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The Louise trilogy is dedicated to Bill Darlison



















Even the rainbow has a body made of the drizzling rain and is an architecture of glistening atoms built up, built up yet you can’t lay your hand on it, nay, nor even your mind.




 





‘The Rainbow’, D H Lawrence.
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DELFT, OCTOBER 1654





On 12 October 1654 at half past ten in the morning, Willie Claes, the watchman at Delft’s gunpowder store, absentmindedly placed a still-burning tobacco pipe in his pocket before he returned to his duties. Minutes later, an explosion took place that tore the heart out of the small Dutch town; it levelled over two hundred houses, and wiped out whole families in the process. Among the dead was sixteen-year-old Louise Eeden. The only record of her was her newly painted portrait, which survived, knocked askew on its easel in the studio of Master Jacob Haitink. Over a century would pass before the Master’s picture would be rediscovered and Louise would begin once again to affect the lives of others. 



















CHAPTER 1


France 1792


Gaston Morteau





‘Ta, ta, taaa ta, Taaa ta, ta …? Ah zut! I so nearly have it. That tune has been in my head all night … Is there more coffee?’ Gaston hardly noticed as Colette got up quietly and refilled his cup for him. They were sitting at breakfast in the cavernous kitchen of the old winery, grouped about the end of the long table that could seat twenty or more vineyard workers when the season demanded it. The elegant rooms in the front of the house, which faced onto the street, were seldom used. Gaston abandoned his musical efforts and leaned back comfortably in his chair. He looked benignly around the table, consciously absorbing the details of the room and the company, as someone does who is about to leave home. Facing him was his father, chief winemaker – vigneron – to the Count du Bois who owned the vineyards that lined the gentle valley in which their village nestled. Even the village name reflected its history: Les Clos du Bois, the vineyards of the Count du Bois. His mother was sitting at the head of the table, straight-backed, looking every bit the aristocrat, which, by birth, she was.


Gaston wondered anew at the contrast between his parents. Papa’s face was deeply lined, his skin burned to mahogany from long exposure to wind and sun, making him look older than his forty-five years, but his eyes sparked bright from within the mesh of wrinkles. At the moment he was quietly crumbling the bread beside his plate, his mind far away, probably fondling the grapes that were now swelling to their vintage ripeness under the August sun. He would hold long conversations with his vines, addressing the grapes as if they were a recalcitrant class in school and he their teacher, but he was no fool. The vineyards were his life; when he drank he was like an artist standing back from his work so that he could view it as a whole. As he rolled the wine about on his tongue, his eyes would be seeing the slopes and grapes from which its various flavours sprang, and his ears would be listening to whispered histories of sun and soil, of sudden rain, and deep fermentation. He would hear confessions too: grapes picked too soon – a musty cask – the follies of youth, and like a benign priest, would admonish, and very occasionally, condemn.


For all that he was a dreamer, it was he who, years before, had surprised everyone by carrying off the Count’s beautiful cousin to be his wife. And it was to him that the villagers came to relieve themselves of their personal burdens. If they needed straight advice they went to Monsieur Brouchard, the miller, but if they wanted a sympathetic ear they would slip in through the winery gates and seek out Monsieur Morteau among the vines or in the cellars. Gaston would see them deep in conversation and would know to keep away. Between them, Papa Morteau and M. Brouchard knew about most of what went on in and around the village.


Gaston tried to take it all in: his family, his home. Today he would leave them, perhaps never to return, and he must preserve this memory. He was eighteen and it was high time that he went, before the soil caught him and rooted him forever. A soldier’s life would be far more exciting. ‘Officer Cadet Gaston Morteau!’ he smiled, imagining himself in the magnificent uniform that was waiting for him upstairs in his bedroom. In it he would be transformed, rising like a phoenix from the ashes of his former self. And he would be fighting for the noblest cause: the defence of his country.


It had been three years since the storming of the Bastille in Paris, when the people had turned against the King and the aristocracy, and begun the Revolution that had swept through France. Castles were burned, noble families were attacked and many emigrated in fear. The arguments for and against the Revolution had swept back and forth around the Morteau table, as in most homes throughout France, with Madame defending the ‘noble privileges’ and the order imposed by the aristocracy, while Gaston would defend the rights of the people. However, in truth, the village was too out of the way for the turmoil to have had any real effect on them so far.


But now it was different; the Prussians had crossed the border, determined to restore the King to the throne. Gaston’s beloved France was under attack, and today he would set off to join the Hussars of Auxerre in their fight against the enemy. As he thought about what might be ahead of him, he wanted to spread his arms and embrace this dear place, his home, and his family.


And so it happened that, still smiling, he looked up and found himself staring into the eyes of Colette. She saw his smile, half returned it, and then dropped her eyes. Gaston felt a stab of guilt. Though the girl had been in the house for nearly six months, he’d hardly noticed her; she was only fourteen, four years younger than he. The poor child’s father had been killed just three years ago in Paris in ’89, at the very beginning of the Revolution. Hearsay had it that her father had intervened – as he would have done to help anyone in distress – when two elderly aristocrats had been pulled from their coach by the mob. No one knew precisely what had followed. The bodies of all three were found later, and there were no reliable witnesses. Then, last March, the girl’s mother, who had been a particular friend of Madame Morteau, had died, and Colette de Valenod was quietly absorbed into their family. It was a tricky time; some of Colette’s relatives were under sentence for their royalist sympathies, so the aristocratic ‘de’ was dropped from her name. For some months Madame had kept her virtually under house arrest, now it was put abroad that she was a distant cousin of the Morteau family.


