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        Davin’s book feels genuinely, shockingly rebellious in its insistence on the beauty of transformation. If overhyped books are plastic necklaces, [The Scandalous Letters of V and J] is a string of natural pearls, each a luminous gem on its own but even more exquisite in sequence.

        THE NEW YORK TIMES

      

      

      

      
        
        
        But bodies and identity are never a space for trauma in [The Scandalous Letters of V and J]—only for joy, attraction, experimentation, and play. Within their sexual and romantic relationship, Victor and Julien are perpetually trying on different roles, different acts, even different bodily configurations, unfettered by the constraints of what’s allowable to a person of this or that gender.
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      This series takes place in a violent, unjust world, and there are some abominable villains in it. I wanted to write fantasy that wasn’t about armies or the fate of nations, but with more individual stakes. In practice, that means the villains deal in intimate violence. There is rape and abuse in this book. There is also violent vengeance against the abusers. I can’t promise that I’ve written things in a way that won’t hurt you, but I hope this note helps you make the right choices for yourself.

      Here is a more specific list of what you will find in this book. If you don’t need to be forewarned and would rather avoid spoilers, skip it.

      
        
          	
        A main character is in an abusive marriage. It ends fairly early in the book, but is referred to throughout.
      

      	
        A main character has a pregnancy and gives birth to a child. The birth is not described and the pregnancy is only briefly mentioned.
      

      	
        Characters have suffered various kinds of magical coercion.
      

      	
        There are some incidents of sexual harassment and assault (unwanted comments, groping).
      

      	
        Characters have been raped. There is a description of rape in the second “Ari Lazare to Ari Lazare” letter.
      

      	
        A character has been abducted and imprisoned and suffers some symptoms of post-traumatic stress afterward.
      

      	
        Characters have strained or estranged relationships with their families.
      

      	
        There is physical violence, including murder. There are also some brief references to suicide.
      

      	
        There is explicitly described consensual sex in this book.
      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Pourquoi le beau sexe ne prendrait-il pas de temps en temps une revanche ?

        

      
        Why shouldn’t the fair sex, from time to time, take revenge?

        HONORÉ DE BALZAC, LES SECRETS DE LA PRINCESSE DE CADIGNAN, 1839
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            ARI LAZARE TO DELPHINE DE MONTFLEURY, AUGUST 9, 1822

          

          UNSIGNED, LEFT BEHIND A LOOSE STONE IN A CHURCHYARD WALL

        

      

    

    
      My darling,

      I need to get lost, but I want you to find me. I have left you the means to do so, hidden under the floorboards of a top-story room in the Maison Laval, the one where the garret window faces the Rue de la Montagne-Sainte-Geneviève. The current resident is called Forestier. He’s unaware of what I have put in his room, and has a generally unpleasant air, but I’m reasonably certain he won’t stop you from retrieving the package. I trust your skills; you’ve charmed sterner men.

      When you do, you will find my compass—your compass, really, as you were the one who divined its unusual function—and a linen kerchief shoved into one of my old stockings. Don’t touch the kerchief with your bare hands. I’ve used it to forget something I can’t know right now. Keep it hidden for me. I’ll remember some day when it’s safe.

      I don’t know where my journey will take me, but the compass will tell you.

      Avoid Maximilien Taillefer at all costs.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DELPHINE DE MONTFLEURY TO ARI LAZARE, AUGUST 12, 1822

          

          UNSIGNED, WRITTEN IN DUPLICATE, ONE COPY LEFT IN THE CHURCHYARD AND THE OTHER HIDDEN

        

      

    

    
      My darling,

      What do you mean by this alarming letter? You make me fear you will never read this, but I write in hope. I know I once complimented your alluring air of mystery, but I meant your serious, dark eyes and tendency to gaze into the distance while lost in thought. Leaving me bizarre instructions and then disappearing is not at all the sort of mystery I enjoy.

      I wish I thought you were joking, but I’m the funny one. To be clear, since I know you are not well-versed in humor, in case you were attempting a joke: this is not funny, and I would never do it to you, and I would like you to come back now.

      I did do as you asked. It took me two days to plan my attack, hence the delay in my response. You know it’s not easy for a girl of my status to stroll into a shabby boarding house on a whim. (To think that you lived in such a place and refused all my offers to pay for somewhere better! You do know that the purpose of a roof is to keep water outside? A man with your scientific education ought to know that.) My mother has become fanatical about marrying me to that ogre and won’t let me out of her sight, so I had to make use of all my cunning wiles and enlist a lot of help. Fortunately for me, I am rich in wiles and friends.

      It’s also not easy for a girl of my status to get her hands on a crowbar to pry up floorboards—I did not even know the word “crowbar” before I embarked on your quest—but I did that, too. F*** was as gruff as you said. I regret that your trust in me was misplaced, but he was unmoved by my pretty face, my ample bosom, my social graces, my fluttering lashes, and my many other wonderful qualities, except he did smile a little when I slid the world’s shortest, daintiest crowbar out of my skirt pocket. I interrogated him about your comings and goings prior to your disappearance, but he knew nothing useful. Thankfully, he asked no questions about why you’d buried something for me under the floorboards of his room. He doesn’t know what it is, as he pointedly averted his gaze. He must think all this was something disreputable related to our love affair, which is, I suppose, not false. I made him promise to contact me if he learns anything. He was surprisingly amenable to that, offering me one full, silent nod of his head.

