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THE MIRROR VISITOR


BOOK 1





A WINTER’S PROMISE





Fragment


In the beginning, we were as one.


But God felt we couldn’t satisfy him like that, so God set about dividing us. God had great fun with us, then God tired of us and forgot us. God could be so cruel in his indifference, he horrified me. God knew how to show his gentle side, too, and I loved him as I’ve loved no one else.


I think we could have all lived happily, in a way, God, me, and the others, if it weren’t for that accursed book. It disgusted me. I knew what bound me to it in the most sickening of ways, but the horror of that particular knowledge came later, much later. I didn’t understand straight away, I was too ignorant.


I loved God, yes, but I despised that book, which he’d open at the drop of a hat. As for God, he relished it. When God was happy, he wrote. When God was furious, he wrote. And one day, when God was in a really bad mood, he did something enormously stupid.


God smashed the world to pieces.




The Promise




The Archivist


It’s often said of old buildings that they have a soul. On Anima, the ark where objects come to life, old buildings tend mostly to become appallingly bad-tempered.


The Family Archives building, for example, was forever in a foul mood. It spent its days cracking, creaking, dripping, and puffing to express its disgruntlement. It didn’t like the drafts that made doors, left ajar, slam in the summer. It didn’t like the rains that clogged up its gutter in the autumn. It didn’t like the damp that seeped into its walls in winter. It didn’t like the weeds that returned to invade its courtyard every spring.


But, above all, the Archives building didn’t like visitors who didn’t stick to the opening hours.


And that’s doubtless why, in the early hours of that September morning, the building was cracking, creaking, dripping, and puffing even more than usual. It sensed someone arriving when it was still far too early to consult the archives. And that particular visitor didn’t even stand at the front door, on the steps, like a respectable visitor. No, that visitor entered the Archives building like a thief, straight from the cloakroom.


A nose was sprouting, right in the middle of a mirrored wardrobe. 


The nose kept coming. Soon after, a pair of glasses emerged, then the arch of an eyebrow, a forehead, a mouth, a chin, cheeks, eyes, hair, a neck, and ears. Suspended there, above the shoulders, in the center of the mirror, the face looked to the right, then to the left. Next, a bit further down, a bended knee poked through, and in tow came a body that pulled itself right out of the mirrored wardrobe, as if from a bathtub. Once clear of the mirror, the figure amounted to nothing more than a worn-out old coat, a pair of gray-tinted glasses, and a long three-colored scarf. 


And under these thick layers, there was Ophelia.


All around Ophelia, the cloakroom was now protesting from its every wardrobe, furious at this intrusion that flouted the Archives’ rules. The pieces of furniture creaked at the hinges and stamped their feet; the hangers clanged noisily, one against the other, as though propelled by a poltergeist.


This display of anger didn’t intimidate Ophelia in the slightest. She was used to the Archives being temperamental. “Gently does it,” she murmured. “Gently does it . . . ” Instantly, the furniture calmed down and the hangers fell silent. The Archives building had recognized her. 


Ophelia went out of the cloakroom and closed the door. On the panel was written: 


 


BEWARE: COLD ROOMS


TAKE A COAT


 


With hands in pockets and long scarf trailing, Ophelia passed a succession of labeled filing cabinets: “Register of Births,” “Register of Deaths,” “Register of Consanguinity Exemptions,” and so on. She gently opened the door of the consulting room. Not a soul. The shutters were closed but they let in a few rays of sun that lit up a row of desks in the gloom. The singing of a blackbird from the garden seemed to make this burst of light even more luminous. It was so cold in the Archives, you felt like opening all the windows to usher in the warm air outside.


Ophelia stood still for a moment in the doorway. She watched the threads of sunlight slide slowly across the floorboards as the day broke. She inhaled deeply the scent of old furniture and cold paper. That aroma, in which Ophelia’s childhood had been steeped . . .  soon she would smell it no longer.


With slow steps she made her way towards the archivist’s quarters. All that shielded the private apartment was a curtain. Despite the early hour, a strong smell of coffee was already wafting through. Ophelia coughed into her scarf to make her presence known, but an old operatic aria drowned it out. So she slipped around the curtain. She didn’t have to search for the archivist as the room served simultaneously as kitchen, living room, bedroom, and reading room: there he was, sitting on his bed, nose in a periodical.


He was an old man with untamed white hair. He’d wedged a loupe under his eyebrow, making that eye look enormous. He wore gloves and, under his jacket, a badly ironed white shirt.


Ophelia coughed again, but he didn’t hear it due to the gramophone. Engrossed in his reading, he sang along to the little aria—somewhat out of tune, in fact. And then there was the humming of the coffeepot, the rumbling of the stove, and all the usual little noises of the Archives building.


Ophelia soaked up the particular atmosphere pervading these quarters: the off-key singing of the old man; the waxing light of day filtering through the curtains; the rustling of carefully turned pages; the smell of coffee and, underlying it, the naphtha whiff of a gas lamp. In one corner of the room there was a draughtboard on which the pieces moved of their own accord, as though two invisible players were taking each other on. It made Ophelia want, above all, to touch nothing, to leave things just as they were, to turn right back, for fear of spoiling this familiar scene.


And yet she had to steel herself to break the spell. She approached the bed and tapped on the archivist’s shoulder. “Lordy!” he exclaimed, jumping out of his skin. “Couldn’t you warn people before springing on them like that?”


“I did try to,” said Ophelia, apologetically. She picked up the loupe that had rolled onto the carpet and handed it back to him. Then she took off the coat that engulfed her from top to toe, unwound her endless scarf, and placed the lot over the back of a chair. All that remained of her was a slight figure, untidy thick, brown curls, two rectangles for glasses, and an outfit more suited to an elderly lady.


“You’ve come straight from the cloakroom again, huh?” growled the archivist, wiping his loupe clean with his sleeve. “This obsession with traveling through mirrors at ungodly hours! You know very well my little abode is allergic to surprise visits. One of these days you’re going to get whacked on the head, and you’ll have asked for it!”


His gruff voice made his splendid moustache, which reached his ears, quiver. He got up from his bed with difficulty and seized the coffeepot, muttering in a dialect that he was the last to speak on Anima. With all his handling of archives, the old man lived entirely in the past. Even the periodical he was leafing through dated back at least half a century. 


“A mug of coffee, dear girl?” The archivist wasn’t a very sociable man, but whenever he set eyes on Ophelia, as now, those eyes began to sparkle like cider. He’d always had a soft spot for his great-niece, doubtless because, of all the family, she was the one who most resembled him: just as old-fashioned, just as solitary, just as reserved.


Ophelia nodded. She had too much of a lump in her throat to speak right then, right there.


Her great-uncle poured out a steaming cup for each of them. “I was on the phone with your ma yesterday evening,” he chomped into his moustache. “So excited, she was, I couldn’t grasp half of her jabbering. But still, I got the gist: you’re finally taking the plunge, it seems.” 


Ophelia confirmed this without saying a word. Her great-uncle promptly knitted his huge brows. “Don’t pull that long face, please. Your mother’s found you a chap, and that’s the end of it.”


He handed her cup to her and sat back heavily on his bed, making every spring creak. “Park yourself down. We need a serious chat, godfather to goddaughter.”


Ophelia pulled a chair over to the bed. She stared at her great-uncle and his magnificent moustache with a sense of unreality. She felt as though, through him, she were watching a page of her life being torn out, right under her nose.


“I can well imagine why you’re eyeballing me like that,” he said, “except that this time the answer’s no. Those sloping shoulders of yours, those gloomy glasses and those sighs of total despair, you can just pack them all away.” He was gesturing with thumb and forefinger, both bristled with white hairs. “There’s those two cousins you’ve already rejected! Granted, they were ugly as pepper mills and gross as chamber pots, but it was the whole family you were insulting with each rejection. And what’s worse, I made myself your accomplice in sabotaging those betrothals.” He sighed into his moustache. 