Colette was staring straight ahead now, her wrists resting dutifully on the edge of the table, head slightly forward so that her dark hair hung loose, part-curtaining her face. She looked lost and vulnerable, the half-smile gone, replaced by the sadness that was her customary demeanour. Gaston’s newfound gallantry obliged him to try to restore that smile. This was a day when he wanted everyone to be happy. As if she felt the intensity of his look, hot colour suddenly washed across Colette’s face. Gaston picked up his coffee and blew on the surface to cool it.


‘Ta, ta, taaa…’ he began again.


Colette’s head lifted.


‘It is rude to sing at table,’ his mother interrupted him. ‘And I don’t think much of the words either.’ But behind the criticism there was a glimmer of a smile.


‘Oh, I know the words, Maman. I have them by heart; it’s just the tune I can’t get. I heard it when I went to be fitted for my uniform in Auxerre. It was brought to Paris by a battalion of volunteers from Marseilles, so they call it the ‘Marseillaise’. You will love it – all about country, and patriots, and blood.’


‘Blood?’ his mother snapped. ‘Why does it always have to be blood? And the poor King, what will happen to him in prison, and Marie Antoinette … and the boy?’


‘They are safer where they are, Mother.’


‘No! I don’t trust those Girondins, what they really want is to do away with the monarchy and have a republic instead. And why did they have to massacre the King’s Guard? In their lovely uniforms!’ For all that Mother had married a commoner she was still an aristocrat and a Royalist at heart. She and Gaston would spar together as a matter of routine. ‘What was it all for?’ she asked.


‘Mother, the King was in league with our enemies; it’s not just the Prussians, half the countries of Europe are lining up to put him back on the throne and put the nobles back in their castles. Do you know what the Duke of Brunswick, the general who is leading the invasion, says? He says that when he liberates the King he’ll execute the entire population of Paris? That’s blood for you.’


‘Well, what have you to offer that is better than the nobility?’ she challenged.


‘Liberty, equality, and fraternity – “The Rights of Man!”’


‘They have just copied those from the Americans,’ Madame Morteau sniffed. ‘We should never have supported them against the British in ’78; you won’t remember it, you were just four, but I do. Now look at the monster it has unleashed, and on our own soil.’


‘But it needn’t be a monster, Mother. ‘The Rights of Man’ is our constitution – that all men are born free and equal! We should know these rights by heart: Liberty, Property, Safety, and Resistance to Oppression. Sovereignty lies in the nation, whether we have a king or not. Don’t you see that we are changing the face of Europe? France will stand out as a beacon of hope!’


It was familiar territory to them all. Every once in a while Gaston and his mother had to go through this ritual combat. Even though Father never joined in, Gaston had the uncomfortable feeling that he had a clearer view of the situation than had either of them.


‘I don’t see anything noble in the common man when he becomes a mob,’ Madame Morteau said, tight-lipped. ‘Halfcrazed, uneducated masses striking down innocent people.’


‘That’s why we need an army, Mother – disciplined soldiers.’ Gaston, impressed by his own rhetoric, put his hand to his chest. Here he was, setting out to take up arms for his country, to lay down his life for these people: Mother, Father, Colette, the people of the village …


His fine thoughts were cut short by his mother. ‘Have you forgotten that the Count is coming today?’ she asked.


Gaston removed his hand. The Count du Bois usually made an appearance in the village on church holidays, and used these occasions to call at the winery and discuss business with Gaston’s father.


‘He wants to see you in your uniform before you go.’


‘My dress-uniform?’


‘Of course, what else?’


‘Mon Dieu, Maman … I don’t even know how to put it on!’


‘I don’t think he’ll be critical. He didn’t pay for it,’ Madame Morteau said acidly. The Count, though noted for charm, was notoriously careful of his purse. ‘Don’t worry, he will feel that his letter of recommendation to your colonel deserves your homage.’ While Mother would defend the aristocracy in principle, she gave no quarter when it came to the faults of individual aristocrats, her cousin in particular.


‘Will you tell him that you want to buy out that portion of the vineyard that is due to you?’ Gaston asked, changing the subject. When his mother had married, part of her marriage settlement had been the right to buy a significant portion of the vineyard from the Count, if she so wished. Papa, however, had steadfastly refused to countenance this. His family had managed the vineyards for the Chateau du Bois for generations; he was an artist and a craftsman, not a landowner. As the Count’s vigneron he had the virtual management of the whole valley. The vineyards were his palette, and the wines he created were his pictures. The idea of carving the vineyard up, even to his own advantage, was abhorrent to him. He needed the full palette of colours to create the richness and variety of his wines.


Gaston could see his father shifting uncomfortably in his chair. He felt bad about raising the matter, but with all that was going on in France at the moment, there were no guarantees that the Count would be left in possession of his vineyards. What would happen to Mother’s entitlement if the Count fled, or had his land confiscated? If there were no chateau vineyard, who would employ them?


‘You know your father doesn’t want that,’ his mother said with resignation. On matters of principle Father could be immovable. He was getting to his feet now, brushing the crumbs from his shirt.


