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For my sisters, Janice, Kate, Pam, and Suze—
 with special thanks to Suze, proofreader extraordinaire



CAROLINE AWOKE TO the creak of door hinges.

At first, she couldn't recall where she was . . . and then she remembered. She lay on her side, trying not to breathe too loudly as she watched the tall form of a man backlit by moonlight—Viscount Rexton—opening the double glass doors. He was slow and deliberate in his movements, but clumsy nonetheless.

He stepped out onto the balcony rather unsteadily and undressed with his back to her, leaning for support on the stone balustrade and letting his clothes lie where they fell. Nude, his silhouette put her in a mind of an engraving she'd seen of Michelangelo's David—broad-shouldered, lean-hipped, long-legged.

He turned.

Caroline closed her eyes, but not before catching a glimpse of his privates, which shifted heavily as he moved. She heard the faint squeak of a floorboard beneath the carpet as he approached the bed. He stood for what seemed like an eternity as Caroline feigned sleep, her heart jittering.

Something nudged her collar very slightly, which was when she realized he'd leaned over and was touching it, manipulating something. She smelled gin on his breath. It took all her self-control to keep her breathing slow and somnolent as he unclipped the leash and carefully gathered it up.
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Take heed therefore, myne eyes, how ye doe stare
henceforth too rashly on that guilefull net,
 in which if euer ye entrapped are,
out of her bands ye by no meanes shall get.
Fondnesse it were for any being free,
to couet fetters, though they golden bee.

From “Sonnet XXXVII” of Edmund Spenser's Amoretti



One

NEVER IN HER twenty-four pampered and cosseted years among New York City's privileged Upper Ten had Emmeline witnessed acts of such appalling lechery, nor supposed that people of her own class might stoop to indulging in them.

She was determined to find Lord Hardwyck and be quit at once of this shameless château. Surely her distinguished and urbane fiancé had not suspected the nature of this bacchanalian house party when he accepted the invitation.

Such were her thoughts as she opened the door to which she had been directed by the countess in the leather mask. Emmeline was further comforted upon entering the room within and discovering it to be lined floor to ceiling and wall to wall with bookshelves. No doubt his lordship had spent the weekend ensconced in a secluded corner with his nose in some dusty old tome.

Imagine, dear Reader, our heroine's dismay when her gaze lit upon Archibald Dickings, Baron of Hardwyck and heir apparent to the earldom of Upswinge, atop a polished mahogany writing table with his nose, along with the rest of his face, planted snugly between the thighs of one voluptuous blonde and his turgid shaft between those of another.

“I'm coming!” cried the latter as she strained against the silken cords that bound her hands and feet to the four legs of the table. “Oh, yes! God, yes! Oh! Oh!”

Upon hearing Emmeline's gasp of horror, Lord Hardwyck looked up and blinked at her. “Miss Woodbridge. Fancy encountering you here. I didn't even know you were in France.”

From Chapter One of Emmeline's Emancipation by Anonymous, first published in 1903 by Saturnalia Press and reprinted since then in innumerable editions worldwide. A rare first edition from the original eight-hundred-copy print run sold in 2003 for $158,000 at Sotheby's in New York.
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January 17, 1922

Steamboat Springs, Colorado

Dearest Rèmy,

No, no, a thousand times no, I will not marry you. I will, however, ride you like a cowgirl as soon as I see you again. I mean, the moment I lay eyes on you, so I suggest you don't meet my ship when it arrives, unless you want us both to be arrested for public indecency. Or don't they care about that sort of thing in France? Probably not. God, I love the French. You most of all, naturellement.

You can't imagine what it means to me in my present wretched situation, hearing from you (most especially when you relate one of your deliciously filthy little fantasies, like the one about you making a stag film starring moi). I reread your letters with pathetic regularity, like some moony sixteen-year-old. Thank God for Air Mail. Every morning I sit in my wheelchair in front of this enormous picture window in the front room of the inn, my poor smashed leg in its plaster cast propped up on the window seat, waiting for the mail. It arrives via the strapping, ruddy-cheeked young Nils, who delivers it on skis after picking it up in town, except of course when the weather won't permit the mail plane to land.

Nils, who hails from Norway, is a silver-blond giant. I tend to gape at him, because you just don't see men that tall in France. You tower over most of your countrymen, and you're at least an inch or two shy of six feet. I read somewhere that the reason most Frenchmen are on the short side is that Napoleon turned all the tall ones into soldiers when he was trying to take over the world, and of course most of them didn't live to reproduce. Weren't there something like twenty-five thousand French casualties at Waterloo alone?

This is the kind of thing I start ruminating on ad nauseam while I sit here staring out at the snow and wishing I were back in Paris with you. I know I can't stop whining about how bored I am, but you can't imagine what it's like, watching all the other guests tromp gaily away every morning with their skis over their shoulders while I languish here with my shattered leg, cracked arm, and abandoned dignity. At least it was the left arm I broke, so I can still hold a pen. I've been polishing (actually over-polishing) the article about the Steamboat Springs Winter Festival that Hearst sent me here to write. And composing epic letters to you, of course.