      I have your compass in hand, and whenever I think of you, the needle points south and slightly east. Every so often it wobbles, but it always aims south and east again in the end. What am I meant to do with this information, you handsome riddle? Where are you? You know I cannot wander Paris until this device leads me to you, as it once led you to me. I remind you: girl, status, mother, marriage, ogre.

      Regarding that impending marriage, there is something I need to tell you, but I think it best not to record it in writing. The spot where we exchange letters remains undiscovered, and my name isn’t attached to this paper, so it isn’t entirely secrecy that stops me. There are some things that ought to be shared face to face and hand in hand.

      As for M*** T*** and your warning, the idea that you would need to tell me which men are vile and untrustworthy lechers is laughable, though I wouldn’t characterize it as funny. I will continue to avoid him as I always have. Why do you think I’ve spent so many years honing my wiles? It isn’t to ensnare men—until you vanished, I had the only man I wanted—but to repel them.

      Ah, but you, you I would track down and ensnare and keep forever if only I knew how.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DELPHINE DE MONTFLEURY TO ARI LAZARE, SEPTEMBER 7, 1822

          

          UNSIGNED, WRITTEN IN DUPLICATE, ONE COPY LEFT IN THE CHURCHYARD AND THE OTHER HIDDEN

        

      

    

    
      My darling,

      I have sent A*** to check for a response every day since my last letter. Sometimes twice a day. She humors me because she’s very kind and she can see how your absence haunts me.

      I have also sent L***—he works in the stables and always smiles at me, and I gave him a silver bracelet for his troubles—to search for you on several occasions. Teaching L*** to use the compass required telling him who you were, not merely in name but in character. It took quite a few stories before he could reliably make the compass needle point toward you as I can. He knows now how much I love you, but I deemed the search worth that risk.

      Every time L*** has followed the compass, he’s gone southeast until he’s surrounded by pastures, and still the needle urges him on. You are not in the city. I don’t have enough silver bracelets to send him on an unknown journey outside Paris.

      No letters and no movement. Your compass needle has not so much as quivered in seven full days. I sleep with it under my pillow. Every morning and every evening I hold its brass case until the metal is hot and clammy from my desperate grip. South-southeast. South-southeast. South-southeast.

      Either you’re dead or you abandoned me in my condition—in which case you’re not my darling. I know you didn’t know because I never had a chance to tell you, so it’s not your fault, but still there is a little ember of anger lodged in the ache of missing you. From a great distance—a cosmically great distance—our collision of catastrophes is almost funny. How dare you get in trouble when I was already in trouble. One of us ought to have waited their turn.

      In either case, dead or gone, I shouldn’t be writing to you, but this letter is the least of my futile grasping. I am so very alone.

      I know, I know, I’ve just mentioned A*** and L***, so I do have people who can help, but there isn’t any help for these circumstances. A*** is in my confidence and she offered to find someone who could “solve the problem,” but even if it wouldn’t kill me, which it might, I don’t want that. I might possess the last trace of your life. It’s not you, but what if it’s the closest I can ever come? I have failed you in everything else. I would do anything to preserve this remnant of us. Sometimes envisioning our child is the only thing that gives me hope.

      In a matter of days I will marry.

      I dream of you climbing through my window in the darkness to whisk me away from my dire fate, but if you’re going to do that, you need to do it now. Admittedly my novelesque imagination fails me after the scene where you slip in and lift me from my bed—in addition to scaling the walls of my family’s townhouse in the dead of night, you can also carry me effortlessly in this fantasy, your soft, intellectual physique and my rather more generous one notwithstanding—and I am not sure where we would go, or how we would find shelter or food for ourselves, let alone keep alive (nurture? educate?) the other consequence of our actions, but I know in my heart that if you were here, we could find a way.

      I’m the one who needs to climb in through your window to rescue you. But I don’t know how. Too much of the world is south and east, and in any case, I am not free to explore.

      Please don’t be dead.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DELPHINE DE TOUSSERAT, MARQUISE DE QUENNETIÈRE TO ARI LAZARE, FEBRUARY 15, 1823

          

          UNSIGNED, WRITTEN IN DUPLICATE, ONE COPY LEFT IN THE CHURCHYARD AND THE OTHER HIDDEN

        

      

    

    
      My darling,

      It’s been months since I’ve written, but I suppose in the absence of any response, it doesn’t matter. I’m a mother now. He’s named after a Roman emperor, and I had no more choice in that than I did in his family name.

      But I love him. I wanted to tell you that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DELPHINE TO ARI, OCTOBER 2, 1823

          

          UNSENT, HIDDEN

        

      

    

    
      My darling,

      You know I’ve never overflowed with spiritual feeling, but the scent of fresh bread is heavenly. I missed you so much that I sent Amélie to a bakery in the Marais to bring me some of the challah you once described. It was delicious. A little less so after being splashed with tears, but it didn’t go to waste.

      I wish you to think of me beautifully overcome with sadness like a woman in a painting, draped over a bed with tears shining in my lashes, perhaps robed in folds of cloth that artfully cover my nudity, rather than splotch-cheeked and sniffling into a loaf of bread. But I suppose you don’t think of me at all, or read these letters, so it doesn’t matter.

