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For my mother




Our birth is but a sleep and a forgetting:


The Soul that rises with us, our life’s Star,


Hath had elsewhere its setting,


    And cometh from afar . . .


—William Wordsworth,
“Ode: Intimations of Immortality”





The Cuckoo’s Child
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Charles van Aylde was not a nice young gentleman. His fair hair was powdered, swept back from a high, flawless brow. His eyes were blue. Blue eyes were common enough, but his were midnight, the color of sapphires, the color of secrets. His coat was midnight too, his collar reaching to his chin, the shoulders padded wide, the very height of fashion. His cravat was ruched with Valenciennes lace; his hands were long and white. He affected a small quizzing glass, and he wore a diamond on the last finger of his left hand.


I considered him in the mirror, my own reflection, but no longer a girl. In the drawing rooms and spas of the waning eighteenth century, I knew I was prey. Men might play deadly games of war or passion or politics, but the role of a young woman was to be the prize, the lovely and innocent thing for which all others strove for good or ill, to take or defend her virtue and honor as though she were a castle perennially under siege. Such was against my nature. If that was the lot of women, then I would become Charles instead.


I passed through the card parlors where, as Charles, I played conservatively and somehow usually left the table with more than I had brought, though there were no large wins that might call attention to me. Charles did not speak much, and his face was expressionless. In the drawing rooms and at the gaming tables of the baths, in the assembly rooms where young ladies danced the minuet under the careful eyes of their mothers, his manners were polished but not excessive. He was, after all, the scion of an old Dutch family of means, a wealthy man but not a titled one, reveling in the indiscreet pressure of the fingers in the figures of the dance, the brush of his hand against a blushing cheek, the sudden heated look that spoke more of conquest than any kinder passion. And yet, when he left the rooms it was alone.


There were no careful mothers in the inns and taverns that surrounded the baths proper. Instead the taverns were full of soldiers, travelers, tradesmen, and whores. The stakes were higher and the games less genteel. I did not venture here without a sword at my side. It was a dress sword, a pretty thing, but no less sharp.


There were words over cards with a drunk hussar, a recruit hardly more than his own age. Steel rang as the dress sword was drawn sinister, a left-handed fencer in a dirty, crowded room. The hussar’s friends stepped between.


“Let’s not take this so seriously. There’s too much drink all around.” An officer barely twenty broke it up. The recruit compounded his difficulties by promptly vomiting on the officer, who swore in Flemish and French both.


I took my winnings and sheathed my blade. The coins we were quarreling over would hardly pay my laundress. With a negligent shrug, I left the disputed coins on the table in the puddle of spilt beer. “Use it to clean up then,” I said. I glanced once more at the young officer holding the recruit’s arms, raised one eyebrow, and left the tavern, reveling in the sharp spice of danger.


I did watch my back on the way back to the spa, but the only person I met was a whore. “Get you something nice, sir?” she asked, dropping a battered fan from ample cleavage.


I stopped and looked at her appraisingly. “I don’t think so just now,” I said, cultivating just the right gesture, one finger beneath her chin, tilting her head into the light. “But you are lovely.”
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I walked back to the spa, to the fine rooms for wealthy people, the suites of travelers with plenty of money to spend taking the waters. Charles van Aylde did not slip in. He strode, the swagger of a blade too young to fear anything. I lit a candle in front of the gilt glass over the sitting room fireplace, the flare illuminating even, handsome features, a mouth too thin and tight for beauty. I closed the heavy velvet drapes and went into the bedchamber on the left.


There, in front of the dresser and washstand, I took off my coat and carefully hung it away. The rooms were silent, though voices still came from the streets. Outside a spring drizzle was beginning. I dipped a cloth and washed the powder from my face with tepid water, looking in the mirror. I opened my shirt, watching one finger trace down from the opened cravat to the top of the contrasting lines of stays, the swell of breasts carefully hidden. “Upon my word,” I said, “what are you hiding, Charles?” I smiled at myself in the mirror, and it was not such a nice smile. I opened the top of the stays and rubbed at one pale pink nipple. Charles smiled back in the mirror.


“Lovely, I protest,” I whispered. White flesh and white corset, white cravat and shirt opened, man’s clothes over woman’s body. I ran my hands over my breasts, pulling the nipples free of the top of the corset, drawing and plucking at them, watching them roseate. “You are beautiful,” I whispered, but there was no one to answer but myself.
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The next afternoon I was taking English tea with my mother in one of the salons, wearing a gown of raspberry-and-white-striped lawn. A lace shawl around my shoulders.


I dropped it. Before I could bend, a hand seized it.


“Allow me,” a gentleman said. It was the officer from the tavern. He lifted the delicate lace and handed it to me. “Your servant, Madame.”


“Thank you.”


He clicked his heels together smartly. “Lieutenant Bleeker, Madame. The honor is mine.” He seemed even younger in the light of day.


“Madame Ringeling,” I said. “And this is my mother, Madame van Aylde-Versfelt.” I indicated my mother. She nodded over her tea.


I saw his eyes widen almost imperceptibly. Yes, he recognized the name. Would he take the bait?


“I believe I am acquainted with your brother, Madame,” he said.


“Oh?” I said. Over his shoulder in the great mirrors I could see my reflection. With honey-blond hair, a rose and white complexion, and a pouting mouth stained the color of raspberries, Madame Ringeling resembled her brother, but not so very closely.


“My son is around somewhere,” my mother said.


“It was pleasant to make your acquaintance, Lieutenant,” I said airily. “Perhaps our paths will cross again.” There was a power to it, knowing something he could not possibly guess. It was a polite dismissal, and he made his bows.


My mother took up the lace shawl and began absently shredding it. “Elzelina, I wish you’d be more polite. You’re quite too old for competition with your younger brother.” At thirty-eight, my mother hardly looked as though her youth was far behind. Her hair was still platinum fair, and her hands were hardly wrinkled at all. “You would never bring me anywhere if Charles didn’t insist,” she said. “He always thinks of my comfort.”


“Mother, it was I who suggested we come to the baths,” I said. “Your doctor recommended it, remember?”


“Yes, but I would never have come without Charles,” she said. Her beautiful fingers picked at the lace. “I can’t imagine traveling without him to protect me. What if we were set upon by highwaymen?”


“In case you hadn’t noticed, I’m an adequate shot,” I said tightly. “I am quite certain Charles is no better than I.”


Mother picked up her teacup. “Oh, I know Leo showed you how to hold a gun, and I’m sure that’s all very well, but you can’t imagine you’re half the man Charles is.”


