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Dedication


For Pete Hamill
and those closest:
Norma Baumgold, Edward Kosner, Lily J. Kosner




Author’s Note


The Diamond is the true story of the Régent diamond from its discovery in India in 1701 until it was sent to the Louvre in 1887. It is told by my recreation of Emmanuel de Las Cases, a writer who went into exile with Napoleon in 1815, and by “Abraham,” a man who never existed. The facts and chronology are true and based on real sources, but this is a novel and there have been departures. The characters speak words that are my own as well as those recorded in other books and accounts.


PART I
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My Mistake and Where It Led


ON OCTOBER 16, 1816, ON THE FOUL ISLAND OF SAINT HELENA, in the middle of precisely nowhere in the South Atlantic Ocean, I watched the emperor’s hair being cut. As the hairs floated to the floor, I was waiting my chance. The emperor seemed to be staring at a portrait of the King of Rome riding a sheep. Santini, the barber, had spread a cloth over his green coat and was holding the razor aloft. The window was open on the usual evening smell of something tropical and crushed.

One large tuft finally landed at my feet and I bent quickly to pick it up and slip it into my pocket.

“What are you doing, mon cher?” Napoleon asked.

“I dropped something, sire.”

“You too, Las Cases?” he said and leaned forward to twist my ear. The pinch was a bit harder than usual, but like his other men here, I had learned not to flinch. He knew and now almost accepted that all of us had begun to collect pieces of him as relics. Still, I had to distract him from my blunder.

In the strange way that a mind in panic will disconnect and leap back to some random moment in time, I remembered a conversation we had at the summerhouse. I had just found a miniature of him dressed as first consul and asked what became of the big diamond in his sword—a famous stone known as the Régent. He had been about to reply when we were interrupted. Now, again, I asked him what had happened to that diamond.

“Are you trying to divert me? Your face has gone red,” the emperor said, shifting suddenly and swinging his legs. This evening he was still in his white swanskin pantaloons with feet, streaked black on the pocket where he had wiped his pen.

“Sire, please do not move,” said Santini as a damp wind seized snips of the precious hair.

“The empress carried it off and I never saw it again,” the emperor said. “That diamond brought its misfortune to all who possessed it. It was my enemy Pitt whose family brought it to light. I should have considered its source.”

He was silent then as Santini finished and swept the hairs carefully from the floor. He tied them into a square of linen and withdrew, looking back at me, triumphant in his malice. A rat crossed the floor by the silver washstand.

“The diamond was named for the regent, a libertine cradled in depravity,” the emperor said, “but then you, Monsieur le Comte, are our historian.”

“One might almost believe the stone was cursed,” I said.

“Curses are just excuses for the bad behavior of men,” he said. “Discord followed the owners of that diamond—madness, too, in all the Pitt family. Once I thought it brought good fortune; it was then my talisman. Man is ever ready to chase the marvelous, to abandon what is close and run after what is fabricated for him.”

“What became of the Régent?” I pressed him.

“It has a long history. Open the door and let us walk in the air which God made.”

We left the room, where the curtains had already blown to rags. Five portraits of his son, the King of Rome, stood on the gray wood fireplace, next to which hung a watch on a chain of the last empress’s hair.

“It is a bad haircut this time, is it not?” he said, rubbing his head as we passed a mirror already pitted and misted by the weather.

In the room where I take his dictation (for what I shall call my Memorial of Saint Helena), his large creased maps fluttered to escape their colored pins. He picked up the billiard cue that he uses as a stick and a measure, and we entered the darkening garden. Immediately, the guards raised the yellow flag that meant the emperor was outside, and one of the English “dogs” appeared.

He took my arm.

“You wish to know more. You are always seeking the genealogy of things,” he said.

The emperor was right. I now had a mighty curiosity to know all about this diamond from his sword, a jewel of the first water, the size of a small fat plum. The Régent was the first diamond of France, known as our National Diamond. I thought of the kings who had worn it and at once began to see how a chronicle of the ancient diamond could be the story of us all, our lost France and how we came to be here. Could I find this story and tell it?

“I will help you,” said the emperor.
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We crunched over the whitened bones of the sea that once had covered this part of the island—razor clams, tubes long hollowed of life, mounds of silvery silt that had drifted from far away. In the distance, green clouds had collapsed on Diana’s Peak. We walked out into the leftovers of the volcano—the chopped black rocks, charred ravines and gorges, one of the “dogs” still following.

“I can tell you my part in the diamond’s history from when I first possessed it to the time Louise fled,” said the emperor, gripping my arm so that I felt a bruise begin.

“I took all the papers regarding the imperial jewels so I might prove my case on what they owed me. Some may still be in my trunks, though they were so plundered I scarcely know what I have or lack. I once had records of those who stole the jewels, and even many papers from the Pitt ancestor in Engleesh.”

I feared we might come to the subject of the English lessons I was trying to give him. The emperor’s progress had been slow. He blamed it on his mind being too old to learn a new tongue. I suspected it was rather his ill health, lack of sleep, and the pestilence of the winds here on Deadwood Plain.

The emperor then began to speak of phenomena and ghosts and how long ago Josephine had gotten him to read palms for her friends. He would look at their faces and just make up their fortunes. He said General de Montholon now believed there was a ghost in our house, Longwood.

“I am their only ghost,” he said. “We always seek to place blame on things—on a jewel, or the maledictions of spirits, when the fault lies in the natural progressions—youth to age, pleasure to disappointment, fidelity to betrayal.”

“Then you do not think your good fortune deserted with the stone?”

He made no response. The wet air clung to our faces as a permanent sweat. Often we would lie motionless on our sofas as pearls of warm dew skittered across the stunted lawns. The crosswinds blasted dry all that should have been lush. All that might have grown had been forced down or askew. We had yellow skies, blue nights, and red dawns, forests of coromandel ebony, and lavender misted mornings streaked with marigold. If they were beautiful, no one noticed. The English here made boundaries for him who once drew his own.

I asked the emperor if I might search the trunk where he suspected the documents lay hidden.

“It was only in getting rid of the diamond that I was victorious at Marengo,” he said, “for we rode on horses the diamond bought when it was pawned. If you wish to put together a brief history, I will search out the papers, but it must not outweigh your attentions to me or your son.”

I readily agreed. I almost never disagreed.

We walked along a bit in silence. A cloud of fat blue flies rose from the gum trees to nibble at us. Even on the brimstone, heading to nothing, the emperor moves fast, his gait between a stride and waddle, for he has spent much time mounted. I could scarcely keep pace though we are almost the same height.

Actually, the emperor is taller than I am by several inches. When we walk side by side, however, I have caught him rising to the balls of his feet when he pauses and turns to address me. I have scrunched myself even lower so as to obviate this need of his, but he only seems to rise higher. At those times, I must try to remember all he says until I can race to the nearest ink pot. As though he knows this, he seems to say the most interesting things then. When a gentleman is taller than the emperor, he does not look up, and I have seen many men contort themselves to gain his eye.

