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ON SEPTEMBER 3, 1749, shortly before her forty-third birthday, Gabrielle-Emilie le Tonnelier de Breteuil, the Marquise du Châtelet, gave birth to a baby girl, Stanislas-Adélaïde. Six days later, already back at her translation of and commentary on Newton’s Principia Mathematica, Emilie du Châtelet complained of a headache, and within hours this charismatic and brilliant woman of letters was dead. This is a work of fiction about the daughter she left behind.


What actually happened to her baby, whom she named Stanislas-Adélaïde? Historical records indicate that she died of unknown causes before her second birthday, a fate shared with more than a quarter of the infants born in that era. She is buried beside her mother at Lunéville, France. We know little about Emilie’s other daughter and first child, Gabrielle-Pauline, who moved to Italy after her marriage at sixteen. Sad but true: even if Emilie’s baby had survived, we likely would know equally little about her.


In short, if Stanislas-Adélaïde had lived, it still would have been necessary to invent her. But what to invent? She was an inconvenient child about whom no one was likely to care much; and with no mother to protest on her behalf, she would almost certainly have gone directly from her wet nurse to a convent, where she would have lived out the rest of her days. I preferred to imagine the life Emilie du Châtelet would have wished for her second daughter—one in which she had the chance to follow her own dreams and her own mind, and to live a life as full and unique as Emilie’s had been. That story is the one I chose to write.


On another note: the stories of Meadowlark and Tom, which are authored by Lili (as Stanislas-Adélaïde is called in the book) and appear as small excerpts throughout, can be read in full at the end of the novel.


 


“Judge me for my own merits, or lack of them, but do not look upon me as a mere appendage to this great general or that great scholar, this star that shines at the court of France or that famed author. I am in my own right a whole person, responsible to myself alone for all that I am, all that I say, all that I do. It may be that there are metaphysicians and philosophers whose learning is greater than mine, although I have not met them. Yet, they are but frail humans, too, and have their faults; so, when I add the sum total of my graces, I confess I am inferior to no one.”


Emilie du Châtelet
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Lorraine, Palais de Lunéville, I September 1749
To Florent-Claude, Marquis du Châtelet-Lomont
Commercy, Lorraine


My Dear Brother-in-Law,


Your last letter caused me such great distress that I have been unable to write until now. The post is leaving soon, and much as it pains me to dispense with the usual civilities, I will get directly to the matter at hand.


Your wife—who, I do not need to remind you, bears your name and that of my late husband—comports herself in a way that is truly beyond endurance. Shortly after my arrival two weeks ago, I laid out for you in great detail the affronts to propriety inflicted upon our most gracious host at the hands of your wife and the people she chooses as friends. I can only suppose that, being Polish, the duke does not understand our ways, although I cannot imagine that before he was deposed as king of even such a backward country, he would have permitted behavior as scandalous as I have witnessed here in Lunéville.


And what, my dear brother-in-law, do you have to say in response? “I have never been able to control my wife, and I find my happiness, and hers, is better served by not trying to do so.” What kind of an answer is that for a retired army general, from one of the most respected and admired families in France? And surely I do not need to remind you that any true happiness comes in service to god’s will, with which your wife seems entirely unacquainted despite her protestations to the contrary.


The sight of that reprobate Monsieur de Voltaire walking beside her in the garden and holding her parasol—for at the end of her lying-in she needs both hands to support her enormous stomach—has only been made worse in the last two days by the arrival of Monsieur de Saint-Lambert. That he is present at this time is shocking in its audacity, since surely you must be aware of the rumors arising—I shall put this as delicately as I can—from his journey to Cirey to visit your wife at a time consistent with the swollen condition I have described.


Perhaps it will be enough for you to ask for leave to return to Lunéville immediately. Though I am aware that your recent appointment as Grand Maréchal de Logis requires you to be in attendance to the duke at all times, I cannot imagine how such a journey would work a true hardship on the court. Since it is impossible for me to believe that such behavior was permitted while the court was in residence here, I can only assume that your wife has taken advantage of the duke’s absence, and of course yours as well, to behave as if there are no rules at all.


That she has not taken to bed, and continues to work long hours in her study, is ample evidence of her lack of concern for her familial and social obligations. And on that last matter, her toilette, or rather lack of it, is sure in time to cause insolence among the servants. Though she always troubles herself to wear her diamonds, she rarely has her hair arranged suitably, and she often receives visitors with no further preparation than putting an apron over her dressing gown.


I would also like to discuss with you the future of the child, for Madame la Marquise speaks only of science, and seems to have made no plans at all for after the birth. I have no doubt you are sincere in lauding her for the attention she paid your children when they were young, but at forty-three, she has quite obviously changed. In fact, just last night at supper, she—laughingly, no less—told us that learning, gambling, and greed are the only pleasures left in life for a woman of her advanced years. I am sure she hardly intends—


The man has come for the post and I can say no more.


I remain your devoted sister-in-law,
Philippe-Charlotte, Baronne Lomont


Lorraine, Palais de Lunéville, I September 1749
To Florent-Claude, Marquis du Châtelet-Lomont
Commercy, Lorraine


My Dear Monsieur le Marquis,


I write to tell you how splendidly Emilie, your magnificent wife and my dearest friend, is managing these last days before the birth of your child. She is such a wonderful example for me, since, as I can now safely announce, I am expecting my first, which will be born in four months. I so hope the two are both boys, since it would be such a joy to see them playing together on visits to your estate at Cirey. Of course, I would prefer a little girl to dress up like a doll, but since the first order of business is to produce an heir, I will do my best to accede to my husband’s wishes.


Oh dear, I realize I am writing the wrong kind of letter to a former general and gentleman of the court, but since there is no time to start anew, please ignore my silly ramblings.


Emilie still manages to walk daily, although slowly and not for very long. It is so pleasant being away from Paris, where appearing in public in such a state would be viewed as the height of vulgarity. Duke Stanislas has been a most gracious host to let us stay behind at his palace at Lunéville for Emilies lying-in, and I assure you we have been watching over her most carefully. I imagine you have heard that the duke is quite serious about setting up a library and laboratory like the one she and Monsieur Voltaire created at Cirey, and she cannot stop talking about the exciting scientific progress that is possible when cost does not have to be so brutally considered.


I suppose she has written to tell you that Monsieur Voltaire arrived shortly after the court left for Commercy, and he was most disappointed to have missed the chance to see you, and to offer his plays for the court’s entertainment. That will have to wait until Emilie is safely beyond childbirth and we can travel there to join you.


Perhaps the duke would not say this to you as Emilie’s husband, but just before he moved the court to Commercy, he told me he found it quite remarkable that you allowed another man to live openly with your wife all these years and, knowing the nature of their relationship, still intercede for him whenever his pen gets him into trouble. And of course, as you know, when anything puzzles that dear man, he always asks, “Is it the French way?” as if that could satisfactorily explain even something as odd as a two-headed cow. Of course, when his question touched on the rather unusual role of Monsieur Voltaire in your wife’s retinue, Emilie and I burst out laughing, though she stopped in seconds from the pain.


Her pain is worse in the last week, I must admit, since the baby has dropped so low and still refuses to come. Nevertheless she sits at her desk, full of anxiety about not finishing her book, and though I try to tell her that something as important as the deepest principles in nature can wait for a baby to be born, she shakes her head quite assuredly, and that is the end of the subject. I must reveal to you, monsieur, that when she speaks about her work, her face darkens—so unlike how it would light up in the past—and she admits she has premonitions that I will not discuss here for fear that putting them down in words may bring them to life.


In the evenings we perform plays in her bedroom—or rather all of us except Baronne Lomont, who keeps to herself from lack of enjoyment of our company. Though Emilie is too uncomfortable and weary to take part, she still enjoys these immensely, clapping and making remarks so bawdy, they would give no delight if they did not come from someone so charming. She cannot pull herself up to the card table in the parlor, so she rests on a daybed we have positioned nearby. She demands that Voltaire lift his hand over his shoulder so she can have a look at his cards, and when she likes them, she doubles his wagers with her own money. Last night it was Monsieur Saint-Lambert who had the honor of sitting in Voltaire’s usual seat, since he is our newest arrival and Emilie is clamoring, as usual, for his undivided attention.


