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Devote – to doom to destruction.


Samuel Johnson’s Dictionary, 1755
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‘For Books are not absolutely dead things,
but do contain a potency of life
in them to be as active as that soul
was whose progeny they are …’


John Milton, Areopagitica, 1644
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Delphine


Rouen, 1749–55










I


1749


When a trouble that was not mine found its way to me, I knew it was mine, nonetheless. Delphie, Papa would say, Delphie, my sweet, his voice soft as fleece. He would pat the seat next to him to get me to sit by his side.


‘Papa?’


A moment or two before he spoke. He stroked my shoulder, picked away fluff from the shawl in which I had bound myself, and took my hand in his.


‘So thin. So cold.’ His voice fell low, the same as his bearing. And though I was not yet ten, I knew my being cold was not because of the season, but because my father had not the means to keep me warm. This deeper knowing, held in the silences and cast-aside glances of the few visitors we had, a knowing perhaps reserved for those who are older, had come to me young.


‘I’m not cold, Papa. Not very much.’


He pinched my cheek and touched a finger to my nose to disarm my protest. ‘Oh, you are. My pink-nosed hérisson.’


Hedgehog? I wriggled by his side, in pleasure, to make myself the smallest I could be; so small I might yet slip into his pocket.


‘Monsieur Bascon will be here in a little while—’


I sprang away from him at mention of the name, as though Papa was the hedgehog and all prickles turned against me. ‘Monsieur Bascon? The butcher? Non! You said not, Papa. You said not …’


I fled the room, but though I tried to run from them, his words followed me out of the door: ‘Silly child,’ came his shout, ‘it is the season for ducks!’


A fat duck, as anyone knows, makes a tasty repas. Cooked slow on a spit, so the fat spit-spats on the embers and the skin cooks to a crisp. But the thought of my ducks skewered that way carried me howling into the garden, where I skidded in the filth and fell. ‘Idiot!’ I cried as I hurled myself upright again and blotted away the sting of my grazed hands on my skirts.


There, in the thicket, I spied Thérèse, and there too was Berthe. And Albert and Claude. My agitation was such that the ducks flew up before me and scattered away as if a fox had fallen upon them. I ran this way and that, chasing one and then another, as if I could not decide which to save first. They wanted none of it. My riotous mission only succeeded in driving them further apart.


Albert, being the fattest of fat ducks, soon tired of these antics. He took up a perch on a plant pot and settled down with a fluff of his feathers. I tiptoed over to him and – Ha! Wretch! I had him. I lifted him with ease and bundled him tight under one arm. Thérèse, I backed into a far corner, behind where the horse shit was piled in a rot. But if that idiocy of quacking thought it had me deterred, she was soon to discover she had not.


‘I am only trying to help,’ I scolded as I folded her into the crook of my other arm. I had no plan of what to do next. I had two ducks, many more to catch, and no free hand with which to do so. As I turned, I felt a tug at the scruff of my neck, as me and the ducks were lifted off the ground and swung round to face our captor: Papa.


He had come prepared with a sack, which he held out. ‘Kind of you to catch them.’ He shook open the sack, not looking me in the eye, it being clear that’s where the ducks now belonged.


‘Non.’


‘But Delphine, we must.’


Must? The word dropped upon me with the weight of an axe on a log. Two fat tears sprung to my eyes; my chin trembled though I willed it not to. How could one word be the undoing of everything, my strongest resolve, my most stubborn protest?


I kissed Albert’s snowy head and dropped him into the sack. Following after, Thérèse. After a short while, I had two more ducks in my grasp. But we had ten others beside. My father was a patient man and could wait. ‘Là-bas.’ He nodded in the direction of the almond tree where three ducks had sheltered. The tree had withered this last year, covered by a deathly, mildewy veil. And though I could see that the tree ailed, and the mildew was its cause, it troubled me. I wondered if perhaps its dying had not come upon the tree suddenly but had lain in it for years, perhaps from the start. Everything had a rational explanation, Papa had told me, a reason. Not something as obvious as an apple having a pip, but there nonetheless. Did that mean this tree in this garden had one too? There were forests of trees outside Rouen. Did each have a reason too? How could we ever know all there was to know?


When I had deposited all the ducks, Papa tied the sack with a knot, to muffle the struggle it contained. He went to pat my head, but I turned from him, outraged by his murderous intent.


‘A duck is a duck is a duck,’ he said to console me, and I knew what he said was true and that truth – of all the laws we should live by – was the most precious, the most exacting of all. But truth cared not for my sorrow. Sometimes it was a beast.


‘These are the times we find ourselves in and we must do our best. Besides, what is a duck for if not to be eaten, Delphine?’


I knew he was right but as I was sulking, I made no reply. I thought of a world filled with ducks, a world where man would be hunted instead, and for a moment was lifted by thoughts of revenge.


‘Ah, thank you,’ said Monsieur Bascon as he came by shortly after to collect the sack. He held out payment. ‘Sufficient, I hope?’


