
   [image: Cover: The Unworthy   by Sarah Moses and Agustina Bazterrica]


   
      
         
            THE UNWORTHY

            AGUSTINA BAZTERRICA

            TRANSLATED FROM THE SPANISH

            SARAH MOSES

         

         
            PUSHKIN PRESS

         

      

   


   
      
         
            In this town there were no mirrors / or windows /

we looked at each other in the walls /

dirtied by disasters with no origin /

the roots tangled in whips.

            —gabriela clara pignataro

            
                

            

            … hearing the dark land talking the voiceless speech.

            —william faulkner

            
                

            

            Can the shape of light be forgotten?

            —ximena santaolalla
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            The Unworthy

         

         Someone is screaming in the dark. I hope it’s Lourdes.

         I put cockroaches in her pillow and sewed up the slip, so they struggle to get out, so they crawl under her head or over her face (and into her ears, I hope, nesting there, the nymphs damaging her brain). I left small gaps between the stitches so the cockroaches would escape slowly, with difficulty, like when I trap them (imprison them) in my hands. Some of them bite. They have flexible skeletons, they can flatten themselves and fit through tiny spaces, live without heads for days, survive underwater for a long time. They’re fascinating. I like to experiment with them. Cut off their antennae. Their legs. Stick needles in them. I squash them with a glass so I can linger over their primitive, brutal frames.

         I boil them.

         I burn them.

         I kill them.
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         8I write with a small, sharp quill I keep close, in the hem of my white nightgown, with the ink I store under the wooden floorboards. On the pages I hide next to my skin, held by the strip of fabric I use for this purpose. There are times I need them on me, close to my heart, under my grey tunic, which was worn by the men who used to live here. We believe they were priests, monks, men of religion. Austere men who chose to live as though they were in the Middle Ages. They’re dead, but some of the women say they see them out of the corners of their eyes in the dark. It’s rumoured that when He and the Superior Sister arrived from the ravaged earth, the collapsed world, they found neither mobiles nor computers.
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         Three of the Chosen entered the Chapel of Ascension. They were Minor Saints being brought to the altar, their hands resting on the shoulders of the servants guiding them. They were beautiful, as only those brushed by God can be. The air was imbued with a sweet and fresh scent. The smell of mysticism.

         The sun lit up the stained glass and the Chapel of Ascension filled with small, translucent gems, forming an ephemeral mosaic. 9

         A cloud covered the sky and the transparent colours dissolved. But we still saw, with absolute clarity, a thread of blood run down one of the Minor Saint’s cheeks, staining her white tunic. We all knew who had done such a poor job of sewing her eyes shut before the ceremony. Mariel. Useless, helpless Mariel, wiping the palms of her hands on her grey tunic, her eyes shining as she gave us an afflicted look. I wonder what Mariel’s name used to be.

         The Superior Sister stood in the dark on one side of the altar. We saw her strike the light wood floor silently with one of her boots. War boots, like her trousers, black, military, a soldier’s. We couldn’t tell if the whip hung next to her other foot. It was too dark to see it. We knew He was also at the altar, behind the chancel screen, the frame of three wood panels that prevents us from seeing Him. (Only the Chosen and Enlightened have this privilege.) He spoke. He told us that to be Enlightened we would have to relinquish our origin, the erroneous God, the false son, the negative mother, the trivial ideas, the nocturnal filth that drags itself slowly and invisibly through our blood.

         I looked at the veins in my wrists and brought my finger to one of the blue lines.

         To purify.

         He called us unworthy, like He always does, like He does whenever we gather in the Chapel of Ascension, after three days, or nine. (We never know exactly when we’ll be summoned.) He uttered the word ‘unworthy’ again and it 10reverberated against the walls, as though His voice had the power to mobilize the inert stone.

         The Minor Saints sang the Primary Hymn, the original hymn and one of the most important, the one that confirms the brush of divinity. We don’t understand it; the hymns are sung in a language known only by the Chosen. He explained the hymn to us again, said it speaks to how our God protects us from contamination through the Enlightened, and proclaims that ‘without faith, there is no refuge’.

         After a dramatic silence, the Minor Saints resumed their song. I saw thousands of white petals leave their mouths, filling the air, lily petals that glimmered until they disappeared. Their voices can reach the universal notes, vibrate with the light of the stars. (That’s why their eyes are sewn shut, so they’re not distracted by the mundane, so they capture the reverberations of our God.) Sacred crystals hang from their necks as a symbol and assurance of their holiness. Quartzes of purity, transparent gems. The Minor Saints’ tunics were bright white, stainless. We listened to their voices in silence, ecstatic and relieved, the a cappella music distancing us from the chirping of the crickets, a sound like rage that lulls you to sleep.

         The three Minor Saints resumed the Primary Hymn until they began to bleed in unison. Mariel stifled a scream and pulled out a tuft of hair. We all looked at her, our eyes lingering on her head, which was nearly bald. When she’d arrived, her hair had been thick and she had been free of 11contamination. That’s why she wasn’t relegated to being a servant. We didn’t understand why she insisted on disfiguring herself. Some of us smiled with pleasure because we knew Mariel would receive an exemplary punishment. Others hid their faces in their hands, feigning prayer to mask their delight.

