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Il faut de plus grandes vertus pour soutenir la bonne fortune que la mauvaise


Happiness demands more of the character than does misfortune


Duc de La Rochefoucauld









PART 1


A Foundling





I


In the Kingdom of France and of Navarre, between the Loire river and its tributary, the Cher, there is a district known as La Sologne. It is a poor country of sand and heather, few or no villages, wide skies and innumerable ponds and meres.


The principal house in the Sologne is named La Ferté-Joyeuse. It stands on the left bank of a stream called the Sauldre. Once a strong place of the counts of Joyeuse, that held for twelve days and nights against Prince Edward of Wales and Aquitaine, La Ferté-Joyeuse had in the intervening ages gained in extent and amenity, as had the whole kingdom. The erection of the Joyeuse county into a dukedom, in the reign of François I, brought to the wicked donjon brick towers at the four corners a forest of slate rooves and an iron lantern, the which added to the beauty of the castle without repairing its inconveniency. Set into the brick walls were tablets and quoins of Normandie stone so that all should know that it was not from parsimony that the dukes of Joyeuse built in brick.


Had any poor man or woman been abroad this night of Saint-Silvestre, December 31, 1746, with rain falling in curtains and chimney-smoke rolling earthward off the eaves; or, better, some storm-cock beating through the streaming air to find a temporarie rest on a flag-staff, this would have been the terrestrial view. Before the portal of the house, on an esplanade bounded by a trench or moat, low pavilions served one to shelter the corps of guard and the other the kitchens and bake-house. Beyond a ramped bridge over the moat, two ranges, called commons, each of which had kept a regiment dry during the Fronde, slid away into deluge.


The western or right-hand range was appropriated to a tennis-court, fencing-school, manedge and other hygienic or martial offices. Behind it was the mains or home farm. In the left-hand or eastern of the commons, which housed the stables, smiddy, fabricks and suchlike policies, in the hay-loft above the coach-house, Nicole or Nicolette Marrin, lady’s maid, and Pierre Dalouhe, under-groom, are doing what young persons love to do. The youth stops and listens.


“Ah Pierrot, were you not happy like so?”


“I heard an evil sound. Don’t move an inch, duckling.”


The moment passes. Mme Nicolette rises, adjusts her skirts, lights a lantern. In the door-way on the court, her friend is standing in his sodden shirt.


“What is it, Pierre?”


“A dying horse. A dead gentleman.”


In the economy of their love, Pierre Dalouhe has but to be the deariest thing that ever walked the ground of France. On Mme Nicolette fall the duties of reflection and decision. She holds the light over the fallen man. She bends down, touches his cold lips. She opens his coat and sees, across his tunic, a dirty blue ribbon. She parts his shirt and places her hand on his heart. In the lantern-light, she finds against the man’s chest, sewn into his shirt, a square of linen, and the remnant of an embroidered crown and cap and an obliterated blazon. About his boots the water in the lantern-light is red with blood. Mme Nicolette straightens.


“Cut his boots off, boy. Stop, if you can, the bleeding. Then come to the back door to hear Her Ladyship’s orders.” Mme Nicolette hitches up her skirt-hems and splashes through sheets of water towards the bridge.


The castellane must have expressed an inclination, for a little later Pierre Dalouhe is carrying the man on his shoulder to a small room in the south-eastern tower that overlooks the kitchen range. There, while Mme Nicolette makes up a bed, M. Pierre cuts up horse-bandages for the patient’s ankles. Their work will have proceeded with greater despatch except for bumps, slaps, pinches, trips, pokes, tickles, nuzzles, touches and kisses such as occur between persons who still have love’s business to transact. At length, the man is settled in his cot. Pierre Dalouhe is riffling through his saddle-bags. In a document case, he finds, and presents to his darling, a sealed packet.


Mme Nicolette, no more than any other confidential servant, is no respecter of seals. With her friend holding a candle, and with the care of one who has but lately mastered the art, she reads the magnificent document.


“What does it say, Nicou?” M. Dalouhe is eager to move to the succeeding item of agenda.


“Never you mind. I am taking it to Her Ladyship. By God, Pierre Dalouhe, if you breathe one word of this letter to the wind, you will say farewell to your little playmate in my skirts.”


