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To my husband





The histories that will be written about this court after we are gone will be better and more entertaining than any novel, and I fear that those who come after us will not be able to believe them, but will think that they are just fairy tales.

– The Duchesse d’Orléans






Cast of Characters

During the reign of Louis XIV (1643–1715) many people shared the same first names, so the names I use consistently are in capitals.

MADAME MARIE-Catherine D’AULNOY

JUDITH, her mother

NICOLAS, her father

BARON D’AULNOY, her husband, separated

Charles BONENFANT, her lover, deceased

JUDITH, daughter

THÉRÈSE, daughter

FRANÇOISE, daughter

BELLE-BELLE, a marmoset

MIMI, nurse

ANNE, cook

BERTHE, housemaid

At the salon

CHARLES PERRAULT

Marie Perrault, his wife, deceased

Charles, son

Pierre, son

Madame Marie-Jeanne L’Héritier de Villandon, known as TÉLÉSILLE, Perrault’s cousin

MADAME HENRIETTE-Julie DE MURAT

COUNT DE MURAT, her husband

MADAME ANGÉLIQUE TIQUET

CLAUDE, her husband

MOURA, her valet

MADAME MIAOU, her cat

Charles BRIOU

CHARLOTTE-ROSE Caumont de La Force, lady-in-waiting for the Dauphine

Marie Anne de Bourbon, known as the PRINCESSE DE CONTI, Louis and Athénaïs’s legitimized daughter

ABBÉ Charles COTIN

Charles de SAINT-ÉVREMOND

At the court

KING LOUIS XIV

Madame de Montespan, known as ATHÉNAÏS, the king’s official mistress

MADAME DE MAINTENON, the king’s new mistress

Jean-Baptiste COLBERT, controller of general finances

Maria Anna Christina Victoria of Bavaria, known as THE DAUPHINE

FAGON, the doctor

LA VOISIN, a fortune teller

Gabriel Nicolas de La REYNIE, chief of police




1. The Tale of Donkey-Skin, Part One

[image: ]
‘There was once an omnipotent king. Perhaps, some said, the most powerful ruler there had ever been. They said too – of course they did – that he managed to be both just in peacetime, and in wartime utterly terrifying. His subjects were completely content, whilst his enemies shuddered with fear. And this king had – of course he had – the most charming and beautiful wife imaginable, and their little girl was the most darling little doll. Really, one might say that their lives were perfect.’

So Charles Perrault begins to tell the tale of ‘Donkey-Skin’. So, too, we begin our story.

In Madame d’Aulnoy’s salon, Perrault’s small audience sit forward keenly in their seats to hear what inevitable disaster will strike this faultless family. For the energy that lies behind all stories is a destructive energy – the urge to burn down what is for what might be. It is late autumn in the late seventeenth century, in the time of the reign of Louis XIV. The gathering is in a fine room on the Rue Saint-Benoît, in Paris, snugly luxurious with heavy, embroidered coral-coloured brocade; candles dance close to every hem.

Earlier, Charles Perrault was introduced to various members of the elite, intellectual crowd who have been meeting here regularly, for the purpose of sharing what at this time are still largely known as Mother Goose tales – although some know them as tales of the stork, or even Donkey-Skin tales. Or perhaps you know them by the newer name, contes de fées or fairy tales? Well, it is Madame d’Aulnoy herself who has coined this term, and in the process made quite a craze of them.

Though Charles is usually good at people’s names, scanning around again he realizes a couple have slipped his mind already. There is his cousin, Marie-Jeanne L’Héritier de Villandon, ardent and a touch pious – who he cannot help but like, though he is also slightly wary of the manner in which her ordinary face so shines with good intentions. His cousin is his point of entry into this circle, thinking to be the one to lift his present gloom. She has asked that he call her Télésille within this context – it has become the fashion to have a salon name, and hers is after a Greek poet who led women into battle, something that he finds mildly preposterous but is trying to remember in politeness.

Looking around, he can also see one of the king’s illegitimate daughters, the Princesse de Conti, who always sits forward with the easy casualness of wealth, as though her legs are open beneath her skirts. A clear-skinned blonde with a strong jaw, she wears no wig or make-up. Is attractive, but in the manner of a dashing young prince rather than a princess – she smokes tobacco rakishly from a pipe.

