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Quelque rare que soit le véritable amour, il l’est encore moins rare


que la véritable amitié


True love may be uncommon enough, but it is still less uncommon than true friendship


Duc de La Rochefoucauld









Author’s Note: William Neilson, who narrated the first three books of this story, is dead, fallen in the French defeat at Quebec in 1759. The tale is taken up by his grandson, also William, a cadet at the Royal Military College in Paris.


Ninnipen’s short speech on page 145 is taken, word for word, from The Jesuit Relations and Allied Documents, Vol. 55, p. 274.










PART 1



The House of Widows










I


During the later years of the eighteenth century, a respectable address in the city of Paris was the street known as rue Varenne or de la Varenne. Running in a westwards direction, on the south or left bank of the River Seine beyond the Abbey of Saint-Germain-des-Prés, it had been in old times a lane amid wastes and hunting-ground. In the passage of years, the lands each side had been allotted and built upon with private houses, each with its coachmen’s gate, courtyard, corps-de-logis or principal range, pair side-wings, and garden laid out in the geometrical taste.


Among those houses on the south side, and not the least superb, was the hôtel Joyeuse-Neilson. Erected by the last duc de Joyeuse in the reign of King Louis XIV, the house had passed out of fashion, its golden urns and blazons as apt as an old man’s leer in a gathering of chaste young persons. A passer-by of those days remarked less its Gothick architecture than the mob of Canadians and other wild folk encamped in front of the porte-cochère.
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Subjects of the Huron nation, who had come to France at the fall of Canada to the English in 1760, those emigrants had been swelled in number by maroons of Saint-Domingue, weary galley-convicts, gallant ladies in retirement, sea-sick pirates, timid night-thieves, penitent assassins and divers other such strayed sheep, who, so long as they submitted to Huron law and custom, and to the Apostolic, Catholic and Roman cult, were received into the fellowship.


Their numbers, which might be no more than a dozen in the fair season, augmented in the foul to three or four score. They were entertained in the kitchens of the western wing of the hôtel. When not restoring themselves, those persons liked to lounge in the street, smoking their pipes and accosting foot-passengers for a sol, with which contribution they were satisfied. The Lieutenant-Generalcy of Police of the City of Paris had, over the years, thought it prudent to leave the nest untroubled.


One morning of autumn in the year 1784, two young lads, who from their dress and deportment appeared to be gentlemen-cadets of the Royal Military College a hundred steps to the west, having paid their octroi to the Hurons, were pacing up and down before the gate of the hôtel as if debating some strategic affair. They appeared to be aged some fifteen or sixteen years. Finally, the less dishevelled of the two boys, rocking on his heels, burst out:


“Did I not know it to be impossible, I’d say you was nervous, friend.”


“I am not nervous, Neilson. I wished merely to gather my thoughts before broaching the threshold.”


In part because they were créoles, one Scotch, one Italian, they were the best of friends. One was admired by his brother-cadets, the other shunned, and that made their friendship the more distinct.


The young men were led across the court by a North American, relayed to another, and then to a third, which last brought them into a long room overlooking a shining garden. Seated in the southern window-light, at her work, was a lady in widow’s black.


“Good day, Mme Dalouhe!”


“I am not deaf, rascal. Who’s blackie?”


“May I present my friend and brother cadet, M. di Buonaparte?”


William Neilson gave the family name four syllables and the Italian particle.


“Turk?”


“Corsican, my lady.”


“As I said. And I am not your lady.”


The conversation seemed to have reached its term, when a door opened at the end of the saloon. A lady, not young but not far gone in years, dressed alike in mourning black, entered. As she stepped into the room, the lady gave the impression of having woken from a dream of open air. The boys stood at attention. The lady smiled.


“William, you have made my day.” She turned to M. Buonaparte. “Will you not present your fellow-scholar?”


“Corsican cut-throat.”


“Cut-throat or not, Mme Dalouhe, any friend of my nephew is welcome here.”


“Napoleone di Buonaparte, my lady. It is an honour to be presented to so famous a warrior.”


“If you please, M. di Buonaparte. My fighting career was short and disgraceful.”


“Pardon me, Mme Duclos, but I have heard otherwise.”


“Arse-kisser!”


“Please sit, gentlemen.”


M. Buonaparte obeyed, but an eye-brow from his friend set him upright. The adjustment of manoeuvre from one of sitting down to one of remaining standing was not well executed.


“But you are suffering, M. Buonaparte.”


Mme Dalouhe cackled.


“It is nothing. I slipped in the fencing-school while being soundly beaten by M. Neilson.”


“My tits!”


“Mme Dalouhe, would you kindly order breakfast for M. Neilson and M. di Buonaparte?”


With that request, Mme Duclos appeared to intend a double result, both supplying her beloved nephew and his friend with refreshment, and ushering Mme Dalouhe off the stage. It should be said that the speech of Mme Dalouhe had not always been so coarse. Years, widowhood and, perhaps, her companion’s reticence had taken their toll. (Mme Dalouhe had quarrelled with her children, first singly, and then in troops.) The lady set off, cursing, to fulfil her charge.


“Do you drink Champagne, M. Buonaparte? My god-father, General Neilson, was devoted to Champagne.”