“I know you as if I’d made you. You’re more accommodating than a chest of drawers, never raising your voice, never throwing tantrums, but the minute anyone mentions a husband, you send more sparks flying than an anvil. And yet you’re the right age for it, whether the chap’s your type or not. If you don’t settle down, you’ll end up banished from the family, and that I’m not having.”


Ophelia, her nose in her cup of coffee, decided that it was high time she spoke up. “You’ve got nothing to worry about, uncle. I didn’t come here to ask you to oppose this marriage.” At that moment, the needle of the gramophone got stuck in a scratch. The endless echo of the soprano filled the room: “If I . . . If I . . . If I . . . If I . . . If I . . . ” 


The great-uncle didn’t get up to free the needle from its groove. He was too flabbergasted. “What are you babbling to me? You don’t want me to intervene?”


“No. The only favor I’ve come to ask you today is to have access to the archives.”


“My archives?”


“Today.”


“If I . . . If I . . . If I . . . If I . . . ” the record player stuttered on. Fiddling with his moustache, the great-uncle raised a skeptical eyebrow. “You’re not expecting me to plead your case to your mother?”


“It wouldn’t do any good.”


“Nor to bring your feeble father round?”


“I’m going to marry the man that’s been chosen for me. It’s as simple as that.”


The gramophone needle suddenly jumped and then carried on where it had left off, with the soprano proclaiming triumphantly: “If I love you, look out for yourself!”


Ophelia pushed up the glasses on her nose and held her godfather’s gaze without blinking. Her eyes were as brown as his were golden. “Splendid!” said the old man, breathing a sigh of relief. “I must admit, I thought you were incapable of uttering those words. He must have really taken your fancy, that fellow. Spill the beans and tell me who he is!”


Ophelia rose from her chair to clear away their cups. She wanted to rinse them but the sink was already full to the brim with dirty plates. Normally, Ophelia didn’t like housework, but this morning, she unbuttoned her gloves, rolled up her sleeves, and did the washing-up. “You don’t know him,” she said at last. Her muttering was drowned by the sound of running water. The great-uncle stopped the gramophone and went closer to the sink. “I couldn’t hear you, dear girl.” Ophelia turned the tap off for a moment. Her voice was quiet and her diction poor, so she often had to repeat what she’d said.


“You don’t know him.”


“You’re forgetting whom you’re talking to!” sniggered the great-uncle, crossing his arms. “My nose may never be out of my archives, but I know the family tree better than anyone. There’s not one of your most distant cousins, from the valley to the Great Lakes, that I don’t know about.”


“You don’t know him,” insisted Ophelia.


She wiped a plate with her sponge while staring into space. Touching all these dishes without protective gloves had sent her back in time. She could have described, down to the smallest detail, everything her great-uncle had eaten off these plates since he’d first owned them. Usually, being very professional, Ophelia never handled objects belonging to others without her gloves on, but her great-uncle had taught her to read right here, in this flat. She knew each utensil personally, inside out.


“This man isn’t part of the family,” she finally announced. “He’s from the Pole.”


A long silence ensued, broken only by gurgling in the pipes. Ophelia dried her hands with her dress and looked at her godfather over her rectangular glasses. He had suddenly shrunk into himself, as though he had just shouldered another twenty years. Both sides of his moustache had drooped like half-mast flags. “What’s this nonsense?” he whispered in a flat voice.


“I know nothing more,” Ophelia replied gently, “except that, according to Mom, he’s a good match. I don’t know his name, I’ve never seen his face.”


The great-uncle went to fetch his snuff tin from under a pillow, stuffed a pinch of tobacco deep into each nostril, and sneezed into a handkerchief. It was his way of clarifying his thoughts. “There must be some mistake . . . ”


“That’s what I’d like to think, too, dear uncle, but it seems there really isn’t.”


Ophelia dropped a plate and it broke in two in the sink. She handed the pieces to her great-uncle, he pressed them back together, and, instantly, the plate was as good as new. He placed it on the draining board. 


The great-uncle was a remarkable Animist. He could mend absolutely everything with his bare hands and the most unlikely objects yielded to him like puppy dogs. 


“There has to be a mistake,” he said. “Although I’m an archivist, I’ve never heard of such an unnatural combination. The less Animists have to do with these particular strangers, the better they feel. Full stop.”


“But the marriage will still happen,” Ophelia muttered, resuming her washing-up.


“But what the devil’s got into your mother and you?” exclaimed the great-uncle, aghast. “Of all the arks, the Pole’s the one with the worst reputation. They have powers there that send you out of your mind! They’re not even a real family—they’re wild packs that tear each other apart. Are you aware of all that’s said about them?”


Ophelia broke another plate. Consumed by his outrage, the great-uncle didn’t realize the impact his words were having on her. It wouldn’t have been obvious in any case: Ophelia had been endowed with a moonlike face on which her feelings rarely surfaced. “No,” she simply replied, “I’m not aware of all that’s said and I’m not interested. I need serious documentation. So the only thing I’d like, if you don’t mind, is access to the archives.”


The great-uncle pieced together the second plate and placed it on the draining board. The room’s beams started cracking and creaking—the archivist’s black mood was spreading to the whole building. “I don’t recognize you anymore! You put up a terrible fuss about your cousins, and now that they’re shoving a barbarian into your bed, here you are, just resigned to it!”


Ophelia froze, sponge in one hand, cup in the other, and closed her eyes. Plunged into the darkness behind her eyelids, she looked deep within herself. Resigned? To be resigned you have to accept a situation, and to accept a situation you have to understand the whys and wherefores. Ophelia, however, had no clue. Just a few hours earlier, she didn’t even know that she was engaged. She felt as though she were heading towards an abyss, as though her life were no longer her own. When she dared to think of the future, it was just the endless unknown. Dumbfounded, incredulous, dizzy—she was all of these, like a patient who’s just been diagnosed with an incurable illness. But she wasn’t resigned.


“No, I certainly can’t conceive of such nonsense,” continued her great-uncle. “And then, what would he be coming over here to do, this stranger? All this, what’s in it for him? With all due respect, my dear, you’re not the most lucrative leaf on our family tree. What I mean is, it’s just a museum that you run, not a goldsmith’s!”


Ophelia dropped a cup. This clumsiness wasn’t about being recalcitrant or temperamental; it was pathological. Objects were forever slipping between her fingers. Her great-uncle was used to it—he mended everything in her wake. “I don’t think you’ve quite understood,” stated Ophelia, stiffly. “It’s not this man who’s coming to live on Anima, it’s me who’s got to follow him to the Pole.”


This time it was the great-uncle who broke the crockery he was busy putting away. He swore in his old dialect.


A clear light was now coming through the flat’s window. It cleansed the atmosphere like pure water and cast little glimmers on the bedstead, the stopper of a decanter, and the gramophone’s horn. Ophelia couldn’t understand what all that sun was doing there. It felt wrong in the middle of that particular conversation. And it made the snow of the Pole feel so distant, so unreal that she no longer really believed in it herself. She took off her glasses, gave them a polish with her apron, and put them back on her nose—as a reflex, as though doing that could help her see things more clearly. The lenses, which had lost any color when removed, soon regained their gray tint. These old spectacles were an extension of Ophelia; the color they took on matched her moods.


“I notice that Mom forgot to tell you the most important thing. It’s the Doyennes who betrothed me to this man. For now, they alone are privy to the details of the marriage contract.”