Suddenly, the emperor’s attention was drawn to a captain he particularly disliked, one who always followed too close upon his boots. This guard was too attentive to the emperor’s every pause and glance, even when he just bent to inspect some foliage or a snail.

“One escape is never enough,” said the emperor, reversing course to Longwood, his prison and mine. From his room I heard the sounds of his metal trunks being moved and opened amidst the most terrible oaths, and the thump of his fire poker on one of the rats. The hair in my pocket was soft as a child’s hair.
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Eventually, he emerged, disheveled, with a great bundle of papers, some still bearing thick seals with the crests of ancient houses and the governments of the Revolution upon them. Wax splinters from the cracking seals fell onto the floor.

“The Régent was a thing of the kings. I should never have brought it back,” he said then, and allowed me to take the papers.

I began to think how I might write this history in the evenings as a diversion from my endeavor to tell the emperor’s life for my Memorial. At such times he would be absorbed by the Iliad or Odyssey, Herodotus, Pliny, or Strabo. He read of past thrones and ancient wars, of dead heroes and conquerors almost on a par with himself. He read of families turned upon one another. Sometimes he told stories of his past or read plays aloud, taking all the parts, and we listened together, our jealousies and conflicts forgotten.

“Shall we go to a comedy, or tragedy, tonight?” he would say, then send my son, Emmanuel, for the play. More often than not it was a tragedy.

Unless invited to sit, we stood or leaned against the damp walls, and in this invisible etiquette, he found the last trace of his power. The valets in full livery passed among these generals and marshals of France with bad coffee, their silver lace as tarnished now as the braid of the uniforms. Sugar burned in vermeil bowls to correct the air. We had stopped mixing with our English jailers, for those of any note refused to call him “sire” and he would see no others.

In the times he would not receive, when he was ill, had scratched to blood the itch that always plagued him, or lay with cold cloths on his great aching head (a head that grew still larger every year), I would put together the story of this bright and cursed object. I remembered the diamond the size of my thumb and index finger meeting in a circle. Also it was very deep.

To find it I would have to pull a string through history much as I had done in my Atlas historique, chronologique et géographique. I would follow it through my time back to times way previous and places unknown. Even as the emperor and I felt ourselves fading into the dim unworldliness of this island, the diamond stayed in the world, permanent as all things. A porcelain cup, a plate, a sugar bowl with scenes of Egypt from the Sèvres factory, a table with all the imperial palaces depicted in marble—all these things would outlast us.

I began to see how my task could be done with the documents at hand. I could make up the rest as a fiction. Since I had spent ten years on my Atlas, I knew many of the facts, but now I might free myself of charts and maps. Because of the unrelenting nature of my work with the emperor, I needed a diversion, a way to go outside the situation that had been imposed on us. I needed to travel from this island as I did in telling the emperor’s life. I wanted, in contrast to the emperor, something inert, the very opposite of the man who engaged my best hours—something that was acted upon. In any case I have always had an interest in jewels. The emperor has called me his magpie because I am drawn to small shiny things. As we walk, I am the one to pick up the mica rocks, the lava-crusted pebble, while he taps the small rosebud of his shoe in impatience.

“You never put down anything you have picked up,” he said to me once.

The Régent had been found, then lost, hidden, stolen, then retrieved. It was back to glory in the world and I doubted either of us would be. At times, I felt my position keenly as the prisoner’s prisoner, and I had forced my son, Emmanuel, who is but fifteen, to this as well. By exposing him to the emperor, by making him part of his daily life, letting him copy down his words and receive his fond taps and hard pinches, I had changed his destiny. I had jeopardized Emmanuel even as I enriched him beyond all measure.
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Long ago, desperation became despair, then quickly enough turned to resignation among those of us who followed the emperor to this island. I was not alone in feeling I was living my life inside this larger, uncomfortable life. This feeling had been shared by his soldiers, servants, and wives, for whom the life before and after him was all preface or afterword.

To be always aware of the wounded creature in the house, to hear its rasped breathing and feel its torment, to know that misery, was to live ten years in every one on the island. Thus, we all aged at an unnatural rate, as did the objects around us, for already our collars had been turned and the women’s dresses had lost their fresh elegance.

As we worked, I sat to the emperor’s right, Emmanuel next to me as he dictated. At the dining table, he sat in the center with Dimanche, the dog, warming his feet; I again to his right; then Emmanuel; Count de Montholon; the ample presence of Montholon’s wife, Albine (who always seemed to be wearing red even when she was not); sometimes Grand Marshal Bertrand and Fanny up from Hutt’s Gate; Gaspard Gourgaud, the other captive general—all but my son resenting me, for I was the one the emperor preferred. We nudged our way into the room still fighting over precedence and seating. Each meal, none lasting for him more than twenty minutes, was a competition to be first to lift the pall.

There was never complaint from him (though often observations). Soon enough, however, we saw with his eyes. We were all too attentive. We heard his boots—lined with silk, soft as slippers—whispering on the wooden floors. At night, he moved from one iron field bed to its twin in the adjoining room. When he had not slept, his tread was heavy. We waited to be summoned. We waited for the steps. When they did not come for us, we hated those who were called. We kept restless watch on one another as the English kept watch on us.

Disappointment would come upon us suddenly in the night and proceed in familiar stages to horror. Then, in pain, I knew the emperor would wake his valet and begin to read or ask for a bath to be drawn in this large wooden trough he now uses. (Contrasts are the real poison to us here.) I would arise and, tiptoeing round my boy asleep on the floor, tour the silvery rooms until it was calm. In front of his door, the last Mameluke half raised his head like a dog disturbed and, until he could make me out, reached for his saber.

As I walked, I would hear the words he had spoken the previous day and relive his dreadful glory. I turned from his words and vowed to begin the story of the stone, and on the next day, almost as an omen, he spoke again of the diamond.
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The emperor had been dictating all that morning. As in the early days, he spoke so rapidly I needed someone to relieve me with the dictation, for I was always a sentence or two behind. Great long paragraphs reeled from him this day, which I wrote in code for Emmanuel or the valets Ali or Marchand to recopy. As usual, he wore his green coat faced with the same green and trimmed with red at the skirts, and the stars of two orders. We were both uncovered and he held his hat under his left arm. His hand raked at his snuffbox long after it was emptied. He scooped absently, placing nothing to his nose and sneezing merely from habit. He took a licorice pellet from the tortoiseshell box that held the image of his runaway wife, the empress Marie-Louise, and their son, Napoleon II, born the King of Rome.

“You wish to know the treasures of Napoleon? They are immense, it is true, but they are not locked away,” he told me just as Frederick the Great’s clock chimed. He had begun this catalog in response to the English newspapers newly arrived that claimed he had concealed vast wealth. He wished to dictate his response right then.

