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1

The First Confession







The white tarpaulin covering part of the façade fluttered in the January wind, like a convalescent’s sheet draped over a cathedral’s wound. In the adjoining courtyard, piles of stone and beams were stacked up like so many sentences waiting for their verbs. Marie stepped through the gate, the damp chill of the walls washing over her face, the mingled scent of wax and dust revived by the rain. She took the corridor lined with paper arrows pointing to ‘Temporary Chapel’. Temporary: the word both reassured and worried her. Nothing was permanent, she told herself. Nothing held together very well either. 

The chapel was housed in a former meeting room that had been hastily converted. On the ceiling, neon lights cast a soft, almost milky glow, tempered by a few flickering candles before a reproduction of Our Lady of Sorrows, the canvas still damp with varnish, as if someone had wanted to restore to the Mother some of the lost lustre of the stones. Two rows of white chairs faced each other. A modern confessional, a light-wooden cubicle pierced by a semi-opaque screen, stood against the back wall. It bore no resemblance to the ancient fortresses with their dense grilles and heavy panelling that stifle and protect. It looked like a piece of Swedish furniture of calculated simplicity, letting in light as much as it did voices.

Marie hesitated on the threshold. She hadn’t come to ‘confess’—the word struck her as archaic, almost theatrical—for fifteen years. A cleansing of her conscience before her sister’s communion, a final display of piety before choosing to run away. Back then, she had been seventeen and faith had seemed to her a series of tasks, a checklist to tick off like a good pupil: do not lie, do not covet, do not disobey. She had retained the politeness, not the fortitude for the nights. Today, politeness was no longer enough.

She sat down in the back row and placed her bag at her feet. Her fingers, yellowed by resin and speckled with tiny flecks of gold, betrayed the clumsiness of a woman accustomed to holding something more fragile than her own life. She thought, without meaning to, of the museum workshop where a ruined saint awaited her. The wood flowed beneath her hand like a breath. Here, she didn’t know how to breathe.

A couple of tourists were whispering in English near the exit. A woman in a black coat knelt down briefly, moving quickly and busily, as if signing for a registered letter. Marie stood up. She hadn’t eaten. She’d had too much coffee. Her stomach knotted when the nun looked up and smiled at her.



— Have you come for confession, my child?

She nodded, aware of the irony in the possessive tone, of the familiarity of that ‘my girl’. She shoved her hands into the pockets of her coat, as if to stop something inside her from falling out. The nun pointed her to the cubicle at the back. The door had no heavy handle, nothing that suggested confinement. Just a light door, a discreet one.

She went inside. The space was cramped, but not stifling. A light-coloured wooden bench, a small crucifix, a tiny lamp whose flame flickered, leaving her unsure whether it was the flame or the air that was trembling. The screen’s curtain, a translucent fabric veil, outlined the seated figure on the other side. A faceless presence, the shadow of a man whose steady breathing and patience she could sense. She heard before she saw, and that was her luck.



— In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, said the voice.

She gave an imperceptible start. The voice was neither deep nor warm; rather clear and steady, with that slight tremor here and there that violins have when a breath brushes against them. She immediately felt ridiculous for looking for aesthetic qualities in it. She had come to say she’d done wrong, not to listen to an instrument.

— It’s been a long time, she said, her mouth feeling a little dry. I can’t remember…

— We can start simply. Tell God what you are carrying that you can no longer bear. Nothing else is required.

He spoke slowly, as one would lead a skittish horse to water. Marie began to hate the gentleness of that metaphor. She sat up straight, searching for a phrase that would not betray her through either excessive precision or excessive evasion. The truth always came to her either in fragments that were too sharp, or in a haze.

— I destroyed someone I loved.

The silence that followed was not a void but an open space, a field where she heard her own words settle, take root. She bit the inside of her cheek. It was out in the open. Not the details, not the scene, not what came after. Just the essence.

— I… I don’t know what I can… what I should… She closed her eyes. She hated half-measures. And yet, she was nothing but restraint. I lied to him. I chose… something other than him. And then, he… it didn’t go well. It’s my fault. I broke him.

— You’re speaking in the past tense. You talk about it as though it were a done deal, a closed chapter. Is that how you see it, or does it still haunt you?

— The reason I’m here is that it just won’t stop.

She wanted to say: it doesn’t sleep, it doesn’t forget, it sits at my table, it follows me as I cross the courtyard, it reflects in the window when I try to write an email. Instead, she kept quiet, because she feared the man on the other end might hear things in her voice that she didn’t want to reveal. She had learnt to weigh every syllable. Was she now going to lose that?

— You have done wrong, the voice continued, and you are in pain because you have done wrong. He barely altered the phrase, just as one might piece together a cracked image. There is no magic here. Only a word you speak, and the mercy you receive. God is not a judge who hands down sentences; he is a father who listens. Are you willing to ask God for forgiveness for what has been, as much as you can bear the weight of it today?

She nodded and corrected herself: ‘Yes.’

— And to repair, where possible, and to replace whatever can be replaced?

The word ‘repair’ made her want to laugh and cry. It was her speciality: mending other people’s beliefs with skin glue and patience, restoring expression to cracked faces. She replied, despite herself, with a sharp clarity:

— I don’t know if people can be fixed like painted boards.

On the other side, a short gasp – it might have been a stifled laugh or restrained indignation, but it was nothing more than a sign of life, a little warmth.

