid of any interest in make-up or trinkets—other than the gold necklace I’d given her to compensate her for the ring I’d offered to Little Sissy. She overheard the Brethren’s exchange with that quiet, shy demeanour that we teach our girls from their infancy. But since I knew her well, I was all too aware that she was not the least bit sorry to see our ladies depart—though she liked to babble with them in their room, try on their finery and play with the colours that they used in their make-up—because she was convinced that her father, whom she adored, gave them the attention that should have been bestowed on her. Indeed, ever since my mother’s death, Catherine saw herself as mistress of Mespech, at least until she married, though this event did not seem imminent. Having reviewed with Barberine all the possible matches for her in the Sarlat region, she’d not discovered a single one worth sinking her claws into.

         For she possessed a set of sharp claws, and a pretty good mouth as well, treating her brothers tersely and haughtily, using the formal vous with us, scolding us, teasing us, tolerating neither kisses nor hugs, calling us stiffly “Monsieur my brother”, and at the least provocation turning on us a cold shoulder with an irritated swish of her skirts. When I say “her brothers” I do not mean François, whom she never graced with the slightest look, so much did she despise him, but rather Samson and me, whom she loved, though you’d have never guessed it, with a great and jealous love—yet another reason for demonstrating little affection for Gertrude and even less for my Little Sissy, whom she’d grown up with, being a mere three days older than her maid.

         When dinner was over, and while Alazaïs, Miroul and Florine were arranging our chairs in front of the fire—the library being too cold on this frigid, snowy night to permit us to withdraw there with the ladies—Catherine pulled me aside at the other end of the table, put her arm in mine and said:

         “My brother, I’ve heard from Samson that after he leaves Mespech with Gertrude du Luc, your thought is to set yourself up as a doctor in Bordeaux.”

         “That is, indeed, my plan,” I confirmed, somewhat annoyed that Samson had informed her of our intentions, since Catherine tended to twist what she’d heard according to her fancy.

         “How does it happen, then,” she demanded, withdrawing her arm from mine, shaking her blonde curls in annoyance and, doubtless, feigning an anger that she didn’t actually feel, “that Samson knew of this before I did?”

         “My sister,” I replied testily, annoyed that she was already accusing me of sins I hadn’t committed, “have we ever signed a contract that stipulates we’ll tell each other everything?”

         “Never! And yet brotherly love should have dictated that you do so,” she replied with a little pout.

         My stonily silent reaction to this taught her that this approach wasn’t going to work, so instead she took the road of reconciliation, extending her hand and a smile, and offering her cheek, saying:

         “’Tis of no consequence, Pierre, I pardon you. Give me a kiss.”

         Which I did, overcoming my own anger and embracing her sweetly, but, like a cat, prepared to retreat at a moment’s notice, whiskers bristling and inquisitive, put on guard as I was by her scolding of me, and wary of the sharp claws concealed within her velvet paws. It also worried me that I could see Little Sissy on my left, who seemed to be hanging about, all ears, apparently engaged, though she was normally so lazy, in vigorously polishing the long table behind us.

         “Pierre,” she continued after returning my kiss, “I know that you’re going to take up your medical practice in Bordeaux, and, until you marry Angelina, you’ll have no one to manage your household and your servants, Florine and Miroul. Why don’t you take me with you? I think I could manage things quite well!”

         Even if I’d known how to answer this question (which frankly astounded me), I wouldn’t have had time to get a word in, for suddenly Little Sissy had rushed between us, her black Gypsy eyes aflame with fury.

         “Madame,” she proclaimed, her hands jauntily set on her hips, “if there’s a woman in this house whom Pierre should take with him to Bordeaux, it’s assuredly me! I’m his wench and I can give him things a sister could never pretend to!”

         “What?” cried Catherine, startled and wholly beside herself. “You little bird! How dare you interrupt this conversation? And presume to confront me! Get yourself to the kitchen, slattern! Be gone, you toad! You viper! You slinking lizard!”

         “Madame,” Little Sissy replied, giving her a sarcastic bow, “a serpent I may be, but I’ve got a handsome gentleman in my bed, and have conceived his child!”

         “Scorpion!” screamed my sister. “Do you think your ugly sins give you any advantage over me?” And so saying, she stepped up to Little Sissy and viciously slapped her twice.

         “Well, Madame! Now you’re beating a pregnant woman! That’s treachery!” screamed Little Sissy, who would have returned her blows if I hadn’t stepped between them and held her arm, offering Catherine my back to block further assault, something she seemed eager to commit, trying to push me out of the way.

         Seeing me caught between these two Furies, my father rose and came to the rescue, ordering Catherine to withdraw to her room and Little Sissy to the scullery. Which they did, grinding their teeth, their eyes shooting daggers at each other.

         “Pierre! What on earth,” my father queried, once they’d left the hall with a furious flouncing of their skirts, “was the reason for this caterwauling?”

         As I quietly explained what had happened, my father walked back and forth before me with his impatient step, incapable as ever of remaining at rest, but, despite his greying hair, alert and always at the ready: carriage straight, hands on hips, strong of leg. To honour our lady visitors he was decked out in a velvet doublet of a handsome pale green—a tribute to my mother, for green had been her colour. In all, the Baron de Mespech cut a handsome and alluring figure.

         “Well, Pierre!” he laughed, glancing at me from the corner of his eye. “It doesn’t seem, as Quéribus would say, that there’ll ever be a lack of wenches around you, but rather an overabundance of ’em, since you’re so excessively generous and soft: a combination to which even your sister is sensitive, who is never without the gold necklace you gave her—even at night. As for Little Sissy, though I don’t like a pregnant woman to be struck in my house, I sense that she deserved these slaps, since she’s insufferably cheeky with everyone here. Casual love,” he continued, taking my arm and pulling me close to him, “always seems easily won, but there are always dangers there, because we too often forget that our good chambermaids are women every bit as much as the gallant ladies—they are always trying to slip a halter around our necks as soon as they get their hands on us.”

         He sighed—a sigh that led me to believe that Franchou was giving him a hard time because Zara had been hunting on her territory. 

         “As for Catherine,” he continued, “she’s so much like your late mother: very affectionate with those she loves, but haughty by nature and deprecating towards everyone else, suffering neither reins nor bridle, always riding hell for leather and impossibly indomitable. So, my son,” he laughed, “which will it be, Catherine or Little Sissy, whom you’ll take to Bordeaux?”

         “I’d never thought about it till now,” I confessed, “but now I’ll have to consider it. I understand that Catherine is not very happy in the countryside, since she can’t find a suitor here, so of course she’d love to live in a big city, hoping for a miracle there. But I’d never dream,” I added after mulling it over a bit, “of depriving you of her radiant smile.”

         “Which isn’t very radiant when you and Samson are gone,” he lamented. “Catherine yearns for younger stallions than we’ve got within our old walls. If you think she’d do, Pierre, take her with you without a second thought for me.”

         “Ah, but do I want her? I just don’t know,” I mused. “No doubt I love her, with a great and fraternal love, and yet…”

         “And yet?” continued my father with a laugh. “Don’t finish that sentence until you’ve thought about it some more. There’ll be plenty of time to make up your mind before Samson leaves on the fifteenth.”

         
             

         

         The next morning, the snow continued to fall in flakes so thick that, from the window of the fencing room, I could hardly distinguish the church tower in Marcuays on the other side of the meadow, as if a white tapestry had fallen from the sky, partially obscuring the horizon and so muffling all the normal sounds that, though I heard our cocks crow, I couldn’t hear the cocks from the neighbouring farms answer them. Worse still, even the noises from Samson’s fencing lesson with Giacomi seemed muted to my numbed, lazy ears.

         Miroul and big Fröhlich, seated beside me, were rendered speechless by the sight of Giacomi, with an almost imperceptible movement of his wrist, parrying my brother’s blade and touching his own to my brother’s chest as quickly and effortlessly as a bird flits through the air.

         “Well, now, Samson!” cried Giacomi, with that wonderful Italian lisp that gave his speech such grace. “Were you backing away? Pure heresy. It’s the blade’s business to deflect the blade. Not the torso’s job to sound the retreat!”

         “I’ll remember,” promised Samson, who, of the three of us, was the most docile, and, as a consequence, hardly the best swordsman, being slow to understand and late in learning.

         Giacomi seemed almost preternaturally quick by comparison, his flesh so thinly spread on his bones, long arms and legs, and his movements so economical and well executed that it was a marvel to watch him achieve so much with so little effort! And how I loved to watch his oval, tanned face, all of whose features seemed joyously to pull upwards: the corners of his eyelids and his lips, even his turned-up nose. He was a person of great quality, the mirror of courtesy, a man of good and rare mettle, who, though a papist, had risked his life to help me navigate a safe route out of Paris during the St Bartholomew’s day massacre.

         “Giacomi,” I said, pulling him over to the window embrasure once his assault was ended, “I’m ashamed to watch you exercise your art with such insignificant folk as ourselves, you who were Silvie’s assistant in the Louvre and the teacher of such great and important noblemen. And as much as I would love to keep you here, and my father as well, I wouldn’t wish to shackle your fortunes for anything—”

         “What are you saying?” interrupted Giacomi, raising his eyebrows.