      In February, I asked Amélie to put a letter in the churchyard wall, and when she did, she found the previous one I’d asked her to deposit. The paper was spotted with mold and the words were illegible. She brought them both home. I will not bother to leave a copy of this letter.

      Thinking of you is the sweetest of bittersweet things. I would have gone back to that bakery myself every week if only my husband didn’t forbid me to leave the house. (That isn’t the bitterest of all bitter things, but it’s tongue-shriveling enough.)

      You and I used to talk so endlessly about what an unacceptable match we made—myself wealthy and Christian, beautiful and uneducated except in manners, and you, poor and Jewish and educated in all things except manners, and beautiful, Ari, beautiful. I must write it twice. Since you never write back, I can at last say that to you without argument. I miss your rough dark stubble and soft lips. I miss the way your formidable brows used to draw together when you were giving solemn consideration to whatever idly curious question I posed about how to make Thénard’s cobalt or how steam locomotion works. No one else ever takes me seriously, you know. The frills and the giggles put them off, but not you. It is my favorite of your many wonderful qualities, though I also love your less wonderful qualities—an excess of spleen, for instance, and a strong inclination toward distraction and forgetfulness, and a sort of simmering anger about the world that never causes you to raise your voice, but manifests instead as fatigue and disgust. I miss all these things. I even miss how you stoop your shoulders out of habit because the ceiling in your room slopes so low. I know I’d be happier shivering in your leaky garret than I am being titled marquise and married to a villain.

      I didn’t do it for the money, Ari. I’d wither if you thought so. You’re the one who made me think about where all this money comes from, and how wrong it is for a few to have so much while most have so little.

      I did it for Octave. We’d have starved otherwise. Yes, I know that’s a question of money; what I meant is that I didn’t do it for the riches. I do need food and shelter, and more importantly, so does Octave. My  happiness is a trifle, but I would carve out my own heart before I would see him suffer. So I married the villain and did my best to scramble my tracks on the question of when Octave was conceived. No need for jealousy. Drowning that particular fish was ghastly work, but necessary.

      Fortunately, my husband is a dullard, lacking both curiosity and perception. It is his best quality. Well, that, and the fact that he ignores our child. He probably thinks he’ll have ten, but I use a sponge and drink an eye-watering brew that Amélie makes every month. I gag every time and I would drink it morning, noon, and night. This secret refusal is the only power I have.

      You see how unsuitable I am for my well-matched marriage? Duplicitous and adulterous. I’ll have to burn this letter, but it feels good to write freely.

      Amélie, by the way, has no need of her own brew at this time. She is solely devoted to Marthe, Octave’s nursemaid. I discovered their love by accident. Marthe had taken Octave into the garden to give me a rest—I spend more hours a day with my child than is proper, according to my husband—but I was taken by a sudden whim to hold him again. When I entered the garden, Marthe and Amélie were kissing. It was quick and discreet and seemed to me the greeting kiss of long-time lovers. They broke apart when they noticed me.

      I could think of no way to make Marthe trust that I wouldn’t tell except to give her a secret of my own—Amélie, of course, already possesses my most valuable secret—so I said I wanted sponges and anything else they knew of that could prevent children. They proved enormously resourceful. Marthe even knew of a shop that sold unusual artifacts and found two different wedding rings there with contraceptive properties, but if I wore a new ring to bed, it would raise suspicion. A sponge, at least, can be inserted unseen.

      We have also had several illuminating conversations on the appeal of women kissing other women. Marthe and Amélie have been in love for some time, though Marthe is married to a man named Eugène who works in the stables. She reports that he is decent, both a good friend to her and a good father to their daughter Caroline, a sweet girl of the same age as Octave. Imagine that! To be friends with one’s husband! He is not troubled by Marthe’s liaison with Amélie because he has a male lover of his own. It is a situation of some complexity, but everyone involved seems happy.

      These conversations with Marthe and Amélie have made me reconsider some moments of my youth—I know, I know, I’m only twenty-three, but marriage has aged me. Anyway, reflecting on all that made me think of you, because everything does. (I still check your compass every day.) Do you remember how flustered you were when Hassan flirted with you, and then again when I asked if you’d tell me what you liked about men? You did it, though. You always did what I asked.

      Since I will throw these pages on the hearth, or lock them away and bury them, or devise one of your strange magical objects that will make these words illegible to anyone but us, I can first tell you about Octave, who makes life in this wretched house almost bearable. He can crawl on his belly now. Five hundred times a day, he grabs my skirts in his little fists and pulls himself to standing. Every time he sees me anew, he smiles with his whole face and flaps his arms. He makes the sweetest cooing sounds when he’s fascinated, which is most of the time since he’s so avidly curious. He has your big brown eyes and your unfairly lush fringe of lashes. His face is mostly cheeks and he doesn’t have much hair yet, but something in the brows and the shape of the lips reminds me of you.

      Oh, damn it. These pages won’t burn if I soak them with tears. I wanted to tell you something happy. Every happiness in my life is like watered wine now. The flavor is familiar, but it used to taste better.

      If you come back, I’ll be drunk so fast that my face will redden and I’ll trip into your arms. Entirely unsuitable, but I never wanted to be suitable for anyone but you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DELPHINE TO ARI, OCTOBER 10, 1824

          

          UNSENT, HIDDEN

        

      

    

    
      My darling,

      Even though I will not send this letter, the urge to beg your forgiveness for not writing is almost overpowering. It’s been a year. I suppose I’ve resigned myself to your absence—except that I’m writing.

