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	I had found a measure of happiness, sitting on the edge of the well in the evening, watching the Alpenglow paint the peaks across the valley in shades of rose and marigold. Once I had wanted to drown myself in this same well. That was after my husband died and my father sold off all the books in the shop my husband and I had kept. I saw my path to freedom disappear then, just as the paths on our mountain sometimes vanish in the space of a few seconds from rock falls, or avalanches during the heavy snows.

	The well water below was black-green in the shadows of the encircling stones, and cold air rose from it like the breath of spirits passing to and from the underworld. I could have weighted my pockets with rocks, could have plunged into the icy water and freed myself from worry and care, taking my body back for myself once and for all. People thought I grieved the death of my husband, Guillaume Bergeret, a lay pastor of our Vaudois faith who’d kept the bookshop in Annecy to support us; but it wasn’t true. The pastor’s soul and mine were always strangers to each other, and I could never bring myself to call him by his Christian name or use thee and thou with him, even after two children were born to us and grew into a pair of lovely, willful wood sprites. 

	Valentin’s shouts and Aimée’s giggles echoed from around the bend in the trail through the trees to Father’s house, where we’d lived since the pastor died in his bed in Annecy. The pastor would have expected me to scold them, for clearly they were building a fort instead of gathering sticks for kindling as I had asked them to do. But I, too, neglected my chores to savor the warm, clear early June evening, the cries of the hawks and doves through the fragrant rustling pines mingling with the children’s voices and the cattle bells clanging from the grassy slope beyond.

	I caught a glimpse of our housekeeper, Edmée, hurrying up the path. She spoke to Valentin and Aimee and they fell silent, before scurrying back down the hill to the house. I stood up quickly to dust off my skirt, filled my buckets, and hooked them back onto the yoke. Then I set them down again as Edmée came into sight on the path, panting and out of breath, her face pink.

	“Violaine! Your father’s returned. Here, I’ll take those buckets, you go.”

	I left the buckets to her and set off at a run. I’d long since forgiven my father for selling the books. It simply never occurred to him that I would prefer taking over the bookshop to marrying again, or that I’d even be capable of running the shop on my own. Father had already sold everything and packed the stock off to the buyer before I had any chance to lay out my plans to him. He had no way of knowing about the poems I had hidden in the pages of the Book of the Rose, which he sold along with the rest, or that it was the book I loved more than any other. 

	Now perhaps he’d brought the Book of the Rose back to me – the one thing I had asked for when he’d left three months earlier, after the snows had melted. My older sister, Hortense, hadn’t been shy about asking for a pearl brooch and earrings like the fine Catholic ladies wore to church in Annecy, and for brocade fabric and lace to make a dress and collar that would be the envy of the other matrons in her village. Françoise-Angélique, my younger sister, would never think of such luxuries for herself, but since the midwife had told her she would give birth to twin girls in April, she had asked for linens and lace for the christening dresses and silver cups and spoons for the babies.

	My Book of the Rose was an old, tattered volume, but the poems I had hidden in its pages were the tear-spattered outpourings of my heart. Its story of knights and roses and courtly love had kept me company through many a desolate night, when I lived through the sagas in my mind to forget the misery of my circumstances. My soul had come to inhabit that book, and more than two years had passed since I’d lost it. But Father was hopeful he could recover it, for he was going to stop in Annecy on the way home from his travels.

	I reached the door of our house, out of breath, and found Father seated at the table with Aimée on his knee. His graying mouse-colored hair was windblown, and his face had grown thinner. Valentin stood next to them, his dark curls hanging over his eyes, tall enough at ten years old to reach his grandfather’s shoulder, looking on as his little sister chattered. When Father raised his eyes to meet mine, there was a terrible expression in them, a hollowed-out, haunted look. He didn’t return my smile but put Aimée off his knee and rose to accept my embrace and kisses on each cheek. 

	“Father, are you well?” I asked. He looked away instead of answering. I tried to fill the silence. “But you’re home at last. We missed you so much. How was the journey? Did you come all the way from Annecy today?”

	He nodded and sat down again. Dust from the road had gathered in the folds of his stockings, and his fingers twitched nervously in his lap. “I had some business to finish in the city this morning, and then I came straight on.”

	I hurried to fetch him water and the soup Edmée had made for our supper. Edmée returned from the well with the buckets I had left there, and I filled the kettle and set it on the fire to brew a tea of verbena and balm. “You must have made good time,” I said.

	He frowned and prodded at the thin soup that was mostly vegetables. “Not bad. The roads were clear, and I had a fresh horse.”

	Valentin’s eyes snapped wide open. “What about Claudette?” he asked. He and Father’s old mare Claudette had been great friends ever since Valentin could walk. 

