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  Note to Readers

This is a work of historical fiction inspired by the life of Jean Pierre Bondurant 1677-1735, yet much of the novel is a product of my imagination. Many of us—descendants and others—might have our own ideas of who Jean Pierre was and what he might have felt or done. This novel is my personal vision of the man after careful study of documented facts and in-depth research on the culture, politics, and historical events of the era. What I discovered was far different than my preconceived ideas. 

A Glossary is provided in the back for French and Occitan terms. To learn more about which elements of the story are based on the few known facts, and for references to sources, see the Author’s Notes and Historical Notes also in the back of the book.

In this novel, you will see references to Protestants, Catholics, Roma, and others that were, and still are, considered to be derogatory. But, in many cases, you will also see the use of these disparaging words called out by certain characters as unjust and unacceptable. I chose to use these words to stay true to the times and as an opportunity to teach the importance of kindness and compassion.

Let the adventure begin!
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“Since we pretend not to infallibility, let us not dogmatically determine that all but ourselves are in the wrong.”
~ Jean Cavalier

Cévenol Huguenot & Camisard general





“Life is infinitely stranger than anything the mind could invent.”
~Sir Arthur Conan Doyle
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  The Muse Reflects
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The Gorges du Tarn, a sheltering haven in the heart of the Cévennes mountains, was verdant that spring day after a morning rain, veiled in restless mists that kept old secrets hidden away. My homeland was a world apart from the lavish court gardens at Versailles, yet a majestic land where the deep greens of sweet-scented juniper and pine danced against the grays of moss-dappled stone cliffs. And amethyst orchids, ruby red poppies, and golden narcissus adorned and perfumed its woodlands and meadows. Few had chosen to build their homes in our remote, wild sanctuary protected by high cliff walls, but those who had come sought peace and freedom. Much like the inquisitive young nobleman who had visited that day—the amiable Sieur BonDurant—an apothecary in training, traumatized by a childhood locked away in a Dominican prieuré. 
On that fine May morning, in the year of our Lord 1696, it was easy to feel safe in the ethereal dreamscape created by glistening droplets of dawn’s dew upon the oak and chestnut forests. Yet, with King Louis XIV’s new Route Royale roads cutting deep into the peaceful heart, I sensed the dream would soon vanish with the morning mist and the féerie folk of the night.
A chill breeze from the forest, laden with aromas of earthy loam and something amiss, blew through the window of my stone cottage billowing the delicate lace curtains and turning pages in the old illuminated tome I had opened on the table before me. I laid my hand over the fluttering pages, trying to keep the place where I had been reading. But the wind moved faster than I, and my fingers landed on a new page, pointing to a phrase I deciphered from the Latin manuscript.
‘You can lower yourselves to the level of the beast, but you can also be reborn as a divine creature by the free will of your spirit.’
Such profound and powerful words. These divinely guided occurrences always carry a message, so I paid careful attention.
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  PART ONE 


THE REVEALING
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Dipsacus fullonum L.: cardère sauvage, teasel

The barbed, ovid head used to clean, align, raise, and reveal the nap of wool cloth thus softening its rough nature. The leaves bruised and applied to the temples allay the heat in fevers, qualify the rage in frenzies; the juice dropped in the eyes, clears the sight.