      My husband is as hateful as ever, but I’ve become adept at wheedling my way out of the house, or sneaking if he forbids it, and going to a few parties and salons has made me feel almost myself again. That’s not why I’m writing, though.

      I’m writing because I met Camille Dupin.

      I had to buy myself a new copy of her novel Virginie to replace the one we read together, you know. After I carried that poor, beloved book in my skirt pockets for all those months, it was quite worn. You must remember the thrill of reading it. There was always the slimmest chance we’d encounter each other at some gathering and be able to hide ourselves away in a corner and read a few pages together—among other things. I’ve never read such a good novel so slowly, but I couldn’t stand the thought of turning the page without you. We sustained the pleasure of reading far beyond the end of the book, too, discussing it constantly and then cataloguing every bit of gossip we could find about its mysterious, androgynous author.

      She—Camille is a she, though she wears trousers (seeing a woman in trousers is a revelation, in case you haven’t been so lucky, and it made me question what kind of world we live in that would frown on such a wonderful thing, though in a strange way it was the forbidden nature of the sight that thrilled me—well, that, and her bottom, to be perfectly frank, though I tried my best to exercise subtlety in looking)—oh I’ve tangled my sentence and will have to start over. This is how it goes with my embroidery, too. I should spend less time thinking about Camille’s bottom, but I won’t. I don’t want to.

      In her suit, Camille was very handsome. She’s only a bit taller than me, but managed to appear far more imposing through means unknown to me, and I think her handsomeness is the same way. It has little to do with her features—brown hair, brown eyes, an unremarkable mouth, a long, narrow nose in a long, narrow face—and everything to do with her presence. You know how dearly I appreciate a well-dressed person, so it’s her clothes, certainly, but also her postures and expressions. She has an air of such strength and confidence that it almost crosses the line into haughtiness and disdain, but I overheard her speaking voice before we were introduced and it was low and warm like a banked fire.

      Can you blame me for wanting to stoke it?

      Camille was preceded by her reputation of having many lovers, and on seeing her, I understood it immediately and wished to add my name to the list. I will, but the game itself is a joy. To give up before we’d even played would be such a disappointment. From the way she smiled at me and said her name, she was clearly accustomed to an easy victory.

      It pleased me to refrain from falling at her feet. “And what do you do?”

      “I’m… a novelist?” Camille said.

      “Oh?”

      “I wrote, um, Virginie, that’s what it’s called.”

      Ari, the thrill of flustering my favorite novelist nearly sent me floating to heaven. I could have beamed, I could have giggled, I could have grabbed her by the shoulders and hauled her into an embrace. Instead I tilted my head and offered a sliver of a smile to encourage her to continue.

      “It’s, uh, about a girl. But also how the institution of marriage crushes women. She falls in love anyway, though. There’s a dog in it.”

      She blinked and drew her brows together, adorably stunned and mortified. I swear I am recording exactly what she said, Ari. You know I love to dismantle men, but until then I’d never had the pleasure of discomposing anyone else. The only thought in my head was Camille Dupin finds me attractive. I was soaring so high I think I heard angels.

      I laid a hand and my most wicked grin on her, closing my fingers around her arm as I leaned in to whisper, “I know. I wept all through the ending. It was brilliant.”

      The realization that I’d been teasing her caused Camille’s jaw to snap shut. I don’t usually bother to soothe anyone else afterward, but I wanted her to like me, so I did more or less fall at her feet then. She was still too frazzled to do anything about it, but I am determined to see her again. It will be a bit like after you met me and followed me all over the city for days, except I won’t use your compass for anyone but you, so I’ll have to devise some other means of finding her.

      I wish you’d been there. Your presence wouldn’t have prevented any coquetry on my part—indeed, the opposite—but you would have found it amusing, having such common ground with Camille Dupin, and you do love her novel so very much.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DELPHINE, MARQUISE DE Q TO CAMILLE DUPIN, OCTOBER 12, 1824

          

          SENT BY PRIVATE COURIER

        

      

    

    
      Dear Mlle Dupin,

      Do you go by Mademoiselle? I wanted to write to express that it was my honor to make your acquaintance last night, but now that I compose this letter, I think perhaps I haven’t made your acquaintance, as I don’t even know how you prefer to be addressed.

      I do know the address of your home, though, as I interrogated every single friend and enemy I have in this city until I found the answer. If you will be so kind as to reacquaint us and correct my salutation, I will write you another, better letter.

      

      You might not believe me, but I entreat you to accept my profound respect,

      Delphine, Marquise de Q

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CAMILLE DUPIN TO DELPHINE, MARQUISE DE Q, OCTOBER 13, 1824

          

          POSTMARKED PARIS

        

      

    

    
      Madame la Marquise,

      I am, on occasion, addressed as Mademoiselle Dupin, though I confess it doesn’t suit me. I am unmarried and have no wish to be Madame. I might like to be Monsieur Dupin, except for the barriers it would erect to our intimate friendship. Could you be persuaded to call me Camille? I would be delighted to make your acquaintance under such terms.

