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Yours Dearly, Most Sincerely

    by Drag0nst0rm

      Summary

      Feanaro had composed an entire alphabet. He could certainly compose a letter.
The question was if he was capable of doing so with the slightest modicum of tact.
(Or: five times Nerdanel had to help Feanaro write a letter, and one time he returned the favor.)
(And two times they had to write a letter alone.)



      Notes

        Inspired by seaofeels's lovely and hilarious art!


        
          See the end of the work for more notes
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  In the Years of the Trees

 

  One.

It was not often Feanaro was injured in the forge, a fact for which Nerdanel was grateful.
Both because she was a loving wife who of course wanted her husband to be well at all times and because a Feanaro whose right hand was too injured to work was a Feanaro who was also barred from most other tasks, and Feanaro and boredom were always a dangerous combination.
This time, at least, he appeared to be attempting nothing more dangerous than trying to write with his left hand.
Nerdanel would be entirely inclined to leave him to it, since this seemed relatively unlikely to end with the house burning down again, if she had not come to bring him a cup of the tea the healer had recommended and found him throwing a wad of paper at the fire with an expression that hinted that he very much wished several other things were joining it.
Various less well aimed paper missiles suggested this was not the first attempt to end this way.
“Will the words not come?” she asked sympathetically, setting the tea down on his desk.
“They are flowing like a river,” Feanaro said, glaring at the growing forest of paper failures. “If only the ink would do the same.”
Nerdanel frowned and reached down to pick up one of the earlier drafts, smoothing it out in her hands.
“Ah,” she said delicately after a long moment.
She thought it was probably a letter since the sealing wax was out on Feanaro’s desk.
She thought.
When Feanaro wrote formally, his handwriting was precise, each letter formed just as he had first conceived it when imagining the Tengwar. When Feanaro wrote informally, the letters had a tendency to run together, ink growing thin as he wrote faster and faster, ideas spilling onto the page in a frantic flood. The letters she had carefully preserved from their courtship showed the full march of this progression.
When Feanaro wrote with his left hand, it all came out as a rather incomprehensible smear of ink.
“It is maddening,” Feanaro said, head buried in his hands, “to have this much to say and no way in which to say it.”
“I can see that,” she said thoughtfully. “Clearly a hopeless case. Especially since there is no one else in the house that is currently capable of writing it for you.”
He caught her meaning at once, looking up from his hands hopefully. “Would you?”
“Certainly.”
He surrendered his chair to her at once, sweeping her forward with a bow that would not have been out of place at a ball in Tirion. She managed to find a clean sheet of paper on his desk and pulled it toward herself expectantly.
“Who are we writing to?”
Well, dictating to in her case; she had absolutely no intention whatsoever of putting in her own thoughts at all. This was still entirely Feanaro’s letter.
 
(“Feanaro, if you wish to send your apprentice home for breaking your hand, I will be the last to gainsay you, but I am not writing to his parents that it is because he is the half-witted son of a boulder and a mule.”
“He threw a hammer across the room. Deliberately.”
“Yes,” Nerdanel agreed, “but his parents had nothing to do with it. Why don’t we put it down as reckless endangerment of his fellow workers?”
“Idiotic endangerment of his fellow workers,” Feanaro bargained.
“Extraordinarily reckless endangerment,” she offered.
“Ludicrously reckless.”
“Ludicrously,” she agreed. “That will flow better with his name, anyway; I know you like it when your insults alliterate.”)
 

  Two.