  
  Chapter 1
The Day of Joyful Mysteries


Monday, 18 July 1695
Dominican Prieuré    Genouillac, France
Hour of the Rosary

Jehan BonDurant dared not chart hope while still held behind the walls of this spiritual stronghold, yet the time to set out approached. The chapel doors of the Dominican Order of the Frères Prêcheurs stood open, and from his seat in the last pew, he stared out to the gardens, wilted and waning in response to the intense midsummer heat. Waves of humid air melted across the fields, cicadas thrummed and buzzed. Awaiting the moment he would walk into the sun and the shadows of his torment would cast behind him, he looked to the distant gates—the gates he hoped to walk through for the last time that day. Those gates had symbolically locked him in for eleven years, since the malleable young age of seven, and were now, finally, the gates that would open to freedom. But freedom from the prieuré meant an unknown course lay ahead, and Jehan prayed that some guiding star would aptly lead his naif heart through the strange new world beyond the stone walls.
A faint breeze stirred past him to the friars and novices at prayer, cloaked and perspiring in their white woolen habits and caps. Jehan, too, wore the oppressive habit as one of several lay students forced to live at the prieuré because of their parents’ refusal to give up the Reformed religion. The Bishop hoped students would join the Dominican Order by conversion and coercion. But Jehan was not convinced, not in the least. And he had let his unspoken rebellion to monastic life express itself in his growing locks. He was eager to leave for good and begin a joyful life. Soon, he told himself, Benat would arrive.
The nave reeked of muck-sweat despite the high-vaulted ceilings. At home, no one had associated bathing with the evils of nudity, as was the tradition here. Jehan tugged at his damp tunic where the white wool serge abraded his neck, longing for the serene embrace of cool water.
His eyes searched for anything to keep his mind clear, but the austerity of the modest chapel had always unnerved him. The meager embellishments—a few small frescoes at the altars of the saints—offered no distraction, only frustration. The only lit candle was at the altar of the friars’ patron saint, and only because of a significant bequest to cover perpetual maintenance of the altar’s little lamp. Yet another pretense that, in Jehan’s estimation, fell short of God’s true glory. But, for today, none of it mattered. How could one pray, at all, on a day so important and too blessed hot for even a single candle?
He closed his eyes, merely appearing to be adrift in prayer, but his thoughts went elsewhere as he meditated on the rich inspirational triumphs of the great cathedrals depicted in the old tomes. Their splendor floated through his mind, settling the flutter in his chest. He longed for the magnificence of those stained-glass, gilded marvels, illuminated by a thousand candles. Surely, his faith would be stronger in the presence of such miraculous triumphs.
Jehan’s head slumped forward. As he drifted toward sleep, the nave melted behind his lashes. His awareness narrowed to the incessant sweat dripping off his brow and onto his hands. Even in this half-dream state, he sensed the peculiar emptiness when his wooden rosary slipped out of his hands, falling onto his lap.
Gradually, he came back to alertness, blinking, groggy. He lifted his scapular and wiped his hands on his tunic. When he picked up the rosary again, he stared at it, grasping at the realization that, today, his life would begin again and he could make it his own. His obligation to recite the Dominican prayers ended on this day, his eighteenth birthday, so all motivation to continue ceased and thoughts of home engulfed his mind.
He strained his neck around to view the gate again. Seeing Benat had not arrived, he collapsed back into the pew with a faint moan. Benat, the metayer and steward of the family’s Château de Cougoussac, had agreed to make certain that the Dominicans would release Jehan without delay. Ever faithful Benat. He had been the one who always visited. Jehan’s mother had come, just once, but that was years ago, in the beginning. He could never understand why his parents had abandoned him while they were still alive. Perhaps Benat, being a lifelong Catholic, was more comfortable spending time here. Whatever the reason, since Jehan’s parents had passed, Benat was family.
Jehan tapped a thumb across his rosary beads and looked back to the nave where others, likewise, had succumbed to the urge to nap. Those still awake droned on in unison, “Salve Regina, Mater misericordiae . . . To thee do we send up our sighs, mourning, and weeping in this valley of tears . . .“ He could never fathom why a prayer on Monday, the Day of Joyful Mysteries, should end in such a sad manner and vowed he would choose a different way of praying once at home. So many things he questioned, now that freedom was in sight.
The grating whine of the prieuré gates alerted Jehan. He checked the door again, but the glare of the midday sun washed out the two figures who had entered into the front garden. He could vaguely make out the rattleboned frame of the parish priest, Curé Gellion, from the Saint-Pierre Catholic church in town. Why is he here? He cannot force me to stay. Not now. And a second man, near the gate. A tall, middle-aged man in humble attire with the wide brim of his hat cocked to one side. Benat! Jehan’s heart relaxed into a steady cadence.
Benat strode with confidence down the path ahead of the curé, who scuttled to keep up, his cumbersome black robes tangling between his legs. As they approached the chapel, the throbbing in Jehan’s chest surged again, and his temples pounded as if to burst. There was no way to know what trouble the curé would cause.
“Who are you?” Curé Gellion called out to Benat. “State your business here.”
Benat stopped under the church portico outside the door, close enough that Jehan could see him wince before he answered. Benat turned and looked over his shoulder at Gellion. “Name’s Benat. I’m here for Jehan BonDurant.”
“Nnnnooo, no.” Gellion stuttered and snarled, his face flushed. “I’m here to escort the young Seigneur BonDurant. I must show him how to serve the Lord in the real world. Prieur Chabert’s teachings will only go so far.”
The other students rustled and turned toward the disturbance outside. Curé Gellion was up to his old tricks, trying once again to take control where he had no authority. Jehan’s shoulders tensed. He prayed Benat would not give in. Not today. Not on this joyful day of emancipation.
Benat gave a sedate response, showing a disregard for the curé‘s hysteria. “Monsieur Curé, what matters is that I know exactly who you are, and I’ve heard how you treat your flock. As for myself, I am a parishioner in Chamborigaud, where we are treated with respect. ‘Twill be Jehan’s choice where he is to take Mass. Your parish church is back up the road, and you know full well, this prieuré is Chabert’s domain. Perhaps you have gotten yourself lost?”
Gellion squinted and shouted, “Do not question me. I have no need to give reason to you. The young seigneur must be taught to resist the temptations of the Reformed faith.” He wagged his head as if in a fit of nerves and leered into the nave. Jehan glared back at him, determined not to show signs of intimidation.
“What else has Jehan learned during his years here, if not that?” Benat queried assertively. “He is no longer under the tutelage of anyone starting today. Not yours, nor Prieur Chabert’s.”
“The prayer is closing now,” Gellion said as he took a step forward to enter.
But Benat swiftly leaned his hand on the chapel’s door frame, blocking the curé. He stared at Gellion, his face just inches away. Then, tapping his forefinger to his chest, Benat said, “I shall collect Jehan.”
The youthful Prieur Chabert projected his closing with great poise in an energetic voice that echoed through the nave. “In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.”
Jehan hastily crossed himself and rose to leave the chapel without delay, consoled to see Prieur Chabert step off the pulpit and follow him to the portico. Jehan was grateful for Chabert. Only a few years older than Jehan, he was an exceptionally young man to be appointed to the post of Prieur. Chabert had spent his early years at the prieuré as a novice, so they had grown to adulthood together, and he had always watched after Jehan in the manner of a benevolent older brother.
As they stepped outside, Jehan pulled his hood around his face to ward off Curé Gellion’s maliciousness.
“I am prepared to take my leave straight away,” Jehan said to Benat.
Gellion clenched his fists, squinting like an angry fox. “Oh, no, you shall not,” he said, his voice rising to a lurid squeak. “Not until we give you leave.”
Prieur Chabert stepped in between, brandishing his unwavering confidence. He calmly laid a hand on the wily Gellion’s shoulder and looked him directly in the eyes. “Jehan has his leave. He is no longer under the state’s control, and he has made ready to do the Lord’s work out in the world. Now, let him pass.”
Gellion crumpled, giving in, then stomped down the path and out the gate, dust enveloping his black robes.
Jehan kept his face hidden under the ample white hood. He folded his hands together and lowered his head in a silent blessing to the good Prieur Chabert. He would always hold profound respect for the Prieur as a spiritual leader since, unlike the punishing abjurations Curé Gellion was known for, Chabert enticed Catholic conversions with a gentle, heartfelt enthusiasm. It was Chabert who had broken through the frozen ground of Jehan’s traumatized spirit and had kept him safe from the more rancorous friars. And it would be a different world outside the prieuré gates without his protection and guidance.
After the air settled, the Prieur accompanied Jehan and Benat toward the gate at a slow, steady pace. It aided in putting some distance between them and the obsessed curé, and allowed time for Chabert to dispense some advice. “Jehan, stay mindful of diversions. Whilst living here amongst us, you had to surrender worldly excitement and tame your passions. Yet now, I see the desire to explore is within you. Curé Gellion is overzealous at times, but he is right in that you have no experience resisting temptations. ‘Twill be in your best interest to temper your desires and set a good example for the community.”
“Thank you, Prieur,” were the only words Jehan could muster. He fixed his eyes toward the ground as he and Benat passed through the gates and headed toward the town of Genouillac. Exhausted by the tension, the advice seemed as if it were water pouring through a sieve.
Just beyond the prieuré walls, a current of fresh air moved up from the river, cooling Jehan’s skin under the heavy woolen tunic and sending a revitalizing shiver through him. Sunlight reflected off the slow-moving water and danced through the trees along the river bank. A flock of ravens rustled and departed out of the trees, leaving behind a single bird in the reeds along the shore. Its iridescent black feathers sparkled as it snatched up a beetle and triumphantly cawed over its solo achievement. Like the rakish, jolly raven, Jehan was finally free to make his own way.
His lips parted, and he sighed. He pulled back his hood, brushing wet strands of hair from his face, and sensed a few tears blending with trickles of sweat. “Is this real, Benat, or a splendid vision?”
“‘Tis real, Sieur. You are released. Now let’s get you home.”