      Your profound respect is no more difficult to accept than the notion that a person of your considerable charms might have enemies in this or any city. Though I must say, whoever they are, I fear for them. You will surely find out where they live.

      

      Your new friend,

      Camille

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DELPHINE TO CAMILLE, OCTOBER 14, 1824

          

          SENT BY PRIVATE COURIER

        

      

    

    
      Dear Camille, my newest friend,

      How quickly I have risen through the ranks from stranger to acquaintance to friend! Please call me Delphine. My title is a burden to write, and I only wanted to make sure you would not mistake me for any other Delphine. I am desperately greedy for every word you address to me to come directly to my hands and eyes.

      Indeed, many times a day I ask my maid to check for letters, that no one in this house but she and I might know of them. I read yours in the privacy of my bedroom. I carry it tucked into my dress.

      I ought not to sign this one at all, I think. You should not be so surprised that I have enemies, Camille. They are small in number, but they loom large in my life. I know quite well where they live.

      I must sign, though. It is a risk worth taking. I want us to call each other the right names. To protect me and prevent anyone from finding this letter, perhaps you could fold it tightly and hide it in one of the pockets of your elegant suits? You could burn it, I suppose, but I prefer to imagine this page warmed by the heat of your body.

      I must be judicious with my pages, you understand. I prefer to see my friends in the Luxembourg, or at tea salons, or on rare occasions, at their homes.

      If you ever wear dresses, and might need to order one or a dozen, I do recommend the dressmaker whose address is enclosed. If you never wear dresses, my recommendation remains the same. I visit her shop frequently.

      

      Your friend,

      Delphine

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DELPHINE TO ARI, JANUARY 16, 1825

          

          UNSENT, HIDDEN

        

      

    

    
      My darling,

      I have spent every possible instant with Camille. It’s hard work, coaxing my husband to let me go to the modiste or the park or the museum or the tea shop or some other harmless place, and of course in the evening I have to wait until he’s at his club before I can slip away.

      He goes there nightly to drink and argue with his friends, or rivals, I suppose. A dozen or so men all obsessed with collecting the sort of objects you know about, like your compass and your kerchief. These men are all unbearable, most of them unrepentant lechers. The worst offender used to be Horace Faucheux, whose leer made me feel filthy, but he seems—well, not reformed, as he’s still devoting his time and wealth to the pursuit of what I can only assume is evil, but in the past year or so, he’s left me alone. I don’t know what changed and am afraid to inquire.

      Maximilien Taillefer is among these men. I have never forgotten your warning. I think he’s the only one you know, as the others don’t frequent salons. Once when he was here to dine, he cornered me to ask about you. I pretended to need a reminder of who you were. Taillefer would have been cruel otherwise; I could tell he wanted to. My husband saw Taillefer speaking to me alone and interrupted, and it was the only time I have ever been grateful to him. Obviously I have pretended ignorance on the subject of unusual artifacts in front of my husband, which is no difficulty as he thinks me a fool to begin with.

      I hate to think of these terrible men amassing such items, but I confess I never try to stop the Marquis from leaving the house in the evenings. I need that time for myself—and Camille.

      She is worth every effort. Her liberated, alluring presence has made me realize how small my life has shrunk. With Camille, I can draw a full breath. Thanks to her (and secretly, thanks to you), I’ve started hosting a salon when my husband is out of town. I’ve managed it twice so far, and the one last night was marvelous. Discussion has tended more toward the arts than the sciences, which I know you’d find slightly disappointing, but without you I don’t have as many connections in that world. I haven’t seen your lovely naturalist friend Hassan, but if I had, I would have invited him. Everything is still shadowed by your absence. I don’t cry over you as often as I did—the wound still aches, but it doesn’t sting like it did when it was bleeding—though I think of you all the time.

      Octave will be two next month, and that does make me want to cry.

      Oh, but I wanted to tell you about Camille. She makes me happy. And it’s only fair that I should tell you about her, since I’ve made sure to tell her about you. It puzzles her, I think, my endless fount of Ari stories, but she tolerates it. The stories are the only way I can have all three of us together at the same time.

      Now that I know Camille, I’m even more pleased with myself for flustering her at our first meeting. Her usual demeanor is calm and assured, and if you’re lucky, flirtatious. In this one way, I have the best of luck. I can’t even tell you exactly what it is she’s said to me because there are hardly any words involved. It’s all glances. Easy to deny if anyone ever catches her at it, but I feel them like a hand on the small of my back or a finger to my lips.

      Her sartorial elegance is almost as refined as her intellect. Just like you, she’s always answering my questions, except instead of asking her how electricity works, I ask her what makes people trust each other, or forgive each other, or fall into or out of love. She always claims not to know, but then she says things like, “Don’t you think the heart is a palimpsest?” I had to ask her what a palimpsest was, and she said it’s a page with traces of faded writing that remain visible under a new layer of words. She doesn’t know I compose these unsent letters to you, Ari, because I’d feel silly telling anyone, except I think maybe she does know. Maybe she has one of your curious objects, like a loupe or a pair of spectacles that let her see right into my head.

      As for the rest, she walks too fast, scrawls all her letters illegibly, carries an entire library in her head, takes a shocking number of lovers of all kinds, gets misty-eyed after two glasses of wine, listens so intently I feel we’re alone even when we’re surrounded, holds a radical but logical set of beliefs about the world that you would agree with, adores music but stumbles through the simplest of compositions, gestures uselessly but beautifully when she talks, and lets Octave ride around on her shoulders whenever she sees him, though he always irretrievably ruins her coiffure.