I shouldn't complain so much about being bored. Kitty is wonderful company, as always, and at least I'm not being held hostage in that ghastly hospital anymore. Dr. Horney (God, what a miserable boyhood he must have suffered) will not change his tune no matter how much I plead and cajole. He insists I must wait until both casts are off before I can travel. Kitty says she won't go with me if I try to leave before he saws off all this plaster, and I couldn't possibly travel solo in this condition, so it looks as if I'm stuck here for at least another four weeks.

Your last letter was a delight, mon amour, except for that rather tedious harangue about me being a reckless thrillseeker who got what she asked for. You know damn well that I can handle myself on a pair of skis, or you should, after Montgenèvre. You told me I was the most accomplished female skier you'd ever seen—or is that the kind of applesauce you sell to every fresh new skirt you meet? In any event, you know I've been keen to try my hand at ski jumping. Pretty much the only reason I took this assignment was so that I could learn to jump from Carl Howelsen himself—and, of course, to watch the best jumpers in the world compete against one another. For your information, I completed over a dozen successful jumps before that nasty landing, which only happened because I was exhausted.

On a serious note, about your campaign to make me Mme. Rèmy Binet:

Touched as I am by your heartwarming observation that I “look and fuck” like a woman ten years my junior (ah, you romantic frogs), a subtraction of a decade would put me at thirty-four, which is, need I remind you, STILL TWO YEARS OLDER THAN YOU. But that's not the only reason I won't marry you. We've only known each other for a year, and although I can't argue with you about our “extraordinary rapport” and “the deep communion of our souls,” there is still much you don't know about me, such as the reason I'm so sour on the institution of marriage.

Suffice it to say that Emmeline's Emancipation is something of a roman à clef. Which is to say, the events I described in that book actually happened, more or less. I changed the names of everyone involved, of course, and altered some details to make it more entertaining and more difficult to identify me as the author. The most major change was the setting. It didn't take place in Scotland. It was a castle in France called Château de la Grotte Cachée.

I did, however, show up to find my betrothed giving it to two women, although it was in the dining room, not the library. The women weren't both blond, though, just the one he was banging (who really was tied to the table, but with ordinary hemp rope, not silken cords). He was holding himself over her with his arms braced, eating out a dark-haired woman in a black corset, black opera gloves, and tall boots, who was kneeling in front of him. She had a riding crop, and she was whacking him on the ass, really putting her arm into it, barking instructions as to how he should fuck the blonde. “Pound her! Ram it in! Harder, you miserable weakling. Put your back into it! Squeeze that ass! Squeeze it!” In the book, both women are tasty young tomatoes, but in real life, although the dark-haired one was pretty, the blonde was a little more . . . real. She sported quite the chunky chassis even by the standard of the times, and I remember she had a really ugly bruise on her thigh.

The faithless fiancé was Randolph Lytton, Baron of Hickley and now the eighth Earl of Kilbury, his old man having turned up his toes between then and now. I must admit, he wasn't quite as unruffled when I walked in on him as was his fictional counterpart, Archie, but neither did he seem particularly distressed. He honestly did seem more perplexed than anything else.

The rest played out much as it does in the book, and yes, there really was a charming young satyr with a rolling pin between his legs who took me in hand, as it were, but his name wasn't Tobias. It was Inigo. And when I say he was a satyr, I don't mean he was a lothario. I mean he very well may have been a satyr.

I can't believe I just committed those words to paper.

It goes without saying that this letter mustn't fall into the hands of anyone other than yourself. The only people in the world who know that I wrote E.E. are you, Kitty, and my agent. Can you imagine the damage to my career if it became public knowledge that novelist-cum-journalist cum-reckless thrillseeker Emily Townsend is, or once was, a secret pornographer? The French would brush it off, but the Americans? These are the people who passed a constitutional amendment making it illegal to wash down your porterhouse with a lovely old cabernet. This country has never managed to rise beyond its Puritan roots, and I fear it never will.

Speaking of which, although I dearly appreciate your offer to ship me a case of Château Montrose to keep me warm through the rest of my sentence here in the frozen American West, Kitty has managed to find a source for a local hooch that comes in big, crude stoneware jugs and tastes, so help me God, better than anything I've ever had in my mouth.

Except for your thing, of course.

I remain, de tout mon coeur,

Your devoted,

And pitiful,

Em



Two


EMMELINE STARED IN bewilderment through the side window of the brougham parked next to her little green Benz in the château's carriage house. In the throes of some delirium fever—for what other explanation could there be for his violent tremors and mad rantings?—the young man cried out, “Yes! Oh, yes! Lick the tip. Squeeze the balls. Now suck it hard . . . harder . . . Here it comes. It's coming!”

He roared like a lion, convulsing in spasms that filled Emmeline with unspeakable dread. She must do something,and quickly, lest this poor young man succumb to whatever ghastly ailment held him in its grip.

“By Jove, Lavinia, but you are an artiste with your mouth,”he said as a woman's head rose into view.

Dear God, no, thought Emmeline. She couldn't have actually put her mouth on his . . . his . . .

Emmeline recoiled in disgust as the depravity of what she had just witnessed sank in. Her vision went gray, and she collapsed in a swoon of horror and disbelief.
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January 26, 1922

Steamboat Springs, Colorado

Mon chéri Rèmy,

No, no, a thousand times no, etc. etc. etc.