Clear it was that my father thought not. ‘There are six pochards, four shelduck besides—’


Monsieur Bascon interrupted before Papa had chance to continue. ‘Pochards? Shelduck? Mere cousins of the plainer of the species, dressed in fancy frock coats. Take off the feathers and what is beneath? Duck.’ His laugh, though good-natured, was enough to stop question, and Papa – whose need for payment was more pressing than his need of reply – pocketed the fee without further complaint.


Monsieur Bascon cast an eye over the garden, taking in the battered trellis where a fig had once been trained and the swag of brambles in a tumble over the vegetable beds. His unwavering gaze showed the garden for the shambles it was.


‘The season …’ my father ventured, in explanation.


Monsieur Bascon kicked at a pot: a companion to three others and similarly cracked. They had once held thyme and myrtle, rosemary and sage, but each grew a thicket of weeds instead. ‘Clear the ground and you will find soil underneath.’


Papa shrugged, in no mood to be reminded of basic lessons of husbandry, and turned away, piqued, his back hunched from whatever accusation or judgement the butcher’s eye contained. Though the garden was unkempt, it rewarded closer attention. Nested between the grasses the prettiest blue and white pots waited discovery: a salver, painted over with celandines. It filled easily in a shower of rain and birds would cluster around its lip to take a sip. A tureen, in the shape of a swan, still contained parsley. Papa had brought these pots back from the kiln. Some had warped or cracked; on others, the glaze had slipped. Nothing went to waste. There was treasure in the thicket. All this the butcher would have known if he had looked.


‘I know a lad who can help,’ Monsieur Bascon continued, undeterred. ‘I’ll send him round in the week.’


Papa gave a thin smile. ‘In lieu of a fair price for the ducks?’


Monsieur Bascon roared and elbowed Papa in the ribs. ‘You could say that, Monsieur Vimond, yes indeed.’


And so that was how Tibius arrived, the very next morning, a scrap of a lad, but willing he said, with a face quite as freckly as mine. He was older than me by three years, but looked older, as though life had him by the elbow and was hurrying him along. He might lift a bucket, if it were half empty; sweep leaves, given a broom cut shorter than him. ‘That Bascon is a rogue,’ was all my father said as he hauled the lad over the threshold and pushed him in the direction of the scullery.


I, at least, was happy for a new face and held out my hand to greet him. I had not spoken a word to my father since the butcher had taken our ducks and I was tired of keeping company with the thoughts in my head.


Before Tibius, it had just been me and Papa and Babette. Maman died when I was an infant. I cannot say what she looked like, but I saw her as she had been told to me, so I knew in my heart.


‘Why did God take her away?’


Papa, who always had answer for me, shook his head.


Babette was housekeeper and cook and I was most days in her care when Papa was at his manufactory. It’s where the pots in our garden came from. He made wares in the Rouen fashion: dipped in white glaze and decorated blue. Then they were packed in straw, taken to Paris and sold. If the way was fit for it, Papa sent them by cart, to catch markets on the way, but if not, he sent the lot by boat up the Seine.


When Babette was unwell – as she was whenever her Thomas came to Rouen for the cattle market – I had to go to the manufactory with Papa. As a small child, I could be easily entertained and left with a lump of clay. Papa would plonk me down in the middle of the table where the men shaped their designs. The clay was the colour of mud and I was the colour of it by the time I had finished my own clumsy crafting.


This was my nursery and I was happy with it. The pots these men made: platters and bowls; tall jugs with scrolled handles; baskets bedecked with ribbons, made to appear like velvet, but all of it fashioned from clay. One jug was placed alongside me and the men gathered around in a marvel, for I was the same size as it. Me, made giddy with their cheering, thinking I was the source of their delight.


But now when I went, I had to sit in the corner, keep quiet and out of the way, the men being in no mood for my rough fashioning or my questions, which they left unanswered. They no longer joked freely, no longer found my presence entertaining. I would hear them muttering against Papa and the piece rate he paid. Any slight imperfection sent Papa into a fury at the waste. And the last time Papa had returned from Paris, he had come back with half of his wares unsold. Tastes now demanded only the whitest pottery. White? he raged and held up a pot to the light. What was wrong with his white?


‘I have been thinking. If you were to make a foray into guinée bleue or indiennes,’ said Monsieur Bascon when he next came by to return the empty sack to Papa. He lifted a new pitcher to consider it, to assess its weight – one of several that had been set out on the kitchen table ready to pack for market. ‘Hmm? How much for the pitcher?’


‘Five livres.’


Monsieur Bascon blew out his cheeks and set it down again, as though its expense and his lack of coin was a failing of the pot in some way. A butcher could not expect to feast on pheasant every day and Papa had said as much, as a way to explain why the plates and bowls we ate from were chipped and cracked. I saw Monsieur Bascon’s gaze lift to Papa’s and wondered what he said of us.