         “That if you’d prefer to leave on the fifteenth with Quéribus and his escort—”

         “What, my brother!” he cried, feigning anger. “Have I displeased you? Are you annoyed with me? Have I been banished to the borderlands of your affection?” 

         From this speech, couched in such gaily humorous terms, I knew that Giacomi would be staying with me. I laughed from the comfort I felt, but with my heart beating and my throat all knotted up, I gushed:

         “Ah, Giacomi! You know that my heart is forever attached to yours by hooks of steel—ever since St Bartholomew’s eve!”

         “My brother,” answered Giacomi, “let’s not get too emotional about what each of us owes the other, and start crying like fountains over our blessings. Friendship is like a viol whose strings mustn’t be tightened all the way to tears!”

         These very poetic Italian thoughts were spoken with a gracious gesture of his left hand, and, as he walked away, he said over his shoulder:

         “But what about you, Pierre?” And glancing at the snow, he added, “Do you plan to stay the winter at Mespech?”

         “Absolutely not! After the departure of our ladies, I plan to set up my medical practice in Bordeaux, which is a beautiful, large city that prospers from its maritime trade.”

         “Well then,” smiled Giacomi, “if you want me to accompany you, Pierre, I’ll follow, along with the arms and baggage. I have no doubt I can find as many fencing students there as you will patients.”

         I looked over at Fröhlich and saw that he was looking very sullen, since he had little love for the farm work he’d been doing at Mespech, but didn’t dare ask me to take him with me to Bordeaux, knowing full well that I already had Miroul in my service and was doubtless not rich enough to support two valets.

         But I didn’t have time to comfort my good Swiss Guard: Escorgol stuck his enormous nose and even larger stomach through the door and announced breathlessly that a horseman, followed by a page, was outside requesting entry to Mespech and claiming to be my friend.

         Our Escorgol had the peculiarity of possessing a very large nose but a weak sense of smell, and tiny ears but the finest sense of hearing in the whole region. He could, it was said, hear a child walking barefoot along the grassy road to Mespech fifty toises away. Which is why we employed him as our porter. He also had very keen vision, though it was hard to see his eyes through all the folds of his eyelids.

         “Did he tell you his name, Escorgol?”

         “He flatly refused, Monsieur, arguing that he would reveal his name only to you.”

         “Did you recognize his voice?”

         “No, and even less his accent, which is definitely not from here.”

         “And his face?”

         “I couldn’t see it. The fellow is covered up to his eyebrows by a great cloak, which itself is covered with snow.”

         “’Sblood!” I cried. “Let’s solve this mystery!” And off I ran, with Escorgol, Miroul, Giacomi and Fröhlich at my heels, leaving Samson frozen in place, magnetized suddenly by a more attractive metal, for Gertrude had just entered the room from the opposite door.

         After crossing the two drawbridges of the little island in our moat, I ran to open the peephole in the main gate and spied a large fellow on horseback, whose cloak was so closely drawn over his face that you could hardly see his eyes. Indeed, the brown mantle covering him was completely blanketed with snow, and his horse was only black on his underside, but our visitor seemed less bothered by it that his pretty little page, who was blowing on his fingers to try to warm them.

         “Who are you, my snowy companion?” I shouted through the peephole.

         “Is that really Pierre de Siorac who’s speaking to me through the iron grid there?” said the fellow, whose voice had a familiar ring to it.

         “’Tis really I.”

         “Well, if that’s really the case, then I curse the treacherous peephole that’s preventing me from seeing your handsome face!”

         “And who are you to speak thus?” 

         “A man who loves you. But tell me—relieve me of my doubts: is this really the venerable Dr Pierre de Siorac, younger son of the Baron de Mespech, who’s speaking to me?”

         “Didn’t you hear me? ’Tis I!”

         “And you don’t recognize me, Pierre de Siorac?”

         “Not all cloaked up like that, no.”

         “Nor my voice?”

         “Not yet.”

         “Well!” laughed the fellow. “It is the voice of blood.”

         “The voice of blood?”

         “Or rather, if you prefer, the murmur of milk: I was your nurse, Pierre.”

         “My nurse, a man?”

         “Am I a man?” mused the fellow sardonically. “Sometimes I wonder. But never mind. I was not your wet nurse Pierre, as Barberine was, but the nursemaid to your mind.”

         “To my mind?”

         “Indeed! I nourished you in Montpellier at the teats of logic and philosophy that hang from that cow Aristotle.”

         “What?” I cried, unable to believe my ears and throwing open the door in my joy. “Fogacer! Is it really you?”

         “Ipse, mi fili,”†† he said, lowering his cape. And smiling, his head now slowly covering with snow, he looked at me with those dark eyes, and arched his diabolical eyebrow.

         
            * “Free, for the love of God.”

            † “The nobles of the gown” (the judicial and administrative class of nobility); “the nobles of the sword” (the feudal, knightly class of nobility).

            ‡ “When winter’s cold and clothed in white, you’ve got to keep your arse squeezed tight!”

            § “Year of snow, by my faith as a gentleman, year of plenty!”

            ¶ “You won’t find me defending immorality” (Ovid).

            || “There are almost no cases where a woman hasn’t been the cause of a quarrel.”

            ** “Odour of woman.”

            †† “Myself, my son.”
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         MY FATHER WAS delighted to meet Fogacer, having heard so much about him, though I’d omitted certain particulars about his habits, which no doubt would have been difficult for him to swallow given how foreign they were to his own temperament and since they were so vilified by our religion. And Fogacer, for his part, accustomed as he was to the persecution of persons of his stripe, had learnt so well how to disguise his voice, gestures and behaviour that the Baron de Mespech was a thousand leagues from suspecting anything, even when Fogacer requested that his young page not be bedded down in Miroul’s room, but in his own, since the poor lad suffered from suffocation fits in the night that only his master could calm by massaging his epigastrium.

         Fogacer made this request without batting an eyelid, and my father was entirely persuaded by the reason, since, as you will remember, he’d studied medicine in Montpellier himself before choosing a career as a soldier. As for Sauveterre, convinced as he was that all evil in this world derived from womankind, he had no particular sensitivity about such “devilishness and other detestable enormities”, as Calvin labelled them—both he and the Pope condemning the practitioners of this vice to the scaffold, doubtless the only subject on which they’d found reconciliation.

         I chose for their lodgings the room at the top of the north tower, since it was the most isolated of all of our living spaces and would afford them the privacy they’d need. 

         “Mi fili,” said Fogacer when we were able to sit down alone together, “please allow me to stretch out on the cot here. I’ve been on horseback for three solid days, and almost haven’t dismounted since Périgueux—and though I prefer the present discomfort to the flames that were intended for my derrière in that town, the inflammation is nevertheless quite painful!”

         “Does that mean, Fogacer, that you were threatened with being burnt at the stake in Périgueux? Who or what got you into such a mess?”

         “My virtue,” replied Fogacer, arching his eyebrows.

         “Your virtue,” I observed, seating myself on a stool beside his cot, while his valet—or, as Fogacer termed him, his page—squatted on the floor nearby, and never took his eyes off his master, as though he feared that the man might evaporate into thin air if he turned his back for a quarter of a second, “your virtue, Fogacer, was already under some debate back in Montpellier, if I remember correctly.”

         “And yet,” replied Fogacer with that slow, sinuous smile of his, “wouldn’t it be cowardly to cease to be what I am, just because who I am doesn’t please those who construct gallows, build pyres and christen my virtue a crime, in the name of obscure precepts that have come to us all dusty from the dark night of belief?”

         “Crime or virtue, my friend, what did you do in Périgueux that got you condemned to be burnt alive?”

         “I loved,” lamented Fogacer gravely and, this time, without a trace of a smile, “in the only way I know how, and the only object that I deem lovable. But though my love was noble and, in my heart, pure, it was suddenly labelled ‘abominable and diabolical’ by the powers that be, who are governed by certain narrow-minded, weak, hypocritical and zealous persons. And so suddenly I found myself in desperate flight, galloping furiously over hill and dale, fearing for my life—and fearing for his especially,” placing his hand on the blond curls of his page, who immediately took it and covered it with kisses of infinite gratitude. 

         “This little fellow,” Fogacer continued, taking his hand from the boy’s, and with more feeling than I’d ever witnessed in him, “was in the employ of an acrobat in Paris, who was teaching him his tricks and had him working long hours under perilous conditions for a pittance. What’s more, he would beat him mercilessly and shower him frequently with a thousand insults. But it happened that our impresario, having been caught in some villainy in Paris, had to flee the capital with his band and travel from town to town, earning his bread by his antics and acrobatics. So what could I do but follow them across France, wholly captivated as I was by the charms of my pretty Silvio, and caring for the injured and sick in the troupe without receiving a sol for my services?”

         “Oh, Fogacer! To think that you were one of the doctors of the Duc d’Anjou! Fallen so low and prey to these vagabonds!”