“They are the noble harbors of Antwerp and Flushing, which are capable of containing the largest fleets,” he said; “the hydraulic works at Dunkirk, Havre, and Nice, the immense harbor of Cherbourg, the maritime works at Venice, the beautiful roads from Antwerp to Amsterdam …” And on he went through a list of roads and passes, of bridges, canals, and churches rebuilt, the works of the Louvre, the Code Napoleon, and so many treasures and achievements that my hand cramped at the size and scope of the wonders this man had wrought.

“Fifty millions expended in repairing and beautifying the palaces of the crown … sixty millions in diamonds of the crown, all bought with Napoleon’s money—the RÉGENT itself, the only diamond that remained of the former diamonds of the crown, having been withdrawn by him from the hands of the Jews at Berlin, with whom it had been pledged for three millions …” With this he looked significantly at me and then continued.

It was the diamond again, this royal jewel seized by various monarchs as they fled. I felt it was an indication now to begin my labors. And as the emperor observed that the physical powers of men were strengthened by their dangers and their wants—so that the desert Bedouin had the piercing sight of the lynx, and the savage could smell the beasts of prey—so too we, doomed to this island, watched and wanting, living within a camera obscura, perhaps had gained the power of re-creation and remembrance.
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The emperor says of himself, “Men of my stamp never change.” I, not of that stamp, have changed much. I have changed my identity, danced and hidden behind masks, and taken other names. Born into the ancien régime, I became an émigré who fought my native land, a father who left his family to go into exile forever with one who had been my enemy. I was a naval officer, a tutor, an author, the emperor’s chamberlain, and councillor of state. A collection of professions, a collection of selves. Dislocation forced and chosen—departures and brief returns, launches pulling to new shores. And yet, have I changed that much more than others? As the emperor has said, no one can know another’s character, only his actions. All is complication and contradiction, and everyone is filled with secrets.

In my ten years of exile in London, I had studied the history of the English. William Pitt the Younger was our hero then, and I had traced his family back to Governor Thomas Pitt, never imagining that I might interest myself in the Indian diamond that once bore his name. I now have found among our few thousand books the inventories that the emperor ordered made on the provenance of all the imperial jewels. I also found Pitt’s own chronicle and the histories of the French kings, without which I could never begin this diversion to make a fiction out of fact too often remote.

[image: Image]

“If I were you, I would begin with Madame,” the emperor told me the next week. “Otherwise, how could anyone understand the courts of France—even you, who were presented and lived among them? And to understand the diamond, you must understand the setting, no?

“You must travel with a stranger, this young German princess, into this court. To understand their foreign ways, you must start with her. Madame, my wife’s ancestor, was the mother of the regent who bought the diamond. She wrote to every court in Europe, and fed all her royal cousins with gossip. Those who say the diamond brought its mischief and harm into France do not understand how deep the rot went, even in the court of Louis XIV.”

“But sire, I believe this takes place before the stone was discovered,” I said, for I had begun my researches. “When Madame came to France the great diamond was still buried …”

There was no turning the emperor.

“She kept records, as did the duc de Saint-Simon and Louis XIV’s mistress Athénaïs de Montespan, and I have their court histories and volumes of their letters here in my library.”

No turning him, ever.

And so I will leave the Régent buried. It has already waited through deluge and explosions, through aeons and the earth’s turmoil for volcanic pipes to squeeze it to the surface. It will soon be discovered in the Indies, cut in England, and find its way to the crown of France. In this vanished thing I see the fall of the kings and the empire. I suspect the history of the diamond is the history of us all—the Mamelukes drawn far from Egypt, the remaining Corsicans, our English jailers, and misplaced generals. It is the story of the two William Pitts, raised up by the diamond to oppose us, defeat us, and send us here to the rim of no place.

Thus I begin this part of my story with Elizabeth Charlotte von der Pfalz, Liselotte, she who became the duchess d’Orléans, and was known as “Madame” in the court of Louis XIV. Liselotte lived and died in almost the same years as Governor Thomas Pitt, but their course and place in life were very different. She was enslaved by the strictures of high rank and normally would never have been exposed to a man such as Governor Pitt—and yet she was, just once, because of a single fabulous diamond.
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The Remarkable History of the
Régent Diamond


by Emmanuel de Las Cases

With Corrections, Emendations, and Observations by the Emperor Napoleon

IN LATE OCTOBER 1672, LISELOTTE, A YOUNG GERMAN PRINCESS, not beautiful at all, was leaving her castle in Heidelberg to come to France to marry Monsieur, the brother of Louis XIV. The red leaves were falling on their carriage, and her father, the elector Karl Ludwig, remembered how she used to play in the leaves. He called her Rauschenblatt-Knechtchen, the little knight of the rustling leaves, a name she had brought back from Hanover, where he sent her to live when he was divorcing her mother. He said good-bye to her at the Inn Zum Ochsen in Strasbourg, and she never saw him again.

First the princess had to stop in Rheims to renounce her Lutheran faith and become a Catholic, a gesture that would in time prevent her from becoming the queen of England. Traveling with her was Ann Gonzaga, the Princess Palatine, who had arranged the marriage, and Linor von Ratzenhausen, who had been Liselotte’s friend since she was eight and wild. She was now nineteen, and wild only in her heart.

The princess knew her husband had been married before and that his wife, Henrietta, daughter of the king of England, had died. In their bed in the night Linor started whispering to her in that little fluttery way she had that made light of the most dreadful things.

“One says Madame was poisoned by Monsieur’s favorites. He has unnatural tastes.”

The princess, who was young in the way only a German princess can be (for in France our princesses are corrupted at thirteen), did not understand. She had lived with her aunt, and then in the household of her father and the Raugravine, her mother’s servant, who had slept in the room with her parents and had supplanted her mother after their divorce. She had lived outdoors playing with swords and guns and the new children her father had with the Raugravine. She then would come inside to take lessons. She danced and played music and learned needlework and languages. She knew just who she was, but she did not know the world.

“The miracle of enflaming the heart of that prince is not revealed to any woman in the world,” said Linor, who then explained.

“Mein Gott!” said Liselotte. “But why did they poison her?”

This Linor could not answer, and it was morning, and the bishops waited for her downstairs. Liselotte was afraid they would ask her to renounce her family as heretics. This she would not have done. She cried for two hours, then went down to the bishops, who did not require it after all.

Later, she asked the Princess Palatine about Henrietta, dead at twenty-six, after nine years of marriage to Monsieur.

“It was in the summer and she went to bathe every day, leaving in a carriage because of the heat and returning on horseback. She was followed by her ladies and the king and the youth of the court, all with a thousand plumes waving on their heads. After dinner they would mount the calèches as violins played, or they would walk half the night around the canal.” Liselotte later wrote that the Princess Palatine sounded almost dreamy when she said this, as if haunted by the sweetness of the reverie.

“She was very beautiful,” the Palatine said. “It was perhaps the habit of bathing that killed her. The king had just sent her to England to help France’s alliance with her brother, who was then king of England. Eight hours after she returned, she and Monsieur went to Saint-Cloud. It was the end of June, and though she had a pain in her side, she wished to bathe in the river. Then she walked in the moonlight and had her chicory water.”

