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The Sorcerer’s Apprentice





IN PÉRIGORD there lived a priest. His house stood high above a village made up of twenty dilapidated dwellings with grey stone roofs. These houses straggled up the side of the hill, to meet old, bramble-filled gardens, the church and the adjoining presbytery, which were built on rocks reflected in the River Vézère, flowing past at their base. Few people lived there; this priest served several parishes, which meant that, since he spent all day travelling round the countryside, he did not return home until evening. He was aged around thirty-five, just about as unpleasant as a priest can be, and although this was all my parents knew about him, they had entrusted me to his care, urging him to deal strictly with me. Which indeed he did, as you will see.


On the evening of my arrival, the sky was a soft shade of gold. He did not offer me any supper; the moment I turned up on his doorstep he took me straight to my room, which was located in a corridor as ugly as himself. Leaving the door ajar, he abandoned me without a word, if you discount a few unanswerable phrases, such as: every cloud has a silver lining; the tables are turned; come what may; sleep well in the arms of Morpheus; and other such drivel. I heard him go into the next bedroom, moving about, doing God knows what, talking to himself, then there was silence.


I had been asleep for less than an hour when I was awakened by a terrible howling. Sitting bolt upright in bed, my eyes wide open, I waited for what seemed an eternity, petrified that I would hear another sound as terrible as the first. But nothing else disturbed the silence of the night. The moon picked out a few leafy branches among the shadows in a wild garden behind the presbytery; its beautiful rays shone through the panes of my little window, lighting up the corner of a table covered with my blue school notebooks, and a whitewashed wall, and faintly outlining the rim of a water jug. I was sleepy; I drifted off again without worrying too much about my extravagant priest’s odd ways, for it was he who had shouted out in the next room, which was separated from mine only by a thin partition wall.


In the morning, when I went downstairs, I found my parish priest in an almost good mood, making coffee. I owe it to him to mention that at his house I drank the best coffee in the world, delicate yet strong, with a curious taste of embers and ash. He took a great deal of care preparing it according to his own method, all the time muttering away, not to me, but to the flames which he blew on gently, rekindling the embers, talking to them as if they were people. He removed the coffee from the heat as soon as it began to bubble, returning it for a brief instant to the burning coals which he picked up in his bare fingers, as though he derived enjoyment from the act, and without noticeably burning himself. The whole process took a good quarter of an hour, and he spent the entire time crouched in the hearth, with his cassock bunched up between his thighs.


After we had drunk our coffee, we went out into the garden. Sitting on some steps, at the intersection of two pathways, he got me to translate some Latin passage or other from my school books. As far as I could see, he had a rather poor grasp of Latin. He had the unpleasant habit of vigorously scratching his horrible black hair, and that got on my nerves. What’s more, he kept reminding me how grateful I should be to my parents, who had had the excellent idea of entrusting me to him. If my attention wandered, even for a moment, he seized me by the ear and I felt two hard, sharp fingernails sink into my flesh. He wore a disgustingly dirty cassock, for he was extremely mean with money, and thought he looked good in it. He addressed me by the sweetest names, while at the same time poking fun at me; he displayed the polite manner one might use when celebrating a small Mass; he kept calling me “Young Sir”; it was as if he were saying: I’m only a peasant, I owe you a little politeness; and there you have it, all in one go; try to be content with it, young Gentleman. This Latin lesson, punctuated with little courtesies, lasted no more than a page; he stood up; I did likewise, and both of us were delighted that it was over—in my case the Latin, in his, the politeness. To tell the truth, in that June of my sixteenth year, what I really wanted were language lessons of a different kind, for love is a language, even more ancient than Latin (and there are those who say even that defies decency).


Leaving me to Seneca and Caesar, he strode off into the countryside. He had charge of several parishes; very well then, let him leave me on my own, this solitude would not be without its attractions; I was perfectly capable of passing the time and getting by without my priest.