         The Minor Saints resumed their song at the altar, but we were distracted by thoughts of who among us would be chosen to clean the blood off the floor, who would have to spend the night treating and sewing the Minor Saints’ eyes and who would punish Mariel. I’d had an exemplary punishment in mind for some time. I brought my hands together and pleaded that I’d be chosen to implement it.

         One of the Minor Saints fainted, and the servants dragged her by the arms to the Chosen’s quarters. The Superior Sister stood up in the middle of the altar and motioned to us. It was time to go. He remained behind the chancel screen, or so we assumed, because we never see Him leave. We don’t know what He’s like. Some say He’s so beautiful it’s painful to look at Him; others that His eyes are like downward spirals, disturbed. But these are all just guesses because we unworthy have never seen Him.

         We rose in silence, holding in our anger, hiding our rage, because it’s not every day we get to hear the Minor Saints sing. They’re fragile, some can’t tolerate the weight of the holy words they chant (words that ensure the bond with our God is not broken). They can’t endure the sight of the sacred glimmer in the dark. 12

         I was chosen to clean the floor and not to decide on Mariel’s exemplary punishment. It’s rumoured she’ll have to strip naked, that Lourdes is going to stick a needle somewhere in her body. A good lesson. Simple and elegant. I wish I’d thought of it, but Lourdes comes up with the best punishments. They always pick hers.

         Cleaning the Chosen’s blood was the offering and sacrifice demanded of me by the Superior Sister.

         The Chapel of Ascension was gloomy, though I had lit a few candles so I could see the red stains on the floor. The flames moved and the light they projected cast shapes on the stones, drawings that danced in the dark.

         The Minor Saints’ blood (like that of all the Chosen) is purer, that’s why the servants can’t clean it. I touched it slowly, trying to sense the lightness, the joy of being part of our Sacred Sisterhood, and the improper, subterranean thoughts being removed, those thoughts that remain of the fading earth we come from. I brought my bloodstained finger to my tongue and tasted winged insects and nocturnal howls. I understood that one of the Minor Saints was going to die. I was glad, because the most beautiful funerals are held when the Chosen pass. This time I’d have to get them to pick me.

         While I was cleaning, a Full Aura seemed to float in, and she sat down on a pew. She didn’t see me kneeling on the floor. I knew she couldn’t hear me, but I kept still. I was ecstatic because I’d never seen one. I recognized her by the marks on her hands and feet, the transparent quartz hanging on her chest (the Chosen’s quartz) and her white, 13translucent tunic. Her long hair covered her useless ears, their perforated drums. Noise cannot be allowed to distract them. I’ve heard that few exist. She moved her hands, touching something in the air.

         Full Auras can discern the divine signals, the hidden signs He sends us in the Chapel of Ascension. That’s why they have those marks. Understanding God’s messages leaves traces on their bodies (wounds on their fragile skin, sores that never heal) so they don’t forget his presence. She seemed to radiate a light capable of invoking the angels. I squinted and, in the gloom, I could make out the aura that crowned her. It was perfectly radiant, lances of fire surrounded her head, vibrating of their own free will. I closed my eyes, dazzled, and felt she must live in an immaculate time when pain did not exist.

         She began to orate. Her voice had the resonance of crystal shattering. I couldn’t understand the disquieting, fractured language. The Superior Sister entered the Chapel of Ascension quickly, her steps like strikes, and took the Full Aura by the arm. The Chosen (the mutilated) live behind the Chapel of Ascension in quarters we can’t access. Only He and the Superior Sister can, and the servants who attend them. Someone had left the door open and the Full Aura had escaped, but the Superior Sister was gentle because a Full Aura can’t be disturbed while she’s orating. The thread that connects them to our reality can snap, leaving them trapped in the intangible dimension, a place beyond the air. It’s only happened twice. Those Full Auras were never seen again. 14

         Some servant is going to be punished for leaving the door open. The Superior Sister will ensure she’s made to scream.

         She looked at me furiously, but I lowered my head as is expected in her presence, before her magnitude. I didn’t want to meet her eyes. They hide an ice storm.

         I finished cleaning and left for my cell, but first I walked through the hallways and took a detour to see the carved black door. No one was around so I went over to touch the wood. Beyond it is the Refuge of the Enlightened. They don’t live with the Chosen because they’re the Sacred Sisterhood’s most valued treasure (that’s why they’re not mutilated like the three orders of the Chosen: the Minor Saints, the Diaphanous Spirits and the Full Auras). The door is in the centre of a long hallway and it’s far from the cells where we unworthy sleep. The hallway is lit by candles the servants replace every night. There are empty cells on either side of the door that only the Enlightened can open.