“I have never tasted Champagne, madame.”


“Then the pleasure and honour are ours.”


The lady’s manner was so plain, it appeared to M. di Buonaparte an affectation. Had M. di Buonaparte, of a precarious family of the city of Ajaccio, known that his hostess had been beforetimes a barefoot servant, as had Mme Dalouhe, he would not have been surprised.


“What branch of the military profession have you chosen, M. Buonaparte?”


“The artillery, madame.”


“That is my brother’s specialism. He has been an artillerist since the cradle. My god-father, the late General Neilson, had no particular genius: sometimes artillery, sometimes engineering, sometimes the marine. In Persia once, he captured a Russian fort before waking the defenders. He turned the tide at Carillon in Canada without firing a shot. He had, M. di Buonaparte, a touch of Scotch wizardry.”


“Alas, my lady, those not so gifted must fall back on ballistics and equations.”


In this house of soldiers’ widows, M. Buonaparte told his friend as they sauntered back to the Champ-de-Mars, he had never felt so well at his ease.


II


Growing up on his father’s lands at La Ferté-Joyeuse in the Sologne, doing the things that fortunate boys do everywhere, with younger brothers to favour or shun, sisters to love and vex, birds to shoot, horses to school, catechisms and deponent verbs to commit to memory, young William Neilson had small curiosity about his parents’ world. He knew that there was a house at Paris, rue Varenne, which never failed to haul a cloud into the room. The lad wondered why, having one house, or rather castle, they should require another.


One day, by an inadvertence of his mother, he had a subject to inhabit it: Mme Duclos. A little later, he heard Mme Neilson say: “Why in heaven does the Duclos need a great hôtel in the faubourg? She never goes out, keeps no carriage, receives no calls, sees nobody but her savages.” Young William began to be curious of Mme Duclos.


Riding out alone with his father, young William learned more. His grandmother, old Mme Neilson, before his father’s birth, had taken as her legal child a foundling of the Hôtel-Dieu of Orléans named Marie-Ange de la Contrition. His father and the orphan had grown up as brother and sister. The sister was now widowed. Her husband, Colonel Jean Duclos, having survived with honour the war in Canada, had fallen at Yorktown in the government of Virginia in the year 1781 while detached to the staff of General Washington of the Continental Army.


In the vacation of his school at La Brienne in the county of Champagne, young William’s picture of the widow gained pencil-strokes and shading. At old Mme Neilson’s death in 1769, Mme Duclos had taken as her inheritance the family’s particular hôtel, rue Varenne. Whether because his mother thought that saucy or that a found child was no kindred for a born Montmorency – Who knows what stains of sin or mental or physical infirmity she had brought into ancient houses! – William sensed that the ladies were not friends. Such adult discord is painful to youth. William was too young to know that women rarely blaze away at other women in snowy forest clearings, as is the masculine practice, but slash with smiles and compliments in temperate withdrawing-rooms.


In calling on Mme Duclos soon after his promotion to the Military College at Paris, William knew that he was pleasing his father, his mother something less. Fearing he might become a casus belli muliebris, or occasion of feminine war, the lad all but turned about at the gate. Curiosity gained the upper hand. The sensation gave way to that of disappointment when, as he stood at the alert by an English cannon in the court, the foot-man brought him a note. The letter said, amid many caresses, that before she had the delight of receiving her nephew, Mme Duclos would first ask leave of his mother. Had the foot-man been other than an armed American of six feet in height, young William might have sworn a gentleman-cadet’s oath.


Permission was granted (with what muffled violences, only a woman would know) and the visit proceeded. Mme Dalouhe had left the house to bully her youngest daughter, and the supper was head-to-head.


Mme Duclos spoke with frankness. Events that in the bosom of his family had been told in such-and-such a way, or told not at all, appeared to William in a blaze of American light. He had never imagined such a history. As conceited a young man as ever lived, William Neilson was not used to persons cleverer than he was, except, on certain days, M. Buonaparte. In that long evening, William learned more than in all his fifteen years.


He had the impression that nothing Aunt Duclos was saying to him had she said before or would she say again. He wondered if that were a flattery of his aunt’s or an amiable habit of women in general. He resolved to adopt it.


The lady’s late husband, M. Jean Duclos, while but a common soldier in Canada in the Seven Years’ War, had rebelled against the surrender of the colony to the English and, by his own exertions, in the winter of the year 1760, brought ninety soldiers of the army, and a further thirty-six Canadian militia, Acadians and native men, women and children across the sea to Rochelle.


In the shame of loss and defeat, such an instance of French obstinacy soothed the injured pride of the public and was brought to the attention of His Christian Majesty, who rewarded M. Duclos with a commission and the ribbon of the Order of Saint-Louis.


King Louis, the fifteenth ruler of that name, wishing to hear no aspersions on the conduct of the army commanders, the marquis de Montcalm, the chevalier de Lévis and General Neilson, thought better to punish the administration of the Intendant of Canada, M. Bigot. The process spun out over two years. In reality, the bankrupt Court sought every pretext not to pay the King’s war-time debts to the poor Canadians. The extortions of M. Bigot and his friends were so flagrant that every obligation must be examined or visée and, if found fraudulent, stricken from the record.