II


I dreamed I was in Drumelzier church and François Delacour was standing beside me. In a body, the Kirk Session inspected M. Delacour, and then me, and processed to their places. I saw the Prince-de-Conty breaking and Father Patrick in the howling foam, rising and falling. I saw the flash of the mine at the gate of Gingie Fort. The Irish men I killed on Culloden Moor stared at me in rebuke.


Standing mute before was a veiled woman who would be my conductress into the dark. I sat up and said:


“I have seen the limits of the earth and found nothing worthy of report.”


She turned away from me and disappeared.


I dreamed I was dreaming, and woke.


III


I opened my eyes. In the window-light, a small girl was waxing boots. She was a skinny little thing, with black fingers and a smudged face, and a second-hand dress and apron. She had no cap. She looked at me and started.


I tried to smile at her.


She said: “I may not speak to you or I will be punished.”


“I would not wish that, young mistress. Do not speak.”


I lay on my side and watched her work. She placed the waxed boots in the basket, and took out the next pair. She might have been pretty, had she less work to do and more food to eat.


She said: “I am the lowest servant in the house and won’t understand a word of your heathen babble. Anyway, you will be dead by evening.”


It seemed the lass was of so small account that people spoke in front of her as if she were a stool or pail. I understood that she was a sort of process-verbal of every conversation in the house.


“I do not intend to die, miss.”


The girl stole a glance at me lest, by my flagrant contradiction, I, too, would be punished. Then, in a rush:


“I am glad, sir.”


“Now, do not speak, young miss. I shall watch you work, if I may.”


She became conscious of herself, polished the boots to a sheen that flashed the window-light, tossed the completed pair into the basket with a fantastical disinvolture.


“Sir?”


I put up my hand to cover my mouth. The lass began to fidget. I feared she might burst.


“Speak, miss.”


“Did you ever once see Her Ladyship?”


“I did see her, miss. Many years ago, in another country.”


“I would so very much like to see Her Ladyship.”


“She is beautiful and kind. Now I must sleep, miss, for I do not wish to die.”


I dozed to the slap of brushes.


“Sir?”


“Yes, miss?”


“I did not tell the truth. It was Christmas Day in the morning. I was skinning rabbits at the kitchen door. There was frost on the stones. Her Ladyship was mounting the coach. Madame Nicole was with her and shouted at me to go in-doors.”


“Do not take it ill, miss.”


“No, sir.”


She laid down her brushes.


“Sir?”


“Yes, miss?”


“If Her Ladyship is beautiful, why does she wear a veil?”


IV


In my dreaming, I was standing in the shareholders’ gallery of Mr Law’s bank at Paris. All about were wooden scaffolds spattered with paint and lime. Above my head were clouds and heroes and goddesses, some painted, some but scratches in the wet plaster. A young lady was stepping away from me through the rubbish. She was in Court dress, her long hair piled up on her head and looped with pearls. Somebody was calling her from the depths of the gallery, but the girl did not mend her step. I said: “At the end, mademoiselle, do not turn your head. Whatever you do, mademoiselle, do not turn your head.”


The young lady stopped; and then, to cross me, she turned her face on me and I woke.


“Miss?”


“Yes, sir?”


“Come close.”


“I am frightened, sir.”


“Do not be. This pocket. If I die. Give it to Her Ladyship. For King James.”


“How will I see Her Ladyship?”


“In the night. Kneel by her bed. Call her name quietly. Do not touch Her Ladyship.”


“For King John.”


“King James. At night. Do not touch Her Ladyship.”


“I would so very much like to touch Her Ladyship.”


“Do not touch Her Ladyship.”


“I am frightened, sir.”


“Do not be. I am with you always. Do not touch Her Ladyship.”


“Do not touch Her Ladyship.”


V


I remembered the battle in Scotland and fought it every hour to defeat. Of what happened after, how my life was saved, and how I came to be in France, and at my lady’s country-house, I had no recollection. In a half-dream, I thought to hear kittiwakes, in tens of thousands. I brought all my mental force to bear on the sound, but nothing came of it. I had crossed some Lethe of forgetting. I remembered nothing until I saw the servant girl putting wax on boots.


“Madame?”


“He speaks! And in godly French!”


“Madame…?”