‘Cotton cloth,’ Monsieur Bascon continued. ‘That is where the money is, I am told. No need for jugs or ducks then, hmm, Monsieur Vimond? Have you not considered it? A little investment? Diversifier? La Grande Manufacture, as they have in Nantes? I might make a little investment of my own one day.’


‘Diversify? Into guinée bleue? Should I ever want to clothe myself in that business, I will be certain to let you know. As I shall if I am ever in need of your advice.’


Monsieur Bascon cleared his throat, not yet dissuaded. ‘I have the acquaintance of John Holker, who is come to Rouen from England for the purpose of establishing cotton manufacture here. He is looking for investors – large and small. I could make a little introduction, perhaps—’ He tapped his fingertips together, all eagerness.


‘Holker? I know of him. And his business. No introduction required,’ Papa retorted, cutting him short. ‘Not an investment I intend making.’


‘As you wish.’


‘It is. As I wish. Rouen is not Nantes or –’ Papa stepped between Monsieur Bascon and the wares on the table to prevent examination of anything else – ‘Le Havre. Pottery is a trade which causes me no shame.’


‘Shame?’ Monsieur Bascon gave a laugh. ‘A little strongly put. Well, if not cotton, perhaps these pots? There are merchants eager for pottery too, admittedly not of such quality as yours. A folly not to avail yourself of any opportunity. New markets, Monsieur Vimond, new markets. A businessman makes his fortune where he can.’


‘These pots, as you call them, are for Paris. There is demand enough there.’


‘Well. Bonne chance, as they say. Bonne chance.’ Bereft of any pot to inspect, Monsieur Bascon’s eye settled on a small leather portfolio. Impressed on it, two richly embossed initials:


D. V. 


The portfolio was nestled among several drawings of a rose I had made. ‘Ah –’ Monsieur Bascon said as he reached for the portfolio, thinking it mine – ‘an artist in the family. How charming. May I look?’


‘No, no. Mine. D, Dominique,’ Papa explained. In his haste to seize the folder back, several sheets tumbled out and scattered on the floor at Monsieur Bascon’s feet.


‘A novel, Monsieur Vimond?’ asked Monsieur Bascon as he gathered the papers up. ‘Of all possible ambitions, a literary one is not one I would have attached to you.’


‘Scribblings, that is all.’ Papa clasped the folder to his chest. ‘Reflections. Considerations. Thoughts.’


‘Ah, such modesty! A veritable treatise, I bet. It is the age for it! Every man has a book in him, does he not? Perhaps I should try my hand too.’


‘Indeed, indeed. Choice cuts and chops, no doubt,’ interrupted Papa. He did his best to hide a grimace as he steered Monsieur Bascon to the door.


‘Choice cuts and chops! You make me the butt of your little joke, Monsieur Vimond. Cotton cloth. Mark my words. You’ll see I’m right.’


‘What is La Grande Manufacture, Papa?’ I asked after Monsieur Bascon had left.


‘A business that dresses itself in all propriety, Delphine, the better to hide its shame.’


Whatever did he mean by this? I leaned towards him as though I’d find the sense of it there. More and more when he spoke to me, I had the impression of words being used and meaning something other. A grown-up way of talking, and me stood on the bottom step. I gave the only reply I could, ‘Rouen is Rouen, Papa!’


‘That it is, dear child, that it is. And I am Monsieur Vimond. And you are my daughter. Our business is pottery. Not cotton cloth. Not esclavagistes. Slave traders,’ he explained when he saw my look. Papa straightened his back.


I still did not understand. I was happy it was just the two of us, and I straightened my back too. What pride, what love filled me then. Cradled in this family, this house, this city. Papa. Rouen. The Seine. All of it linked together with no need of anything else. I brought my arms about myself, as if to gather it all to me in an embrace. How lucky I was to be me, even though our plates were cracked.


How easy it was then for me to be me, to see without seeing. A child should not be blamed for the troubles of the world, for monstrous cruelties she could not even begin to comprehend. But could the same be said of my father? And if his attention was confined to the surface of things? Or if he, being troubled, lacked the resolve to challenge the injustice he perceived? What use fine principles then? 


‘I thought better of Bascon to assume such a venture of interest to me …’ Papa muttered. He turned away, and I saw that Monsieur Bascon’s judgement of his character seemed to trouble him most.


‘Do you know what happens to a man who eats pheasant every day, Papa?’


‘No, Delphine?’


‘He gets fat.’


An obvious joke. Papa blinked and gave a short laugh.


It came as no surprise when I learned that Monsieur Bascon would no longer be taking our ducks.










II


Tibius would work when he could, he said, apart from when he was in school.


‘Which school is that?’ asked my father, clearly surprised. We were in the garden together, deciding what could be what.


‘École Saint-Maclou, Monsieur.’


‘Saint-Maclou? The poor boys’ school? The place of the bones?’


