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Le soleil ni la mort ne se peuvent regarder fixement
We can no more look straight at death than at the sun


Duc de La Rochefoucauld
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Paris, 1720
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I


In the year 1720, at my age of sixteen years and some months, I went forth from the kingdom of Scotland into France. My father, who had the roup or auction-place by the Chapel in the Cowgate of Edinburgh, died that mid-summer of the stone and my dear mother, appointed principal guardian and tutrix sine qua non by the terms of his testament, could not very well aliment both me and my younger brethren and sisters.


I had been bred for the College, and a congregation of the reformed church, but that scheme fell to ground. I had shown industry at the High School, and my tutors thought good to send me to Mr Andrew Henderson, merchant at the Schiedamse Dijk at Rotterdam, who had a side-trade finding places for Scottish boys to learn book-keeping and commercial practice in Dutch houses.


Thus wise, on the eighth day of September of that year, I boarded the flyboat Prins Willem at the Queensferry, with ten guinea sterling in my belt, and a bill for the same on Mr Henderson, and rolled and vomitted four days and nights to Veere, which is where we Scots have our port or staple.


Thence I went in company in a most cosie barge, drawn by horses at the side, as far as Dordrecht, or Dort as we call it, to find at the inn a letter from Mr Henderson bidding me not to come to him but make my way as best I might to Paris. Our countryman, Mr John Law of Lauriston in Edinburghshire, had erected a bank in that city and had need of trustworthy lads as commis or under-clerks. Having not funds for a horse or the diligence, I walked from Dort to Paris and saw and heard much on the road to interest me.


I learned that great King Lewis XIV had died, leaving a whole bankrupt kingdom to his infant great-grandson under the regency of his brother’s son, the Duke of Orléans, a man of strong parts and excellent nature. Charmed or, some said, bewitched by Mr Law, the Duke-Regent had consented that he found a bank whose paper money-notes did much to revive the ruin’d trade of that kingdom. Mr Law then raised a joint-stock company or copartnery to trade in the East and West Indies in rivalry with the English and Hollanders. For a while, that gentleman had been the toast of Paris and the curce of London and Amsterdam but, of late, both his bank-notes and his actions had fallen into discredit. I quickened my step so as the sooner to be at hand to assist him.


Nothing had prepared me for the sight of Paris from the Abbey of Mont-Martre. I had thought Edinburgh a great city, and so she is, but here was a continent spread below me, towers, palaces and churches all thrasted together in a reek of smoke, and through them a river that glittered in the winter sunshine. I thought that half the town might burn to ash before the other half knew of it.


There are no city walls, as at Edinburgh, but a sort of raised bank called a boulevard, where carts and coaches sailed overhead under leafless trees. I passed without hindrance through an abolished gate. It seemed the city of Paris had defeated its enemies. As I approached the New Street of the Littel Gardens, which was the address given me by Mr Henderson, I came on a tumulte of coaches and foot-passengers gathered in a mob before the courtyard gate of an old-fashioned house or, as we say at Paris, hôtel.


There was nought to be earn’d at the coach gate, so I made a scout about, and came, at the east side of the place, on a heap of debriss where a row of houses had lately been pulled down. By louping up over the rubbish, I reached the garden wall and, sliding along as on horseback, came to an old marronnier or chestnut-tree with a side-branch in reach of a reckless spring. At the far end of the garden, a serpentine line of people of all degrees and sexes shiver’d in the sun, harassed by veteran musketeers. At the head of the snake was one open cash-window.


I found a servants’ door and came into an odorous cellar, baled with pelts of that laborious and amiable creature, the American beaver. The house must have been at another time the palace of some prince or bishop, for busts and pictures justled with sacks of coffee and other spices, while a domed gallery was stacked from floor to painted ceiling with the stumps of bank-note books. There was nobody from whom to inquire the way but I could hear the grumbling of the mob and the belling of the Invalides, and, after many a false turn, won through to the banking-hall. Before the open window, there was a single cashier. Another gentleman stood at a desk, writing in a day-book or ledger. To him I presented Mr Henderson’s letter.