         I knew I didn’t have much time, that it was risky, but I ran my fingers over the wings of the angel carrying its pyx, the lily petals, the nightingale feathers. As I imagined the day I’d be consecrated as Enlightened (and not as Chosen, I don’t want to be Chosen), the day I’d be given the sacred crystal and the door would open for me, I heard a cry that was like a wail, and then a smothered scream, a scream like a growl, a growl like the silent lament of an animal lying in wait. I moved away from the door and ran. 15
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         I can’t tell anybody I saw a Full Aura. If I do, the unworthy will accuse me of things I haven’t done because they didn’t witness the miracle, because I dared to speak of the marvel. The Superior Sister will send me to the Tower of Silence, near the Cloister of Purification. The Tower of Silence (that place we fear) was built of stone, along part of the wall (we believe the monks used it as an observation post), with small, paneless windows, in a circle that rises high, so high you have to crane your neck to see where it ends, the eighty-eight steps of cold stone forming a spiral staircase.

         I know they would abandon me there, at the top of the Tower of Silence, with no food or water, alone, under the open sky, the crickets chirping, the sound hypnotic, ethereal, frightening. Far from the House of the Sacred Sisterhood.

         In the company of bones that shine in the dark.
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         I write in my windowless cell, by the light of candles that burn too fast. With a knife I stole from the kitchen, 16little by little, I chip at a small crack in the wall for air and light.

         I hide these pages in the bed sheets, or under the wooden floorboards. When I want to save the ink left by the monks, I prick myself with needles and use blood. That’s why some of the blotches are darker, a mineral red. Sometimes, I make ink out of charcoal or from the plants and flowers I gather, though it’s dangerous to do so. Just like it’s dangerous to be writing this, at this time, in this place, but I do it anyway, to remember who I was before I came to the House of the Sacred Sisterhood. What did I do, where did I come from, how did I survive? I don’t know. Something has broken in my memory, and I can’t recall much of my past.

         I burned many pages, the forbidden pages that spoke of her, of she who is buried with the insurgents, the disobedient women: Helena.
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         The haze is from the ravaged lands, the destroyed world. It’s a cold haze with a sticky consistency, like a spiderweb that comes apart between our fingers. Some have had skin reactions, burning, severe pain. The skin of one of the servants changed colour. We haven’t seen her since.

         It’s hard for us to breathe. 17

         The unworthy have been making more sacrifices for days now. The Chosen have interpreted God’s signs, as they always do, and the Enlightened have announced that ‘without faith, there is no refuge’. The Enlightened anticipate catastrophe. They’re the only ones who know God’s name. The rest of us can’t pronounce it, because the secret language must be learnt, and it hides from us like a white snake devouring itself. To speak it is to be torn apart; it’s like music composed of splinters, a mouthful of scorpions.

         The haze makes it hard for us to move, but we carry out our sacrifices to reduce its damage. Some torment themselves by fasting; others walk on their knees. Lourdes offered to afflict herself by sitting on shards of glass.

         The sun seems eclipsed. Its light doesn’t shine, its rays give no illumination or warmth. It’s as though we were living in perpetual night.

         Without faith, there is no refuge.
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         The Enlightened said we had to keep making sacrifices, otherwise the air would become petrified and we’d die like fossils in the haze. We trust their messages because they possess all three of the Chosen’s virtues. They’re emissaries of the light; that’s why they have the Minor Saints’ ethereal 18voices, the Full Auras’ prophetic vision and the Diaphanous Spirits’ perfect pitch. They’re mediators between us and the ancestral divinity, the hidden God who has always existed, who predates the gods created by men.

         The Superior Sister shouts in the hallways: ‘Without faith, there is no refuge.’ We cough. Spit white saliva. Tremble from the cold. The temperature has dropped even further. We’re worried about the crops, which feed the Chosen and Enlightened.

         I write beneath a blanket, close to the subtle warmth of a candle flame. I write with my blood, which is still hot, is flowing. My fingers hurt from the cold. Our sacrifices are important. Our abnegation helps protect the House of the Sacred Sisterhood. We’re young women, with no marks of contamination; we haven’t aged prematurely like the servants and have no blotches on our bodies; we have all our hair and teeth, no lumps on our arms, no black sores on our skin. Some of the unworthy have offered the martyrdom of cleaning the servants’ pustules. They can’t hide their looks of disgust, their contempt. They carry out their sacrifices in silence.
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         We’ve been breathing the haze for three days. 19

         Some have begun to question the efficacy of the sacrifices. The Superior Sister has made them scream.

         We moved to the dining hall at night. Its low roof and small windows maintain the heat better. The servants started a fire in the middle of the room, on the red tiles, so we wouldn’t freeze. We pushed the tables that usually face each other off to the side and have been sleeping on the mattresses from our cells.