It had been two weeks, and Nolofinwe’s letter still sat accusingly at the edge of Feanaro’s desk. It had been opened, at least; she always knew when Feanaro had read one of Nolofinwe’s letters. An unhappy tension would ride in his shoulders for days afterward, no matter what the letter had said.
She did not know what this particular letter contained. That was Feanaro’s business, just as her letters with Farande were, for the moment, her own.
“He wants Atar to approve a new wing for the university at Tirion,” he said dismissively at breakfast after two weeks of silence on the matter. It might have been more successfully dismissive if he had said this after even the slightest prompting from her instead of offering it as a response to her absent ‘Good morning’ when he arrived at the table.
“You oppose it?” she asked, instead of commenting on this.
He shrugged. “What is it to me?”
It was something to him, or he would have answered the letter by now. She was not sure she could unpick what, exactly; had Nolofinwe taken some action to advance this plan that Feanaro considered overstepping? Had Nolofinwe asked for support in a way he deemed condescending? Did it touch on some old argument between them?
Or was the real answer in Feanaro’s response - what was it to them when they were so rarely in Tirion? She knew he loved the north and the company of the craftsmen who flocked to the proximity to Aule’s Halls, just as she did; knew he loved the journeys they took that ranged much farther than that, but it did come with its costs. Did he regret that now?
She did not regret it in the slightest; she hoped he still felt the same.
Feanaro did not offer clarity on any of this. Feanaro did not make a comment of any sort until he had attacked his breakfast with the fury of a small hurricane, at which point, after a pause long enough for him to have written three letters, he added, “Also, he’s getting married.”
Nerdanel paused. Very deliberately, she laid down both her bread roll and the knife she had been using to butter it. It took a great deal of effort to do this instead of giving in to the temptation to throw either - or both - across the table. “You might have led with that.”
”He might have led with that. He spent three pages on the university and buried this in the middle of it. I would have preferred a postscript.”
A postscript, after all, could have been added in haste to an already written letter if it was unexpected news. This was deliberate; a message within a message.
She did not know Nolofinwe well enough to say, without reading the letter, what it was.
“He’s marrying Anaire, apparently. She’s the daughter of one of father’s advisors. I used to debate with her at parties.”
A rather different choice than her husband’s. There was something about his tone . . .
She laid down her silverware and looked at him consideringly before echoing her earlier question. “You oppose it?”
He shrugged again and offered up an echo of his own. “What is it to me?”
A stranger looking at him would think there was no more edge to his words than there had been to her earlier question.
She was not a stranger, and there was a decidedly miserable edge to it. She did not think it was about Anaire.
“May I read this letter?”
Apparently, he had anticipated this; the letter must have migrated from its home on his desk to his pocket because he produced it immediately. The wornness of the creases suggested it had been read excessively.
Reading between the lines of the letter, she suspected that it was actually Anaire who cared about the new wing of the university and that this was something in the way of an engagement gift.
Reading further between the lines, Nolofinwe rather desperately wanted Feanaro at his wedding. The fact that she had to read between the lines suggested something about possible causes for the letter’s delay in an answer: there had not been an explicit invitation.
An explicit invitation could be scorned. A lack of an invitation would be a definite insult. This was neither, and thus . . . thus something. She was not sure if she was reading the work of the burgeoning politician Feanaro distrusted or the little brother Feanaro somehow managed to both refuse to acknowledge and miss.
She probably ought to push Feanaro to address some of that directly with Nolofinwe.
On the other hand, the last half dozen times they had tried directly addressing that had ended poorly for everyone involved, and this time, they had other options.
“Well, the timing works out nicely,” she said, folding the letter up again. “If we attend, we can tell your father that his first grandchild is on the way in person.”
The sound of Feanaro’s cup shattering was rather satisfying.
 
(She ended up writing Feanaro’s response to the letter; Nolofinwe was less likely to question her warm assurances that of course they were delighted for him than he was to question Feanaro’s. She apologized for the delay by hinting at their own news; it was not, of course, the actual reason for the delay, but that was the nature of diplomacy.
And there was some truth to it, as Feanaro was currently far too consumed with devouring every scrap of her correspondence with Farande to worry about his own letters.
It was not that Nerdanel had any concerns about the pregnancy, but she had thought getting some answers from an experienced midwife like Farande might calm Feanaro’s fears on the subject.
She was not yet sure if she had been correct.)
 

  Three.