“The poor habitants, who had given their all to preserve the colony for France, were turned out as beggars.”


The departure of the French governor and military officers from Canada in 1760 had left behind a land burned to ashes, and, tottering above the ruins, a tower of playing-cards. Since there was never a paper-mill in New France, but always a long dark winter with nothing for an unlettered population to do but play at cards, those items, once retired from play and signed on the back by Governor General Vaudreuil and M. Bigot, or a creditable merchant, had for years served as the circulating currency. Super-added to the cards were innumerable receipts, ordinances and bills, issued during the seven years of war under the signs-manual of M. Montcalm and Mr Neilson, for supplies, wages and freights for the army and presents for our native allies. All were obligations of the King of France and might be sold and bought, for the debts retained a spectral value in commerce of two sols per livre; or, as we say in affairs, were priced at a discount of 90 per cent; or, as gamesters have it, offered a 10-to-1 chance against being honoured.


“The Kings of France have ever been indifferent debtors, nephew.”


Those cards and ordinances General Neilson’s widow engaged to pay at sight, in specie and in full. She instructed M. Le Ber, banker at Mont-Réal, to call in and pay in Spanish silver the whole amount for which she would supply bills on Quito and Mexico. She said she had given her word to her late husband.


In France, such vidual fidelity was thought an affectation and, to a certain degree, an insult to the Crown or, as we say, lèse-majesté. Mme Neilson had been rich but how the devil was she going to find one hundred millions in silver? True, she had sold her jewels, carried in a coach with a false floor by our William’s father to Geneva, where the stones were detached and scattered into Poland, Hungary and Russia. True, the Venetian pictures had gone to England, where they occasioned that struggle of liberality such as erupts sometimes amid the well-to-do. His Grace of Devonshire wrote to say that he would be happy, even prefer, that the Titians remain at La Ferté for as long as Mme Neilson felt convenient. Milord Pembroke sent a copy of the Reni Venus, by Mr Gainsborough, as a memento of Mme Neilson’s sacrifice.


Men computed that jewels and pictures, together, had brought in twenty millions. The library was sold to the King for two million francs. The two large dwelling-houses might bring another five. The farms, canal and improved lands each side of the waterway a further six or seven. Was Mme Neilson so deranged with grief for her husband that she should destroy her fortune and succession for a few starving Canadian farmers and savages who were now subjects of King George of Great Britain, and good riddance to the pack of ’em? Who cared for M. Voltaire’s arpents de neige, or acres of snow?


“It was my maman’s penance.”


“Penance for what fault, aunt? From all I have been told, my grandmother was the very best of women.”


“I do not know, nephew.”


Then the Supernatural intervened. Or was it that miracle of the commercial age, which is the propensity of all but a very few men and women to seek to better their conditions with the minimum of toil?


In the merchant quarter of London, known as the City, men wondered if the Widow Neilson knew something they did not know. Had the lady some intimation, from her friend the Pompadour, that at the Peace the King of France would engage to redeem the Canada Paper? Was Mme Neilson, in preserving her spotless credit, laying the foundation of a second fortune? Knowing nobody at Mont-Réal, the stock-jobbers sent their orders to the English military governor, Mr Murray, and anybody else with whom they could scrape acquaintance.


English officers beat on hanging doors and unglazed windows, begging and threatening the habitants to bring out their receipts. Mr Murray pasted notices on burned and broken walls that the King of France had betrayed his former subjects and the play-cards were worthless, but raked in for himself some quartermaster bills as private speculation. M. Le Ber was buying for his own as well as Mme Neilson’s account. The discount fell to 70 per cent and then to 56 per cent. Those who had bought in early – and all boasted to have done so – had quadrupled their money in half a year.


Captains brought back to London bales of the debt-paper in ballast, which tripped up the waiters in the coffee-places in ’Change Alley and made crazy heaps in the counting-houses of Lombard-Street. M. Le Ber wrote to Mme Neilson from Mont-Réal that, such was the speculative fever in town, even card-money had become unfindable. The Journal de La Haye reported from Paris that the French Court was at that moment preparing a scheme of redemption for the Canadian bills.


That was not true but, as it were, made itself true. The new Secretary of the Marine, M le duc de Choiseul, disliked his forerunner and thought the Canadian bankruptcy quite as shameful as the terms of the capitulation at Mont-Réal. More to the matter, the unpaid Canadian debts were destroying the King’s credit. A statesman of ability and experience, M. de Choiseul knew the only certain truth of diplomacy, which is to give gracefully what you can no longer afford to with-hold.


“I heard that M. le duc hated my maman, and not only for forcing the King’s hand. He hated her because she was a woman who had engaged in affairs of the Treasury. I think he found that a deformity of the natural order.”


Men of the Finance were brought to the Palace of Versailles with the single instruction that Mme Neilson should be excluded, by name, from the liquidation. No bills, receipts, promises-to-pay or card-money from Mme Neilson or her agents might, on any presumption, be received into the composition. Those with long memories reminded M. le duc de Choiseul that, during the vacancy in the île de France in 1730, Mme Neilson had, without authority or even informing the Court, allotted the King’s lands gratis to freed blacks. The Widow Neilson was a stiff-necked woman, proud, excessively clever, far too rich for a female, insubordinate and a thorough nuisance. A couple of winters in the Castle of the Bastille at Paris would remind the lady of her duty.