As soon as he had gone, I put down my books and gave up trying to follow Caesar’s conquests; instead, I opened my eyes wide and took a long look at my new life. All along the banks of the Vézère ran the vast, thickly-wooded hills of the Sarladais. Closer to me, our garden was broken up by little low walls made of heaped-up stones, and by steps and pathways. All kinds of plants were jumbled up together, growing wild, almost hiding the once-ordered layout of a rather fine formal garden. Everything flourished higgledy-piggledy, rose bushes and brambles, flowers, grass and fruit trees. This lost order reinforced the garden’s charm, as well as the anxiety which you felt as you tried to find your way round that tangled mess, whose traceries of flowers were bizarrely watched over by a pale blue plaster statue of the Virgin Mary. She rose above the wild jumble of plants, looking just a touch simple-minded, with her tear-filled eyes, her insignificant, veiled face like a blind woman’s, her gentle, soft hands and her belly tilting forward. Beyond her it was all emptiness; our garden, which was perched at the very summit of the rocks, tumbled down towards the azure sky, the waters of the Vézère and the village rooftops.


Our church shone in the sunshine. It was a former monastery chapel, with thick walls pierced by narrow windows like arrow-slits. But the thing which commanded my attention was the presbytery, which I had caught only a glimpse of the night before. It seemed very ancient, with its lintelled windows and its substantial stone roof. As I was alone, I decided to get to know it better.


On the ground floor was the kitchen, where we had drunk our coffee. The dominant feature was a vast fireplace, which filled the whole room with smoke. I pushed open a little door beside a cupboard, and was surprised to see that it led into a stable, occupied by a sparse flock of bleating sheep. I found log-piles and a kind of forge.


A flight of stone steps led up to the first floor. The previous evening, as I got ready for bed, I had noticed a large, beautiful seashell in my room, and some naval swords, bows and arrows piled up under a dressing table. Did my priest have a nostalgic longing for the sea? I opened the door to his bedroom; the thing which struck me particularly was that there was no bed, just a pile of blankets in one corner. Nearby, I found exactly what I might expect to see in the way of basic conveniences and piety, except for some more weapons, hanging from nails on a wall, and several collections of butterflies. I noted also that there was no clock, calendar or newspaper; in fact nothing at all to tell you the time of day or the date.


The other bedrooms, further down the corridor, were used for storage. They were unusable and dark because of the piles of assorted objects accumulated by generations of parish priests. It would have taken several days to get to the bottom of the various heaps.


I opened the shutters of the first room I entered, so that I could see more clearly. It turned out to be a chaos of prie-dieux, desks, benches, broken chairs bowed beneath the weight of gaping chests of drawers, and pea-sticks, heaped so high they touched the ceiling.


In the second room, which had whitewashed walls like all the other rooms in the presbytery, I bumped into another chaotic jumble of furniture, chests and baskets filled with long-forgotten clothes. There, I found clothing for housemaids and priests, cassocks and heavy cotton skirts, lavender sachets, linen, sun-hats, and white “Bâteau” knickers, slit up the sides, as worn by the Young Ladies you see on a Sunday morning, lifting their skirts behind country churches, while the bells are ringing for Mass. I counted more than fifty pairs in one trunk, all clean and new. Further on in a willow basket, I found faded skirts, soldiers’ uniforms, theatrical costumes; enough clothes to dress myself a thousand times over. Near to a nice little cradle, a picture of the Burial of Christ was rotting away in a corner, and a swarm of maddened wasps was buzzing ceaselessly inside a wardrobe.


The third bedroom was used as a drying chamber for corn cobs, which had been laid out on the floor. I was going to close the door without going in, when I realised that these corn cobs had been arranged to form a number of perfectly geometrical shapes: circles, squares, suns, and more complicated figures, structured according to gradations of colour, which must have taken my priest several days’ work and infinite patience.


The final room, at the far end of the corridor, was used purely as a drying-room for tobacco. Bunches of long tobacco leaves hung from the ceiling, and their sweet, pungent scent impregnated the whole house.


A ladder and trapdoor provided access to the attic, which covered the whole of the first floor. The glimmers of sunshine which filtered between the stone roofing-slabs and the traceries of beams and laths cast an almost adequate light on a scattering of old books on the floor: the complete Virgil, Lucretia, Ovid’s Metamorphoses, Cervantes, a copy of Plutarch’s Lives of Famous Men, devotional texts. Rotting portraits of priests, stored away without their frames, looked at me with their large, wide eyes, like judges who were either benevolent or stern, meek or evil, watching me, following every move I made. That made me feel awkward for a while, I couldn’t do a thing without them immediately swivelling their eyes towards me.