Mention of the bones caused me ghoulish delight. I widened my eyes. Thousands had been buried in the courtyard. The pestilence. I had never visited; girls were not allowed.


‘Oui, Monsieur.’ Tibius widened his eyes too. ‘The place of the bones.’


I laughed at that for his reply was cheeky, and laughed again when I saw how he blushed.


‘And what are they teaching you there, huh?’


‘My alphabet, Monsieur.’


‘Your alphabet? Your alphabet?’ Papa’s voice lifted with astonishment. ‘How old are you now?’


‘Twelve, Monsieur.’


‘It is never too late, I suppose. Everyone should have the benefit of learning in them. What a stupid place the world would be without it, though it is plenty stupid enough as it is. Here, Delphine.’ He beckoned to me.


I was to recite a sonnet. En anglais. When I had finished, Papa beamed, his face flushed with the happiness my clumsy words had brought him. ‘What do you think of that, Tibius? Shakespeare.’


‘She speaks it very well, Monsieur,’ Tibius replied. But he was a reluctant audience, I could tell. His shoulders slumped and I saw how I had made him look stupid so I could appear clever instead. Papa had taught me well, I knew. But a sonnet was like a bright square of embroidery, when really all that was needed most days was an ordinary quilt.


I have told you that Papa made pots. The pots, I knew, had paid for our house and all that was in it: the oak table in the dining room and every meal we ate around it; my four-poster bed, which I struggled still to climb onto, such was its height; the library and all of its books. Each book, gilt-edged; its mystery, a weight in my hand. Books of all sizes: atlases, I could barely lift; other books, a scant ten pages long, stitched in the centre with thread. And I did think that the heavier the book, the greater the truth it contained. I had yet to learn that the slimmest, most slight volumes, so innocently slipped away and easily hidden, held truths that were no less profound. What did I know of such things? Of books and what they contained? Why, if these books were all his, must he hide some away?


‘Non!’ Papa cried, when he caught me in the library alone. He cuffed me across the head, snatched the pamphlet from my hands and bundled it into a drawer.


‘But Papa. I was learning about the—’


‘Not for children. Not at all. You are never to touch it again, Delphine; do you understand?’


Oh, I did understand and that told me the trouble I was in, for he had called me by my full name. Child, was I? I was almost ten! Child? Worse than a slap! I took myself off to the kitchen; such insult could only be remedied by tart.


Babette had no sympathy for me either. ‘Tart?’ She spun me round by my shoulders and gave me a poke. ‘Do you think your father gives me money for that?’


I was vexatious to her in ways I could not understand, nor knew any way to prevent. She would never use my name. Miss, she would call me. Miss. Somewhere between a hiss and a sniff, though no one had said that she must and Papa, who had no taste for the parading of titles in his home, had urged her several times not. Child I was, but not one she cared for a jot.


And so, the days went by and into the New Year, as winter held us fast indoors. Tibius broke the ice on the water, fetched straw for our old mare, and the next day, rose and did it again. Every morning, kindling brought in for the fires as though by some act of magic. Even Babette, ever eager to find fault, could not complain. And when the sun startled us one day in February, Tibius took me into the garden to where low patches of green had pushed through the snow. ‘There will be violets by the month’s end.’ A solemn declaration, as though spring was his alone to announce. I did not doubt him for a moment.


I looked at him properly then for the first time. This slight boy, level with me at the shoulder though he was older. He blinked, and so did I. I had dismissed him, I suppose. Urchin. Wretch. Papa had too.


School was not in his nature; he was like Albert duck, happier when free to roam in the garden and not stuffed in a sack.


‘You ought to like it,’ I told him. I sounded exactly like the little Miss Babette had accused me of being.


‘Why’s that?’ came his retort.


I had the habits of my father and shrugged. I felt the indignant sting of a weight I had no words for; a mute hurt I could not explain.


‘If you knew what it was like, you wouldn’t like it either, not one bit,’ he said. ‘Besides, it stops me from working.’


‘I would like it,’ I said, ‘I would.’ This said with such force to stun any reply. Tibius blinked.


Let that be the start of it then, if start need be looked for or excuse made or explained.


I knew a boy and a girl were not the same, I had seen the pictures in Papa’s books. The differences seemed very little to me: a little bit more in some places, a little bit less in others. Yet so much of us was also the same. I frowned. Was I less and Tibius more? Had I been made stupid, by God’s hands, from my first breath? Was it this that determined my learning should be here, at the whim of my father, when Tibius was schooled daily, in a school where no girl could step? Me, who had a library – when Papa permitted it – and Tibius, poor as he was, with nothing, and needing to work? I placed me and he, side by side, two pictures on a page. But my thoughts tripped over each other in a confused tumble and refused to obey the order I sought. If I wanted the same – schooling – willingness was not enough. I could not go as I was.


It was then my idea formed to go in his place; shaping a plan to anticipate all of his noes. And when I saw him next, I filched the hat off his head and twisted it down on mine, securing my hair under it so that it was hid.