I'm forty-four. You're thirty-two. Why do we even have to discuss this? Rèmy, you know how I feel about you. You're the most perfect man I've ever known, the best lover, the warmest companion. And, oh, the contrast of those big, muscular peasant shoulders with the eyeglasses and the brain . . . it still makes me weak in the knees.

If there were any real reason for us to tie the knot, I might consider it, but I honestly just don't see the point. Everything's copacetic, is it not? What are we lacking that marriage can provide? We sleep together, we travel together, we share the same friends and the same interests. Yet we have our own homes, so we're not on top of each other constantly, and we have an understanding about sleeping with other people that would be unworkable if we were bound together in holy matrimony. Really, it's the perfect arrangement. I can't imagine why you want to go and ruin it.

Speaking of sleeping with other people, I must tell you about the dream I had last night about Nils, the Viking. Well, first I should tell you what inspired the dream.

Every morning after he brings in the mail, Nils sits in the dining room and drinks a cup of hot cocoa before setting out again. Yesterday, Kitty, who's got quite the crush on him, asked if she could join him. He was delighted, of course. She's quite the doll. Afterward, she told me he'd asked her if the pretty brunette with the broken bones was her sister. She said he was astounded when she told him I was her aunt, and twenty-three years older than she.

Well, the compliment must have really taken root in my subconscious, because I awoke in the middle of the night from the most exciting wet dream (yes, women have them, too). In the dream, it was I, not Kitty, having cocoa with Nils in the dining room. He was so shy and nervous, and clearly sweet on me. And he was a virgin who had never so much as touched a woman.

I said, “You can touch me, if you like,” and I lifted my skirt just an inch or so to show him what I meant.

He pulled his chair close and very tentatively slid his hand up my leg—not the one in the cast, the good one. I was wearing my peach silk camiknickers, and of course those are so loose that he had no trouble at all reaching the bull's-eye. He touched me very carefully, teasing apart the hair over the slit with his big gentle fingers and exploring the little folds and furrows between them until I was panting and clutching at the arms of my wheelchair.

He said, “It's getting slippery.”

All I could do was nod.

A fingertip grazed my clit, and I sucked in a breath. He thought he'd hurt me, and started pulling his hand away, but I told him it felt good. He told me it felt good for him, too, and I could see that he had a hard-on like a broom handle.

He pushed a finger inside me, and I instantly came. It galvanized him. He started frantically undoing his trousers, but I pushed him away, saying we couldn't go any further, that he was too young for me. (I know, I know.) He tried to talk me into it. My refusals grew more and more halfhearted. At this point, my casts had disappeared, and my clothes, too (dreams are very convenient that way). He threw me to the floor, pinned my arms down, and fucked me like a pile driver.

I woke up climaxing, even though I was lying on my back, with nothing to push against. Usually when I come in my sleep, I'm lying on my stomach and thrusting against the bed. I brought myself off by hand a couple more times just to get it out of my system, and then I drifted back off to sleep.

At breakfast, Kitty asked me why I was smiling that way, so I told her about the dream.

“Do you think he's really a virgin?” she asked.

“You're in a better position to find that out than I.”

So this morning she joined him again for cocoa, steered the conversation around to women, and asked him outright if he'd ever gotten any. You know Kitty, she's not much for subtlety.

Well, guess what? He hasn't! Twenty years old, a Norse god with the face of an angel, and he's a virgin. Isn't that the sweetest thing you've ever heard? She asked him if he'd ever touched a woman . . . down there. He hadn't. She asked him if he'd like to. He was hesitant, something about some girl at church he's been pining over but can't work up the nerve to ask out. Eventually, though, he took her up on it, and she said it was very similar to my dream, Nils gently fondling, the two of them getting hotter by the second. But just as she was about to go off, he tore himself away with an obvious effort, said he liked her too much to treat her like an alley cat, and left. That was eight hours ago, and she's still grumpy.

Yes, darling, I know you're chafing at the bit, wondering when I'm going to get around to “spilling it all” about the château, as you so emphatically demanded in your letter. Your rabid curiosity slays me, as does your outrage that I'd never told you about Hickley or any of the rest of it until now. I'm not the type to live in the past—you know that. Once I wrote “The End” on the last page of Emmeline's Emancipation, I was done with that chapter of my life and ready to start fresh.

That said, I can certainly appreciate your point about my “cockteasing” you with that little dining room ménage à trois and the satyr comment. I understand your wanting to hear the whole story, and your point about my having nothing but time on my hands for the next three weeks is well taken. It will require more than one letter to relate it all, but I'll give it the old college try.

I must warn you, though, that I'm not sure how well I trust my memory about the things that happened at Grotte Cachée, and not just because it was twenty years ago. It's a screwy place, and I felt vaguely hopped-up just being there, especially in certain areas, like the cave.

The château is in Auvergne, tucked deep into a valley formed by heavily wooded, extinct volcanoes, one of which houses a labyrinthine cave. The entrance to this “hidden grotto,” or the main entrance, is in a Roman bathhouse built onto the side of that particular mountain, “Roman” meaning it actually dates back to the Roman occupation of Gaul. Whatever it is that affects your mind when you're at Grotte Cachée seems to grow more and more powerful the deeper you go into the cave. But you sometimes feel it in the castle itself, or even in the woods around it, which are vast and ancient.