      [image: ]BonDurant Townhouse, Genouillac, France
Early Afternoon

Jehan and Benat entered through the rear courtyard gates of the family’s townhouse, the grande maison de ville at 42 la Grand Rue, one of two homes Jehan had inherited that day, along with three mills and some significant parcels of land. He scarcely remembered this place. Yet the country château, with its subtle majesty and life-giving lands, had stayed vivid in his mind, and it was there he wished to reside—far away from Curé Gellion, far from the prieuré walls.
While Benat patiently waited, Jehan lingered in the cool shade of a tall birch tree, coaxing memories, long subdued, to spring to life again.
He could envision it now . . . as a boy, his mother had insisted he enter this way and wash at the small fountain near the gate. She never wanted the salon’s elegant black-and-white marble floors covered with soil from his gambols along the river. Cleanliness and purity were one in her mind. He would do anything to please her and, since she had passed, he wished to honor her as best he could.
He stared into the fountain where sunlight flickered upon the water, stirring up the past in small flashes—a tiny hand splashing in the water, the reflection of his young sister’s face. Françoise! She had been less than three years old when he had last seen her.
“Benat. Have you news of Françoise? Is she still schooling at the Theyrargues Convent?”
“I have heard nothing, Sieur. She would be approaching her fourteenth year, would she not?’
Jehan tried to recall the day she was born. It was spring. The narcissus were in bloom. “I believe so. Last April.”
“Then she is of the age to be released or, elsewise, take her vows.”
Jehan could not imagine that she would choose to stay under the control of the abbess another day longer than required. Outrage welled in his throat for her, for himself, and for all children abandoned to religious confinement. He writhed and threw off the stifling scapular. Pulling at the tunic’s neckline, he splashed fountain water across his face and let the cooling liquid run down his chest.
Soon. Soon he would shed the rough tunic for something more comfortable, more dignified—something to elevate his status. Though Prieur Chabert might disapprove of such finery, Jehan wanted desperately to shed all the Dominican rules that had held him down.
Benat removed his hat, rubbing his forehead as he stared toward the townhouse. “Perhaps your cousin knows more about your sister. He’s managed all the family affairs since your father passed.” Benat paused. An unsettled look in his eyes said there was something more. “Your mother . . . she had neither the strength nor the will to take on the burden of the seigneurie, and the houses, and the mills during the last year of her life.”
“How is that?” asked Jehan. “I remember her as being strong and capable.”
“‘Twas the heartbreak. With you and Françoise gone to be educated by the church, then three babes in a row gone to the angels, watching your father take his last breath was too much for her to suffer. ‘Twill be good for the estate to be back in your hands. Let us find your cousin so you can begin to set things right.”
Jehan could only imagine how painful that must have been for her. He had no idea about the other children she had lost.
Benat motioned and they walked across the courtyard to the townhouse. He tried the rear door of the ground floor rooms used by Jehan’s cousin, André BonDurant, for his apothecary shop. Locked—for the noontide closing. He then tried the door leading to the living quarters—also locked. 
Jehan smirked and combed his fingers through his damp, tangled hair. “Well. ‘Tis a wonderful welcome, is it not, Benat?”
“André is likely being cautious about roving thieves. There are many of ’em about after the famines.” Benat cupped his hands to his mouth and called out toward the balcony, “André. André BonDurant. The seigneur of the house is home. Come, open the door.”
André leaned out the balcony door. He still had his thick mane of dark curly hair and Levantine-like features—high cheekbones, dusky brown eyes, broad shoulders, and tall stature. Yet middle age seemed to be setting in far too soon.
Jehan leaned in to whisper to Benat. “He looks so much older than I had expected, yet I thought him to be barely past thirty years.”
Benat tilted his head, studying André. “Hmm. A few lines around his eyes now, but that is to be expected after living most of his life amidst the death and destruction that besieged the region until recent times. The persecutions have aged many before their time, leaving even some of the young withered and listless.”
André turned back into the townhouse and crowed. “They have arrived.”
From behind him, came an elegant, dark-haired woman, great-bellied with child. She rested her hands on his shoulders, a smile beaming across her face. “Welcome home, Jehan. Do you remember me? I am the girl who used to distract Curé Gellion when he followed you around proselytizing.”
“Lucrèce! Of course, I remember. So you have married André. I am ever so pleased. Yes, you saved me from Curé Gellion’s clutches many a time.”
“I see you will no longer require my assistance,” she said. “You have truly grown into a man, fully capable of looking after yourself.”
Jehan wished he could share her assurance. Had it not been for Benat and Prieur Chabert, he might still be fending Gellion off at this very moment. But her confidence bestowed a new lightness.
Lucrèce squinted a bit, with a studied expression. “Come closer, Jehan. Out of the shade and into the sunlight so I can get a better look at this man that you’ve become.”
As he stepped forward, she leaned her elbows on the balcony railing and perched her chin on her palms. Her face beamed, her eyes radiant in the summer sunlight. In response to her pleasant attention, Jehan sensed an uncontrollable smile grow on his face.
“Such a striking resemblance between you and André, aside from your vibrant blue eyes and that infectious smile. Quite a handsome lot, all of you BonDurant gentlemen with your rich, tawny skin tone. You will surely find a virtuous wife of quality before long.”
Out of nowhere, two cherubic faces poked out from around Lucrèce’s wide silk skirts and giggled. “Cousin Jehan! Cousin Jehan!” they chirped. “Come play cup-and-ball with us.”
Jehan chuckled. These two could change his mind about his intentions to live at the château. Perhaps he would stay here at his townhouse, after all, at least a good share of the time. Innocence and joy would be healthy for his soul, having long since wearied of their deprivation.
“I shall be down shortly, Jehan,” André called out, and then disappeared into the townhouse with Lucrèce and the little ones.