“The Doyennes?” gulped the great-uncle. His face, along with all its wrinkles, was contorted. He was finally understanding the scenario in which his great-niece found herself involved. “A diplomatic marriage,” he whispered, flatly. “Poor soul . . . ” He stuffed two fresh pinches of snuff into his nose and sneezed so hard he had to push his dentures back in place. “My poor child, if the Doyennes have got involved, there’s no longer any conceivable way out. But why?” he asked, making his moustache quiver. “Why you? Why over there?”


Ophelia washed her hands under the tap and rebuttoned her gloves. She had broken enough china for today. “It would seem that this man’s family made direct contact with the Doyennes to arrange the marriage. I have no idea what made them target me rather than someone else. I’d like to believe it was a misunderstanding, really.”


“And your mother?”


“Delighted,” muttered Ophelia, bitterly. “She’s been promised a good match for me, which is much more than she was hoping for.” In the shadow of her hair and her glasses, she set her lips. “It’s not in my power to reject this offer. I’ll follow my future husband wherever duty and honor oblige me to. But that’s as far as things will go,” she concluded, pulling at her gloves with determination. “This marriage isn’t about to be consummated.”


Looking upset, the great-uncle stared at her. “No, dear girl, no, forget that. Look at yourself. You’re the height of a stool and the weight of a bolster . . . However he makes you feel, I advise you never to set your will against that of your husband. You’ll end up with broken bones.”


Ophelia turned the handle of the gramophone to get the deck moving again and clumsily placed the needle on the record’s first groove. The little opera aria rang out once again from the horn. With arms behind her back, she looked at him with a vacant expression and said nothing more. This is what Ophelia was like: in situations where any young girl would have cried, moaned, shouted, implored, she usually just observed in silence. Her cousins liked to say that she was a bit simple.


“Listen,” muttered the great-uncle while scratching his ill-shaven neck, “let’s not overdramatize, either. I doubtless went over the top when telling you about this family earlier on. Who knows? Maybe you’ll like your guy?”


Ophelia looked closely at her great-uncle. The strong sunlight seemed to accentuate the features on his face and deepen each wrinkle. With a twinge of sorrow, she suddenly realized that this man, whom she had always thought to be solid as a rock and impervious to the passing of time, was today a tired old man. And she had just, unintentionally, aged him even more. She forced herself to smile. “What I need is some good documentation.”


The great-uncle’s eyes regained a little of their sparkle. “Put your coat back on, dear girl, we’re going down!”




The Rupture


Ophelia’s great-uncle dived into the entrance of a stairway barely lit by safety lamps. With hands deep in her coat and nose in her scarf, Ophelia followed him down. The temperature fell from one step to the next. Her eyes were still full of sunlight and she truly felt as if she were plunging into icy black water.


She jumped when the gruff voice of her great-uncle reverberated from wall to wall: “I can’t get used to the idea that you’re going to leave. The Pole really is the other end of the world!”


He stopped on the stairs to turn to Ophelia. Still not accustomed to the darkness, she bumped right into him. “Say, you’re pretty skilled when it comes to mirror-traveling. Couldn’t you do those little journeys of yours from the Pole to here, every now and then?”


“I’m unable to do that, uncle. Mirror-traveling only works over small distances; covering the void between two arks is unthinkable.”


The great-uncle swore in old dialect and continued down the stairs. Ophelia felt guilty for not being as skilled as he thought. “I’ll try to come and see you often,” she promised in a small voice.


“When are you off, exactly?”


“December, if I can believe the Doyennes.”


The great-uncle swore again. Ophelia was grateful not to understand a word of his dialect.


“And who’ll take over from you at the museum?” he grumbled. “No one else can evaluate antiquities like you!”


To that, Ophelia could find no reply. That she would be wrenched from her family was bad enough, but being torn from her museum, the only place where she felt totally herself, that was tantamount to losing her identity. Reading was all that Ophelia was good at. If that were taken from her, all that would remain of her would be a clumsy lump. She didn’t know how to keep house, or make conversation, or finish a household chore without doing herself an injury. “Apparently, I’m not as irreplaceable as all that,” she muttered into her scarf.


In the first basement, the great-uncle swapped his usual gloves for clean ones. By the light of the electric safety lamps, he slid open his filing cabinets to trawl through the archives that had been deposited, generation after generation, beneath the cold vault of the cellars. He expelled condensation, mid-moustache, with every breath.


“Right, these are the family archives, so don’t expect miracles. I know that one or two of our ancestors did set foot in the Great North, but it was a dashed long time ago.”


Ophelia wiped away a drop hanging from her nose. It couldn’t be more than 40 degrees here. She wondered whether her future husband’s house would be even colder than this archives room. “I’d like to see Augustus,” she said. This was clearly shorthand—Augustus had died long before Ophelia’s birth. “Seeing Augustus” meant looking at his sketches. Augustus had been the great explorer of the family, a legend in his own right. At school, geography was taught based on his travel journals. He had never written a sentence—he didn’t know his alphabet—but his drawings were a mine of information.


Since the great-uncle, deep in his filing cabinets, didn’t reply, Ophelia presumed he hadn’t heard. She tugged at the scarf that was wrapped round his face and repeated in a louder voice: “I’d like to see Augustus.”


“Augustus?” he chomped, without looking at her. “Of no interest. Insignificant. Just old scribbles.” 


Ophelia raised her eyebrows. Her great-uncle never denigrated his archives. “Oh,” she blurted, “really that terrifying?”


With a sigh, the great-uncle emerged from the fully extended drawer in front of him. The loupe he’d wedged under his brow made that eye double the size of the other one. “Bay number four, to your left, bottom shelf. Handle with care, please, and put clean gloves on.”


Ophelia moved along the filing cabinets and knelt down at the specified location. There she found all of Augustus’s original sketchbooks, classified by ark. She found three at “Al-Andaloose,” seven at “City,” and around twenty at “Serenissima.” At “Pole” she found only one. Ophelia couldn’t afford to be clumsy with such precious archives. She placed the sketchbook on a consulting lectern and, with the utmost care, turned the pages of drawings.


Pale plains, just above the rock, a fjord imprisoned in ice, forests of great firs, houses encased in snow . . . These landscapes were austere, yes, but less daunting than Ophelia had imagined the Pole to be. She even found them quite beautiful, in a way. She wondered where her fiancé lived, in the midst of all this whiteness. Close to this river edged with pebbles? In this fishing port lost in the night? On this plain invaded by tundra? This ark looked so poor, so wild! How could her fiancé be such a good match?


Ophelia fell on a drawing that she didn’t understand: it looked like a beehive suspended in the sky. Probably the outline of an idea. She turned a few more pages and saw a hunting portrait. A man was posing proudly in front of a huge pile of pelts. Hands on hips, he had rolled up his sleeves to show off his powerfully muscled arms, which were tattooed up to the elbows. His look was hard, his hair fair.


Ophelia’s glasses turned blue when she realized that the pile of pelts behind him was in fact but a single pelt—that of a dead wolf. It was as big as a bear. She turned the page. This time the hunter was standing in the middle of a group. They were posing together in front of a heap of antlers. Elk antlers, no doubt, except that each skull was the size of a man. The hunters all had the same hard look, the same fair hair, the same tattoos on their arms, but not a single weapon between them, as though they had killed the animals with their bare hands.


Ophelia leafed through the sketchbook and found those same hunters posing in front of different carcasses—walruses, mammoths, and bears, all of an unbelievable size. She slowly closed the book and put it back in its place. “Beasts” . . . These animals afflicted with gigantism, she’d already seen them in children’s picture books, but they bore no relation to Augustus’s sketches. Her little museum hadn’t prepared her for that kind of life. What shocked her more than anything was the look in the hunters’ eyes. A look that was brutal, arrogant, accustomed to the sight of blood. Ophelia hoped her fiancé wouldn’t have that look.


“So?” asked her great-uncle as she returned to him.


“I understand your reluctance a bit more now,” she said.