         We let the servants sleep with us, so they don’t die of cold. We need them to serve us. I don’t know how the Chosen and Enlightened are sleeping, but they’re our most valued asset, that’s why I have no doubt they’re being looked after. I had to sleep next to Mariel, who was smiling because the haze had delayed Lourdes’s punishment of her. She whispered what María de las Soledades had told her, which is what Lourdes had told her, which is that the tongues and teeth of the Enlightened are yanked out, as uttering God’s name requires a void. She also confided that others say they hear screams coming from behind the carved black door, from the Refuge of the Enlightened. I think I’ve heard them too. Sharp cries, muffled shrieks. Mariel also told me, contradicting herself, that their practice involves biting screws or chewing shards of glass. I don’t think any of it’s true. Or it could be, nobody really knows about them (once one of us becomes Enlightened, we don’t see her again). All we know is that there are few of them and that being Enlightened is the highest aspiration and the greatest responsibility. Thanks to them, the venom that flows 20through subterranean rivers, the poison that resides in the tissue of plants, the toxins carried by the wind from one place to another, don’t infect our small world.

         They’re behind the carved black door, protected, and only He can touch them.

         The haze is increasingly dense. The Superior Sister has summoned us to atone with our blood. Flagellations, cuts, lashings so our God protects us, so the haze doesn’t kill us, so the natural disasters cease to plague the House of the Sacred Sisterhood.
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         After eight days the haze lifts, disintegrates. The temperature rises. We go back to sleeping in our cells. In the middle of the dining hall, there’s a black stain from the fires. The servants haven’t been able to remove it.

         It’s rumoured we lost some of the crops, that some of the crickets died, though not all of them.

         My back is scarred from the lashings Lourdes gave me, because the Superior Sister was busy with the other unworthy.

         I know Lourdes enjoyed every minute of it.

         She tried to hide it, but I saw the sparkle in her eyes. She also struck Mariel with a whip the Superior Sister gave her. 21And as she did, she said this wasn’t Mariel’s punishment, that she’d get her punishment soon. Very soon.

         My sacrifices weren’t enough. Lourdes had to whip me.

         Without faith, there is no refuge.
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         Now that the haze is no longer a threat, I can check the animal traps we set among the trees, in the place that begins where the garden ends. Maybe it’s pretentious to think of it as a woods, but that’s what it’s called at the House of the Sacred Sisterhood.

         Sometimes, to preserve the few animals we have (which I’ve never seen), the Enlightened and Chosen eat a bit of flesh from a hare, which a servant tastes first to ensure it’s not contaminated. There are very few hares, and most are deformed. A hare might be missing an ear, as though nature didn’t have the drive to make it whole. Or it’s a leg that’s missing. Or an eye.

         The traps were empty. The Superior Sister breeds crickets that provide us with the necessary protein, though we tire of eating their tiny, crunchy bodies, even if they are clean, free of venom, thanks to the Enlightened. Without faith, there is no refuge. While they eat apples, carrots, cabbage, fresh food, we eat cricket soup, cricket bread, 22cricket snacks, crickets with turmeric, spicy crickets, crickets prepared with all the herbs the monks kept years ago. I no longer feel their legs on my tongue, or their antennae. But I do feel them chirp in my mouth. A sound that rasps, a dangerous sound.

         I thought I saw a human silhouette, shadows among the trees. Something or someone hiding. A wanderer maybe, a woman who was able to dig under the wall. But I didn’t stick around to find out. I can’t risk contamination.

         I no longer remember when it happened. A wanderer climbed the wall without falling, but then she couldn’t get down. We brought over a ladder and watched her careful descent. When she touched the ground, we stepped back and the Superior Sister told the wanderer to follow her. She would have to go to the Cloister of Purification. We could see she was starving, weak. She looked at us, uncomprehending, an expression on her face that could have been fear or repulsion. It was clear she spoke another language, though she didn’t say anything. On the surface, she seemed intact; she had all her hair, no marks. We passed the cemetery with the old gravestones, the ones with the monks’ names on them. She tripped, could hardly walk. No one wanted to help her up.

         We reached the Cloister of Purification, a small house surrounded by trees, built close to the wall and isolated. It’s where we all go before we’re accepted, and it’s not a cloister, though that’s what we call it. It’s where we hear the crickets for the first time without knowing what they are and think 23it’s our minds losing control, that it’s the sound of madness. It’s where the shadows of the monks lurk, their voices in the night, in the dark. Some die, sick with contamination and sin (with loneliness). The wanderer was isolated there, and the servants fed her, as is required of them, since no one cares if they become infected, and none of the unworthy are willing to make that sacrifice. If the servants refuse to look after a wanderer, the Superior Sister goes for her whip.

         The wanderer died. She died trembling, her eyes blind, covered with a white patina. Her tongue was black. The bodies of the corrupt are burnt at the edge of the small woods space next to the wall. We believe the servant who cared for her was also burnt, burnt alive, because the Superior Sister wouldn’t risk contagion. No one remembers who she was; they’re not given names. The wanderer could have been Chosen or Enlightened because she didn’t have any visible marks of contamination. I’m glad she didn’t survive.