         “Trahit sua quemque voluptas!”* mused Fogacer with a wistful sigh. “But allow me to continue. When we reached Périgueux, I decided to take this little angel—who’s as angelic in his heart as he is in his bodily beauty—and flee our tyrannical impresario. But the villain, who’d turned a blind eye to my passion as long as it served his interests, ‘realized’ at my departure that his Christian conscience was outraged by our love and ran to denounce us to the bishop of Périgueux”—and here Fogacer lowered his voice—“as a monster and an atheist, since he’d also observed that I only rarely and without interest heard Mass. At this, the bishop sent a cleric to my inn to conduct an inquiry, but I bribed him to let us go. Which we did that same day, smelling fire and brimstone all around us, and knowing that the damned can expect no justice in this kingdom.”

         “The damned, Fogacer?”

         “The Huguenots, the Jews, the atheists and the sodomites. And since I belong to the last two categories, I was in great danger of being burnt twice! Ah, what a cruel world, my Pierre. So many try to please God by zealously killing their fellow men.” 

         He laughed at this, but with the face of one who’s decided to laugh to avoid crying.

         “Did you know I was here in Mespech?” I asked after a moment of silence.

         “Not before arriving in Sarlat, where, to my intense relief, I heard that you’d escaped safe and sound from the St Bartholomew’s day massacre. May I have your permission, Pierre,” he said, sitting up on his cot, “to remain at Mespech long enough for this clerical vigilance to calm down? My idea is to go from here to Bordeaux, and from there to La Rochelle, where, from what I’ve heard, my master has decided to massacre the Huguenots who have occupied that city.”

         “My dear damned friend,” I said with a smile, “does it make any sense to help Anjou slaughter other damned people?”

         “Not in the least, mi fili,” replied Fogacer. “The point is not to help him in this effort, but to try to cure his ills. The only blood I’ll draw when I’m there will be his, and since it’s blue, I’ll be protected from persecution.”

         I laughed at this, of course, and assured Fogacer that he could stay at Mespech as long as he liked, my father being indebted to him for having saved my life in Montpellier when the judges tried to send me to the scaffold for the “murder” I’d committed as well as for my amorous activities on a tomb with a diabolical petticoat.

         The snow continued to fall so hard and unremittingly over the next several days that it threatened to close the road from Sarlat, cutting us off from the seat of the seneschalty there—something the elders of our villages hadn’t seen in Périgord for sixty-seven years. In consequence, the Brethren consulted with their neighbours and decided to send all of their labourers to clear the roads of snow at least as far as Marcuays. This was a Sisyphean task for the poor folk, who suffered in the bitter cold, shovelling the snow to the sides of the road, knowing they’d only have to start all over again the next morning—an exhausting task, one that they performed for their lords and that they accepted very begrudgingly since they earned no salary for doing it. Mespech was the only chateau to serve them some hot soup at noon, the only meal they had throughout their interminable day.

         I wanted to help with this effort on Mespech’s roads, along with Samson (but not François, who considered this labour beneath him). As soon as my resolution was known, there wasn’t a healthy man in Mespech who didn’t want to accompany me—including Giacomi, Fogacer and even Quéribus, who, dainty fellow though he was, felt it a point of honour to shovel as much as I did. Lord! What a rough, tough and exhausting day it was, and how painful for the palms of our hands (except for those of Giacomi, who’d thought to bring gloves, not wishing to blister his fencing hands). And how sweet our return to Mespech at nightfall, where we enjoyed hot punch before dinner! And with what comfort and joy Quéribus, Samson and I found ourselves in Gertrude’s room afterwards around a warm fire under the comforting glow of the candles, as we watched the ladies prepare their gowns and accoutrements for the grand soirée on the 10th at Puymartin’s. The rustle of their satin gowns! And the brilliance of the pearls and gems! The inebriating effect of their perfumes! Their soft babbling and the graceful gestures of our nymphs as they went about their pleasant work! I felt so happy to have been born in a chateau and not in a farmhouse, where, at this hour, I’d still be sweating over my labour.

         My little sister was there, showing more affection for Gertrude than ever before, since the lady had given her a very pretty dress for the occasion that needed only to have the waist taken in and the length shortened in order to fit her perfectly—an operation that wasn’t as simple as one might have thought, judging by the intense discussion it provoked among the women. Just as animated was their exchange over which set of pearls to choose to set off Catherine’s soft white bosom, which was discreetly displayed by the lacy collar of her gown.

         “Monsieur,” commanded Gertrude, after Quéribus had greeted her with great restraint (no doubt because of the presence of Catherine), “you must choose, I beg you, since you know the latest fashions of the court: I think that rubies would be best since they match the pink of her gown. Catherine is more inclined to wear the pearls.”

         “Well, that depends,” replied Quéribus, taking his role as arbiter very seriously, more seriously than many judges in parliament did theirs. “If the pink dress were worn by you, my beautiful Gertrude, then rubies would be required, since the two colours have a natural affinity to one another. But since it will be worn by Catherine, who’s only sixteen and unmarried, I would vote for pearls, as their milky whiteness are more suited to her modest virginity.”

         And at this, with a smile, he made a deep bow to Catherine, who batted her eyelashes at him and blushed excessively.

         “Monsieur,” said Gertrude, for whom Quéribus as a familiar of the Duc d’Anjou could not err in these matters, the duc being considered urbi et orbi† as the arbiter of elegance, “as you have spoken wisely and gallantly, we will follow your advice.”

         
             

         

         And indeed, Catherine was to shine so brightly at the soirée on 10th November that she even outshone Gertrude du Luc and her lady-in-waiting, with such inimitable éclat that there wasn’t a single gentleman in all of Périgord who didn’t request a dance with her. Even the Baron de Quéribus, who had known all the beauties of the court, was so dazzled by this bright star that he requested no less than three dances with her, and would have asked for a fourth had not my father dispatched me to ask him to desist, in order to keep tongues from wagging. Quéribus consented to this request, quite crestfallen, and with what seemed to me to be very bad grace. 

         Even though the roads from Mespech to Marcuays, and from Marcuays to Puymartin, had been shovelled by our labourers on the day of the ball, the snow had continued to fall so thick during the evening that our horses and Dame Gertrude’s carriage had a devil of a time getting back home. Our delay caused terrible throes for poor Sauveterre, who waited up for us in his library, accompanied by Fogacer, who’d also declined the invitation to attend, having, as he said, no taste for such festivities.

         “My nephew,” Sauveterre told me the next morning, looking more and more like a bent old crow in his black clothes, “you have a friend in Fogacer, whom you should take as a model. He’s a paragon of virtue. Still young and though a papist, I congratulate him for having preferred the company of an old fogey like myself and his little page to that of those Delilahs.”

         “Delilahs, my uncle? But everyone who is anyone in Sarlat was there last night!”

         “The men running after the women!” answered Sauveterre bitterly. “I have to tell you, my nephew: it’s women and women alone that men go to seek out at these sorts of gatherings. And anyone who isn’t out to satisfy his lubricious instincts has no interest in such events.”

         “Alas!” I agreed, affecting humility. “I well know that in this respect my virtue is a thousand leagues from equalling Fogacer’s…”

         “You’re right, my nephew, and for me, such austerity in a man of so few years provides me great comfort, papist though he may be. Did you know that he’s teaching his little valet to read, so that his intelligence will be opened through good books? Is it not a marvel in this world we live in, that a venerable doctor of medicine should take such pains to raise a simple servant in the light of righteous ideas?” 

         To that which required no response, I gave none, secretly admiring Sauveterre’s holy simplicity and the perfect control Fogacer exercised on himself, as if the perpetual persecution that hung over his life like the sword of Damocles forced him to be like a captain always on the alert, clad in his coat of armour, his sword at the ready, his bulwarks already constructed. “Ah,” I mused, “what a pity to be forced by the inhumanity of our customs to advance through life wearing a mask, constrained by the zealotry of others to so hide the truth that our good Sauveterre can’t see what’s going on right under his nose.”

         But we had other concerns when the snow simply refused to stop falling after 10th November and accumulated in drifts so high that, other than the roads in our vicinity that we’d laboured to clear, the highways were rendered impassable, so that you couldn’t take a step, whether on foot or on horseback, without feeling the futility of it. Quéribus was forced to put off his departure sine die, and though ever since he’d heard Fogacer report that the Duc d’Anjou was laying siege to La Rochelle he seemed to be burning with impatience to join the fray—a plan I had no reason to doubt given the man’s bravery—he didn’t seem as disappointed about delaying his leaving as I would have imagined. Indeed, fortune dictated that (with the snow persisting) he had to take up his winter quarters at Puymartin, and thus galloped every day from Puymartin to Marcuays and from Marcuays to Mespech to spend the day in our company. This arrangement surprised my father, who thought that it would have been more fitting and courteous to spend more time with his host.