He returned to his research with renewed vigor. “I’m going to find you something else,” he muttered. “Those sketches, they must be a hundred and fifty years old. And they don’t show everything!”


That was precisely what was worrying Ophelia: what Augustus didn’t show. She said nothing, however, merely shrugging her shoulders. Anyone other than her great-uncle would have misread her nonchalance, confusing it with a certain weakness of character. Ophelia seemed so calm, behind her rectangular glasses and half-closed eyelids, that it was almost impossible to imagine that waves of emotion were crashing violently in her chest. 


The hunting sketches had scared her. Ophelia wondered whether that was really what she had come to find here, in the archives. A draft blew between her ankles, lightly raising her dress. This breeze came from the entrance to the stairway that led down to the second basement. Ophelia stared for a moment at the passage barred with a chain on which swung a warning sign: “PUBLIC ACCESS PROHIBITED.”


There was always a draft lingering in the archive rooms, but Ophelia couldn’t resist interpreting this one as an invitation. The second basement was calling for her presence, now.


She tugged on her great-uncle’s coat, as he was lost in his reports, perched on his library steps. “Would you allow me to go down?”


“You know very well that I’m not normally authorized to do that,” the great-uncle muttered, with a bristling of his moustache. “It’s Artemis’s private collection—only archivists have access to it. She honors us with her trust; we must not abuse it.”


“I’m not intending to read with bare hands, rest assured,” Ophelia promised, showing him her gloves. “And I’m not requesting your permission as your great-niece, I’m requesting it as curator of the family museum.”


“Yes, yes, that old chestnut,” he sighed. “It’s partly my fault. Too much of me has rubbed off on you.”


Ophelia unhooked the chain and went down the stairs, but the safety lamps didn’t come on. “Light, please,” she requested, plunged in darkness. She had to repeat the request several times. The Archives building disapproved of this latest bending of the rules. Finally, and reluctantly, it turned the lamps on; Ophelia had to put up with their flickering light.


Her great-uncle’s voice reverberated from wall to wall, down to the second basement: “Only touch with your eyes, yes! I’m as wary of your clumsiness as of the smallpox!”


With her hands deep in her pockets, Ophelia advanced through the rib-vaulted room. She passed beneath a pediment on which the archivists’ motto was carved: Artemis, we are the respectful keepers of your memory. There were Reliquaries, well protected under their glass cloches, as far as the eye could see.


If Ophelia sometimes seemed like an awkward adolescent, with her long untamed locks, her clumsy movements, and her shyness hiding behind her glasses, she became a different person when in the presence of history. Her cousins all loved pretty tearooms, strolls along the river, trips to the zoo and ballrooms. For Ophelia, the second basement of the Archives was the most fascinating place in the world. That’s where, safe and sound under those protective cloches, the shared heritage of the whole family was jealously preserved. Where the documents of the very first generation of the ark resided. Where all the repercussions of year zero had ended up. Where Ophelia got closest to the Rupture.


The Rupture was her professional obsession. She dreamt sometimes that she was running after a skyline that was forever eluding her. Night after night, she went further and further, but it was a world without end, without a crack, round and smooth as an apple; that first world whose objects she collected in her museum: sewing machines, internal combustion engines, cylinder presses, metronomes . . . Ophelia wasn’t remotely drawn to boys of her own age, but she could spend hours in the company of a barometer from the old world.


She took stock in front of an ancient parchment under protective glass. It was the founding text of the ark, the one that had linked Artemis and her descendants to Anima. The next Reliquary contained the first draft of their judicial arsenal. On it could already be found the laws that had endowed mothers and matriarchs with a decisive power over the whole community. Under the cloche of a third Reliquary, a manuscript book of statutes continued with the fundamental duties of Artemis toward her descendants: ensuring that everyone got enough to eat, had a roof over their head, received an education, learnt to put their power to good use. Written in capital letters, a clause specified that she must neither abandon her family nor leave her ark. Had Artemis imposed this line of conduct upon herself, so as not to become lax with the passing of the centuries? 


Ophelia wandered like this, from Reliquary to Reliquary. The more she delved into the past, the more she felt a great calm descend upon her. She briefly lost sight of the future. She forgot that she was being betrothed against her will; she forgot the look of those hunters; she forgot that she would soon be sent to live far away from all that was dear to her.


Usually, the Reliquaries contained handwritten documents of great value, such as mappings of the new world or the birth certificate of Artemis’s first child, the eldest of all the Animists. However, some of them contained the banal artifacts of everyday life: hair scissors that clicked in the air; a crude pair of spectacles that changed hue; a little storybook whose pages turned themselves. They weren’t from the same era, but Artemis wanted them to be part of her collection in a symbolic capacity. Symbolic of what? Even she could no longer remember.


Ophelia’s steps led her instinctively towards a particular cloche, on which she respectfully laid her hand. Beneath it a register was starting to disintegrate, its ink faded by time. It was a record of the men and women who had rallied to the family spirit to create a new society. It was in fact but an impersonal list of names and numbers, but not insignificant ones: those of the survivors of the Rupture. These people had witnessed the end of the old world.


It was at this moment that Ophelia understood, with a little twinge in her chest, the nature of the call that had drawn her to her great-uncle’s archives, deep in the second basement, in front of this old register. It wasn’t the simple need to gather information; it was returning to one’s roots. Her distant ancestors had witnessed the breaking up of their world. But had they just lain down and died, for all that? No, they had invented a different life for themselves.


Ophelia tucked the locks of hair flopping over her forehead behind her ears, to uncover her face. The glasses on her nose grew clearer, shedding the grayness that had been building up for hours. She was experiencing her very own Rupture. She still felt sick with fear, but she knew now what she still had to do. She had to take up the challenge.


On her shoulders, the scarf started to move. “You’re waking up at last?” Ophelia teased it. The scarf rolled sluggishly along her coat, changed position, retightened its loops around her neck, and stopped still. A very old scarf, it spent all its time sleeping.


“We’re going back up,” Ophelia told it. “I’ve found what I was looking for.” 


Just as she was about to turn back, she came across the most dusty, most enigmatic, and most disturbing Reliquary in Artemis’s whole collection. She couldn’t leave without bidding it farewell. She turned a handle and the two panels of the protective dome slid apart. She laid her gloved palm on the binding of a book, the Book, and was overcome by the same frustration she’d felt the first time she’d made contact with it like this. She couldn’t read a trace of any emotion, any thought, any intent. Of any origin whatsoever. And it wasn’t just due to her gloves, whose special weave acted as a barrier between her gifts as a reader and the world of objects. No, Ophelia had already touched the Book once with bare hands, like other readers before her, but, quite simply, it refused to reveal itself.


She held it in her arms, stroked its binding, rolled the smooth pages between her fingers. Right through it there were strange arabesques, a script long forgotten. Never in her life had Ophelia handled something even approaching such a phenomenon. Was it just a book, after all? It had the texture neither of vellum nor of rag paper. Awful to admit, but it resembled human skin, drained of its blood. A skin that would benefit from exceptional longevity.


Ophelia then asked herself the ritual questions, those of many generations of archivists and archaeologists. What story was this strange document telling? Why did Artemis want it to feature in her private collection? And what was that message engraved on the base of the Reliquary—Never, on any account, attempt to destroy this Book—all about?


Ophelia would carry all these questions away with her to the other side of the world, a place where there were neither archives nor museum nor a duty to remember. None that concerned her, at least.


Her great-uncle’s voice resonated right down the stairs and kept reverberating beneath the low vault of the second basement in a ghostly echo: “Come back up! I’ve dug out a little something for you!”


Ophelia placed her palm on the Book one last time and then closed the dome. She had said her farewells to the past, in due form.


Over to the future now.