‘No, Gaston. The vineyard is a living thing; it cannot be divided. Each vine, each slope, each acre plays its part in every barrel we produce. I will not destroy what it has taken generations to make as one. The Count has declared for the Republic, he supports the Revolution, and nobody in the village will make any trouble. Our roots are with the chateau.’
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Colette helped to clear the table when the meal was over and then joined Margot, the kitchen maid, in the scullery to dry the breakfast cups. She needed to do something practical with her hands. She had been acutely aware of Gaston’s stare at breakfast. It felt as if she had walked on to thin ice and felt it cracking beneath her; she found the experience both disturbing and exciting. She wanted to be happy, but whenever she responded to Margot’s light-hearted banter she could feel Madame’s disapproval, reminding her that she was still in mourning. There was a lot about this family that Colette didn’t understand. At one minute she would represent a welcome pair of hands in a busy household, but in the next she would feel that she was being preserved as some sort of relic of her poor mother. What she needed now was the practical clatter of plates, and to hear the latest round in Margot’s bid for the heart of Lucien, a worker at the flourmill down by the river. Margot was almost her only contact with the village; Madame kept her so secluded – for her own safety – that she had met hardly anyone outside of the winery. She hurried into the scullery where she found Margot simmering with indignation like a saucepan about to blow its lid.


‘Oh, Mademoiselle! You have come at last. I am ready to explode.’ Margot opened her eyes to a startling extent. ‘Wait till I tell you. Lucien, le cochon … the pig… he swore to me that Bernadette meant nothing to him.’ Bernadette was Margot’s rival in the battle for Lucien. ‘The cow … she is a slut! Yesterday as I approached the mill I saw someone coming out. “Who is this coming towards me?” I ask myself.’ Margot was shortsighted. ‘My heart beats faster. Oh! No need to worry … it is just la Bernadette, “Pah!” I say to myself. I raise my nose in the air until she is past.’ Margot imitated her own nonchalant walk. ‘This woman, she means nothing to Lucien therefore she means nothing to me. I wait till she’s past, then I turn to her back and I put my tongue out like this. Ohhhhhh la la, Mademoiselle what did I see?’ Margot grabbed Colette’s arm with a sudsy hand. ‘No wonder she looked like a cat with cream … merde!’


‘Go on!’ said Colette breathlessly. Margot was staring out of the window, her teeth bared. Colette felt another hand close on her elbow from behind but she couldn’t turn, she had to hear. ‘What did you see, Margot?’


‘Oh, Mam’selle, there they were: two hands printed in flour like two white gloves on her back. You should have heard what I–’ But Colette was not to hear Margot’s denunciation of Bernadette – or was it the luckless Lucien? The hand on her elbow had suddenly become a band of steel as Madame Morteau drew Colette bodily out of the scullery door.


‘Come, my dear,’ she said severely. ‘Leave the dishes to Margot.’


‘But Madame, I like to help. Also I like to hear Margot’s talk about the village. She–’


‘Hush, my dear.’ Madame Morteau stopped her. Then, in a softer tone … ‘ah, your poor mother, I grieve so much for her. For her sake I mustn’t let you become a servant here. This is your home now.’ Madame dropped her voice further. ‘Margot is a good girl, but you must realise that she is a peasant. I cannot have her filling your ears with village gossip. Also there is the way she speaks … What if your mother were to come back and hear you talking like a girl from the fields?’


Madame Morteau hadn’t meant to hurt – she seldom did – but her choice of words was unfortunate. Colette had held her mother in her arms as she died; she knew there was no coming back from where her mother had gone. Suddenly all her frustration and anger welled up inside her. Tears and helpless rage surged through her. What did her precious aristocratic upbringing matter if it meant she couldn’t have friends of her own? She tore her arm from Madame Morteau’s grip and ran towards the stairs. At the bottom step she whipped around, Margot’s choicest vulgarities seething in her mouth. She tried to get them out, but they choked her. Oh, why couldn’t she rage and fume and throw things like other girls? Madame Morteau was looking at her in amazement. Didn’t she realise what she had said? Was she stupid? Had she no notion of what it was like to have your family torn away from you? Colette bit hard on her lip; if only she could have her mother back everything would be all right. She threw herself at the stairs and pounded as hard as she could up to the first landing, where she paused, feeling the sharp taste of blood in her mouth.


As she climbed wearily up the next flight, she thought bitterly of how her father had died, trying to save the lives of people who probably meant nothing to him, at the hands of a mob that had good cause to hate him and his class. And then there was Mother, who had starved herself into ill health, because she had been too proud to confess – until it was too late – that she had no money. What use were these old values? And now here she was, being preserved like one of those pale and pathetic pressed flowers that fall out of old books.


She reached the top landing and paused to look out of the open window. The road fell away below the house to where the statue of St Vincent stood alone in the village square. Sparrows were chattering in the eaves above her head. She could hear Gaston humming to himself as he moved about his room to her left. He would be packing for his departure now. If only she could go with him, just to be there and to participate in his adventures. Anything to escape from this dreadful limbo.


‘Got it!’ Gaston gave a small cry of triumph; had he remembered his tune? He was humming it again. She listened. His confidence was increasing: ‘Ta, ta, taaa ta, Taaa …’ his voice was gaining strength. Oh to be a man, for whom things were always simple and straightforward, and to be brave without thinking.


Ever since her father’s death, Colette had been haunted by fear, her sleep broken by the same nightmare. She had never seen or heard a real mob, but still the mob lay in wait each night. She would try to open her eyes but daren’t, because she knew that their faces would be there, pressed up close, terrifying, screaming, distorted faces full of hate for Father and her. Then, in a sudden silence, the killing would start. Grunts, and the sound of blows falling again and again on her father. She knew she could stop the murder if she only could wake in time, but she never could. And so each night was approached in terror and each day began with a feeling of having failed him.