      [image: ]Jehan shifted in his chair, running his hand over the fine texture and rich colors of the tapestry upon the table. It was odd to be back in the salon of the well-appointed upstairs apartments. He had joined the other two men around a small card table, while Lucrèce and the children busied themselves in the family solar.
“Tell me, André . . .” Jehan said, hoping to dispense immediately with any idle chat. “What do you know of Françoise? Will she be home soon?”
André poured them each a glass of wine with a disturbingly indifferent reaction. “We’ve had no word. We think she may have taken her vows.”
Jehan’s heart sank at the notion. He had expected the homecoming to be bittersweet, with most of the family passed and his sister locked away in the convent. But he had hoped Françoise would soon return. Once she was at home, he could learn who his real family was—who he was.
He glanced around the room to still his thoughts, admiring the wood paneling commissioned by his grandfather; the painting of his strict, yet kindhearted grandmother; the colorful embroidered linen curtains his mother had inherited. It set Jehan to reminiscing about the joyful times with his family—card games to pass the winter evenings, playing hide and seek with Françoise, chocolate drinks for the children, and for the adults, the nouveau en vogue exotic coffees from the Marseille port.
But André abruptly broke the spell with his practical thinking. “More income is needed to maintain the family properties. It would be good for you to learn the apothecary trade, Jehan.”
 “I was fascinated by the shop as a child and have often considered it. ‘Tis certainly a noble endeavor to heal the sick. And some time away at medical school could help me forget my past misfortunes.”
“Good then,” said André. “You can be my apprentice. I could use a good worker.”
Worker! Jehan could not bear the idea of more years of submission. He could feel the heat rise on his face at André‘s presumption. After all, Jehan had already served the family well by his confinement to a stone slab in the prieuré, and all the while, André continued to live as usual, in comfort and style.
“I may want to learn your trade, and you may be my elder, but I am now the seigneur, not your indentured servant.”
 “Yes, yes, Jehan,” André dismissed. “Now then, I shall have you take the room on the third floor . . . across from the laundress. That way you’ll have a window toward the street.”
Jehan wanted to curse André for his disrespectful proposal. He shook his head in disagreement while summoning the courage to speak up again. He grabbed the edge of the table, trying to steady the years of suppressed anger rising to the surface, then exhaled in a hushed tone. “The room across from the laundress? Have you run mad, André?”
Speaking his mind emboldened him and loosened an ill temper he never realized he had. He let his eyes blaze into André‘s, and insisted, “I shall take a bedchamber on the family floor.”
Jehan pushed back his chair, nearly knocking it over before Benat caught and righted it, then marched down the hall to inspect the chambers, with André and Benat following. He paused at an open doorway, enraged blood coursing through his being, pounding in his ears.
“Here . . . this one, facing the courtyard.”
A sense of empowerment began to settle in, and the throbbing faded. He took a deep breath of the potpourri-scented air and looked around the room. The old tester bed, with its gold and green embroidered Tree of Life canopy and curtains, invited him in. He stepped up on the side rail and let himself sink gently into the sheep’s wool mattress. Heavenly.
“I see you have moved my parents’ bed and writing desk from the front chamber. This will do nicely.”
“But this is my private chamber, Jehan,” André objected, his voice taut.
Benat looked to the ceiling, keeping quiet.
“Well, naturally, this will necessitate that you lovingly share a bedchamber with your wife from now on . . .” Jehan allowed his tone to stay firm: like the young dog asserting his dominance over the pack leader, this required fearless assertion. “. . . as good peasant husbands do, and all husbands should.”
“You cannot . . .” André responded until Jehan cut him off.
 “Cannot?” Fully unleashing his defiance, Jehan stood tall, head to head with André. “You are living in my house by the grace of my late father and mother, and I shall not have you cast me down this way.”
Benat broke his silence. “Sieur, there is a grand bedchamber waiting for you at the château. And your horse will be happy to see you, as well.”
Jehan hesitated, weighing the matter for a moment, wanting to be practical and avoid a decision driven by heated emotion. His horse was his most valued asset. It meant freedom to travel and safety in a chase. Life would be different without the walls of the prieuré to protect him, so his horse was essential, though she needed the pastures of the countryside.
“André, we must have an agreement,“ Jehan said, trying his best to subdue his vexation. “I shall stay and be your apprentice, but I shall also spend time at the château whenever I see fit. You may instruct me whilst in the shop. However, I shall do my own determining about my life and the management of my properties, including this townhouse. As of today, you are my guest, not my master.”
André‘s eyes widened, his gaze flitting around the room until he puffed and responded. “Alright then, Jehan, you may have the bedchamber.”
The shock and disbelief written on André‘s face faded after a few brief moments, and he resumed his usual domineering swagger, hands on his hips, head cocked. “Now then . . . I have a council meeting to attend. Supper will be after Vespers, and you will need to be up by dawn to start in the distillery.”
Jehan and Benat looked at each other, raising their eyebrows in the mutual realization that André would not readily be convinced he was no longer the one in charge.

      [image: ]The moment André set off for his meeting, Jehan sensed a new openness and fluttering in his chest, his mind brimming with images of herbs and potions. He was, in fact, eager to begin his apothecary training the next morning, in spite of how it might have sounded when he lashed out at André. It was something he had longed for as a child while watching André as a young apprentice with his great-grandfather.
“Sieur, now that you are settled, I should be on my way,” said Benat.
“Of course. I shall walk you down. I want to take a look at the apothecary . . . to familiarize myself again.”
On the way out, Jehan stopped by the solar to fetch a spare shop key from Lucrèce. After a bit of convincing, she raised a brow and smiled as she handed it over. “I suppose André will appreciate your eagerness to learn. The only key I have is for the streetside door. He keeps the hallway door key on him at all times.”
When Jehan reached the threshold of the front door with Benat, he paused to take a deep breath of the afternoon air. “Thank you for collecting me today,” Jehan said. “I shall plan an outing to the château Sunday, after Mass.” Though Gellion’s church was the last place he wanted to be, it might otherwise cause a rout until the curé‘s obsession with Jehan faded a bit. Real freedom would need to come in measured doses—yet with every hindrance Jehan found it harder to restrain a seething urge to fight for it. “I suppose, for now, I had better attend the Church of Saint-Pierre or Curé Gellion will be beating my door down to drag me off with him.”
“Surely enough, Sieur,” agreed Benat. “And you will receive a hearty welcome at the château afterward. I believe you will enjoy learning the apothecary trade, but you will also need to master the skills required of a seigneur. It would give me pleasure to provide the necessary training.”
Benat’s care and concern settled Jehan a bit. Having been the family’s loyal servant for years—since before Jehan was born, he was told—he trusted Benat’s guidance. As métayer, he acted as steward of the seigneurie, possessing any skill a gentleman landholder might want to learn. During Jehan’s childhood, Benat had been his patient teacher whenever his father was otherwise engaged—which, pitifully, was most of the time.
Jehan’s mind cluttered with all he would need to attend to, now that the duty of running the seigneurie fell on his shoulders, but the things he had delighted in as a boy rose to the top. “I would, indeed, like to refresh my skills at riding, and hunting, and swordplay. I believe I have acquired all the mathematical skills and analysis needed for accounting and dealing with assets, thanks to Father Chabert’s guidance.”
“Oh, but there is also viticulture, milling, and chestnut harvesting,” Benat added as he chuckled and headed off down the road.
Jehan waved, his heart lightened by the promise of new knowledge. “Sunday by midday, then.”