         The House of the Sacred Sisterhood does not permit the entry of men, children or the elderly. He tells us they died in the many wars, or of starvation or sadness. But I know the few who made it to the wall were killed. We all know it. The Superior Sister saw to it personally. The Superior Sister sees to it personally. We’re forbidden from ringing the bell when the wanderer is a man. Immediately, we let her know and she orders us to our windowless cells. Whenever the wanderer is a man, we hear shots fired. We never see old women or children to rescue. 24

         One of those buried in the wild cemetery of the heretics, of the cunning, one of those who no longer has a name, or a gravestone, only trees and earth to cover her aberration, one of those women let a man in. She didn’t tell the Superior Sister or any of us. She hid him under the altar’s wooden planks. Gave him part of her ration of food and water. She kept him there, so well hidden, for weeks; we never learnt how many. But one day we noticed she was radiating the treacherous aura of disgrace, the malicious aura of betrayal. She thought she could conceal it under her tunic, but we noticed her womb swell with sin, with vice. When she tried to flee, the bells were rung, and all of us, the servants and unworthy, went after her. There was no escaping. We found her in the Tower of Silence. She’d climbed the stairs, opened the hatch to the upper floor, and that’s where we saw her. We saw her walking desperately under the open sky, among the bones of the Chosen (the bones that shine in the dark), and we saw her leaning against the crenels and looking down, gauging the distance between herself and the ground, deciding whether to jump into the void or beg for her life. But we trapped her.

         Diligently and patiently, the Superior Sister made her scream, made her wail, until she confessed. She’s said to have pulled out some of the woman’s nails or some of her teeth. Or all of her nails and all of her teeth. The story goes that she broke various whips. That she yelled at the servants to bring more branches. ‘More, more, more,’ she howled. ‘Blood atonement.’ Her fury was transformed into 25a whisper: ‘More, more, more.’ She struck the woman so many times that some believe she killed her. We never found out what happened to the man who lived below the altar. Today, the woman is covered with earth, absorbing the dark in the cemetery of the wretched negligent. We all agree she should have thrown herself from the Tower of Silence.

         Long ago, I too was a wanderer. I only recall this time in nightmares, and I don’t remember what came before it. I only know that I was almost dead when I got here—Helena told me so. I dragged myself to the main gate and couldn’t knock on it. She was the one who let me in, Helena, worshipper of the erroneous God, the false son, the negative mother, she who is now rotting belowground like the other unworthy, her mouth open. She who was compassionate enough. She said she’d seen me from the bell tower, from afar, crawling. Helena the dreamer, the reckless one. She rang the bell and told the Superior Sister, who decided not to open the door, to leave me there, because she assumed I was dying, a waste of time. But fearless undisciplined Helena waited until she was alone, opened the gate, took me by the wrists and dragged me in without help. She rested my head against the wall and gave me water, just a little. She was sensitive like that, cautious. Had she given me a lot of water, it would have done me harm.

         When I was able to get up, we walked to the Cloister of Purification, near the Tower of Silence and the cricket farm. She stayed with me, feeding me and risking contagion. The 26Superior Sister punished her disobedience with a month of degrading jobs, but she didn’t kill her, because she saw in me a candidate for Chosen or Enlightened. Helena cleaned latrines, treated some of the servants’ wounds, cut wood, massaged the Superior Sister’s feet. She had to make her sigh. I know she took on those sacrifices joyfully, I know she never held them against me.

         I wonder if the silhouette I saw in the woods among the trees was real or if I imagined it.
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         He told us that to be Enlightened we had to cease being inhabitants of the dust, emissaries of filth, an incessant hive of misunderstanding, an outpouring of transgression. He warned us that He could sense the lugubrious sickness lurking in our bodies. María de las Soledades laughed. We all knew it was because of the word lugubrious, which was like lucubration, salubrious, lubricious. He stopped talking. The Superior Sister got down from the altar with alarming speed and put a spiked cilice around María de las Soledades’s mouth. She took her time, was thorough and diligent. The muscles in her arms bulged and I saw the satisfaction in her eyes, and her horrific beauty, which always disorients and captivates me, like a tempest. When 27she tied the cilice behind María de las Soledades’s neck, the belt’s spikes broke the flesh of her lips.

         No one looked at her again, but we knew blood was running from her jaw to her tunic and that she’d closed her eyes to hold back her tears, to stop herself from crying out in pain. We knew she would have to wear the spiked cilice, the stigma of disgrace, for a week or longer, and that none of us would offer to disinfect her, or give her any liquid, because we all knew (we whispered) that María de las Soledades stank of chemicals, fermented fat, rotting vegetables. We believed she didn’t deserve to be among us, that there was something sick about her, something contaminated. The Superior Sister will no doubt force one of the servants or the weak to look after her, but we won’t care. While her martyrdom lasts, we’re going to judge her silently.

         It was raining. The drops slid down the stained glass in the Chapel of Ascension. I imagined that each contained a small, twinkling universe, absorbing the colours of the glass. The different shades of green in the luscious garden, the sky blue, the yellow and violet flowers, the white of the deer that seemed to have tears in its eyes. I looked at the deer’s majestic antlers, like the branches of a tree, and at the tip of each horn, where there is a circular symbol we don’t understand. The drops sparkled like suspended cells. I touched the blue vein that bulged on my wrist and wished for my blood to retain the light of the world.