         My father and Sauveterre, seeing all of us ensconced at Mespech through these frigid, wintry months, turned two very different faces to the situation: the former happy to have Samson and me with him for several months longer; the latter, though he loved us dearly, found the pleasure of our company spoilt by the odor di femina that Gertrude and Zara continued to spread throughout our walls—his displeasure multiplied by the extravagant spending on firewood and candles that their presence required. My uncle even went so far in his miserliness to complain bitterly about the amount of meat these two “gluttons” consumed. To which my father replied that Giacomi, Fogacer and Silvio consumed triple what the ladies did.

         “But,” growled Sauveterre, “at least they’re earning their keep by helping out with the livestock.”

         “My dear écuyer,” laughed my father, “would you really like to see Dame du Luc grooming our stallion?”

         “Women belong in the house,” snapped Sauveterre, and seeing my father shrug his shoulders at this, he added: “It’s one thing for Dame du Luc—she’s of noble birth. But what does this creature Zara do with her ten fingers every day?”

         “She rubs ointment on them.”

         “Zounds! Her laziness is a scandal! Why can’t she help with the housework?”

         “You forget, my brother, that she’s not in our employ, but in the service of her mistress.”

         “And yours as well on occasion,” observed Sauveterre drily; and, turning away in his irritation, he limped to the other end of the library, bending over, with his hands behind his back. My father watched him retreat with a mixture of irritation and affection, having listened to him cough and spit out his daily screed of displeasure these many years without ever losing patience with him.

         “And I’ll say again,” continued Sauveterre, heading back towards my father and not mincing his words, “that I don’t like what’s going on here. Your Dame du Luc has turned her room into Circe’s palace, where she charms and traps our younger sons and Quéribus.”

         “Hardly!” laughed my father. “Why, I’ve seen them enter her room often enough, but never seen them emerge as pigs!” 

         Hearing this, I looked up from a treatise by Vesalius, which I’d been reading—or at least trying to read—in the enclosure of the nearby window, smiled and added:

         “Gertrude’s power isn’t as strong as all that!”

         “But she’s corrupting our little Catherine,” objected Sauveterre, “who’s now enchanted with her—and with Quéribus as well. He never seems to enter her palace of delights but she follows him there.”

         “Well, that is, indeed, more serious!” frowned my father. “We’ll need to keep an eye on this—and perhaps a hand as well. Pierre, what do you think of Quéribus’s daily visits to Mespech?”

         “That the filings know very well why the magnet attracts them,” I replied, rising and walking over to them. “But, my dear father, as sweet as Quéribus is, with all his courtly mannerisms, to Dame Gertrude, he’s so grave and respectful with Catherine that the strictest censor would have nothing to object to.”

         “What about Catherine?”

         “Colder than a rock frozen in a winter snowstorm.”

         “A rock!” snorted Sauveterre, raising his hands heavenwards. “What kind of rock is that that burns with such an inner fire? Don’t you see the flame that lights up her eyes every time she looks at him?”

         “My brother,” soothed my father, to whom this outburst seemed unnecessarily quarrelsome, “if God had not put that fire into men and women, what reason would they ever have for coming together, given how different they are? But Pierre, is it true that you’ve never noticed any secret notes being passed between Catherine and Quéribus? Or surprised them in a private conversation in some corner?”

         “Never. These two fires are aflame, to be sure, but separately, as though each were afraid of the other.”

         “Well, we know how to measure that form of separation!” growled Sauveterre, limping furiously back and forth in the library. “Zounds! Another papist!” 

         “Yes, along with Gertrude,” agreed my father with more forgiveness than condemnation. “And Diane. And Angelina. Should we punish our daughter because our sons are marrying papists?”

         My father said no more, but, as far as I could tell, he’d said enough to persuade me that he would not reject Quéribus if he should approach him, especially as the baron was a match that was well above any that she might have found in Périgord. He was not only of high birth, but exceedingly well-to-do—and rich, too, in his alliances, especially in his connections with the Duc d’Anjou, whom many believed would soon ascend to the throne, since Charles IX had no heirs and was gravely ill.

         
             

         

         One of the hardships during these long months of snowy weather was that the roads were so hard to travel on that very little news could reach us from outside Périgueux. I felt particularly desolate to have no word from my Angelina, who was in my thoughts from dawn to dusk. Though I was plunged into the intricacies of Vesalius’s magnum opus each day, her beautiful doe’s eyes seemed to be beseeching me from between the lines of this austere treatise, hope and despair alternating in my poor divided heart. ’Tis true that man is able to separate his heart from his more urgent appetites, my little viper Little Sissy completely satisfying the latter needs. But did she really satisfy them? In truth, I don’t know, for despite all the pleasures and relief that a woman’s body can offer us, there is none that can truly fulfil the soul if love doesn’t accompany it. Assuredly, Little Sissy made those long, dark days at Mespech more bearable for me in the bloom of my youth, but she was far from evoking in me the depth of friendship I’d had with little Hélix, or even for Alizon back in Paris, whom I remembered with such gratitude and affection for the help and shelter she provided for us on that bloody morning of St Bartholomew’s day.

         I’d only caught sight of Angelina for a few seconds in Paris as I ran alongside her coach, trying to raise the curtains they’d hung over the windows to shelter her from my view, but what a look she’d given me! What volumes I read in it! I read, reread and read again the letter she’d sent me after my return to Mespech, before we were snowed in for the winter, isolated from the rest of the world. But it had given me hope that soon Father Anselm (who was Quéribus’s cousin) would become Monsieur de Montcalm’s confessor, and he was likely to be less rigid than his predecessor about his daughter’s marriage to a Huguenot. Ah, what a beautiful thought, that Angelina might be mine after so many years of waiting. And by what magic that, out of all the women I’d encountered in different parts of the kingdom—many, such as the ladies-in-waiting of Catherine de’ Medici, among the most magnificent and stunning women in France—Angelina alone had, in a single glance, captured this heart that now yearned only for her? What charms, what potions, what enchanting brew concocted by Love had transformed her hand into one whose mere touch took my breath away?

         The snow finally consented to melt in early April, but given the sheer size of the drifts that had been accumulating since November, the melt flooded the valleys of Périgueux and left our roads so wet and muddy that, for a while, they remained impassable. But luckily our region is so hilly that there was a rapid run-off from the steep roads, which flowed into the dales and swelled the river of les Beunes so much that Coulondre Iron-arm’s mill was transformed into an island, and could only be reached by boat. And, just as in Genesis—when, after the Deluge, God promises that the land will be dry and fruitful again—the sun eventually came out and dried out our fields. Now Quéribus, looking like death warmed up, gave the order to saddle up, as he’d promised six months before, and swore to me that if he weren’t killed in the siege of La Rochelle, he wouldn’t fail to write to me and that he’d return to Mespech, having left here such friends—he specifically used the plural—that his heart was sore pained to leave them. He then embraced me and called me his “brother”—which he’d never done before—and kissed my cheeks with a warmth he clearly would have loved to bestow on a sweeter cheek than mine.

         The ladies shed a few tears at this parting, which in Zara’s case were doubtless purely ceremonial, since she was so anxious to return to Paris—but not so Gertrude, who’d become very attached to my father, and even to Uncle de Sauveterre, being entirely ignorant of the troubles she’d inflicted on him, both by her excessive consumption of his goods and by the perfumes she’d spread throughout his chateau. I couldn’t help noticing that when she looked at Samson, her eyes lit up like those of an eagle carrying off a lamb in its talons, although these talons would be tenderly applied to the milky flesh of my gentle brother and would never harm a single copper-coloured hair on his beautiful head.

         “Well, Samson,” said my father as he gave him an embrace that I thought would never end. “Ah, my son! When will I see you again?”

         He said no more, but as the coach and horses faded from sight he withdrew with Sauveterre, François and me into the library, sat down in the large armchair in front of the fire, put his right hand over his face and quietly wept. We were silenced and stunned—as much by his melancholy as by the quiet that had suddenly descended on the house after all the laughter and merriment that Quéribus and the ladies had brought, and then suddenly taken from us.

         There was a knock at the door, which I opened to welcome my younger—though no longer little—sister into the room. Catherine was dressed in an azure gown, with a ribbon of the same colour in her golden hair, and she entered with that assured and lofty demeanour that reminded me of my mother, her head held high as usual—but it looked to me as though she’d been crying.

         “My father,” she announced, after making him a deep curtsey, “I found this note in my sewing basket, and though it’s addressed to me, as I am still but a girl under the protection of her father, it seemed to me that you should read it.”

         “Let’s see it, then,” agreed the Baron de Mespech, not without some gravity. And, having unfolded the note, he read it, his face inscrutable; then he handed it to Sauveterre, who, having read it in his turn, frowned deeply and gave it to François, who, glancing at it with disdain, handed it to me at a sign from my father. This is what I read:

         
            Madame,

            Although I’ve said goodbye to you, I beg you to allow me with this note to kiss the hands of the woman I honour and love more than anyone in the world. I shall by my acts and words proclaim this love and am ready to witness it before God and man.

            The days will seem like years as long as you are absent from me. Ever since this blessed snow had the misfortune to melt and the ground to harden, I swear that not a night have I passed dry-eyed.