She walked down the short corridor to her room where she lay down on her coverlet and stared at the cracks on the ceiling. Gaston would be gone soon, just when he seemed to have finally noticed her.
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Colette woke with a start. The sun had moved while she slept. She felt refreshed and was surprised to find her face stiff from tears. She poured the remains of the water from her jug into a basin and washed her face. Then, taking the jug with her, she hurried for the stairs. It would soon be time to start preparing for dinner. Madame would have forgotten this morning’s incident. Perhaps she’d be able to corner Margot and hear the rest of the Lucien saga. First, however, she’d tap on Gaston’s door and ask if he needed water too. Her knock produced an immediate response. ‘Is that Colette? Come at once, you must help me!’ It was an order. This would be what it would be like to be a soldier under his command, she thought.


‘What’s the matter?’


‘I’m in trouble. I’m quite respectable … I think.’ She put down her jug, lifted the latch and looked in. Gaston was standing in the middle of the room in his shirt-tails, knees apart, feet at right angles, apparently unable to move. On the floor lay the fragmented glory of his new dress uniform. She covered a smile; he looked like a peacock that had met with a serious accident. Of course, he needed to dress up for the Count who was to come to dinner today. But why was he frozen in that extraordinary position?


‘Look what I did, Colette, I put on my boots before my breeches, then I tried to get them off, and my spurs caught in the braid of my dolman.’ Colette looked behind him. She could see that the spikes of his spurs were entangled in the delicate braid of the glorious silver and blue jacket at his feet. It made her toes curl just to see the damage he would cause if he moved. ‘If I pull the braid, I’ll be disgraced!’ Colette knelt down and disentangled his spurs, carefully easing back the trapped braid as she did so.


‘That’s it, you’re free now; you can take your boots off,’ she said.


‘That’s how I got into trouble in the first place, Colette.’ He stood on one leg, grasped the heel of his boot, tried to heave, lost his balance and began to hop backwards.


‘Well, don’t do it again!’ she laughed, snatching away the precious dolman. ‘Come, let me take the spurs off first, then I’ll pull.’ She undid the buckles and removed the wickedly spiked wheels. ‘I’m glad I’m not a horse,’ she said. Gaston sat down on a chair and held out a boot. She took it in her hands; it was smooth to touch and smelled excitingly of new leather. Then she began to pull.


‘It’s coming!’ Gaston held hard to the sides of his chair, bracing one foot on the floor. The boot came off with an audible ‘fop’ as the vacuum was released. ‘Now for the other one.’


‘How will you ever manage on your own?’ she asked.


‘I may have a servant, otherwise I’ll just have to rely on my friends to help.’ The second boot proved more difficult. Colette leaned back while Gaston braced himself. ‘Pull … it’s coming!’ At that moment his stockinged foot slipped away from him on the polished floor, his body weight shifted, the chair tipped forward and the back hit him on the head with a stunning crack. Colette lost her balance and rocketed back with the boot.


‘Oh, your poor head,’ she said, struggling to her feet. For a second Gaston didn’t stir. She threw the boot she was holding to one side and rushed to help him. He stood up groggily, then swayed alarmingly. She grabbed him about the waist and held on. At that moment the door was thrown open and Madame Morteau stood staring at them from the doorway.


‘What on earth is going on here!’ she demanded. ‘Gaston, you should be ashamed … and in your shirt-tails.’ Her look moved to Colette, who didn’t dare release Gaston in case he fell. ‘Colette, out at once! Have you no sense of propriety!’


‘But, Mother, she was only helping me off with my boots!’


‘I don’t see why that should involve her embracing you about the middle.’


‘I fell … Mother; she’s only a …’


‘I don’t want to hear about it! The sooner you leave for your regiment the better.’ She turned to Colette, who had stepped back, half dismayed, but yet half delighted with the excitement. ‘Colette, you are wanted in the kitchen. The Count du Bois will be here shortly. I don’t know how you expect poor Margot to prepare dinner on her own. There are still peas to be shelled.’


‘Madame, I haven’t met the Count. Is he married? Has he children?’ Madame Morteau pursed her lips in the way Colette had seen her do when she disapproved of something.


‘No, the Count is not married …’ she replied shortly. ‘Now, run along.’


Colette hurried off to the kitchen, aware that Madame had answered only part of her question.



















CHAPTER 2


Colette Valenod





If Colette had looked out of the landing window as she hurried down to shell peas for the Count, she would have seen a crowd around the statue of St Vincent in the square. Mass was over, and both the villagers and visitors to the Summer Festival were milling about, wondering how to fill the time before the musicians would mount the stand below the statue and the dancing and revelries begin. A man detached himself from the crowd and climbed on to the platform. On his head was a bright red floppy cap, the bonnet rouge of the Revolution. He had a waist-length jacket of coarse blue material that opened in front to show a striped cotton waistcoat. Below this were trousers, rather than the stockings and breeches – or culottes – favoured by the aristocracy. This outfit had become the symbol of the Revolution, the dress of the common man in revolt against the aristocracy, and the wearers were known as sans-culottes.
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Down by the river, unaware of the growing excitement in the square, Jean Brouchard, the miller, stood on the bridge over the millrace, resting his large and comfortable frame against the rail, watching the water hurrying beneath him. Because it was Sunday, the mill was silent. Inside, the huge millstones rested on beds of corn that had been carefully run in just before the stones were stopped the night before. Tomorrow they would start again, with hardly a rumble, rolling easily on the hard grains. But the water in the millrace still flowed, and the huge waterwheel dipped and turned silently on its greased axle, bright curtains of water dropping from its paddles. Today Jean’s beard was black. On weekdays it was frosted grey with flour, and his upward curving eyebrows would support little drifts of white. He was slightly deaf from the continuous sounds of the mill, so he didn’t hear Lucien, his labourer from the mill, approach at a run.