We wake up hopeful each morning and go to bed at night praying to be awakened to news that the hour of her deliverance has come. With a fourth child we are told it should be an easy birth, but there are, of course, difficulties that come with age, and no one can recall other such births to use for comparison.


It is time for me to go to my dear friend. She is grateful for my help with her work, since it is so difficult for her to fetch what she needs. I hope to write soon with joyous news.


Your devoted,
Julie, Madame de Bercy


Lorraine, Palais de Lunéville, 4 September 1749
To Florent-Claude, Marquis du Châtelet-Lomont
Commercy, Lorraine


Esteemed Monsieur,


I write in haste to inform you that today your wife was safely delivered of a daughter. The labor took only two hours and the baby appears healthy. She was taken immediately to the parish church for baptism, and then sent out to nurse. She is named Stanislas-Adélaïde and, to everyone’s satisfaction, she resembles her mother.


I remain your devoted sister-in-law,
Philippe-Charlotte, Baronne Lomont


Lorraine, Palais de Lunéville, II September 1749
To Florent-Claude, Marquis du Châtelet-Lomont
Commercy, Lorraine


Dearest Monsieur le Marquis,


I know of no other way to get over this wretched moment than just to say what must be said.


Your beloved wife Emilie died suddenly last night, six days after giving birth. I expect you will put down this letter now and only pick it up later when you have had your first round of tears, but before you do, please let me say that this is also the worst moment of my own life. I can barely write I am so full of grief, and my tears have ruined several starts at this letter already. When you are ready to read again, I fear you will simply have to forgive the stains I am sure will fill its pages.


We do not know the cause. She did not complain of illness and in fact had set up a lap table so she could work on her papers in bed. Sometime around midday yesterday she complained she felt hot, but she did not appear exceedingly so, considering the brutal weather we have been having. Though we reminded her that cold was the worst possible remedy for fever, she insisted on having her favorite syrup in water with chunks of ice. Immediately after finishing it she put her hands to her temples, complaining of a sudden, excruciating headache and gasping for breath.


The physician whom the duke so graciously allowed to stay behind until the delivery gave her a hot tisane, which calmed her considerably. He sent for the best doctors from Nancy, who arrived shortly after nightfall. By then the pain and labored breathing had recurred several times, and we were all terribly frightened. She was given opiates and when she began to relax, the doctors told us the air would be better if there were fewer people in the room.


Monsieur Voltaire and Baronne Lomont left with the doctors and the rest of Emilies company to have supper in an apartment across the courtyard. I was preparing to go with them, but Emilie wanted me and Monsieur Saint-Lambert to stay behind.


We spoke with her until she fell asleep, and then we went out into the hall so we could talk without disturbing her. After no more than a few minutes, we heard the most terrifying groans coming from her room. When we reached her bed, her covers were strewn as if she had been thrashing about, but our precious Emilie was completely still, and her eyes were rolled back in her head.


Monsieur Saint-Lambert had the presence of mind to put his hand to her chest to see if she was breathing. God save us all, I cannot describe the feeling in my heart when he said she was no more. He closed our darling’s eyes, and we held each other in silence while the chambermaid ran across the courtyard to tell the others.


Within a few minutes we heard the cries of the other guests as they mounted the stairs. Oh, dear monsieur, such a doleful scene I pray I will never witness again! Voltaire flung himself upon her, sobbing that he had lost the better half of himself. When he left the room, he was shaking so badly he fell down the stone stairs, or perhaps he flung himself—it isn’t clear—and he is now limping and rather battered about the face. He said terrible things to Saint-Lambert, accusing him of killing Emilie by his carelessness. As for Saint-Lambert, he has locked himself in his quarters and his valet reports the most terrible moans and laments coming from within.


It is left to the women to do what the situation demands. Baronne Lomont and I will shortly begin the sad process of laying out the body. We have sent for permission to raise a floor stone in the new parish church of Saint-Jacques so she may be laid to rest in a place she found so bright and lovely. But since the weather is so hot we must proceed quickly. Please, please, come yourself as soon as you can, and send word if you can ride here in time for the burial. We all need to share our profound loss with you and cover you with tears.


As ever, your devoted,
Julie de Bercy


Lorraine, Palais de Lunéville, 13 September 1749
To Florent-Claude, Marquis du Châtelet-Lomont
Commercy, Lorraine


My Dear Brother-in-Law,


We regret that it was necessary to commit your wife’s body to the ground before you had leave to return, but as you said in your last letter, there is no reason to hasten for the dead, and there will be enough time later to do what is required of you. Madame de Bercy and I appreciate the trust you put in us to act in the best interests of the child, since your new position in the duke’s service obviously precludes involvement yourself. I regret I had to make it forcefully clear to Madame de Bercy that a woman with child for the first time is scarcely in a position to take responsibility for another infant before the birth of her own. Madame de Bercy is of a nature far more sentimental than practical, and her tearful pleas not to send the child immediately to a convent, as you suggested, have worn me down to the point where I have agreed to bring Stanislas-Adélaïde back to Paris and serve as her guardian for the time being. Please do not come to Lunéville in search of us, for we are departing for Paris tomorrow.


I remain your devoted sister-in-law,
Philippe-Charlotte, Baronne Lomont


Paris, 8 April 1753
To Florent-Claude, Marquis du Châtelet-Lomont
Lorraine, Palais de Lunéville


Dearest Monsieur le Marquis,


I just received your letter in the post. Such wonderful news—oh, please forgive me for seeing someone else’s ill health in that way!—that Baronne Lomont no longer feels she can serve as guardian for our beloved Lili. I thank you from the depths of my heart for overruling her decision that Lili be sent to a convent at such a tender age, when I am so willing to raise her myself. What a heartbreak that would have been! I love your darling Lili as much as I do my own Delphine-Anne, and the two girls—still just three years old!—have already shown signs of deep bonds in the few times the baronne has permitted Lili to visit.


In response to Baronne Lomont’s concerns that your daughter will be corrupted by visitors to the salon I have recently begun, I promise you I will keep a watchful eye to ensure she is not made irresponsible or irreverent by exposure to modern thinking. I have given my word to the baronne that Lili will visit her regularly, so she can see for herself that the girl is not being introduced to men of poor character and insufficient loyalty to the king.


She claims that Lili will receive better instruction from her in the comportment so critical to making a good marriage, though I have not taken with the best humor her insinuation that I am not capable of this myself. I must admit, and surely you have noticed yourself, that the baronne’s comportment is, to put it as kindly as I can, rather difficult to tolerate with good humor, and may not be the best model for Lili’s own times. Still, in her own way, I am sure she loves the child and wants to ensure that she is not at a disadvantage in a world that can be most indifferent to the plight of the motherless.


Baronne Lomont and I have very little on which we agree, although our thoughts are united on the issue you raised, as to what Lili should be told about her mother. As you know, I have the greatest admiration and deepest love for my dear friend, but her path is not one I think it is wise for any young girl to follow. The baroness and I have agreed that it is best that Lili not be told the more—oh, how shall I say it?—salacious details of her mother’s life, and that her achievements in science should not overpower the more conventional view of what accomplishments are appealing in a woman. It is good to be bright and articulate, since it improves the quality of men’s lives as well as our own, but I agree that a woman should glow and warm her surroundings, rather than blind others with her own light.


Baronne Lomont will also see to the transfer of the capital whose interest pays the stipend you so generously provide the child. She tells me it is more than adequate for Lili’s needs at this time. She has made clear that you intend this stipend to serve in lieu of any personal contact with Lili. When she is old enough to ask questions, I will explain that although you do not write or visit, your stipend is the way you express your concern and love. Baronne Lomont tells me she has informed you that a dowry will need to be discussed when the time comes, so that Lili will have the protection that accompanies bringing at least a small measure of her own wealth to a marriage. But of course that can wait for another time. I must prepare Lili’s quarters and tell my Delphine she is to have Lili as a sister!