“Nicolette.”


“Madame Nicolette, what are they saying of me in the house?”


“Five-to-one to live. Eighties to marry Mme la marquise. Both lengthened from last week.”


“I suggest that you take the fives, madame.”


“I have taken the eighties. Remember that, if you live, Mister the Colonel Neilson, Scottish gentleman, knight of the royal and military order of Saint-Louis, travelling into Italy on the King’s particular business.”


VI


Mme Nicolette held in two hands a jug of liquid. The scent of it made me swoon. With infinite care, she held it out to me.


“Is that milk?”


“Milk! It is Mouron’s milk, sweeter than honey, richer than Brittany butter. There is no finer in France.”


“Who, if I may inquire, is Mouron?”


“You have not heard of Mouron? Thirteen milkings and still the queen of the herd? Whom M. le duc d’Estampes tried to steal for one thousand crowns but Her Ladyship would not agree?”


I took the smallest sop.


“Admirable, Mme Nicolette.”


She looked away into old recollections. “I was her milker. No other girl could approach her.”


I found it hard to convert Mme Nicolette into a milk-maid.


“But no longer?”


She turned back to me. “I became ill and Her Ladyship nursed me and, when I was myself again, brought me in-doors to be beside her at all times.”


“Ah.”


“And what does ‘ah’ mean, Mr Colonel?”


“Nothing whatever. It is a Scottish way of speech.”


Mme Nicolette was not satisfied, but had something to say of greater importance.


“Her Ladyship is sending you this very morning her personal physician.”


“Dear Mme Nicolette, will you do me the greatest kindness? Would you ask M. Dalouhe to clean and charge my pistols and place them in my reach on the night-table? When the learned gentleman comes to call, as soon as you admit him, you will oblige me if you will walk to that corner, turn your back and cover your face with your hands. The room is small and I would not wish my friend to suffer a powder burn.”


“Her Ladyship will not be pleased.”


“I must take that at risk.”


The quacker did not keep his engagement. A quarter-hour later, Mme Nicolette brought me a letter which read:


“Mme de Maurepas finds that if Colonel Neilson is well enough to assassinate her physician, he is well enough to depart La Ferté-Joyeuse and continue his journey into Italy. She regrets that she is not able in person to bid him Godspeed. She has left with her maidservant letters to the postmasters at Vierzon and Bourges, and to Messrs the Aldermen of Marseille.”


“Mme Nicolette, will you do me the favour of having me brought a razor and some water? I am to wait on Mme de Maurepas.”


“She shall not receive you, Colonel.”


“Tens says Her Ladyship will receive me.”


“I have no relish today for wagers.”


We had reached the door in the wall. I unlocked and opened it.


“Mme Nicolette, I know what ails your mistress and I know also the remedy. Also, on another matter, I would be obliged to you if you would return to me a hand-kerchief that I had with me on my arrival and that I rather value.”


Mme Nicolette sulked.


“Worn out as it is, it shows a silver cup on a black field or, as the heralds say: ‘Sable, ane cover’d chalice argent’.”


Mme Nicolette said nothing.


I said: “At the base of the turnpike stair is what?”


“Map room.”


“Next?”


“My lady’s laboratory.”


“Then?”


“Duke’s first withdrawing room. Picture gallery. My lady’s cabinet. First antichamber. Second antichamber. Oratory. Bedchamber.”


“Menservants?”


“Four guards in the second antichamber.”


“Will Mme Nicolette have the goodness to detain them?”


“How?”


“How the hell do I know? I am not a woman.”


At length, Mme Nicolette said: “If you injure my mistress, Mr Colonel, I shall cut off your ugly Scottish balls and stuff them down your throat.”


“I would expect no less from a good servant, Mme Nicolette.”


“Two raps on the outer door. Count one-two-three. Two more raps.”


“Of course.”


VII


For the remainder of the day, I experimented walking. My boots were not to be found so I toddled in my stockings, which had the virtue of making no sound. As the light diminished, a mist came down on the house like a drenched cloak, and seemed to penetrate in-doors. A clock from the commons called out the quarters, and the halves and the hours. It grew dark. The sounds of the house and the kitchen, made indistinct by the fog, abated. Taking up my night-light, I paddled to the turnpike stair.