	Father smiled, though his eyes were tired. “Never fear, she’s coming along with the buggy tomorrow. I stayed overnight with a gentleman who lent me a faster steed to speed me on my way.”

	“That was kind of him.” I lit candles for the table from the fire. “Was it a friend of yours – another Vaudois?”

	Father shook his head. “Not one of us, no, though I think he might become a friend.”

	I wrinkled my brow and bustled around the table to make sure the children had taken their share of the soup from the pot before I served myself.

	“Violaine,” Father said, “Sit down. Let Edmée do it.”

	I couldn’t remember that he’d ever spoken to me like that before – telling me to sit and rest. Usually he expected the women around him to stay busy. Something awful must have happened. I hoped whatever it was had only to do with money and wasn’t something worse.

	I took a seat and pushed the onions in the soup around with a slice of hard black bread while the children and Edmée ate theirs quickly. He spoke of the weather and of the places he had visited. He had journeyed south, to Chambéry, Grenoble, the Dauphiné valleys, Montpellier, and then back up northward, through Briançon and the province of Piemonte, to Genève, and at last Annecy before coming home. When the soup had all been eaten, Edmée took the children to put them to bed in the back room, and I washed up. Father still hadn’t found the nerve to tell me what was troubling him. My heart pounded a little. We sat with our tea, and I poured him a glass of génépi; perhaps this would loosen his tongue.

	He took the liquor gratefully, drank it down in one swallow, and poured himself another. I blew on my tea to cool it.

	“It was all a failure,” he admitted at last. “I haven’t made a single wise decision since your mother passed away. God is punishing me for my sins and foolishness.”

	I thought by this talk of sins he meant Edmée. At first I hadn’t wanted to see that he’d taken up with her after our mother died. Edmée still had a husband, a worthless drunkard who lived near my sister Hortense in the hamlet of Nant-Pierre, a league away. But much of the reading I had done in the bookshop in Annecy had changed my thinking, and I no longer judged Father or her for finding comfort in one another.

	“What happened?”

	“I’d thought my investment in the trading company was lost. Then in Briançon I got word that the ships hadn’t been wrecked as we’d feared and were on their way into the harbor. So I extended myself further than I would have otherwise, with new letters of credit. I expected I’d be able to negotiate settlements on the old debts and pay off the new ones quickly, but when I arrived in Montpellier, my creditors had anticipated me. They’d devoured the lion’s share of the profits without my being able to negotiate anything. So now I owe more than when I started, with worse rates and shorter terms. At least, so I thought until I came to Annecy. I don’t know what to do. It could be our salvation, or it could be a disaster worse than all the others put together.”

	“The gentleman in Annecy had some proposal?”

	Father let out a long sigh, and tears welled in the corners of his eyes. “I knew I wouldn’t be able to bring Hortense her pearls, or Françoise her silver, but I thought I could still try to get your book back. I’d corresponded with the gentleman who’d bought up most of the stock from the pastor’s shop about the payments, so I had his name and address in Annecy. It was a Monsieur du Herle, and he’d bought the books on behalf of a marquis.”

	“A marquis bought the books? All for himself alone?” 

	“The Marquis de Boisaulne, yes, for his private library.”

	I propped my chin up on my hand and sighed. “Wouldn’t it be nice, to be so rich?” 

	“I’ll admit, I hoped asking about your book might give me an opening for a business proposal of some sort.” Father drummed the fingers of one hand on the table, frowning at the memory. “The Marquis wasn’t at home, but Monsieur du Herle received me and invited me to stay for supper. He remembered the shop of Pastor Bergeret very well, and buying up the stock for the Marquis’s library. He even remembered the Book of the Rose being among them.” Father looked me in the eyes. “I’m sorry to tell you, but it’s a far rarer and more valuable book than I think you realized. The most precious of the whole collection, in fact. He thought it quite a bargain at the time, as he might easily have paid as much for the one book alone as he had for the whole library.”

	My mouth drooped in disappointment. I could readily believe my old book was a rare find after all, with its beautiful capitals and illustrations, and the antiquated spellings and obsolete words. “So you couldn’t afford to buy it back.”

	“Well – I’m getting to that.” Father hesitated for a moment, and then continued more slowly, his mouth set like that of a man about to step barefoot into a pile of burning coals. “Monsieur du Herle also remembered you. Perhaps you’d know his face if you saw him again. It seems that for a time he was a frequent visitor at the shop.”

	I nodded, feeling chilled. “I don’t remember the name, but the pastor used to hold gatherings in the evenings for gentlemen who’d come to talk about religion and political philosophy. Women weren’t allowed, of course, but I’d come in to serve drinks after the children were in bed, and sometimes” – I lowered my eyes to the table – “I’d linger in the room or listen at the door. Monsieur du Herle was probably among them.”