As ever, your devoted,
Julie de Bercy
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1759


“STOP WINNING all the time!” Delphine tossed her cards in the air in frustration that turned to laughter as they cascaded over Lili’s head and fell around her on the bed. The two ten-year-old girls sat cross-legged in muslin nightdresses, curling their bare toes around ripples in the green velvet coverlet. Next to them, a small white dog snorted at the disturbance to his sleep.


Lili picked up the strewn cards and tapped the sides of the pack until they were aligned. “Want to play again? I told you how I do it.”


Delphine sighed. “I know. You remember the cards we’ve already played. Me, it’s king, queen, la-la-la.”


“Well, you can’t win at piquet if you don’t know what’s already happened.”


“All of that remembering is like schoolwork. No more fun than doing sums.” Delphine stood up on the bed behind Lili. “Want me to play with your hair? I’ll get some combs and put it up just like Madame de Pompadour’s.” She picked up Lili’s brown hair and crushed it in her hands on top of Lili’s head. “Just like that,” she said, pursing her lips and kissing the air in imitation of King Louis XV’s mistress. “Where did you put your brush?”


Lili didn’t answer. “They’re arguing about something downstairs,” she said, cocking her head. “Can you hear them?”


Delphine sniffed as she retrieved the brush from Lili’s dressing table. “Who cares? Silly old men.” While her back was turned, Lili hopped off the bed and tiptoed out into the upstairs hallway of Hôtel Bercy. The dog jumped down to follow her.


“Stanislas-Adélaïde! Come back here!” she heard Delphine scold. “You’re practically naked!” Lili turned and put her finger to her lips. “I’m going to try to listen.”


“Well, at least put on your robe! I can see the outline of your bottom under your chemise!” Ignored, Delphine gave a dramatic sigh and, throwing on her dressing gown, came out into the hallway. “It’s freezing,” she whispered, picking up the tiny bichon frise and holding it to her chest. “Look! Tintin is shivering, even with his fur coat.” She nuzzled him. “Aren’t you, mon petit?”


“Shh!” Lili held a finger to her lips. “They’re talking about the Jansenists, I think. Or maybe it’s the Jesuits. It’s hard to hear.” Lili stood by the railing at the top of the staircase and cocked one ear. “I thought I heard someone call Jesuits a plague on France, but that can’t be right.” She listened again. “Or maybe it was that there’s no place for them in France, but that doesn’t make much sense either.” She looked at Delphine. “They’re priests. How could anyone think there’s no need for priests?”


“You’ll need one soon enough if you catch your death of cold,” Delphine said, prancing on her bare toes. “My feet are turning to ice.”


The voices downstairs had quieted again to an indistinguishable murmur. Lili suddenly became aware of floorboards so cold they burned her toes and sent goose bumps up her arms and legs. “Race you to bed!” she said with a grin as she dashed past Delphine. The two girls leapt onto the soft pile of bedcovers, and Tintin joined in the jumble of arms and legs, licking their eyes and noses until they squealed.


“Time for your hair,” Delphine reminded her. Lili sat up, with Tintin in her lap, and Delphine knelt behind her. Lili closed her brown eyes in contentment as Delphine brushed her hair, but Lili’s ears remained focused on the murmuring downstairs. “I’d like to know what they’re so passionate about, wouldn’t you?”


“Who?”


“The men at Maman’s salon.”


“Unless it’s about me, I don’t really care,” Delphine said. She sat back on her haunches. “It would be rather nice to be Maman, wouldn’t it? So beautiful and kind that everyone comes to her salon because they’re secretly in love with her.”


She crawled around in front of Lili, shooed the dog away, and laid her head in Lili’s lap. “My arm’s tired. Tell me a story,” she pleaded. “About a beautiful princess. I don’t care which one.”


“Don’t you get tired of those? How about ‘Puss and Boots,’ or something else for a change?”


Delphine glared at her and said nothing.


“All right,” Lili conceded. “If you promise that just one will put you to sleep.”


“Promise.”


Lili took a deep breath. “Once upon a time …”


Corinne, the girls’ femme de chambre, gave a cursory knock on the door frame before coming in. “I beg your pardon, mam’selles,” the young servant said with a quick curtsey. “Madame said I am to make sure you have a good sleep before you return to the abbey tomorrow.” She went to the table and extinguished an oil lamp. “Madame says that you may sleep in one bed if you wish.”


With a groan of annoyance, Lili wiggled out from under Delphine’s head and lay down beside her. When Corinne had arranged the covers over them, she blew out the candles, and shut the door behind her. Lili immediately sat back up in the dark, and Delphine resumed her position on her lap.


“Once upon a time there was a king and queen who had no children for years and years. Finally they had a baby daughter, and they asked seven fairies to be the godmothers. But they forgot about one fairy, who was so old she rarely left her tower.”


“An ugly fairy,” Delphine murmured. “With one good eye.”


“Mmm. When she arrived and saw there was no place for her at the christening banquet, she was angry, and she cursed the baby girl to die of a spindle prick before she could be married …” Lili stroked Delphine’s forehead. “Sleepy yet?”


“Of course not. You barely started. But skip to the part about the dresses she wore.”


“Let’s say the princess was called …” Lili pretended to be choosing a name before coming up with the same answer she always did. “Princess Delphine.” Delphine sighed her approval and wiggled deeper into Lili’s lap. “A new dress magically appeared for her every morning, and her petticoats left a trail of sparkles behind her.”


“Sparkles?”


“Well, they are magic dresses,” Lili said. “Do you like it?”


“Oh yes,” Delphine whispered. “Put the sparkles in every time.”


“One day the beautiful princess was wandering through the palace and she saw an old woman spinning …”


By the time Lili reached the point where Sleeping Beauty was awakened from a hundred-year sleep, Delphine’s breathing was shallow, and her head was heavy on Lili’s lap. “The prince noticed right away that her gown was hopelessly out of style,” Lili continued. “Even his grandmother would not have been seen in public wearing it.” If Delphine were awake, they would have added detail after ugly detail to the dress, but her breathing did not change. “So the wolf went to the grandmother’s house and tricked the little girl into getting into bed with him. Then he ate her up, and they all lived happily ever after.” Lili waited a few seconds before transferring Delphine’s head to a pillow and snuggling in next to her.


She heard the voices of two departing guests and the sound of horses’ hooves in the street just beyond the courtyard of Hôtel Bercy. What could they care enough to argue about week after week? Certainly not fairy stories, or anything she and Delphine were taught at the convent. Tintin snored softly next to her, and Delphine murmured something in her sleep. Lili yawned and put her arm around her, and let her thoughts drift off into nothing.


*   *   *


A SPRING THUNDERSTORM had drenched the city overnight. The next morning Corinne held up the backs of Lili’s and Delphine’s skirts to avoid muddying their hems in the few steps to the carriage, and sent them off before Maman was awake. The sky was clearing, but one gray cloud after another drifted in front of the sun, darkening the coach bearing the two girls down the Rue Saint-Antoine toward the center of Paris.


Wrapped in the gloom that always overcame them on these mornings, neither girl said a word as the carriage made its way between the narrow rows of shops and houses lining the Pont Notre-Dame, and then rattled across the Île de la Cité and the Petit Pont to the far side of the Seine. Though their private room at the Abbaye de Panthémont was furnished at Maman’s expense with soft bedcovers and a thick rug on the floor, life at home was as cozy as the thick warm chocolat and fresh-baked brioche they had eaten for breakfast that morning. Being at Hôtel Bercy meant not having to get up for prayers and going to sleep only when Maman remembered to send Corinne. It meant being asked what they would like for supper, and having a dog that would beg and roll over for the tiniest scrap smuggled from the dining room.


Delphine sniffled. “I hate Sister Thérèse.” After a moment she added, “But not as much as I hate Sister Jeanne-Bertrand.” Lili was silent, and Delphine went on. “I can’t do anything well enough for them.” She pinched her nostrils. “‘Ladies don’t get ink on their fingers when they write,’” she said in an imitation of Sister Jeanne-Bertrand so perfect that Lili giggled in spite of her dark mood.