“It was poisoned!” said Liselotte.

“French gossip,” said the Palatine. “On dit, on dit—‘one says.’ The whole court is full of on dit. She drank, put the cup back in the saucer, grabbed her side, and said, ‘Oh, what a stitch!’ Then she did cry out she was poisoned, but only when she was twisting around begging for the antidote, and they brought her the viper powder …”

“Who did this?” Liselotte later asked Linor, who then told her of the cabal of male lovers who possessed Monsieur. She even named them—the chevalier de Lorraine and the marquis d’Effiat, and the servants who rubbed poison on the rim of her little cup.

“I am so frightened,” Liselotte said, and felt herself captive and reduced.

In Metz, Liselotte was married by proxy, with the maréchal de Plessis standing in for Monsieur. In the Palatinate of the Rhine, there were ghouls and cannibals, but nothing of this strangeness. She sobbed from Metz to Chalons. As “Madame” now, aware of her rank, she entered France and its court of spies and whisperers, of galantries and secret entrances, a land of redites, things repeated, where the national pastime was to find fault.

Monsieur had gone to Chalons to meet his wife and consummate the marriage. They were a shock to each other.

Madame flung herself into the drawing room. She had been walking outside, and her skin, scandalously bare of paint, was chafed. She was wearing a blue silk court dress that was too fancy and too light for the weather. Her eyes, blue and small as a sow’s, passed over him.

Monsieur stood—small, sure, and surrounded, indubitably the face in the miniature she held. To Madame they seemed to be of different races—she fair and Teutonic, he complicated and magnificently dark, with pin-pricks of light flaming from his jewels. Monsieur was laced, bowed, and beribboned, and scented with violet right to the tips of his Spanish gloves. Madame suspected that he painted and powdered. Madame herself drew slightly back. He came to her shoulder. His black eyes were fierce and full of disappointment.

He bowed before her, the perfume from his gloves rising with him as he studied her large face with its thick badger nose tilted to one side, then her long flat lips and sturdy body. He saw she was without graces and had never troubled herself to think about them. She would never have to be poisoned because she carried her poison, as do many ugly women, within. Madame was not without hope, however. And her shock at the sight of Monsieur made her smile. That was the second disaster. Monsieur fell back and stumbled on his very high heels.

Madame had been eating pomegranates and her teeth were flaming red. He too smiled, and his teeth were dark and rotted. From his pocket he took a sweet and handed it to Madame, and turned her heart. She was overcome with pity, for she knew that Monsieur had been corrupted. Once she was able to feel pity she fell slightly in love with Monsieur. Already there was tittering and rustling among the ladies and gentlemen who accompanied Monsieur. She had not spoken a word and she was already out of favor.

At Chalons there was a second wedding, and as the bells rang through the town, Monsieur told Madame that church bells were the only music he could stand. Often he would go to Paris just to hear the bells of the “Vigil of the Dead.”

In the bedroom, Monsieur opened his brocade robe. Monsieur wore holy medals on his private parts. No one had prepared Madame for this. He took them off one by one as they sat on one side of the lace-draped bed. His big heavy rings landed with clanks on the table; his dark hands were small as a child’s as he reached for her. Though he lingered long in the act, Madame felt almost nothing.
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A few days later, Madame met Louis XIV, her husband’s brother, at Saint-Germain. His queen, Marie-Thérèse, was not there. Madame’s tutors had taught her the French kings—Louis the Debonair, Charles the Bald, Louis the Stammerer, Charles the Simple, Louis the Foreigner, Louis the Indolent, Robert the Strong, and Philip the Fair. She knew Louis the Fat and Louis the Lion, Philip the Hardy and Philip the Tall and Philip the Fortunate, Charles the Beloved, and Charles the Affable. Now she stood before the king who was already Louis the Great and saw the disappointment in his face, too. And yet she was drawn forward as to a light, for he was like her, fair as the sun, of the northern people, taller than Monsieur and straight. Monsieur was standing to the right of and almost behind the king, so that all she could see of him was his ribboned sleeve and the small flash of his diamonds. As she spoke, his sleeve kept fluttering. She could barely see the king for the blaze of diamonds on his buckles and buttons and hat crocket. A large diamond so blue it was almost violet gleamed from his sword. His baldric and insignia were diamonds. She had heard of him, the king who danced in so many ballets with his fine legs, his small feet. By now she knew he had selected her to keep his brother in check.

“Sire, to my mind you are one of the handsomest men in the world, and with few exceptions, your court appears to me perfectly fitted for you,” she said. “I have come but scantily equipped to such an assemblage.”

“Few exceptions, Madame?” he said, already intrigued.

“Fortunately, I am neither jealous nor a coquette and I shall win pardon for my plainness, I myself being the first to make merry at it.”

At this, ten or twelve ladies began to laugh. Madame was struck in her tenderest organ, which was her pride, for she was the daughter of the elector of the Palatinate, as well as the granddaughter of the landgrave of Hesse-Cassel, on one side, and of Elizabeth Stuart, the Winter Queen of Bohemia, on the other. This French court could never understand, for they were all so ignorant, all surface wit, bon mots and chitter-chattering that vanished the next instant from the mind. A gust of careful laughter while looking round to see who else was laughing and if it was acceptable, the well-trained effect, the strained-for cut. And under it all, the fear. The king’s mistress Athénaïs de Montespan, beautiful with a dreaded wit, was first among the ladies who laughed, and Madame never forgave her. It became Madame’s crusade to mock her.

“You put us completely at our ease,” said the king. “I must thank you on behalf of these ladies for your candor and wit.” His voice was pleasant, though when he did not speak his mouth hung open in an awkward way, releasing a plume of bad odor. The king saw that Madame was artless in a court where art counted for everything.
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The king came to see her at the Château Neuf and brought along the dauphin, who was ten and restless. He led her to meet his queen, Marie-Thérèse.

“Do not be frightened, Madame,” he whispered. “She will be more afraid of you than you of her.”

Madame bowed and the queen limped forward, the size of a child. There were jewels all over her dress, big pearls shaped like pears, and Madame heard the little clickety-clack of the pearls banging on brocade. She had chocolate on her teeth, her eyes popped out, and Madame began to feel better.

During the series of presentation balls and masquerades at Saint-Germain, the king sat by her side, and whenever a duke or prince entered the room, he would nudge Madame gently and she would rise. The queen sat on his other side, splendid and unimportant, with small diamond chandeliers on each ear. The arrivals approached and made their pauses and reverences, their interrupted bows and curtsies. Madame knew that when she danced at a ball, all were obliged to rise, and she saw too that the king liked her.

The king knew that she had wit and honesty. Alone in his court, she would go her own way, and it amused him. Madame and Monsieur had an apartment in the Palais Royale and Saint-Cloud and Viller-Cotteret, and a household of 120, but their place was with the king at Saint-Germain or Fontainebleau, then Versailles, which was just being built.