‘Monsieur Brouchard … Monsieur Brouchard!’ The miller turned in surprise; Lucien rarely came near the mill on a Sunday. As an employee, Lucien was a mixed blessing. He was as strong as a horse, but he also had the inclinations of a colt, and was the heart-throb of all the village maidens. As a result, his mind was seldom where it should be – listening to the minute variations of sound that told how the stones were grinding. Jean raised his eyebrows. Lucien went on: ‘There is a Jacobin, an agent provocateur, addressing the people outside the church. You must come quickly!’


Despite his relaxed appearance, Jean Brouchard was alert. A year and a half ago he had, with some reluctance, agreed to serve as the leader of the village Revolutionary Committee. It was his firm conviction that the Revolution was there to serve the people, rather than the people serving the Revolution, so he had called some meetings to resolve disputes and had spoken loudly and well for liberty, equality and fraternity, and had left it at that. He was, however, well informed. Carters and traders passed through the mill every day. He would sit them on the high stool in his tiny office, where the floor shook and the dust motes danced in the light from cobwebbed windows, and pretend to write in his ledger. As no one could overhear them here, his visitors talked freely. In this way Jean kept abreast of the news that circulated through the network of carters that stretched to the four corners of France.


‘Why do you call him an agent provocateur?’ he asked.


‘Because provoking is what he is doing. He’s working the people up and trying to get them to start a riot. He knows that the Count is to visit the winery today. He’s saying it’s a disgrace that the vineyard should be in the hands of one man, an aristocrat and a traitor. He says it should belong to us – the citizens – and that we must confront the Count and demand that the slopes be divided among us.’


‘And is anyone listening to him?’


‘The village people are laughing behind their hands. They know that there’s more to making wine than squeezing grapes into their mouths. But the visitors who have come in for the Summer Festival, and the migrant workers, they are listening.’


‘But what can they get out of this? They can’t expect to be given slices of land?’ the miller protested.


‘No, but they can expect a bellyful of wine! That’s his line. He’s saying that if they march on the winery he will guarantee that they do not go home thirsty.’


‘Is he indeed?’ Jean straightened himself.


‘I told you Monsieur Brouchard,’ Lucien was getting desperate, ‘You must come – now!’


‘And you have no interest in a bellyful of wine?’


‘Why should I? You know as well as I do that Monsieur Morteau looks after us in the village; it’s the rabble that are thirsting.’ Lucien, who could actually hear the shouting from the village square, was shifting from foot to foot, but his employer just stood, pushing his hand up under his beard, as he did when thinking. At last he stood away from the rail.


‘Listen to me, Lucien. You can’t stop a mob, any more than you can stop a mill wheel from turning in a flood; it would be smashed to bits in minutes. What we need is to offer them grist for their mill.’


‘I don’t understand.’


‘I mean something of more substance than wine. Come … I want you to take a message to the winery. It’s for the Count, but give it to Monsieur Morteau, because the Count won’t understand. It’ll be a chance for you to see young Margot. You have her eating out of your hand, so that can be your reason for going if anyone stops you.’


‘She’s more likely to bite my hands than to eat out of them!’ Lucien looked ruefully at the palms that had so neatly betrayed him on Bernadette’s plump back. ‘Margot’s out for my blood.’


‘Well, here’s a chance to redeem yourself. Come into the office, I need to write an official letter.’ Lucien waited while Jean unscrewed his inkwell, found a piece of paper, flexed his fingers and began to write. He and the vigneron had a long-established understanding of each other, but he must be careful with his words in case the letter fell into the wrong hands. He signed the note, folded it in half, and handed to Lucien. ‘Quick now, go! You can tell Monsieur Morteau that this is from me; he will understand.’ Jean watched Lucien depart, following one of his night-time routes along the backs of the houses. Then the miller set off for the square with determined strides.
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The vigneron’s house stood at the top of the village, the main door, which was seldom used, opened on to the sweep of road leading down to the village square. The entrance had been designed for effect, three curving stone steps mounting to a broad platform in front of the door. To the right of the house was a stone archway that led into a cobbled yard. The winery occupied three sides of the yard, while on the fourth was the house. Creepers covered its walls, surrounding the windows and shading the side door, which led, by a short passage, to the kitchen, the nerve centre of the house.


Colette had taken her basket of peas out into the courtyard, away from the heat and activity in the kitchen. It was a spot where they all liked to sit. A trailing vine of jasmine grew against the wall of the house, providing dappled shade. Occasionally it shed little white flowers into her bowl of shelled peas or rewarded her with an intoxicating waft of scent. On the opposite side of the yard were the doorways of the winery, mysterious black caverns. As a child she had not been allowed to join in the festivities of her local grape harvest in case she should witness coarse behaviour, but she felt the air of expectancy that hung over the courtyard, as if it too was looking forward to the activity of the harvest. Nothing much moved today, a couple of chaffinches hopped about, searching for spilled grain between the cobbles. A sound drifted in from the direction of the village square; it rose and fell rhythmically, reminding her vaguely of the sea.


As she worked, she thought about Gaston and how nice it had been to share something with him. His body had felt strong and firm in her arms when she had steadied him, and she got a closeness and a sense of belonging that she hadn’t felt since she had come to the Morteau household. If only Gaston could stay. A movement caught her eye. There was a young man standing in the shadow of the archway, looking furtively around the yard. She kept still and he didn’t appear to see her. He had good features and an impressive build; Colette noticed how his shirt bulged where his muscles pushed at the coarse linen. He didn’t look like a thief, but when he started tiptoeing across the yard towards the open door of the house, she wondered if she should raise the alarm. He stopped and ran his fingers through his hair to smooth it. Then, not satisfied with the result, he spat liberally on his palms and slicked the stray locks into place. Colette winced, half amused, half disgusted, but she had no doubt now who their visitor was.