Wealthy heiress Madame Angélique Tiquet he recognizes at once – she sprawls louchely in the soft chair at the left, wearing a pink shepherdess’s frock rummaged out of the salon’s fancy-dress box (having acted along to an earlier tale), and is still holding her crook like a sceptre. Angélique Tiquet is the sort of woman who spills from every dress that she wears despite her age; sugar crystals bedeck the corners of her sumptuous mouth, with its rotten front tooth. She has a white cat with a jewelled collar that she often carries under her arm.

There, too, is a rare man who has been allowed into the circle – Abbé Cotin, a mediocre clergyman and scribbler known for his tedious sonnets. Beside him, her narrow nose flaring at the abbé’s mere presence, is sharp-tongued Madame Henriette de Murat. Then pretty, posy Charlotte-Rose Caumont … de La something – Force, that was it – in the latest fashions, who he recognizes as a lady-in-waiting from the court. The others, though. Minor aristocrats. Who is that tall young man with long lashes?

Thick hot chocolate is being served in very beautiful china with a pale green glaze. Women carefully check their teeth and upper lips with their tongues after each sip, for tidemarks.

This is Perrault’s first time at the salon, and he means to charm, for his cousin’s sake as well as his own. The tale of ‘Donkey-Skin’ – ‘Peau d’Ane’ – is one that has always delighted him, since his nurse told it to him by the fire’s embers. As one of the esteemed forty members of the Académie Française, that council pertaining to the French language, known as ‘les immortels’ after the academy’s motto ‘À l’immortalité’ (‘To Immortality’), he thinks he knows how to woo a small, literary audience such as this – the tale must be brief and sparkling: a glass of champagne you have finished before you even realize it’s in your hand.

Those who take a moment to admire Perrault see a man in his fifties, under a brown wig that puts one in mind of a handsome spaniel. It is often said that he has grown into his face, which is open, with lucent eyes that cannot help but tend towards merry. He is one of those men of the world with real charisma, who have the great gift of being interested in everyone, from the Dauphin to the cook. To be held in his attention for a few gleaming moments is usually to like him, an effect which he internally, humbly acknowledges.

‘Imagine their magnificent palace!’ he continues. ‘Courtiers from all around the globe come to see their paintings by Rubens and Leonardo, their statues by Bernini, their lavish hall of mirrors …’ This raises another chuckle, the audience aware that he is describing the Galerie des Glaces in Louis XIV’s magnificent palace at Versailles, one of the wonders of the Western world – the room Charles Perrault himself furnished with over three hundred large mirrors. Perhaps the most famous room in France, it is an Aladdin’s cave crowded with flatteringly lit beauties, gazing at versions upon versions of themselves. But in acknowledging it, Perrault means also to acknowledge what everyone here surely knows – that since his friend Colbert’s death he has fallen out of favour with Louis XIV. He doesn’t want anyone to think they must tiptoe around him on the subject of Versailles. He still has a pension after all; is proud of what he achieved there. It is no shame to move on.

Perrault makes sure of eye contact with Madame d’Aulnoy as he speaks, hoping to delight his hostess most of all. He was impressed by her recent novel, the society sensation The Story of Hypolitus, Count of Douglas, so is keen to get to know the writer behind it – although there is something cool and slippery about her gaze. For a moment, Perrault pictures a turret with glass walls and himself as a knight-errant, struggling slightly to catch his footing. It is not a feeling he is very familiar with. He is trying to establish a playful tone, but he realizes that it feels new and unnerving to him, to be encouraged to talk lightly of kings and palaces this way. Is this why they tell fairy tales in here? To slip rebellious thoughts past the censors, in the guise of nursery stories?

But all verbal storytelling is a kind of improvisation, done on nerve, and his instincts tell him that he must get on with the plot. ‘The king’s stables boasted steeds of every description,’ Perrault continues. ‘But something shocked those who entered the stables, though they hardly dared talk of it – the place of honour was held by a hideous donkey with two enormous ears, that had earned its position by shitting golden coins each morning instead of dung.’

A laugh at this, which is an easy laugh, he knows. His cousin Télésille’s eyes gleam with a curious mixture of emotions – he imagines she is swallowing her private distaste for such humour, but also still trusts his ability to beguile a room.

‘Now God, who keeps us attentive by mingling good with evil, permitted the queen to sicken. She grew pale and thin; her eyes glittered. Neither the learned physicians nor the charlatans could stop her fever. Finally, with her last breath, the queen said to her husband, “Promise me that you will only marry again if you find a woman cleverer and more beautiful than me.” She was confident, you see – in her calculated vanity – that it would be impossible to find such a woman, so this dying wish would prohibit her husband from remarriage. We must admit that as she expired, she felt rather smug, with no inkling at all of the terrible consequences she had set in motion. “Of course, my love, anything for you,” the king sobbed as she died in his arms.’