Madame was different. She dressed as she wished. She jumped out of bed in the mornings and did not have ruelles so that courtiers might come to her bed rails to whisper their poison as she sat in her dressing gown. She never had a dressing gown and never would. She saw the court for what it was, a place of spinning worlds, each tangled with its own interests, smacking into one another, here where the sun was inside.

Her first meal with the king had shocked her. The king, alone without a hat, sat in his armchair in the middle of the table of his family and ate with his knife and fingers—to begin, perhaps a hundred oysters washed down with the red champagne from the Benedictine Dom Pierre Pérignon. Behind him the courtiers’ hats popped up and down through the meal. She had never seen anyone eat so much.

A few days after the marriage, when Madame was still caught in the strangeness and alien banter, the king commanded Madame to come to him to discuss the death of Monsieur’s first wife. Her torchbearers preceded her and her ladies in waiting followed, and both leaves of the door were thrown open for her. The train of her grand habit dragged on the floor, which squeaked slightly (and does to this day).

“Madame, I have heard of your suspicions. I am too honest to have you marry one who is capable of murder. My brother … ah, Madame, I see that you bite your nails,” said the king, who was in a fauteuil. Madame was in an armless chair, a chaise.

“Sire, no one could have uglier hands than mine,” said Madame.

“If you do not chew at them, I promise you they will improve. I am told that you have refused your physician.”

“Sire, I am never sick, and if I should feel ill, I take a walk of five or six leagues and am cured.” Madame smelled the amber that did not quite cover the odor from his mouth. “I do not approve of the purges and emetics and bleeding. I have never been bled or taken a physic. I eat my good German food. The sauerkrauts and bacons and good white cabbages.”

“I should like to try some of your foods,” said the king. “And I will walk with you, for no one here likes to walk, especially my brother, whose heels are too high. I would show you the wonders of Versailles. I have heard, too, Madame that you have begun to learn to ride. You must hunt with me someday.”

And with that the murder of Henrietta of England was passed over and the king’s mind turned to German bacon salad, Savoy cabbage, and pancakes with smoked herring.

If the king was the sun, and here he was, Monsieur was the moon, white and increasingly chilly. When Madame put her arms around him she thought she might break his bones like little winter twigs.

Monsieur disliked to be touched when he slept, so Madame had to lie on the very edge of the bed. Sometimes she fell out like a sack.
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Madame soon became an expert rider and rode from five in the morning till nine at night, pausing only to eat and relieve herself, and burning her skin in the sun. This gave her an excuse to stay in her riding clothes all day. She wore a man’s large wig, which was often slightly awry, a tricorne hat, a man’s voluminous bowed cravat, and waistcoat, over which was a man’s coat with long basques and baubles and fringes and bits of lace and knots of ribbon as men wore. She was quite a sight.

Madame looked at the court the way she had looked at nature as a child in the mountains eating cherries and bread at dawn. She saw that the vice against nature, called “the fashionable vice,” was all over the court. Men liked little boys, women liked one another and spoke of their passions openly. Men set out on military campaigns with their male lovers and were happy to do so.

In February 1672, a few months after Monsieur’s marriage, the king asked his brother what people were talking of in Paris. Monsieur said they were talking of the chevalier de Lorraine, who had been banished for loving Monsieur.

“And do you still think of this chevalier de Lorraine? Should you be obliged to anyone who would restore him to you?”

“It would be the greatest pleasure I ever experienced in my life,” said Monsieur.

“Well, then, I will give you this pleasure. I will do still more and appoint him field marshal in the army I am to command.”

Monsieur flung himself at the king’s feet and embraced his knees, and kissed his hand for a long time.

Madame’s marriage was still happy then, for she did almost as she liked and Monsieur was kind to her. He came to her in her apartments, where they spent hours in facing armchairs talking of pedigrees. Each knew genealogies going back many generations, and all the bastards as well. Sometimes Monsieur would catch sight of Madame striding along in her riding clothes and think of a big blond German boy.

He had a red dress made for her of his own design. He carried a little pot of paint for her cheeks. He invented a cream to make her skin white as his own. Monsieur was a great improver and completed the Palais Royale, where they lived when in Paris. Monsieur was a great fusser. He pulled at her curls and glued silk patches of a crescent, star, and comet to her face. Madame twisted and giggled and let him do as he wished. When he was finished, Monsieur agreed with Madame that she might wash the paint from her face.

Madame went hawking and hunted with the king, and the court saw she was in favor. That made her the fashion; it made golden all that she did. She went to Saturday medianoche (late supper), praying with him in Athénaïs de Montespan’s rooms. She was often a third there, for the king liked to play two women against each other and often the next mistress was servant to the last.

Madame walked with the king all over the Tuileries gardens, since the others were lame or would pant after a few steps and rarely left their sedan chairs. She put on an old sable cape for the cold and all copied her. The king played his guitar for her and the court stopped laughing.

Then Madame was pregnant and carried about in a sedan chair. After five years Monsieur was still attentive and they lived in harmony. They had a son, then another, Philippe II d’Orleans, who would be regent of France and buy the diamond. The king was burning Madame’s land, the Palatinate, when Philippe was swaddled and the grand cordon put on him. Last, Madame had a daughter, after which Monsieur left her bed forever. Madame who was twenty-four then and tired of lying on the edge of the bed, said she did not mind as long as he was kind to her.

In 1675, when Madame had the smallpox, Monsieur had tended her night and day and wrote to her brother, “I don’t believe there was ever a more perfect marriage than ours since the world began.”

That was probably because he had his lovers about and was in thrall to them. Her enemies the chevalier de Lorraine and marquis d’Effiat were joined by Elisabeth de Grancey, mistress of both, who had charge of her daughter. They were oozing around Madame’s household causing trouble, and she began to suffer. At this time, her son Philippe was just one of the little princes running around the palaces in his dresses. He was delicate and wary. At chapel, when the little prince kneeled, he usually fell over. When he was four, he had some sort of attack of apoplexy that led to his poor eyesight. He began to squint.

The king tolerated the way Madame kept to her own ways, her tongue that now was even sharper than others. The court went to Versailles for fetes that lasted several days, though the king no longer danced in the ballets. He was fifteen when he had first appeared as the sun (born on a Sunday, he would die on one, as is often the way). During one fete he had descended from a sphere, covered in gold embroidery thick with rubies, a crown of rubies and pearls and white plumes and sun rays of diamonds on his gold head. Then had come the Enchanted Isle series, an allegory of the glory of his reign that saw France as the heir of Greece and Rome. His mistress then, Louise de la Vallière, had ridden a Barbary standing upright on its bare back, galloping with only a silk cord passed through the horse’s mouth. She had been taught by a Moor who was one of the king’s grooms. But of course there would come a day, as it comes to all favorites, when the king would pass through her rooms on his way to Athénaïs. And still she stayed on, as the old ones do, hoping for the return of his favor.