      [image: ]Jehan stepped onto the ancient cobbled street of la Grand Rue—once the old Régordane road where travelers had passed since Roman times—and turned to study the front of the townhouse. Now, this, I remember. Two public entrances conveniently delineated private life from business life. The door to the right, from which he had come, led to the townhouse apartments. And the door to the left, where his new studies were about to begin, led to the apothecary shop.
He gazed up at the large three-story stone dwelling, cleverly embellished with several small, but elaborate sculptures. One peculiar carving illustrated a very sick-looking man with his tongue sticking out—every bit as intriguing now as when Jehan was young. A brief whimper of mirth formed in his throat, and his cheeks tightened into a smile. Smiles were such an odd sensation after his years of solemn existence.
Still prominent above the arched doorway was the decorative lintel featuring a carved snake wrapping around three staffs.
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The staff of Asclepius, the Greek God of healing . . . the symbol of the apothecaries and medics. Though something always seemed amiss—this carving had three staffs instead of the customary one—and he had yet to learn why.
He unlocked the apothecary shop’s heavy wooden door and it groaned a little as he pushed. A cluster of small bells sounded with a dulcet tinkling that lingered in the stillness of the empty shop. Once they faded, it was utterly quiet, but his childhood recollections began to bring the place to life.
As his eyes wandered the room, he could hear the sounds of a busy day—the bustling about and chatting of patrons with prescriptions in hand. In his mind’s eye, he could see them queuing along the oak cabinets that lined the walls, with rows of drawers that held a huge variety of potions and pills, ready-made for sale.
Above the cabinets, shelves climbed to the ceiling. Jehan’s heart beat like a bee’s wings as he eyed the jars of art and mystery that rested upon them—large, majolica ceramic jars labeled for the herb, oil, or other cures they contained. He had always been drawn to their radiant blue, gold, and green tin-glazing. Some displayed a coat of arms while others were adorned with mythological figures and swans set against a landscape. Once when he was young—when no one was looking—he had climbed the ladder and peered inside a jar to see its magical contents. He had been certain it contained some divine giver of life; some ingredient from God’s forests or meadows.
Glass bottles of amber, verdigris, and crystalline clear caught the sunlight with a beauty that now sparked his devotion far more than the wafer held high at Mass. He ran his hands slowly over the various mortars and pestles that lay scattered atop the counters and tapped a finger on the brass scales, setting them teetering. He had no doubt the shop was well stocked and would have precisely the cures his own patrons might desire: all weighed out on this set of scales, in precisely the correct proportions.
Through an open doorway was the distillery, the room devoted to the distillation of oils, with a bain-marie furnace installed over a massive hearth. On most days, the hearth would be glowing with a crackling fire in readiness for the preparation of another batch. But today, with André away, the hearth was quiet and cold. On the one day, many years ago, that Jehan had been allowed to watch the process, a peculiar fusion of cardamom and thyme had scented the air. It must have recorded itself in his mind since the aroma suddenly awoke in his nostrils.
Forgetting all else, he lost himself in a strange euphoria, his eyes foraging the room as he beheld every detail and imagined himself creating the finest cures to heal the ailing townsfolk.
In his distraction, he stumbled and almost fell backward when he discovered the bizarre menagerie of dusty stuffed creatures hanging high among the ceiling rafters. To most observers, the crocodile, two turtles, and an assortment of petrified fish would seem more like an absurd flock of birds rather than beings of the land and sea. Jehan surmised it was his cousin’s clever way to advertise access to the rarest and most effective ingredients from the furthest parts of the world, although he would find it difficult to give André the credit if he stood face to face with him.
Leaning against a cabinet, Jehan closed his eyes and pondered for a long while. Why had he fallen so easily into such spiteful envy of André? In less than an hour away from the prieuré, he had already lapsed into pride and greed, then wrath, and now envy. Could he not be free of these irreverent temptations? Was this his cousin’s doing or perhaps his own? Jehan pressed his hands to his forehead and heaved a long, weighty breath from his lungs. If only his Dominican upbringing would not lash out at him with such guilt at every minor offense of the cardinal sins.

      [image: ]“The shop is just as splendid as I remember,” said Jehan, as he entered the solar, finding Lucrèce quietly reading, a hand on her belly. He sat on the settee next to her and handed over the key. “And so is your alluring beauty.”
Her cheeks blushed against her pale skin. “I thank you for the compliment. And you already know, from the foolish words I blurted earlier . . . I think you have become quite the striking gentleman.” She looked down and brushed a finger over her supple lips, then drew a slow breath and looked up. “This prompts a discussion I had hoped to have in a few weeks, yet . . . I am feeling . . . we must have it sooner rather than later.”
“Yes, Lucrèce?” Jehan asked, curiosity thrumming through him.
“Jehan . . .” She seemed to be having trouble looking in his eyes. “I think we should begin working on finding you a marriage match.”
“What? I have just gotten myself free,” he huffed. “I am not ready to be tied down to a wife.” Yet he would gladly marry Lucrèce if André had not already thwarted that idea. He leaned in to taunt her, as he had done when he was a boy. “Of course, were I to find a wife like you, Lucrèce, it might be an entirely different matter.”
She pushed gently on his chest—the warmth of her hand suddenly searing through his tunic and sending throbbing waves down his length. She quickly released it and stood.
That touch. Jehan clutched his head and ran his fingers through his hair. I am slipping again. He would never escape the prieuré if he fell into such lust every time he was near a woman. And a woman with child, at that. The knowledge of his sins already burdened him far too much to miss confession, and it had only been a few hours since his departure.
“Someday you will find your muse, Jehan. One your own age. One who will inspire and motivate you. Then you will finally feel freedom like you have never known. And I can help you on that account.”
Jehan felt the need to move. He stood, then began a slow pacing. Lacking experience in controlling his lusts, he would need help—somehow. Perhaps marriage to another, to this inspiring muse, would be the only way to quell his interest in Lucrèce. Was that the sort of freedom that she spoke of? “How is it that you can help? Do you not need a matchmaker?”
Lucrèce sat back on the settee. “Between André‘s family and mine, I have a large, finely woven network of prominent cousins and local nobility from whom to seek matches. Since I never seek a remittance, many in the family have come to me for introductions.”
He walked over to her and paused. “I can see how your charming words work well to persuade men and women alike.” Yet he was prepared to stall as long as he could—if he could only manage to resist the enchantment she had held over him since a boy.
She nodded in commitment to the task. “Then I shall start correspondence with Sieur de Montcalm de Saint Véran concerning a match with his daughter Louise,” she said cheerfully, then let out a sigh of relief. “She is of the right age, just twenty, and I am told she is quite becoming.”
Jehan remained standing over Lucrèce, arms crossed, trying to build some resilience to her plans.
“I see from your look, you are not in full agreement,” she responded. “I know it is an important decision, but do not worry, my friend. I shall arrange an introduction first, then you can decide. I’ve oft thought Louise would be a promising wife for you. She is your fourth cousin and her family holds many titles and great wealth. You are both descended from François de Montcalm. I must tell you, though, I am not certain where his family’s loyalties lie. In the past, they were supporters of the Knights of Saint Jean Hospitallers who follow the Roman Catholic traditions, but they have also been strong defenders of the Protestant faith. I hear they are newly converted, having abjured their faith to keep their fortunes. Thus they bear the title of nouveau converti, as do you and I.”
“But might they still practice the Reformed faith in secret?” Jehan asked.
“We will only know more when you pay them a visit.”
Jehan rejected the thought of embroiling himself with those who defied the law, but perhaps he should consider a family who could be compassionate to both sides of these religious divisions. He wasn’t sure if there were many lifelong Catholics who would understand the entanglement of his family’s history with the Reformed faith. He did not yet understand it himself. His arms dropped and he felt his resolve wane. “I would need to marry in the Catholic church or it would ruin me.”
Lucrèce smiled, sweet and radiant, warming again the atmosphere that had gone cold and difficult. “I shall write to inquire on which medicinals they might be in need of. Surely, they will be wanting the Castlebouc honey from the sage-femme wise-woman, Menina Elise, and her granddaughter. You can deliver them when Sieur de Montcalm writes back and is willing to extend an invitation. Patience may be required for his response . . . and for good weather. ‘Tis an arduous ride to the Château de Saint Véran, and you will need to take every precaution.”
“Very well, Lucrèce. We shall wait for their reply.” Jehan prayed the wait would be long. He would have all the patience in the world.
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  Chapter 2
Illusions of the Times