         To purify. 28

         The stained glass was smeared with black paint. The glass with images of the erroneous God, the false son, the negative mother, the God unable to contain the avarice and stupidity of his flock, the God who let them poison the nucleus of the only thing that mattered. This God, who left us adrift in a poisoned world, cannot be named or looked at.

         Mariel entered the Chapel of Ascension slowly, her head lowered and her tunic stained. She had two aureoles at the level of her chest. We knew they were blood, because Lourdes had stuck the needle in her nipples. When they told me, I clutched my fists so tightly I slit my palms. I would never have thought of that. Mariel held a black paper rose, which meant that someone had died. Some shed two-faced tears, tears of happiness, because a funeral means days of preparation and delicious pastries.

         The Superior Sister saw Mariel, got to her feet, and then we lost sight of her for minutes that seemed endless. When we heard the bells toll, announcing a death, we stood in silence. It had to be one of the Minor Saints. I wanted it to be. I prayed. I begged with all of my still-impure heart, my unworthy heart.

         On the way back to my cell, I passed María de las Soledades’s door, which was open. I saw Élida lying on the floor and María de las Soledades stepping on her head. Élida was pleading with little yelps because she doesn’t yet know the language spoken at the House of the Sacred Sisterhood, our language. Some have to learn it when they 29arrive. Élida was learning it and she shouted things like ‘Leave me, please, beg of you, offering, yes? I care of you.’ It was funny to hear her speak, on the rare occasion she did. María de las Soledades seemed to be smiling, though she couldn’t move her mouth. There was pleasure in her expression as she applied a little more pressure to Élida’s head with her shoe. Élida was crying. María de las Soledades had found her weakling and wanted to see her suffer. She looked at me and I held her gaze, judging her in silence, until she lowered her eyes.

         When I’m in my cell, I can’t help but look at the empty bed with no sheets on it. Helena isn’t here anymore, but I don’t miss her. You can’t miss someone who oozed indecency, debauchery. She was a worshipper of the erroneous God. Wayward. Nor do I long for her beauty, which was like a claw stroking you slowly. Sometimes I lie down on her bed and fall asleep thinking about what would have happened if she hadn’t found my writing. She read all of the profane sentences, all of the forbidden words about her voice, her impure magnetism. I had to get rid of the evidence.

         Every morning I rise and seek her scent, a scent like a song, like a wildfire you long to burn in. But I can’t smell it anymore.

         Now no one says her name. It’s hard for me to remember where she’s buried, with no tombstone or flowers. The barren grave of a wayward woman. I can’t hear the screams, the pleas that disappeared under the earth that fell on top of her. I don’t know if that night I went to the cemetery of 30the cunning, the obstinate, the heretics, where the graves are lost among the trees. To the land of the untamed. I don’t know if it was all a dream.

         I was barefoot and hid in nooks and crannies to avoid the Superior Sister. The cold, hard slabs dug into the soles of my feet, and then I felt the softness of the wet grass, the drops in my hair. I don’t know how I crossed the garden; I don’t know how I didn’t trip over the buckets we use to collect rainwater; I don’t know how I made it to the field and beyond, to the far reaches of the wall, where the grass gives way to brush and the trees become something like a woods wild garden. I don’t know if I dreamt under the rain, lost, counting the trees in the dark, trying to remember where I was, looking for the tree with the hollow in it, our tree. Our haven hidden in the thicket. That’s where she was, buried next to that tree, our tree, touching its roots. I don’t know if I dug, pleading for forgiveness, crying. When I found her, her mouth was open and full of dirt. I lay down by her side and screamed. I thought I could smell her scent mixed with that of the wet earth. I don’t remember if I put the chain with the gold cross around her neck before I kissed her eyes, before I removed the dirt from her mouth and closed it, before I covered her. We’d found that cross in her mattress; she’d so desperately wanted to hide it. I don’t know if I slept in the thicket. I returned to my cell without having been discovered. I don’t know how.

         I hear the mourning bell toll. We have to put on our veils and go to the garden. First I’m going to bring my 31hands together and beg that a Minor Saint has died. I’m going to plea
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         He was watching us silently from the bell tower, or so we believed. We saw a black silhouette framed by the shimmering sky. The cupula refracted lights and it looked like He was surrounded by a spectral rainbow, but we couldn’t be sure it was Him. The veils only allowed us to make out shapes and colours. The Superior Sister ordered us to get down on our knees. I felt the cold soil through my tunic, felt it rise up my legs. We lowered our heads, mute, patient. First we heard the radiant sound of a green and translucent sea. It was the trees, the leaves moving in the wind. Then He said: ‘You are she-wolves engendering poison, a battalion inseminated by perdition and atrocity, a sack of fetid putrefaction, a seedbed of disgraceful lucubrators. Unworthy, homicidal women.’ His voice resonated in our bodies, as though He were not up high, as though His presence permeated the garden. As though He were everywhere. ‘One of the Minor Saints was murdered and her sacred crystal stolen.’ A dense and surreal silence settled in among us, and as though our shock could halt the natural movement of the world, the leaves in the trees stopped 32fluttering. Lourdes’s dramatic and calculated wail shook us from our trance. It was followed by moans, cries, shouts. Fainting spells. Some struck their chests, others clawed at the earth, pleading for forgiveness. They pulled out their hair and scratched at their faces, leaving deep gashes. I smiled behind my veil.