“Mother,” I said, getting to my feet, “I assure you that I am entirely the man Charles is.” I stalked out of the salon.


I was still fuming when I opened the door to our rooms. Berthe was brushing out my dinner gown. I flung my shoes under the bed and opened the Hungary Water, dabbing it on my temples. My face was bright pink in the mirror.


“Have you quarreled with Madame again?” Berthe asked.


“Charles this and Charles that and all the time Charles,” I said. I put down the bottle and ran my hands over my face, breathing in the deep scents of citrus and vetiver. “Charles is dead these ten years.”


Berthe came over and stood behind me as I regarded her stout form next to mine in the mirror. “And it’s a sad thing, to be sure. But you know your mother would never have come to Bad Bentheim without you playacting at Charles. And her doctor said that staying in Amsterdam was just making her worse.”


“Because she thinks there’s a curse on the house,” I said. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. “She thinks that her uncle watches her out of mirrors and that there are bloodied monks in the cellar left over from the Spanish and a dead child’s ghost moaning around in the attic. Compared to some of the things my mother believes, believing that Charles is alive is fairly sane.”


Berthe patted me on the back. “She’s not the first mother to lose a child and disbelieve it.”


“For ten years?” I asked. “Isn’t that carrying it a bit far? Charles would be sixteen if he were alive. He died when I was eight.”
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We had been in Rome. An elderly cardinal was persuaded that my father was his distant kin, and insisted that we stay in a lovely house he owned in the Eternal City. For all I knew, it was true. My father was a big man, broad-shouldered, and he smelled of tobacco and sweated velvet. He wore his light-brown hair in an unpowdered queue, the strands on the sides coming loose and falling forward over his stubbled cheeks. He shaved before the evening’s activities began, so daylight always caught him unshaven, if it caught him at all. My father was the illegitimate son of a Hungarian count, or so he said, but it was his word against that of my mother’s kin.


My mother’s people, the van Ayldes and the Jonghes, were old merchant families in Amsterdam, men with warehouses and ships and fine multistory houses overlooking the harbor. My mother was an orphan and an heiress who lived with her uncle in an old house full of tiny rooms and teak paneling brought back from the other side of the world. When she was sixteen she climbed out a barred window and ran away with Leopold Versfelt, who might or might not be the illegitimate son of a Hungarian count, and whose income was precisely nothing per annum.


Rome was pestilential. All I could remember was tossing and turning in the bed beside the window, my nurse talking to me in Italian and sponging me off. I knew my parents were sick, and Charles too.


I woke one night from fevered dreams of sacrifices and funeral pyres, shivering and calling out, “My lady, dear lady, don’t let him go. The omens are bad, the fire dies in the brazier. Dear lady, do not let him go!”


“Shhhh,” my nurse whispered. I saw her face in the firelight, heard her speak to someone behind her: “She is burning up.”


“Iras!” I cried. “Come on! Bring the child!”


The priest stepped into the light of the candle. “She’s raving,” he said, and made the sign of the cross over me. He leaned down. “Dear child, do you understand that I am about to give you Extreme Unction?”


I struggled with the bedclothes. “Iras! Come on! Aurelianus can’t hold them forever!”


I felt the priest’s cool hand on my brow, heard him speaking the Latin words softly.


It only made me wilder. He could not get the wafer in my mouth.


“Requiescat in pacem,” the priest said. The candle flared, illuminating a face like that of a knight on a tomb, then plunging me into darkness.


My nurse sponged me with a cool cloth. “There, sweet child,” she said. “There, sweet child.”


“The boy, the boy . . .” I whispered.


It seemed to me that her voice broke. “Rest now, child. Rest now. You can do nothing for him.”


“I can’t?”


“No,” she said, drawing cool water across my lips. “Sleep, little one. Sleep.”


“I must get to him,” I insisted, curling onto my side. “Sun and moon and the sons of gods. I have failed in every charge and I shall know no peace.”


“You’ve done nothing wrong,” she said. “Rest now, little one. There is nothing you must do.”


I lay by the window half-open on the Roman night, streets quiet and still. I fell into fevered dreams and woke in the chill hour before dawn. My sheets were damp and twisted, but I was not cold. My hands shook as I sat up, but I did not shiver. In the night, the fever had left me.


“Giulia?” I said.


I heard her voice in the hall talking to someone. It was my father who answered. He sounded shaken, and his voice was thready.


“She’s sleeping now,” my nurse said. “Her fever’s broken, praise to all the saints! But she was that close, I tell you, sir, that close to heaven. And at the worst of it, she was calling for her brother.”


My father was weeping. “And he will never answer,” he said, and his voice choked on a sob.


Charles had died, and I lived.
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In our second week at the spa, Cousin Louisa arrived. She was my mother’s first cousin, raised with her. Like my mother, she was fair, but shorter and plump, with pink cheeks, as lively as my mother was quiet. I was by then incredibly glad to see her.


Louisa embraced me, and then the three of us sat down to the serious business of luncheon and all of the stories about cousins I had hardly sorted out. My mother picked at her food and at last said she was too tired from taking the waters that morning, and that she believed she would retire. I returned to Louisa’s rooms instead.


Her maid was still busy unpacking. Louisa traveled with at least ten trunks, all filled with frills and robes and little lawn ruffles. She didn’t even wait for us to be seated before she asked, “Well, how is she? The doctor hoped that she would improve.”


I shrugged. “She’s better than she was in Amsterdam. She knows who I am half the time.”


“And Charles?”


“No change,” I said. I sat down on Louisa’s bed. “Surely you don’t expect one.”


“Not really,” Louisa said. “No going out lurking as Charles tonight. You have to stay here and bear your old cousin company!”


I smiled in spite of myself. “Cousin Louisa, it will be a pleasure.”


Louisa rang for a collation in her rooms that evening, and we sat beside a comfortable fire that took the chill out of the air, munching on bread and cheese and tiny sausages wrapped in pastry. There was a box of cards on the side table, and I suggested a hand.


Louisa laughed. “You can’t play cards with those! Well, I suppose you could, but someone would die!”


Seeing my confusion, she took up the box. “It’s an Italian deck for fortune-telling. A friend gave them to me. Parlor tricks, but fun. Will I marry a handsome man? That sort of thing.”


“I thought you already did,” I said. Her husband, Ernst, was fifty and as wide as he was tall, but he and Louisa seemed to get along.


She laughed again. “Very well, then. Will you find a handsome lover?” She looked at me and raised both plucked eyebrows.


“Now, that’s something I’d like to find out,” I said. “I’ll play.”