            I kiss your hands a hundred thousand times more.

            Quéribus

         

         “Catherine,” said my father at last, “have you read this note?”

         “Would I have brought it to you if I hadn’t read it?” replied Catherine with a somewhat impertinent respect.

         “I understand perfectly. But what do you think about what it says?”

         “My father,” answered Catherine, “I shall think of it what you tell me is suitable for me to think of it.” And saying this, she made an even deeper curtsey to my father, who was clearly astounded that one so haughty could bow so low and put so much mute rebelliousness in her pretended submission; this strange mixture so embarrassed him that he doubtless would have preferred to confront five or six desperadoes, sword in hand, than to engage in this peaceful conversation. He so loved his daughter, calling her “my sweet, my soul, the apple of my eye”, that the enemy had rushed into the breach before he’d even drawn his sword.

         “Very well,” he concluded, choosing to break ranks rather than continue the battle, “you may retire, Catherine”—which she did with a majestic rustle of her skirts, a flame in her eyes and her head held high, leaving me amazed that someone so young had known how to put so much defiance into a gesture of respect, and communicate such implacable resoluteness in the language of obedience.

         “Well then!” breathed my father, when the door had closed behind her. “What do you think of all this, my brother?”

         “That we must end all commerce with this scoundrel immediately!” cried Sauveterre, his eyes aflame.

         “And why would that be?” frowned my father.

         “Because he has broken the laws of hospitality in sending a secret note to the daughter of his host that’s false and mendacious!”

         “Mendacious?” asked my father, raising an eyebrow. “I find it rather touching. In what way does it seem mendacious to you?”

         “My brother,” snarled Sauveterre indignantly, “was there any sign that Quéribus has been crying every night since the snow melted? Who would believe such a thing other than a virginal little girl?”

         “My uncle,” I broke in quickly. “Quéribus is not a liar! ‘Not a night have I passed dry-eyed’ is simply a figure of speech. That’s simply how they talk at court ever since Ronsard.”

         “What?” stormed Sauveterre, now beside himself with fury. “Ronsard! Have you read Ronsard, my nephew? This sworn enemy of our faith?”

         “I’ve read his love sonnets,” I replied, somewhat ashamed to admit such a thing in this library where there were no frivolous poems, except perhaps those of the Greek poet Anacreon.

         “This is hardly the point,” said my father. “My brother, for Quéribus, the courtier no doubt hides the man. The man is of good mettle. Nothing required him to go to a great deal of trouble and take such a risk in order to hide Pierre after the St Bartholomew’s day massacre and then bring him home safely to us. And as for his note, I don’t find it so damnable to assure one’s lady of one’s respect and say that one is ‘ready to witness one’s love before God and man’. I think we should let this run its course.”

         “Run its course!” trumpeted Sauveterre.

         “Certainly! Let’s wait for the baron to declare his love openly, especially since Catherine is so infatuated with him, given the way she brandished his note in front of our noses.”

         “She was defying you!” said Sauveterre bitterly.

         “Forget the defiance! I’m not going to cross swords with my daughter, as I so regret doing with my late wife, whose haughty and rebellious temperament she’s obviously inherited. A gentle hand is the only thing that will work with this tough lass. What’s more, I don’t want to hurt her if I can avoid it.”

         
             

         

         During the week that followed, and though the baron affected a calm demeanour, I felt that he was suffering so terribly from Samson’s flight from the paternal nest, having no idea when he’d return, that I decided to delay somewhat my own departure so as not to add so soon to the distress of the man whom I believed to be the best father there ever was. Assuredly, he would never have said what Montaigne had said, that he’d “lost three of four children in infancy, not without regret, but without great anger”. For, great warrior that he was—having, as everyone knows, distinguished himself at Ceresole and at Calais—he showed those he loved a degree of tenderness and affection that was truly maternal, always placing our well-being above his own. Indeed, during these melancholy days after Samson’s departure, I heard him say more than once that he was delighted that his pretty bastard was going to marry Gertrude in Normandy and that he would receive the apothecary shop in Montfort as dowry from her. He was also heard to say, begging my reader’s pardon for these rustic words from a man of the countryside, “There’s no greater happiness for a man than to spend his nights enjoying amorous ‘encunters’ with a good woman and his days in work that he’s chosen.”

         I had another reason for wanting to linger. Spring was disclosing its beauties in the myriad flowers that were budding as Mespech entered the verdant months that I so yearned to enjoy here after the rigours of the long winter. As soon as the thaw had rendered the roads passable again, I wrote to Angelina to assure her that I would always keep her image in my heart as fresh as the day I first laid eyes on her. But a lover’s heart is so crazy and unreasonable that, of course, no sooner had my letter departed than I began to be impatient for a reply even though it was manifestly impossible to expect one before the middle of the summer.

         Fogacer, his little page in tow, had left Mespech in the company of Quéribus, no less impatient than the baron to see the Duc d’Anjou, especially after the business in Périgueux, hoping that the duc would quickly reassure him of his protection.

         His was the first letter I received, towards the end of August. After a thousand compliments and thanks to the lords of Mespech for their hospitality, he informed me that, since the duc had been elected king of Poland, he had raised the siege of La Rochelle, not wishing to alienate the Protestant minority in his future kingdom. In this wise, he made a treaty with the French Huguenots that they never would have dared hope for after St Bartholomew’s day. This news delighted the Brethren, though they were very sceptical about the duration of this precarious peace, since the French papists were so fanatical about the eradication of our people.

         Fogacer added that Quéribus intended to follow the duc to his new kingdom, though with a heavy heart (for reasons which he thought I would understand), and that he himself would do the same, not so much because Dr Miron needed him, but rather because where his shield went, he could not but follow. It seems he preferred this frosty Polish exile to the flames I already knew about. Nevertheless, he was convinced that this separation wouldn’t last long, having observed while at the Louvre how sickly Charles IX was becoming. I had a little trouble understanding this last sentence, and had to go in search of a dictionary, since Fogacer had written it in Greek, fearing that his letter would be read in transit.

         Although Catherine had little taste for study, she insisted on standing behind me and leaning over my shoulder as I was working at this, and when I’d translated the Greek, she said, “What does this mean? What difference does it make to Fogacer that the king should be coughing and feeble?”

         “Well, if the king renders up his soul to God, then the Duc d’Anjou will come back to France with his entire retinue.”

         “Well, in that case,” she replied with a sly smile, “I’m very happy for Fogacer!”

         I smiled at this, but made no reply, since, for all the months that Fogacer had spent at Mespech, Catherine had never once taken notice of him.

         My knowing smile didn’t fail to induce Catherine to open up a bit more, and, putting her hand on my neck (she who was so sparing in her caresses), she asked if I would read her Fogacer’s letter, which I did immediately—it was something she couldn’t have done herself without a lot of effort, since she knew her letters scarcely better than my Alizon in Paris.

         “Dear my brother,” she cooed sotto voce when I’d finished, “why was the baron’s heart so heavy to have to leave France for Poland?”

         “But, Madame my sister, you know all too well why!”

         “Me?” she replied raising her eyebrows with an air of childlike candour that struck me as half-natural, half-feigned. 

         “Didn’t the baron tell you in the letter you found in your sewing basket that ‘the days will seem like years as long as you are absent from me’?”

         “But do you think I should believe him?” Catherine asked with a kind of anxious urgency, as though all her most secret thoughts of love were about to be realized. “Didn’t the baron write love notes like this to all the gallant ladies of the court in Paris? Can I really trust him? What a pity the baron must hide himself away in this villainous city of Warsaw! Who forced him to go there? Don’t you think he’ll forget me when he gets there?”

         Hearing this, I stood up, turned to face her and burst out laughing.

         “What?” she cried, frowning, her hackles raised. “You dare laugh at me?”

         “It’s just that I don’t know which of your questions to answer first!”

         “Well then, answer them all, you heartless creature!” she cried, stamping her foot. “All of them! I shan’t be satisfied until you do!”

         “Hear me, then,” I answered, suddenly quite serious. “Here’s your answer, Catherine, my dear, sweet sister, as best I can respond. I believe Quéribus loves you deeply and that he will not fail to ask your father for your hand in marriage before he leaves for Warsaw.”

         “You really believe that?”

         “Assuredly so.”

         “Oh, my brother!” she cried; and, forgetting her usual haughty airs, she threw her arms around my neck, pulled me close as though I were the object of her affections, and gave me a hearty kiss, saying, “Oh, Pierre! Oh, my brother! You’re the most lovable of men!”

         “Now, now, my sweet!” I laughed. “You’re exaggerating! The most lovable of men is the one who has written that his eyes have not been dry since the snow melted.”

         My father received a beautiful letter from this same man a month later that was so full of spelling mistakes that he was as appalled by the anarchy in the arrangement of the letters as he was moved by the sincerity of Quéribus’s expressions of his great love for my sister. But there are plenty of clerics in this kingdom, not to mention educated gentlemen, who admit that they’re uncertain of their writing, and this “malady” has even invaded the printers, as is evident by the fact that the same word may take on, like a coquette wearing different clothes, a plethora of different spellings in the same book.