The Journal


Saturday June 19th. Rudolf and I have arrived safely. The Pole has turned out to be very different from all I expected it to be. I don’t think I have ever felt so dizzy in my life. The ambassadress kindly received us on her estate, where an eternal summer evening reigns. I’m dazzled by so many marvels. The people here are courteous, very considerate, and their powers surpass all understanding.


“May I interrupt you in what you’re doing, dear cousin?”


Ophelia jumped, as did her glasses. Immersed in the travel journal of her forebear, Adelaide, she hadn’t noticed the arrival of this scrap of a man, bowler hat in hand and smile stretching from one jug-ear to the other. The puny fellow couldn’t have been much more than fifteen. With a sweeping flourish of his arm he indicated a group of jovial chaps not far off, all guffawing in front of an old typewriter. “My cousins and I, myself, were wondering whether you might grant us permission to read a few of the curios in your august museum.”


Ophelia was unable to stifle a frown. She couldn’t, of course, claim to know personally every family member who came through the turnstile at the entrance to the Museum of Primitive History, but she was certain she’d never come across these characters before. From which branch of the family tree did they spring up? The guild of hatters? The caste of tailors? The clan of confectioners? Whichever, there was certainly a strong whiff of the farcical about them. “I’ll be right with you,” she said, putting her cup of coffee down.


Her suspicions proved justified when she went over to Mr. Bowler Hat’s group. Far too much grinning going on.


“And here’s the museum’s star exhibit!” cooed one of the gang, with a telling look for Ophelia. His irony was, in her opinion, somewhat lacking in subtlety. She knew she wasn’t attractive, with her messy plait releasing dark wings over her cheeks; her scarf trailing; her old brocade dress; her mismatched boots; and the incurable clumsiness she was stuck with. She hadn’t washed her hair for a week and had dressed in whatever first came to hand, not caring whether it all went together.


This evening, for the first time, Ophelia would meet her fiancé. He had come especially from the Pole to present himself to the family. He would stay a few weeks, then he would take Ophelia away with him to the Great North. With a bit of luck, he would find her so off-putting that he would abandon the idea of their union on the spot.


“Don’t touch that,” she said, addressing a great lump of a man whose fingers were moving towards a ballistic galvanometer.


“What are you mumbling on about, cousin?” he chortled. “Speak up, I couldn’t hear you.”


“Don’t touch that galvanometer,” she said, raising her voice. “I’m going to provide you with some samples specifically for reading.”


The great lump shrugged. “Oh, I only wanted to see how this contraption works! Anyhow, I can’t read.”


Ophelia would have been amazed to hear the opposite. The reading of objects wasn’t a widespread power among Animists. It sometimes manifested itself at puberty, in the form of vague intuitions at the tips of the fingers, but it waned in a few months if a tutor didn’t swiftly take charge. Ophelia’s great-uncle had performed that role with her—after all, their branch worked in the preservation of the family heritage. Going back into the past of objects at the slightest contact? Rare were the Animists who wished to take on such a burden, especially if it wasn’t their line of work.


Ophelia glanced at Bowler Hat, who was touching the frock coats of his companions and giggling. He himself could read, but probably not for much longer. He wanted to play with his hands while he still could.


“That’s not the problem, cousin,” Ophelia remarked calmly, returning to the great lump. “If you wish to handle a piece from the collection, you have to wear gloves like mine.”


Since the last family decree on the preservation of the heritage, going anywhere near the archives with bare hands was forbidden without special permission. Coming into contact with an object was to contaminate it with one’s own state of mind, adding a new stratum to its history. Too many people had sullied rare items with their emotions and thoughts.


Ophelia went over to her key drawer. She pulled it too far open: the drawer remained in her hand and its contents scattered on the tiled floor in a joyous cacophony. Ophelia heard sniggering behind her back while bending to pick up the keys. Bowler Hat came to her aid with his mocking smile. “We mustn’t poke fun at our devoted cousin. She’s going to place at my disposal a bit of reading, to educate me!” His smile turned carnivorous. “I want something tough,” he said to Ophelia. “You wouldn’t have a weapon? A war thing, you know.”


Ophelia replaced the drawer and took the key she needed. The wars of the old world fired up the imagination of the young, who had only experienced minor family quarrels. All these greenhorns were after was having fun. Mockery of her little self didn’t bother her, but she wouldn’t tolerate anyone showing so little consideration for her museum, today of all days. She was determined to remain professional to the end, however. “Please follow me,” she said, key in hand.


“Submit your samples to me!” trilled Bowler Hat, with an exaggerated bow.


She led them to the rotunda where flying machines of the first world were displayed—the most popular part of her collection. Ornithopters, amphibious aircraft, mechanical birds, steam helicopters, quadruplanes, and hydroplanes were suspended on cables like giant dragonflies. The group laughed even more at the sight of these antiquities, all flapping their arms like geese. Bowler Hat, who had been chewing gum for some time, stuck it onto the fuselage of a glider.


Ophelia observed him doing it without batting an eyelid. That was the limit. He wanted to entertain the crowd? Well, they’d soon be laughing.


She led them up some mezzanine stairs, then past some glass shelves. She popped her key into the lock of a display cabinet, slid back the glass panel, and, with a handkerchief, picked up a tiny lead ball, which she handed to Bowler Hat. “An excellent starting point towards a better understanding of the wars of the old world,” she stated flatly. He burst out laughing as he snatched the ball with his bare hand. “What’s this you’re offering me? An automaton’s dropping?”


His smile gradually faded as, with the tips of his fingers, he went back into the object’s past. He became pale and still, as though time had frozen around him. Seeing the look on his face, his beaming companions started poking him in the ribs, but became concerned when he didn’t react. “You’ve given him something horrid!” said one of them in a panicky voice.


“It’s an item highly prized by historians,” countered Ophelia in a professional tone.


From pallid, Bowler Hat turned gray. “It’s not . . . what I . . . was asking for,” he struggled to get out.


With her handkerchief, Ophelia retrieved the lead ball and replaced it on its little red cushion. “You wanted a weapon, didn’t you? I gave you the projectile from a cartridge that, in its time, punctured the stomach of a soldier. That’s what war was about,” she concluded, pushing her glasses back up her nose. “Men who killed and men who were killed.”


Since Bowler Hat was clutching his stomach and looking queasy, she softened a little. It was a tough lesson, she was aware of that. This boy had come here with his head full of heroic epics, and reading a weapon was like looking his own death in the face. “It will pass,” she told him. “I’d advise you to go outside and get some air.”


The whole group left, but not before shooting a few dirty looks at her over the shoulder. One of them called her “scarecrow” and another “four-eyed sack of spuds.” Ophelia hoped that, later on, her fiancé would think the same of her.


Armed with a spatula, she attacked the chewing gum Bowler Hat had stuck on the glider. “I definitely owed you a small revenge,” she whispered, affectionately stroking the side of the aircraft as she would that of an old horse.


“My darling! I’ve been looking everywhere for you!”


Ophelia turned around. With skirts hitched up and parasol tucked under arm, a splendid young woman was trotting towards her, clicking her white boots on the flagstones. It was Agatha, her elder sister, who was as red-haired, well-dressed, and stunning as her little sister was brown-haired, scruffy, and withdrawn. Day and night.


“But what are you still doing here?”


Ophelia tried to dispose of Bowler Hat’s chewing gum, but it was stuck to her gloves. “I’ll remind you that I work at the museum until 6 o’clock.”


Agatha theatrically squeezed both of Ophelia’s hands in her own. She immediately grimaced: she’d just squashed the gum onto her pretty glove. “Not any longer, stupid,” she said, annoyed, while flapping her hand. “Mom said you must think only of your preparations. Oh, little sister!” she cried, throwing herself onto Ophelia. “You must be so excited!”


“Er . . . ” was all Ophelia managed to get out.