In Rue Saint André-des-Arts, the coach slowed to a stop. Obstructions in the streets were common enough that Delphine took no note. “‘A lady’s quality can be seen in the way she signs her name,’” she continued in the same nasal tone. “‘Your handwriting is getting bigger. It must be all the same size, or you must start again.’”


Hearing the voices of a group of children in the narrow, unpaved street, Lili pulled back the curtain and peered out. Her eyes locked on a young man in a threadbare coat, but sporting a new hat in the latest style. He was swinging his walking stick at a group of ragged children, while one of them dangled just out of reach a book-size parcel tied with string.


“Give it back!” he shouted, as another boy with a dirty face and unkempt hair made a grab for the man’s coat pocket. Two women in shabby dresses and soiled white caps watched the commotion from the doorway of a bakery, with no more interest than if they were watching birds peck for crumbs. Another passerby, older and slightly better dressed, grabbed one of the children and shoved him to the ground.


“Street scum!” he hissed, kicking the boy over and over again. “Get out of here before I knock your rotten little teeth out!” Neither woman made any move to intervene, but one of them shook a fist. “Leave him alone!” she said. “Can’t you see he’s got nothing in this world, and you so rich and all?”


The boy holding the parcel grinned and cocked his head as he danced backward down the street, and the others who had escaped the man’s wrath followed slowly enough to convey they were not frightened in the least by anyone or anything. Lili’s carriage started forward with a lurch, just as another coach passed in the other direction and sprayed thick, black mud onto the window where her face was pressed. Startled, Lili sat back, but she immediately leaned forward again to look out through the one spot that was not covered with slime. Splattered black from head to toe, including the new hat, the two men waved their fists in the air, cursing the world.


Lili giggled for a moment, before pressing her gloved fingers to her mouth so Delphine wouldn’t notice. She was sure to turn the men’s misfortune into something to joke about, and what happened really wasn’t funny. The carriage had barely moved before stopping again, and Lili craned her neck to keep watching. The boy had gotten up and was now walking in their direction, showing no signs at all that he had just been kicked repeatedly in the ribs. He had his hands in his pockets and under his muddy cap he was grinning and bobbing his head as if he might be humming a tune.


He stopped for a moment to make sure the older man wasn’t watching and then pulled a gold watch from his pocket. As he brushed a spot of mud from its surface, he looked up and saw Lili watching him from the carriage. With a smirk, he swung it by the fob for a moment just to make sure she saw. Then he stuck out his tongue and ran down an alley before the man had a chance to notice his pocket had been picked.


ALONG THE RUE de Grenelle, the tight squeeze of buildings and narrow streets gave way to more stately buildings and patches of tidy gardens as the street left the city and became a country road connecting the farming village of Grenelle with Paris. Just before the grounds of Les Invalides, the coach pulled up at the Abbaye de Panthémont. A porter and a young novice emerged from the imposing stone building, and the girls and their belongings were whisked inside.


Despite the chill lingering in the walls, the fire was unlit, as it was May. Lili unwrapped the copy of Madame d’Aulnoy’s fairy tales she had brought from home. She opened it to the place she had left off, marked by a ribbon between the pages. “I wish I could stay here and read,” she said, looking at the engraving of the sad and ragged princess Finette Cendron.


Delphine sighed as she unlaced her boots. Shivering in the musty cold, they changed out of their traveling clothes and into the simple dresses that were the uniform of the convent, before going out into the hallway.


“Time to say hello to Mother-Ugly,” Delphine whispered softly enough not to be overheard. At one point in her life, Abbess MarieCatherine had lost an eye, and though the embroidered black velvet patch she wore was tasteful, a one-eyed nun was enough to warrant horror, if not abject fear.


“Do you think she used to be a pirate?” Delphine had asked when they were eight and saw her for the first time.


“I’m quite sure not,” Lili had said. “Maybe she was born that way. Maybe she had a tiny eye patch even then. A pretty white one to match her christening bonnet.”


Delphine’s eyes were huge. “Do you really think so?”


“Maybe a raven pecked her eye out,” Lili went on. “You know, like the birds who ate Prometheus’s liver.”


“Over and over again,” Delphine shuddered. She thought for a moment. “Do you think perhaps she was supposed to be born a Cyclops and some goddess had mercy on her and softened the curse?”


“Or maybe an evil wanderer in the streets of the Faubourg Saint-Germain scooped it out with a spoon.”


Lili knew she had gone too far when she saw Delphine’s face. “Things like that can’t happen to us, can they?” Delphine had whimpered.


Lili rushed to reassure her that she just liked to make things up, and Delphine forced her to promise never to invent anything that involved people who might actually live in Paris.


A few minutes later, the two made the short visit required of returning girls, and before being turned away by a servant, they caught a glimpse of the abbess without her patch. Over the hollow cavity, her lids had been sewn together, and the scars formed what looked like stubby white eyelashes. The girls backed away in shock and ran to their room, where Delphine vomited into a washbasin and Lili retched in sympathetic dry heaves until her stomach was sore.


Still, Lili told Delphine later, when she had a chance to think about it some more, it wasn’t fair to blame the abbess, because it was hard to imagine how losing an eye was her fault.


“I know,” Delphine said, “but still, there should be something she can do not to bother people so much.”


“Perhaps she could wear a hood that covered her whole face, with one hole for her good eye,” Lili suggested. She meant it as a joke, but Delphine took all solutions seriously, including wearing shimmering veils like a harem girl, until Lili pointed out how unlikely that would be for a nun.


Finally Delphine dismissed the entire subject. “All I know is I would never let that happen to me,” she said, touching each of her eyes tenderly. “I’d die first, wouldn’t you?”


Wondering for a moment if losing an eye might give someone a secret, compensatory magic, Lili didn’t respond. Maybe that’s the real reason the abbess is so frightening, she thought. She has a power we don’t even know about. “I think I’d have to wait and see,” she finally replied. “It’s probably a good idea to wait to see how desperate you really are.”


THE AFTERNOON OF their return to the abbey, Lili and Delphine went with a few other girls to a wood-paneled study with large windows giving out onto a lawn bordered with tidy flowers and neatly clipped hedges. Sister Thérèse, their catechism nun, was leafing through one of the leather-bound books in an ornately carved bookcase.


“Good afternoon, madame,” each girl said before taking her place on one of the couches arranged around a fireplace.


“Bien,” the middle-aged nun said, coming over to her chair without sitting down. “Shall we pray?” The girls all stood up and crossed themselves, and Lili heard Delphine suppress a burp from their just-completed midday meal. “in nomine Patris, et Filii, et Spiritus Sancti, Amen,” they murmured before droning an Ave Maria and a Pater Noster. Sister Thérèse gestured to them to sit down, and after she was settled in an armchair facing them, she opened her book.


“Today is the feast day of Saint Solange,” she said, looking over the top of her spectacles at the girls. “Would anyone like to tell us who this blessed martyr was?”


Delphine straightened her back so quickly that Lili thought she might fly off the chair. “She was a shepherdess on the estate of the Comte of Poitiers, who had an evil son,” Delphine blurted out, and though her feet were hidden under her skirt, she jiggled them so intensely that Lili felt the motion against her own thigh.


“Young ladies, wait to be called upon,” the nun said. “And don’t speak so quickly. It isn’t becoming to sound so excited.”


“Oui, Sister Thérèse,” Delphine said, looking down at her lap. “Saint Solange took a vow of chastity because she was so devoted to God and when the count’s horrid son Bernard tried to—tried to—”


“Tried to force himself on her,” the nun prompted.


“Oui, Sister Thérèse. When he tried to do that, she resisted him with all her might, so he killed her.”


Sister Thérèse frowned. “Does someone else feel they can tell the story with the dignity it warrants?”


Lili felt Delphine sit back in surprise, and knew that back in their room she would be in tears. “What did I do wrong?” she would ask. “Didn’t I know the story? Didn’t I care enough about that stupid saint?”


“Mademoiselle de Praslin,” the nun said, “would you be so kind as to say what happened, and do so with the proper demeanor for a lady?”