“My maman had long been prepared. I begged to be allowed to share her imprisonment, but she said my first care must be my husband and, after that, my brother and, if anything of me remained, what was left of the property. Mme Dalouhe, or Marrin as she was called until marriage, proposed that she and she alone should attend her mistress in the dungeon. Marrin said she had always wished to see Paris, and was well accustomed to icy fortresses. They should ask for M. Neilson’s old apartment. My maman accepted.


“We waited, dressed and ready and all boxes packed, for the exempt and his troop to come up. Days passed and then weeks. M. Duclos wrote from camp at Charenton that the place of confinement was by no means settled, and word was that my maman would be taken to the fortress of Pierre-Ancise at Lyon. He had sent his people into the inns and markets of the faubourg Saint-Antoine and found much sympathy for Maman. Best keep the lady as far as possible from the insurrectionary capital.


“Later we heard that Mme la marquise de Pompadour had reminded His Majesty of General Neilson’s service in New France and of the two vessels, the Dromadaire and the Junon, that Mme Neilson had armed at her own cost and sent to Québec for the relief of Canada. Mme de Pompadour said it was His Majesty’s sacred right to imprison his principal creditor, in the manner of Edward of England and Philip the Fair, but such an edict might not encourage others to open their purses. The sealed letters remained sealed, suspended like a sword above our heads.”


In reality, Mme Neilson had no intention of seeking payment from the King, which was, anyway, to be not in cash but in annuities of scarcely sounder credit.


“For three days and nights beside the guard-house on the terrace at La Ferté, the Canada paper burned, brought up on tumbrils by the native men, while my maman, leaning on the cane she had started to use, stared into the flames.


“The native men had the custom of addressing my maman through an orator, La Tortue. Your father led him by the hand. M. La Tortue said:


“‘C’est assey, Djann.’ You have done more than enough, Jeanne.


“Maman nodded, and went into the house. In effect, she had done the King a service. By destroying her thirty millions in paper, she left a remainder of seventy, which reduced by half in the Visa left the King with just thirty-five millions to pay. The stock-jobbers in London roared and bellowed, but they had a pretty gain and everybody knew that. I imagine my maman was much toasted in Poultry and Corn-Hill. And they, too, I mean the English stock-jobbers, had done France a kindness. For though they had no thought for His Majesty or the poor Canadians but pursued only their own self-interest and delight in profit, yet they had obliged the Court to act with justice or, at the least, attend to the King’s credit.”


“You are well instructed about Canada, aunt.”


“I was in the colony for two years and two months.”


“With M. Duclos?”


“I was under his orders as a common soldier.”


Young William could but gape.


At last, he said: “You were at Carillon, aunt?”


“Yes, nephew.”


“And in the fight before Québec?”


“Yes, nephew. Both of the battles on the Plains of Abraham.”


When the Americans came in to draw the curtains on the windy night, they stayed, standing against the wall.


“May I ask why, aunt?”


“My maman wished me to be Queen of Poland and Lithuania. I wished to marry M. Duclos and did so before embarking for Canada at Bordeaux.”


William thought it better to hold his tongue.


“I will answer to God for the men I killed, except one.”


William said nothing.


“M. de Luynes.”


“What, aunt! Who brought one of the suits-at-law against your inheritance!”


Young William had done some reading.


“No. His uncle.”


“M. le comte de Luynes!”


“The same. He is dead. I shot him.”


There was a murmur from the foot-men. Mme Duclos listened with attention to a foreign tongue and nodded.


“Dear friend, my companions have reminded me that M. Duclos also discharged his musket. So that he might share the odium of the murder.”


“But why did you kill him, aunt?”


“He stabbed General Neilson in the dark in the place d’Armes of Québec.”


“Aunt!”


“When I saw Mr Neilson bleeding in the snow, I discharged my arm without reflection. I am glad.”


General Neilson had lived for another nine months. During his convalescence, he had written for Mme Neilson an account in English of his life. When, in June of that fatal year ’Fifty-nine, the English fleet appeared in the Saint-Laurent river, he placed the manuscript for safe keeping with the Ursuline Sisters of Québec. At his death, the good sisters made a copy which was, in itself, a penance and must have required many more for it was not composed for the edification of saintly women. Alas, the version entrusted to Captain Knowles of the Auguste was lost when that vessel, with the flower of French Canada, wrecked off the île Royale. Sometime later, by way of Captain Neiret of the Fulgurante, Mme Duclos received from the good sisters a second copy and, delaying only to write an account in English of the hero’s death, presented it to her god-mother. Mme Neilson could not at first open it but then, with an effort of her famous will, read it through at a single sitting. She asked that it not be exposed to other eyes until all those mentioned in it had gone to God.


“When I am no more, dear friend, and your father, which God postpone, it is for you to decide the fate of the memoir.”


From across the quiet district, the clock of the Abbey of Saint-Germain-des-Prés struck three times.


“My Lord, I have kept you, nephew. At what hour does the gate of the College close?”