The gentleman looked at me in wonder. He said that Mr Bourgeois was not at the bank that day, and I should return at some other time. I said that I had not come oversea from Scotland just to go back again and that I wished to work. The gentleman, who was named Mr Du Tot, made a shrugg and snapped his fingers at a heap of bank-notes and a jumble of books. I was to match the note against the stump, or souche as we call it, so that I might detect and expose forgeries.


It was a humble task, but adjusted to my powers. Each note had been numbered, and cut with sheares from a book across a pattern of the initial letters JL and a lace-work or arabesque. Once I had put the books and notes in the proper progression, it was no great labour to match the number and pattern of each to each. In the way of such things, my work engrossed my faculties. After a time, I looked up and saw I was alone and the cash-window shut. I ploughed on in my apprentice furrow. My eyes began to strain and I found and lit a silver chaundelabre and did much better. In my pile of forgeries, I noted semblances that I thought could not fail to betray the character and abode of the several counterfeiters. I wrote in my Sunday French a report for Mr Du Tot and placed it on his desk.


I was thirsty, and hungry fit to relish a clagged boot.


Taking up my candle-tree, I blunder’d on a sort of kitchen and an abandoned dinner of broken baps and a jug of water. Having extended my tenemente of life, I climbed a stair with three landing-places and a balester with the same initials and lace-work as the bank-notes, but this time worked in polished iron. At the head was a gallery, and against the walls a scaffald of wooden poles and planks. The floor boards were splattered with paint and plaster-dust. I stopped before a high window. In the garden of some great place across the street, lights flickered in the trees and I heard crums of music and laughter.


“D’ye care for the view fra’ here, Mr Neilson, or wad ye change it for that from atop Dunwhinnie Fell?”


I made a half-turn. Before me in the candle-light stood the handsomest man I ever saw. He was perhaps fifty years of age, tall, well-made, with on his cheek a trace of the small pox. His dress was neat and plain, and his linen and his tie of lace spotless. A full wig fell in curles to his shoulders. His eyes were of the strongest blue. He had in hand Mr Henderson’s letter.


“Mr Law?”


“We shall speak in French, if you please. Would you be so good as to do me a service?”


“With pleasure, sir.”


“Mr Neilson, you do not know what that service will be.”


“I know that it shall be honourable and useful.”


“Why, laddie, ye’ll gae far and your mam will ride in a coach-and-pair doon the High Stret of Edinbro.”


He led the way through the forest of poles. He said: “Mr Pellegrini, Venetian, is painting for me an allegory of commerce. See here . . .”


I held up the lights.


“. . . the Seine and Mississippi embrace beneath the winged spirit of Felicity while at the dock vessels are discharged of merchandise from Louisiane. And here . . .”


I followed him.


“. . . above the door, is the portico of the Stock Exchange, where merchants in their various national costumes do business one with another.” Mr Law smiled at me. “The new world will be made, Mr Neilson, if the old will budge a jot.”


We came into a room beaming with light. A gentleman in a cap and gown was standing on one leg by a table covered in papers and charts. The candles in the wall-lights were of a pearly white and spread an amiable scent about the room. The lights shone off a violoncello in one corner, of deep colour and old fashion. I could tell from the resonation of my step that the ’cello was strung and tuned and that Mr Law kept the instrument in his cabinet not as trophy or item of trade, but to please a leisure hour.


“Maître Lecoq, young Mr Neilson will witness the order.”


The man, who was some writer- or notarie-body, laid a portfolio before me with a single sheet of paper. I signed under his own and Mr Law’s names.


“Why, laddie, will ye not read the screed afore-hand?”


“I am here to serve you, sir, not to spy on you.”


“Oh, Mr Neilson, had I ye by me these eighteen month past!”