(Charles swallows the saliva that lacquers his own tongue. He will not think of it now, in public. He will not think of it.)

‘For a few months, the king was inconsolable, but then urged by his courtiers to secure an heir, he did agree to marry again. This was not an easy matter, though, for he was determined to keep his promise, and who could possibly equal his queen in intelligence and beauty? Only his daughter, who every day charmed him more, with her slender grace and her sky-blue eyes. Only his daughter.

‘The thought turned in his head; it twisted his guts. It began to possess him. Only his daughter. She was his wife in miniature, his wife come back. The answer to the riddle. Only by marrying his daughter could he fulfil his vow to his dying wife! And so, one day, as she played by his feet, he proposed to her. The princess laughed, as at a game, but then she realized it was not a game. “Don’t frighten me, Father.”

‘“It’s what your mother wanted. Her dying wish.”

‘“Please don’t talk so strangely,” the princess replied, shivering as though a shadow had moved over her.

‘Deeply troubled at this turn of events, the princess sought out her fairy godmother who lived in a grotto of’ – Perrault glances round the room at the rich, coral fabrics and shimmering candelabras and improvises here – ‘coral and pearls.’

Perrault’s audience, largely female, nod appreciatively, their pale wigs bobbing in unison like a flock of doves thrown seed. They seem to agree that this is the type of place where fairy godmothers are found. There is the sound of drinks being slurped, a cup skittering upon a saucer, the fire’s steady crackle. The fire is a touch too hot, so Perrault is gilded with sweat, though he surely can’t be nervous. Often, when public speaking, he has quelled his nerves with the technique of picturing the audience naked, but in this instance – amongst so many of the female species – he feels that it would only increase his perspiration.

He opens his mouth again. ‘“I know why you’re here,” the fairy godmother said. “Your heart is heavy. But we godmothers have our wiles. I’m sure nothing can harm you if you follow my advice. Tell him that first you must have a dress which has the exact colour of the sky. It will be impossible.” So the young princess went, aquiver, to her father. But the moment he heard her request, he summoned his best tailors and ordered them to make a dress the colour of the sky, straight away, or he’d hang them all. The following day the princess got her dress. It was the changeable, radiant blue of Heaven.

‘Next, her godmother advised: “Ask for a dress the precise colour of the moon. Surely that really is impossible.” But almost anything, you see, is possible when you’re the most powerful ruler there has ever been in the entire world. The king summoned his embroiderers, made threats, and four days later a dress the colour of moonlight was ready – placed in the dark of the wardrobe, it even emitted a ghostly glow.

‘“All right,” said the godmother, looking a little more anxious this time. “Let’s have one more try – a dress as radiant as the sun. What are they going to do, set it on fire?” This time the king summoned his jeweller and ordered him to make a cloth of gold and jewels, warning him that if he failed, he’d be beheaded. Within a week the jeweller had a finished dress that so dazzled the eyes it left little floating dots on the retinas of everyone who saw it.’

Perrault likes this bit of the tale – the pattern of it. The rhythm. He likes the shapes things make. And he likes beautiful, refined things: frescos, hyacinths, clockmakers, marzipans, butterfly wings, golden tableware, fountains, good shoes, the nightingale’s song. He is an aesthetic man. For all his disappointment, in the end, at the court of Versailles, he tries to be proud of what he helped to create there – civilization.

The room listens intently – he has them caught – as he continues his tale: ‘The princess knew she was expected to thank the king, but the word stuck in her throat. Once again, her godmother hissed advice in her ear: “I’ve got it! Ask him for a cloak made of the skin of that donkey in the royal stable. He loves that donkey. There’s no way he’ll kill it, unless I’m badly mistaken.”

‘This was her best idea so far, but she did not understand how the king’s desire to bed his daughter now overwhelmed every other consideration. He was tortured by longing, a sensation that – given his position – he had never experienced before. Almost immediately, he spat out the command. Minutes later, his donkey’s still-warm skin was laid before the princess: bloodied, stupid-eared, buck-toothed, wet-eyed. “Enough now, child,” he said. “We wed tomorrow.”

‘Now both the princess and her godmother were truly terrified. The godmother decided the only option was for the princess to escape, disguised beneath the donkey-skin. She filled a chest with the princess’s clothes, powders, mirror and jewels, and gave her a magic wand, telling her to touch it to the ground when she wanted the chest to appear. But otherwise the girl was on her own. So, on the morning she was meant to marry her father, the princess vanished.’