The tableaux, the sound-and-light shows of the fetes dazzled Madame. When she was with the king she almost forgot that he had brought back the chevalier de Lorraine. There were water spectacles and islands and fireworks on the Grand Canal, with an obelisk on fire to symbolize the king’s glory. In her time there was Lulli in music, Beauchamp in ballets, Corneille and Racine in tragedy, Molière in comedy. As much as she liked the plays, the real comedy and tragedy for her were the court. She remembered all the dialogue.
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“Is the diamond not the most beautiful creation of the hands of God, in the order of inanimate objects?” Athénaïs de Montespan would say to Louis XIV as they sat together trying on jewels. She had collected diamonds since she was a child and had a collection worthy of the princes of Asia.

They were sittting before two huge pedestals veneered in rosewood, and divided inside like a cabinet of coins, into several layers (she described them in her memoirs). The king had brought all the best diamonds of the crown there and many mirrors.

She and the king pulled out the diamonds, examining them, sometimes with a glass, planning new designs, for they both had the fever. It was almost a sport for them when his affairs permitted, and always cheered them both up.

“They are durable as the sun,” said the king, whose symbol was the sun and whose bedroom at Versailles was built to face the rising sun as a reminder. “My brother cannot keep his hands off them.”

“They shine with the same fire, but unlike your sun, they shine by night. They unite all its rays and colors in a single facet,” she would say in her rapid tinkly voice, and pull out another sparkling tray.

The king’s ambassadors would come to him with news of all big diamonds found in Asia or Europe and he would do anything possible to outbid all competitors. Often he bid against Monsieur.

The king showed his diamonds to Madame, who had entered his rooms carrying a book. He looked at her book as though it were a stranger at court and then showed her the eighteen large diamonds Cardinal Mazarin had left to the crown and the immense blue diamond bought from Tavernier that glowed violet. He pulled out trays of diamonds colored rose and yellow and brown. He had sets of diamond buckles and buttons, and insignia and pins for the garter and baldrics, giant brooches and crowns. She pretended to be interested because she did not want to seem impolite. He told her the queen did not like jewels either, so he and Athénaïs de Montespan and Monsieur had full use of them.

Madame saw that in this too she was like the queen, who kept to herself and ate her Spanish dishes with chocolate and garlic and Spanish sauces and pretended not to be jealous.

For Madame a pleasure greater than beholding a spill of diamonds was rubbing her face on the wet hairy muzzle of a horse or one of her dogs. Sometimes even one of her children.
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The court moved back and forth, to and from Versailles, the palace that the king had been building around his father’s old hunting lodge since 1660. Here Madame hunted stag with the king. In the year her oldest son died, she fell from her horse. The king was the first to reach her, his face white as he bent over her. She felt his big fine hands holding her head, feeling it all over, turning it with great care, and then he had led her back to her room and sat with her to see that she was all right. If she was dizzy at all it was from the painful happiness that begins love. (She knew Monsieur came to her from an impossible land.)

Madame saw that the balls and masques and pageants and changes of costume, who sat on a fauteuil, armless chair, or footstool, who passed her the shift at her levee and preceded her through a door distracted everyone as the soldiers fought on. Those at court ate until they would burst and then glided away as their emetics took effect.

Court was a contest without end. One shoved another aside to get the king’s dark blue eye turned with beauty or dress, the new equipage or dish or phrase. Flattery, the only way to speak to him, was a lie to Madame, who left the contest early on. She watched them in their heavy court dress melting before him. They were commanded to always be there, sick or well, following from palace to palace as his horses, the Enraged Ones, tore over the roads. Everyone tried so hard. She watched the spies creeping to his cabinet by the back stairs, the doors opening in the tapestry. People secreted themselves in alcoves and closets and nooks. Servants stood behind chairs and carried dishes with averted faces and open ears. “Madame had a new visitor today,” they would report. Then she would find her horse and the woods and a stream where she might look for huckleberries, humming a forbidden Protestant hymn.

Within the silk and whispers they were all weak, kept at court like the dangerous beasts of the new menagerie at Versailles. Only one was strong, and he, the king, feared hell. Monsieur had been raised in dresses and kept to female pursuits just so he would not be a threat. He was not permitted to lead an army, because he had been too brave to suit the king. After one battle when Monsieur was cheered at the same time as the king, the king took him away from the wars.

Madame, who lived with the murderers of her predecessor, found she needed her own cabal. Big court women, one in a mask, another silent for years, surrounded her as she rushed through the halls. Madame, who had acquired her own viper powder, had the peculiar strength of the perpetual stranger. Still, one is lonely at Versailles without an enemy. She found this out immediately and was never lonely. Outside her own household, Athénaïs de Montespan was Madame’s first enemy.
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Madame had no one to speak to, so she wrote. Her letters told as much as she could and she copied them for herself and history and me here on this damp lost isle. She was a writer in the only way a royal could be. She rose at four and wrote till ten-thirty in her otter skin stockings and petticoat as German princes and electors looked down on her from the medallions on her wall.

She wrote with her back to the room, facing a window full of Versailles. A little dog sat on each foot, on her table and lap—seven little dogs around her, staring with their endless dog love. The duchesses swore and called out as they played at an ombre table, and still Madame’s quill scratched and she heard all. She wrote all day and the letters often grew to thirty pages or more. She fell asleep and woke and continued writing—For there is one thing about the French: one can deal with them only if they have great expectations or if they are afraid—without pause. Madame found if she wrote it she did not have to live it, or at least she could live it in a different way. She wrote her own tragedies and comedies and spread her hatred like a great blanket over the landscape of the court.

She sprinkled sand from her shaker and rang the bell for the servant. Her hands were always stained. It was said if she had written fewer letters her son would not have been as depraved as he was.

She knew the Black Cabinet read her letters. They copied out passages and sometimes whole letters to show to the king. Her letters were sealed but the spies had a form of mercury that took the shape of the seal and hardened when removed so it could be used to reseal the letters. She knew this and still she was crazed with imprudence, daring as only a disappointed aristocrat could be.

On and on she wrote. France is falling apart and starving, the streets are filled with shit. The court was a false family. Its children were defective, lame and paralytic and weak, crooked and hunched. Five of the queen’s children died. All the king’s bastards had defects, if not of form, then of character. One princess, who died at five, had a mouth that was almost entirely on her left cheek. Then she described shitting at Versailles.

After twelve years, the king left Athénaïs de Montespan for the poor Widow Scarron, whom Athénaïs had hired to nurse her children with the king. While Athénaïs got fat, the Widow had waited and prayed and dressed simply. The king made her Madame de Maintenon. Madame called her “Old Slops” and “Old Ape” in her letters. It could be said that Madame chose her enemies poorly.
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“Where is your diamond in all this?” says the emperor, coming upon me just now with but the faintest rustle. “You have gone far from it.” That is how I know he has been reading this manuscript, just as he had read my journal on board the Bellerophon to see if I was fitted to his great task.