The door yawned. There entered, in a sort of sole procession, a gentleman in his middle years, high-wigged, braided, red-faced, evil-looking. He leaned a moment on his cane, as if he were in his own house. Behind him peep’d a young lady, in dress.


Mr Law bowed. I did the same. Maister Lecoq became flat as a shadow and vanished.


“Monseigneur, you do this house an honour. May I present my confidential secretary, Mr Neilson?”


The gentleman looked through me. The young lady’s glance brushed the ’cello. Mr Law saw what I saw.


“Will mademoiselle accept the violoncello as a present from the directors?”


“By no means, sir.”


She walked to the end of the room and sat on a chair, out of ear-shot.


Her Court costume and coiffeor made her appear a fine lady, but she was slender, and gay as a button, and could not have been more than twelve or thirteen years of age. I surmis’d she had come from some infantine entertainment for the King at the palace of the Tuileries, a ballet or dancing-party or some tables at cards. In my life to that moment I had seen but slates and chimneys, and pigs rooting in the kennel of the High Street, and stone tenemente-lands in the rain, and red-armed wives in the Fishmarket Close, and the steading at Kerfield Mains and the arse-ends of Galloway kine and the portal of the High School and Maister Robert taking down Durham on Death.


Mr Law was speaking at me. “Mr Neilson, will you have the steward bring the young lady a cup of chocolate?”


I graped through the poles to the steps. As I descended, I balanced if Mr Law had private business with the angry gentleman or wished to spare me his bad manners, or both together. There was not a servant about, so I retrieved my candle, made the cordial myself, and carried it up the stair on a trey.


I heard a voice raised. The doors of Mr Law’s cabinet split open and the visitor burst out, blazing like a coal. The sight of me infuriated him. He struck me with his cane. The trey flew in the air, splashing my face with hot liquor.


Through tears of rage and shame, something loomed and skimmered before me. I shook the liquid from my eyes.


The young lady stood before me, with her hand out-stretched. She said: “You are wounded, sir. Let me give you a plaster.”


I took the handkerchief and put it to my scalded face. The young lady was walking away between the scaffalds. From the end of the gallery, there was a squawl but the young lady did not mend her pace. I said under breath: At the end, mademoiselle, do not turn your head. Whatever you do, mademoiselle, do not turn your head.


The young lady reached the end of the gallery and then, to cross me, turned and sought me through the scaffalds with her eyes and smiled.


Mr Law put his hand on my shoulder. “Shall we, Mr Neilson, attend to business?”


I took down four letters and copied them fair for Mr Law to sign. The church clocks sounded ten and Mr Law said he was commanded to wait on His Royal Highness. At the door, he half-turned and said:


“Have you dined, Mr Neilson?”


“Yes, sir.”


“And your lodging?”


“Near hand, sir.”


“Have the kindness to attend me here at seven of the morning.”


“Yes, sir.”


“Thank you, Mr Neilson.”


I extingued the lights in Mr Law’s cabinet and bunked down in an elbow-chair in an anti-chambre, where a fire still had some life in it. As I tumbled into sleep, I said aloud: “Shall I fall, mademoiselle, into your dream?”


II


Mr Law failed his appointment. At eight, I went down to the banking-hall which was empty as a sinners’ kirk. I had come too late to save the bank from stopping. Through the window, I saw some working men, attended by a squadrone of archers, affixing seals to the main door. I minded to stay out of eye.


Of all places to be emprisoned for the Sabbath day, the hôtel of the Royal Bank and Company of the Indies at Paris was not the least convenient. I found some dried fruits of Persia, and coffee of Moka, and sugar from the isles, and wine of Shiraz, and made a good breakfast. Believing that I should make myself useful to the King’s receivers, I enterprised a budget or inventoire of the active in the house: a very littel silver coin, a great many letters of exchange, stock in trade, spices, Indian cloths, furs, pictures, busts, printing-irons, books and looking-glasses.