Maitimo was tall for his age. Given his age, this meant that he could just about see over the edge of Feanaro’s desk if he stood on his tiptoes.
He generally only had to do this for a moment before Feanaro swept him up into his lap to see things properly.
That was the moment Nerdanel caught as she peeked into the office. Feanaro’s correspondence was spread across the desk, and he was very seriously explaining it all to Maitimo.
“These are the letters from your grandfather. The ones that come with the gold wax are official; we have to be very serious when answering those.” He pulled an exaggeratedly solemn face to make Maitimo giggle. “The ones that come with the white wax are just for us; we’ll send one of your drawings with this one. Or maybe two of your drawings. We need to make sure he appreciates the range of your genius.” He pulled another stack closer. ”These are people who want us to make something for them; I’ll let you help me decide which ones to say yes to later. And these are the people who want us to write to grandfather for them.”
“And those are the ones I end up answering,” Nerdanel broke in wryly.
In fairness to Feanaro, he was entirely willing to write those letters. Enthusiastic about it, even. It was just -
Well, as Feanaro put it as he looked back at Maitimo: “For some reason, your mother does not like it when I write back to them,” he said, poking Maitimo in the stomach. “Your mother is a great believer in something called ‘tact.’”
“Tact,” Maitimo repeated carefully, experimenting with the word.
“It means not calling people stupid, even when they’re being very, very stupid,” Feanaro explained. “Instead, you call their ideas ‘in need of further study before being presented to the king.’”
“That is tactful,” Nerdanel congratulated him.
“I borrowed it from one of yours three years back. Personally, I think the only thing further study could have done for that particular idea was further embarrass everyone involved, but since they all entirely deserved it, I applaud the turn of phrase.” Feanaro looked at the current stack consideringly. “I think perhaps Maitimo could benefit from an applied lesson in tact.”
It was an unusually tall stack.
And Maitimo did look very excited by the idea.
Unfortunately, except for his name and a few simple words, his spelling had not yet advanced beyond ‘creative.’
And that was with exceeding levels of tact.
“I think we can let Maitimo make suggestions,” she said, striding toward the desk and pulling the first of the letters off the stack. “Whoever comes up with the most tactful suggestion wins a prize.”
Maitimo brightened hopefully. “Can I pick the prize?”
“I am open to negotiations,” Feanaro said with enough solemnity for one of his father’s council meetings. “Let us hear your proposal.”
“A little brother?”
Feanaro looked at Nerdanel.
Nerdanel looked at Feanaro.
“Unfortunately, that is not normally a prize,” Feanaro suggested with enough tact to earn himself a point.
“It could be,” Nerdanel said thoughtfully, looking up through her lashes quite deliberately. “If someone is very tactful.”
 
(Deep down, Feanaro did, apparently, have shocking reserves of tact.)
 

  Four.

“Feanaro,” Nerdanel said patiently, “Adding ‘yours respectfully’ to the end of a letter does not actually negate everything else you said in the letter. I know you know this.”
“That was Maitimo’s suggestion, actually. My first draft said ‘with all the respect you are due.’ Maitimo thought it was a little too clear just how much respect that was.”
“Did he,” she said flatly.
“You have an apprentice in him,” he said, wrapping his arms around her from behind and settling his chin on her shoulder. “Someday he may rival your work in tactful letters.”
“He is welcome to them,” she said dryly. “Why are you even still writing to this man if you hate his ideas so much?”
“Because he’s wrong,” Feanaro said promptly. “Not just wrong - did you see what he said about linguistic drift in the third paragraph? It’s nonsense of the worst order, he hasn’t the slightest reasoning to back it up, but he keeps digging his heels in about it.” He let her go in order to pace, gesturing furiously as he talked. “I could get a whole essay out of how wrong he is - a series of essays - “
“I’m sure the university would be thrilled to publish a series of essays eviscerating one of their professors.”
Feanaro waved this off. “If they don’t want that, they should have professors that don’t deserve eviscerating.”
“Mm-hm,” she said. “Well, we’re certainly not writing that in the next draft of the letter.”
 