	Father wrapped his hands around the still-warm cup of tea. “I suppose the pastor meant to do his part to spread tolerance. I’d expect no less. He was a brave man and courageous for our faith, even when it put him in danger.”

	“It’s strange, though, to think any of his guests would have remembered me. That was so long ago.”

	Father looked at me sternly, as if I’d told a lie, pretending to be unaware of the effect my face and figure might have on men. Perhaps I had. I felt sick to my stomach, for I thought I already knew where this conversation was going.

	“Monsieur du Herle asked after you,” Father said. “He asked if you’d remarried. I told him you hadn’t. He paid me extravagant compliments about you, and said he well recalled how lovely and charming you were, how quiet and decorous in your manner.”

	I searched my memory for some recollection of M. du Herle. Had any of the men at the pastor’s philosophical gatherings been handsome? I remembered being too shy to look them in the eyes. I only recalled dark coats and hats, perhaps a set of whiskers here, a pair of spectacles there, a dress sword buckled to one side if any of them were particularly elegant. There’d been the occasional colorful waistcoat and wigs of many shapes and sizes, some powdered, some plain. Had there been a pair of light gray-blue eyes that followed me around the table once or twice as I poured out coffee? Had that been M. du Herle? Most of all I remembered the gentlemen’s voices through the keyhole, and the ideas that tantalized me, hovering just at the edge of my understanding in fragments I tried to piece together, and how I’d longed to be seated at the table to hear all that was said, and to speak back with my own thoughts that were always brimming up in me. I had no one to confide them to otherwise, apart from the occasional sheet of paper in quiet moments.

	“I was beginning to think he meant to ask me for your hand,” Father said, “but he didn’t. He said he thought you’d please his master, the Marquis. And not –” he added as I started up out of my chair in astonishment – “and not as a wife.”

	He fell silent for a moment, and his words sank in. I felt as though someone had wafted a shovelful of manure in front of my nose and I sat back down. “But –”

	Father pressed on. “He said his master, the Marquis, sought the companionship of a young woman. I said it seemed to me that there must be no shortage of young ladies of that sort in Annecy, and surely if he knew the pastor, he must know we’re God-fearing people. I said you would never consent to such a thing, and frankly I was deeply offended at the suggestion.”

	I breathed out a sigh of relief. “Was he angry with you?”

	Father shook his head. “He understood perfectly. Then he explained the Marquis’s circumstances. He’s been estranged from his wife for many years. He married young, not realizing her character. He’s not free to marry, as long as she still lives. But he wishes to make as honorable an arrangement with us as possible under the circumstances. You and the children would be provided for, even if you separated from him at some time in the future. There would be a signed contract. Monsieur du Herle visited the Marquis’s lawyer this morning and had it drawn up, and I’ve brought it back with me.”

	Heat rose along the sides of my neck with my growing sense of horror. “Father, what madness is this? You agreed that I’d become a … a prostituée?”

	“Keep your voice down,” he said in a forceful whisper. “It’s nothing of the kind. You turned down every match Edmée or I tried to make for you. No suitor from our villages was good enough for you. You thought yourself above them all, because your husband let you learn Latin and Greek and read all the books in his shop. You’ve shown not a scrap of gratitude and treated them all with disdain.”

	“But I – they weren’t …”

	“How am I to find the money for an apprenticeship for Valentin, when I can barely even feed us? Do you know we’re in danger of losing the house and the livestock? If I can’t find a way to hold on until my investments pay off, we’ll lose everything. We’ll be beholden to the charity of your sisters, whose husbands can barely feed their own families.”

	I gaped at him, blinking. “You’re seriously considering his filthy proposal then? You want me to agree to it? This Marquis, whoever he is, has never spoken one word to me, and you didn’t even meet him, did you? You have no idea of his character. Suppose he’s unkind to the children?”

	He slumped back tiredly in his chair. “You wouldn’t take the children. He would provide for their upbringing and education, but they would have to go to live with Hortense, or Edmée could go on caring for them here. We could even send Valentin to school in town. The Marquis is proposing quite a large quarterly sum. Hortense would be happy to have the help, I know.”

	I shook my head. This couldn’t be anything but a terrible dream. I was just becoming used to this life, where I could only read in secret, if at all. I had resigned myself to the loneliness of village society, of living among people who were good-hearted but unlettered, whose minds and speech were a foreign country to me. Now Father wanted to sell me like the pastor’s books, to abandon me to the mercy of some dissolute nobleman, probably thirty years older than I was, who was buying me sight unseen on the word of his agent who’d taken a vague liking to my face nearly three years ago. And Valentin and Aimée! I had never been apart from them for more than a few weeks after the pastor had become ill from his time in prison, when they went to stay with Hortense and their cousins. It was unthinkable.