I had never in my life been so happy and never more so than when, walking the length of Signor Pellegrini’s gallery, I saw, in the plaster-dust, the print of mademoiselle’s little wee shoe. As for the handkerchief, it was embrodered with a coronet and a coat of arms, formed of a silver cup on a black field. Surely, there could not be so very many families in France with such an achievement. I found a lavandrie and washed my linen to be ready for business on the morrow.


I was standing within the main door at seven of the Monday morning when I heard the seals being broke. The receveurs were five in number. They jumped.


“Gentlemen, I have drawn up a preliminary statement of assets.”


“And you, sir, are?”


“Will. Neilson, Scottish, underclerk.”


They took my inventoire and made their way to Mr Law’s cabinet.


An hour later, I was summoned from my bank-note pudding. The gentlemen were seated behind the great table, as in a tribunal or session.


“Mr Neilson, would you confirm that that is your sign-manual?”


It was Maister Lecoq’s order.


“That is my signature, gentlemen.”


“Please wait on our pleasure. You are not to leave the Bank.”


“I have no wish to leave the Bank, gentlemen.”


Another hour passed, and I was called to the main door. There stood an officer of the King, Mr Duval, and a troop of archers. I was commanded to be the King’s guest at his Castle of the Bastille. I asked Mr Duval why I, a second-commis and a foreigner at that, had been selected for so signal an honour, which words caused Mr Duval to laugh heartily and slap me on the back.


As we passed through town, he repeated my words at each crossing and provoked the coach-passengers to lower their glasses and laugh and even bless me. We passed a handsome square, called the Royal Place, and approached the eastern boulevard, where stood a tall, old-fashioned fortress, bristling with towers, joined by a high curtain wall with atop it a gallery of wood. Beyond it was a ditch with a burn choked with rubbish, animal skins and flapping corbies, and beyond that gardens, pleasances, deal-yards, stables and farms. The eastern breeze blew cald across the fields.


At a postern gate, kind Mr Duval took his leave and I was taken into a yard with a row of poor shops. The shops were shut, and the soldiers of the guard masked, which lowered my spirits a rung. A bell rang out in dismal welcome. We crossed a little bridge into a courtyard, with on the left or north a second drawbrig into the castle proper, and on the right side, beneath an old mulberry tree, a dwelling-house.


In the house, I was received by Mr Maisonrouge, the governor of the castle. He said that, so long as I should be the King’s guest, I would receive a pension for my diet of a crown. If my friends wished to supplement His Majesty’s bounty, they were free to do so. I might call for my furniture, but no writing tools nor paper. If I had other requirements, I had but to request them. His civility emboldened me to say that, newly arrived in France, I was eager to study her constitution and wished he might furnish me with an almanack of the ancient and noble families of the kingdom, with their arms and devices. As with everybody that memorable day, he started, as if the buttons on my coat were so many fire-arms.


“In the fulness of time, young gentleman,” he said. He rose and left the chamber.


I was blindfolded and taken, with many a trip and stumble, over what sounded like a wooden bridge and then across a paved or cobbled court. We came inside and climbed a turnpike stair to the fourth landing. I was pushed forward and my blindfold untied. Then, with a grinding of locks and shooting of bolts, the door closed behind me.


I found myself in a large room, with dirty walls, scribbled with charcoal marks, two cold stones to support a fire, and the end of a tallow candle in a brace on the wall. Light came from three splayed loop-holes, and also that biting east wind. From nearby came the sound of some machine. A grabat of straw, without bed-clothes, and a sort of gardy-roby supplied my elemental needs.


“O Mam, if you could see your elder now!”


I sat down on the hearth-stone.