Agatha instantly pulled away to look her up and down. “Holy hot water bottle! Have you looked at yourself in a mirror? You can’t possibly, with any decency, show yourself to your betrothed in that state. What will he think of us?”


“That’s the least of my worries,” Ophelia declared, going over to her counter.


“Well, that’s not the case for your kin, you little egoist! We’re going to remedy this at once!”


With a sigh, Ophelia got out her old shopping bag and put her belongings into it. If her sister was convinced she had a sacred mission, she’d never let her work in peace. There was nothing she could do but close the museum. While Ophelia took her time gathering her things with a heavy heart, Agatha was stamping her feet with impatience. She perched up on the counter, her white boots swinging under her lace bloomers. 


“I’ve got some gossip for you, and it’s juicy! Your mysterious suitor has finally got a name!”


For that, Ophelia lifted her head from her bag. A few hours before they were to be introduced, it was about time! Her future in-laws must have insisted on the utmost discretion. The Doyennes had maintained a deathly silence throughout autumn, divulging not a single piece of information about her fiancé, to an extent that had become ludicrous. Ophelia’s mother, furious not to have been taken into their confidence, had been fuming for two months. “Well?” she asked, as Agatha was savoring her little moment.


“Mr. Thorn!” 


Ophelia shuddered behind the coils of her scarf. Thorn? She was already allergic to the name. It rang hard on the tongue. Rough. Almost aggressive. A hunter’s name.


“I also know that this dear man won’t be much older than you, sis. No old codger incapable of fulfilling his conjugal duties for you! And I’ve kept the best for last,” Agatha continued without drawing breath. “You’re not going to end up in the middle of nowhere, believe me—the Doyennes have really treated us right. Mr. Thorn has apparently got an aunt who’s as beautiful as she’s powerful, who ensures that he has an excellent position at the Pole’s court. You’ll be living the life of a princess!”


Agatha, eyes shining, was triumphant. As for Ophelia, she was devastated. Thorn, a court gentleman? She would have preferred even a hunter. The more she learnt about her future husband, the more he made her feel like fleeing.


“And what are your sources?”


Agatha adjusted her hat, from which quivering little red curls were escaping. Her cherry mouth puckered into a smug smile. “Rock solid! My brother-in-law Gerard got this information from his great-grandmother, who herself got it from a close cousin who is the actual twin sister of a Doyenne!”


Like a little girl, she clapped her hands and leapt to her booted feet. “You’ve got yourself a serious ring on your finger, my dear. For a man with such a position and of such a rank to ask for your hand in marriage, it’s unhoped for! Come on, get a move on sorting out your mess, we don’t have much time before Mr. Thorn’s arrival. We’ve got to make you presentable!”


“Go on ahead,” muttered Ophelia, fastening her bag. “There’s one last thing I must do.”


With a few dainty steps, her sister was off. “I’ll save a carriage for us!”


Ophelia stood stock-still behind her counter for a long while. The abrupt silence that had returned to the place once Agatha had left almost hurt her ears. She reopened her forebear’s journal at random and scanned the fine, lively handwriting, nearly a century old, with which she was now so familiar.


Tuesday July 16th. I find myself obliged to curb my enthusiasm somewhat. The ambassadress has gone traveling, leaving us in the hands of her countless guests. I feel as though we have been completely forgotten. We spend our days playing cards and walking round the gardens. My brother has adapted to this life of leisure better than I have—he is already besotted with a duchess. I will have to bring him into line since we are here for purely professional reasons.


Ophelia was flummoxed. This journal and Agatha’s gossip didn’t match up at all with Augustus’s sketches. The Pole now appeared to be a highly refined place. Was Thorn a card player? He was a court gentleman, he must play cards. That’s probably all he had to do with his days.


Ophelia slipped the little travel journal into a felt cover and thrust it to the bottom of her bag. Behind the reception counter, she opened the lid of a writing case to get out the inventory register. Several times already, Ophelia had forgotten the museum keys in a lock, lost important administration documents, and even broken unique exhibits, but if there was one duty that she had never neglected, it was the keeping of this register.


Ophelia was an excellent reader, one of the best of her generation. She could decipher the life of machines, layer after layer, century after century, through the hands that had touched them, used them, been fond of them, damaged them, patched them up. This ability had allowed her to enrich the description of each piece in the collection with a hitherto unequalled level of detail. Where her predecessors confined themselves to dissecting the past of a former owner, two at a pinch, Ophelia went back to the birth of an object at the hands of its maker. 


This inventory register in some ways told her own story. Custom dictated that she hand it to her successor in person, a procedure she would never have imagined carrying out so early in her life, but no one had yet responded to the request for applications. So Ophelia slid a note under the binding addressed to whomever took over at the museum. She replaced the register in the writing case and locked the lid with a turn of the key.


Moving slowly, she then leant with both hands on her counter. She made herself breathe deeply, and accept the unavoidable. This time, it really was over. Tomorrow she wouldn’t open her museum, as she did every morning. Tomorrow she would depend forever on a man whose name she would end up sharing.


Mrs. Thorn. Might as well get used to it from now on.


Ophelia grabbed her bag. She looked around her museum for the last time. The sun was coming through the rotunda’s glass roof in a cascade of light, wreathing the antiquities in gold and casting their dislocated shadows on the tiled floor. Never had the place seemed as beautiful to her.


Ophelia dropped the keys off at the caretaker’s office. She hadn’t even passed under the museum’s glass canopy, which was swamped by a carpet of dead leaves, when her sister shouted out to her from the door of a carriage: “Get in! We’re off to Goldsmiths’ Street!”


The cabman snapped his whip, even though there was no horse hitched to his carriage. The wheels took off and the vehicle tore along the river, guided only by the will of its master, from the height of his perch.


Through the back window, Ophelia observed the bustle of the street with a new clarity. This valley, in which she’d been born, seemed to be slipping away from her as fast as the carriage was crossing it. Its half-timbered facades, its market squares, its lovely workshops were all already becoming less familiar to her. The whole town was telling her that this was no longer her home. In the russet glow of this late autumn, people were leading their daily lives. A nanny pushed a pram while blushing at the admiring whistles of workmen up scaffolding. Schoolchildren munched their roast chestnuts on the way home. A messenger rushed along the pavement with a parcel under his arm. All these men, all these women were Ophelia’s family, and she didn’t know half of them.


The burning breath of a tramcar went past their carriage with a jangling of bells. Once it had vanished, Ophelia gazed at the mountain, criss-crossed by lakes, that overlooked their Valley. The first snows had fallen, up there. The summit had disappeared under a gray shroud—one couldn’t even make out Artemis’s observatory. Crushed under this cold mass of rocks and clouds, crushed under the dictates of a whole family, Ophelia had never felt so insignificant.


Agatha snapped her fingers under her nose. “Right, trouble, let’s get straight to the point: your whole trousseau has to be revised. You need new clothes, shoes, hats, lingerie, lots of lingerie . . . ”


“I like my dresses,” Ophelia said firmly.


“Oh, be quiet, you dress like our grandmother. Holy curler! Don’t tell me you’re still wearing this old pair of horrors!” Agatha said, grimacing as she took her sister’s gloves in her own. “Mommy’s ordered you a load of them from Julian’s!”


“They don’t make reader’s gloves in the Pole, I have to be thrifty.”


Agatha was impervious to this sort of reasoning. Smartness and elegance were worth all the money in the world. “Pull yourself together, in Heaven’s name! You’re going to straighten that back for me, hold that tummy in, show off that top a little, powder that nose, rouge those cheeks, and for pity’s sake, change the color of your glasses—that gray is so sinister! As for your hair,” sighed Agatha, lifting the brown plait with her fingertips, “if it were up to me, I’d shave it all off and start from scratch, but sadly we no longer have time. Quick, get out, we’re there.”