	“Listen,” he pleaded, “I understand this sounds like madness to you, but Monsieur du Herle testified up, down, backwards, and forwards, to the Marquis’s good and honorable character. You’ll live in luxury, the envy of every village girl. Besides, you won’t be so far away. You’ll go to live at the Marquis’s hunting lodge in the forest, where he spends most of his time. He has houses in Annecy and Paris too, but Monsieur du Herle said he doesn’t mix with society. The Marquis means for our arrangement to be perfectly discreet, so there’ll be no shame for our family or harm to our reputation.”

	I raised my eyebrows. “Do you think the villagers won’t find out?”

	He gave a weak shrug. “I don’t know how long we can truly keep it a secret, but the arrangement he’s proposed would keep us afloat until I see some of my own money again. Otherwise –” he leaned back and squeezed his eyes shut – “it’s possible I might be called before a magistrate and end up in prison. That’s the point things have come to. If I go to prison, we won’t just be shamed, we’ll be beggars. I know I’m asking a frightful sacrifice of you.”

	I closed my eyes. “This is monstrous. I’m not some rare book you can simply sell to get out of debt.”

	“There’s more, I’m afraid. More than all I’ve told you so far. The Piedmont Easter –”

	“What about it? That was a century ago. Surely you don’t think –” My mind raced through the possibilities, and I remembered the winter nights before the fire when the pastor used to tell stories of the bloody massacres of the Piedmont Vaudois. The stories had made little Aimée weep and Valentin’s face turn sickly green, conjuring visions of infants skewered with spears, children torn to pieces in front of their parents, girls and women violated, and the survivors driven into the upper valleys in midwinter, forced to build houses in the snow while more of them froze to death. 

	“I never knew this,” Father said, “but Monsieur du Herle showed me the documents, and it’s beyond dispute. All these years, our villages have bordered on the domain of the Marquis’s family. We remained hidden and safe while the southern Vaudois were tortured, pillaged, and slaughtered, all because we were under the old Marquis’s protection.”

	“What – do you mean to say the Marquis helped us? The same Marquis?”

	“It appears the lords of Boisaulne had a long tradition of tolerance, and they gave us sanctuary without our even knowing it. The present Marquis has never alerted the parish or the governor to the fact that we don’t pay tithes, or that our villages are more than just a couple of scattered farms by the alpages. If it weren’t for him, we’d be burdened with the same wretched church taxes as the Vaudois in the south. Your husband was arrested for selling anti-clerical treatises and political libelles and helping smuggle them across the borders of Savoy into France. If I were called before a magistrate … it might take very little to spark an inquiry and new persecutions. It’s not a good time to lose an influential neighbor’s favor.”

	I felt faint. The hour was growing late, and my mind was clouded with weariness. “Did Monsieur du Herle threaten us? That our villages would lose the Marquis’s support if I didn’t agree to be his … his kept woman, his femme entretenue, I guess you’d call it?”

	“You’re twisting my words all out of proportion. He made no threats. He simply told me the history, as a way of explaining that the Marquis is trustworthy and that we have reason to be grateful to him and to believe he’s acting in good faith.”

	I was so tired that I couldn’t hold back my tears any longer. As angry and wretched as I’d felt when I was sixteen and Father told me I had to marry the pastor and live with him above the bookshop in Annecy, this betrayal was a thousand times worse. I knew well enough now what marriage was, that it meant one’s body was not one’s own. Beyond that, it meant living to serve a husband who saw you as housemaid, mother, and child all in one. It meant hiding your feelings and thoughts and wishes, and that everything you did and said had to be guided by what pleased and didn’t anger your husband. Now not only would I have to have to bear those burdens again, but my children would be taken from me and I would be ruined as well.

	Father was crying too. “I know it’s nothing like what you imagined for yourself. It’s not at all what I wanted for you, either. I just can’t see any other way. I must leave the choice up to you, but consider all that depends on it. Won’t you at least meet the man? We still have some time to think it over before Monsieur du Herle arrives tomorrow to fetch you.”

	“Tomorrow!”

	“Shh, please, just sleep on it for now, and we can talk more in the morning.”

	Father got up heavily from his chair and lumbered through the door to his room at the front of the house. I went to the back room I shared with the children, but I didn’t undress. I sat on the edge of the bed for a long time, waiting until I could be sure Father would have fallen asleep next to Edmée. Then I went back to the main room in the darkness and found a couple of empty sacks. Silently, feeling my way in the dark, I packed a kitchen knife and what food I could find: hard bread, cheese, some carrots and scallions, a flint and some candles. I returned to the children’s room and packed a few clothes. Then I woke Valentin and Aimée and told them we were running away.
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	God was merciful and Aimée didn’t cry when I woke her and explained that the three of us were in danger and had to leave at once. I didn’t worry for Valentin; he was frightened but obedient. Moonlight outside filtered down through the tall pines to light our way, along with the lantern and candles I’d stolen. I opened the door of the barn attached to the side of the house and found the horse belonging to the Marquis de Boisaulne, the one M. du Herle had lent to father. The stallion was white with a silvery mane and gentle. He didn’t shy away from my touch, but ate a carrot greedily from my hand.