I was reading, sitting comfortably—or as comfortably as one could in a stuffy roof-space—when I heard someone climbing the ladder. My priest pushed open the trapdoor with his head. He did not see me, for it took several seconds to get used to the semi-darkness of the attic. I did not move. A delicious anxiety clutched at me. He climbed up the last few rungs:


“For God’s sake, are you there?”


No reply. So as not to have climbed up for nothing, he set about removing the dust which covered the old books, striking the volumes with the flat of his hand, so frequently and so hard as he grumbled to himself that he stumbled and fell on top of me:


“Ah!” he exclaimed, “so that’s where you were.” Yes! I told him, in the same tone of voice. But could he see my smile? Already he was pulling me towards him. As I was on my knees, he too knelt down to give me a good thrashing. After taking most of my clothes off, he struck me roughly, as he had struck the books. Did I weigh heavy in his arms? He made me get up and lie down across a low beam which ran across the attic; then, pushing my head down, he finished beating me in comfort. After that he went away, leaving me half-naked, panting, covered in sweat, my flesh burning against the rough beam. Once the trapdoor had closed, I regained my senses, telling myself that my fate was not really cruel, that the boys of Ancient Rome had undergone the same punishments and had not died; at last, rather cheerfully, I got down off my beam with my dust-blackened knees and my scarlet torso, put my clothes back on and went back to reading Plutarch.


By the time I too left the attic, I could tell from the silent house that I was alone again. I went into my room and washed myself in cool water, which took the entire contents of my little water jug, as I was so dusty. Then I rested my elbows on the window ledge and gazed out at the trees and the sky. Birds were singing, hens were pecking around in the yard; a fine, strong smell of weasels drifted up from below. Worn-out from the beating I had endured, and feeling feverish, I was drawn by the calm of the garden.


At the far end of a pathway was a little murmuring spring, where I drank. In those early days of June, I found the power of the growing plants exhilarating; the scent of the carnations and roses troubled my young flesh. The warm air caressed my face. Evening fell. A sound of violently rattling saucepans told me that my priest had returned. A few logs tossed into the fireplace suddenly crackled and burned all at once. After he had called me two or three times, and since I was mischievously refusing to reply, he appeared in the kitchen doorway, which was all lit up by flames, his tall, thin silhouette stark against the firelight. Finally he came towards the clump of leafy vegetation where I had hidden myself. From my hiding place, among the leaves of a box tree, I saw his hand feel around for me, and finally encounter my face.


“Right,” he shouted, “get into that house. I’ll teach you to disobey me, you cheeky young…” How had I offended him? We left the moonlit garden and I followed him up to my room, where, after tying me across a chair, he thrashed me with a switch. Then he knelt down next to me and—as peculiar as ever—covered me with caresses, tenderly rocking me in my rush-covered clothes. He put out the light and remained there, beside my chair, in perfect darkness, saying nothing, kissing my face, for a whole quarter of an hour, before freeing me from my bonds.


It was at least nine o’clock in the evening when we decided to go back downstairs. We had a swift supper of coffee, lentils and biscuits, then I went up to bed.


My room had a narrow window which opened out onto the trees. My cool sheets smelt good. Unusually sweet bird-calls echoed in the branches. The birds’ cries mingled with those of the tree-frogs in the garden pond, who were equally preoccupied with love and seduction. The green countryside sang beneath the starry sky. Other tree-frogs called back, from far away, their songs unspeakably loving and lingering. From time to time a whole section of the countryside would fall silent; in another, the songs would continue, then stop, then begin again, never tiring. Their calls kept me awake. Lying in my bed, I breathed in the perfume of the flowers which the night’s spell had brought to life. The beautiful June sky shone, filled with stars; scents of pollen and roses floated up to me from the garden. I could not bear to stay in bed. Quite apart from the fact that my back was burning, I did not feel the slightest bit sleepy; on the contrary, I felt like plunging into the deepest depths of the cool greenery and shadows.