The rooms below passed in a fever. Presses, tables, globes, glass vessels, furnaces approached in the lamp-light and receded. I came into a gallery hanging with portrait pictures. I raised my light and saw duke after duke after count after count of Joyeuse, extending in line unbroken to the Flood. I limped to a canapé to rest my legs and regarded one of the Joyeuse paragones. He wore, above spotless linen and lace, the skin of some wild animal and leaned at ease upon an oaken club. I could hear, muffled, the sounds of men’s voices and women’s laughter. I passed through two more chambers, then a little shrine with lights on the altar, and found myself before the famous door. I knocked twice, paused, then knocked twice more, and turned the handle.


The curtains were drawn together, and the only light came from the dancing flames of the hearth-fire. A woman sat upright in a wing-chair. Though she was veiled, something in her shape or posture was known to me. She turned her veiled face at me.


“Will Mme de Maurepas do me the honour of lifting her veil?”


The lady stood up. “I did not ask you to come to my house, Colonel Neilson. I have had my people tend you, for the love of God, but now I wish you to leave. If you stay here one instant more, I shall call my servants.”


“Mme la marquise de Maurepas, do you think that I will be scared away, I who got off that bloody moor . . .”


Mme de Maurepas fell a-tremble. “I heard you did great honour to yourself . . .”


“. . . that I shall be scared away by a pimple on my mistress’ cheek?”


“You, too, know nothing. Go to Italy with my blessing, which I believe is the most sincere you will ever have received.”


“Show me your face, Mme de Maurepas.”


Mme la marquise de Maurepas took a step forward. “Look at me, Mr Neilson, if you can. Let me see what the hero of Culloden Moor is made of.”


She took the hem of her veil in both hands. She said: “Look at me, Mr Neilson.”


She lifted up her bare face in the fire-light. Nothing in my life had prepared me for such a sight.


I said: “Will she permit me to kiss the face that I have loved so many years?”


“No.”


“Will she permit me to touch her neck or breast?”


“No.”


“In one or two days, Mme la marquise will lose her eye-sight. Will she oblige me by calling her maidservant?”


Mme de Maurepas pointed to a bell-cord by the chimney. She let fall the veil. I rang and Mme Nicolette, who seemed to have been not far away, rapped and entered.


Mme la marquise said: “What requests Colonel Neilson now makes of you or any of my people, I would wish to be carried out to the letter.”


VIII


I was down in the dark before the house and found my way, blind and guideless, to the dairy. Nothing had been done to my satisfaction. On the stone floor, there were splinters of wood staves where a servant had smashed a barrel of vinegar and thought his work fairly done. I sensed I was not a favourite in the mains. In one of the milking-stalls there was tether’d a brindled cow, bellowing, without a stick of hay to eat, and neither brushed nor washed. Her udder was tight as a kettle-drum. I shook down some hay for her and woke the kitchen for two pails of hot water. Neither I nor the beast were in especially good moods.


“Now, Mistress Mouron,” I said, drawing up my stool. “We can do this pleasantly and expeditiously or we can fight. It is your choice.”


A hoof sent the bucket flying against the long wall and me across the floor. From that elevation, I saw the ladies enter. “She won’t let him near, my lady. I told you so.”


I picked myself up. Mme de Maurepas wore, over her dress, a shift of coarse fustian cloth, her hair confined to the last strand in a cap of the same stuff. She had patens over her slippers. She was veiled. Mme Nicolette, dressed alike sans veil, looked at me in contempt.


[image: image]


“I am delighted to give my place to an expert,” I said.


I sconced myself against the beast’s left hind shank.


“Go away, Colonel,” said Mme Nicolette.


She spoke softly into the animal’s flank. I saw the muscles of Mouron’s leg tighten and, just in time, pulled Mme Nicolette out of shot.


“It’s his fault, my lady. She does not allow strangers. He has upset her.”


“Go to your work, Marrin.”


In a sort of agony, Mme Nicolette turned and shuffled out.


Mme la marquise de Maurepas stood up, herself retrieved the fallen stool, and sat down at Mouron’s side. She said: “Mme Mouron, I am Jeanne de Joyeuse. I am suffering. Unless you let down your milk, I shall die. Since I have no heirs of my body, my lands will be sold and you and your companions will be dispersed. Is that what you intend, Mme Mouron?”