“I am coming to it. I have followed your command.”

“Is all this true?”

“As true as I know how to make it. For of course it is a story of things that happened before I lived to those I could not know. And I lack so many documents.”

“Do not make it too true,” he said. “History is only a set of lies that people have agreed upon. This is not your Atlas with its charts and maps, nor is it my story, where you must tell only what I say of my life—though I might appear here too at the end, no?”

“Oh, indeed, sire. It is by placing the diamond in your sword that you gave it grandeur. It is but the story of a rock. It cannot feel or bear witness. Thus, it must be the story of those that coveted it or did not want it, those who needed it for whatever reason. It must be the tale of those who possessed it for a time, and of their times and places; and if I have given face and voice to some of them I did not know, for that I must call it a fiction.”

“Good night, then, my little friend. Remember, the night gives advice.”

He is always saying things like that. Everyone here is scribbling away.
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“What Can’t Be Cured …”


IN 1688 MADAME ASKED THE KING NOT TO TORMENT HER FATHER with his claims on her land, the Palatinate.

“I will see,” said the king. By now Madame knew Louis XIV’s “I will see” never happened.

They were in the gardens of Versailles, approaching one of the new fountains. Suddenly waters leapt from Apollo’s mouth and the dolphins began to spit, for gardeners crouched below at the taps, unseen, wet and cursing. Twenty violins followed, playing at every step the king took. Then came the procession of sedan chairs from which dangled pale hands cuffed in gold lace, the fingers cocked in a pose. When the king walked on, the waters fell and dripping gardeners raced ahead through the woods to turn on the next fountain.

The king spoke to a man, who immediately swept off his hat. He raised his hat half off for the next man, who was titled, and took it off for any lady or chambermaid or prince of the blood he came upon. None of this interested Madame any longer. After ten years at court, now living at Versailles, she saw them all as victims of grandeur, crowned slaves, prisoners, standers around, and great actors. Sometimes, when she heard the king’s music approaching, she hid.

Then her father died and Madame was forced to go to Strasbourg with the king, in his carriage. It took all the skill in deception she had acquired in France to bounce along and smile as though she had forgotten that he had hounded the elector to his death, to forget that Strasbourg was where she had seen her father last. The cabals noted that Madame was no longer at ease with the king, and thus vulnerable.

“Why are you so sad? What is the cause?” said the marquis d’Effiat one day after the trip, his lips forming something that verged on a smile. His glistening hair was placed as carefully as a guest at dinner, his eyes were pewter and shameless.

Madame made no response. Whenever she turned a corner either he or the chevalier de Lorraine or Elisabeth de Grancey was always there. Every princess needs her dragons, but she had none. One by one they deprived her of the ladies in waiting who were loyal to her.

They invented a romance between Madame and the captain of Monsieur’s guard. The king visited them and saw how cold Monsieur was to her, and Madame felt like the elephant she had just seen dissected in the presence of the king—large and spilling disease. She begged the king to let her retire to a convent.

“My friendship for you prevents me from allowing you to leave me forever. I absolutely refuse to permit it. Put the idea from your mind,” he said and reminded her of her duty.

“I will be poisoned like the first …”

“No, Madame,” said the king, who brought in Monsieur, and they reconciled somewhat.

By then poison had come very close to the king himself. The Chambre Ardente, the special tribunal to look into witchcraft, had been stopped when it reached Athénaïs de Montespan. It was said she gave the king love potions and performed nude in a black mass where a baby was sacrificed. Still, poison arrived in milk and wine and enemas. Snuff was poisoned and so were gloves. Monsieur’s daughter with Henrietta, who married the hunchback Philip and became queen of Spain when she was twelve, was poisoned by raw oysters given by her maid. Her nails fell off and she died, the poisoned daughter of a poisoned mother.

When she first arrived at court Madame thought she had traveled far from the spirits of the Rhine, where her uncle Rupert was thought to be a sorcerer and his black dog the devil, so that armies had fled before him. But here in France were ghosts and spells, and bags with a toad’s foot holding a heart wrapped in a bat’s wing in a paper covered with symbols none could read. She had heard too of the queen’s black baby spirited to a convent. The queen had been given Osman, a dwarf Moor, only twenty-seven inches high, who followed her like a pet, holding her train, hiding his face within, bouncing on her lap, until all the court ladies adopted tiny Moors and they were even painted into portraits. One day when the queen was with child Osman jumped out and gave her such a fright that the child was said to have been born black (for the child becomes what one looks at in fear when one is pregnant). After the queen’s unfortunate experience, young pregnant women were said to be afraid to look at Madame.
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Every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday was the jour d’appartement. The king was building a great gallery all the way from his apartment to that of the queen. The part that was done was turned into an endless salon, with seven reception rooms. Madame strode past the tables where they were cheating at lasquenet, trictrac, picquet, l’hombre, summa summarum, and chess. Around her the courtiers howled and hit the green velvet tables with their fists, making the gold fringes and the golden louis jump. They pulled at their wigs and wept and never rose even for the king when they were at play. Others watched from the silver benches under the crystal lusters, and some knelt on the chairs called voyeuses tittering, whispering, hissing in the orange flicker.

Everyone paused at the mirrors to adjust a curl or ribbon or turn in admiration, and some stationed themselves there by the orange trees in their silver tubs. The scents mingled—orange water and the king’s amber, Madame de Maintenon’s jasmine. Along came Madame and her remaining ladies in a flood of whispery bon mots. All of them turned to the mirrors except Madame. A thousand mirrors on both ends of the room bounced them back at one another.

“I have just come from Pahi,” said the dauphin, who lisped as did all the king’s children.

Coming toward Madame was her husband, Monsieur, the master of the revels—the organizer of the fun, the last-minute calèche ride in the moonlight, the masked ball. He paused longest at the mirrors.

Monsieur had the heightened pallor of the Parisian drawing room, the skin of a belle raised in candlelight. Triple ruffles flapped about each braceleted hand as he adjusted his cravat and collar of Hungarian petit point, each finger weighted with rings. He strutted on and the ribbons fluttered from his heels that Lambertin the boot maker had just made two inches higher. His green silk coat, striped with gold embroidery, was gathered in folds at his hips. There were emerald buttons on his rose silk waistcoat embroidered with gold flowers. Across his chest and rising with his large stomach was the blue cordon of the Holy Ghost. He was pierced here and there with diamond crosses and stars, and diamonds circled his sword hilt. He bowed to Madame, brown and rough and beaten, having fallen from her horse twenty-six times by then.

He looked at her with his lynx eyes, checking the placement of her few jewels. She thought Monsieur, who pretended to have gallantries with women just to be in fashion, never once flagged in flamboyance.

The chevalier made a remark and their laughter floated back to her. It still hurt.

Monsieur pretended not to see Athénaïs de Montespan, who was still lingering in a French point dress, her hair in a thousand futile curls tied by black ribbons mixed with pearls.