After a while, I stood up and started to read the messages on the walls but they dejected me. Husbands missed their wives. Mothers missed their children. One cursed, another praised, His Majesty. While I was so engaged, the door ground open and a troop of men stepped in, carrying dishes, firewood, a table, linen and a chair. In a moment, the hearth was ablaze and the table laid, and I was seated before my dinner, with a ragoût and a roast fowl, a species of bread that was soft and white as a summer cloud, and a bottle of Burgundy wine. As I feasted, the men sprang like Jack-in-boxes to serve and pour. To my pleasanteries they gave no answer.


When all was cleared away, including table and chair, the men returned. It seemed they required their pots of wine.


“I shall reward you for your service just so soon as His Majesty’s Treasury has released my pension.”


There was a general scowl.


“Meanwhile, in a day or two, my friends will hear of my plight and send assistance. You have heard, no doubt, of the famous Mr Law?”


A man spat on the floor.


“He has fled the Kingdom . . .”


“. . . else he’d be strapped to the wheel in the place de Grève, and I’d have first strike with the hammer.”


“My friends, you are quite mistaken.”


They spitted and spat, stamped feet, turned backs and left the room.


III


The castle of the Bastille at Paris is a peaceful place. For a building so extensive, it is quiet and I quickly learned to distinguish sounds: the bell of the Cathedral of Our Lady, the cry of the gateman admitting carts through the Porte Saint-Antoine on the north side and the grummelling of a mill, which my warder told me was the powder-fabrick at the Arsenal to the south. In the evening, there was a marching and drumming in the court below, as the keys to our chambers were handed to the King’s Lieutenant, Mr Maisonrouge.


As to my entertainment, I saw no more tablecloth or Burgundy wine, but had a crock of bouillon, a piece sour bread, and a jug of excellent water. I was confined my chamber, except at noon, where a warden took me up the turnpike stair so I might exercise on the top of the tower. The cold blue lift caused my head to swim.


I looked down upon an open space, triangular in form, which must once have been a defensive bastion that projected from the city wall. It was now appropriated to a kail-yard or potager, about which circumambulated a half-a-dozen men, whom I took to be my fellow guests. My eyes were drawn to a gentleman in full pereuyk, braided coat of crammasy velvet and long lace cuffs, who walked with difficulty, supported by several youths in livery.


The next day being rainy, the bastion was deserted. As I made my hundred paces atop the tower, I was joined by the well-dressed gentleman, with but two attendants. As we passed for the second time, I said:


“May I present myself, sir? Will. Neilson, Scottish, underclerk at the Royal Bank of Paris.”


“Ah,” he cried, falling back on his supporters. “Another dupe of Mr Law!”


“Sir, I was not duped by Mr Law nor by any man. I hold it to have been the honour of my life to have served that gentleman, even for a short time. Good day to you, sir.”


He arrested me with one hand. “Kindly leave us,” he said and the young men stepped away. “You will learn, Mr Neilson, that it never harms to take some care in this place. I, too, shared in Mr Law’s counsels.”


“And your name, sir, if you will permit me to inquire it?”


“Bigby, captain of vessel, and commander of the Company’s port at L’Orient in the States of Brittany.”


“Have you news of the gentleman, sir?”


“The hand-letters had him stabbed by a creditor in the street at Brussels. Yet, today, I read he has been seen at the court of the Archbishop-Elector of Cologne. My belief, Mr Neilson, is that he will join the Royal Family at Rome. You will know that His Majesty has had no secretary-of-state since the defection of the Duke of Mar.”


The Jacobite blutter flew over my head. None the less, I had known in my own kin Jack and Whig a-coodle in the marriage-bed. Why not a prison oversea?


“Have courage, Mr Neilson. Mr Law shall return and reward his friends. Anselme!”


One of the young men stepped forward.


“What are the primes on offer in the Street today against Mr Law’s return to the Kingdom?”


“I can lay twelves, Captain.”


“There, Mr Neilson, you have it. Neither likely nor impossible.”