When Perrault says this a sudden cold feeling comes over him. He finds he doesn’t glance up at Madame d’Aulnoy, because he remembers – how could he be so foolish as to have picked this tale for his debut? – that this is, in part, her story. He recalls, now, how when she reappeared in the city a few years ago and opened a salon, the halls of Versailles were abuzz.

Gossip has it that Madame d’Aulnoy was married off by her father to Baron d’Aulnoy when she was just a little girl, for financial motives. The baron was not a real baron of course, but a drunken libertine who had purchased the title. And then, after years of rumours that he ill-used and degraded his young wife (and after she had lost two of her three babies, poor thing), he was imprisoned in the Bastille for treason, having vocally complained about the king’s taxation system.

But then – this was the twist in the tale – the baron was released. Rumour swirls that this was because, having been framed for the crime, he had finally proven his innocence. It had all been a conspiracy by Madame d’Aulnoy, her mother and two men (assumed to be their lovers) to falsely accuse him! The two men had their heads chopped off, whilst Madame d’Aulnoy herself was jailed in a tower with her third, newborn baby, only to escape by jumping from a window.

Did Madame d’Aulnoy flee in disguise like Donkey-Skin? And the question which obsesses the court, naturally, also resurfaces now in Perrault’s mind – why, all these years later, is she allowed to be here in Paris, at the heart of this salon?




2. The Tale of the Good Girl

[image: ]
You must excuse me – how wrong of me not to begin at the beginning, which is to say with birth. Stories are about people and their characters – their development, circumstances, complex web of relationships, their behaviour and its consequences, their interactions with luck – and the true beginning of character is birth, as its true end is death. Oh, if you wish it later, we can choose not to end with that, but we must at least acknowledge, as adults, that such an ending is a turning-away. And this fairy tale, I warn you, is very much for grown-ups.

Let us begin with a birth, then. This is a time when childbirth is generally fraught, and many women die of it. Some are too young, married off at twelve or thirteen; some in their late forties and squeezing out a sickly, fourteenth child; some simply unlucky. They die of bleeding, often, life draining and puddling until there is not enough liquid left in their veins to push through their hearts, or from infection, or from doctors, who in this period know next to nothing but are paid well, largely to reassure men like themselves that nothing further could have been done, which makes it very dangerous to see one sweep into your room in their black robes.

Madame d’Aulnoy, though, who is not of course born a madame – how absurd such titles seem when we apply them to those tiny sightless, shitting creatures that are human babies – but a little Marie-Catherine, is pushed incrementally out on to a bed in Normandy in 1652: her indigo skull slimed with curds, scarlet petals falling quickly on the sheets from a perineal tear, her mother’s rancid screams blotting out the bells of the medieval church and the rushing river and shivering apple trees.

Marie is the first child of Nicolas and Judith, and the birth is long and hard, her mother’s young body not yet slackened by time. For Judith, an ambitious woman who likes politics, flirting, languages and the opera, it is the worst day of her life – an unjust punishment that makes her petulant and sullen for months afterwards – but luckily there are no complications and the doctors do not come with their unclean implements and jars of leeches. Nicolas is told it is a girl, and kicks a washstand, cursing his fate as is customary.

Judith has absolutely zero interest in suckling a child – the very idea of it she finds grimly bovine – so, as was common, the baby is handed straight to a nurse, Mimi (whose own son was stillborn, fortuitously for them). Marie clambers blindly to the ridged, pink-brown nipple to worry out a pearl of sweet human milk. ‘Good girl,’ Mimi coos, gently – tender memories pooling in her head and breasts and eyes. Mimi appears to be the platonic ideal of a wet nurse: slow-moving, heavy, mild. ‘Oh! She’s such a good little girl.’

Marie continues to be a good girl as she grows older. She knows, for example, to steer clear of her father when he is drinking red wine, which aggravates his self-pity – amongst his many woes he is useless at billiards and suffers painful attacks of gout, tiny crystals accruing in his joints – and makes him prone to see his daughter, suddenly, as a tiny jangling memento mori; a skeleton in a little girl’s dress come to lead him by the hand to the abyss. She knows when to pat her mother gently on the back during a crying jag, and say there there, but also never to bore her with playthings or tiresome questions, for Judith has decided that there is nothing more tedious for an intelligent woman than her own baby.