‘Monsieur?’ she queried. Lucien’s jump was so violent that she started too, accidentally spilling some of her precious peas.


‘Oh, pardon, Mademoiselle… Je cherche Mademoiselle Margot?”


‘Margot est dans la cuisine,’ she said, indicating the door leading to the kitchen. He bowed nervously, thanked her, braced himself, and then proceeded with caution into the house. Colette wanted to see what would happen, but there were the peas to be picked up. She was still on her hands and knees when she heard the clatter of approaching hooves. Before she could rise, the noise reached a crescendo and a carriage hurtled through the arch into the yard, the coachman hauling back on the reins, and the horses’ shoes knocking sparks from the cobblestones. Almost before it had stopped, the carriage door flew open and a man emerged from its dark interior; he must have had the blinds drawn. He was wearing a wig and was dressed in an embroidered frock coat. Colette started up; here was someone who was prepared to take the risk of dressing in the clothes of an aristocrat.


‘Bar the gates!’ he shouted, as he threw the coat and the wig into the carriage. ‘I’ll hold the horses.’ The coachman hurried to close the gates; they were seldom used and protested loudly. Colette stared at the gentleman. He was a man of about forty but of athletic build, and he held the horses competently. He saw her as she stood up, clutching her rescued peas. For a moment their eyes met. His sparked with interest, but his immediate concerns came first. ‘You … maid. I need trousers – any trousers – working trousers, not these damned culottes.’ He waved down at his breeches. Colette, familiar with the voices and ways of the aristocracy, recognised the new arrival as the Count du Bois, but why this call for trousers? Colette rather liked being mistaken for a maid, so she bobbed him a curtsy in her best chambermaid imitation before turning towards the door. As she walked down the short passage that led into the kitchen, a burst of Margot’s richest invective exploded ahead of her, and her peas were nearly sent flying for a second time as Lucien, desperately protecting his stomach, backed into her. Margot, in a fit of righteous fury, was charging at him with her broom handle. Colette could only retreat ahead of them.


‘Oooof, my stomach! Margot, ma chérie… I have a letter… it’s urgent.’


‘So it wasn’t me you came to see – you hypocrite!’ They were all in the open now, where Margot could raise the broom above her head. As Lucien turned to run he saw Colette standing nearby.


‘Mam’selle,’ he shouted at her. ‘Excusez-moi… take this, it’s urgent, it’s for Monsieur Mort–’ His instructions were cut short as Margot’s broom handle came down with a crack across his shoulders and the note went flying.


‘What the hell’s going on over there? And where in the name of God are those trousers!’ Margot and Lucien, recognising the voice of authority, swivelled as one, frozen in mid-battle, and stared at the irate aristocrat. It was time for Colette to leave; she picked up Lucien’s note, dropped it into her bowl, and ran for the kitchen, where she almost bumped into Madame Morteau.


‘Where are you going, Colette – and where is la Margot?’ For one wonderful moment, Colette felt like throwing the bowl – peas, letter and all – over her benefactor, but Madame had her own authority. Colette controlled herself. She needed to think fast; she mustn’t get Margot into trouble. Then she remembered the Count and his demand for clothes.


‘Madame … it is the Count … he has no trousers!’ she exclaimed. If Colette had wanted to stop Madame Morteau in her tracks, she could not have arranged it better. For the first time ever she saw her benefactor at a complete loss for words. She even groped for a chair and sat down.


‘The Count … has arrived?’


‘Oui, Madame.’


‘And he has no trousers?’


‘Oui, Madame… non, Madame. He has asked me to get some for him.’


‘What then is he wearing?


‘Culottes, Madame.’ To Colette’s amazement a flicker of amusement crossed the stern face.


‘Well, thank God for that. To have found you in the company of two trouserless men in one day would have been too much.’ She was smiling now. She held up a hand. ‘Come, my dear, give me a kiss.’ Amazed and pleased, Colette kissed the upturned cheek. ‘Gaston has explained what happened earlier, but now we have work to do. First we must find out why the Count needs trousers.’ At that moment there was a clatter of wooden-soled sabots in the passage and Margot burst into the kitchen; the brief moment of harmony was gone.


‘Au secours! Help, Madame! Madame, there is a mob! They are coming for us. We can’t escape.’ Margot looked around the room frantically, as if searching for somewhere to hide.


‘Calm down, Margot. Now, tell me, who is coming for us? What do they want?’


‘It’s the mob, Madame; they are demanding blood.’ Margot rolled her eyeballs so that only the whites showed. Colette felt sick. Her legs gave way and she fell into a chair where she sat, curled up and shaking, as waves of terror swept over her. She could hear the noises from outside now, angry voices raised in disharmony. How could she have mistaken it for the sound of the sea? She dared not close her eyes in case she let in the contorted faces of her dreams. But she sensed when the Count came in – his kind disturbed the air. Madame took control, sending Margot off to get trousers. Where was Monsieur Morteau, she fumed? Why was he never there when there was a crisis? Hazily, Colette recalled the letter that Lucien had been so anxious to deliver. What had she done with it? Fighting back another wave of terror, she remembered, and reached for it from on top of the peas.


‘Madame,’ she whispered, holding up the note. ‘This was brought up by Lucien from the mill. I believe it’s for Monsieur–’ A hand reached over her shoulder and snatched the note. From the strong scent of pomade she guessed it was the Count.