      Our meetings are constrained by too little time and too many witnesses. That never stopped me with you, but I’ve become more cautious. Every time we find a moment of privacy and I think she might kiss me, we are interrupted. I will perish of it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DELPHINE DE TOUSSERAT, MARQUISE DOUAIRIÈRE DE QUENNETIÈRE TO ARI LAZARE, JANUARY 29, 1825

          

          UNSENT, HIDDEN

        

      

    

    
      My darling,

      I’m writing from Camille’s country house at Verneuil.

      My husband did something terrible to me. He’s dead now. Camille saved my life, I think. She and her friend Julien rescued me from that house. I want to explain the last few weeks to you—and to myself—but I can’t find the words. My hand is trembling and I’ve splattered ink everywhere.

      I wish you were here.
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            DELPHINE DE TOUSSERAT, MARQUISE DOUAIRIÈRE DE QUENNETIÈRE TO JULIEN MORÈRE, JANUARY 31, 1825

          

          POSTMARKED VERNEUIL

        

      

    

    
      Dear Julien,

      Please accept, once again, my profound gratitude for everything you did to save me. My son and I are quite happy here in the countryside. It is generous of Camille to host us, though she’s been locked in her study writing most of the days we’ve been here. I do hope she’s well.

      My late husband’s sudden and unspeakably tragic collapse has given me quite a shock. Never did I dream of such an event. I am corresponding with the family lawyer; he assures me I will find a way to continue. I think he may be right.

      

      Your friend,

      Delphine

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CAMILLE DUPIN TO JULIE MORÈRE, FEBRUARY 1, 1825

          

          POSTMARKED VERNEUIL

        

      

    

    
      My dear Julie,

      Have you ever seen a dog chase after something much larger, like a carriage or a horse? Pure joy of the chase drives the dog forward and it spends not one instant contemplating what might happen if it catches its quarry.

      Delphine is not a quarry, but I feel a bit like a dog. For months I have wanted nothing but time alone with her, and now I have it, but she’s trapped here with me and her life is in turmoil. I can’t possibly pursue her. What kind of reprehensible rake takes in a stranded, wounded woman and then seduces her? She deserves better than that.

      I know you can’t write about what you’ve been doing, but I hope you are safe and that you found what you’ve been seeking.

      

      Your friend who’s mired in self-doubt,

      Camille

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            JULIE MORÈRE TO CAMILLE DUPIN, FEBRUARY 3, 1825

          

          POSTMARKED PARIS

        

      

    

    
      Dear Camille,

      I am safe and I did find Victor.

      Talk to Delphine.

      

      Your friend,

      Julie

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CAMILLE DUPIN TO JULIE MORÈRE, FEBRUARY 5, 1825

          

          POSTMARKED VERNEUIL

        

      

    

    
      My dear Julie,

      Such amusing advice you offer. Can you hear me laughing in Paris? I talk to Delphine every day. She and her child now live in my home, with me, I remind you.

      Do you know what an astounding amount of work goes into entertaining a small child? I didn’t. It’s my horror of pregnancy and marriage that kept me from parenthood, not a horror of children. Octave is a sweet creature. It is very rewarding to make him laugh. Still, the sum of his care is exhausting. All day we feed him and chase him around. Well, Delphine does, and I try my best to help now that I have given up enclosing myself in my study to write. She says it is easier at home, where he has many more people to care for him, including his nursemaid and her child, who is a beloved playmate. We arrived here in such haste that my staff are mostly still living in Paris, except for the groom and groundskeeper who always live here. I have been employing some people from the village to cook and clean. I think some of the villagers have children of a suitable age (Octave will shortly be turning two) and until then, he is delighted by horses and loves riding around with me.

      Delphine also asked to ride with me, and when I explained that it is tiring for a horse to carry two adults, she asked me to teach her to ride astride. You know the company we keep, Julie, and such a request—the tone—wouldn’t have shocked me coming from an actor or one of the women of the demimonde, but Delphine is a marquise. A dowager marquise. She was holding Octave on her hip while she said it, but his presence didn’t deter or distract her from meeting my eyes. I had to pretend the saddles needed cinching again.

      I’m not accustomed to feeling like a prude, Julie, and I don’t like it. In different circumstances, I could have offered her all the depth and finesse of my expertise.

      God, I wanted to. You know what she looks like, but you’ve never seen her as she was right then, standing by some happy accident or undetectable cunning in the single ray of light through the stable rafters, a dusty halo around the amber glow of her hair and all the clarity of a short February day coloring her pink cheeks, like the sun broke through the thatch just to touch her. Delphine and Octave fled Paris with nothing, so I bought them both clothing. Simple, sturdy stuff, since there wasn’t time for embroidery or lace. In plain brown wool, with one of my old cloaks covering her from shoulder to ankle, the hem decorated with clumps of snow and broken straw, still she looks like a tempting confection I can’t afford.

      But I must protect myself somehow, and if prudery is my only escape, then so be it. I have resolved not to sleep with her, not while she’s trapped here. She is apparently determined to make that difficult for me.