Louisa lit more candles so we could see better, and I spread the cards out in the light. Round gold coins. Swords interlocked in intricate patterns, printed in blue and green and gold and red. Knights and kings holding the globe in their hands.


“You’re supposed to lay out three piles, like this,” Louisa said. “You ask a question, and then you shuffle and cut three times. The first one is what, the second one is how, and the third one is why. I can never make them work at all, not even enough to be funny.”


I shrugged. They were beautiful. I ran my fingers over them, feeling them warm in my hands, creamy paper flowing like water. Chalices and staves, pages and queens. I pulled one out.


A woman sat enthroned, her blue robe flowing around her feet. Roses surrounded her, and behind her were two pillars with a veil between. She wore a crown surmounted by the horned moon, and her face was serene.


Louisa squinted at it. “So are you going to see about a lover or not?”


I cut the card back into the deck and shuffled, my hands enjoying the familiar feel of the cards. If there was one thing I had learned from my father, it was how to shuffle. “Tell me then,” I said to them, “will I find a lover whom I truly love?” The cards flashed, colors bright and gleaming. “Tell me what will happen,” I repeated, bending my whole will toward them. “Whom will I find, and how, and why?”


I cut them and laid them out in three, then turned the first one over.


The King of Chalices looked up at me, his red hair garish on the printed paper, a golden cup in his hand. Behind him was the sea, and in his other hand was a sword ornamented with pearls.


“A red-haired man,” Louisa said.


“Quick in emotion, in anger or love,” I said, peering at the picture carefully, the storm waves tossing behind him. I felt distinctly odd. “That’s what the waves mean. Generous and dangerous too.”


I flipped the second card over. “Fortune’s Wheel,” I said. “See, Louisa? How the poor souls bound to the wheel go up to fame and riches and then tumble down to the grave, only to go around again?”


“That doesn’t look very nice,” Louisa said. “Do you think your fortunes will tumble? Does your husband have any risky financial transactions?”


I shrugged again. “Not that I know of. But with the revolution in France and all, even kings are going to the guillotine. And peasants are coming up.” My eyes ran over the wheel. Up, up, up on the wheel of fortune to the dizzying pinnacle, and then suddenly tumbling over. Over and over, up and down, cradle to grave.


“Elzelina?” Louisa touched my shoulder. “Are you all right?”


“Fine,” I said. I felt odd, as if the pictures were drawing me into them, unnaturally bright. I smiled at Louisa reassuringly. “I’m fine.” I turned the last card over.


An emperor rode in triumph in a chariot, his hair wreathed in victory, his arms extended, holding the reins. One black horse and one white horse drew the chariot, fine, prancing steeds, but they pulled in different directions, the black one stamping at the ground. Only the Emperor’s strength kept them yoked together. Behind him the artist had suggested the slave at his shoulder, the one whose task it was to whisper that all glory is fleeting.


“The Chariot,” I said. “That’s why. The wind through the world. It’s starting again. It’s already started.”


“What are you talking about?” Louisa said.


. . . A pyre on a beach, the flames rising to the sky, a prince of a people who were no more, his face washed in firelight.


A pyre glittering with gilded ornament and bright with silks beginning to smolder while elephants trumpeted and incense fumed, the smoke rolling over his body beneath its magnificent pall, his eyes weighted with coins, long red hair swept back from a face that was still young.


A red-haired girl turning suddenly, her face lit by flaring torches, illuminating the pale lines of her throat and her old black velvet dress—


Louisa’s hand on my wrist. “Elzelina? Are you all right? I think we’d better put the cards away.”


I focused on her face. It was real and close, concerned blue eyes, skin a little blotchy along her chin. “Yes,” I said. “I think we’d better. I’m sorry. I just felt a little faint for a moment.”


I scooped the cards together and put them in the box without looking at them. I should have been frightened, but I wasn’t. I wanted to touch them again. I wanted to see. “Would you mind if I kept these for a while, Louisa?”


She shrugged, though she still looked at me a little strangely. “Not at all.”


I went back to my room. Mother was asleep in hers. She would never wake, not with her laudanum every night.


I lit one candle and took off my shoes and stockings, garters and all. I unfastened my dress, removed it, and hung it neatly. The stays were next, and then my chemise. In the candlelight, the body in the glass certainly did not belong to Charles. Honey-blond hair fell over my shoulders, not quite covering white breasts, rose-tipped and soft. My thighs were long and muscled, my stomach rounding forward just a little over a mound of Venus covered in gold curls. One hand rose, traced the circle of my navel. I traced it with my finger, round and round. My hand slid lower, entangled in soft hair. I bit my lip.


Abruptly, I turned from the mirror and opened the box, shaking out the cards onto my white bed. Gold and scarlet, garish blues and greens, falling like leaves. Crossed swords entwined with roses. Cups ranged in rows. The golden sun shining over boy and girl twins who stood together hand in hand. A tower fell and the sea lapped about it.


I threw myself on top of them. The soft paper crinkled under my weight. I shook the covers, and the cards fell around me like blossoms.


“Tell me,” I whispered, but I did not know what question I was asking.





The World of Men
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After two weeks at the spa, I returned home. My husband had secured an appointment in Lille that he thought would advance his career, and of course I traveled with him to take it up.


“Do you mean to send for the children?” I asked.


Jan shrugged. “There is no need. My mother is with them.”


“When did your mother arrive?” I asked between gritted teeth. This was the first I’d heard of it.


“A few days after we left.” He shrugged and spurred up to the front, ostensibly to talk with our coachman.


I was sure he had arranged her arrival so that he might avoid telling me that she was coming. And once again the children were left behind. Which I supposed was for the best, for what would we do with them if they were there? The travel and the new house would be unpleasant for them, would disrupt Klaas, who hated such things, and really there was no point.


Lille in the fall was lovely. The weather was agreeable and warm, but it was cold enough at night that all the trees turned brilliant colors. It was quite dry, and I could ride every day in the parks, leaving home before sunrise and galloping through the first light of morning before others were about.


The second week in November, we were invited to a dinner party at the house of the French minister, a man named Legros who had somehow managed to keep his footing despite all the changes of government in the last two years.


Since the storming of the Bastille in Paris six years ago, France had gone through one tumult after another, government after government rising and falling. There had been the Committee of Public Safety, Robespierre and other radical leaders of the Revolution, who had put the king and queen to death before their own fall and execution. Now there was a new government in place, less than two months old, the Directory, in which two houses of representatives elected five men to hold executive power. How that would fare we did not know, but it could scarcely be worse than the Committee of Public Safety. Overall, more than thirty thousand people in France had died in the Terror.