“It is always locked, aunt.”


“Your mama! How shall she forgive me!”


“Have no fear, aunt. I would be no sort of soldier if I could not enter a guarded place through a weakness in the defences.”


Snug in his cot as the Diane sounded from the court below, and from two feet away M. Buonaparte murmured to his nurse in Corsican, William saw that his mother, as always, had been right. William was in love: in love with his aunt and with women in general. Mme Duclos must have descried as much for, in a note that morning to thank him for his visit, she said that at the next, if it pleased him, he might bring a companion. That companion, as my reader may remember, was M. Buonaparte in the passage at the opening of this volume, placed there not in its temporal order, but in homage to its historical character.


William was elated. He had carried the loss of Canada with him since his earliest childhood, like the weakness of an artery, or a deformity of speech. It had leered at him in the schoolroom at La Brienne. How often he had said to himself that his grandfather’s force, of just five hundred men, was too weak to cover every landing-place upstream of Québec. Had General Neilson not been killed, he yet might have fallen on the English rear and provoked a sally from inside the city. Or . . . or . . . William was too young to understand that a man has but to live for to fail. Had General Neilson died in the fights at Gingee in India, or Astarabad in Persia, or at Carillon, where he and the native men had turned the tide of battle, he might have been celebrated as the luckiest officer ever to have worn His Christian Majesty’s uniform. General Neilson died, as we all must, in torment, shame and defeat.


But yet, and before his eyes, Aunt Duclos had pulled a scorched standard from the blaze.


William did not speak of what Mme Duclos had told him, not to M. di Buonaparte, nor even to his father. He thought it not wise of his aunt to have spoken so, but also not wicked, for he believed that she had no intention of placing a secret or division between him and his mother. He understood, with a start of novelty, that Mme Duclos was not a saint but a woman, who had no child and had lost the husband she had loved and admired above all people on earth. It was as if she needed to have another take up some of the weight of her history. Having reasoned thus, William lost some of his distress for it was a task to which he felt equal.


III


There are traces of vanity in many virtuous actions and young William Neilson knew, even at nine years old as he stepped towards the ring of boys shrieking Nabulio! Nabulio!, that his motives were not Christian. It was recreation in the icy exercise-yard of the school of La Brienne in the county of Champagne, anno 1779. There were other of the King’s scholars no more fortunate than M. Buonaparte, military orphans and sons of landless barons who had stepped down from farm-carts in clogs and woollen bonnets, or giants from Martinique as black as pitch, but none was sallow and greasy of complexion, maladroit, with hair to the four winds and a nose like Polichinelle, and all were named after saints and could muster at least one sentence of intelligible French.


The circle of boys opened to admit William, but he passed through and took his stance by the blazing islander. William was no puny outcast like M. Buonaparte. William felt not so much superior to his fellows but, for reasons he could not unravel, at a tangent to them. Young as he was, he had an idea that good is rarely found in crowds. Meanwhile, the alteration in the balance of force took the charm out of the torture and the boys drifted away.


The reverend fathers (of the Minime order) were relieved that the little Corsican had for protector a lad who, though one year younger, was the son and grandson of major generals. The boys’ friendship became as unalterable as the Mass. A year passed, and then another, and the friends began to draw away from their fellows, William in Latin, French and German, M. Buonaparte in mathematics, geography and ancient history. It was as if the other lads were bogged in the fathomless mud of Champagne.


To solicit a place for a younger brother, young Buonaparte’s parents visited the school. They were dressed rather for the Palace of Versailles than for a country convent in the February fog. M. Carlo di Buonaparte affected the coolness of a great gentleman, from under which a Mediterranean warmth seeped out like steam from a dented kettle. Mme di Buonaparte was pretty and, in the way of such things, gave her son a touch of prestige. Had William but known it, the Buonapartes’ only luxury was lawsuits.


William, young M. Buonaparte and two others were selected for the École militaire. They set off for Paris in October 1784, marshalled by the reverend principal, in two respectable coaches. At Nogent-on-the-Seine, the scholars transferred to a water-coach and came into Paris as night was coming down on the third day. They disembarked at the port Saint-Paul.


The Royal Military College of Paris was accommodated in a building that like many of the age of King Louis XV seemed designed as much for beauty as for the conduct of business. It stood on the south side of the Champ-de-Mars, just to the west of the famous veterans’ hospital established by Louis the Great, the hôtel des Invalides. Begun in the ’Fifties under the impulsion of the maréchal de Saxe, and placed on strong financial legs by Mme de Pompadour and the banker Pâris-Duverney, the school could call on two millions each year to lavish on the formation and comforts of four hundred young gentlemen. Thus the soldiers of His Christian Majesty were caressed in the Paris suburbs at each end of their service, while the service, I suppose, took care of itself.


The condition of entry into the academy was not valour, nor mental ability nor strength of body, but four degrees of patrilineal nobility. There were questions over the descent of both our lads.


The Buonaparte had the friendship of the military governor of the island of Corsica, M. de Marbeuf, and that was worth an infinity of quarterings.