	It was fitting that my would-be enslaver’s horse would aid us in our escape. In two days’ time we would be in Genève. I could sell the horse and tackle for perhaps as much as five hundred livres. We might live in a cheap boarding house for a year on that money, but our funds would run out eventually. Instead, I would visit the offices of the publishing houses from whose catalogs my late husband used to order, and I would set up my own accounts with them. The illicit works that landed the pastor in prison fetched the best profit, so I would specialize in those. I’d start as a traveling book peddler, like the ones who used to compete with my husband’s shop. I wasn’t afraid of the mountain paths that skirted the customs offices on the borders between Savoy and France. If I were stopped, no one would suspect me, a woman traveling with children. When I had saved enough, I would open my own shop as a widow, under a false name in some town or other where no one would know me. I wouldn’t be a burden on Father anymore.

	The horse was fine and strong enough that the two children and I and our sacks all fit on his back easily, riding astride in the dark. It was less than an hour at a careful, slow walk to the hamlet of Nant-Pierre and Hortense’s farmhouse. Usually my younger sister, Françoise-Angélique, was the one I confided in, but her twin baby girls were barely four weeks old, and her health had been delicate since the birth. I would have to take my chances with Hortense and hope that, for once, she would take my side.

	I brought the horse into Hortense’s barn and tied him up with the other animals, while the children waited. The poor things were fainting with weariness. We found the side door to the house unlatched and went in. I lit a candle from the embers in the hearth, and by its light I found two old woolen blankets in a chest. I made an uncomfortable bed for us on the rug before the hearth, and we fell into an exhausted sleep.

	I woke several times through the rest of the night, my dreams troubled and my limbs numb from the hard floor, but Valentin and Aimée slept soundly. I was lying awake and alert when Hortense discovered us at dawn. She cried out in surprise before I sat up and she recognized me. 

	“Violaine, what on earth?” she said softly.

	I put my finger to my lips and pointed to the children still sleeping. I slid out of the blankets and stood up. “Come,” I whispered, “let’s go into the barn. I can help you with the milking and I’ll tell you everything.” 

	Arm in arm we went through the door of the kitchen into the barn that adjoined the house, and while I helped her milk the cows and goats, feed the pig and the chickens, and gather eggs, I told her the story and my plans for Genève. I begged her to lend me enough to pay for food and lodging for the next few days, to tide us over until we could sell the horse. She said little at first, only listening, asking questions, making me repeat myself, and shaking her head. I could have wished for more sympathy and outrage from her. She didn’t like the Genève plan one bit, it was clear. But she agreed to speak to her husband, Pierre-Joseph, on my behalf.

	We went back inside to give the children and Pierre-Joseph their breakfast and then served ourselves. Aimée and Valentin joked and squabbled with their cousins, Ronald and Jacquot, and left with them to take the cows to the pasture. Hortense repeated all that I’d told her to Pierre-Joseph. I had left out nothing, sure of being in the right. I hoped to leave soon, for the daylight was wasting and I wanted to get to Genève before anyone could come after us.

	“Well, that takes the cake,” Pierre-Joseph said finally. “Running off like a scared chicken, straight into a fox’s den. You’d get eaten whole in Genève. What makes you think I’d put up money so you could shame your family and end up dead in a gutter?”

	Before I could respond, Hortense added, “Really, it’s monstrously selfish, Violaine. How could you even think of doing that to the children? Father must be at his wit’s end to accept an offer like that. Then you torment him and make it all the worse by running away, when it was all your fault in the first place.”

	I was almost too astonished to speak. “My fault?”

	“You refused three different marriage offers, all made in good faith, and from perfectly good families, all of them. Any one of them would have eased Father’s mind, and you and the children would have been settled. He might not even have had to go on that accursed journey if it hadn’t been for you draining his money and being a constant source of trouble.”

	“And if I understand right,” Pierre-Joseph added, “if you don’t go, we could all be punished with new taxes like the southern Vaudois, or worse, who knows? And you want to steal a horse too, and break the law like an outright criminal, and drag us into it. All while your father’s just trying save us.”

	“I always knew you were prideful,” Hortense said, “but this is beyond arrogant. How bad could life be if you’re the companion of a marquis?”