‘Oi!’


I dodged out of his way as he went to grab it back.


‘See?’ I said, even though I could not, as I had pulled the brim so low it had mostly covered my eyes.


Tibius laughed so hard but with such unreserved glee it knocked my consternation from me.


‘You’ll need more than a hat.’


‘I do know that.’


His eyes shot down to his britches. ‘No, not them. I need my kecks. I have no others besides.’


‘Let me try them and I will find my own.’ I had already formed a plan to borrow a pair from one of the many clothes lines that laced Rouen’s back streets. ‘Your jacket too.’


He took my skirt to hide his bare bum, and I pulled on his britches under my petticoat and we stood there, silenced by the vision the other presented, neither one nor the other, the strangest of strange creatures. I gripped his britches at my waist to stop them from falling down. They were too long in the leg and the cloth pooled at my ankles, covering my feet.


Tibius scratched at his bottom as he looked at me. But I could see him thinking and his thoughts running free: if I went and not him – he too was imagining other places to be. He gave a nod as a thought slid into place. ‘If you sat at the back, where it is dark—’


‘I’ll be the last to go in and the first to go out. And I’d speak to no one, I promise.’


More thinking, more nodding.


‘And I’ll only go when Papa is away, when no one will miss me. Or you.’


‘Babette? Won’t she know you are gone?’


I gave a sharp laugh, needing no further words to explain. It was sad to know Babette was the source of such bitterness in me; a seed, planted deep, I could not weed out.


‘What matters is that you are not discovered in my place …’ Even as he said it, his thoughts had leapfrogged ahead. ‘Have you a mousetrap?’


‘Well, yes.’ I went to fetch it.


‘What will you do while I am at Saint-Maclou?’ I handed Tibius the mousetrap. ‘Catch mice?’


He ignored the question. ‘Monsieur Bascon says the abbé is building a fountain. I will go and make myself useful there.’


And so it was agreed and we shook hands on it. This way, Tibius would know how water could be trained to run upwards as I tilted my head down to his slate.


I dropped his britches to the floor and kicked them away, eager to find a pair of my own.


Boy? It had not seemed possible, waiting in line that first day at Saint-Maclou, the weeks after we had decided it, Tibius and I. My knees shook so badly I thought I would rattle apart where I stood. I had kept my head down, my slate clutched to my chest and my heart battering the other side of it. It wasn’t from fear of discovery, though I feared that badly enough. No. As I looked around, I saw dread in every building. Every wooden strut and frame, decorated with the grisly marks of what had gone on here before: skulls, bones, skeletons in a ghoulish dance, carved deeply into the blackened wood. I felt for the mouse Tibius had placed in my pocket. A grisly thing too. I pulled my fingers away from its form, utterly repelled. Leave it a week, Tibius had said, and the stink would make me no friends that day, nor any day after. And so it was. Boys either side of me shuffled away on the bench. No one came close enough to bid me bonjour. I sat at the back, as I said I would, in the darkest corner, quieter than the mouse in my pocket. Stink mouse, they might have called me, if anyone would have had a strong enough nose to come near. And in the few short weeks that followed, I was left undisturbed. I learned what Papa had never taught me: numbers beyond the simple counting of them.


The tutor addressed me from the front. ‘Tibius, you are a surprise.’ He held me up as example of the miraculous powers of learning, but I suspect he was as baffled as the rest: that I could be reasonably clever one day and then to have forgot the lot the next. When his praise came my way, I squirmed on the bench. Part pride I felt, but mostly mortifying terror.


‘Creep slug,’ whispered the boy nearest to me. He scowled. ‘You’re not Tibius.’


I was to be applauded for my work but it would have meant taking the hat from my head and making my way to the front and into the light. A dead mouse might keep a prying boy from the truth of me but what would I need to ward off the sharp eye of the tutor? A dead cat? I made an excuse, picked up my slate and left.


As I made my way out in a rush along the corridor, a foot suddenly stuck out of the shadows. Too late to stop myself, I tripped and went over.


First foot, then leg, then boy emerged from out of the shadow, a second boy too by his side. ‘Little slug,’ he said as the pair of them crouched down. ‘Stink of the dead. Slug stink. Shithead.’


He grabbed my left arm and the other boy my right. They dragged me back against the wall.


‘Creeper.’


‘Who are you? What have you done with Tibius? Slime stinker. Slug. Stolen his soul, I bet?’


‘Boys!’ shouted a tutor as he came around the corner and saw us there in a huddle.


As the boys shrank away, one gave me a sharp kick. I shook myself free of them, scrambled to my feet, ran from the school and never went back.


‘It’s a horrible place,’ I said to Tibius when I saw him next and showed him the bruise on my shin.


He tished at me as if it was nothing. ‘I told you it was a bad idea.’


He hadn’t. ‘Idiots and imbeciles,’ I muttered. But I did not mean it. These were Papa’s words I was trying on for size.