Half the world was at war with France since they had done away with monarchy, but in Holland we were France’s allies—their only allies except the United States, but that little republic was too weak and too far away to be of any importance. Our new revolutionary government had replaced the autocratic rule of the Prince of Orange and enjoyed wide popular support. Our new leaders were to be elected, and the first written constitution we had ever had was in the works, promising a national assembly that would govern with the consent of the people. My husband hoped to be among its members when it convened in a few months. However, achieving that required a great deal of playing politics, because though he spent freely from my dowry, he was not particularly distinguished as a jurist. In fact, he had not gained any notability at all on his own merits.


For the dinner party I wore a dress that my new dressmaker in Lille had sworn was the latest style from France, a white gown with no panniers or frame at all, with nothing beneath it but a soft corset and a chemise. While it certainly covered everything my older clothes had, it was so much lighter that, standing in front of the mirror, I bobbed and swooped like a little girl. I could move my legs! I was in no danger of falling over! The little flat slippers that went with it were nothing but thin leather drawn together and embroidered. I could have climbed trees or ladders in those shoes. I could run.


My maid put my hair up in the newest fashion, two gentle knots at the back of my neck, a tendril on each side escaping and curled with an iron to cascade over my shoulder in artful disarrangement à la Lucréce.


I went down and met Jan, who characteristically had nothing to say except on the subject of politics.


“I am going to talk with Citizen Legros,” he said. “Pray be charming and keep others entertained who might have the same idea.”


“I will,” I said, “as much as the seating arrangements will allow. If I’m half the table away from you again, there won’t be much I can do.”


And of course, I was. Jan was up at the top of the table to the left of our hostess, with Legros opposite. I was two-thirds of the way down, next to our host’s son, among the younger, gayer people who reigned supreme at that end of the table. Our host’s son was much taken with the girl to his left, and spent all of dinner leaning into her plate and giving her pretty compliments in a low voice. The man to my right was a Dutch Reformed minister who did not talk much but applied himself to every course with great enthusiasm. I wondered if my décolletage was incommoding him.


For conversation, this left me the man across and one down, a handsome Franconian officer named Colonel Meynier, who fulfilled his duty admirably. He was dark-haired and moustached, with his left arm prominently in a black sling pinned to his coat.


“And how did you acquire your wound, Colonel?” I asked, helping him to the salt during the game course.


“I am much obliged, Madame,” he said. “It was a trifle, and hardly bears repeating. My arm was broken when I was kicked by a horse at Strelnitz. It was not an affair of honor.”


“If it were, I am sure you would acquit yourself admirably,” I said. He, at least, seemed to appreciate my décolletage.


“I should do so for you, Madame,” he said, laughing. “But I fear I am but a pale shade of gallantry compared to the French officers with whom I have the pleasure of serving.” He nodded to the young hussar down the table, who returned the salute in kind. “There are some whose exploits rival the Paladins of Charlemagne.”


“Surely you give the gentlemen too much credit,” I said. “While I am sure they are gallant indeed, your approbation suggests endeavors of an extraordinary kind, such as are never seen in this late and fallen world.”


“Fallen, Madame?” he queried, lifting his glass.


“Say, rather, modern,” I amended. “The modern world does not lend itself to poetry. We are no longer allowed to be numinous beings, but rather products of reason. Or so I am told.”


“You sound like my friend Ney,” Meynier said. “I have a letter from him here, and he tells of his endeavors firsthand.”


“You have letters?” interjected the minister to my right. “Why did you not say so before? We are all starved for news.”


“Yes,” agreed the young lady beside our host’s son. “Please, may we prevail upon you to read them aloud?”


“The papers are sporadic in their reporting and boring in the extreme,” our host’s son said.


Meynier fished a packet out of his coat pocket with some little straining and opened it. “Some of it is quite dull, I assure you.”


“Pray go on,” the minister said. “If it is from the front, we want to hear it.”


Meynier shrugged. “Very well then.” He cleared his throat.


“‘Written at Bamberg, this twenty-sixth of August or, as I must style it, 9 Fructidor of the Year III. I can never keep it straight, my dear Meynier. Can anyone?’”


There was a general laugh around the table.


Meynier smiled and resumed. “‘It is, as you know, a pretty town, well situated and not damaged by our latest clashes of arms. A damned good thing, too. It’s good to be somewhere peaceful, where there is no stench of blood. Of course, now there is the stench of our latrines—’” He stopped. “Your pardon, Mesdames. I shall skip the part about the latrines.


“‘. . . You’ll be glad to know that I did manage to purchase a suitable remount. He’s a fine bay stallion three years old, with a white blaze and white stockings on his forefeet. I have named him Eleazar ben Yair, after that wily rebel of Josephus’s who led the Romans such a chase. He certainly seems clever enough, and like enough to take the arm off any groom who mistreats him. He’s large and heavy, but still light on his feet, which is my preference in a horse. And clever enough that if I lack for partners, I shall teach him to play chess.’”


This drew an appreciative laugh from the listeners.


“‘We do not lack provision. Which is one advantage of billeting in unspoiled land. We are purchasing our supplies rather than taking them outright in order that we shall engender respect among the populace, who have no particular love for the Austrians. I am endeavoring to demonstrate that the Devil’s Frenchmen have no horns—at least not on their heads—’” Meynier stopped, coloring. “I beg your pardon, Madame. I believe that’s the essence of the letter.”


Our host’s son leaned forward. “A wit, but not a hero,” he said. “I do not see this conspicuous gallantry you spoke of.”


“You should have seen him at Mainz,” Meynier said. “The French and a few allies, such as my humble self, were supposed to take the town. Now, as you may know, Mainz is defended by a star of fortifications, and we were mostly composed of cavalry. Which is not a good situation in the least. I was detailed, with the rest of the allied infantry, to make a skirmish at the outer ring of defenses. My friend Colonel Ney and his cavalry were then to cross into the rear of the defenders while they were occupied with us, and come upon them from the rear. A neat and tidy plan.”


“Indeed,” the minister said, taking a long gulp of his wine.