Mimi, her nurse, turns out to be the little girl’s salvation, sensual and naturally maternal, always tickling the cat’s belly or letting it gnaw her knuckle, wiping Marie’s face clean with spittle or fussing over her hair. Sometimes her hugs give Marie a claustrophobic feeling, but it is better than her mother’s reeling distance. Mimi calls Marie ‘ma puce’– my flea; ‘mon coco’ – my egg; or ‘ma petite crotte’ – my little poo.

In front of the fire at night, as she combs Marie’s locks, she tells her folk stories, like that of Little Thumb – the delicate, quiet boy born no bigger than a thumb who is taken for stupid. Mimi tells of a great famine, during which Little Thumb’s father and mother decide they cannot bear to see their children die of hunger, so will abandon them in the wood. Of how Little Thumb leaves a trail of pebbles the first time and finds his way back, but then, when his parents try to abandon him again, scatters breadcrumbs that the birds peck up. ‘The forest,’ Mimi whispers solemnly, ‘is filled with wolves and ogres who can sniff out a child’s meat!’ And then she pretends to nibble at Marie’s little toes whilst they descend into giggles. It is a snuggly feeling.

Except Mimi is not family, but is paid in coin for her embraces. One day Nicolas simply decides to let Mimi go, so that Marie can be sent to a convent school. On receiving this devastating news, Marie curls up in a tight, shivering ball in her attic room, like a nut in a shell, waiting for the fierce adult voices to stop screaming downstairs: Mimi furious, her mouth filthy as a chamber pot. ‘Is this my reward, after all I’ve done for you lot? How can my family afford to eat now, you selfish, maudlin, stuck-up cunt?’ Mimi never comes back up the stairs to kiss Marie goodbye.

The convent is how girls are educated in this time, but also another lesson that Marie’s true work – in this life – is to be a good girl. She must not miss her family, or Mimi, or their cat. She must not pine. Must not expect to have her hair stroked again, or her feet tickled. Instead, there is French, Latin and maths; there is sweeping up the cinders in a rough dress. There are hours on her knees in prayer in the freezing chapel, finding new ways to say sorry for being born rotten at the core. To an extent, Marie believes this story at her young age, and finds she enjoys a certain level of self-flagellation – cold showers, barely eating, accusing herself of vile sins, stripping her needs back to almost none at all until she feels clean and light. She has a talent, she discovers, for self-control. Even stern Sister Ruth sometimes says, ‘You at least are a good girl, Marie,’ which makes her happy. Soon she gains a reputation for being particularly quiet and obedient, though just occasionally she shocks the other girls with a flash of something wise or sharp, revealing the piercing intelligence that she patiently hides even from herself.

At night, the girls sometimes tell Mother Goose stories to each other. Marie is pretty sure it’s not allowed, although that’s never been made explicit, but the stories are too coarse and pagan and pleasurable to be godly. Some of the stories she recognizes as Mimi’s, but the little girls pace them badly; miss out vital plot-beats. Still, Marie enjoys listening – enjoys the secret, sweet knowledge that she could do better – and afterwards in the dark tells them over and over to herself in her head, embellishing, wallowing in the grief and jewels and kisses, and then feeling grotesque, bloated with story, and pleading with that God who knows every small thought that flickers through her small head for absolution.

Soon – strangely soon – it is her thirteenth birthday, although birthdays are not celebrated in the convent. After prayer she is scuttling between buildings in the rain when a hand lands on her shoulder. It is her father, hassled, twitchy, his wig dripping, bulging in a manner that gives him the look of a toad. Silently, he presents her with a rose picked from the convent garden: a warm skin-white, slightly bruised to brown at the edges, and it is one of the most surreal moments of her life – the wet hiss, the thick scent, her father’s face so out of context she has to flail around a moment for his name. Father. Mon père.

‘I remembered,’ he asserts. ‘It’s time. You need to come with me.’

But time for what? Marie-Catherine feels herself being caught up as if in a river, or history, or God’s will, something pulling her forward. She tries to empty her mind as the coachman starts to grab her things – it seems they need to make a trip of some urgency.

‘Does Maman know you’re taking me?’

‘We are of the same mind.’

‘The sisters?’

‘They’ll learn soon enough.’

‘Where are you taking me?’

‘You’ll see soon enough. A wonderful place.’

‘For my birthday?’ she asks, hopefully.

‘For – for longer than that.’