15 September 1695
Apothecary Shop, BonDurant Townhouse
Genouillac, France    

Time spent in the apothecary’s distillation room was among Jehan’s favorite activities. But with September’s warm temperatures, afternoons were not the most desirable time to work. He had risen before dawn and toiled over the blazing hearth fire to finish another distillation, trying to complete his day’s work while the morning was young. Yet today he was motivated by more than just the heat. He wiped his damp brow on the sleeve of his work coat hoping that, after nearly two months of apprenticing, today would finally be the day André would trust him to go to Uzès market for supplies. No word had come from the Montcalms, and although the apothecary craft fascinated his mind to no end, Jehan still yearned for some new escapade. 
The unmistakable scuffling of André‘s footsteps could scarcely be heard over the bain-marie furnace, but it was enough to catch Jehan’s attention.
“The candles have nearly melted,” André bellowed as he carried in two plates of bread, charcuterie, and melon. He donned a work apron so, surely, he did not intend to go to market himself. “You must have been up all night to get through this much work. ‘Tis a good thing you are nearly finished. I will need you to go to Uzès since Lucrèce’s babe will arrive any day. I cannot risk being gone just now.”
There it was—exactly the chance Jehan had waited for, even though André had phrased it as a command for his own benefit rather than as a request or a mark of confidence. None of that mattered now, as long as Jehan had the freedom to set out on an adventure at last. 
Nodding vigorously, he replied. “Yes, yes. Most assuredly, I would be delighted.” He rushed to take his pack-saddle from the wall peg near the door. “I shall prepare immediately.”
While Jehan loaded the pack-saddle and nibbled at his food, André pulled a map from the pocket of his apron and laid it on a table. He began discussing the particulars of the best route to Alais—the overnight stop to Uzès—when the bells on the shop door sounded. André was so absorbed in describing the mission that he did not look up to see the woman entering with a young girl in tow. The blush of dawn’s light and an aroma of freshly baked bread followed them in. A conservative, pious woman, no doubt, in her dark drab attire, a white linen coif and simple lace collar her apparel’s only ornamentation. 
“Ahh . . . guided by the good Lord,” she said. “This is the place, 42 la Grande Rue.” 
The little girl’s face beamed with delight as she looked up at the door’s bells and echoed them with a melodic giggle. “Tanta, Tanta. Look!”
The woman smiled, but shook her head and raised a finger to her lips in a gesture to silence the girl. “Quiet now, ma poulette.“ She stepped into the door of the distillation room. “Pardon, Monsieur BonDurant.”
André raised his head with a startled glare on his face, appearing none too pleased to see the woman. He held a hand up to Jehan, signaling him to stay put. “I’ll take care of this,” he said, then strode into the front room and came to stand very close to her. Closer than seemed appropriate.
Jehan wondered who this woman could possibly be, but he held back in the distillery room, studying the interactions while he continued to pack. The wall lantern cast enough light on the woman’s face that he could see a flush come to her cheeks. Was she here because she had an ague? Still, that did not explain why she and André stood so close.
“André . . .” The woman tilted her head, somewhat coquettishly, completely ignoring the little girl tugging at her skirt for attention. “You have changed little in the years gone by.”
Jehan decided it best to stop packing and keep an eye on this puzzling situation. The flush in the woman’s cheeks subsided, so it must not have been from fever. Embarrassment, perhaps? Or was she blushing?
“Marthe, what brings you to Genouillac?” André asked in a sharp, but hushed tone.
She clutched her hands, appearing rather nervous. “I come seeking your services, André. Because I know I can count on you, my dear friend. Oh, how I deeply wish our meeting again, after so many years, could be under more favorable circumstances. Pardon for my coming so early, but I must use utmost care as I move about the villages.”
Care? Why would this woman need to be careful? Jehan stepped a little closer to the open door.
“You most certainly do require care . . . and discretion,“ said André. “It could prove dangerous should village folk recognize you as Pasteur Brousson’s wife. You could have been sighted by some wretch hungry for a reward.”
Pasteur? That explained her clothing. It had been ten years since Reformed pasteurs and their families had been allowed in the country. That would mean she was here illegally, yet Jehan had often heard talk that some still practiced in barns and in the forests. In his mind, everyone deserved the right to worship as they chose. But it was not usual for André to show so much concern over a Reformed Huguenot, so this woman must have been someone special.
“Is your husband preaching again around the Cévennes?” André continued, rubbing at the nape of his neck. “You know that will put us all at considerable risk. The King’s Intendant will have me put to the wheel if he learns I’ve allowed a pasteur’s wife into town.”
By Holy Marie in heaven. Jehan inhaled to suppress uttering an oath out loud. Did they truly believe he could not hear them? And they were leaving the poor child wandering the shop on her own.
“Oc . . . yes. I am aware there would be risk . . . if he were here with us. But do not worry, dear friend . . .“ Drawing close to André‘s ear, she spoke with an intimate softness that Jehan strained to hear. “Claude is far away from town, deep in the mountains with his faithful. I had to take the chance to journey here, for my husband’s sake. He lies ailing with a bout of consumption in a cold, damp cave. ‘Tis the only place he is safe from the Intendant’s dragoons.”
“Hush, Marthe,” said André. “I need not hear of his Reformed flock and their secret gatherings. If only you had abjured with me when we were young, our lives may be much different today.”
The secret entanglement with these two went far deeper than Jehan cared to know. Deciding this unseemly interaction had gone far enough, he walked into the shop. “How can we help, Madame?”
André flinched and turned.
Marthe’s eyes widened and she raised her voice again. “We are being taken care of, thank you. Monsieur BonDurant is, needless to say, the best apothecary in the Cévennes. We shall purchase his cures and depart without delay.”
André was always malleable with a little flattery, and this Marthe woman seemed to be fully aware of that.
“Very well. I will help you,” André groaned. “Jehan, check the streets. Ensure there is no one out there, then lock the door. This patron requires a private consultation.”
While André did these consultations on occasion—for cases of syphilis or some other shameful ailment best handled in private—Jehan did not understand why he needed to check the streets. Was André afraid of missing another patron, even at this early hour? Or was it that he was about to dispense a cure without the proper prescription from a physician?  
Jehan brusquely opened the door, setting the bells to jingling again. The long shadows of early morning retreated as the emerging daylight illuminated la Grande Rue. He surveyed every direction, observing what little he could see of the side streets and portals, looking out for meddlesome eyes from behind shuttered windows set ajar. But there was not a living soul in sight. He came back inside to the counter with the little girl skipping close at his heels.
André waved Jehan over. “Umm . . . Mar . . . Madame, you have not yet met the son of my poor deceased cousin, God rest his soul.” He raised a hand with a flourish towards Jehan, rolling it palm up, indicating nobility. “This is Sieur Jean Pierre BonDurant. He prefers to go by Jehan to honor our grandfathers.”
“Jehan . . . the name of many a troubadour,” Marthe said. “I do admire a traditional langue d’oc name. Several years ago, when André and I were young, he spoke to me of your predicament. I am sorry you had to spend your youth at the prieuré. I believe anyone who has fallen victim to the state’s oppressive powers deserves compassion. So . . . have the Dominicans now allowed you to come home for good?”
“Jehan has completed his schooling with our good Prieur Chabert,” André answered before Jehan could speak. “So with this firm foundation, he is now apprenticing with me. Jehan, may I introduce Madame Marthe Dollier Brousso . . . um, excuse me . . . Beauclose.”