      

      Your friend,

      Camille

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            JULIE MORÈRE TO CAMILLE DUPIN, FEBRUARY 8, 1825

          

          POSTMARKED PARIS

        

      

    

    
      Dear Camille,

      If a grown woman wants to ride astride, why shouldn’t she? She asked you to teach her; you have the skills. I don’t see the problem.

      You once told me you wouldn’t give up your roguish bachelor’s life for anyone, certainly not me. I still have the letter if you need reminding. An interlude in the countryside with a willing widow sounds exactly right for a roguish bachelor.

      The small child is an unexpected addition, but you sound very taken with him. You sound very taken with his mother as well. The only one making things difficult is you.

      

      Your friend,

      Julie

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CAMILLE DUPIN TO JULIE MORÈRE, FEBRUARY 11, 1825

          

          POSTMARKED VERNEUIL

        

      

    

    
      My dear Julie,

      Let us return to discussing literature and art, topics where you display great insight and where your passion, curiosity, and strong opinions are welcome.

      My notes for a possible illustrated edition of Virginie are enclosed, including a list of suggested scenes, but on this matter—and only this matter—I defer to your judgment.

      

      [a scribble]

      

      I have left this page blank for hours in a futile attempt to report nothing more. But I can’t do it, Julie. I need to tell someone about last night, and I want to tell you, not because I want your opinion, but because I trust you. I know quite well what you will say; you are released from the burden of saying it.

      In the evenings, after Delphine puts Octave to bed, she and I sit together. Shoulder to shoulder, or her reclining with her feet in my lap. Sometimes I read to her, or vice versa.

      When we first started this practice, I asked her what she wanted to read, hoping she’d share my taste for lurid Gothic novels. My work is less sensational, but she does like it, so I thought we’d enjoy some fiction together. Instead she inquired as to whether I owned any philosophical texts. Or any new writings about physics or chemistry or biology. Or any volumes of the Encyclopédie.

      I knew Delphine was a fount of intellectual curiosity; it shouldn’t have shocked me. And you know I believe fiction to be as worthy a pursuit as any other. Still, I confess a certain feeling of inadequacy in the face of her genuine desire to educate herself about the functioning of the natural world or the human mind while lying on the sofa after a long day of keeping her child alive. I wanted to read about heartbreak and villainy. It turns out she is fond of poetry as well, which also shook my confidence, as I have always preferred the lesser art of prose. We compromised and I have been reading her some of the medieval stories I’m studying for my current novel. They are written in verse, but still contain plenty of betrayals and noble deeds. Hearing them aloud interspersed with Delphine’s commentary is a pleasure. She’s a lively reader.

      Certainly both of us are better at reading than we are at making music, though we do plunk out a few notes on occasion. The house is quiet this winter. As tired as I am from helping Delphine care for Octave, and as much as I love her company, I miss hosting a crowd. Can you imagine Delphine here among all the poets and composers instead in a Paris ballroom full of bankers and gentry? She would wear her hair down and make the filthiest of jokes. Everyone would love her.

      Delphine retires first. I spend an hour or two writing, by which I mean stare balefully at my manuscript while I waste lamp oil and smoke a cigar. I was writing in this fashion when she interrupted me last night.

      You know my study at Verneuil. With its single chair and the desk pushed against the wall, it’s meant only for me—and my books and the hideous piles of paper that pop up like mushrooms over the dark red rug. It is a small space. Delphine made it seem both smaller and larger at once with her arrival, as though a storm had blown it apart. This morning I was surprised to find my drafts still in their stacks, unscattered by the wind. That is the force she has. She walks in the door and her presence alters everything.

      Last night it was not because of her arresting beauty, though she does possess a certain allure even in the most wretched conditions. Wrapped in a baggy old greatcoat that dragged behind her, with her amber hair piled in a sort of lopsided bird’s nest, she had the look of someone who’d just emerged from years in a cell. I imagine vision-struck prophets in a similar, trembling grip. A terrifying zeal lit her eyes.

      I stopped smoking and put out my cigar.

      I’d never seen Delphine in such a state. Not directly after I rescued her from her husband and not in the days since his death and our escape. She has not screamed or sobbed. She has taken care of Octave, and made cheerful conversation with me, and treated this whole excursion as a grand adventure. Nothing in her behavior has hinted at distress over the past or the future. Nothing until last night.

      “I’m going for a walk,” she said.

      As mildly as possible, I said, “It’s nine o’clock.”

      “So?”

      “It’s also February.”

      “So?” she repeated. “There is no one to stop me.”

      “I suppose not, but it’s black as pitch outside, and there’s snow and ice on the ground, and we’re the only people around, so if we slip and break our legs, we’re in trouble—and so is Octave when he wakes up tomorrow.”

      “You’d come with me? But we can’t leave Octave alone.”

      “So you wish to fracture your bones in the dark by yourself? Delphine.”

      She made a loud, uncouth sound of frustration and threw up her hands. “Camille, I feel—” She clutched at her chest as though something was stuck there, and let out such a rough exhalation that I thought she might sob.

      Gently—thinking of you and your tearful stay here last summer, Julie, and more selfishly, imagining that I might offer a chaste, comforting touch—I said, “You’ve suffered a great deal. I would think no less of you if you needed to cry.”