Barefoot, and as silently as I could, I tiptoed down the presbytery stairs. I opened a door. I felt as though I was walking out into a paradise of trees and flowers. Our dark stone roof stood out starkly against the sky. The calm surface of the pond gleamed in the shade of the pine trees. White flowers shone in the moonlight. I walked on slowly, following the light-coloured pebbles of a garden path, in the splendour and stillness of the night, until I reached a mass of thousands of green leaves and plunged in, cooling down the weals which burned my back and flanks, rubbing my flesh for a long time against this bed of greenery. From time to time the flutter of a bird’s wing in the darkest depths of the foliage made my heart pound. The ewes in the stable jostled against the wooden walls; the occasional sounds they made, in the very special atmosphere of the night, were punctuated by matchlessly seductive silences. These made me want to pleasure myself, and I did so before collapsing into the low branches, which were kind enough to catch me.


After exciting myself in this way, and feeling a little weak, I returned to the presbytery, hoping that my parish priest was sleeping soundly.


 








MY WINDOW was set deep into the wall and, in the morning, I settled myself down on the sill. From this calm, cool recess I could look down towards the north and see one side of the church. The previous evening’s supper had not satisfied my appetite, and now a whole host of things served to sharpen it: the sun riding high above me, rays of light, the brisk air, a section of hill-side which I could just make out, and all the fun I was promising myself while I was living with my priest.


There was nobody in the garden. I could clearly make out the rows of peas, and a stream with its network of irrigation channels. At that hour of day, my priest must be out doing his rounds. I went down and cut myself some bread, putting the chunks into my pockets. For the time being I could see nothing else to eat in this worse than poor house. I was beginning to suffer from hunger, and to realise to my astonishment that this deprivation gave me just as much pleasure as my priest’s unjust punishments. In fact, if I wanted to be better fed all I had to do was attend to my own needs, since in that month of June the kitchen garden was positively bursting with peas which nobody ever picked, with cherries and with delicious, ripe strawberries which I could gather every day. I was considerably strengthened by this discovery, and by the pleasure I would undoubtedly derive from raiding the garden. In this happy state of mind, and in my imagination already full of cherries, I also convinced myself that several of the locked cuboards in the presbytery would contain excellent foodstuffs, hidden away inside.


It was not terribly difficult for me to find keys which opened almost all of them, hidden here and there. I found nothing to eat, but in one cubbyhole I did happen upon this strange object: a wooden stump about a metre tall, with four branches, inexpertly carved to resemble arms and legs. At the upper end of this log was a roughly-carved woman’s head, topped by a straw wig. A few details had been added, in pencil. Was this my priest’s woman? It wore a red rag instead of a skirt. Someone had burned incense before this horrendous idol, in a collection of seashells. Not quite sure what to make of this discovery, I locked the cupboard again, and put the key back into a little pot on the kitchen shelves. I was exhilarated by this unusual house, which drew me out of myself, troubled me and changed my character to the point where I felt I could do anything without blushing, and I would have stolen money if I had found any. I confined myself to raiding the tobacco drying-room for dried leaves, crushing them into powder in a handkerchief, ready for smoking, and hiding a kilo in a corner, for my own personal use.


My excellent parish priest arrived on the dot of noon, as I was eating cherries. I saw him climb the steps; he was tall, broad-shouldered, narrow-hipped. With rapid movements he changed his shoes, pushing the bad-smelling ones under a kitchen dresser, and taking out a fresher pair. In tune with his usual habit of never staying in one place for long, he was already preparing to leave again; and on the principle that just the once would do no harm, he suggested that I should accompany him.


So we went round the farms together, on the pretext of collecting money for the poor. We were offered drinks everywhere, a polite excuse for not giving us anything else. Soon the farmyards were not vast enough for our uncertain steps. We visited seven or eight families, sitting down at the dark wood tables that smelt of cheap wine and bread, and having a drink. In the perfect mist of my drunkenness, I recall a girl of about twenty, who stayed crouched by the hearth all the time we were in her parents’ house, and who told us flatly that she had nothing to give; she was beautiful, though her features were ravaged by the habit of sexual pleasure; I don’t know whether she gave herself that pleasure, or had lovers, but everything in her expressed a profound knowledge of pleasure, violent, ferocious joy; in fact she looked just a little like me.


Apart from the keys to his church, my priest showed me keys to several presbyteries in parishes which he also served.


“My bachelor apartments,” he told me, “come on, come on.”