Meynier leaned forward. “Only there was a problem. There was a long ditch that ran behind them, fully five feet deep and as wide. A cavalry trap, they call it. Ney’s men ran upon it, and their horses refused the jump. I hear a shout, and here’s Ney, the only one across, his horse prancing right on the edge of the ditch, yelling for them to come on and jump! So of course the Austrians all wheel about from where I have them engaged, and there he sits all by himself on their side of the ditch. He hadn’t room to get his horse up to speed to jump back, with just a dozen feet between him and them on this side. So he looks at me, gives me half a smile, draws his saber and touches his spurs, and wades straight into them. And I give a yell and we all charge in, because now we’re in their rear. It was a hot little quarrel, let me tell you! When he finally gets through to us and we to him, he’s letting the horse do the steering and he’s got his saber in his left hand because he’s shot through the right arm. It was bleeding dreadfully by the time we got back to the lines. Broken clean through the upper arm. Then he had lockjaw, and it looked like the arm would have to come off.”


“Did it?” I asked.


Meynier looked at my white face, and I suppose he thought he was shocking me. His face softened. “No, Madame. He came through it. He’s got an iron constitution to go with that red hair of his.”


“How very brave!” the young girl said.


Meynier laughed. “He’s that. And there’s more than one kind of courage in France these days.” He dropped his voice so it was not audible above the conversation at the other end of the table. “Let me tell you about the two priests.”


“Priests?” the minister said dryly.


“You know we’ve standing orders that when we capture certain kinds of personages, they’re not to go with the other prisoners. Émigrés, foreigners, aristocrats, and priests are to be detained separately and sent to Paris for questioning.”


I took a breath, lifting my chin and trying to shake the ice that had gripped me.


“They go to the Conciergerie, or worse. And then to the guillotine.”


“After questioning,” I said. My voice sounded perfectly normal.


“Indeed, Madame,” he said, and did not meet my eyes. “But it came to the attention of several people last summer that we did not ever seem to capture any such persons. On one occasion, however, we did capture two priests. They were being held with the others, awaiting transport, when somehow they escaped. I went and told my friend Ney about this. He did not seem shocked, and said that it would be a waste of time to look for them, as the area was densely wooded. I saw through his pretense immediately and remonstrated with him for allowing those Agents of Religion and Superstition to escape.


“‘Meynier,’ he said, and looked at me sideways, ‘if we are the representatives of Liberty, we should remember it.’


“I said nothing to him, Madame, for what should I say? At last I said, ‘We have our orders.’


“‘So do I,’ he said, ‘from a source higher than the Committee of Public Safety.’


“‘You mean God?’ I asked him.


“Michel Ney laughed. ‘I don’t think God is quite on speaking terms with me,’ he said. ‘I mean my conscience. If we are Liberty, then we must act like it.’ He looked at me sideways again. ‘Some say I lack intelligence. Do you think me a fool, Meynier?’


“‘No,’ I said truthfully, ‘I think you are something out of the age of chivalry.’”


Those around the table laughed appreciatively. I did not. I was struck dumb. It was like looking across a maddened mob, where all is senseless motion, and suddenly meeting the eyes of a friend, as though I had suddenly stumbled out of madness into clarity.


Michel Ney. My red-haired king from the tarot cards. I knew his name and I knew where he was, some little town in Franconia where he had a new horse and they were digging latrines. I could not think or breathe.


“Michel Ney,” I said, trying his name on my tongue. He had red hair. He was a colonel in the French army. “Like a Paladin of Charlemagne.”


Meynier nodded. “That is what I said. Are you well, Madame? You have gone white as a sheet. Perhaps all this talk of battles is too much for you?”


“Where is he from?” I asked.


“Saar-Louis. He is a Saarlaender. Madame, you are alarming me. Your face is white and your hands are shaking.”


“I’m fine,” I said. I moved, and the wineglass tilted, spilling out on the linen. The footmen mopped it up while Meynier apologized.


Jan caught me in the hall, Meynier at my elbow. “For God’s sake, Elzelina, I have a lot to do tonight.”


“I think I am a little faint,” I said. Michel Ney. Michel Ney. I knew his name. He was a real person.


“I would be happy to see Madame Ringeling to your door,” Meynier offered. “I feel that I have inadvertently caused the lady distress. I should hate to discommode you further.”


“That would be very kind,” Jan said. “Elzelina, I will see you later.” He disappeared into the library, to the political discussion that was beginning.


Meynier helped me into the carriage and climbed in opposite me. The rain was coming down. It made a rhythm on the roof of the carriage that was both lulling and strange. I could not think what was wrong with me.


“I’m sorry I distressed you, Madame,” Meynier said. “I should know better than to talk about war in mixed company.”


“You did not distress me, Colonel,” I said. “I was intrigued by your friend.”


“He will be amused to think that he can cause a lady to faint at a distance,” Meynier said. “Usually he needs to be in the same room to cause offense.”


“He is not a ladies’ man, then?”


Meynier blushed beneath his moustache. “Not really, no. I mean, I’m sure he does well enough, but . . . he is not much given to graces. He is a plain soldier.”


“Ah,” I said.


We were at my door. Meynier helped me up the step, and I took my leave and went inside. My maid hastened to help me out of my wet clothes, but I dismissed her and sat in the darkness in my chemise. Outside, the rain was pouring over the windowpanes, rolling down into darkness. I did not light a candle. There was some light from the window.


“Michel Ney,” I said. “I have no idea why your name hits me like a sounding bell.”


I remembered something, and rummaged in my drawer. Wrapped in a silk shawl were Louisa’s Italian tarot cards. I opened the box and spread them on the bed. Kings and knights and the Devil, queens and coins and staves.


“Michel Ney,” I whispered. The King of Chalices in my hands looked up with printed blue eyes. “I do not know how I know, or even what I know. But I know you.”
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Jan and I returned to Amsterdam for the holidays. Their nurse brought the children from Utrecht, and my mother returned from the spa. It was all very domestic. As long as we could stay at our house, it wasn’t terrible; but unfortunately the day before Christmas my mother went into one of her spells again, and I had to set foot in her house.


There were no decorations. My mother did not celebrate holidays, and the house was as dark and cheerless as possible. Night came at barely four in the afternoon.


Berthe met me at the door. “Madame, she’s calling out for Charles again.”


“I had anticipated that,” I said, taking off my cloak and handing it to her. Beneath it I was wearing breeches and a man’s frock coat, riding boots, and a cravat. My hair was swept back in a tail instead of pinned up. “I’ll go straight in.”


“You do make a handsome young man,” Berthe said.


I turned on the stairs. “Thank you,” I said. “I wish I were a man.”


“And what would you do, Madame?” Berthe asked.


“I should go to war. And I would be better at it than most men.”


Berthe laughed. “Oh, you are something else, Madame!” She dried her brow on her apron.


A little piqued, I went up to my mother’s chamber. She was lying in half-darkness as usual, with only one candle lit. “Mother?”


“Charles?” She smiled when she saw me and her hands lifted.