	“But we wouldn’t be married,” I said. “Does no one care that I’d be living with a man in sin? Would anyone even still speak to me here in the villages if they knew?”

	“Pearls and silver cover a multitude of sins,” Hortense said wryly. “But you said yourself, Father intends that no one will find out. You and I both know Father’s done nearly the same thing himself, keeping Edmée with him. He’s as kind to her as to a wife, and she’s been as good to us as a mother. Do you think you’re above them, too good to live as Edmée does?”

	Of course she would have to bring that up. I twisted away from them in my seat, folded my arms tightly across my chest, and looked down at the floor. “Of course not, but this is different. No one knows this man at all. I’m being sent off like a lamb to the slaughter.”

	She puffed out her breath in exasperation. “You’re always so melodramatic about everything. That’s your problem. You imagine the worst, but it might not be so bad. I don’t believe Father would have agreed to it if he didn’t think you’d be well-cared for. I know it’s not what you want to hear, but I can’t support you putting Father, yourself, or the rest of us in danger. It’s no easy thing, but for the good of all us you ought to accept the arrangement. Better to be dishonored than to starve or end up in prison.” 

	In tears again, I felt a tug at my sleeve. It was Aimée, who burst into tears herself at the sight of me crying.

	“Maman, I don’t want to leave here. Couldn’t we live here with Tante Hortense forever?”

	Hortense squeezed her into a hug and pulled her up onto her lap, comforting her. Outside, I could hear Valentin’s joyful shouts as he played with Hortense’s boys. I felt defeated and hopeless, and for the first time, I began to imagine giving in, walking willingly into this nightmare from which I could see no immediate escape. My mind revolted at the truth, but I forced myself to face it. Aimée and Valentin could be happy here. What life would it be for them, living on the road with me trying to scrabble out a living as a book peddler in the mountains and towns, keeping one step ahead of the police and the customs agents? Not to mention that for committing the crime of horse theft, I could be imprisoned or sentenced to labor in a workhouse. Even if I stayed out of prison, I’d be entangling myself in risky financial investments, just as my father had done.

	I shuddered and imagined the alternative. Shut up in some old aristocrat’s hunting lodge in the woods, with no one to protect or rescue me if he turned out to be wicked or violent, subject to this man’s whims, however depraved and cruel – to being shamed, degraded, and abused. I’d read certain books in my late husband’s shop, books he had stocked not only illegally but also hypocritically, given his piety – books he sold only to customers who ordered them in advance or asked for them by name, that cost double or triple the price of ordinary ones. Those books, titillating as they were, had given me an alarming impression of the proclivities of aristocrats and clerics.

	Or perhaps … perhaps the Marquis would be kind. Perhaps the stories I had read were only that, stories meant to shock and arouse, obscene exaggerations. Perhaps I would only need to perform the ordinary duties of a wife, and would merely have to endure it, as I had endured Pastor Bergeret’s weekly attentions on Sabbath evenings, and then I would be left alone. I might even have servants to do the household work. And perhaps he wouldn’t be as old or ugly as all that. Perhaps we could even have conversations – he must be an educated man, after all. And if he truly were cruel, I could simply run away and then face whatever consequences might follow. He could hardly keep me prisoner there forever, could he? I could at least meet him, as Father had begged me to. In the end, he might not even like me and might change his mind once he had met me. 

	“I’m going out for a walk,” I said. “I need time to think, alone.”

	They traded glances and watched worriedly as I went out, but didn’t rise to stop me. My feet took me around the side of the house to the barn door. How I wished I could saddle the Marquis’s magnificent white horse and ride away into the woods, gallop far from all this trouble and confusion, high up into the mountains, and live in a cave like a hermit. I wouldn’t last long once winter came, but never mind, let the cold take me for all I cared. I started to compose a poem in my mind about how I would return to haunt my family as an angry shade, one of those spirits that wailed when the wind whipped through the valleys during the winter storms.

	But when I reached the barn door, I found Pierre-Joseph had tied it shut with a tightly knotted cord. I’d have needed a knife to cut it open. I had packed a knife in one of my sacks, but it was inside the house. Just then the sound of clopping hooves and neighing horses came from the lane. I peered around the side of the house and saw that it was Father riding our old mare, Claudette. Another man rode beside him on a black horse. Pierre-Joseph and Hortense came out of the house, spoke to them, and pointed them toward me. They rode up to where I stood, and Father climbed down from Claudette with a jump to embrace me. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the other man climb down out of his saddle slowly, averting his gaze from Father’s emotional display.

	Violaine, how could you?” Father said, low enough that the other man wouldn’t hear. “Edmée and I were so worried when we woke up this morning and found you gone.” He drew back to look me in the face. “But Hortense says you’ve come to your senses? She believed she’d persuaded you.”