         So my father, assuredly one of the most learned men in the whole of the Sarlat region, didn’t hold this foible against Quéribus, but wrote him a long letter in response in which he acquiesced in principle to his overtures, but in very prudent terms, not wishing to commit his daughter’s hand entirely to a lord who might be away in Poland for God only knew how long.

         As for me, as the summer was drawing to a close and the August weather, as often happens in Périgord, dissolved into storms that brought lightning and cold rain, I began to pack my bags for Bordeaux, feeling that Giacomi, Miroul and his Florine were growing impatient to live in a big city—Giacomi because he was from Naples, Florine because she missed Paris and Miroul because he simply loved strolling through the streets of a big city. So I sat down with my father and we decided on 1st September as the date of my departure from Mespech. Alas! Once again it was not to be.

         We were all sitting around the table at nightfall on 31st August, each in his accustomed place—Cabusse, our stonemason Jonas and Coulondre Iron-arm had all joined us, accompanied by their wives, for this Sunday dinner—when our porter, Escorgol, rushed in, breathlessly asking to raise the portcullis to let Jacotte, the priest of Marcuays’s chambermaid, inside our walls. It appeared that she was breathless from running and screaming at the top of her lungs, begging to be given protection and banging with both fists on the gate. The Brethren agreed, so Escorgol hurried off, and soon returned with the poor girl, who was trembling, out of breath and dripping with water.

         She threw herself at my father’s feet and begged him with hands joined in supplication, and in a voice broken by sobs, to hurry to the defence of our priest and the town of Marcuays, which, without the succour of Monsieur the baron and Monsieur the écuyer of Mespech, would be completely destroyed, and all its inhabitants killed by a band of vicious brigands who were sacking the place. She herself had been able to flee out the back through her garden, and cut across the meadows, but fell into a ditch that had been flooded by the recent rains—which explained why she was soaked through like a crouton in soup.

         “La Maligou,” ordered my father as he rose to his feet, “give this poor wench some hot milk with a shot of spirits of wine. And you, Barberine, fetch her one of your dresses for dry clothing. Jacotte, undress in front of the fire, right away! Miroul, stoke up the fire!”

         “What, Monsieur?” pleaded Jacotte. “Naked! In front of all these men! Ah, no, Monsieur, that’s a sin!”

         “There’s no sin where necessity is the preacher,” replied my father. “Would you rather catch your death of cold from your bath in the icy water? Then do what I told you, Jacotte, and while you’re doing it, answer me.”

         “All right, Monsieur,” conceded the “priestette”, who, having sacrificed her Christian modesty under orders, wasn’t so unhappy about playing Eve to this assembly, since she was reputed to have the most abundant and firm bosom of any wench in the whole region.

         “Cabusse, take Jonas and Coulondre and fetch our cuirasses, helmets and arms,” continued my father, who’d picked them for this mission because their wives were getting jealous. And, certainly, that’s how the other unmarried lads understood it, for they were secretly laughing and elbowing each other, greatly enjoying this order, which deprived their Herculean companions of the spectacle and allowed them to get their fill of the charms before them, forgetting for a moment their fear of the combat that awaited them outside.

         Their emotions seemed entirely foreign to Sauveterre—or, if they weren’t, he repressed them by prayer and simply turned away, not daring to countermand his brother’s orders, doubtless understanding that this was the only fire in the chateau and that the girl was indeed chilled to the bone and trembling so violently it was heartbreaking to watch.

         But for these two eyes that were averted, many others opened so wide you’d have thought they’d pop out of their sockets at this unexpected and unheard-of display of the priest’s chambermaid, who was standing as naked as the day she was born. It was a thing they’d never believed possible even in their wildest dreams: an event that surpassed in consequence even the battle they were about to wage against the ruffians in Marcuays—and one they couldn’t wait to brag about to anyone who hadn’t seen it.

         However, their anticipatory laughter was suddenly followed by a silence, in which you could have heard a chicken feather turning in the wind, when Jacotte removed the last of her soaked clothes and appeared in all her robust flesh: large of foot, with finely muscled legs, rounded croup and incredibly generous but firm breasts.

         Taking advantage of Sauveterre’s lack of interest in this spectacle, Miroul threw a large log on the fire, which flamed up suddenly, illuminating this statue of flesh and blood in all its feminine beauty. And, no doubt encouraged by the additional warmth of these flames, poor Jacotte (but could one really call her “poor” given the riches with which she’d been endowed?) turned this way and that to warm herself even more, and not one among her audience had eyes enough to take in this invigorating sight. My father noticed that even François, who had feigned indifference, was secretly eyeing this idol through half-closed lids, and called out in the language of the province, “Well now! The duchesse or the working girl—it comes down to the same thing when you see them as nature made them!”

         “Well, I’ve never seen a duchesse in my life,” laughed Barberine, who was arranging some clothes for Jacotte in front of the fire, “but no one’s ever seen teats like that around here! Heavens! Even mine when I was nursing these little gentlemen were never so large and beautiful!”

         “Oh, yes they were!” I shouted. “I know because I drank from them for three years!”

         “Four!” corrected Barberine. “And I even suckled you occasionally, glutton that you were, when I was nursing Catherine!”

         “Ah, how well I remember!” I agreed. “Round they were and soft to the touch!” At which she laughed wholeheartedly.

         At this, poor Petremol, our saddle-maker, who’d lost his wife and children to the plague six years previously, spoke up in his scratchy bass voice: “Excuse me, Jacotte, and you too, Barberine, but Sarrazine’s boobies, when she was nursing the kids at the table here in Mespech on Sunday, were smaller, maybe, than yours, but they were marvellously golden brown. And I loved watching her—no offence, Sarrazine!”

         But Sarrazine, who well understood that Petremol was suffering terribly from loneliness, looked at him with compassion in those beautiful, gazelle-like eyes of hers, smiled and—realizing (as all the women present did) that the pleasure of this nourishment was simply for the mother and babe, as God certainly intended it to be—said simply, with a voice I would have said was as sweet as the Blessed Virgin’s if I weren’t a Huguenot, “Thank you, Petremol.”

         “For pity’s sake,” growled Sauveterre in French (which none of our servants understood), “are we going to stand around admiring these teats while they’re pillaging Marcuays?”

         Certain it is that he couldn’t have expatiated very long on Jacotte’s mammaries, since he was so obstinately turning his back on her. 

         “Wait, my brother,” said the Baron de Mespech. “We need to arm ourselves for battle! We can’t go charging into the fray with our doublets on!”

         Cabusse was soon back, followed by Coulondre and Jonas, all three burdened by a plethora of armour and arms, which they carefully laid out on the table, and from which each of us quietly selected the weapons we’d need, attaching each other’s breastplates from behind, our eyes now turned inward, focusing on the threat of injury or death that awaited both us and the villagers (though outwardly our eyes were still fixed on Jacotte, who was now drinking some warm milk that la Maligou had brought her). It was a prospect that filled us with courage and valour, for we knew all too well what these ruffians would do to the sweet girls in the town if we didn’t arrive in time to dispatch them.

         “So, Jacotte,” said my father, “time is of the essence. Tell us what you know of these marauders: their number, their weapons and, especially, whether they have firearms—pistols or arquebuses.”

         “Excuse me, Monsieur, but I can’t tell you how many there are since I didn’t dare look out of the window, which I closed as soon as I heard them attacking and because I rushed away to tell my poor priest.”

         “But you must have seen them, Jacotte,” said Siorac. “You must have some idea how many there are!”

         “Perhaps she doesn’t know her numbers,” observed Sauveterre.

         “Excuse, me, Monsieur écuyer,” Jacotte corrected, “I know my numbers up to twenty, and may the Blessed Virgin strike me dead if I’m lying.”

         “God is the only one who can strike you dead!” cried Sauveterre wrathfully. “And not Mary, who is not God!”

         “Excuse me, Monsieur écuyer,” replied Jacotte with dignity, “that’s not what my priest taught me.”

         “Now now, my brother,” broke in Siorac in French, “this is not the time to argue about theology! Now, my girl,” he said, turning to Jacotte, the fingers of his two hands extended, “were there ten of them? Or fifteen?”—keeping his right hand open and extending his left twice. “Or twenty?”—holding out all ten fingers twice.

         “Well, I’m going to say, Monsieur, it was maybe ten, maybe fifteen.”

         “Maybe twenty?” said Sauveterre disdainfully.

         “Maybe twenty,” said Jacotte unaware of his malice.

         “Well, now you know, my brother,” snarled Sauveterre. “And what about their weapons, Jacotte?”

         “By my faith,” replied the girl, walking over to the table, “there were some like this”—pointing to the swords—“and some like this”—pointing to the pikes.

         “And some like this?” said my father, pointing to a pistol.

         “Maybe.”

         “And some like this?” he continued, pointing to an arquebus.

         “Maybe.”

         “’Sblood! And what about these?” he asked, pointing to the armour.

         “Oh no! I didn’t see any armour on them!”