(“You really don’t have to help if you don’t want to,” he said into the quiet that night. “I could manage.”
It took her a long moment to think of what he could possibly be talking about. When she finally realized, she turned in the bed to look at him incredulously.
“I could hire someone who could manage,” he corrected himself.
She reached out to tangle her fingers in his hair. “I think we work perfectly well together just as we are,” she said. “If I really minded, I wouldn’t have done it for two decades straight.” She considered this for a moment before adding, “Though really, Feanaro, did you honestly think asking if he conducted his research by consulting the nearest cockroaches was appropriate?”
“Oh, no,” he admitted easily. “That one was just to make you laugh. On the other hand, appropriate to ask him or not, I must say I do think that anyone who read his latest notes on the topic would really have to wonder.”
She muffled her laughter in her pillow.
“Although,” he added thoughtfully. “Little Tyelkormo is starting to show a real gift of speech with animals. Do you think with his help I could consult with some cockroaches and then write an essay pointing out that even the cockroaches think - “
“I think you should get some sleep,” she said as firmly as she could when she was trying so very hard not to laugh.)
 

  [image: ]


  Five.

The courtyard was an oasis of peace in a household often brimming with the delighted cackling of children and despairing cries of apprentices. There was the fountain, bubbling gently; there was the breeze rustling the ivy; there was -
There was Feanaro poking his head through the archway and casually asking, “What is a tactful way to inform someone you are going to burn down their office after locking everything they have ever written inside?”
“I was deeply impressed by the incendiary nature of your latest works,” Makalaure suggested, strumming a few notes experimentally on the harp he had only just grown into. “In fact, I was so impressed - “
“Give me that,” Nerdanel said in exasperation, rising up from the stone bench where she had been expectantly waiting to hear Makalaure’s musical progress to snatch the letter from Feanaro’s hand.
It was not, as it turned out, Feanaro’s draft; it was a letter from a biographer in Tirion who had apparently sent a sample of his latest work to Feanaro for comment.
His latest work apparently started with Feanaro’s mother and then branched into a more dynastic account of the rest of the family. He had sent Feanaro a list of prying questions regarding his feelings on what Miriel would have thought of the situation with Indis and her children.
If the biographer had written nothing else, she still would have judged him for that; Feanaro’s feelings were not exactly private - there had been far too many far too public quarrels for that, and it seemed that of late they had begun to grow worse - but he did not like to surrender them on command, and certainly not to an outsider. Asking him to speculate on Miriel’s was worse.
But the biographer had not stopped there, and upon reading the snippets about Miriel contained in the letter, she reluctantly conceded that Feanaro was being remarkably tactful by not suggesting that if the loremaster was that eager to gossip about the dead, then he would be more than happy to send said loremaster to discuss matters with them in person.
 
(Feanaro spent far too long looking at the list of questions; far longer than they merited since there was never the slightest chance that he would decide they merited an honest answer.
“A fool to even need to ask,” he finally said, a touch bitterly, before throwing it into the fire.
A fool certainly, although perhaps not for that reason; there was a question or two on there that Nerdanel rather thought all of the Finweans had asked at one time or another, though they had as little chance as anyone at anything even approaching an answer.
Nerdanel tried, for a moment, to imagine what her own feelings would be, in Miriel’s place, but her imagination failed; she could not imagine, in the first place, Feanaro seeking a replacement for her.
She could not imagine, in the second place, ever for a moment granting his request and conceding her place if he did.
She did not think saying as much would be helpful.
She did wonder if there was a tactful way to warn Nolofinwe that his monthly letter was likely to get a response that was even more tempestuous than usual - and, better yet, a way to subtly inform him just which professor at the university was to blame.
In the meantime, she successfully managed to convince Feanaro that the loremaster wasn’t worth the dignity of a direct response. Far better to write a more respectful keeper of memory that a few inquiries had allowed her to discover was working on a similar project, solely focused on Miriel’s life and accomplishments, and offer their support and encouragement for her work.
She had to admit, though - just this once, she had been very tempted to allow Feanaro to just send his first draft.)
 