‘Idiots like me, you mean?’ Tibius shot me a dark look. ‘Well, I have no need of Saint-Maclou either any more. I’m to be made apprentice to Monsieur Georges in Paris. I’m leaving for Versailles in a week.’ He pulled his shoulders back, lifted his chin, a boy making himself a man.


‘But why? Are you not happy here? What am I to do with you gone?’ The words tumbled out of me, the bruise on my leg forgotten. Heartfelt questions and me, flushed and tearful, the ten-year-old child at the end of them.


Tibius kicked his heel into the earth. ‘You will find something to do. I’ve no choice in the matter. I can’t refuse it. Everyone must have a trade in life.’


‘When Papa comes to Paris, I can come too!’


‘Why would you do that?’


‘Why not?’


‘Because this is your home. Where you belong. And besides—’


‘What?’


‘Your life is here.’


How wretched he looked as he said it, but not half as wretched as I felt. It wasn’t for him to say what I could do, where I could go. But I knew as soon as I thought it, that Papa would refuse me too. I hadn’t minded being alone before. So why did I mind it so much now?


‘Go on then.’ I folded my arms against him. ‘Go.’


And so Tibius left us. Apprentice jardinier at Versailles, where he was to learn to clip privet into perplexing shapes and form box hedges into patterns as intricate as lace. He would learn about fountains too. Our garden suffered his loss and the weeds he had contained to the margins fell into the centre again with abandon. They grew with rampant defiance as though daring my father and I to cut them back. The only flowers to be found were porcelain ones my father had tried to fashion in imitation of those produced at Vincennes. But whereas theirs were coloured with a palette of a hundred hues on golden stems as bright as a harvest sun, Papa’s glazes spotted black in the firing, pitting the clay with a pox. Every flower looked stricken by disease; flowers any gardener would raze to the ground. And now when I ventured into the garden, I had to be careful where I stepped so as not to slice my foot open on some vicious shard, thrown there by my father in one of his rages. These flowers would never rot down. They seemed no more than a bothersome nuisance to me then. I had no inkling as to their true cost.


I had no sense of what I would be – of life being anything other than the day I found myself in. No notion had I that others might be thinking of me beyond this day and the next as the days made a year and then another. Time ran ahead of me, and what was time but life I hadn’t the meaning of yet.










III


1752


‘P uis-je vous aider?’ The bookseller took a step towards me.


I saw in a blink that it was not help the bookseller was offering, rather its frustration, for his eye went from me to the book in my hands. A frown deepened on his brow. My reply, no more than a whisper. ‘Non, Monsieur, merci—’


He lifted the book from my grasp and placed it on the shelf, out of reach. He selected another book and touched his fingers against the richly embossed leather covering it. Even in that scant light, I saw the detail lift before me, gold and shimmering: a dragon, ready to pounce. Oh—! I drew towards it, as a moth to a flame. But the book was not for me, but for the gentleman at the bookseller’s side.


‘I have this, an account of China. Extraordinarily vivid, extraordinarily rare. One of only a handful of copies in France, I am told. An absolute gem of a book. For those with an appreciative eye; a collector, such as yourself.’


The man took the book and turned through several pages. How ordinary, how plain it became in his hands. He gave a gruff shrug and handed it back, the bookseller’s flattery unrewarded.


I took down another book from the shelf and considered it with what I hoped was the correct manner: a combination of grave intent and studious disdain.


‘Is it a gift you are after? Something for a female mind?’ the bookseller persisted as he hovered at the man’s shoulder. Seeing that I had helped myself to another book, he plucked it off me with a scowl. ‘I must ask you to remain seated.’ He nodded to a stool in the centre of the room.


‘Do you not have anything more, er, tasty …?’ The man dropped his voice, ‘Un petit marron, for example?’


A chestnut? The bookseller gave a sly smile. ‘Ah, you seek something philosophical? Mais oui, bien sûr. You understand, I do not keep such material on the open shelf.’


They exchanged knowing nods and then straightened abruptly when they noticed I was still there, listening with intent curiosity. He, too, had books that must be hidden away?


‘I said—’ The bookseller took me by the elbow and steered me back to the stool. This time he raised a finger in caution. ‘This is where I require you to sit. I shall attend to your father next.’


The man he had been talking to on matters philosophical had retreated further into the shop. It left the bookseller in a quandary: follow him, or stay where he was so he could keep a better eye on me. I brought my hands together in my lap and fixed a smile. With a stern frown in my direction, he followed after the man, the lure of a sale being impossible to resist.


I glimpsed Papa near the window, where an arrangement of pamphlets had been left. He examined them idly, drawing out one or two, before placing them back. Everyone occupied. Apart from me. I slipped down from the stool and crept back to the bookcase.


I scanned the shelves quickly. Then I saw it: the book with the golden dragon. I lifted it down, opened it, turning through page after page, seized with a hunger, almost painful, to gorge myself on all it contained. If I could have eaten it, I would have. I was so engrossed, I did not notice the bookseller’s return, not until I felt a sharp tap on my shoulder.