Looking back now at the things that happened there, the things I saw, or thought I saw . . . well, it's tempting to conclude that I was just completely off my nut the entire time. It was a stressful episode, or it started out that way, and stress can do that to you. Some of the soldiers I nursed during the war were delusional, but it was just shell shock from the trauma of battle, and they got better once they were out of the fray. But the reason I'm not so quick to chalk up what I experienced at Grotte Cachée to stress is that I was actually warned beforehand that it was a strange place populated by demons, and that I was likely to be exposed to unexplainable phenomena.

But I'm getting ahead of myself. To understand why I went there, you need to know how and why I became engaged to Hickley in the first place.

I've told you my father was a banker. He actually owned a bank, and he was a partner in the Vanderbilt railroads. He built a granite castle on Fifth Avenue and a white marble one in Newport that was patterned after the Temple of Apollo, with six forty-foot columns out front. Oh, and we had a big old sprawling country home out on Long Island that was actually sort of homey and pleasant, and where I learned to ride. And Mother kept a little pied-à-terre in Paris for her shopping excursions.

Are you getting the picture, chéri? There were buckets of money, but it was just a little too shiny and new, my father having been a self-made man. The Astors and the rest of their ilk looked down their noses at the new rich, even the Vanderbilts for the longest time, but my parents were determined to break into their ranks. The time-honored way to do this was to pimp one's daughter marry one's daughter into a venerable old family. Titled Englishmen were thought to provide the splashiest and most surefire entrée into society.

My childhood friend Consuelo Vanderbilt was torn away from her beloved Winty Ruthurford and married off to Sunny Churchill, a sallow, bug-eyed little weasel with manicured hands who had absolutely nothing going for him except that he was the ninth Duke of Marlborough. I was one of Consuelo's bridesmaids, and my first clue that Sunny might end up being a disappointment was when he skipped the wedding rehearsal to go shopping instead. On the afternoon of the wedding, Consuelo's eyes were red and swollen from sobbing all morning in her room, with a guard stationed outside the door in case she tried to make a break for it. I am absolutely serious. Of course, the marriage was an utter debacle. Sunny treated her like dirt, having only bound himself in matrimony to a dollar princess so that he could afford to restore the true love of his life, that majestic mausoleum known as Blenheim Palace.

That was what they called us, the American heiresses who got engaged to land-poor British aristocrats looking for an infusion of cash in the form of dowries with which to repair the ancestral manse, play baccarat, or support a mistress or two. The terms of my betrothal were negotiated between my father and Hickley during Hickley's wife-hunting excursion to New York in March of 1902. His father, the seventh Earl of Kilbury, had squandered what remained of the family fortune, leaving him deeply in debt and desperate for the two million dollars in cash and railroad stock he was to receive upon our marriage in June of the following year.

Why, you are asking yourself, would a smart, selfreliant little bearcat like me agree to such a bloodless and venal arrangement? Perhaps you're recalling my alter ego, Emmeline, so sheltered and class-conscious before her sexual awakening, and thinking I must have been the same sort of girl before breaking out of my shell.

Actually, Emmeline is probably the most fictionalized element in the book. To make her transformation dramatic, she had to start off extraordinarily naïve. In reality, I was what they called, in America, a “New Woman.” We played tennis and golf, smoked cigarettes, rode bicycles, drove motorcars, and got educated, although you wouldn't believe the histrionics it took to convince my parents to send me to Bryn Mawr. We wore blouses with burly leg of mutton sleeves and skirts that showed the ankle, though we would have died before lifting them for a man. We felt we had the right to careers, and also the right to remain unmarried if we so chose.

So then, why did I let my parents hand me over, along with two million smackers, to a money-grubbing English baron? First, you must understand that I had no notion of Hickley's true character, or lack thereof, when I met him. We were introduced by a mutual acquaintance named Kit Archer. Kit was an Englishman, but he lived in France, where he served as administrateur to the seigneur of Grotte Cachée, the fourth generation of his family to do so. He was also the author of two books of classical history, as well as a novel about Atlantis that was obscure but really quite good.

I'd met Kit four years earlier at one of Bertha Chalmers's semimonthly literary salons, which he frequented whenever he was in New York. It was my first time there, and I was shaking in my boots to be in the same room with people like Edith (this was before House of Mirth, but I was in awe of her stories and articles). Kit was so warm and garrulous—he made me feel right at home (as did Edith, of course). He and I became fast friends and remained so until his death right before the war, despite the fact that I was twenty and he was a portly, bald, gout-ridden sixty-year-old who lived on the other side of the Atlantic. And lest you conclude that there was anything untoward in our relationship, Kit had a wife, four children, and a grandson, all of whom he worshipped.

In any event, I might have skipped Mrs. Chalmers's salon that night, because New York was buried under one of those suffocating March snowstorms, but Kit had sent a note saying he'd just gotten into town and would be bringing a young baron he'd met on the crossing who'd read one of my magazine articles and wanted to meet me. So, I went, partly to see Kit and partly to meet this English nobleman who actually knew who I was! And wanted to meet me!

Hickley turned out to be handsome and debonair, with that classic British imperturbability that we Americans are too quick to confuse with intelligence, and he seemed perfectly comfortable mingling with my unconventional, Left-Bankish crowd. He told me he'd very much enjoyed my piece two years before in Scribner's about Marion Jones Farquhar competing at Wimbledon. He was extraordinarily attentive to me, which was quite a novelty at the time, and I won't lie to you. It went to my head.