Delphine pushed her hand down in the space between her skirt and Lili’s. Lili’s hand followed, and squeezing their interlaced fingers, they stared at the floor while Anne-Mathilde de Praslin spoke. Anne-Mathilde was the daughter of the Duc de Praslin, one of the richest and most powerful men in France. At twelve, she was two years older than Lili and Delphine, and her body was beginning to take on the curves of a woman. Her hair was pale gold and her skin, a radiant ivory, was so lacking in flaws it seemed to be made of something other than flesh. “A perfect beauty,” Lili had overheard one of the nuns remarking. “A bride worthy of a great noble of France.” If Delphine hated Sister Thérèse, she truly loathed Anne-Mathilde—a sentiment she could count on Lili to embellish in the darkness of their room.


“Bernard tried a number of times to grab Solange and force her to the ground,” Anne-Mathilde said in a deliberately musical voice, casting a gloating look at Delphine that only Lili saw. “But Solange prayed to the Blessed Virgin, who gave her the strength to fight him off. He was angry, not just because he couldn’t have her, but because she had embarrassed him in front of his friends.”


Anne-Mathilde’s best friend, Joséphine de Maurepas, nodded. “If I may add a detail,” she said in a voice so simpering, it was all Lili could do not to grab the girl’s hair and twist it until she squealed. Joséphine was also twelve, like Anne-Mathilde, but so scrawny it was hard to imagine she would ever look like anything but a little girl. The drab ash-brown of Josephine’s hair and the way she scurried around in thrall of her best friend made Lili think of the little mice she’d watched the scullery maids shoo away with a broom at home.


“I’d like to remind everyone that Bernard fell off his horse once trying to reach down and pull Solange onto it,” Joséphine was saying. “To fall off a horse for a peasant girl …?” Her voice curled up, as if she were asking whether anyone in the room really needed her to explain the disgrace.


Sister Thérèse gave them each a nod of approval. “And now, Stanislas-Adélaïde,” she said, her eyes narrowing, “will you finish the story for us?”


I should have known Sister Thérèse would do this, Lili thought. Delphine had been ridiculed, and now Lili had to retell the part of the story Delphine relished most. Lili withdrew her hand and brushed her ear, the secret signal with which she and Delphine warned each other to keep a straight face regardless of what was said next.


“I can certainly do that, Sister Thérèse,” Lili said, copying Anne-Mathilde and Joséphine’s unctuous tone. “Because at home Mademoiselle de Bercy and I often discuss the important message about piety the story contains for girls our age.” A lie is a small sin, she thought, especially for Delphine. “However, I find it particularly edifying to hear Delphine tell it, and I believe the others have not had that opportunity. May I ask if she might be permitted to finish the story herself?”


Lili heard the rustling of Anne-Mathilde’s and Joséphine’s dresses and knew without looking that their faces were shining with anticipation of something new to disparage. Sister Thérèse stared at Lili for a moment before she spoke. “If Mademoiselle feels she can control her urge to tell it so breathlessly?” Her eyebrows arched as she turned to Delphine.


“Bernard beheaded her,” Delphine said. “But even with her head on the ground, she was able to invoke the name of God three times.” Though Delphine may have sounded demure and ladylike, Lili recognized the discouragement in her tone. At home, away from the nuns’ disapproval, Delphine would have stood up and tapped her shoulders and neck with her hands, as if surprised to realize that her head was no longer there. “Mon Dieu,” she would have said in a loud voice, before repeating it more plaintively as she crumpled to the floor. “Mon Dieu,” she would have whispered a third time, tapping the floor like a blind person until she found her head and picked it up.


“Then Solange walked into the town,” Lili heard Delphine say. “It wasn’t until she reached the church that she fell to the ground and died.”


“May God’s holy name be praised,” Sister Thérèse murmured, and everyone made the sign of the cross.


“Did I do better?” Delphine asked, her voice rising in hope of at least faint praise.


“It was an improvement,” the nun said. “But it isn’t seemly for a young lady to beg for approval.” Anne-Mathilde and Joséphine stifled a giggle behind their hands.


“I understand,” Delphine said. Lili could hear the tremor in Delphine’s voice. “I want nothing more than to improve myself,” Delphine added. Lili looked to see if she was touching her ear, but she wasn’t.


“And with God’s grace, you will succeed, my child,” Sister Thérèse said. “With God’s grace, and with faith, anything is possible.” She crossed herself. “After all, look at our blessed Saint Solange.”


“Oui, Sister Thérèse.” Out of the corner of her eye, Lili saw Delphine cross herself. She rushed to do the same, but so quickly that she did it again, just to make sure it counted.


DELPHINE’S TEARS GAVE way to exhausted sniffles and then to light snoring in their room that night. The candle was still lit, and Lili picked up her book of fairy tales to read until her mind was quiet enough for sleep.


“Once upon a time there was a king and queen who ruled so badly they lost their kingdom, and they and their three daughters were reduced to day labor.” The story of Finette Cendron was one of Lili’s favorites, but tonight none of the stories in the book was likely to amuse her.


She went to the desk and took out a sheet of paper already nearly full of penmanship exercises. I could try writing a story myself, she thought. She touched the tip of a quill in the inkwell on the desk. Then, squinting to focus in the dim light, she began.


“Once upon a time …”


Once upon a time what? She thought for a moment, and suddenly it came to her.


“Once upon a time, there was a girl living in a dreary village who wanted nothing more than to travel to the stars. Her name was …”


Lili thought for a moment. She could call her Delphine and put some dresses in the story, but she didn’t want to do that. She scratched out the last three words and dipped her quill again.


“Meadowlark had a laugh like a songbird, so everybody called her Meadowlark. Every night Meadowlark would sneak outside and hope with all her might that her wish could come true. And then, to her surprise, one night a horse made of starlight appeared in front of her. ‘Are you the girl named Meadowlark?’ the horse asked. When she said yes, the horse snorted and reared up. ‘My name is Comète,’ it said. ‘Climb on my back.’ Before she knew it, Comète had galloped off with her into the night sky, leaving behind a trail of stars wherever its hooves touched.”


Lili’s eyes ached in the flickering candlelight. She would have to stop. Dipping her pen one more time, she wrote in big letters at the top of the page, “Meadowlark, by S.-A. du Châtelet.”
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“GABRIELLE-EMILIE!”


Emilie de Breteuil stopped at the entrance to the dining room, turning her eyes in the direction of her mother’s angry voice. What had she done wrong? Most likely a loose strand of hair. Emilie reached up to tighten the pins on a dark lock drooping at her neck, but it would be too late to avoid a tongue-lashing tomorrow. “I’m sorry, madame. I was reading and I neglected to prepare myself for dinner.”


Gabrielle-Anne Froullay du Châtelet would not be so ungracious as to frown in the presence of guests at table, but her ten-year-old daughter felt her hard stare piercing through the candlelight. A servant placed a small piece of confit and several bits of pickled vegetable on Emilie’s plate. The others were finishing their first course, and the guest had resumed his conversation with Emilie’s father, Louis-Nicholas. “Space is so vast,” Bernard de Fontenelle was saying, “that the white band you see across the sky is actually millions upon millions of stars, some of them as big as our sun.” He turned to Emilie with a patronizing lift of his eyebrows. “Did you know that?”


Emilie nodded. “It’s in a book Father and I are reading.” She put down her fork. “Do you think it’s really possible that thousands of stars have planets orbiting around them? If that’s so with our sun, wouldn’t natural law require that it also be the case anywhere similar conditions exist in the universe?” Her hand brushed against the fork poised on her plate and it clattered onto the table, depositing a small brown morsel she absentmindedly put back onto her plate with her fingers. Emilie cast a sidelong glance at her mother and saw, to her dismay, that she had noticed.


A smile played at the edge of Fontenelle’s mouth. His friend Louis-Nicholas had told him Emilie was a very bright girl who acquired knowledge as easily as iron shavings flew toward a magnet. But Louis-Nicholas’s young daughter had obviously done more than pack facts in her head. She was asking questions—and precisely the right ones.