	I drew in a deep breath, my heart pounding. “Yes, I’ll go to the Marquis. I’ll do as you ask.” I couldn’t bring myself to apologize for running away, nor to return his embrace.

	“This is Monsieur du Herle,” Father said, putting a hand on the shoulder of his companion. “He’s come to accompany you there.” 

	M. du Herle cleared his throat and looked guilty and uncomfortable. He had light gray-blue eyes, almost silver, just as I remembered from the shop. They were fixed intently on me now, as then. The Marquis’s pimp, I reminded myself. His procurer. For an involuntary instant I found myself trying to decide whether he was handsome. He was a lean man of about thirty years, of medium height. His clothes were well-tailored and elegant but muted and dark in cut and color. The fine silver-handled dress sword of a gentleman hung at his waist in a richly worked silver scabbard. The skin on his cheeks was clean-shaven and slightly pock-marked; he had high cheekbones, a narrow chin, light reddish-brown hair under his hat, and a slightly bulbous nose. Both his ears were pierced with ebony rings. No, he wasn’t strikingly handsome, but it wasn’t an unpleasant face to look at, and I liked the modest turn of his lips, as though he were about to deny a compliment.

	“Good afternoon, Madame Bergeret.” He bowed and I was struck by a certain shyness in his gesture. “If you’re ready we could leave at once and arrive before dark. If you need anything from your father’s house we can have it sent on later, but the manor is well-provisioned, and I think you’ll find all you need there. The Marquis wishes you to be comfortable.”

	He didn’t bother to pay me any of the extravagant compliments my father had told me about or make a speech. If the Marquis had any sort of honorable intention, if he wasn’t some deformed hunchback, why did he not come to meet and fetch me himself? Perhaps that was precisely the reason for all this bizarre mystification and for subjecting me to such an alarming proposal by proxy. Perhaps the Marquis was a cripple, or clubfooted, or hare-lipped; some physical deformity had made a recluse of him, so he had shut himself up in that remote hunting lodge with no company to relieve his loneliness. I wanted to ask M. du Herle if this was so, but the question died on my lips. I was fearful of offending M. du Herle or making an enemy of him right away. All I could do for now was place myself in the hands of Providence and hope M. du Herle’s respectful tone and quiet voice boded well. If it was nothing but a physical deformity to worry about, if the Marquis was a good man in an ugly body, then … perhaps all would yet be well. I had always prided myself on seeing beyond appearances, on not judging books by their covers, prizing wisdom, learning, and the beauty of the soul above jewels or wealth or material comforts.

	I badly wanted to believe in this possibility; the thought comforted me. With his fine silver sword, M. du Herle easily severed the knotted cord that Pierre Joseph had used to tie up the barn door to prevent me from running away with the Marquis’s horse again. If M. du Herle knew of my attempted horse theft, he politely refrained from mentioning it. 

	He said very little as he saddled up the Marquis’s horse for me, apart from telling me my white steed’s name was Zéphyr and his own black mount was called Hadès. 

	Valentin and Aimée rushed out to say goodbye to me, Hortense trailing after them. Hortense had somehow explained things to them. Maman was going away on a brief journey, but it wouldn’t be long before she returned for a visit, and we would see each other again very soon. Aimée cried plentiful tears nonetheless. Valentin tried to act manly and to keep from crying, but hugged me tightly and kissed me on each cheek six times. A small smile played around M. du Herle’s mouth as he looked on. Then his face resumed its serious expression as I mounted Zéphyr. He didn’t flinch or protest when I explained that I preferred to ride astride rather than side-saddle, as I had little experience with horses and felt safer that way. I was allowed to bring nothing with me, not even the sack with the knife in it.

	“We’re off then,” said M. du Herle. “We’ll send word when we’ve arrived safely.”

	Why couldn’t my father accompany us? Why hadn’t he insisted upon it? These were questions I was too afraid to ask. I felt like a girl in a fairy tale, bewitched by a wizard’s spell. Would I turn into a swan at dusk? Had some magic stolen my voice so that I didn’t scream or shout protests? What power did this M. du Herle wield, that he had gotten his way despite his reserved manner, his deep but quiet voice, and his sparing words? As far as I understood it, not one of us had even laid eyes on this Marquis de Boisaulne, who for all we knew didn’t even really exist, though he must have put his signature to the contract with my father, and a lawyer must also have witnessed it. 

	At first, M. du Herle and I rode side by side on the lane as it climbed uphill.

	“Let me know if you need to stop and rest,” he said. “Otherwise we’ll just stop in the village before we get to the manor.”

	“There’s a village?”

	“Not a large one, more of a hamlet. Part of the domain of Boisaulne. They call it Maisnie-la-Forêt.”

	“But you’re not from there?”