         An icy breeze picked up and we shuddered. It smelt of cold (remnants of the haze), though it was a warm day. The Superior Sister stood and watched us for some time. She was attentive to the spectacle of feigned suffering. When she looked at me, I pretended to pass out. Enough, she said, almost inaudibly, but the word was like a dart that wounded us one by one. We went still and then composed ourselves, stood up, neatened our tunics and listened to her. She took off her veil, and some of the women covered their mouths with their hands. Doing so is forbidden, the punishment is walking on glass. The Superior Sister went over to Catalina and told her to take off her veil. We understood we were to do the same. She waited for each of us to uncover our faces before taking a small bell from her pocket and ringing it. We looked at each other without understanding what was happening. This bell was new.

         One of the servants brought the Superior Sister a whip. It was a branch, flexible and painful. The servant hid a smile because she knew someone was going to scream. The Superior Sister chooses her whips carefully; they have to be resilient, to last as long as possible. She goes into 33the place she calls the woods to find them. The place that begins where the garden ends, the garden to the left of the House of the Sacred Sisterhood, opposite the Cloister of Purification, the Tower of Silence and the cricket farm. The Superior Sister spends hours choosing branches to hit us with. She tests them on tree trunks, leaves behind wounds, lesions that ooze translucent blood: red, green, amber. For special punishments, she selects one of the leather whips the monks used to flagellate themselves. It’s an ancient whip with nine leather thongs.

         The servants brought Mariel forward. Her hands were tied and she was barefoot. I heard whispers and smothered cries, but the Superior Sister made a slight movement with her head, and we were silent. Mariel’s white nightgown was stained with blood. It’s certain they’d stuck more needles in her nipples as punishment, because Mariel was in charge of looking after the Minor Saints during the ceremonies, that’s why she now had to atone with her blood. The white nightgown (which was increasingly red) revealed the shape of her body and though she was gagged, we heard her screams clearly. She screamed something in one of the languages that’s forbidden in the House of the Sacred Sisterhood. All I could make out were words, the odd sentence, which I bring myself to write just as I heard it: ‘Salu, Marie, plen de gras, vousette beni entre tute lay fam.’ Her feet were dirty with soil. They had put a white bonnet over her head, shaved what little hair she had to humiliate her further. She was trembling. I wondered what fear smelt 34like. I thought you wouldn’t be able to sense it, because it’s like a body turning to ice on the inside.

         Under her nightgown she was naked.

         The Superior Sister went over to Mariel and struck her on the mouth because the forbidden prayer in the forbidden language was increasingly clear. Mariel was silent for a second, but in a very soft voice she went on imploring the negative mother, the false son, the erroneous God. In her fury the Superior Sister turned Mariel around and pulled off her nightgown, which fell to the floor. We all covered our mouths, feigning horror at the spectacle we’d seen time and again. Mariel trembled. We saw the needles stuck in her body, the trickle that was red, almost black. Some discreetly placed their hands over their chests to protect them (as though that were actually possible).

         The Superior Sister likes to build anticipation, so you never know when the first blow will strike your flesh, when you’ll have to atone with your blood. She wants to educate us in the art of agony.

         One: the sound of the whip was soft, almost imperceptible, but it left a mark of raw flesh on Mariel’s back and drew the first drops of blood.

         Three: open wounds, vivid red.

         Six: Mariel’s cries stunned us, but under them, we could hear a subtle change in the Superior Sister’s breathing, the rhythm accelerating, turning into something else. A moan.

         Eight.

         Ten. The atonement. 35

         Ten strokes meant red flesh, a fever, infection, possibly death. We covered our eyes with our hands. We didn’t want to see her collapse, but Mariel couldn’t hold herself up and fell to her knees. We thought that was it. Mariel would also have intuited this. Maybe she felt a certain relief, but the Superior Sister ordered the servants to pick her up off the ground. They tied her to a pole surrounded by branches and trunks, lit them, and she blazed.

         She was incredibly beautiful. Like a firebird.
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         Mariel didn’t kill, but Mariel blazed. That’s the mantra the servants have begun to murmur, the nameless servants. They whisper poison because their bodies carry the marks, the signs, of contamination, and though they can no longer infect us, they have to work to clean our filth, and the filth that runs through their veins. They hate us because they have to serve us. The marks are the remnants of the pustules, wounds, infections. The rashes are the filth of evil, the filth of collapse, the filth of failure. This filth absorbed from the sick earth has blighted them permanently, lest we forget that corruption lurks and the Enlightened are the only ones that can quell it. This filth, nesting in the servants’ skin, in their cells, is the anger of the sea, the fury 36of the air, the violence of the mountains, the outrage of the trees. It’s the sadness of the world.