I went and kissed her. “Hello.”


“Charles, I have to warn you,” she said, clinging to my hands.


I sat down in the chair beside the bed, gently disengaging her. “Mother, I’m fine.”


“There is evil in this house. Evil that waits for you.”


“Mother, nothing is going to happen to me,” I said patiently.


“You aren’t taking this seriously,” she said, pouting a little. She was still a very pretty and charming woman. “If Elzelina had lived, she would be able to hear them.”


I was startled. This was the first time she had ever said that she wished I lived. Even when she knew me and knew who I was.


“It’s the women who can hear the voices,” she said. “It’s the women who are always the Doves in this family. That’s how it started. Johan van Aylde killed his own virgin daughter to make a pact with the Devil. Because she was a Dove, and she could see things in the mirror.”


A shiver ran down my back, though I did not move. I did not look up at the mirror above her dressing table. “Mother, that’s perfectly ridiculous,” I said in my best Charles voice.


“I knew something terrible would happen to your father if we came to Amsterdam. And nobody listened to me.”


Tears started in my eyes. “Father’s death was an accident,” I said.


“I warned Leo, but he didn’t listen to me!” she said, and rolled over in her bed, her back to me. “You’re just like Leo.”


I stood up. “Good night, Mother,” I said. I don’t know why I even came, I thought. It always hurts to no purpose.





Temptations
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Spring arrived as it always did, warm and temperate. One of the men associated with the liberal parties was holding an elaborate fête at his country house not far from Brussels. Jan had been unable to wangle an invitation; but as this gentleman, M. van der Sleijden, was a distant relation of mine, a cousin in the third degree, Jan felt that if we simply arrived he would feel that we had some claim upon his hospitality. Not only were the leading men of the liberal party to attend, as well as many of the revolutionaries who had led the rebellion in Brussels a few years past, but also there should be the celebrated French general Pichegru and other military men.


I looked forward to the party and the lively company. I did, however, feel some discomfort with Jan’s assumption that we would be welcome because of my tenuous claims of blood with M. van der Sleijden, a man whom I had met perhaps once in my life and could not have picked out of a room full of strangers. Still, Jan was not to be deterred. I smoothed over the awkwardness of our arrival as best I could.


Jan’s latest passion was public education, the radical notion that the state should pay for rudimentary schooling for all boys, regardless of their fathers’ positions in life. He was attempting to make it his great issue, and we made admirable props. I came in with the children while Jan and the gentlemen were drinking port in the library, knocking politely before I entered. Klaas held my hand, and the nurse followed with Francis in her arms. He was prettily attired in a white dress with blue embroidery around the neck.


“My dear husband,” I said, “I hope that you will permit me and your sons to say good night before we retire?” I bobbed a polite curtsy to the gentlemen. The simple white lawn with blue ribbons I wore was becoming and matched the boys’ clothes.


“My dear!” Jan rose and led me forward. “Monsieur de Boers, General Moreau, Monsieur van Flecht, allow me to present my wife. Elzelina, these gentlemen are engaged in the great work of assuring liberty for all mankind.”


“Charming,” said M. van Flecht, bending over my hand. He was the only one wearing a wig, and perspiration showed along the edge of his forehead in the summer warmth.


“What lovely children,” M. de Boers said politely. “My felicitations. You have a beautiful family. I can see what inspires you to work so assiduously on behalf of the youth of our fair nation.”


“Indeed,” agreed M. van Flecht ponderously. “All of our boys should learn to read and write, and to make such mathematical transactions as are necessary for the preservation and enhancement of trade.”


I smiled sweetly at him. “And our daughters as well, of course. Don’t you agree?”


Jan stepped forward and took my hand from his. “Elzelina, dearest, don’t bore the gentlemen with your views on female education.” He squeezed my hand rather too tightly. “My wife feels the ardent fires of revolution with the same passion that I do. Only, as is to be expected, it is pure emotion untempered by reason.”


“Indeed,” said the Frenchman. He looked at me over Jan’s shoulder and gave me a sardonic smile. “Is that not the way of women? But in this lies their charm—the ardor of their feelings.”


I glanced at him, startled. He was not a tall man, perhaps Jan’s height, and perhaps five years older, soberly dressed, with dark hair tied back with a black ribbon. He had been introduced as a general, but he was not in uniform. His black coat was finely made but far from ostentatious.


“Indeed?” I said coolly. “Do you believe the fair sex incapable of reason, then?”


Moreau made a perfunctory bow over my hand. “Perhaps I find reason unworthy of the fair sex,” he said. “After all, are not women made by nature to be the guardians of emotion and mystery? Does it not degrade our Vestals to be reduced to the calculation of coins in a till?”


“The Vestals are eternal virgins,” I said. “And I fear that I am rather a matron, a wife and a mother. My service must be pledged rather to the Bona Dea than to Vesta.”


Moreau smiled and turned to Jan. “I see your wife is an educated woman. I compliment you. It is through the learning of their mothers that sons gain precocious wisdom.”


“Quite,” said Jan with a pleasant smile. “Elzelina, perhaps you and the boys should retire. I am sure they are fatigued.”


Francis was looking at the gentlemen with interest, one pudgy hand reaching for M. van Flecht’s diamond stickpin. I took him somewhat awkwardly from his nurse. “Come then, children. Good night, gentlemen.”


“Good night, Madame,” M. van Flecht said.


“Until the next time, Madame,” Moreau said. As I turned away I felt his eyes on my back, lingering a little too long.


“Good night, Elzelina,” Jan said. “Don’t wait for me.”


As though I expected him. Once I had, but those days were long gone by.
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It was early spring in 1789, the spring after I had turned twelve. My father was two years in his grave.


Jan was supposed to be waiting at the bottom of the garden, just where the arbor led off among the trees. For a moment, breathing in the warm spring night, I thought that he was not there, that he had forgotten me. Then a shadow detached itself from the shade of the arbor and beckoned to me. I broke into a run across the grass, the dew splashing my shoes and hem, the heady fragrance of the early roses climbing the trellis almost intoxicating me. Somehow I had stepped out of the ordinary world and into a dream of silence and roses and night.


“Be quiet, Elzelina,” he said, a little irritably. “There is no need to make so much noise. Do you want them to hear us up at the house?”


I stopped in front of him, my cheeks stinging with shame. “I am sorry, Jan. I didn’t think.”


He stepped back into the shadows of the arbor. “Perhaps you should begin,” he said, turning to walk through the tunnel of trellises.