‘Show me that!’ He scanned the note quickly. ‘Sacré Dieu! Damn it! It’s that damned miller, Brouchard; he is threatening me. He calls me a viper! Confound the man. If I had brought a sword …’


‘Non … non … non … swords make for bad pruning,’ said Monsieur Morteau, who had come in quietly and was stepping out of his shoes at the door. He offered the Count his hand.


‘Alors, bonjour Monsieur le Comte,’ he said, greeting the Count as he fished in his pocket for his glasses. ‘Now, let me see this threatening letter.’


While his vigneron read, the Count paced and turned, jabbing at the note each time he passed. ‘He says I’m a snake in the grass and demands me to declare my patriotism. I’ll have his mill off him for this!’


Monsieur Morteau held up a hand for silence and began to read aloud:


For the attention of the Count du Bois.


Citoyen … As chairman of the Revolutionary Committee it is my duty to identify and expose such vipers as pose a threat to our community, and then either destroy them or draw out their poison. At the moment of your arrival it appears that just such a viper has appeared in our midst.


‘You see, he means me!’ snapped the Count. ‘The damned cheek – a viper!’


Monsieur Morteau raised his hand again. ‘We should not be too hasty. Perhaps he was afraid that this note might be intercepted. I think it is a warning, not a threat. As Brouchard would say, “look at the flour between the grains.”’


‘Well, it sounds like a threat to me,’ the Count blustered.


Monsieur Morteau read on:


Today the citizens gathered for the Summer Festival will march on the winery. You will hear many voices and many demands. I order you not to try, under any circumstances, to buy safety for yourself by offering bribes of land. Neither should you yield to the temptation to curry favour by bribing the people with wine from your cellars.


‘What rubbish! I’d shoot the lot of them before I did that; where are my pistols?’


‘My dear Count, that is precisely what Brouchard is warning you against. Listen to what he says:


You must realise that it is not your wine but your blood that stands at issue. If you value your lives you will await my command and then declare your patriotism, speaking out for the Revolution and for France.


Yours etc, Jean Brouchard.


‘He means that the viper is out there?’ The Count asked. There was a surge of shouting outside.


‘Precisely, Monsieur le Comte. Listen to them, I think we should go and do what he says. We are all in danger.’


‘I still don’t like being ordered around by my miller,’ protested the Count.


At that moment Gaston spoke from near the door. ‘My father is right, we had better go,’ he said. ‘They will force their way in if we don’t.’


They stood immobilised, not by Gaston’s words, but by his appearance. To Colette it was as if a peacock had suddenly spread its tail. Even in the relative dark of the room, he glowed, a glorious splash of colour. His trousers were cherry-red, his dolman blue and silver, colours that were repeated in his pelisse, and the shako, which he carried under his arm. His sabre hung low against his sabretache, trailing the ground. Colette blinked.


‘Come on, everybody out onto the steps,’ the Count ordered, taking command again, hitching his borrowed trousers and busily hiding the lace of his cuffs by rolling up his sleeves. ‘I’ll give them patriotism!’ His hair was short and spiked from the effects of wearing a wig but there was no hiding his authority. As he strode towards the door he grabbed a bottle of wine and a glass from the table, and thrust them into Gaston’s hands. Colette followed them in a daze, her feet obeying where her mind failed. There was a howl of derision as the Count led the way out of the door onto the three broad steps before the house. Colette would have turned back if Gaston had not put an arm reassuringly across her shoulders. As the family mustered behind the Count, Gaston moved forward to stand beside him.


‘Hurrah for the toy soldier!’ someone shouted. Colette, unable to look at the mob, fixed her attention on Gaston’s back. Her mind oddly detached, she counted the bands of braid on his back while the leader of the crowd raved. His words meant nothing to her but there was something in their tone that intrigued her. Then she understood; this was how she would have sounded if she had succeeded in using Margot’s vulgar language this morning. The man was trying to sound common, but he was no commoner. The crowd was getting bored with his ranting; a coarse voice started calling for wine, and others took up the call. Suddenly a louder voice cut through the clamour.


‘Declare yourself, Citizen. Are you a traitor or are you not?’


‘It’s Brouchard, my miller. Damn him!’ Colette heard the Count exclaim. Even the rabble was impressed at the miller addressing his own overlord like this. If the Count had difficulty in swallowing his pride, he didn’t show it. On cue, he took a step forward and threw up his arms. He had a deep voice, a strong voice, and he knew how to use it. He also had centuries of authority behind him, just as the listeners, many of them his tenants and labourers, had centuries of subservience. As he spoke, his voice swelled and what he had to say quelled their clamour. He told them about the Prussian invasion that, at that very moment, was taking place on French soil.


‘And you,’ he said, ‘you have the audacity to stand there calling for wine!’ He turned to Gaston, who handed him the glass and then filled it to the brim. The Count raised the glass high in front of him. The mob stared up at him, mouths open, as if anticipating some pagan sacrifice.


‘This, my comrades, is the blood of Frenchmen. This is the blood of France that at this very minute is being spilled for you and for your country.’ He tipped the glass and after the first splash, let a slow thin stream of wine, red as blood, curve from the rim to spatter on the stone steps at his feet. ‘And what are you doing for France, what are you doing for the Revolution at this time of danger? I tell you, you are clamouring for wine so that you can wallow in it like pigs until you are insensible.’ With that, the Count dashed the last of the wine at their feet. He handed the empty glass to Gaston who stepped to one side and put it and the bottle down.