Now in the carriage she still holds the rose carefully so as not to snag her dress and puts her nose in it, closing her eyes, trying to lose herself in the sweet scent; her father’s one tiny kindness. But rain pummels the roof and the wet, potted roads get darker and rougher; trees twist like hands. The hoof-taps of the horses pound like her racing heart. They seem to tap out the message: terrible, terrible, terrible.

Evening falls. Her father, who has always had a weak, wheedling voice, hardly speaks on the hour’s journey, as though he knows with this act that he is severing something between them. He is hunched with shame beside his crooked shadow, hiding his face in his hands by and by, like a man who has lost a great deal on a single bet. ‘It’s for the best,’ he says finally as they pull up outside the gleaming building, his eyes horribly wet. ‘The convent’s no real life, you know that. And money is money, so. It’s been a hard year even for the nobles, your mother’s had to return some of her jewels. We must take our opportunities. Chin up, my flower.’

‘But Sister Ruth, what will she think when I’m gone?’ Marie asks. The thought of displeasing her fills Marie with horror. The thought of being the bad girl in the story.

‘What does it matter?’

‘She’ll think I’ve forsaken my faith!’

‘Don’t be silly, child. God alone is our judge.’

As they arrive at the household of the Duke of Vendôme, he presses a final brusque kiss into her hair, and takes a sniff, as from a bud. Then he leads her up the thick marble steps, over the gilt threshold, through a long hall, and into a grand, busy room – one boiling with hundreds of candles, music, big drunken voices – to introduce her to her future husband.

The Baron d’Aulnoy recently purchased his title from his friend, the duke. He is comfortable in the duke’s occasional absences, as a sort of second in command, keeping the party going. The first thing Marie sees when she looks up at him are teeth, long and yellow and coated with slaver, protruding from the grey-streaked beard. ‘Ah, so you’re to be my little wife,’ the Baron d’Aulnoy says, putting his hand of cards down softly, voluptuously, on the table. ‘Welcome!’ He opens his arms as if offering everything, his own groin at the centre. He is very tall, thickly set, making big gestures like a baron in a play. Other features come into focus: hair fogged with rice powder, a thin nose, bird-foot laughter lines, little patches all over his skin to hide the divots of the pox.

‘Dear Marie-Catherine. Mon poussin. A pleasure to meet you, you may call me François.’ Grasping her hand, he scrapes it lightly with his wet teeth, as though tasting her skin. The giggling courtiers; the hundred thousand flames. Her small fingers in his paw.

And they live happily ever after.

Or so some might say, those whose interests – political and financial – are served by young women being married off, but who would rather not think about what happens next. Actually, it is hard for Marie herself to remember the next few years of her life, the facts of which she presses down so deeply inside herself that it is almost as if they never occur. It is only sometimes when she sees bright red berries against the snow, or a girl with lips like a bloodstain and skin as pale as a sheet, that a vertiginous feeling comes over her, as though she might drop over the edge of the world.

Years later, she will refuse to remember the baron’s thick, leering penis. His moist mouth choking out, ‘You’re mine now,’ into her hair as he rapes her. The feeling she has of being smashed inside; the splinters of broken glass rubbed into her tenderest parts.

Or her first period, that curse that she does not understand: sitting on the fine, gilded cream-upholstered chair, seeing the red seep from the corner of her skirt; shaken with shame and terror. The baron’s shit-eating grin when he finally sees it; how he licks his lips and says, ‘Yum, yum,’ and his cousins laugh.

She will refuse to think of the red bed where she pleads for mercy, racked as if for treason; her baby, finally, mercifully, slopping out and squalling. Her little lamb. Or finding her baby dead in its bed, like a doll she is too old for. Ice to the touch; the grey of old snow. How she howls and beats her head against the wall as if to break it.


Rose red. Snow white. Rose red. Snow white.

Rose red,

snow white,

rose red,

snow white,

rose  red  snow  white  rose  red  snow  white  rose  red  snow  white  rose  red  snow  white.



There are stories, though. She begins to see the world is numbed by stories; everyone stumbling around drunk on stories, disregarding the truth. Stories about how marriage is a contract with God; about how bleeding between your legs means you are a woman; about how a husband cannot rape a wife; about how marriage is a happy ending. The story that a baron is better than a servant. That a baby who dies has been called to their maker in Heaven. That good girls are rewarded. Stories through which people see the true shape of the world only dimly, as through stained-glass windows.

Well, she can tell stories too. Marie, you see, may not be loved but she is clever and brave, and will write her own story with herself as heroine, simply editing out all the bits she can’t endure. During her long, empty days, whilst the baron drinks with his friends, she escapes into books, reading widely
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