         “Well, that’s a good thing!” said my father between clenched teeth.

         “Zounds!” hissed Sauveterre. “If there are twenty of ’em, carrying firearms, with or without armour, there are too many of them for us. My brother, I think we should send a messenger to Puymartin, asking for help, and that we wait till dawn tomorrow to attack, since we’ll be more numerous and will be able to see more clearly.”

         “Ah, Monsieur écuyer,” moaned Jacotte, tears in her eyes, “these brigands are like starving wolves! If you wait any longer, you won’t find anything left of Marcuays but burnt-out houses, dead men and women raped and gutted.”

         “What do you think, my brother?” said Siorac in French.

         “That reason rarely wins out over one’s heart,” replied Sauveterre, clearly shaken by Jacotte’s words. “And so it is with me. Let’s send Miroul post-haste to Puymartin, and though the battle be uneven, by God’s grace, Mespech can’t allow her village to be burnt right under our noses!”

         “Well then, let’s pray Puymartin arrives in time!” agreed Siorac. “La Maligou, Barberine, tie a white strip of cloth on the arms of our men so they won’t kill each other, though thankfully there’s enough moonlight to see tonight. Miroul, tell Puymartin to do the same. My brother,” he said in French, “I want you to guard the chateau in our absence with Faujanet, Coulondre Iron-arm, Escorgol and François.”

         “Oh no!” cried Sauveterre in French, beside himself with rage that my father wanted to leave him behind with a bandy-legged man, a one-armed man, an obese man and a coward. “I’m going to fight, and that’s all there is to it!”

         “But your leg, my brother!”

         “It’ll carry me!” said his fellow lord, angrier than I’d ever seen him. “What else do you want to say?”

         “But I can’t leave the defence of the chateau to François, who’s so young!”

         “Oh, yes you can! François is very good at firing our little cannon, and we won’t be too far away to hear them if he does.”

         “François, can you do this?” asked my father coldly, terribly disappointed that François hadn’t adamantly insisted on joining the fight in Marcuays—as, assuredly, I would have done in his place.

         “Monsieur my father,” François replied, with his long face fixed in that inscrutable look he wore most of the time, “I will do whatever you command. With you in Marcuays if you command it, here if you prefer. And I assure you I’ll keep a good watch out while you’re gone.”

         His reply was not dictated by cowardice, as Sauveterre no doubt believed, being a soldier of the old school and having served under a soldier king. No, my older brother was more calculating. Having no warmth, no heart and no stomach, he was less inclined to save the poor women of the village than to safeguard the seat and chateau of his future barony—which he would have done bravely if the fortunes of war had required it.

         We saddled our horses, and when Escorgol raised the portcullis, I rode up next to my father, who had Jacotte behind him, holding on to his hips. By the light of the moon I could see worry written large on his face. And, certainly, there was plenty to worry about. If there were twenty of these rascals, we were not half as many as we should have been for such a fight: the Brethren, the two Siorac cousins (one already bearing a scar from our battle at la Lendrevie), Cabusse, Jonas, Petremol, Fröhlich, Giacomi and me. Ten in all, given that we couldn’t rely on Miroul, since we’d sent him off to Puymartin and couldn’t count on his arriving at the battle in time—especially since Puymartin was probably off at a soirée in some chateau in the area.

         We dismounted behind a deserted farm called la Fumélie, which lay just outside the town walls—proof that our enemies were not protecting themselves, since they should have posted a guard at this house, which commanded the road coming from Mespech.

         We left Petremol with our horses, since my father had never seen him fight and wasn’t sure how he’d do, and the nine of us (with Jacotte behind) quietly approached the village wall with its strong oak gate strengthened by a lookout turret, in which was posted an old, one-legged drunk named Villemont—who was no doubt asleep when the marauders arrived, and who probably lay dead on the other side of the wall.

         “Jacotte,” whispered my father as we rode up, “go and knock on the door and tell them you’re the priest’s servant coming back late from the fields. As soon as these villains unlock the gate, get away as fast as you can and hide in the cemetery.”

         “Monsieur,” replied the “priestette”, “I’ll pray to the Blessed Virgin to save my priest and protect you and”—she hesitated for a moment—“the écuyer.” 

         “Amen!” whispered my father. “My friends,” he continued quietly as the eight men gathered around him, “unsheathe your swords—but no noise!—and keep your sword points low in order not to wound each other. Not a sound from any of you! Walk like cats, one paw after the other! Silence before any claws come out! Don’t fire your pistols unless it’s absolutely necessary, because any shot will alert our enemies within. The rascals are probably out pillaging before they start drinking. No mercy! The écuyer, my son Pierre, Giacomi and I will attack the parish house where most them are probably grouped. The rest of you will remain here as reinforcements with Cabusse in charge. May God keep you, my children!”

         Brave and strong wench that she was, the priestette played her little role without batting an eyelid, demanded entry with a strong voice and even made a little joke as though she believed Villemont was still at his station, instead of lying dead in the mud—which is how we found him a second later, his throat cut from ear to ear, having traversed from his wine-induced slumber into eternal sleep without ever knowing the difference.

         One cut throat deserved another, and, without a cry being raised, the murderer was dispatched in a trice by Fröhlich’s knife, the knave falling like a sack of grain onto the body of Villemont. Our Swiss Guard then threw his entire weight against the chain, broke it and pushed the gate open wide. We were in! My father and I were the first to rush into the parish house through the door they’d left open, and found four miscreants engaged in torturing Pincers, who was hanging by his wrists from a beam—they were trying, no doubt, to get him to tell them where he kept his gold. We ran them through with our swords, though not before one of them had taken a wild shot at my father, who buried his knife in the brigand’s throat.

         “Damn!” cursed my father. “I don’t like that one bit! The noise and commotion are going to bring the cockroaches out of their nest!” 

         He headed for the stairs leading up to the loft, but I was quicker than he, wishing to protect him from any shots coming from above; as I did, I tripped over the body of one of the rascals, who was half drunk, half dead from fear, and whom I grabbed by the throat. “Villain!” I hissed, squeezing his throat like a vice, my knee on his chest. “How many are up there? Your life, if you answer!”

         “Just one. The captain.”

         I levelled a blow of my iron glove at his ear and a kick in his side that sent him down the stairs—a blow that saved his life, as I found out later. But when I glanced out of the window, to my horror I could see by the moonlight that our men had been surrounded on the square by about a dozen brigands, who were shouting, “Kill ’em! Kill ’em!” Pulling my pistol from my belt, I dispatched one of them and Sauveterre, on my right, another.

         “My brother,” called Siorac, “go and get the captain with Pierre! I’m taking Giacomi to help our men outside!”

         Since the door at the top of the stairs was closed, I burst it open with a kick and rushed into the room, and was surprised to see a tall fellow preparing to leap out of the window to help his men below; but when he saw me enter, he turned to face me with a sword in one hand, which didn’t worry me much, and a loaded pistol in the other, which worried me a lot, since mine was now discharged—as was Sauveterre’s. I stopped dead in my tracks and my uncle as well, amazed not only that the wastrel didn’t fire, though he continued to point his gun at me, but also because he was naked and, over on his right, lying on Pincer’s bed was one of the village girls, whom the villain had been busy raping—if rape it was, for he was an unusually handsome man, broad-shouldered, barrel-chested, long-legged and with a proud air about him: a fierce brigand, destined for the scaffold but scorning his fate. “Monsieur,” he yelled to Sauveterre in a mocking tone while keeping his eye on me, “if I don’t shoot, will you spare my life?” 

         “If you shoot,” said Sauveterre, imitating the rascal’s mocking tone, “I’ll kill you in a trice!”

         “I don’t doubt it,” came the fellow’s retort. “May Heaven keep me from believing I’m the equal of a gentleman with a sword in his hand. And yet, even if you kill me, your son will also be dead and will be eaten by the same worms that eat me!”

         “Villain!” cried Sauveterre, trembling with rage. “Am I going to stoop to bargain with the likes of you?”

         “I’m afraid you don’t have a choice, Monsieur! ’Tis as true as that my name’s Big Jacquet! My pistol is faster than your sword.”

         “So you think, you rascal!” cried Sauveterre, lunging at him with all his might, but falling short of his mark, since his treacherous bad leg didn’t allow him a full thrust. Seeing this, the fellow whirled and fired his pistol at my uncle, who fell from the shock of the bullet—as did the shooter, a second later, pierced by my blade.

         I leapt to my uncle’s side.

         “It’s nothing,” Sauveterre assured me in no uncertain terms. “I’ll be on horseback in a week! Pierre, throw this scoundrel out of the window so his men can see him and lose heart.”

         But the villain was so big and heavy, and my armour so cumbersome, that I had to call the wench to come and help. Which she did, though she hadn’t had time to get dressed, and the two of us easily managed to do as Sauveterre had ordered.

         “This was a handsome fellow!” she mused when he’d fallen to the courtyard below. “What a pity!”

         “Zounds! It would have been a good deal more of a pity, my girl, if he’d killed you after having deflowered you!”