There was a ringing like rain on a church roof. It was as if the heavens had opened. I needed scarce a pint of cream, but Mme de Maurepas seemed set on taking the whole of the milk so that the beast might be comfortable. Pail after pail I carried and poured into the cream-pans.


I could see the cream breaking the surface in clots. I stood idle in the cold light, Mouron champed and wheezed while Mme de Maurepas dozed in the heat from the brindled pelt. A pair of cats rubbed against her skirts, eager to assist. Sparrows chattled in the eaves. Every while and then, I skimmed off some of the cream to experiment.


After an half-hour, I said: “Will you kindly stand before me and lift your veil?”


As a child, in the summers in the Scottish Borders, I used to watch my grandmother making pultises to treat the hands when they fell sick or injured. In her style, I made a sort of cake of Mouron’s cream and rubbed it over my lady’s whole face and neck down to the bosom. Mme de Maurepas flinched, not with pain, but at the insult to her modesty. I was falling into reverie.


Mme de Maurepas stepped back and said: “καὶ ἀφροδισίων ἔργων ἐπί τε γυναικείων σωμάτων καὶ ἀνδρῴων, ἐλευθέρων τε καὶ δούλων.”


My Greek was not what it once was, but I recognised the Oath of Hippocrates. The physician should in no wise take amorous advantage of the patient, lass or lad, free or enslaved.


“Is that the case?”


I scraped the cream and blisters into a basin. With my back to Mme de Maurepas, I covered the basin with mousseline and placed it on a high shelf.


“Will she do me the kindness to meet me here at precisely the same time next morning?”


“No. Her maid-servant shall conduct the treatment.”


Damn!


“As you command, my lady.”


“Kindly, leave me and send Marrin to me.”


As she turned away, I reached for my basin and placed it under my coat.


Outside, poor Mme Nicolette was in tears. Her cheeks and dress were spattered with shite. At the end of the byre, broken up by bars of dawn sunlight, was a force of men and girls, in a fine mood. Mme Nicolette slid past me into the milking-hall.


I walked towards the milkers. As I approached, there was a shuffling back and forward among the girls, and a wiping of hands on skirts.


“Now, my fine people. I have excellent news for you. Contrary to all that you have been told, Mme la marquise de Maurepas is not going to die but she is going to live. She will, as she recovers, wish to know who of her servants had stood true to her in her illness, and who had sold her butter and cream for their private advantage.”


I did not know if that was true, but it did not have to be true.


I turned my back on them and continued my promenade.


I said: “You do not have to work for Mme de Maurepas. There are good farms in this great land of France, though perhaps not in this district, that would be happy to take men and girls dismissed for stealing from Mme la marquise de Maurepas.”


I turned again. They did not look so brave.


“Now, all of you, to the pump! Now! And wash your shitty hands before you dare to touch Her Ladyship’s animals.”


The girls slithered past me.


“And you, M. Jean!”


A man, square as a mason’s shed, stiffened but stood his ground.


“You are not chief stockman for nothing, M. Jean. Control your people, or I shall do it for you.”


IX


I did not especially resent being excluded from the surgery. I misliked death by famine. I had not eaten at all in the days of my convalessing, and my sally that morning into the open air had made me hungry as a dog. By the middle of the night, with not so much as a cup of whey to keep me clagged to earth, I resolved that Mme la marquise de Maurepas and her Mme Nicolette were occupied with physick, and that I must forage for myself. I descended to the map-room, where the candle-light flickered among the globes on a dead body. As I stumbled to it, it sat up. It was the little kitchen-maid. She sprang to her feet.


“What are you doing in the dark, sir?”


“I am hungry. What are you doing, miss?”


“I am frightened.”


“Weel, shall we not unite our forces and deploy our peculiar strengths? You shall show me to the panetrie, and I shall guard you while you sleep.”


“The store cupboards are locked.”


“Are there not some rests? The end of a rib of beef or a couple of river-trout that were too much of a good thing? Or half a venison pastie more suited as midday fare? Or perhaps a damson-tart that Her Ladyship found sharp?”


“There’s a bin where the cooks put the uneaten bread for crumbs.”