“Yes, I’m sure that is the case,” he went on. “Monsieur Newton has made a convincing argument for his law of attraction, and I think his work shows there is no end to what we might know if we set our minds to study as devotedly as he did. I, for one, believe we are not far off from the day when we will be able to determine mathematically what distant planets are composed of, and even how much they weigh.”


Gabrielle-Anne rang for the dishes to be cleared for the second course. “My daughter’s mind could be better used pondering other matters,” she said. “I really must insist that the subject be changed.”


Emilie’s face brightened. Surely another of her favorite subjects would be different enough. “Do you think, Monsieur Fontenelle, that it is possible God sprinkled creations all over the universe?”


This conversation had gone in the most horrifying and sordid of directions. Gabrielle-Anne glared at her husband. If he hadn’t insisted otherwise because he enjoyed having Emilie to talk to, they would long ago have sent her to a convent to get such foolishness out of her head. What future husband would put up with this? Just look at the girl and Monsieur Fontenelle, acting as if no one else were at the table! This wasn’t precociousness; it was impertinence, and it would have to stop.
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1760


THE ONLY good thing about the abbey, Lili thought, was that it protected her from Baronne Lomont. Whenever Lili was at Hôtel Bercy for more than a few days, a sedan chair inevitably arrived to take her to Île Saint-Louis, for a visit at Hôtel Lomont. One fall morning shortly after Lili’s eleventh birthday, she presented herself at the baroness’s town house to make her way through the thicket of expectations attached to a simple breakfast.


“Tell me, Stanislas-Adélaïde, what did you study in catechism this week?” Seated across from Lili, Baronne Lomont set her bony chin slightly forward as if it might enable her to snap heretical thoughts out of the air before they reached the ear of God.


The baroness broke off a small piece of bread and placed it in her mouth with the deliberate manner of someone setting an example. Bread, she often reminded Lili, should never be cut at the table, but broken off just so. Only stale bread required a knife, and one should never be served anything but the freshest loaves from a host. Above all, appearing hungry by tearing off a bite with one’s teeth was the mark of a peasant.


“Works of perfect Christian virtue spring from love, and have no other objective than to arrive at love,” Lili recited, putting in her mouth a piece of bread so small it dissolved without requiring her to swallow. It’s a good thing Corinne made sure I had breakfast at home, Lili thought, since I won’t get a single real mouthful until I’m back for dinner.


Baronne Lomont leaned forward from the hips with the rigidity imposed by a tightly laced corset. Lili almost certainly was exposed to guests in a shocking state of disarray when she visited Julie de Bercy, and that was all the more reason the baroness herself needed to set an example. She had told Lili as much, pointing out with great frequency how exhausting it was for her, ailing with nearly everything that could afflict a woman in her sixties, to fulfill her duty not just to Lili, but to France itself.


And, of course, to God. “What, my dear child, do you take that to mean?” the baroness asked, putting the proper upward inflection on the last word, to convey that she expected the pleasant reply that was the mark of good conversation.


“Sister Thérèse says it means that we must show our disapproval of sinners, as a way of urging them back to the church,” Lili said. “Since that is the only way to salvation, she says we help save the souls of those we love when we reject their bad ideas and behavior, even if they don’t appreciate our efforts.”


“And what is your response to that?”


“I find it hard to argue against that logic,” Lili said, shrugging her shoulders.


“My dear girl, finding something to argue with in anything is most unattractive.” The baroness rang a small bell, and the servant appeared immediately. “You may bring us our eggs,” she said, before turning back to Lili. “A young lady is not to follow personal logic, but to accept what the church teaches, and learn it well. A proper girl is always thinking of the impression she is making. You may not be aware of it, but good families are already watching girls your age to see who might make a suitable match for their sons in a few years time.”


“Oui, madame. I only meant that I had arrived at the same conclusion as Sister Thérèse,” Lili lied. “I am sorry I phrased myself so poorly.”


“Phrasing is an essential part of gracious communication,” Baronne Lomont went on. “You must ask yourself whom your words may offend, and take pains not to do so. Women considered charming rarely reveal their thoughts. That is because their real pleasure comes from making the men with whom they are conversing sound intelligent even when they are not. You will be most praised for your conversation when you let others speak and do not force attention on yourself.” Baronne Lomont removed the top of a soft-boiled egg with a single, almost noiseless flick of her knife. “Do you see how just one tap should suffice?”


Lili banged the egg harder than necessary, and the top broke off in a jagged tear, splattering tiny beads of yolk on her hand. A grimace flashed across the baroness’s usually expressionless face. Pursing her lips, Lili dabbed at her fingers with her napkin in a show of what she hoped was exquisite delicacy.


I’m being impossible again, Lili thought with a mixture of pride and chagrin. Maybe she’ll give up on me. She held her napkin to her lips so she could smile without being noticed. Wouldn’t that be wonderful?


“WAS YOUR VISIT with the baroness pleasant?” Julie de Bercy asked that afternoon at dinner.


Delphine snickered.


“I hate going there,” Lili said with a ferocious shake of her head.


“Ahhh.” Julie’s ample bosom rose and fell over her loosely laced dress as she sighed. “It’s best to reserve hatred for things that are worse than merely unpleasant. And it does appear you survived.” Her voice was so sweet that the resolve with which Lili was holding in her feelings was broken, and she reached for her napkin to capture a sudden flood of tears.


“Not your napkin, ma chérie,” Julie said, pulling a lavender-scented lace handkerchief from her bodice and handing it to her. “It would make the baroness truly furious!”


“The more empty-headed I am, the more she likes me,” Lili said with a loud sniff. “She’s just awful, Maman!”


“Maybe you need stupid lessons!” Delphine broke in. “Excuse me, Monsieur Book Seller, but do you have anything on how to be completely addle-brained? Mademoiselle needs your help!”


Julie laughed with them, but her face quickly turned grave. “This kind of talk is fine when it’s just the three of us, but you cannot afford to get out of practice with your manners.”


“We know, Maman,” Lili said. “It’s just that being home with you is the only time we have any fun.”


Julie’s face sobered, and she reached over to stroke Lili’s hand. “I know it’s hard at the convent, and you have Baronne Lomont on top of that, but things will get better in time. Someday you’ll be grown women, with husbands who know better than to interfere with what you enjoy most. At least that’s my hope.”


Julie rarely spoke of her husband, Alphonse de Bercy, an officer in King Louis’s army, who died when typhoid swept through his regiment shortly after Delphine was born, but whenever there was any talk of husbands, the normal cheer of Hôtel Bercy vanished.


They stared at the crumbs on their plates, not knowing what to say. Delphine broke the silence. “Would you like me to play for you, Maman?”


Pushing back their chairs, they went into the music room. Delicate green floral wainscoting complimented the shimmering silk upholstery on the chairs; and stucco reliefs of violins on the cheery, lemon-yellow wall panels made the music room everyone’s favorite place in the house. Delphine took her place at a small piano and Maman sat at a small stool in front of a gilded harp.


Julie’s voice was beautiful, as supple and soft as firelight, and some nights the three of them would sing and play until they were all too tired to go on. Tonight, however, after several songs, Delphine put her fingers heavily on the keys. The harsh dissonance smothered the room. “I’m sad that I don’t have a papa,” Delphine said. “I haven’t been able to think about anything else.”


A papa, Lili thought. I’m not sure who’s better off—Delphine with a father who’s dead, or I with one who’s never cared enough to visit. “I know,” Julie said. “I could tell.” She looked at Lili. “And I think I know what’s on your mind, too. But I’ve decided what would cheer us all up. How about letting us know what Meadowlark is doing?”


“Oh, yes!” Delphine’s melancholy evaporated. “I saw you writing pages and pages, and I have to know how Meadowlark escaped from the Spider King!”


Maman brushed Lili’s hair out of her eyes and kissed her forehead. “Would you, ma chérie?”


Lili jumped up, glad that some things, like snuggling over Meadowlark with Delphine and Maman, weren’t as difficult as eggs with Baronne Lomont, or as painful as reminders of how little her father cared.