         “That’s what I thought too,” she answered. “The bird who sings so pretty in the morning will be plucked that evening. But now I’ve been dishonoured without even having had the pleasure of being so! Monsieur, if you tell anyone about this I won’t find a husband in all of Périgord.” 

         “Now now, don’t worry, I won’t tell a soul.”

         “Not that you deserve it, you hussy!” hissed Sauveterre, who’d pulled himself into a sitting position against the wall and was reloading his pistol, though very pale and breathing heavily. “Get yourself dressed, get out of here and pray to God for forgiveness for your sin. Pierre, don’t show yourself at the window!”

         At this moment we heard a cry below: “Big Jacquet’s dead!” So Sauveterre handed me his pistol and I stole a look out of the window and opened fire, dropping the fellow in this tracks.

         This done, I reloaded my own pistol as quickly as possible, though it turned out to be unnecessary. When the band of brigands saw their leader down, they fell back in confusion and ran helter-skelter towards their horses with our fellows in close pursuit, cutting them down from behind. But when a sudden cloud covered the moon, my father immediately ordered them to fall back, since he didn’t want us to shoot one of our own by mistake in the darkness.

         “Pierre,” gasped Sauveterre, his face resolute but his voice seeming to weaken, “cut down the priest from his beam. As dissolute and untrustworthy as he is, he doesn’t deserve being treated as a common thief, or even as an evil devil.”

         As I reached the floor below, my father was just coming in; he bounded up to me, crying, “Thank God, Pierre, you’re safe!”

         “Amen!” I cried. “And you, my father?”

         “Not a hair out of place!” he laughed, giving me a bear hug and rubbing his scratchy moustache on my cheek. “And Sauveterre?”

         “He’s wounded by a pistol shot, but says he’ll be on his horse again in a week.”

         “Ah, let me see!” said my father, suddenly growing sombre.

         I was going to follow him when I heard a voice from above, crying, “Hey! Monsieur! Help me! I’m dying up here! My arms are breaking!” 

         As Giacomi came rushing in at that moment, I asked him to hold Pincers’s feet up to relieve the weight on his arms. That done, a couple of slashes with my sword cut the ropes, and down he came, like a puppet, onto Giacomi’s shoulders, moaning that his wrists were broken. I untied them and, though the flesh around them was discoloured and swollen, there was no bleeding. I felt the bones and detected no breaks, so I was pretty sure that the worst he’d suffered were badly stretched tendons and some torn muscles, which would bother him at least until the new year.

         Jacotte arrived from the cemetery at that moment, and, seeing her priest in such a predicament, fluttered about like a terrified mother hen and began turning every which way, babbling like a mill in white water. I told her to calm down and rub her priest’s arms with spirits of wine, then to lay him on his bed and give him some opium, which I knew she had, to help him sleep—since Pincers, to earn a bit of extra money, served as a kind of apothecary for the locals, but was so miserly that he never gave out enough of anything to kill anyone.

         As I was finishing my instructions for Jacotte, I saw my father coming down the stairs with a heavy step; approaching me with lowered eyes and a very grave expression, he said in French, “It’s not a light wound at all. The bullet pierced the lung through and through. It was madness not to give safe passage to that villain! His life was nothing compared to Sauveterre’s and yours!”

         “But,” I stammered, my mouth suddenly parched and a knot in my throat, “Ambroise Paré claims that one can recover from a bullet wound to the lung.”

         “Assuredly so, but the prognosis is not good for a man of that age and who has so little appetite for life. Pierre, go and find a cart and an ox in the village so we can bring your uncle back to Mespech. He’d certainly never make it on horseback.” 

         I found some people in the village still gripped by fear and trembling, and who were already singing the praises of Mespech, for none doubted that, had we not arrived, the marauders, their pilfering and pillaging done, would have put the entire population to the knife, wenches and priest included. They were so relieved to have but two to mourn—if mourn them they did: the watchman Villemont and a fellow named Fontanet, who’d died with a pike in his hands attempting to protect, tooth and nail, his worldly goods—for which he was roundly blamed by the villagers, since, having no skill in swordplay as gentlemen did, he’d merely tried to show off by aping the bravery of the nobility.

         Scarcely had the villagers provided me with cart and ox, amid a great deal of excited chatter, before I heard the sound of a pistol shot, and then a second, which I knew must be coming from the la Fumélie farm, where the fleeing brigands were doubtless trying to make off with our horses, and Petremol was shooting at them from the window of the farmhouse.

         “My friends!” I cried. “Hurry! We need to get to la Fumélie. They’re trying to steal our horses!”

         Already I was running full tilt towards the village gate, followed by our little band, when all of a sudden I heard my father’s voice roar from behind us, filling the village square with its thunder: “Pierre! I order and command you to remain here! Cabusse, Fröhlich, Jonas and my Siorac cousins, run to la Fumélie and carefully make your presence known to Petremol! Do not take any risks! This business has cost us too dearly as it is! Better to lose our mounts than the horsemen!”

         Although I was very ashamed and chagrined to be thus dressed down before our servants, I fully understood that he’d only done so out of fear of losing me in this skirmish, sharing the soldier’s superstition that misfortune never comes alone. And, indeed, he was very nearly right, for in the dust-up at la Fumélie, Fröhlich was hit by a bullet that tore open his helmet and came within half an inch of piercing his skull, but merely ripped off half of his left ear. Luckily, I was able to sew it back together when we returned to Mespech an hour later. All he got from this nearly fatal wound was some immediate pain and a handsome scar that later he was able to show off to the ladies.

         Alas, Sauveterre’s wound was far from benign. At every breath he took, some blood bubbled up out of the hole in his chest. And even when I’d succeeded in suturing the wound, which was extremely painful for him, he didn’t regain any strength and his fever remained constant and acute, his pulse irregular, his heartbeat weaker and weaker, and his breathing more and more difficult. For three days, neither my father nor I left his bedside, urging him to remain as still as possible, to refrain from speaking, to take shallow breaths and to drink milk and hot broth—which he agreed to do only to please us, for he had no hope or faith of recovering.

         Since we told him that he must remain silent, he looked at my father and me, when we took turns at his bedside with such a sweet air of deep affection that neither of us could manage to hold back our tears. It seemed that the implacable rigour that he’d shown throughout his life had completely dissolved at the approach of death, laying bare his sensitive and infinitely benign soul, which had been so hidden by pride and by his Huguenot austerity.

         On the morning of the fourth day, his fever fell, and, given that he’d been able to sleep thanks to the opium we’d prescribed the night before, my father said to him: “My brother, you’re getting better.”

         “No, no, I’m dying,” Sauveterre assured him—with such absolute conviction that I saw that my father dared not contradict him, especially when, as the day wore on, his breathing became more and more laboured, painful and halting, and from time to time he stopped breathing altogether, so that we thought we’d lost him. There was no longer any point in asking him not to speak: he did not have enough breath to do so, and just lay there, his mouth open like that of a fish out of water.

         And yet, towards evening, he regained some strength and asked my father to call Catherine and François to his bedside. But all he said to them was: “Always remember that you were raised in the reformed religion.” Then he made a gesture for them to leave, clearly having much less love for them than he did for Samson and me, Catherine being a girl and François being… well, François.

         He began gasping for breath at about six o’clock, but towards seven the gasps subsided; he turned to my father, looked at him for a long time, gave a faint smile and finally said, in a voice so weak it was barely audible, “Jean, you have been, these last thirty-seven years, my only earthly joy.”

         My father gave him his hand and I saw Sauveterre squeeze it with all his might, which gave me a moment of mad hope for his recovery despite all of the indubitable signs that should have dashed it. And then I understood better what I was seeing: he was holding fast to the hand of this man who, all his life, had sustained their immutable friendship, in order to gain the courage to wage his last earthly battle, which all of us must someday lose, and follow the dark, treacherous passageway to death. But then, at about nine o’clock, he managed to speak again, in a barely perceptible voice:

         “My presence here…”

         And then took a deep breath. My father leant close and nodded, to show him that he was listening.

         “My presence here,” continued my uncle in fits and starts, “was only a long and arduous separation from eternal happiness.”

         My father and I looked at each other in silence, both of us realizing that Sauveterre hereby summed up the rigour of a life that had only been a long approach to what was to follow. I saw that my father wanted to speak, but couldn’t, his voice strangled by the knot in his throat; large tears were running down his cheeks.

         But, by then, any words would have been useless. Sauveterre, his tanned face now pale and wrinkled, had already lost the words and thoughts of his native tongue; his look was now troubled and fixed, his breathing so laboured that my heart ached sorely in my despair of easing his pain.

         “Pierre,” my father said, as the clock struck ten, “go—take some dinner and drink a pitcher of wine.”

         I was rising to obey him, my shoulders heavy with grief, when all of a sudden Sauveterre gave a violent start. A sea of blood gushed from his mouth; his hands clenched, and then he fell back into such immobility that we knew even before listening to his heart that this stillness was to be as eternal as the felicities that he’d promised himself.

         
            * “We are all governed by our own particular pleasures.”

            † “In the city and in the world.”
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