I ran after him, my little bag of belongings bouncing against my back. “Please forgive me! Please don’t be angry with me! You know I can’t bear it when you’re angry with me!” He didn’t turn around. “I know I’m stupid and young, but oh, Jan! Please forgive me! It was wrong of me to ruin what should be the happiest night of our lives.”


On the other side of the arbor, two horses were tethered beside the stone wall, cropping grass placidly. Jan turned, his handsome face bathed in silvery moonlight. “Of course I forgive you. I’m just concerned that someone will hear us. There are those who would try to prevent us from being together,” he said quickly, with a glance back toward the sleeping house. “Now, be quiet.” He cupped his hand for me to step in and swing up, as I was still too short to mount alone in skirts without a mounting block.


“I wish I had worn pants,” I whispered. “We could go faster.”


Jan frowned. “You must get out of that habit, Elzelina. Riding about in boys’ clothes is disgraceful enough in a young girl, but you are about to be a married woman, and you must put aside hoydenish ways.”


“Oh yes, Jan. I will,” I promised solemnly, petting the mare he held for me, and swinging up with his aid. “I will be very good from now on.”


He did not answer, but only mounted his own horse. Together we swung about and trotted off across the fields, under the bright sky. Of course there was a full moon for my elopement. It was part of the scene. There was always a full moon in books. My blue-black cloak belled out behind me, and my long blond hair streamed in the wind. I thought that I must be really lovely tonight for the first time.


Before us the fields stretched out, plowed and planted but not yet greened. I wanted to kick my mare to a gallop, but I knew Jan would tell me to spare the horse. I decided I must start becoming more serious now that I was almost a married woman. I sat up very straight and stiff in the saddle. After a few minutes it was making my tailbone hurt. I supposed I hadn’t got the moral backbone for it yet. I allowed myself to relax back into the mare’s movements, promising myself I would start sitting up straight tomorrow.


“How far is it?” I asked after a few minutes. Jan had been glancing back nervously for several minutes.


“It’s still a few miles to the border,” he replied.


It was three miles to a little village in German Pomerania where we were to be married. It was late when we arrived, with the moon westering behind the trees, and all the buildings locked except the inn. A sleepy stableboy took our horses.


“Jan,” I said, touched by the thoughtfulness of it all, “did you tell them we were coming?”


“Of course, my dear,” he said, assisting me to dismount. “They are waiting with supper for us.”


Inside, the inn was scrubbed as clean as any housewife could want. There was a large, cheery fire, though the night was not cold, and a large woman in a starched apron waiting for us. “Monsieur Ringeling! Mademoiselle Versfelt! What a great honor!” She beamed at us with a beatific expression, a blessing upon young love. “Please sit by the fire! Allow me to bring you something to refresh yourselves while I see to your dinner.”


“A bottle of your best burgundy,” Jan ordered, allowing her to take his cloak. He was wearing a dark-green velvet coat, dark breeches, black stockings, and a waistcoat worked with silver thread. My heart swelled at the thought of this perfect creature as my husband. When the innkeeper handed him the wine bottle, he uncorked it deftly and poured a full glass of the ruby liquid into a cut-crystal goblet. He presented it to me as though it sanctified our wedding.


“Drink up, Elzelina. It will warm you after the night’s chill.” He cupped my fingers around it.


Smiling at him, I lifted the goblet to my lips. The wine was full and tasted of fruit and oak barrels, burning a little in my throat. I could feel the blood rising in my cheeks.


Jan nodded approvingly. “I must check on arrangements with the minister. I’ll be back in a moment. Just stay by the fire and get warm.” He slipped out the door. It was so considerate of him, I thought. So very kind.


I took another big drink of the wine. It tasted so good that I had another. The innkeeper came back in and hung our cloaks near the fire. She looked at me as I kicked off my boots and toasted my toes at the hearth, my blond hair spread across my shoulders. “How old are you, Mademoiselle Versfelt?” she asked.


I giggled. “Sixteen,” I said, the lie that Jan and I had agreed on. He said that people wouldn’t understand the truth if I said I was twelve, and I was sure he knew best about it. After all, he was twenty-five.


She looked at me as if she didn’t believe me. “Truly?” she said.


“Truly,” I agreed solemnly, and giggled again. I took another long drink of the wine. Somehow, I just felt like giggling.


Jan came back and sat down beside me. I giggled. “What are you doing?” Jan said as the innkeeper brought in a tray of roasted meats, bread, and cheese.


“Nothing.” I giggled again. I must have deportment, I thought. Brides should have deportment.


He lifted the wineglass to my lips, and I drank. It tasted good. He smelled good. Dinner smelled good.


We ate by the fire, drinking the whole bottle of wonderful wine. Wonderful burgundy. “Burgundy must be a wonderful place,” I said, trying to sound grown-up and conversational.


Jan stared at me.


“I mean,” I said, “it must be nice to travel. I enjoy travel.” I giggled.


“I think you should retire,” Jan said.


“Oh no!” I said, lunging forward and pouring more wine with unsteady hands. “I’m having a lovely time. Lovely.” I simpered, waving an invisible fan in front of my face.


Jan looked nervously back toward the kitchen door. “Elzelina, I think you had best go to bed.”


He was so handsome. So concerned. “I don’t want to go to bed. I want to talk about Voltaire.”


“Not just now, Elzelina,” he said, helping me to my feet.


I tripped on something and landed against him, looking up from the middle of his chest. “Hello, Jan,” I said.


He took my arm, half-lifting me. “We are going upstairs. It’s time you retired.” He was nearly dragging me up the stairs, into the nicest room on the second floor. There was a bed and a washstand, a candle by the bed, blue and white curtains drawn tight against the night. He shut the door.


“You smell nice,” I said. He was tall. Tall. I wished he would kiss me again like the time he did in the arbor. It was nice. And then he did. The room was spinning around me, and I felt curiously light-headed. I supposed that brides were supposed to faint. I’d never fainted before. I’d never understood why. Brides fainted. I could faint.


The room was spinning and dissolving into a riot of colors and sensations that made no sense. Somewhere there was the softness of the sheet beneath my bare back, the feel of his scratchy face against my chest. I giggled. I could have been floating on a cloud. I was not sure what happened next.


When I awoke, it was morning, and my head was pounding. Or maybe, I thought, it was the door that was pounding. I covered my head with the pillow to keep out the noise and the brutal light from the window. The door swung open.


“Good God!” I heard a man’s voice say. Oh, I thought drunkenly, I’m not wearing anything but a pillow over my head. The door slammed shut.


Jan and his father were having a shouting match on the upstairs landing.