I felt the hairs prickle at the back of my neck as he studied me. His moustache twitched. I could see him thinking, trying to place me now. His shoulders went down. I was a sneeze that could not be sneezed.


I had visited the shop before with Papa, though not in recent months. The bookseller had made me sit on the stool on previous visits too and at such a distance from everything it was impossible to read the titles on the spines. What was a girl made of but all things agreeable, unquestionable, to be passed across briefly, found pleasing and then forgotten? The insult of his dismissal had burned in me, slow and smouldering.


I still had hold of the book and wasn’t going to put it back. ‘I want to buy it.’


‘Oh, you do, do you?’


He took hold of the end of the book in an attempt to wriggle it from my grasp. I gripped harder. ‘How much is it?’


The bookseller peered at me, his eyes narrowing. ‘Ah, the Vimond girl. Beyond your pocket, I can tell you. And your father’s too.’


I knew opinions of my father existed beyond my own, but that they could be so baldly stated was like a slap. Startled, I let go of the book. I took out the coin from my pocket. ‘I can pay.’


At sight of the coin the bookseller gave a laugh so sudden it seemed even to surprise him. ‘You will need more than that.’


On hearing us and seeing that the bookseller was available, Papa approached. ‘Monsieur, I am looking for—’


The bookseller’s eyes did not leave mine. ‘I do not have it.’


‘But, Monsieur, you gave me barely chance to say what it is that I—’


‘Sorry. No.’


‘Monsieur. I must say, your manner is most impol—’


‘I have customers to attend to, excuse me.’


The bookseller held up a hand to silence my father. His gaze shifted between us now with a look as scathing as it was dismissive. Father, daughter, one and the same, that was the judgement I felt come to rest upon me.


‘Monsieur. Whatever book it is you are after, I would not let you have it. Not until you have settled your account.’


‘Ah. I see. A matter of weeks and it will be cleared. I assure you. One more volume is neither here nor there.’


Colour had risen to Papa’s cheeks.


‘So, I am to stand your debt while you while away your time reading, is that it? Then, with benefit of learning, you can return to lecture me from your elevated position, is that correct? Whatever should I expect next? Freedom for all and from any obligation? From your debts too, I’ll suppose! No. Monsieur Vimond. Pardon. It seems that way only ensures my servitude to you. Now, if you will excuse me. I have customers I need to attend to who do have the means to pay.’ The bookseller tucked the dragon book tightly under one arm, turned on his heel and walked away.


We left the shop soon after. ‘Quel imbécile de bouquiniste …’ Papa muttered as he clattered the door shut behind us. ‘He can keep his books. Two-sou pamphlets for nitwits and numbskulls. I am sorry you were witness to that, Delphine.’


‘I’m sorry too, Papa.’


But to this, Papa gave no reply.


On Papa’s next return from Paris, he came back with news.


‘Delphine,’ he called as he strode through to his library, ‘viens.’


No longer did he ask me to sit by his side and I knew it would be impertinent for me to ask.


‘You are thirteen now, are you not?’


‘I am, Papa.’


‘Fourteen in but a matter of months.’


‘Yes.’ I flushed. Why ask questions to which he had answers already? Why should I need to confirm my age?


‘Well. Well, then.’


‘Papa?’


Whatever news he had for me he was reluctant to say it. He took a quill from his desk, studied it and put it back.


‘How was Paris, Papa?’


He grimaced and rubbed a hand over his brow. ‘So-so. I went to Vincennes.’


The admission startled me. Vincennes? That nest of vipers? In the hours after his many outbursts, Papa would drink and, when quite drunk, he would include me in swearing down these, his most bitter rivals. Muttonheads, asses, fools.


‘Quel con!’ I said, without thinking.


‘Delphine!’


I slapped a hand over my mouth. Saint-Maclou had been an education in more ways than one.


‘Excuse-moi, Papa.’


He let the shame of what I had said hang over me in silence – his silence the worst reproach. He closed his eyes, more tired than I had seen him before. ‘This is my fault, my fault entirely—’


‘Papa?’


‘You are no longer a child. I must think of your future.’


I wanted to tell him again that I was sorry, that it wasn’t his fault. That there was no need to talk of the future, a word that seemed to bare only teeth.


‘Victor Cézary. You are too young perhaps to remember. He worked for me once. Before he took himself off to Vincennes.’


Vincennes – the centre of porcelain production, where the finest pottery in France was made. The name seemed to hang in the air between us, a shimmering bubble about to burst.


‘Their flowers are sought by the royal court; the envy of many of the best craftsmen in the world. Such delicacy. Such colour. Exquisite. If Victor returned to our family, he would bring us so much. All he knows.’


What had Victor to do with our family? Worry flared in me like tinder put to the flame.