	“My estate is in Picardy. In the north of France.”

	“Have you been in the Marquis’s employ a long time?”

	“A long time, yes.”

	“You know him well then, I suppose?”

	“Fairly well.”

	After a time the lane narrowed and we began a series of switchbacks, M. du Herle riding ahead of me. I didn’t mind; it made it less awkward to ride in silence, and he clearly meant to discourage me from asking questions. Perhaps I ought to have kept trying, but I felt too hopeless and wrung out from my tears, too exhausted from my sleepless night, to understand or to make conversation anyway. After another hour or two, M. du Herle led us onto a side path I wouldn’t have noticed otherwise. It was more of a game trail than a proper horse path. Now and then I saw red deer leaping away from us down the hillside. Later we followed a small herd of chamois, the goat-antelopes whose skins makes the softest of leathers. The horses stepped over piles of their droppings along the way. I could only hope we’d see no signs of wolves, lynxes, bears, or wild boars.

	After another hour I was forced to ask for a stop, because I needed to relieve myself. M. du Herle dismounted, stretched his limbs, and pointed toward a patch of the woods where rocks, thick trees, and bushes provided some cover. He turned and looked in the opposite direction, crossing his arms over his chest, as I made water behind the trees and came back. Then he took his turn going off into the trees, while I watched the horses and let them munch on leaves and grass.

	As he climbed back into Hadès’s saddle, I noticed M. du Herle wore a signet ring turned inward on the fourth finger of his left hand, as noblemen did when they were married. I didn’t know whether to feel reassured by this or not. He still turned his silver-blue eyes on me from time to time in a way I didn’t find comforting. I doubted that a man who respected wedding vows would be acquiring me and bringing me to his master in this manner.

	The shadows of the pines, elms, and alders we rode through grew thicker and longer with the approach of evening, and M. du Herle urged the horses to a canter until we came out of the forest. We forded a stream and met a lane wide enough for a buggy or a wagon to travel along. With a glance at me to see if I was all right, he kicked Hadès’s flank, and the horse broke into a gallop, Zéphyr matching his pace one length behind. We reached Maisnie-la-Forêt a little before sunset.

	The village was a cluster of houses in a clearing above the stream our road had been following, with farms and pastures radiating out from it. There was a tiny chapel on a hill at one end, and in the center a wagoner’s shop, a communal oven and bakery, a tavern, a tanner and furrier, and a scattering of market stalls.

	We dismounted and tied the horses to a post in front of the wagoner’s shop.

	“I need to speak to the owner inside,” M. du Herle said. “Do you mind waiting here? If you’re hungry or thirsty you can go to the tavern and they’ll serve you. You only have to tell them you’re with me.”

	I nodded and he went in. His tone was still polite, though we’d ridden in silence for much of the way. I should have been starving, for I hadn’t eaten since breakfast, but I had no appetite. I wandered toward the tavern anyway. A young woman sat knitting in front of it, next to a few baskets of cherries.

	“Good day, Madame,” the woman said. She had positioned her chair to catch the last of the day’s sun.

	“Good day to you too. Are the cherries for sale?” I knew I ought to eat something, if only to keep up my strength, and they did look ripe and free of worms.

	“I was just fixing to take them back inside, but I’ll let you have a pound for three sous.” She grinned at me.

	“Oh no, I just wanted a few.”

	“Ah well, that’s all right, have some. I saw you ride in with Monsieur du Herle. I take it he’s brought you with him.”

	“Yes.” I put a cherry in my mouth, chewed, and spat the pit into my hand to throw on the ground. The fruit was juicy and sweet, and I felt a little of my appetite returning. I took a handful.

	“Is the Marquis de Boisaulne’s hunting lodge far from here?” I asked after I’d chewed another cherry and spat out the pit.

	“Not at all. Just another mile up the road and across the bridge. You can’t see it from here. The road curves up and around and it’s hidden back among the trees. Where’ve you come from?”

	I told her a made-up name instead of the village I was from, and she squinted. “It must be on the other side of the mountain from us. We don’t usually go across the river.”

	“Why not?”

	“No one wants to be mistaken for a poacher in the Marquis’s forest. He’s a great hunter.”

	“Is he?”

	“You’d think so. Monsieur Fréret, the wagoner, delivers letters and milk and eggs to the manor each day when anyone’s staying there, and a load of supplies each week. But they never need meat. He brings back animal carcasses all the time – they’re left for him in the courtyard. Sometimes with the meat still on them, sometimes just the skin and bones.”

	“Oh,” I said, repulsed at the thought of bloody piles of dead animals and pelts.

	“We’re allowed to hunt and cut wood and forage all we like this side of the river,” she said. “But with all that Monsieur Fréret brings back in his wagon from the manor
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