1761


THE PLACE ROYALE, home to Hôtel Bercy, was one of the few places in Paris fit for a stroll. Even the gardens of the Tuileries were thick with the stench of garbage, and haunted by beggars and thieves. On dry and pleasant afternoons, those who lived behind the harmonious, arcaded mansions ringing the four sides of the Place Royale could leave behind the sedan chairs they used for calling on their neighbors elsewhere in the city, and cross the quiet garden on foot.


One bright winter day, Lili laced her arm through Maman’s elbow as they walked back from the home of one of Julie’s friends. Delphine had woken up that morning with a sore throat, and she was spending the day in bed, with Tintin for company. Neither Lili nor Maman felt any urge to hurry back indoors, so they made every pretext to stop—to find the whereabouts of a bird chirping from a hidden perch in a chestnut tree, and to inquire about the health of a passerby’s ailing mother.


“Watch yourself, you swine!” The voice carried from the street to where Lili and Julie were standing near the statue of Louis XIV at the center of the square. Julie clamped Lili’s arm against her side to keep her close, as they turned in the direction of the angry shouts. Beyond the trees Lili could see a man in the simple coat and hat of a merchant, who was struggling to stay on his feet while two others in aristocratic dress pounded him on his shoulders and back with their walking sticks.


“How dare you bother Madame de Martigny?” one asked, landing a blow that knocked the man to his knees.


“I only came to collect a debt,” the man cried out. “My family is starving, and she owes me more than three hundred louis for the dresses I’ve made her!”


One of them grabbed him by the collar and pulled him to a stand. “You should be glad we don’t have you thrown in the Bastille! Get out of here, and don’t come back!” Then he gave the tailor a shove so forceful it knocked him to his hands and knees, but the tailor managed to stumble down the street to one of the alleys between the mansions and was soon gone from view.


Lili’s eyes followed the two men as they continued to amble down Rue de l’Écharpe out of the Place Royale, as if such a beating was all in the course of an afternoon. “Maman, what was that about?”


Julie turned away from the scene and began walking toward Hôtel Bercy, still gripping Lili’s elbow in her own. “It’s terrible, really,” Julie said. “People run up huge bills at the shops of people like that man, not caring if they pay them what they owe.” She sniffed. “I wouldn’t be surprised if Madame de Martigny is back in his shop next week expecting him to take a new order from her.”


“Why would he do that.?”


“He may think keeping her as a client improves his chances of getting paid in the end,” Julie said. “Madame de Martigny may be short of funds just now—perhaps gambling debts, perhaps a loan to someone who hasn’t paid her back, perhaps the loss of some other income—it could be any number of things. And she probably plans to make good on her debt, although many women I know would be quite tempted to order new dresses from someone else rather than pay what they owe for ones they’ve already worn.”


The subject caused Julie to pick up the pace, and they were soon at the far end of the square from where the altercation had occurred. “People of noble rank usually behave honorably among ourselves when it comes to debts,” she said, turning to walk along the arcaded street toward home. “But those who do the actual work in our lives …” She nodded with her chin toward the corner where the beating had taken place. “You saw for yourself what some people think of them.”


“That’s not right.” Lili envisioned the tattered storefronts and dark alleyways she passed on the way to the abbey. Perhaps that man lived in one of them. Perhaps his children were ragged and thin, as they all seemed to be in the most frightening parts of Paris. “He said his children were starving.” Her voice trembled. “He’s going home with nothing to feed them.”


“It could be worse,” Julie said, pausing in front of Hôtel Bercy. “They could have insisted on throwing him in prison for his affront to French nobility. His family would truly suffer then.” She gestured toward the door. “These are hard truths,” she said, “and they’re best discussed inside.”


ONCE IN THE parlor after checking on Delphine, Maman sent for tea and a few bites of cake to cheer Lili up, but Lili sat stonefaced, eating nothing. “At the convent they tell us that works of Christian virtue spring from love and have no other objective than to arrive at love,” she said. “Were those men Christians, Maman?”


Maybe they’re Musulmans, or Jews. Though Lili had never laid eyes on either, as far as she knew, she had heard from the nuns about their devious ways and their vile intentions toward any good Christian woman they encountered.


“Of course they’re Christians. At least if by that you mean that they go to mass often enough not to risk the disapproval of their wives, and go to confession whenever something they’ve done is about to become unpleasant.”


“But don’t they know that Christians are supposed to love their neighbors?”


“I’m afraid some people’s neighborhoods are very small.”


Lili thought for a moment. “Baronne Lomont tells me that everything the church teaches comes directly from God,” she went on, “and that I must accept his will if I’m to be a good wife and mother some day.”


“I’m sure she did. And what do you think?”


Lili scowled. “The baroness told me I should think less. Or argue less at least, and keep my thoughts to myself. She said no one will want to marry me if I demand attention for my ideas all the time.”


Julie’s cheeks flushed. “Well,” she said, “I wouldn’t suggest saying this to Baronne Lomont, but I find your ideas, and Delphine’s, the most beautiful things about you. And if you ever decide not to have any more thoughts, I think you might as well go live with the baroness. I’m sure it would be pleasant having her full approval.” She smiled at Lili’s consternation. “I was trying to be funny,” she said. “Of course, you’re staying right here, thoughts and all.”


Julie stood up. “I have a suggestion. Why don’t you come down this evening to my salon? Delphine can come too if she’s feeling well enough. I think you may understand things a little better if you have a chance to discuss them with my guests. There’s one in particular I’d like you to meet before he leaves Paris.”


One of the kitchen servants had appeared in the door and stood waiting for Julie’s attention. “I have to see about supper now,” Maman said, “and you need to put on a pretty dress and have Corinne arrange your hair.” As Julie walked toward the servant, she glanced back over her shoulder at Lili. “And don’t forget to bring your mind.”
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SHE DID what?” Gabrielle-Anne Breteuil whirled around to face her husband.


“Emilie spent half what she won playing trictrac on books,” Louis-Nicholas repeated. “But at least they were reputable—science and math mostly.”


“I don’t care how reputable they were. Surely you don’t think the host will be amused that she can’t play next time because she has no money left to wager.”


“I think fifteen-year-old girls are likely to be forgiven most anything,” Louis-Nicholas said.


His wife scowled. “But her parents are not. We’re being ridiculed even as we speak! We don’t provide our daughter with sufficient money and she must gamble to have the funds for what she wishes? We have a disobedient child who does what she pleases whenever we’re not watching? How can you bear to think people are saying those things?”


Gabrielle-Anne sat at the dressing table in her bedchamber, the easiest way to turn her back on her husband, and began running a brush through her hair so violently its silver frame banged against her scalp. “Wagers are to avoid being bored to death by the game, not because one cares about the money. How could our daughter not know that?”


Louis-Nicholas sighed in defeat. “I’ll replace what she spent, and I’ll go with her next time to make sure she loses all of it.” He thought for a moment. “She told me she wasn’t trying to be greedy, but that she couldn’t manage to lose. She said she understood it was unseemly to appear excited about money.”


“I’m not sure Emilie understands anything of importance at all, since you’ve filled her head with such nonsense.”


Such criticism had been hurled at Louis-Nicholas so often that he accepted it without comment. “I’ve tried to explain to her that her intelligence was charming in a girl, but not in a young lady. I’ve told her more than once that no man of quality will choose to marry someone whose head is buried in a book all day. Every time, she insists she’d rather have the book than the man.” He thought for a moment. “I was wrong to indulge her. I admit it. And I have come to agree with you that we should send her to be presented at court, and have her remain long enough at Versailles to improve her manners.”


Finally hearing something that pleased her, Gabrielle-Anne turned toward her husband. “And we must make it clear that while she is there, she must attract at least one suitable offer of marriage.” She sniffed. “Books, indeed!”
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1761


“YOU WANT to know how to arrive at love? Real love? Not just self-serving charity or cheap sentiment?” Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s face flushed a deep red and tiny flecks of spittle flew from his mouth as he spoke with Lili in a quiet corner at the salon. “A divine light is inside everyone, and only those who don’t give in to pretention and falsity can experience the love at the heart of God’s creation.”


Though she had just turned twelve, and his intensity would have frightened people much older, Lili leaned in closer to meet his gaze. “But how can I not give in to falsity if I don’t know what’s true?”