“Excellent. You shall reveal me the pantrie, where I shall riot on stale bread. Then we shall find you a cosie place to sleep and I shall fetch my pistols and sit a little way off.”


We made our way to a stair-case. The door at its head opened, and Mme Nicolette tip-taed through, her slippers in her hand. We looked at each and one another.


Mme Nicolette was the first to recover. “What are you doing here, orphan-girl? You are not permitted to leave the dormitory. I shall tell Her Ladyship and she will send you back to the Hospital.”


“I shall kill myself first.”


“Please, dear Mme Nicolette, can you not tell that they are bullying her? See how her dress is torn and her face is scratched.”


“That, Mr Colonel, is the life of the underservant. I knew that life. And now, sir, may I ask you why you train about Her Ladyship’s house at midnight like an unhappy burglar?”


“I am hungry. I had not breakfast, dinner nor supper.”


“Virgin! Her Ladyship gave precise orders for your entertainment.”


“We’re damned if we’ll wait on a heretic and a sponger.”


“You rascal! How dare you speak of Her Ladyship’s guest in that way!”


“Mme Nicolette, the lass repeats what she hears.”


“Chalice! Her Ladyship will turn them all out and good riddance.”


She thought for a moment.


“Come with me, girl. And you, Colonel, are you able to make your own way to your room? I do not wish to add to the cares of my mistress. I shall not report this incident to Her Ladyship.”


Who might inquire in turn what you were doing in the dark with your shoes in your hands and hay in your hair and a smile like a petted angel.


“Still on eighties, Mme Nicolette?”


“Eighties? Pouf! I can lay thirty-threes at best.”


I was drawing breath at my chamber-table when the door opened, and the kitchen-maid slid in behind a trey. On it was a candle, which showed a whole cold fowl, salad, sweet things and a bottle of white Burgundy wine. I suppose it was put out each night in the mistaken belief that Mme de Maurepas was subject to hunger. The girl’s scratches had been washed. She scented of vinegar.


“What a feast we shall have this midnight, young miss! Now you sit down on the bed and spread this napeking to protect your dress, and I shall carve Madame In-Case. Will you take white meat, from the breast-bone, or the darker flesh from the leg?”


“White. No. Dark. No. White.”


“I shall carve you both, and show you how we soldiers dine on the march. Watch! We take a tranche of bread and, when as now we have it, spread it with butter. We place on it the flesh, and a very little pinch of salt, and then some green stuff, so. Then we close it with a second tranche of bread. There! Take it! You have your dinner in one hand.”


“Mew won burr logship clurch og nach day, shir?”


“Forgive me, miss. The universal fault of veteran soldiers is deafness. It is the consequence of the combustive ordnance deployed on the modern battlefield. In contrast, as you know, the pitched battles of antiquity were silent affairs.”


“Plunk bong lerderrsherp swet chicken easy day, slir?”


“I think she does, miss, but not at every repast. Else, she might tire of it.”


“How could anybody tlur of chodkin?”


“I am sure I don’t know. Now, young madame, will you join me in a glass of wine?”


“Yer never tested wine.”


“Then I shall pour you a small glass, and myself glug from the bottle. Wait! If I am not mistaken, the sillabob is made of the famous sweet wine of Sauternes. That shall be your ration of the grape, while I shall do very well with the pear. Since we have become such friends, young miss, will you not tell me your name?”


There was no answer. I turned. The child was asleep. I drank my wine, ate the pear that must have lain all winter in the ice-house, laid over the kitchen-maid my cloak and left the room, leaving the sillabob for her breakfast and the door open. Curled up in a window-bay, I counted my blessings. The shorter odds or, as we say, tighter market on matrimony could arise only in some progress in Mme de Maurepas’s recovery. I blessed the Providence that had once taken me to Isfahan in Persia, and kept me idle there in the cool season.


X


For a week, I lived on milk. Each day at noon, I exercised my legs in the woods, going a few steps further at each excursion. The timber was mostly silver birch, but interspersed with young pines and coppiced chastnut trees. What I thought to be a hunting preserve was, on inspection, a bustling manufactory. At the limit of my strength, I sat down on a tree-stool and smoked a pipe. The cart-men, wood-cutters and foot-passengers at first averted their eyes from the stranger, but one time a lad in green liverie saluted me, and the next day stopped to tell me the weather.