Jehan stepped in and bowed his head. “Good day, Madame . . . pardon, was that Brousson or Beauclose?”
“Beauclose, indeed.” She swallowed hard and did not look Jehan squarely in the eyes.
“But Tanta . . .” the little girl whispered, tugging on the woman’s skirts. She gently squeezed the girl’s hand and pulled her close.
Marthe took a quick curtsey. “What a pleasure to meet such a fine young gentleman in this town of country ease. And this is my niece, Elisette, whom I believe could spend the entire day here, captivated and enchanted by your shop.”
Beads of perspiration formed on André‘s brow and his dark eyes held extreme concern as he spoke. “Jehan has been our Seigneur de Cougoussac since his émancipation.”
“Fortunate indeed,” Marthe said. “Sieur BonDurant, why are you not at court as the King commands of his nobles? Why do you tarry here?”
“I often envision life at court. I hear the fashions are truly splendid,“ said Jehan, imagining the stunning, but costly, ensembles that the local tailor had informed him were required. “Yet it would strain our finances were I to become one of King Louis’ courtiers . . . unless I can rebuild the former wealth of our seigneurie.”
“Surely that will not take long,” said Marthe. “Land is the best way to riches if you can manage them fairly . . . so as to keep good, loyal tenant farmers and staff.”
“Jehan is well respected by his seigneurial métayer,” said André. “He says Jehan has surpassed his father in the skill of oversight, although that would not be too hard given his father’s inclinations when he was alive.”
These inclinations—obsessions as André often called them—still mystified Jehan. His cousin would never explain what he meant, so it remained a secret. Perhaps it had to do with women or too much drink. Whatever it was, Jehan’s father had drained a substantial portion of their assets. And this boasting about Jehan’s skills was unnerving considering André had never offered any form of praise before.
Jehan would need to rein in André‘s expectations; unfulfilled they would only give him reason to criticize. “Yet my skills alone will by no means bring balance to the books. ‘Tis most unfortunate that even the nobility is being required to pay the new capitation taxes just as we have lost our exemption on property tax.”
André paid him no mind and moved to the counter where he began preparing a compound for Marthe. His fidgeting with the scales and shuffling of bottles attracted Elisette’s wandering little fingers. He said nothing but pushed the little girl’s hands away and gave her an annoyed, sidelong glance.
Jehan’s stomach hardened with vexation at André. Perhaps conversation with others would be the only way to get his point across without sparking the fury he seemed to often feel towards André. He turned to Marthe. Fortunately, she provided quite the convenient audience while she waited for her medicinals.
“You see, Madame . . . while André speaks highly of my skills, we still have challenges ahead. Along with new taxes, our fixed rents fetch only a meager income, and as you must know, crops have been failing miserably with the ceaseless years of cold weather. With André and Lucrèce’s growing family, our share of the crops barely suffices to feed our household, let alone return a profit.”
André must have thought he was out of Jehan’s sightline when he crossed his arms and began shaking his head, but Jehan could plainly see him out of the corner of his eye.
Marthe sniffed and raised her chin. “I am ever so sorry to hear, Sieur. Yet, God be praised for what we do have.”
She was right. Jehan’s shoulders dropped as he glanced towards the floor. He should consider what he was grateful for. “I do remind myself the worry over taxes and income is a fair price to pay.” A faint quiver came to his voice as bitter memories crept in and he trailed off in a murmur, “So long as I am free from the grasp of the more ungodly friars . . .” He cleared his throat and raised his mist-shrouded eyes, then took a deep breath. “At times, I am grateful my sister Françoise is safe with the nuns, though I miss her dearly.”
A thought came to him that lifted his cheeks into a weak smile. “I may need to change how things are being done . . . devise new . . . solutions! I could . . . enforce the mill tax my father saw fit to drop. Elsewise, we might resort to surviving off chestnuts.”
Marthe glanced into the distillation room. “Truly, Sieur?”
Jehan turned to follow the direction of her glare. She must see the half-eaten plates of food. Abashed by his own hypocrisy, a faint moan slipped inadvertently from his mouth.
“You would enforce yet another tax?” she asked. “The famines have been hard on all of France, including your poor tenants. I’ve met some of them and they blessed your father for offering them a reprieve. And concerning chestnuts, many people would be pleased to have them, yet even those were destroyed by ice storms in the high mountain villages.”
André scoffed at Jehan, “Hah!” Then turned and smiled tenderly at Marthe. “You always could win a debate.”
Again, she made a good point. Had he learned nothing from his years of harsh living? And now he wanted to chain his tenants to a life of poverty to keep himself in high style? His thoughts wrestled in his head until some sort of instinctual defense won out. She knows nothing of the struggles that come with my title.
“But, Madame, there is so much required of me as the seigneur,“ Jehan complained. “We could all be in debtors’ prison were it not for André‘s apothecary trade and our tenants.”
Marthe cocked a brow at Jehan, tapping her fingers on the counter in a most fitful manner. “You are luckier than many to have such a trade. And your status offers you the privilege of choosing to join André.”
Clearly she did not understand the regulations placed on nobles. It was not only the lower classes who were directed by their authoritarian king. 
He shook his head hard. “No, no, my standing does little good in the matter. It limits me nearly as much as if I were a Protestant by forbidding me to legally practice my preferred profession as an apothecary. Or even in the direst of situations, to plow my own lands. That is why I am considering the tax.”
She curtly turned away and fixed her eyes on André, watching him prepare the medicines while she spoke sardonically. “Well then, Sieur Jehan, if you cannot become a licensed apothecary, why are you studying the trade?”
It was as if the woman were discrediting his choices, joining forces with André in ridicule. Jehan tried not to let her tone fuel his feelings of worthlessness—the ones kindled by his abandonment and stolen childhood. They were always simmering just below the surface and, of late, it did not take much to spark those feelings into flames of anger. 
“I have designs to attend University of Montpellier medical school, Madame. ‘Tis also said to be forbidden to one in my position, yet I shall send a letter of appeal. Certainly, when I return to become prosperous and well respected throughout the region, the King will be pleased that I have more land to tax, and . . .” 
André broke in just as Jehan took another breath to continue. 
“Well now, Jehan, we must serve our patron and not hinder her departure any longer. What would you prescribe for her husband’s consumption? Or have you not completed your reading on this ailment yet? The remedy would be . . . to discourage the phlegmatic humor.”
Could André not let him answer even one question before firing another? Jehan’s cheeks went afire. They must be the crimson of fall heather. The humiliation quickly roused his sleeping anger. He scowled at André as he persisted in his disparaging tone. 
“You see, Jehan, that requires three parts elderflower and one part yarrow or goldenrod, as I have blended here, and hot, dry foods such as millet and onions. And, of course, the Castlebouc honey as well. Best in all the Cévennes. Now, write up the advisory to go along with the formula so Madame can be on her way.”
 Jehan put his head into his hands and rubbed his temples for a few moments before looking up. “Since you alone, Master Apothecary, seem to possess all knowledge, you should assist your friend. Yet . . . you seem to have forgotten one thing . . . the blue lungwort in small quantities. Yes, cousin André. You are the clever one! But now I, too, must be on my way,“ he proclaimed, adding a generous dose of self-importance. He turned and stormed out of the room feeling the fury of a caged lion breaking free. 