“The mind is easily deceived,” he said, tapping the side of his head with one finger. “Start by suspecting anything your heart doesn’t want to believe. And if you are seeking truth, you will find it in the natural order of things, not in your catechism.”


How can he say something so dangerous? And interesting. “Yes, that may be,” Lili said, looking down for a moment to think before turning her solemn brown eyes back toward him. “But I don’t really know for myself if what Newton says about gravitation is true, any more than I know for myself if God rested on the seventh day. We can be wrong about the natural order of things, too, can’t we?”


Rousseau smiled as he tucked his loose gray hair behind his ears. “You are young my dear. Children recognize truth and they will follow it naturally, even if they don’t fully understand. Frightening and bullying are necessary only to force false ideas onto them.”


The loose end of an upholstery nail stabbed one of her fingers, and only then did Lili realize she had been gripping the frame of the chair. She let go and clasped her hands together in her lap. “Many of the things they teach at the convent don’t make sense to me, but they say people who don’t believe them are damned. Aren’t you afraid of that?”


Rousseau shook his head. “Truth dictates that there can be no inconsistency between natural law and religion. If they clash, it’s because one of them is wrong.”


“But the church says it is the one true faith, and straying from its teachings imperils one’s soul.” A golden door slamming shut at the entrance to heaven, Lili thought. Tumbling into the flames of hell, with wild-eyed demons clutching at his legs. Doesn’t he care about such things?


“The one true faith!” Rousseau hissed with scorn. “Any religion is as good as another as long as it honors God as the creator. That it must do, because anything else denies the great truth at the core of everything, and nothing but falsehood can come from that. One faith is as good as another if it calls ‘moral’ what accords with natural law, and respects the dignity and freedom of everyone.”


He chopped the air with his hand to emphasize his point. “None of this false piety and priggishness and none of this ‘Thank you, Lord, for making me better than other people.’ That is the biggest waste of your spirit I can imagine.”


“So Musulmans and Jews aren’t despised by God?”


“What do you think?” Rousseau leaned toward her and his voice calmed almost to a whisper.


“I don’t know any,” Lili said.


“But if you did?”


“I think I would try to see them as people first.” An image of the man being abused by the two noblemen in the square came into her mind, but before Rousseau could answer, Julie came up beside them and he got up from his chair to acknowledge her.


“Monsieur Rousseau,” Julie said in a voice that was at once firm and teasing. “I am certain you have been telling Lili wonderful things about listening to her own heart, and I wanted her to hear you say them. But I hope you are also reminding her of the power others have over young lives, and that you are cautioning that whenever she listens to her own heart, she should think twice before speaking her mind, since most people are more receptive to something other than the natural and unencumbered truth.” She looked at the gray-haired man. “Am I not correct?”


“Sadly so,” he said, nodding to Lili with a sly smile. “And you are now duly cautioned.” He took in a quick breath. “I almost forgot that I brought madame a gift.” He went off for a moment and returned with a book that he handed to Julie. “It’s just been published.”


“Émile,” Julie said, tracing the embossed letters on the leather cover.


“It’s about the proper way to raise children.” He nodded in Lili’s direction. “I think you will find in it much of what I have said to mademoiselle this evening.”


“I am truly touched,” Julie said, letting out a breath that emphasized the softness of not just her bosom, but the heart underneath. “Not many people are honored to receive a new work straight from the hand of one of France’s great men of letters.”


She hooked her arm around Lili’s elbow. “But now I really must get Lili off to bed. Despite your fears that such education is ruinous”—she gave him a teasing smile—“she is returning to the Abbaye de Panthémont tomorrow.”


Lili made a sour face at the mention of the convent. “I thought for a moment we had reasoned the abbey out of existence,” she said, “but I’ll try to think about what you’ve told me while I’m there.” She gave Rousseau a small, quick curtsey, and after wishing him a pleasant evening and giving Maman a kiss on the cheek, she bolted up the stairs to see if Delphine was still awake.


LILI’S MIND WAS in turmoil the following morning as she jostled in the carriage heading to the Abbaye de Panthémont. She’d liked what Monsieur Rousseau said at first. It was encouraging to think that her own ideas could be right even if the church said otherwise, but Rousseau had truly gone too far. The cathedral of Notre-Dame wasn’t just a building. It was God’s house, and the Abbaye de Panthémont was too. They weren’t built to enshrine false ideas. The sheer size of them ought to prove that. They had to honor something right and true. They simply had to. And what about all those martyrs’ gruesome deaths—it wouldn’t be fair at all if the religion they died for wasn’t the true one.


Annoyance flickered across Lili’s face. Maman had promised she could bring her questions to the salon whenever she wished, and now, when just one visit had given her hundreds more things to ask about, she was on her way back to the abbey instead. And worse, Delphine wasn’t there to grumble with her about it. Delphine’s sore throat had developed into chills and a fever, and she was so listless that Maman allowed her to stay home a few more days. To avoid dealing with Baronne Lomont, who kept a close eye on Lili’s whereabouts, Maman had sent Lili back alone.


She glanced down. She had gotten no further that the first page of Emile, which she had taken from the table where Maman had left it. “Everything is good as it leaves the hands of the Author of all; everything degenerates when it falls into the hands of man,” he had written. Everything? A vision of Maman singing at the harp while Delphine played the piano came to mind, and Lili shook her head. Monsieur Rousseau was obviously wrong about a great number of things.


The carriage slowed to a stop, and a moment later the footman opened the door. “Horse came up lame,” he said. “I’m going to bring another from the abbey. It’s not far. Mademoiselle would prefer to stay in the carriage?”


The golden light beckoning through the open door on a beautiful fall morning made her put the book down. “I’d like to wait outside,” she told him.


Descending from the carriage, she stood in front of the walls of a large building she did not recognize. “Where am I?”


“We had to come another way,” the driver answered. “Some disturbance near Saint Benoit, so I took Rue de l’Université instead.”


Lili walked around to the other side of the carriage. Small, open fields with low fences and tiny buildings lay in front of her, extending as far as she could see in the direction of the Seine. This is Paris? she wondered, making a full circle that revealed nothing but a jagged line of gray rooftops in every direction.


Along the usual route, walls and buildings cast permanent shadows, and rattling carriages and boisterous voices made a constant din all the way to the abbey gate. Here, the air was dreamlike in its quiet. A harvest bonfire on the far side of the field permeated the air with a scent that seemed more holy to Lili than the incense at mass. The horse nickered and bobbed its head, as if it were blessing her thought.


Perhaps I’ve made a wish without knowing it. If life were a fairy tale, Lili thought, perhaps a magic spell caused the horse to come up lame, so that she didn’t ride by without noticing that an enchanted field had suddenly appeared on the way to the abbey. But reality seemed magical enough, producing this small patch of the natural world just when Rousseau had made her want to think in new ways about exactly such things. It’s like the whole city is my mind, Lili thought. It’s all been built by others, except this one spot where I can try right now to see things for myself.


She knew she wasn’t in a fairy tale, but she was going to make a wish anyway. “I wish to understand what Monsieur Rousseau means by the inner light,” she said, softly enough so the driver could not overhear. She shut her eyes. Larks warbled. Rooks squawked in a stand of trees. The odor of mown hay carried by a puff of breeze wove itself into the spicy scent of windfall apples from a garden on the other side of a stone wall. Then she opened her eyes again and took in the azure sky, where clouds bloomed into great explosions of white over flat, gray bases.

OEBPS/images/f00vii-01.jpg
A NOTE FROM
THE AUTHOR





OEBPS/images/f0027-01.jpg
Emilie
1716





OEBPS/images/f0029-01.jpg






OEBPS/images/f000i-01.jpg
DHIRYHI VR FI VR G IR
Finding
Emilie

LAUREL CORONA







OEBPS/images/f0039-01.jpg






OEBPS/images/f0037-01.jpg
Emilie
1721







OEBPS/images/f0001-01.jpg
& ! PROLOGUE j;





OEBPS/images/f00iv-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781439197677.jpg
remarkable novel of the French 18th century.

~Catherine Delors, author of For the King
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