I remember an unknown village, our rapid, stiff steps, a blazing sun, our drunkenness which we tried to hide from a few old women who were knitting long socks on their doorsteps, a garden full of brambles and bees. He showed me into an old presbytery which he used as a house of pleasure. In the semi-darkness, with the shutters closed, he (…)* on the tattered couch of a priest’s sitting room; as for me, I was drunk on cheap wine and coarse pleasure, and I let him have his way with me; it caused me less discomfort than the bad treatment I was accustomed to, and I fell asleep on the carpet, as soon as he had finished taking his pleasure.


When it was time to go back home, my priest said: “You haven’t seen everything.” Evening was drawing on and as there was not time to take me to his other bachelor apartments, he led me under a golden sky to ruined farm-buildings that stood at the foot of a little meadow, looking as if they ought to tumble into the stream. These were his too; he had inherited them. He grabbed my arm, picked a bunch of stinging nettles, opened a door, and closed it behind us. Here he is, whipping me with nettles, gathering his strength; here am I, crushed with tiredness and pain, leaning against a chest of drawers in a dead room, a bedroom with no bed, strewn with the wreckage of the ceiling. I can make out nothing but a clock that has stopped, a ploughshare, a chair with the stuffing hanging out, a drawer jutting out of a chest, which I slide out a little more so as to get a better grip. And all the while I fear that my priest will move around too violently in this ramshackle house and bring down what remains of the ceiling on our heads, or that he will go through the worm-eaten floorboards and fall down into the cellar.


Afterwards we retraced our steps, brushing the patches of dust and plaster off our knees. My kingdom, he said to me, referring to the presbyteries and the ruined farms, whose keys he jangled in his deep pockets.


Back at his house, he gave me bread. Affectionately, almost fraternally, he pushed a goblet of wine towards me to restore my strength after the exhaustion of following him. It was a peaceful evening, and a deliciously cool breeze wafted in from the garden. I was so worn-out, so filled with delight that I lost consciousness the moment my head hit the pillow; plunging into a deep, admirable sleep, the best sleep of my life.


 








THE NEXT MORNING, I was alone as usual. Once again he had left me to my own devices. I wondered if he was at confession, and if he was, whether he would confess everything. I had a suspicion that he, and other young priests of his ilk, liked to share the revelation of their sins, only confessing them among themselves. As for my priest, if I was right about him, he simply wouldn’t admit anything, not even to his colleagues. And so that morning of my life was entirely taken up with speculating about my priest. I saw nothing beyond the present moment, never imagined for a second that happiness was waiting just around the corner; or that it was already heading straight for me. Did I have any idea of what was about to happen? Didn’t I have the faintest inkling?


The sun’s glorious rays were burning off the dew in the garden; but the whitewashed walls of my bedroom remained in limpid shadow, as transparent and cool as an expanse of blue water, reflecting the sky. The shadow derived from the church, the house’s north-facing aspect, and the dampness welling up from the spring, so liberally that it rotted the floorboards and turned the walls green much to the delight of the nettles which love old gardens and priests. The clear June sunlight had roused me from sleep, in that cold, silent house.


I went out. I saw the beautiful Sarladais. It was the start of haymaking. In faraway meadows reapers were hacking down the tall green grass; beside the trees, men were beating iron blades or sharpening their scythes, and the echo of hammer-blows made the rocky cliffs ring all along the Vézère.


I sat down on the church steps, laying my Latin books beside me. Our church stood among low walls of fallen stones, a favourite haunt of snakes. A maze of paths led down from it to the village, and it dominated the hillside, looming over it like a bird of prey. The people of the eleventh century were strange folk, and the carved stone pediment might well provide ideas for any boys who lacked them.


I read for a while. A boy aged around thirteen saw me, registered surprise and leant his bicycle against a wall. Was he going to give me the loaves he was carrying, or leave them in the doorway of the presbytery? He untied the strings which fastened the big, round loaves to the luggage rack.


“Give me the bread,” I said.


I took in his manner, his grace, the smile on his lips. Spring had never created anything more delightful. He rummaged in the leather satchel at his hip, and took out a notebook and a pencil, licking the point delicately with the tip of his tongue.


“It’s for my accounts.”


He picked a few cherries:


“So. You’ll be around then?”


“All summer,” I replied, just as disconcerted as he was.


He left without further ado, and without paying much more attention to his accounts.
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