  And One Time Feanaro Was the Tactful Half of the Couple

Her quill had torn through the paper in five places where she had pressed in too deeply. Possibly it had been a mistake to pretend that she was carving every word into the skin of that - that -
She had run out of new insults somewhere around page three, and she refused to repeat herself.
If she only stared at the paper a moment longer, something would reveal itself, she was sure; it always worked with stone. No matter how blank it looked, there was always something waiting to emerge. In this case, something sharp, something vicious, something -
She looked up to see Feanaro holding a sleeping Morifinwe and looking down at her workbench in concern.
She did not usually write her letters here; the workshop where she carved her statues was not totally unsuitable for the task, but it was not ideal. Stone dust was not always the perfect accompaniment to wet ink - the dust loved it a little too well and was thus an inconvenience to correspondence.
But here was where she had read the letter, and she had supplies enough here for sketching out her ideas; those supplies would do well enough for at least the draft of a letter, especially for a letter to this, this, this -
She still could not think of anything new.
Fortunately, Feanaro was here now, even if he was looking at her like she was one of his more volatile experiments, which meant she had a solution.
“Feanaro,” she said. “I need to know what you called Indis at the last festival.”
“I settled that with Atar,” he protested immediately. “It was supposed to be done with.”
“And I am not holding it against you,” she said impatiently. “But whatever it was, it must have been awful, and now I need to borrow it.”
“Borrow it,” Feanaro said, as tentatively as he ever said anything, shifting Morifinwe a little uneasily in his arms.
“You’ve certainly borrowed my turns of phrase often enough.”
“You like her, though,” he said, with twice the bafflement he usually saved for that sentence.
“I’m not writing to her,” she said. “I’m writing to Tambarië. Was your insult truly specific to Indis?”
“You’re writing to Anaire’s mother?” he asked in even more bafflement. “What - “ He adjusted Morifinwe to a one armed hold and reached for the letter that had started this whole mess.
Nerdanel snatched it back. “She said - things. About our children.”
About Morifinwe, specifically. Perfect little Morifinwe, who scrunched his face up adorably whenever he was woken from a nap, who wrapped his tiny hands in her hair at every opportunity and looked at the bright strands of color in wide eyed wonder, and who also, incidentally, had the faintest red splotches trailing across his face like spilled ink.
She had thought his cheeks were like hers when she named him; thought him easily flushed, nothing more, or she would not have called him Carnistir.
It should not matter. It did not matter. And if Tambarië couldn’t see that -
Feanaro’s own face blazed like the center of his forge’s fire even without knowing the specifics. His grip must have grown just a little too tight because Morifinwe’s face began its tell-tale scrunch.
Feanaro’s grip lightened at once at Morifinwe’s discomfort, and he gave his recommendation in the sing-song of a lullaby. “Oh, in that case, you should certainly say that her mother was wise to name her after the woodpecker since her words have as much sense and music as a woodpecker’s beak drilling into a tree. And you should add that it is a great shame that she has not also mimicked the woodpecker in living a solitary life, as it would save the rest of us the trouble of putting a polite face on the blight on the Music she presents.”
Feanaro, Nerdanel thought as she scribbled this down furiously, always had the most excellent ideas.
 
(Later, when Morifinwe was properly awake and giggling in the arms of Makalaure, and she had slightly calmed down, Feanaro turned to her and said, “Or we could do this the tactful way, I suppose.”
She eyed him. “Now you want to be tactful?”
“If one of the king’s advisors is insulting the king’s grandchildren, you could mention it in your next letter to him,” he pointed out.
She paused.
“I have a hard time believing there is any insult she could have offered our children that would have merited five pages of your best fury yet that would not at all annoy my father,” he said dryly. “Of course, if you are at all uneasy about it, I would be happy to view the insult myself and offer a more informed opinion - “
“I will think on it,” she promised, pressing her hand a little tighter over the letter’s place in her belt.
She would certainly consider writing to Finwe, just as she would carefully consider whether or not to actually send her reply to Tambarië.
But whatever she did, she would certainly not be showing the original letter to Feanaro.

  I was so sorry to hear about little Carnistir’s affliction; but then, with his father’s Marred spirit, it was likely inevitable, and I am sure you are grateful Carnistir was the first to show it. I am sure it is a testament to your own strength that the other children are not similarly Marred.