      [image: ]As Jehan stomped up the stairs to the family apartments, his fit of rage felt like a dose of arsenic poisoning his soul. André‘s pharmacopeias said frenzies such as this were often aided by allowing the full vessel to vent. It helped a bit to vent. But only a bit. Perhaps a method for other sorts of fits could bring full relief, such as the leaves of wild teazels, Dipsacus sativus, crushed and applied to the temples. Or those for purging melancholy and quieting the frantic person such as borage. Jehan needed more guidance on this affliction, but it would be better sought from someone other than André.
Jehan slowed his pace as he walked to his bedchamber, letting breath replace the bitterness that clenched at his chest. When he opened the old oak armoire, he stared, unable to decide which of his father’s carefully hung garments would serve him best on his journey to Uzès. After the strained interactions in the shop, he found it difficult to concentrate. André spent so much of his time confining Jehan’s life—his every move, every thought, every step he took. What senseless hindrance.
And it did not go unnoticed that André and this Beauclose woman had something to hide. Perhaps a past love affair? Jehan had enough to worry about and certainly did not need a scandal to tarnish the family’s already questionable reputation. Over the two months since his release from the prieuré, he had developed misgivings about his duties as Seigneur de Cougoussac, including the new burden of accountability for his family’s behavior. So much rested on his shoulders now. He had gone from living a simple, quiet monastic life—one that locked him behind cloister walls but provided for his basic needs—to reigning over the estate that would ensure the sustenance and safety for, not only himself, but also his family, a small staff, and the five tenant households that farmed his lands. At least while on his trip to Uzès, he could be a free man and leave the worry behind.
He leaned into the wardrobe toward a small lavender sachet hanging on the door. Though it was a hot, dry substance that was not considered fitting for his fiery condition of the choleric temperament, somehow it always soothed him as a child. He took in a long breath of its fragrance, sighed, and recited from his recent readings. “Lavandula stoechas. Helps the panting and passion of the heart and swimming of the brain. Restores strength lost, and by its heating faculty, comforts the brain to treat melancholy, and will cheer all the Spirits.“ Then he scoffed to the empty room, “How is that for you, Monsieur Master Apothecary?”
The morning was slipping away fast, so Jehan began to deliberate over the three ensembles inherited from his late father. While locked away in the prieuré and relegated to the simple Dominican tunic, his daydreams of fine clothes and fine living had helped lift his spirits. Yet, as seigneur, elaborate fashions were more than a mere diversion; they would grant him higher regard were he to join the other nobles and bourgeoisie in flattering their King by imitation. Once at market, he would search for the finest quality ensembles of silk damask and elegant Alençon lace. But, for now, he would simply make do with what was here. Surely there was something better than a tunic or André‘s handed-down work clothes.
Jehan carefully selected and donned the most appropriate ensemble, one of twilled wool, dyed brown—the commoners’ color. Its knee-length overcoat had side pleats and no more than the necessary buttons, with a matching sleeveless waistcoat of the same length. He found it quite conservative for a nobleman’s attire. Nevertheless, the somewhat elevated details would make the ensemble acceptable in higher social circles. He caressed the plushness of the wide, wine-red silk velvet cuffs covering from elbow to forearm, and studied the simple bobbin lace on the chemise sleeves flowing across the top of his hands. 
After readying himself, Jehan went downstairs to the apothecary shop, where André was busy with another patron. Thankful to see it was not Madame Marthe Beauclose, he slipped quietly in and passed through the open door to the distillation room. 
He gazed at his reflection in a large copper vessel to check the fit of his father’s old ensemble. Although it was of high quality, it had been tailored for an older man. It was a bit tight across his well-developed shoulders and too loose in the waist, so Jehan took it in mind he would soon purchase one in a more exciting shade.
Perhaps a deep blue. Blue would be more befitting for a noble, or at least a chevalier, be it dyed by indigo or woad; it did not matter so long as it abided by Colbert’s import policies. 
He sensed soft-footed movement in the room, then caught sight of André‘s distorted face in the copper vessel, grotesque and bizarre, hovering in from behind. Jehan did not turn around, or even react, but instead continued to peer at his own reflection a bit longer. “I thought to wear this cravate in the new fashion.” He placed the band of white linen fabric around his neck, twisted it, and tucked the end into a buttonhole. “I have seen wealthy import merchants traveling the Régordane road wear theirs in this manner. Seems quite practical.” 
Jehan turned to speak to André but found him oddly absent in a distant silence. “I am glad my father had the sense to order these knee breeches instead of the old-style

      [image: ]
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