IV


I had no duties and no occupation. I thought of every scrap of beef or mutton I had ever tasted, of the kitchen fire at Grandfather’s farm or the August sun on the flank of Culter Fell. I piled up Bastilles of wind and sleet, snapping with pennons, and handed mademoiselle over the antick threshold.


“Mr Crotte, I need a chair.”


“A chair he wants, my friends. What, may I ask, is wrong with the King’s floor?”


“The chair is not for me.”


The turnkey paled and walked out arseward. A little later, my door opened, and a broken tabouret skeltered across the floor. I performed on it some reparations.


Once I had a chair for her, she came at once.


“Will you not yourself sit down, Mr Neilson?”


“I shall never sit in your presence, mademoiselle. Also, I have no second chair.”


She sat down and ordered her skirts.


“Will you tell me your name, mademoiselle?”


“Alas! I do not know it. I am the daughter of a nobleman who does not like to lose money. I believe my mother is no longer alive, else she would have escorted me back from the Tuileries. I have a funny wee face and rich brown hair and the daintiest foot you ever saw. My bosoms are small, but that is because I am just twelve or thirteen years of age. Next year, when I am thirteen or fourteen years old, I shall have a more womanlier shape. Is it true, Mr Neilson, that in portions of your country, the civil government is deputed to goblins?”


“It is true, mademoiselle.”


“Singular. Do you like music, Mr Neilson?”


“Yes, mademoiselle.”


“I play a great number of musical instruments but cannot, at present, say which ones. I have a gift given me by God and were it not for my elevated rank, which sets an embargo on public performance, I would be the first of the musicians of France. Will you kindly light your fire, Mr Neilson? I am very cold.”


“I have no fuel, mademoiselle, and if I burn your chair, you shall have nowhere to sit. May I take you in my arms and hold you, mademoiselle, and then we shall both be less cold?”


“No.”


“Why not?”


“Because I am the greatest heiress of France and you are a Scottish gentleman, imprisoned under sealed letters in the Castle of the Bastille. Also, my father, whose name I do not know but whose blazon is Sable, ane cover’d chalise argent, has shown no preference for you, but rather the contrair.”


“What if I achieved glory in the service of France?”


“Then I think he might look with favour on you. But, Mr Neilson, you must act soon. In four or five years, I shall be married, and then you shall have lost your chance. Mr Neilson, forgive me, I cannot stand this cold.”


“Will you come again, mademoiselle?”


“I shall come whenever you call me. I beg you, Mr Neilson, for your own sake, to make this place less cold.”


“Mr Crotte?”


“Does Her Ladyship require a sopha?”


“Not at all. Rather, mice and other small deer run over my face anights, interrupt my slumber, and make me surly in my dealings with you and your compagnionrie.”


“They are the King’s mice.”


“Then summon the King’s cat, you wretch!”


The light was fading when the door sounded again, and something scritched through the air, hit the wall, made a subbersalt and landed like a feather with feet. It sat on its hanches, glanced at me without interest, and proceeded to make itself presentable.


“You are right welcome, Puss.”


The animal took no notice. After a while, it made a saunter of inspection and then returned to its place and toilette.


I woke in a furnace. On my chest, Mistress Puss was currying her paws. Small creatures the size and colour of molds burrowed into my armpits, three and three. I sat up with my passengers. I said:


“Well done, Puss. I believe you shall be an admirable mother.”


She took the compliment as her due. Every now and then, she rendered a low growl or burr to call one or other to the bath. That night there was a slaughter of mice, the more terrible for being altogether silent. At sundown on the next day, having purged my apartment, Puss waited for the door to open.


The turnkey threw a kick. Madame Puss sprang onto the flying shin, hip, chest, shoulder and through the door, while one lagging foot ploughed three cramoise furrows in the man’s cheek. In the morning, the mainoeuvre was repeated in reverse, so that the poor man had, at the least, a symmetrie of wounds. The next evening, he held the door for her, and Puss, like an armed duchess, processed out.
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