         They wear old, torn tunics. Faded tunics, the colour indistinct. They sleep in what was once the monks’ library. But now there are no books. They don’t have beds, just blankets they throw on the floor. I went in once, out of curiosity, but left disgusted. It smelt of rage, as though there were thorns in the air, but that’s not why I left. I left because the shelves with no books took my breath away, and a sharp pain struck my chest, though I can’t explain why.

         The servants aren’t punished enough.
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         Lourdes joined up with her favourites (the ones that follow her everywhere, her weaklings) to organize the Minor Saint’s funeral. Despite the sweltering heat, I spent the whole afternoon looking for cockroaches in the kitchen, patiently, diligently, while I pretended to sweep. (I offered this sacrifice, which is the servants’ task.) I’m going to grind them up and sprinkle them in Lourdes’s sheets, so she sleeps on their white, viscous blood.

         Ever since the Superior Sister saw me with the Full Aura, she has demanded more sacrifices and offerings, things I 37shouldn’t have to do, that only the servants do. Nobody says no to the Superior Sister. Nobody who wants to remain alive. Except fo
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         Sometimes I have to stop writing because I hear noises, because the ink runs out, because sleep overcomes me, because I hear the Superior Sister’s steps. But I always find moments to keep at these words I form in secret, on these rusty, sand-coloured pages streaked and stained by time. I’d hidden them in the Cloister of Purification (far away, three thousand steps from the House of the Sacred Sisterhood, but within the wall), under some floorboards. Now they’re with me again, and I run my hands over them, smell them; they’re mine, part of this book of the night I can’t stop writing.

         These words contain my pulse.

         My breath.

         
            [image: ]

         

         38There’s something sick in the wind, a warm stupor of venom and insects. A curse creeping out of the devastated lands. We can feel the vibration of something destructive coming into being. It’s not the haze, it’s something else. A plague rising from the black zones, the ravaged, barren lands. We first sensed it in the dining hall as we broke our cricket flour bread. Something was throbbing in the air, silent and bestial. We shuddered.

         The Chosen didn’t warn us about this poison. Neither did the Enlightened. The borderless wind had appeared silently, undetected. ‘This is a test,’ shouted the Superior Sister as she stood from her raised chair, where she sits to watch us eat. She stepped down, dragging the branchwhip she keeps next to the chair, and ordered us to cover the cracks in the doors. She placed a handkerchief over her nose. We all did the same with napkins. Some tried to stifle cries and coughs, their eyes filling with tears. The Superior Sister shouted: ‘We must overcome this test, the Enlightened are testing our faith.’ She struck her whip against the floor. And then, suddenly, she was quiet. The door to the dining hall opened and a shadow appeared. We couldn’t see who was there, though we recognized the voice.

         From the darkness, He spoke to us almost in a whisper, His voice like a subterranean river overflowing: ‘How do you expect the Enlightened to protect this lot of apathetic, unworthy women? Why would they bother sheltering mistrustful, sceptical, inconsiderate bitches who drag themselves through the earth, filthy and drooling like a pack 39of blasphemous, suspicious, wavering women? Without faith, there is no refuge.’ He lingered on the word ‘bitches’ as though He were savouring it, biting into it.

         He left and the servants got to work slowly, clumsily. They were dazed by the wind. Some rested their heads against the walls to settle their nausea, others fainted. No one helped them up.

         I looked closely at Lourdes. Lourdes with her butterfly skin, radiant and pristine, and those hands, so light and perfect, yet sharp. Insect hands that inflict pain. Lourdes, who arrived without signs of contamination, with all her hair, with no blotches on her face. With her teeth intact. She’s got to be rotten on the inside, otherwise she’d be Enlightened or one of the Chosen, a Minor Saint, a Full Aura, a Diaphanous Spirit, but she’s just one of us, one of the unworthy, one of those who wait. Lourdes tried to hide her pallor, that of a wounded bird sipping slowly from its dish, as though she could cover up her desperation. The funeral might fail, and she knew it. We all did. Despite the sick air, the vomiting and the headaches, we felt an over-whelming joy at the possibility of seeing her fail.

         When I reached my cell, I vomited blood, but I smiled.
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         40The wind stopped suddenly, my vomiting as well. A thick calm settled in, a fragile relief. We passed the test, the women whispered. The Enlightened will go on protecting us, they said. Without faith, there is no refuge. Lourdes resumed preparations for the funeral and the Superior Sister sent me to hunt for mushrooms to make special pies. She said: ‘I want fungi from the woods.’ I lowered my head and, without correcting her, said that my offering would be to look for the best fungi. What she wants is the fruitbody, and what she calls the woods is a space within the wall, where the trees grow next to each other, blocking out the sunlight with their evergreen cloak, where the damp cold envelops you slowly like a cutting murmur, like a rumour capable of destruction, and nature expands until the stones of the wall hold it back. That’s where she is. The fearless The undisciplined one: Helena.
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