Exposed by Gaston’s sudden move, Colette found herself looking out over the mob, her eyes blurred in denial. The mass swayed like headland corn in a breeze, a motley of fuzzy colours. Here and there were bright splashes of poppy red, the bonnets rouges, the caps worn by the Jacobins. Instinct told her that the day still hung in the balance. This was no benign field of corn she was seeing, it was a mob; at a nod it could advance and sweep them all off the steps. She could sense their energy building again, like a dammed stream ready to break its banks. Poor Father, she thought. Is this how he had felt? She wanted to close her eyes, but now Gaston had stepped forward. She stretched out feebly to stop him. He had been so proud of his new cadet’s uniform, and now it and he were going to be torn apart.


Brouchard’s deep voice rang out again. ‘Come on, Toy Soldier. Tell us who you will be fighting for.’


Colette’s eyes were riveted on Gaston. The shout was all the encouragement he needed. His head came up, he forced his shoulders back, and the boy became a man. He swept his arms wide, as if he wanted to gather the whole company together as one.


‘Allons, enfants de la Patrie! Come, children of the Nation.’ He shouted. ‘I will tell you who I will fight for!’ A tingle of excitement ran down Colette’s spine. She could feel the fine hairs on the outside of her arms beginning to rise. Then Gaston began to sing, and she heard for the first time the words of the tune he had been trying to remember all morning. His was a young voice, strong and true, and there was a passion behind it that moved them all.


‘Allons, enfants de la Patrie! Le jour de gloire est arrivé …’


Gaston, head back, called on the children of the nation, telling them that their day of glory had arrived, and Colette’s heart swelled till it nearly burst.


Her fears dissolved and she dared to look down at the mob … but where was the mob? The amorphous, threatening mass had dissolved. These were just ordinary country folk. Among the upturned faces she saw villagers that she knew by sight. Each and every one of them seemed to be reaching up to draw the song down into themselves. There was Nicole from the Boulangerie, and Jean and Luc, two friends who were employed in the winery. That red flag was none other than George Chélon, the blacksmith, delightedly waving his bonnet rouge on the end of a pike – the only weapon in sight. Now the tune was changing to the last glorious lines:


‘Aux armes, Citoyens! Formez vos bataillons!


Marchons, marchons!…’


Gaston had won their hearts. Grown men mopped their eyes as the boy soldier sang the song through again; they were already mouthing the words, groping to follow the tune. ‘Let us march, let’s march …’ they wanted it yet again, but Gaston knew when to stop. There was a hesitation, and then a cheer rang out.


‘Vive la France… Vive la République… Vive notre petit Hussar!’ roared Jean Brouchard, and the whole crowd joined in. Gaston, laughing and blushing, saluted them and, turning to go back into the house, came face to face with Colette. For one long moment their eyes were locked in pure shared happiness, a look that struck deep into both of them. Colette would remember it and treasure it. Gaston would not. In a few hours he would set out into the world to prove himself as a man and as a hussar. He would put away childish things; his romance now was with France. But unknown to him, a tiny shard of that shared moment would remain, lodged deep inside him, where it would act like the grain of sand that provokes an oyster to make a pearl.




[image: ]





Not surprisingly, both the celebratory dinner and Gaston’s departure had been delayed. But Gaston was in no hurry, as he planned to spend the night with a friend and had only a few miles to travel. The Count left as soon as dinner was over, saying that he had to see Jean Brouchard. After his departure Colette began to feel more and more of an outsider. This was a time when the family would want to be on their own. So she took a basket, bid Gaston a formal farewell and announced that she was going up to see if the mulberries were ripe. Gaston, who knew the tree, looked up from the saddlebag he was buckling and said that he would wave to her as he passed.


The August sun shed its heat and sank slowly into the western haze, growing huge as it did so. At the edge of the vineyard, under the gnarled and ancient mulberry tree that looked down on the road that Gaston would take, Colette sat waiting.


In the winery the moment of departure came; Gaston kissed his parents an emotional goodbye and swung himself unsteadily into his saddle. Father had opened his 1789 vintage and Gaston was in a pleasant daze. ‘Allons, enfants de la Patrie!’ he sang as he rode north.


He never looked up.
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The Count called at the mill, ostensibly to thank M. Brouchard for the note he had sent, but really to find out what direction the Jacobin had taken once the riot had broken up. Having established that the man had left, on foot, and was heading south, he laughed and said he was going that way himself and would give him a piece of his mind if he saw him. Working on a hunch, he sat up on the box beside his coachman, looking left and right for anywhere that a coach might have been driven off the road. He guessed that the man was not used to walking in sabots, and was soon proved correct. Tracks showed where a coach and horses had drawn off into the shade of a large oak tree. Leaving his carriage on the road, the Count walked over and found his recent adversary sitting on the coach step, massaging his feet.


‘Don’t get up,’ said the Count pleasantly. ‘I know, those sabots are damned uncomfortable.’ He bowed. ‘Count du Bois at your service, Citoyen. Or is it “Comte” perhaps? Or “Duc”?’ He held up a hand. ‘No, don’t apologise. It is just that I have a feeling that we have certain things in common. Perhaps I can learn from you. Perhaps you also can learn a little from me. Would we be more comfortable, do you think, if we sat in the privacy of your coach?’
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At the precise moment when the Count was greeting his adversary, Gaston, now a mile or more from Les Clos du Bois, reined in with an oath; he had forgotten to look up towards the mulberry tree. Colette would have been waiting, and he had never waved. He turned to go back, but realised that she would be gone by now. The sun was sinking behind a distant cloud, sending shafts of light like devil’s horns up into the sky. He rode on, dissatisfied with himself, and feeling that he had somehow made a bad beginning to his life as a hussar.
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