I was not, and had never been, the belle of the ball. I was usually the girl who heard about the ball the next day from her girlfriends, which I had in abundance. It was boyfriends I lacked—serious boyfriends. I did get asked out occasionally, and I'd even been kissed a few times, but it never went anywhere. The main problem was that I was plain—not ugly, mind you, but not beautiful, not according to the taste of the times. My face was all right—in fact I rather liked it. It had a sharp delicacy to it that may not have been in vogue then, but which I found aesthetically pleasing. But I was too slender, too small-breasted, too athletic. To make matters worse, I'd never gotten the hang of fawning all over men, giggling at their unfunny jokes, and dreaming up reasons to praise them. It didn't help that I was semiaccomplished, having already launched a writing career, even if it was still small potatoes at the time. (My publishing credits consisted of two short stories and a handful of articles and essays, but it was my dream to write a novel, and I couldn't seem to get one off the ground.)

One of the reasons I embraced the New Woman thing with such fervor was that it was the perfect camouflage for an ungorgeous, sporty little bluenose like me. At twenty-four, having had not a single real beau, I was starting to worry that I'd never get married, not because I didn't want to, but because nobody would have me. New Woman principles notwithstanding, I loathed the prospect of ending my days a pickled-in-brine old spinster like my great-aunt Pembridge.

It wasn't that I wanted children—as you know, that's never been a priority of mine. If I'm honest, I have to admit, with a fair degree of shame, that my primary motivation for wanting to get married had much more to do with society's expectations than with my own innate desires. Despite my bohemian inclinations and my support for the rights of women, I had been brought up to believe that a woman's destiny was to be a wife, and that single women over thirty were pathetic and unwanted.

As if that weren't bad enough, there was no respectable way, within the confines of New York society, for an unwed woman to have sex. Just because I was a virgin didn't mean I wanted to remain one forever. I was fascinated by sex, but since females of a certain class never spoke of such things, I knew little more than the basic mechanics of intercourse. I'd discovered the delights of self-gratification during a bath at fourteen, so I did know about orgasms, even if I didn't know for the longest time what they were called or that other people had them, too.

Hickley conducted a seemingly sincere, if cursory, courtship before popping the question (on April 1—you'd think that would have tipped me off ). He seemed genuinely interested in me, read all my stories and articles. In retrospect, I'm fairly sure he'd chosen me out of the Sears Dollar Princess Catalogue and had one of his minions brief him on me so that our meeting wouldn't appear quite as calculated as it was. (“She wrote a piece in Scribner's two years ago, my lord. . . .”) I wouldn't be surprised if he booked the same ship as Kit because he'd been told we were friends and always saw each other in New York.

Although he wasn't remotely demonstrative in terms of emotions, he did claim to hold me “in esteem,” which I took to be his stiff-upper-lip way of saying that his feelings for me would most assuredly grow into love, as I assumed mine would for him. I knew about the dowry, but I just thought that was how it was done with aristocratic marriages. I didn't for one moment put my union with Hickley in the same category as Consuelo's to Sunny. What Hickley and I had was, if not quite a love match, surely destined to become one. The money was secondary.

Okay, so I was a little naïve. By the time Hickley returned to England, promising to visit me once or twice before the wedding, I had a sapphire and diamond ring on my left hand and the memory of a chaste good-bye kiss that represented, in my mind, the lifetime of carnal bliss that I would enjoy as Lady Hickley. I told myself that he surely would have kissed me with more passion if we'd ever been left alone. Perhaps, thought I, he would have attempted even more intimate liberties, which I frankly would have welcomed, fourteen months being a long time to have to wait for the aforementioned bliss. Now that I knew my days as a virgin were numbered, I couldn't wait to find out what I'd been missing. It was all I thought about. I was in heat pretty much twenty-four hours a day.

Toward the end of July, Consuelo sent me a cable telling me that she'd managed to wrangle me an invitation to King Edward's coronation on August 9, at which she was to serve as one of Queen Alexandra's attendants. At the insistence of my parents, Aunt Pembridge accompanied me to London, where we were guests of the Marlboroughs at Spencer House, which Sunny was letting at the time. I'd thought about cabling Hickley before we set sail to let him know I was coming, but then I decided it would be more fun to surprise him. I inquired after him in London, only to be told that he was spending the rest of the summer touring France with friends, beginning with a sort of extended house party at Château de la Grotte Cachée.

Once I got over my disappointment, I realized I didn't have to return to New York without seeing him. For a couple of years, I'd been carrying around a little calling card in my purse that Kit Archer had given me when he'd issued a standing invitation to drop by the château if I ever found myself in Auvergne.

“I warrant you will find it a singular experience,” he'd said. “Just show this to the gatehouse guard.”

The card, which was in a tiny envelope engraved PERSONAL AND CONFIDENTIAL, was of gilt-rimmed ivory stock so heavy you could hardly bend it. On the front was printed, in French and English, RIGHT OF ENTRÉE IS GRANTED TO THE FOLLOWING. Below that, Kit had inked Miss Emily Townsend and his initials. The back of the card explained how to get to Grotte Cachée from the nearby city of Clermont-Ferrand, an incredibly convoluted route along unmarked roads. I asked Kit how his employer would feel about a perfect stranger coming to his home.