Monsieur paused to talk to his cousin James, called the “king out of England.” Madame, seeing some of herself in the exile, gave him one of her rare smiles. After all, had she not converted, she would have ruled England.
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Madame walked in the labyrinth at Versailles and saw it was her life, blocked at every likely turning. The queen died and the king said that was the only time she had ever caused him any trouble.

One day Madame came upon some servants on ladders applying leaves to the private parts of a statue.

“Not big enough,” said Madame de Maintenon, who was standing at the foot of the statue with a big cross hanging from her big pearls. The king had married Madame de Maintenon but would not make her queen.

Though she had once been a Protestant like Madame, it now became Madame de Maintenon’s crusade to drive all the Protestants from France. Her piety also killed all the fun of the court.
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The king made a claim on the Palatinate in Madame’s name and laid waste to it when his claim was refused. He burned castles and huts and uprooted trees, and Madame did not sleep, for when she did, the nightmares came of the people in cellars; of Mannheim, which her father had built up, now in rubble; and Heidelberg in flames.

Madame withdrew as much as she could. When she spoke to a servant now, Monsieur would rush to him to ask what she had said. It was the same quizzing with her children.

Monsieur told Madame he wanted to make his old lover the marquis d’Effiat the tutor to their son. If she did not agree, he would make her life as hard as possible.

“There is no greater sodomite than he in the whole of France,” said Madame.

“I must admit that d’Effiat has been depraved, and that he has loved young boys, but it is many years now since he corrected himself of this vice,” said Monsieur.

Madame then went to the king. The doors were flung open for her. It was winter and the furniture of the Grand Appartement was embroidered velvet (flowered silk in summer); the chandeliers and candelabra were silver. As always she stopped in front of Giorgione’s Musicians and Leonardo da Vinci’s La Femme d’un Florentin Nommé Giocondo, for that woman appeared to have secrets as she did, and a restraint that soothed Madame. Eight pointer bitches ran to sniff at her, pushing their muzzles deep into the folds of her court dress.

“It is no honor for my son if he were thought to be d’Effiat’s mistress,” said Madame.

The king, who was eating a hard-boiled egg, assured Madame he would appoint an honest man as tutor to her son. He was swinging his legs, and his red heels were now even higher than Monsieur’s.

Eventually, after the death of the good Saint-Laurent, the obscure but learned Abbé Dubois became her son’s preceptor, and he was corrupted anyway.
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“M. Author,” the emperor says, using the English term, “I am still waiting for the Régent. Surely it was dug up by now?”

“No, the slave would not find it for many years,” I said, and wished to tell him to be patient but did not.

He was leaning over me, the tails of the madras kerchief he wears in the mornings dangling on my head. As the comtesse de Remusat once observed, he does resemble an antique medallion.

His eyes began to darken as they do when he is thwarted. The blue orbs, dappled with black, turn completely dark, and the black eye that none can withstand is upon one.

“I will soon tell all.”

“Do not forget Madame’s farting contest,” he said.

Here I might mention that when the emperor comes upon this manuscript, he corrects whatever page is visible, and I have included his corrections. As he does with his own manuscript, there are corrections upon corrections and he never hesitates to write even upon a clean copy. He uses pencil for it takes too long for him to dip his pen. In his other works, whenever he writes for a long time, Emmanuel or someone stands by sharpening his pencils.

When he comes upon me even as I write I insert what he says as he says it. I am surprised by how much he knows of these early courts. He has just read Madame de Maintenon’s memoirs and admired her style of writing. He told me that when she was old and the czar came to visit, she hid in her bed. The czar entered, pulled aside her bed curtains, stared at her, and left.

I am hiding some parts of this manuscript from the emperor. I always see evidence of his searches. Also, I am writing parts in code. I cannot let him take over this account.
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“… Must Be Endured”


MADAME AWOKE IN THE HOUR OF THE WOLF, SOMEWHERE between three or four. The seven dogs sleeping around her, a shroud of odiferous breathing fur, raised their heads as she did. She had all her clothes made with tabs so she could fasten them herself. She wrapped her heavy court dress around her; her legs and feet were bare. She left her apartment, the dogs surrounding her. In the long Galerie des Glaces she passed close to the mirrored walls, so close she stepped on the pebbles of wax at the base of the candelabra. She did not look at herself in the dark mirrors but she knew her long white hair was loosened and awry. The hall was filled with the aroma of oranges.

Madame stepped lightly, her heavy gown with its train a comfortable weight holding her to the place. She looked down into the dark gardens and shepherded the dogs down the stairs and outside. Night was still fighting the dawn for precedence when she reentered the palace and was startled by a sound at the other end of the hall. There was Monsieur behind a statue in the corner. She could see him quite clearly in the last of the moonlight. In his embroidered dressing gown, he was lifting a curl from one of the pages and twining it around his finger. The page was leaning against the wall and Monsieur was leaning into him and she could guess the glitter of his eyes like a cat in a night forest. The page, looking out, saw her pass though she was quick, as the two figures slumped down together.

The squares of Versailles seemed to fuse into one another—smaller squares dissolving into the larger oak squares of the floors, the squares of the mirrors in the Galerie des Glaces all becoming one. And now other things dissolved and merged—the colored fleur de pêche marbles, the statues back into their niches, the menagerie of courtiers asleep inside into the menagerie of zoo creatures outside in the night. One blinding shine—the crystal above flickering with the last candles, the swags of gold leaves and rococo scrolls above the solid silver tables, every door and wall and material glistening and dripping. For her it was a thick rich soup, like those the king ate four at a time.

The next day she saw the page wearing a diamond brooch.

[image: Image]

Love within marriage was not to be found at court and often existed only in mésalliances. “Mouse droppings always want to mix with the pepper” was the way Madame put it.

Madame’s son, Philippe d’Orléans, was seventeen when the king forced him to marry Mademoiselle de Blois, his daughter by Athénaïs de Montespan. It was the supreme mésalliance and polluted the Orléans blood. For Madame, it brought back the maid who slept with her parents and became the Raugravine and broke up her childhood home. The king sent for Madame and told her that Monsieur and her son had already consented. She made a slight reverence and withdrew, betrayed again, this time intolerably.

That night at the appartement, Mademoiselle de Blois appeared all dressed up but with no idea of what was going on, and still such a child she sat on Madame de Maintenon’s knees. The announcement was made, and everyone, in the usual whispering clusters, was for once surprised.

Madame’s tears splashed in her food that night. The king made an especially low reverence to her, during which she swiveled away. All saw the bustle of her dress twitching with her fury.

At mass the next day when her son kissed her hand, as Saint-Simon says, Madame smacked him so hard the slap rang through the gallery. Soon after the wedding, Philippe d’Orleans went off to fight. Like his father, he was too brave to suit the king. He was wounded at the battle in Flanders and right after two bullets were removed, he returned to the fight.
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