‘He, like me, is a widower.’ My father let out a breath as his thoughts overcame him. ‘You understand what that means, Delphine?’


My mouth pulled down. I bit my cheek. ‘He is alone?’


‘Yes. That exactly. He is alone. A difficult, miserable existence for a man to endure.’


The honesty of my father’s words presented him to me anew: he had not been happy all these years. He had been alone even though he had me.


‘And, so, he is looking for a wife …’


Even as he said it, his meaning was not there; the implication that I might be included in some way was lost on me.


‘Delphine? He is looking for a wife.’


Then it came. Though I tried to hold myself steady, my voice faltered. ‘Me?’


‘Yes. You.’


Who was this girl who would marry? She formed like a cage around me and I felt myself recoil within.


‘Papa!’ I threw myself at him. Then at his feet. ‘Please, no!’


At this, Papa grasped hold of my wrist and pulled me upright again to face him. ‘No? You think you have place to question what I have decided and deemed right? What ingratitude is this? Every woman must marry, Delphine. Those who do not are lost. They are nothing. Rien. Victor will make a fine husband. He has success. And will have more.’


I had never known my father so angry before. Even as I sobbed, he made no move to comfort me and dismissed me from his presence shortly afterwards. I was to go to my room and stay there until called.


The house fell into silence. Not even Babette’s song, which could often be heard lifting through the house from the kitchen below as she worked, could be heard. Rien. Nothing? I had been a child. But now I was a ghost.


It was dinner time before I was called from my room. I took my place, still too chastened to meet Papa’s eye. Though we ate in silence, I could tell from the clatter of the cutlery, of the spoon being returned noisily to his dish, that the matter was not ended.


‘Victor is a good man. The same cannot be said for all men—’


‘Oui, Papa.’


‘Oui, Papa. Oui, Papa! What do you know of these things?’


I knew nothing of these things and my face showed it.


‘A good marriage is a comfort. It brings children. It brought you.’


Comfort? Children? Never had I felt more wretched. I would not cry. I would not. But though I tried not to, just the thought of it was all it took. The tears that had been so delicately balanced on my eyelashes tipped and fell.


‘Oh, very well. Little pool of misery. I will ask him to wait. When you are sixteen, then. I cannot stop what you will become: a woman, Delphine.’


I gave a small nod at this pronouncement. Woman. I knew I could no more stop time than could he. A sentence upon me.


When he had retired to his room and me to mine, I lifted the lid to the blanket box at the foot of my bed. On top, and occupying the first half of the chest, bedding: sheets, pillowcases and blankets. Beneath that, a layer of clothes that had once belonged to my mother, being kept, I suppose, one day for me. At the very bottom, where Babette would never look, I had secreted away the clothes I had worn to disguise myself at Saint-Maclou. Bolting the door to my room, I dressed in those clothes again, the first time I had since my days at that school, this time turning down the material at my ankles by one fold. Boys could do what they wanted, could they not? They could go to Versailles and build fountains. They grew into men and decided what was what, even the fate of their daughters and wives.


My shoulders fell. My reflection did not console me. A miserable child is a miserable child, be she boy or girl.










IV


After Papa’s revelation, the arrival of Madame Bayeux in my life came as no surprise. I knew Papa was lonely; perhaps Victor Cézary’s desire for me had put him in mind of a wife too. But why her, why her, why her? Why, of all the women Rouen might offer, had he settled on a hawk, whose eye never left me from when we first met? She swept into our home all black silk skirts, a widow whose bereavement went ahead of her in reproach, each step a hostile swish, as though to chide our unpolished floors.


I, too, did not please her, though she did not say so. Her displeasure rested on me in other ways. If I were to offer her thé, she would want un petit verre de vin, and if I were to offer un petit verre de vin, she would want thé. She would raise her eyes and narrow them, as though any contrariness were mine. She tolerated me, I suppose, because she knew one day soon I would be gone. Each passing day took her one closer to that.


Until then, I would not make myself pleasing for her, nor accommodate her every whim. Babette did not care for her either, since being scolded for leaving the milk in the sun.


‘Tortue.’ I stuck out my tongue to Madame’s back as she swept out.


‘Serpent dans l’herbe,’ Babette hissed.


‘It is not permissible for you to address your mistress in that way,’ said my father, who had also been passing at that moment and had overheard.


Babette and I bore the rebuke in silence. We were not friends, but Madame had given us common cause. After Babette had apologised and Papa had left, she went back to rolling out pastry for a pie crust. She delved in the pot for a handful of flour then threw the lot down in one go. ‘Mistress?’ Her mouth pursed shut.


‘Will they marry, Babette?’


She shrugged. ‘She has a pretty estate.’ And then she could not resist it – ‘If nothing else.’


I near did not recognise Tibius the next time I saw him. Papa and I had been walking along the Rue Saint-Romain when I heard a voice call my name. I turned to see a young man, one hand high in the air in greeting, launch himself across the road at a sprint.
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