“Seigneur des Ombres is too busy to cultivate social connections,” he said, “but he enjoys having guests at the château, so he gives me carte blanche to invite whomever I like. I must warn you, Em, it is a place of unbridled libertinage. You will likely witness some very indecorous goings-on, but I shan't think the experience would do you any harm—I daresay it might do you some good.”

I'd slipped the card into my purse and forgotten about it. Now I was glad I'd held on to it. After the coronation, I convinced Aunt Pembridge that we should make a little side trip to France before returning home. I had no intention, however, of dragging a chaperone with me for a surprise visit with the man about whom I'd been entertaining libidinous fantasies for four months.

Consulting a map, I saw that Clermont-Ferrand was about a hundred miles from Lyon, where my mother's cousin Biddie owned a château. Biddie's real name, Obedience Blick, couldn't have been more inappropriate, the Blicks being a notoriously wild branch of the family, and Biddie being the quintessential devil-may-care Blick. That was part of the reason I'd always adored her. I knew she spent every summer at that château, so I cabled her, and she invited us to come for a visit.

When we got there and I told her that my fiancé was at Grotte Cachée, she rolled her eyes and laughed, because of course she knew exactly why I'd come. She offered to lend me her motorcar and driving clothes the next day, and told me not to rush back if I didn't care to—although I promised her I would stay no more than four days, returning by Sunday the seventeenth. She also convinced Aunt Pembridge that she should remain at the château and rest up from all that traveling because I had no need of a chaperone where I was going (she conveniently neglected to mention that Hickley would be there).

Biddie told me that she had never been to Grotte Cachée, but that her paternal grandmother had apparently spent a week there one summer in the early part of the last century. She had never discussed the visit with anyone, but after she died, Biddie's mother was sorting through her papers and came across several letters wrapped up in a black silk cravat. Their contents had evidently shocked her deeply, given her reaction to them. Biddie saw the letters only briefly before her mother whisked them away, but she did manage to read the first line of one, which she'd never forgotten: Did you ever think you would miss being collared and leashed and forced to submit to a perfect stranger for an entire week?

Biddie had to explain to me that this had to do with sex, that's how ill-informed I was. The letters were written by the woman who had been her grandmother's closest confidante from the time they'd attended Miss Cox's Academy for Girls in New York—my own alma mater. Biddie said that the two of them used to laugh about the madcap exploits of their youth, and what “highfliers” they'd been (meaning sluts, essentially). Over the fireplace in Biddie's drawing room there was a portrait of her grandmother that had been painted by Ingres(!) around 1830, judging from the gown and hairstyle. She was a dainty little redhead with a mischievous smile and a certain snap to her eyes. Biddie said her friend had been a redhead, too, and that at school, they'd been known as “Miss Cox's Red Foxes.”

Biddie's mother burned the letters and, for the rest of her life, refused to speak of them. From time to time, however, she would caution Biddie that she must never, while summering in France, accept an invitation to Grotte Cachée.

“Sadly,” Biddie told me, “no such invitation has ever come my way. How I envy you! You must tell me everything.”

Now comes the part where I was warned about the demonic denizens and mysterious goings-on at Grotte Cachée. Biddie had a sort of mechanic/handyman working for her, a funny old bird named Eugène who insisted on testing my ability to handle her jaunty little lipstick-red Peugeot before he'd trust me with it. He made me motor around the local roads with him in the passenger seat while he held forth, not about driving, but about Grotte Cachée and why I should give it a wide berth.

There were forces in the very earth, he said, in the mountains looming over the secluded little valley, in the ancient stone with which the château had been built, that exercised an “influence diabolique” over any human unwise enough to set foot there. He said the force was like that of a magnet, that it exercised a different amount of pull on different people, but that no one was entirely immune. And there were beings (he called them “Follets”) who made their home there and performed “actes obscènes” on visiting humans. They were incubi and succubi, he said, the sexually voracious demons about which the Church had been warning the faithful for centuries.

Well, it was all I could do to keep that little car on the road. I bit the inside of my lip so hard that it was actually swollen for the rest of the day. He told me the only way to kill most demons was to burn them, which made them virtually immortal, and that the same four demons had lived in that valley for centuries. Three were the kind that violated humans, and in the most depraved ways imaginable. Of those, one was a female succubus who bewitched human men so as to drain their vital essence through sex. Another was, as you may have guessed from my last letter, a satyr. The third was a demon called a dusios who could change from male to female and back again in order to effect a “transfert de sperme” between specially chosen men and women, thus producing human progeny with supernatural abilities—although Eugène was careful to point out that dusii usually kept their male form and ravished women just to ravish them, because they were consumed by lust that returned as soon as they slaked it. The fourth dwelled deep in the cave so as to avoid contact with people, because if he touched a human, he was compelled to turn their deepest desires into reality. This particular demon, Eugène said, could transform himself into a cat or a bird, or even make himself invisible.