      “Cry!” she shouted, and then slapped a hand to her mouth, remembering Octave sleeping upstairs. More quietly, but with the same ferocity, she said, “Camille, I have spent two-and-a-half years crying. I was trapped in that house and trapped in myself and now I am here and I want—I want—” She lunged for my cigar and waved it at me. “I want to go outside and scream. I want to spit and hiss and howl. I want to shoot a gun. I want a cigar. I want wine, or brandy, or laudanum, or absinthe. I want to smash something—my skull against the wall, perhaps.”

      Craving destruction, in voluminous robes and with a frizzy halo, she might have been a vengeful angel. But it’s the mortal woman I’m weak for, the Delphine who’s pasty and red-eyed and vibrating with barely suppressed emotion. You know my appreciation for the Delphine of ballrooms and dining tables, exquisitely dressed and coiffed, devilishly clever and flirtatious. But what a rare pleasure to see her façade crack, to glimpse the animal underneath. What an honor to be entrusted with something hidden.

      I said, “For now, I can offer you a cigar or wine or brandy. Tomorrow, in the daylight, I’d be happy to teach you to shoot—perhaps when Octave is napping. When he’s awake, we can walk as far as you like, or ride. My only condition is that your skull remain unsmashed.”

      “What is the point of being an eccentric writer if you don’t have anything stronger than brandy?” she demanded with a touch of affected petulance that was more like her usual self.

      I shook my head fondly. “Come with me.”

      She accepted my hand and I led her to the kitchen, where she stood in puzzlement as I began to pack a basket. “I’m not hungry, Camille. Not for anything that requires a plate, at least.”

      “I know,” I said.

      With my gathered supplies balanced on one hip, I exited through the scullery. A few flagstones are laid into the earth there, the beginning of a path to the refuse heap. We didn’t venture farther than the protection of the eaves. The ground was clear of snow. The sky was cobwebbed with clouds. I lit the wall sconce outside the door, and the flame yellowed the dim moonlight.

      From the basket, I grabbed the uncorked bottle of wine and an old saucer. I handed the latter to Delphine.

      Amused, she said, “Wine is usually served in glasses. Unless you expect me to lick it up like a cat?”

      There was no response to that but to drink directly from the bottle. Afterward, I wiped my hand across my mouth. “You said you wanted to smash something.”

      She hurled the saucer against the stone. It snapped with a clean, high sound. Delphine jumped back and shards ricocheted off my boots. We stared at the wreckage, then at each other, and she laughed. A loud, free sound that broke the silence of the night.

      The saucer pieces glinted white as I bent to retrieve another dish.

      It was gone from my hand and shattered on the ground almost as soon as she touched it.

      The next one, she got for herself. As she threw it, she shouted “Ha!” Not a laugh, but a forceful exclamation.

      She fired plate after plate into the flagstones. Little bits of pottery flew everywhere. I took a few steps back and leaned against the cold wall of the house while she worked. The tinkling and clattering of the pottery was occasionally punctuated by a huff or a grunt, but after that first shout, she lapsed into silence, though we were on the opposite side of the house from Octave’s room and she’d told me she wanted to scream. The exertion of throwing the dishes seemed to satisfy her. Her breath curled into the icy air, as hot as her fury.

      She might have kept methodically destroying things if I’d brought her a second basket. When she reached the end, she strode to me, wrapped her fingers around the neck of the wine bottle and slid it from my slack grip.

      One deep gulp later, she passed it back to me, and I saw that her eyes glittered with tears.

      “Oh, Camille, your dishes,” she said in a thin approximation of her usual bright tone. “Let me sweep up the mess I made.”

      “They’re only dishes. Leave them. We’ll clean up tomorrow.”

      “You’ve been so good to us,” she said. “People only like me because I’m pretty and amusing, and I haven’t been either for you. Octave and I have disrupted your writing. We spend all day with him, and then when he’s asleep, I—I become strange and—and angry.”

      That last word was almost a whisper.

      “Do you think I am not also strange and angry?” I asked.

      She knew I was, though I have, I think, less reason than she does. We’ve had many conversations about our families and the way they have judged us insufficient as women. It shocks me that anyone could accuse Delphine of performing womanhood incorrectly, but her mother’s narrow definition excludes spirit, opinion, inquiry, and—apparently—the world’s most beautiful figure, with perfect, soft abundance in the breasts, belly, and hips. I am viciously glad Delphine’s mother is not much in her life these days.

      Meanwhile I have never been able to hide what a poor facsimile of a woman I make, not even when I dressed in skirts daily. My own family does love me in their clumsy, conditional way. They tolerate my androgyny as long as my novels earn money and acclaim, as though I wear trousers to sell books. I’ve resigned myself to not being understood, and it’s better than what Delphine has, but I’d be lying if I said I never yearned for more. You are so lucky in your family, Julie.

      It was not the moment to get into all that. Delphine left my question unanswered.

      “You should be angry,” I said. “I like that you’re angry.”

      “You do?”

      “I don’t only like you because you’re pretty—beautiful—and amusing. ‘Intriguing,’ I think I’d say. Well-read and curious. You’ve been all of those things here; you can hardly disguise or discard your nature. But I also—” I had to pause to clear my throat. It surprised me, the difficulty of speaking the truth. I did it for her because she deserved it. “I also admire your bravery. And your devotion. To Octave.”





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/mischievous-letters---angles---gentlemens-script-red.jpg
Felicia Davin