“Twelve years old! Jesus Christ! Jan, you’re not my son! Jesus Christ! I told you to stay away from her! I ordered you! Jesus Christ!”


“Sir,” said Jan dispassionately, “I informed you that I was going to marry Mademoiselle Versfelt.”


“You are not!” his father shouted. “That little girl is getting dressed and I am taking her straight back to her mother, where I am going to grovel to her family and hope that you don’t face criminal charges. And you are going to be on the next ship to the Dutch East Indies, where you are never going to mess with her again!”


I sat up in bed suddenly, hardly believing that Jan’s father could be so cruel. My body was very stiff and sore, a little blood streaking the insides of my thighs.


Jan didn’t raise his voice. “No, sir, I am not. Because if I am, then Mademoiselle Versfelt is ruined. The marriage has already been consummated. If it does not take place, it is she who will be the injured party. No other suitor will ever wed her. She will remain unmarried the rest of her life, cooped up with her madwoman mother.”


There was a long silence in the hall, so long that I wondered if they had gone away.


Then I heard his father say, in a low, strangled voice that sounded almost like tears, “Damn you. There’s not a drop of human feeling in you, is there? You would do anything for money, regardless of decency.”


“That is your opinion, sir,” Jan said.


His father’s voice was very low. “Tell your fiancée to get dressed. I am taking her back for her mother’s blessing and consent. I will not have her speculated about by all good society. You will be married in the First Reformed Church in Amsterdam like respectable people. God help the poor girl, married to you!”


I lay back on the bed, listening to his father’s footsteps on the stairs, suddenly frightened to death.
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That had been seven years ago, and I was no longer the naïve girl I had been then, blinded by dreams of love. I had given him two sons and brought him a great deal of money. I was a good hostess, a personable wife on the arm of an ambitious man. And of course, I brought my family connections, as awkward as it was to trade upon them, showing up at house parties to which we had not been invited.


As a result, I tried to be as pleasant as possible to our hosts. M. van der Sleijden, my distant cousin, was married to a woman of my mother’s age, who immediately bade me call her Aunt Sofie. Their eldest daughter was a lively dark-haired girl of fifteen named Maria.


Maria and I shared many interests, including a love of early-morning horseback rides—Jan was never even up at that time, having stayed up until the wee hours talking politics.


The second day after I arrived, we had a very nice ride, cantering across the fields in the gray morning, the mist rising off every stream and canal, doves calling and crossing the pearly sky. We stopped at the top of a gentle rise and watched the sun come up. Neither of us said anything. It was too beautiful.


Along the line of the canal a man was riding toward us on a black horse, his shadow flung out before him in the morning. I sighed. It was too early for social pleasantry.


“Oh!” Maria said, and I was startled to see her blushing.


I looked at the man again. It was General Moreau. “Do you know Moreau?” I asked Maria.


She bit her lower lip. “I’ve just met him this week. He’s terribly gallant, don’t you think? And a bachelor.”


“Maria, he’s forty if he’s a day,” I began, but could not finish because Moreau rode up, doffing his hat and making a pretty bow from the saddle.


“My dear ladies,” he said.


“Good morning, General,” I said.


Maria blushed again. “It’s nice to see you again.”


“The pleasure is mine,” he said. “Surely your fair countenance lends more to the day’s beauty than does mine.”


I made some sound that might have been a snort.


He raised black eyes to mine, a look of amusement rather than insult there. “Perhaps my countenance does not give Madame Ringeling the same pleasure. The last time we met, she roundly whipped me on the subject of feminine virtue.”


I lifted an eyebrow. “I would hardly characterize our brief conversation that way.”


Moreau inclined his head. “Believe me, Madame, being whipped by you gave me the greatest pleasure.”


“There’s no accounting for taste,” I said tartly.


Maria was gaping. Her eyes were huge, and she stared at me as though to send me some secret message. “If your presence does not please my cousin, it certainly pleases me. I am by no means ready to return to the house. General, would you accompany me on the rest of my ride? Elzelina was just saying how tired she was.”


Moreau inclined his head politely. “Of course, Mademoiselle. I am sure that such an independent woman as Madame Ringeling will have no objection to returning to the house alone.”


“Of course,” I said sweetly. “I am on my way just now to take breakfast with your mother, Maria. Shall I tell her you will be returning soon?”


“Fine,” Maria said. She was looking at Moreau as though he were made of marzipan, a look I distrusted immensely.
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At luncheon, Maria would not speak to me. And that evening Jan wanted me at his side constantly to run off anyone who tried to impede his progress at political conversation. I had no chance to talk to Maria until late, when she had already retired. As I came along the corridor, I saw the light under her door and knocked.


“Come in?” she said.


I opened the door. Maria was sitting up in bed, her dark hair braided for the night in two plaits. She was writing in a little journal by the light of a candelabrum beside the bed. “Oh, Elzelina!” she exclaimed.


I shut the door behind me and came and sat on the end of the bed. “Maria,” I said, “I feel that I should warn you. You are very young and—”


Maria turned scarlet. “You know nothing about Victor! Nothing! He’s one of the finest men ever to walk the earth!”


“I do not doubt it,” I said carefully. “And you have told me that he is a bachelor. Indeed, I know nothing to the contrary, and I have enquired of other members of his party this evening. But I think you must be certain that honorable matrimony is his object. He is, after all, more than twice your age—”


“How can you know anything about it?” Maria demanded. “Age is irrelevant when two hearts beat as one.”


I folded my hands. “Maria, I am only trying to help. I know from hard experience how men can take advantage of youth and beauty—”


“You’re just jealous,” Maria said. “You’re nineteen and married and nobody looks at you anymore.”


Now it was my turn to feel the furious heat rising in my cheeks. “Maria, you are clearly infatuated. And if he returns your feelings and wants to marry you, well and good. But I am warning you that if you slip off alone with him again, I will tell your mother.”


Maria threw the journal at me. It caught me at the corner of my left eye, and hurt quite a lot. I resisted the urge to slap her. Instead, I got up and handed it back to her, though my hands were shaking. “I see that you are as stupid as I was. Good night.” I slammed the door on my way out and went back downstairs. I had been so very stupid, and certainly no one could have told me so at the time.


The party was ending. A few gentlemen lingered. Jan had General Pichegru in a corner and was wearing his ear out. Our hostess was nowhere to be seen. Nor our host.


Moreau was pouring another glass of Madeira at the sideboard. I walked in directly, my draped skirts whispering over the parquet floors. He looked up, a little startled. “Madame Ringeling? Would you like a glass of this excellent Madeira?”
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