I asked him how he knew all this, and he told me that his brother Alain had worked as a guard in the château's gatehouse for many years. Like all Grotte Cachée employees, Alain had been sworn to secrecy about what he saw and heard there, in return for which he received a ridiculously huge salary and retirement pension. Alain had always been irreligious, but when he was dying, Eugène brought him back to the true faith. Flush with his newfound piety, Alain told his brother everything before passing on. Eugène went all the way to the archbishop in his quest to have the demons exorcised from Grotte Cachée, but he was dismissed as a loony old fanatic.

I thanked him for his advice, but told him it was very important that I make the trip. I did say I'd keep an eye out for demons. He told me they were more beautiful than ordinary mortals, the better to captivate and seduce their human prey. And he begged me to remember, when I turned in at night, to lock not just my bedchamber door, but every window in the room, even if I was at the very top of one of the towers. He said the demons' insatiable lust maddened them and gave them extraordinary strength, and that the dusios in particular would climb the castle walls to get to sleeping humans.

What with rutted dirt roads, a top speed of fortyfive kilometers per hour, and hordes of geese and sheep to contend with, it took me over five hours the next day to drive to Grotte Cachée. All the while, I prayed that the rain clouds gathering overhead would hold off until I got there. Although you're FAR TOO YOUNG TO REMEMBER, those early autos were sans windshield or top.

Luckily, I arrived just as I felt the first few pinpricks of rain. The château was so deep in the lushly vegetated valley, and so dark (having been constructed, I later found out, of volcanic stone), that I doubt someone flying an airplane overhead would even notice it. It was a rectangular castle with a courtyard in the center, a round tower on each corner, and a shorter, squarish one in the middle of each range, that in the front range being the gate tower. As I pulled up in front of it, a gigantic guard came out and crossed a drawbridge over a deep, wide ditch that had probably been a moat at one time.

“Bonjour, mademoiselle,” he said as he approached the car. “Êtes-vous perdu?”

I handed him the little card and told him no, I wasn't lost, that Mr. Archer had invited me. He informed me that Mr. Archer was in India at present, and that their current houseguests would be departing the next day, but that I was welcome to remain as their guest until Mr. Archer's return. He said the housekeeper, Madame Gauvin, would have a room prepared for me, and that he would call for a driver to take the car to the carriage house. I didn't want to leave it waiting in the rain, though, so I told him I would take it there myself, but that I would appreciate it if someone could fetch my luggage.

The carriage house, which was tucked away in the woods next to the stable, was the largest one I've ever seen, a long, narrow stone building (of lava, like the castle) with about a dozen bays. The bays were open, rather than being walled off separately, so that as I pulled the car into an empty one, I could see the other automobiles and carriages parked to either side.

I had shucked off my driving goggles and was pinning on an uncharacteristically chic black picture hat with silken bows and ostrich feathers that I'd bought especially for my reunion with Hickley, when a subtle movement from within a carriage about five or six bays to the right caught my eye. It was a gleaming landau with a glass window on either side of the passenger section. Through the window facing me, I saw a young man in shirtsleeves with slightly mussed brown hair sitting with his head thrown back, eyes closed. I might have thought he was asleep, except that his chest was moving as if he were trying to catch his breath. He looked pained, and I thought, I've got to help him, but then he lifted his head and said something, looking down. I couldn't hear what he was saying, but I realized he wasn't alone. Perhaps, I thought, there was a woman lying with her head in his lap—those landaus were pretty roomy inside. (Do stop laughing, Rèmy, or I won't go on.)

The young man threw his head back, grimacing. His back arched, and he shuddered for several long seconds before he slumped back down. By this time, I'd figured out that there was, indeed, a woman in there with him, and that she must have just brought him off by hand. (I said don't laugh!)

He looked down again, heavy-lidded and smiling contentedly, and said something else. A blond head appeared.

It was another young man.

I stuck a hatpin into my finger.

The blond man leaned forward for a kiss, then turned to sit back on the seat, which was when he saw me. He said something to his companion, who looked in my direction with wide-eyed panic.

I mouthed, “I'm sorry,” as I stumbled from the car and fled from the carriage house, my car coat flapping behind me. I was about fifty yards down the gravel path when I heard a voice from behind me call out, “Mademoiselle!”

The brown-haired young man was jogging toward me, hurriedly shrugging on his coat.

“I'm so sorry,” I said, backing up with my hands raised. “Je suis désolée.”

Hearing my accent, he said in breathless English, “You are américaine?”

I nodded. “I'm Emily Townsend. I'm a friend of Mr. Archer's. He invited me here, but he's not here, but I know someone else who's here, and that's why I—”

“Please, Mademoiselle,” he said, putting a thankful end to my idiotic babbling. He struck me as so young and vulnerable, standing there hatless in the rain with his hair plastered to his forehead. “I beg you, what you saw . . .” He looked toward the carriage house, where the blond man stood just inside the first bay, watching us as he lit a cigarette.

I said, “It's really none of my—”

“If my father were to find out . . .” he began. “He mustn't. Please, I beg you not to say anything to him—to anyone.”

“Who is your father?” I asked.

“He is Émile Morel, Seigneur des Ombres. I am Claude Morel. If he knew . . .” He shook his head desolately, raindrops coursing down his face like tears.

I said, “I won't tell him. I promise.”

He nodded thoughtfully. “I believe you. You have a sapphire radiance about you.”

“I've never even met your father,” I said. “I'm here at the invitation of Mr. Archer.”