Ophelia went around as though leaden-limbed. To every petticoat, every corset, every necklace that was presented to her, she responded with a shake of the head. The dressmaker, whose long Animist fingers shaped fabrics without thread or scissors, shed tears of rage. After two fits of hysterics and about ten shopkeepers, Agatha had only managed to convince her little sister to replace her mismatched boots. 


Ophelia was just as recalcitrant at the hairdresser. She wanted to hear nothing of powder, plucking, curling tongs, or the latest style of ribbon.


“I’m certainly patient with you,” fumed Agatha, trying her best to lift Ophelia’s heavy locks to reveal her neck. “You think I don’t know all that you’re feeling? I was seventeen when they betrothed me to Charles, and Mommy two years younger when she married Daddy. See what we have become: radiant wives, fulfilled mothers, accomplished women! You’ve been overprotected by our great-uncle—he did you no favors.”


With her vision blurry, Ophelia looked at her face in the mirror of the dressing table before her, while her sister struggled with the knots in her hair. Without her unruly locks and without her glasses, now lying on the comb tray, she felt naked. In the mirror she saw Agatha’s auburn head resting its chin on her own head. “Ophelia,” she whispered sweetly, “you could be attractive if you just tried a little.”


“What’s the point? Attractive to whom?”


“But Mr. Thorn, of course, you twit!” said her exasperated sister, giving her a tap on the neck. “Charm is the strongest weapon given to women, you must use it without scruples. A mere trifle is enough, a timely wink, a radiant smile, to have a man at one’s feet. Look at Charles, putty in my hands.”


Ophelia fixed her eyes on those in her reflection, chocolate-­flavored eyes. Without glasses she couldn’t see herself clearly, but she could make out the glum oval of her face, the paleness of her cheeks, her white neck throbbing under the collar, the shadow of a characterless nose and those too-thin lips that disliked speaking. She attempted a timid smile, but it looked so false that she dropped it instantly. Was she attractive? How can one tell? From the gaze of a man? Would that be the gaze Thorn would direct at her, this evening?


The idea seemed so grotesque to her that she would have laughed out loud if her situation weren’t so pitifully dire. “Have you finished torturing me?” she asked her sister, who was ruthlessly tugging at her hair.


“Nearly.” Agatha turned to the manageress of the salon to request some hairpins. That moment of inattention was all Ophelia needed. She quickly put her glasses back on, grabbed her bag, and dived headlong into the mirror of the dressing table, which was barely wide enough for her. Her head and shoulders emerged through the wall mirror in her room, a few districts away, but she could move no further. On the other side of the mirror, Agatha had grabbed her by the ankles to pull her back to Goldsmiths’ Street. Ophelia let go of her bag and used the papered wall for support, struggling with all her might against her sister’s grip.


Without warning, she tumbled right into the room, knocking over a stool and the potted plant on it as she did so. Somewhat dazed, she stared blankly at the bare foot sticking out from under her dress; a boot from her new pair had remained with Agatha in Goldsmiths’ Street. Her sister couldn’t pass through mirrors, so she finally had some respite.


Ophelia picked her bag up from the carpet, limped over to a solid wooden chest at the foot of the bunk beds, and sat down. She pushed her glasses back up her nose and surveyed the little room, which was cluttered with trunks and hatboxes. This particular mess wasn’t her usual mess. This room that had witnessed her growing up already smacked of departure.


She carefully got out the journal of her forebear Adelaide and pensively leafed through its pages again. 


Sunday July 18th. Still no news from the ambassadress. The women here are charming and I don’t think any of my Anima cousins are their equals in grace and beauty, but I sometimes feel uncomfortable. I get the impression that they are forever casting aspersions on my clothes, my manners, and my way of speaking. Or maybe I’m just working myself into a state?


“Why are you home so early?”


Ophelia looked up towards the top bunk. She hadn’t noticed the two patent-leather shoes sticking out beyond the mattress; this scrawny pair of legs belonged to Hector, the little brother with whom she shared the room.


She closed the journal. “I’m escaping from Agatha.”


“Why?”


“Little female problems. Does Mr. Say-Why want details?”


“Not remotely.” 


Ophelia half-smiled; she had a soft spot for her brother. The patent shoes disappeared from the top bunk. They were soon replaced by lips smeared with compote, a turned-up nose, a pudding-basin haircut, and two placid eyes. Hector had the same look as Ophelia, but without the glasses: unperturbed in all circumstances. He was holding a slice of bread and apricot jam, which was dripping all over his fingers.


“We said no snacks in this room,” Ophelia reminded him.


Hector shrugged his shoulders and pointed with his slice of bread towards the travel journal on her lap. “Why are you still going over that notebook? You know it by heart.”


That was Hector. He always asked questions and all his questions began with “why.”


“To reassure myself, I suppose,” muttered Ophelia.


In fact, Adelaide had become familiar to her over the weeks, almost close. And yet Ophelia felt disappointed each time she ended up on the last page.


Monday August 2nd. I’m so relieved! The ambassadress has returned from her travels. Rudolf has finally signed his contract with one of Lord Farouk’s solicitors. I am not allowed to write anything more—it is a professional secret—but we will meet their family spirit tomorrow. If my brother puts on a good show, we will become rich.


The journal finished with these words. Adelaide had felt it necessary neither to enter into details nor to give an account of what had happened next. What contract had she and her brother signed with Farouk, the family spirit? Had they returned rich from the Pole? Most probably not, it would have been common knowledge . . . 


“Why don’t you read it with your hands?” Hector asked next, grinding his bread and jam between his teeth while also languidly chewing it. “If I could, that’s what I’d do, myself.”


“I’m not allowed to, as you know.”


In truth, Ophelia had been tempted to remove her gloves to uncover the little secrets of her ancestor, but she was too professional to contaminate this document with her own anxiety. Her great-uncle would have been very disappointed if she had succumbed to such an urge.


Beneath her feet, a shrill voice rose through the floor from downstairs: “This guest room, it’s a total disaster! It was supposed to be fit for a court gentleman, it needed much more pomp, more decorum! How low is Mr. Thorn’s opinion of us going to be? We’ll make amends with the meal this evening. Rosaline, dash to the restaurateur’s to get news of my fattened chickens—I entrust the directing of operations to you! And you, my poor dear, try to set a bit of an example. It’s not every day that one marries one’s daughter!”


“Mom,” said Hector, placidly.


“Mom,” confirmed Ophelia with the same tone.


It certainly didn’t make her feel like going downstairs. As she drew the floral curtain at the window, the setting sun gilded her cheeks, nose, and glasses. In the dusk, through a corridor of crimson-turning clouds, the moon already stood out, like a china plate, against the mauve backcloth of the sky. 


For a long time, Ophelia contemplated the side of the valley, turned golden by autumn, which loomed over their house, and the carriages going by in the street, and her little sisters playing with a hoop in their courtyard, surrounded by dead leaves. They were singing nursery rhymes, daring each other, pulling each other by the plait, going from laughter to tears and tears to laughter with disconcerting ease. They brought to mind Agatha at that age, with their winning smiles, noisy chatter, and beautiful light-auburn hair, shimmering in the gloaming. 


Ophelia was suddenly overcome by a burst of nostalgia. Her eyes widened, her lips thinned, her impassive mask cracked. She would have liked to gambol after her sisters, shamelessly hitch up her skirts and chuck stones into Aunt Rosaline’s garden. How long ago those days seemed to her this evening . . . 


“Why do you have to go? It’s going to be tedious being left alone with all those brats.”


Ophelia turned towards Hector. Busy licking his fingers, he hadn’t budged from the top bunk, but he had followed her gaze through the window. Despite his phlegmatic demeanor, the tone was accusatory.


“It’s not my fault, you know.”