No. Feanaro did not need to see the letter.
She was entirely certain of that.)
 






      

  











After








  
  In Darkness:


  Nerdanel


  
    I was right. It was not madness that ruled me, nor paranoia preying on my thoughts. Truly did I name Melkor Morgoth, jail-crow, for he is worse than that, worse than all foulness, worse than even I dreamed - 
  


  
    Atar is gone, he is gone, and the fire burning in my soul is so great that sometimes I feel it has stolen all the air in the world to feed itself and I cannot breathe - 
  


  
    I have not forgotten your words when you left, nor do I doubt the strength of your convictions, but surely even you must concede that this changes things. Surely even you cannot trust the Valar as you once did; surely you can no longer blame me for seeking to leave these shores. Surely you can see - surely you want to - surely this changes - You must agree now, you cannot tell you me you do not agree - 
  


  The Tengwar looks so harsh in the light of this torch. I am not sure even your tact could soften it. I wooed you with letters once, but that was in a world with gentler light to guide us. I cannot seem to find the right ones now.


  
    All my gentler words were always yours; you took them them with you when you left. I had not realized how much I missed them.
  


  Perhaps if I can take back what remains of that gentler light, I can find my way back to those gentler words. Perhaps I can even find my way to the right words, and you will come back.


  Feanaro

[Not delivered.]
 

  In Imperfect Light:


  Feanaro,


  How dare you. How dare you, how dare you, how dare you - 


  I have lost track of how many times I have written those words and sent them fruitlessly after you into the void, you, you, you - 


  I cannot even think of what to call you, and you are not here to help me put my fury to words. That is another grievance I have against you; how dare you not be here for that?


  How dare you take every last one of our children across that dark expanse of water? How dare you be such a father that they would want to; how dare you, being such a father, choose to lead them to this?


  How dare you leave it to Nienna to tell me I have lost three of my children in a day? How dare you leave it to Nienna to tell me my premonitions were true, and I have lost both of the twins? How dare you leave it to Nienna to tell me that my Maitimo, my beautiful little Maitimo - 


  How dare you leave me to wait for news of my Makalaure alone?

How did you dare - all those years ago, how did you have the unmitigated gall to die?

  There are a hundred songs raised in bitterness against you now, and I cannot even borrow words from them to express my rage with you because every time I hear them, I cannot help but think how pitiful, how paltry, you would find those cliched, commonplace insults to be.


  You could find me better words; you could pour my rage onto this page until the ink caught fire with it and scorched the desk beneath; until the desk lit the room and burned down this house where I have waited and wept and tried in vain to turn to stone.


  
    We could build a new house together, after that. We could sweep up the ashes and build a new house, and when it was done and we had lit a new fire together, safe in the hearth, we could call out together, and all our lovely little ones would come home - 
  


  I didn’t send that letter to Tambarie we wrote together all those years ago. Did I ever tell you that? I didn’t send it to her until she came marching back with Arafinwe’s army from Beleriand and sent to me what a shame it was that my well-formed one should be so Marred after all as to die in such a way.


  I sent it to her then. I signed it with both our names. I am still quite good at your signature.


  I wish I hadn’t sent it. I know she has her reasons. I know that even if she didn’t that all of Aman now would say she has the right.


  
    And now I no longer have it; I no longer have it, and your words, which once seemed to threaten to force the library of Tirion to build a new wing, now no longer seem like enough; how shall I ration them out to last me until the world breaks? How could I afford to send any away?
  


  I keep catching myself thinking that if I can only find the right words to express my rage that you will admit you were wrong, and you will come back.


  I know I am centuries too late, but I keep thinking it anyway.


  I think I may always think it, until the very breaking of the world.


  Nerdanel

[Not delivered.]
[Yet.]










  










Afterword


    
        
          End Notes

          With thanks to Chestnut_pod’s  Name List for Tambarië’s name.


        


    


  Please drop by the Archive and comment to let the creator know if you enjoyed their work!
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