Looking alarmed, Claude said, “He mustn't find out either.”

“Kit wouldn't judge you.” There were two men who attended Mrs. Chalmers's salons, a Harper's Weekly editor and a playwright, who were known to be lovers. And there was a female poet who smoked a pipe and dressed in men's clothes. No one, including Kit, seemed to think anything of it, although I was probably the only one who hadn't realized that homosexuals expressed their love physically. It had simply never occurred to me that two people of the same sex might be moved to kiss, much less make love.

“He might not judge me, but he would have to tell my father, because if I don't provide an heir . . .” Claude pushed the wet hair out of his eyes. “It is unthinkable.”

I asked him how old he was.

“Eighteen.”

“You're young,” I said. “Perhaps, by the time you're ready to marry and have children, you'll have outgrown this, this attraction to other—”

“No,” he said bleakly. “I won't have.”

I assured him that I would keep his secret, whereupon he returned to the carriage house and I continued on to the château. It was raining harder by the time I entered the courtyard, but I could make out six or seven naked people of both sexes cavorting in the pool of a large central fountain. One, a young woman, was dancing around with arms outstretched, her face turned to the sky. A tall man knelt behind a woman who was bent over the pool's stone rim, his hands around her waist. His dark blond hair was so long that I would have taken him for a swish had I not seen his hips pumping and realized, with a fair degree of shock, that they were fornicating—and in a manner I'd thought to be the exclusive domain of animals. More curious still was that, as he coupled with the one woman, he was kissing another, one with black hair who knelt in the water next to him, lightly stroking his back.

A man with dark, curly hair stood on the base of the fountain's central column (which supported a sculpture of a couple going at it, by the way), one hand gripping a bottle, the other the head of the woman who stood before him. The rain made it difficult to see exactly what was going on, but it was clear that her face was at the level of his private parts, the implications of which I didn't want to ponder. Another man stood behind her, hips churning. A dark tail-like object seemed to be sticking out of his rear end. It was hard to make it out, given the rain and my utter stupefaction. So these were the “indecorous goings-on” that Kit had warned me about, I thought, marveling at his typically British knack for understatement.

I took this all in with a curious sense of detachment, almost as if it were one of those dreams where you know you're dreaming, so you become more or less an observer of the surreal. I'd been in a slightly off-kilter state of mind ever since I parked the car. I remember thinking, Maybe Eugène was right about the magnetic force in this valley.

The dark-haired man on the column saw me as he took a swig from the bottle, and gave me a delightfully boyish smile, the first of many that he would direct my way, for this was Inigo. “Ah, une beauté! Joignez-vous donc à nous!”

With a frantic shake of my head, I turned and scurried into the castle through the nearest doorway, the invitation to join them echoing in my mind.

I found myself in a great hall that looked like something out of a painting. It was cavernous and opulent, with Renaissance tapestries hanging above carved oak wainscoting. Such halls usually have a rather forbidding quality, Sunny's cartoonishly regal Blenheim Palace being a case in point, but this one felt warm and appealing. Perhaps it was the comfortably modern furnishings, but it was quite an inviting room—or it would have been were it not for the gagged and blindfolded woman (naked, of course) dangling from the ceiling by means of chains attached to the fleece-lined leather straps around her wrists and ankles. She was hanging faceup at about the height of the little table next to her, with legs widespread to display her oilsheened gash. On the table sat a fat, unlit candle, a black marble statuette, a carrot, a squash . . . You get the idea. Around her neck was a sign that read FUCK ME or FRIG ME.

“My God!” Pulling down the gag and blindfold, I said, “I'll get you down from there.”

“The hell you will,” she said in a refined British accent. “Do you realize how long it took them to get me like this?”

“You want this?”

She stared at me incredulously. “What is that bloody thing on your head?”

I patted the hat to find the enormous brim sodden and drooping, with the wet, ratty ostrich feathers hanging limply over the edge.

“Are you going to frig me or not?” the woman asked.

Taking a step back, I said, “Um, perhaps some other time. I'm looking for my fiancé.”

“And that would be . . . ?”

“Randolph Lytton, Baron of Hickley.”

Brightening, she said, “You're Randy's Yanky Banky? Bloody excellent to meet you. I'm Frances Caddingdon, but you must call me Fanny.”

I recognized the name—in fact, I thought I might even have met her in passing a couple of years before at the Royal Opera House. She was Lady Caddingdon, a marchioness.

Fanny told me I'd find Hickley in the dining room, gave me directions, and asked me to replace the gag and blindfold.

You already know the little tableau I encountered in the dining room. When he became aware of my presence, my betrothed paused in his humping, extracted his face from the brunette's snatch, and said, “Miss Townsend?” (No, we had not yet progressed to first names.) “I say, is that you?”

I replied that it was, since I could think of absolutely nothing else to say.

Frowning in bewilderment, he said, “What the devil have you got on your head?”

And with that, chéri, I must bring this marathon missive to a close, because my hand is cramping up (impending old age, you know) and Kitty has just come to wheel me into the dining room for dinner. She says to tell you she's blowing you a kiss, and that I must write the following or she'll withhold my postprandial moonshine: “Keep on Em about the marriage thing. She'll cave sooner or later, because she really is crazy about you.”

She's right on one count.

Je t'aime à la folie,

Em
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