“Why didn’t you want to marry our cousins, then?”


The question felt like a slap in the face. It’s true, Hector was right, she wouldn’t be in this situation if she’d married the first comer. 


“But regrets are pointless,” she muttered.


“Look out!” warned Hector. He wiped his mouth with a swipe of his sleeve and flattened himself on the bed. A sudden draft blew through Ophelia’s dresses. With disheveled bun and glistening forehead, their mother had just burst into the room like a whirlwind. Cousin Bertrand followed right behind.


“I’m going to put the little ones in here, as they’ve given up their room for their sister’s fiancé. These trunks are taking up all the space, I just can’t handle it! Take this one down to the shed, and be careful, what’s in it is fragi—”


Her mother broke off, openmouthed, when she caught sight of Ophelia’s silhouette, outlined against the sunset.


“Ancestors alive, I thought you were with Agatha!” She pursed her lips with indignation as she clocked Ophelia’s old-lady outfit and dust-collecting scarf. The expected metamorphosis had not taken place. She struck her ample breast with her hand. “You want to finish me off! After all the trouble I go to for you! What are you punishing me for, my girl?”


Ophelia blinked behind her glasses. She’d always had poor taste in clothes—why should she change her getup now?


“Do you even know what time it is?” her mother asked, panicking and slapping her varnished nails over her mouth. “We’ve to go up to the air terminal in less than an hour! Where’s your sister gone? And me in this ghastly state, gadzooks, we’ll never make it in time!”


She pulled out a powder compact from inside her bodice, dabbed a pink puff on her nose, rewound her light-auburn bun with an expert hand, and pointed a scarlet nail at Ophelia. “I want you presentable before the next strike of the clock. And that goes for you, too, you disgusting creature!” she scolded in the direction of the top bunk. “You stink of congealed jam, Hector!”


Ophelia’s mother bumped into Cousin Bertrand, who had remained standing there, arms dangling. “And that trunk, are you planning on doing it today or tomorrow?” 


In a whirlwind of skirt, the storm departed from the room just as it had arrived.




The Bear


As night had fallen, so had heavy rain. It hammered down on the metal latticed roof of the airship hangar, fifty meters above. Hoisted on a neighboring plateau, this base was the most modern in the valley. Designed for receiving long-distance flights in particular, it benefited from steam heating and had its own hydrogen-gas plant. Its vast track-sliding doors were wide open, revealing an interior of wrought iron, brick, and cables, in which many gabardine-clad mechanics were rushing around.


Outside, along the goods quay, a few lamps spat out a light made murky by the damp. A guard, soaked to the bone, was checking the protective tarpaulins on mail crates ready for loading. He grimaced on encountering a forest of umbrellas, right in the middle of the quay. Beneath the umbrellas huddled men in frock coats, women in their finery, and well-combed kids. There they all stood, silent and expressionless, scanning the clouds. 


“Well, ’scuse me, my good cousins, might one be of some assistance?” he asked.


Ophelia’s mother, whose red umbrella dwarfed all the others, indicated the standing clock around which they had set up camp. Everything about this woman was enormous: her bustled dress, her bullfrog’s throat, her beehive bun, and, towering above it all, her feathered hat.


“Well, you could start by telling me if this here’s the correct time. It’s been a good forty minutes we’ve been looking out for the Pole airship!”


“Late, as usual,” the guard informed her with a cheery smile. “Waiting for a delivery of furs?”


“No, son. We’re waiting for a visitor.”


The guard squinted at the crow-beaked nose that had just replied to him. It belonged to a lady of extremely advanced years. She was dressed all in black, from the mantilla around her white hair to the taffeta of her stiff-bodiced dress. The elegant silver braiding on her outfit revealed her status of Doyenne, mother among mothers. The guard took off his cap as a sign of respect. “An envoy from the Pole, dear mother? You’re sure there hasn’t been some misunderstanding about the visitor? I’ve worked the quays since I were a lad and I’ve never seen a Northerner drag himself over here for anything but business. Don’t mix with just anyone, those people!” 


He tipped his cap to salute them and returned to his crates. Ophelia gazed after him gloomily, then returned to contemplating her boots. What was the point of putting on a brand-new pair? They were already covered in mud. 


“Lift your chin and try not to get wet,” whispered Agatha, with whom she was sharing a lemon-yellow umbrella. “And smile—you look miserable as sin! Mr. Thorn won’t be swinging from the chandeliers with a killjoy like you.”


Her sister hadn’t forgiven her for escaping through the mirror—you could hear it in her voice—but Ophelia was barely listening to her. She was focusing on the sound of the rain, which drowned out the panicky palpitations in her chest.


“Okay, why don’t you just let her breathe?” asked Hector, annoyed.


Ophelia shot a grateful look at her brother, but he was already busy jumping into puddles with his little sisters and cousins. They embodied the childhood that she would have liked to have relived one last time this evening. Totally carefree, they had all come along not to see the arrival of the fiancé, but rather that of the airship. It was a rare spectacle for them, one big party.


“It’s Agatha who’s right,” declared the mother under her enormous red umbrella. “My daughter will breathe when she’s told to and how she’s told to. Isn’t that right, my dear?”


The question, for appearances’ sake, was just for Ophelia’s father, who stammered a vaguely assenting formula. This poor man, balding and graying, prematurely aged, was crushed by his wife’s authority. Ophelia couldn’t recall ever hearing him say no. She looked for her old godfather among the crowd of uncles, aunts, cousins, and nephews. She spotted him brooding, away from the umbrellas, buttoned up to his moustache in his navy-blue mackintosh. She was expecting no miracle from him, but the kindly salutation he directed at her from a distance did her good. 


Ophelia’s head felt like sludge and her stomach was churning. Her heart thumped deep in her chest. She would have liked this waiting in the rain not to have an ending.


Exclamations all around hit her like dagger blows:


“Over there!”


“That’s it.”


“About time, too . . . ”


Ophelia looked up to the clouds, her stomach in knots. A dark mass, shaped like a whale, was breaking through the mist and stood out against the night sky, while emitting ominous creaking sounds. The whirring of the propellers became deafening. The children squealed with joy. Lace petticoats were blown upwards. Ophelia’s and Agatha’s lemon-yellow umbrella flew off into the sky. Having arrived above the landing strip, the airship released its cables. The mechanics grabbed hold of them and pulled with all their weight to bring the aerostat down. They clung on, in groups of about ten, to the manual-steering rails, guiding it straight into the great hangar, and then moored it to the ground. A gangway was put in place for disembarkation, and, clutching crates and mailbags, the crew members proceeded down it.


The whole family rushed, like a swarm of flies, to the front of the hangar. Only Ophelia remained behind, dripping under the cold rain, her long brown hair plastered to her cheeks. Water trickled down the surface of her glasses. All she could see in front of her was a formless mass of dresses, jackets, and umbrellas.


Above the hubbub, her mother’s booming voice rang out: “Just let him come through, you lot, make way! My dear, my dearest Mr. Thorn, welcome to Anima. So, you came without an escort? Ancestors alive, Ophelia! Where’s she disappeared to now, that moon head? Agatha, go find your sister, quick. What awful weather, my poor friend; if you’d arrived an hour earlier, we’d have welcomed you without all this rain. Someone give him an umbrella!”


Ophelia was rooted to the spot. He was there. The man who was about to devastate her life was there. She wanted neither to see him nor to speak to him.


Agatha grabbed her by the wrist and dragged her through the throng of relatives. Drunk on all the noise and rain, and barely conscious, Ophelia passed from face to face before finally collapsing onto the breast of a polar bear. Dazed, she didn’t react when the bear muttered an icy “good evening,” from up there, way above her head.


“The introductions are over!” her mother shouted hoarsely in the midst of the polite applause. “To your carriages! No point us catching our death.”
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