In the matter of young William, the Department of War wrote into Scotland. The chief herald of that kingdom, the Lord Lyon, sent from Edinburgh by express a vellum parchment of three feet in breadth and four in depth. The document was written in Minuscule Scottish Secretary, a hand that not the hereditary Judge of Arms, nor the Genealogists of the King’s Orders, nor the Cabinet of Titles, nor the faculty of the University of Paris was able to read. Attached was a seven-generation pedigree, depicted as an inverted pyramid, with here and there such devices as a blinded owl and a stricken walrus gardant. Acclimated to that sort of thing by the tutors of the Irish cadet-candidates, the Department of War admitted our scholar. William was lodged in a cell on the topmost floor, with M. Buonaparte his chum. A single window looked down on the parade court.


The dusty scamps were, of a sudden, toy seigneurs. They were robed in blue justaucorps and scarlet breeches and topped off with hats trimmed with silver. They were fed to the neck and drank wine at table. The two friends read like oxen: M. Buonaparte Plutarch in translation and M. Rousseau, William Mr Hume, Principal Robertson and Dr Adam Smith. They reasoned in a style and language that would have distressed the good fathers at La Brienne.


William learned to fence with a minimum of movement, his point always directed at his adversary’s chest; to achieve on an intact horse without recourse to the whip the equitation exercises called piaffe and passage; and to dance the minuet as neatly as a lady. In their recreations, the boys tussled on the green beyond the school, known as the plain of Grenelle, or William read to his friend from Mr Boswell’s History of Corsica. (For all his passion for England, as the refuge of General Paoli and friend to Corsican independence, M. Buonaparte knew not a word of English.)


M. Buonaparte was no longer the butt of puerile taunts as at La Brienne. The paying pupils regarded him, as all the King’s scholars, and all those destined for the savant or technical branches such as the engineers and artillery, with a tint of compassion. In a class of fifty in mathematics, only William and M. Buonaparte paid attention. M. Buonaparte returned slights now not with his feet and fists but with an hauteur that William sought, with care, to modify. They had reached that stage in the companionship of school where oddity might be tolerated or even cherished; but M. Buonaparte’s ardour for Great Britain, his contempt for France, and his crazy orthography were not appreciated. The Corsican, in his turn, detested his fellows’ nonchalance and their Theban love affairs.


On Sunday after chapel, the lads conducted firing exercises and manoeuvres on the Champ-de-Mars. Parents and tutors were invited to attend. William’s father was always present and did not fail to speak to the pupils destined for the artillery service. What hurt M. Buonaparte, as William could see much better than anybody, was the sight of young Mme Neilson descending in billows of Indian taffeta from a coach-and-six. Signor Carlo di Buonaparte was in poor health, and had been ruined in both fortune and constitution by a project to drain an unwholesome marsh on the limits of the town of Ajaccio and plant it through with mulberry trees. William wondered if His Majesty might have been better advised not to entertain the cadets like princes, but have them live on munition-bread and well-water like the soldiers they were destined to direct. The magnificence of their existence must, in the end, William thought, place a gulf between the poor scholar and his family.


M. Buonaparte knew nobody in Paris, and had not money to make excursions into town, licit or illicit. A visit to William’s parents in the rue Saint-Honoré was unsuccessful. The talk was of the Court and M. Buonaparte was stiff and morose. Only Mme Duclos could calm the angry insular. To assuage his homesickness, she made him raviolis with her own hands. Sometimes, but not often, they spoke all in Italian.


Ill fortune struck in February 1785. Word came that Signor Carlo di Buonaparte had succumbed at Aix-en-Provence to his illness. His elder son was now in charge of a poor and numerous family. M. di Buonaparte could no longer afford to dawdle at the college. He must pass out officer that year. To achieve that, he must be examined not only in the first volume of Bezout’s Cours de mathématiques, but in the three succeeding for which it was the usual practice to read for a second year.


M. Buonaparte set up head-quarters in the college library. Walled in by books, he ceased to attend the rue Varenne. At the examinations in August, our scholar obtained the grade of forty-two out of the fifty-eight successful candidates. Only William recognised his friend’s achievement. On September 1st of that year, M. Napoléon de Buonaparte was appointed sub-lieutenant in the company of bombardiers of the regiment of La Fère. If Marshal Neilson had a part in that commission, neither that officer nor M. Buonaparte said so. William, now sergeant-major of one of the four cadet-divisions, was to remain another year until he was sixteen and a half.


M. de Buonaparte left for the regiment, then at Valence in the Dauphiné, towards the end of October 1785, but not before he had discharged his final duty.


In relations of friendship, as on many farms and country estates, there are dismal or marshy tracts where it is unwise or tedious for the house or strangers to step. None the less, M. de Buonaparte did so.


They were rambling in the plain of Grenelle, talking of Canada.


M. de Buonaparte said: “I concede, Neilson, that your grandfather was a brave man, and a capable leader of savages, but he was quite unschooled. A trained officer would have seen that the English preparations at cap Rouge were a feint to disguise the descent at Anse-au-Foulon. More even than the booby Montcalm, or the thief Bigot, General Neilson lost Canada.”


William was bowled over.


After a time, William said: “All that is subject to dispute, Buonaparte, and, centuries from now, shall feed the quarrels of military philosophers. What is not in dispute is your intention in speaking so to me. M. de Buonaparte, you can have had no purpose in doing so but to annul our friendship.”