That evening at ten by the clock, I was summoned by Mme de Maurepas. I took care to bring with me my surgical basin, wrapped in a cloth.


She was seated at her escritoire, veil lifted. Her cheeks and neck were horribly marked, but her eyes had lost their glaucous tint. Seated on a tabouret, stitching under the same candle-light, was Mme Nicolette.


“You have done well, madame. And you, also, if I may say so, Mme Nicole.”


“So, I shall keep my eye-sight, Colonel Neilson, such as it is?”


“The patches will heal, madame, I promise you.”


I put my basin on the table and lifted the cloth.


“What is that, Mr Neilson?”


“It is a culture.”


“What are you cultivating?”


Mme de Maurepas recoiled.


“I am cultivating small-pox.”


Mme Nicolette screamed.


“By God, you intend to infect my people. Answer me, now, before I call my guard.”


“Yes.”


“You lost your mind on that disastrous moor.”


I waited for science to win out over fear.


“Explain yourself, you villain.”


“This disease is an invading host. Here, in this dish, are its scouts, sent forth with half-understood orders and defective arms, easily overpowered and taken into captivity. We read his despatches, break his ciphers, dismantle his weapons to gauge their range and charge. We post pickets at every weak point in the body so that when the enemy’s main force arrives, it is ambushed at every defile and river ford, becomes sick and mutinous, and withdraws, burning its supplies, and seeks a weaker adversary.”


In the candle-light, the women’s faces glistened.


Mme Nicolette peered at the culture. “I do not see your goblin army, Colonel.”


“Dearest Marrin,” said Mme la marquise. “Colonel Neilson is a soldier and talks as a soldier, his mouth ever full of sieges and battles. It is pleasant to devise a system that appears to reconcile the most jarring and discordant phenomena, but that system arises in our impressions and fancies, and we should never confound it with the real chains that bind Nature’s secret operations.”


We gauped at Mme la marquise.


“Or so I have read,” the lady mumbled.


“Shall you call, madame, your servants and tenants to be inoculated?”


“They will not come and you will destroy my authority.”


“You might call on M. le curé.”


“Pouf!”


I put down my best card. “Years from now, when this disease is just a memory of old women, they will say: ‘It was Mme de Maurepas, a lady of strong parts and unbending will, who introduced inoculation into the Kingdom of France.’”


“What do you require, Colonel Neilson?”


“How many servants has she?”


“Seventeen indoors. Thirty-one out-of-doors.”


“And her tenants?”


“Four hundred and twelve.”


“All children and invalids comprised?”


“Yes. Yes.”


“I ask her to have ordered five hundred needles of Nuremberg steel and two hundred feet of red silk thread. And silver thimbles, of different sizes so as to suit the fingers of both men and women, five dozen.”


“Scissors?”


“One dozen. Also of German steel.”


“You shall ruin me.” And then: “Granted.”


“Now, would you ask Mme Nicole to thread this needle with six inches of thread?” I unwound my tie and lowered my shirt to the elbow.


“Not bad for an old chap, eh, madame?”


“Chush, dear girl.”


“Here, exactly here . . .”


“I shall faint.”


That seemed improbable.


“Here, I pass the needle under the skin. I pull the thread, leaving one inch showing at each side. Now, I snip the thread and place the needle and the unwanted thread aside to go into the furnace.”


I stood up and tied up my shirt. “In the villages of Isfahan, in the kingdom of Persia, which I knew in its ruin, it is the custom for an old woman to pass through the villages, once the summer’s heat has abated, crying out for all who wish to be infected. She has with her a dish of—”


“Yes, yes. We know what she has.”


“They gather together under a quilt, telling fortunes and reciting holy stories. They feel unwell, and suffer four or five patches, which leave no trace. We shall see, by experiment, if that is the case in the Christian lands. I ask permission to take my leave. I shall not attend Mme la marquise tomorrow. Or the next day.”


“Why red thread, Mr Colonel?”


“So, Mme Nicole, we shall know who has had the treatment. In Persia, where it is the custom of men and women to wear dark and fuscous colours, the thread used is white. Here in France, where the costume is gayer, I thought that red might be more perceivable, so to speak.”
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