“Not at all, Neilson. Your view of military affairs is clouded by the prejudices of your rank. You are scarce different from those fellows at College whose only exertion in life will have been to be born. If you wish to advance in the service, you must see the world as it is.”


“No doubt, M. Buonaparte, but that is true equally of you and of all men and women under heaven. All that remains is your ill-will towards me. I wish you well, Lieutenant Buonaparte.”


They set off through the fields in opposed directions.


William could not, for an instant, have suspected that as his friend embarked on the military career, Napoléon Buonaparte wanted no souvenir of either his enemies or his single friend.


IV


As sometimes happens at such youthful partings, William felt both bereft and liberated. The solitude and monotony of his Sunday visits to the rue Varenne delighted him. Selfish youth, he wished the house always to be the same.


“Are you displeased with me, nephew?”


“No, Aunt Duclos, how could I be?”


“Forgive me, but I believe you are.” Mme Duclos was smiling. “Now, young friend, what was out of shape this evening so as to disturb that good nature we have learned to love and, to a degree, expect? Was it your supper, or your wine, my talk, or my toilette? Or the railleries of Mme Dalouhe?”


“No, my lady. All were perfection.”


Mme Dalouhe spoke. “He’s jealous, the little rat.”


“What can you mean, Mme Dalouhe?”


“You had a visit. That’s what stuck in his arse.”


An English gentleman, Mr Stokes, had been in the saloon when William arrived, stayed a quarter-hour, and left, but not before giving the boy his card.


“The English gentleman was charming. He speaks French of greater purity than ever did Father Massillon.”


“Mr Stokes is a gallant officer who did us a great kindness in Canada: on the Plains of Abraham and later at the île Sainte-Hélène by Mont-Réal. I am as obliged to him as to any person on earth. He is now a civil man, and has made in trade what the English call a ‘plum’, and we French a great estate. He is a widower. I am a widow. He is English. I am French. He is a man. I am a woman. He believes that we might combine without redundancy.”


William, hitherto merely sulky, was in despair.


Mme Duclos had pity on him. She said: “Dear Mr William, I gave my heart to M. Duclos to keep.”


In the egoism of youth, William had no thought for the parting visitor. He could not imagine the condition of an Englishman’s heart. He did not know that, placed within that British organ, as in a sort of chapel, were two pictures that had sustained its owner through his widowhood. The first was of Mme Duclos, her long hair falling down her common soldier’s tunic, kneeling beside the dying General Neilson on the battle field of the Plains of Abraham. The second was that same woman-soldier, at the capitulation on the île Sainte-Hélène, seated, in that same dirty tunic, while the native captains gave their counsel and General Amherst stamped like a warhorse at the sound of the trumpet. William could not have imagined that Captain Stokes, as he descended the perron of the hôtel, with one of those very Hurons now much advanced in years, said out loud in his native English: “So that is that.”


Captain Stokes had seen enough of women in his seven-and-forty years to know that, where love is not returned, no campaign of sighs, glances into the far distance, lines from Klopstock or Shakespeare, letters from remote places or unconsidered actions will kindle love in the lady, but rather render their originator wearisome. Any imputation, even by accident, of some fault of heart on the feminine side will make its source absolutely hateful. Mr Stokes resolved to cherish the memory of his wife and tend his daughters; also, with diminished enthusiasm, their husbands and children.


In that spirit of virile resignation, Captain Stokes gave the Huron a golden guinea, which was refused as not being money of the country. Opening his purse, Mr Stokes exposed its contents. The Canadian took out two sols, the tax in double by reason of the imposture.


“I’ll lay nines she do marry.”


“Please, Mme Dalouhe, do not encourage a young officer to game.”


William Neilson forsook play but, for a gentleman-cadet of the Royal Military College in the city of Paris, there are more profound temptations.


V


No longer constrained by M. Buonaparte’s pride and poverty, William Neilson absconded to attend the theatre of the Porte Saint-Martin. One night during the Carneval, behind the scene in the last act of Alceste, an opera dancer brushed against him, and Gentleman-cadet Neilson fell out of the world. He forgot his mother and his father, brothers and sisters, woods, rivers, fields and ponds, College, friends, King, honour, profession, the land of France and the house in the rue Varenne. The world had contracted to the top of Mlle Suzanne Pluchart’s legs. When the lad woke two months later, Mlle Pluchart had departed with her carriages and horses, securities, jewels, furs and gowns, and the bills he had given for those luxuries were coming back at him.


“William. It is you. What a pleasure that you have come.” Mme Duclos had that look of having woken from a dream.


“Little runt’s left his balls somewhere.”


“Please, dear friend.”


Mme Duclos walked to her writing-desk, dipped a pen in ink and wrote something. She brought it over to William.


“As you see, nephew, it is in blank.”


William’s shame was such that taking his aunt’s bill added scarcely a jot to it.


“I shall not inform my brother of this gift for a reason I shall now state. I have made you sole heir to the chief part of my property, such as it is. It is your money, not mine, that you are spending, M. Croesus.”


“I love you, Aunt Duclos.”


“And I love you, Nephew Neilson. And so, in her own fashion, does Mme Dalouhe.”


“Piss!”


William no longer attended the salle de la Porte Saint-Martin.


VI


The Sunday next after that distressful incident, William was summoned to the rue Varenne to assist his aunt with an American visitor whom she suspected of being unschooled in the French language. Mme Dalouhe was in the anti-chamber.


“Come to gawp at Auntie’s titties, have we?”


“With a side-glance, Mme Dalouhe, at your own magnificent chest.”


“Oo-oo-oo.”


Mme Dalouhe was delighted to have return of fire. She looked at young William as if to say: Just you wait till I’ve brought up my Coehorn mortars.


William came into a group of gentleman talking in English about the poet Shenstone. He was presented to a sailing-man from Massachusetts, Captain Sloat, who stood as if he had not so much dressed as had himself bound in cloths. Mme Duclos entered and offered the American gentleman her hand.


“My! Ma’am, you’ve brushed up a spot since last I had the honour.”


Mme Duclos smiled. “While you, Mr Sloat, have lost none of your New England candour.”


That was pitched too far a-beam of the whaling-man.


Young William said: “I believe, Captain Sloat, that Mrs Duclos does not wish to spin old yarn.”


“Well, the lady’s the boss.”


“Gentlemen, I was once under the orders of Captain Sloat and I would not hesitate to be so again. But here, in my house, and on land, I am,” and Mme Duclos paused to savour the word, “the boss.” She spoke English, like William’s father, with a Scotch tone. (William’s mother disapproved of foreign languages, except a very little Italian.) “Let us go into the garden, so you may smoke, Mr Sloat, if you please. My god-father, General Neilson, was especially fond of tobacco.”


After supper, William was deputed to light the mariner to his lodging. As they came out into the rue Varenne, Mr Sloat seemed to grow in each dimension. His paces lengthened and his hips swung. He pulled off his tie and unbuttoned his coat.


“Where d’ye find an honest drink in this famous city of Paris?”


It seemed that Champagne, for Mr Sloat, too much resembled branch-water.


“I shall show you, Captain Sloat, so long as you say what you intended to say to my aunt.”


“Depends on the establishment. And the company. And the drink.”


“Do not fear, Mr Sloat.”


The pair crossed the river to Les Halles to a street that was out-of-bounds to the gentleman-cadets and, for that reason and no other, much by them frequented. At the sign of the Fosse-aux-Lions, William ordered aguardiente and lemons. Mr Sloat looked round him at the sharpers, cut-throats and idle women, and appeared satisfied.


“Not bad for a land-lubberer.”


“Take your time, Mr Sloat.”


Captain Sloat lit a pipe and began.


“Back in ’Sixty, in the fall, I was returned from the Banks with oil when I was called in to Boston by my owners, Rankin and Cleary. In the parlour, I found Mr Rankin shut up tight with another gentleman and an Indian. Mr Rankin asked if Ichabod was sound and rigged and I said she was. He said I was to be under the orders of Mr Duclos, which was the other gentleman.


“‘Monsieur Sloat,’ said the gentleman in a Frenchish way, ‘the cargo is not oil.’


“‘I figured as much,’ I said.


“So I went up to Nantucket and dried out my people and set them to stores and rigging. Mr Duclos landed with his Indian and we put up sail and coasted up in squalls. At Arundel, we came into a bank of fog. We reefed in and went on, dead slow, dropping the lead every quarter-hour. Above the fog, the tops of broken firs poked out like the spears of the Devil’s army. The Indian stood on the sprit, turning his head from side to side, I guess looking for something that Indians can see and we folks cain’t. We saw not a dead soul. If there was a farm, it had been abandoned or burned by the French and Indians. When the light went, we put out fore-and-aft anchors. Then Duclos told me we were picking up folks not in good standing with His Majesty of Great Britain and would take them across the ocean. I had estimated that.


“The fog gave place to rain and then snow, great flakes of the stuff that deadened every sound. Then the Indian raised his hand. Nothing more. We had the bow-gun loaded and fired two shots. That was the signal. After an age, and muffled by the snow, we heard a shot in reply and then a second.


“We dropped in a desert bay, twelve fathom, and there, standing on a shelf of rock amid the falling snow, was the prettiest lad you ever saw with a buck on his shoulders. Duclos and the Indian took the small boat. Mr Duclos splashed out while the Indian beached. I watched through my glass and saw the durn’d strangest thing. Duclos and the lad just stood there, two feet apart, looking at each other’s faces. Then the boy put down the buck, reached for Duclos’s hands and kissed them.


“Weel, we have that sort of thing on ship-board, in some companies more than others, and who is to tell with French bodies. The lad sure was boss, for people were running up to him and taking his orders. By now, we had the shallop down and launched and the people were lining up on the shore. Indians were putting fire to huts and tarps. One of the shallop men said there were 127 cits, a six-pound cannon and four dogs. The cannon was to show they weren’t licked.


“Well, we stuffed them in some ways or other. I have seen slaves brought from Gorea in better ease. By now there was just the lad, two Indians and Duclos and the small boat. The boy had a bag-pipe with him and he climbed up on a rock and blew the saddest sound I ever heard.
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