— No, said the voice. But one can approach the truth with the same patient earnestness. Sometimes, that is enough.

There was something unpretentious about this man’s voice, lacking the schmaltz she feared in the voices of priests. A weariness that stemmed not from disgust but from experience. She felt a sense of defiance welling up within her: she wasn’t there to be comforted by a voice. She had to speak her mind. She searched for words that wouldn’t shield her.

— You bear a responsibility, replied the voice. But you are not the sole cause of what happens in a human heart. What we do causes pain and weighs heavily, yes. We are not God, nor are we the creators of misfortune. There is the other person’s freedom, their vulnerabilities, their history. By taking everything upon ourselves, we end up believing ourselves to be almost more powerful than God. There was a subtle smile in the sentence, which Marie sensed more than she heard. She was surprised that she did not hate him for it.

Silence fell once more. Marie lifted her chin slightly. She felt like talking about the local psychologist’s office, the scent of eucalyptus and leather, the nights when she’d shut all the windows because it was too crisp outside. She heard the rumble of the tram outside, a lone bird attempting a note. She let it pass. She’d had enough for today.

— I don’t know if I’m expecting anything here, she finally admitted. I had a Catholic upbringing, but it was distant. I’ve always thought that this rite… She searched for the right word and suddenly felt she was on the verge of being rude. That it was all just a show. A way of saying it’s all sorted without touching on anything essential.

— And today?

— Today I’d like someone to tell me that I’m not… doomed to remain the person I used to be. But I don’t want… I don’t want people to just band-aid me with words.

— I have no bandages, said the voice. But I can bear your burden with you, when you cannot carry it alone, and tell you what I believe to be true: there is no sin that grace cannot overcome. It is not a magic potion; it is a journey.

The word ‘crossing’ made her want to close her eyes. She immediately thought of a branch of the Seine in flood, of the brown river carrying away rubbish and tree trunks and all the memories of its banks. Crossing: you don’t know what lies on the other side until you take the plunge.

She sighed, almost imperceptibly. She didn’t like people speaking like that, and yet she recognised it as the only language that didn’t exasperate her. She held out her clasped hands, an ancient gesture that no longer belonged to her.

— So… can you…? She didn’t dare say the word. To hear it too soon would seem indecent to her.

She was surprised to find herself relieved by the invitation. To return. At first, the idea seemed humiliating to her: getting used to the admission, just as one gets used to a walk one takes every morning. At the same time, she realised that this was perhaps the only habit she could try without damaging herself. She never responded to invitations that required her personal involvement; she avoided dinners and cafés. Here, she was being offered the chance to return to a place where she could withdraw whilst still talking. She smiled to herself.

— All right, she said.

— Right. So…

The sacramental formula rose up, stripped of all pomp, a simple thread stretched across the booth. When the man said, ‘I absolve you’, she instinctively curled up, as if a capricious hand were about to strike her; then, on the contrary, she felt a space open up, a margin around her name. It was not a jury acquitting her, nor a notary signing. Rather, it was that vague sensation that something within her had ceased to demand and had settled.

She paused for a moment to catch her breath. She was no fanatic; she did not give herself away easily. But she yielded to the moment, and that yielding was the most honest thing she had done in months. She stood up. As she opened the door, the white light welcomed her rather than assaulting her. The nun looked up and gave her a second smile, this time without words. Marie, overcome by a foolish sense of modesty, felt the urge to hide her face. She made her way cautiously towards the exit, as if the floor might still give way beneath her.



In the courtyard, an unexpected sparrow was pecking near some scaffolding. The Seine flowed behind the high wall, invisible but ever-present. Marie pulled her coat up around her neck. She told herself that, perhaps, she would return. After all, one could linger between the two banks for a while, if one was prepared to put up with the cold.

She walked down the street and turned left. The rain had stopped. She didn’t look at her phone. She walked for longer than necessary before plucking up the courage to go into the underground.





He had responded as he had been taught to do: to ask questions in order to open things up, not to speculate, not to fill in the gaps. His superiors would repeat to him: ‘Listen more than you advise. Advice flatters the one who gives it. Listening opens up the one who receives it.’ His temptation, however, was to explain. He had been a professor of philosophy; he thought in terms of systems, texts and phrases that had survived the centuries. Here, he had to shed the armour of concepts, and this stripping away left him bare with his faith. He believed. And on some days, he believed as naturally as one breathes. On others, like today, he believed as one holds a thread.

He knew himself well: there were voices that held him in their grip. He had learnt not to pursue them beyond the confessional. He had also learnt to recognise when a soul would ask for more than just the standard formula. This woman—he didn’t even know her name—had countered his own words with such precision that it had moved him. He had heard himself suggest she come back. Was that orthodox? Yes, no doubt. Was it prudent? He wasn’t sure. He thought of Father Jean-Luc, who would have reminded him that pastoral friendship is a good thing, but a perilous one. He thought of his own solitude, which he had arranged as one might furnish a room: a table, books, a coffee grinder, a crucifix, a window overlooking the Seine. In that solitude, the penitent’s voice had sounded like an instrument one had not heard for a long time: a cello in a chapel, a warm note where one thought one could bear only Gregorian chant.



He left the cabin and placed a hand on the wood, as one might stroke a horse’s rump after a hard ride. It was a ridiculous image that made him smile to himself. He bumped into Sister Agnes near the flowers.

— Are you all right, Father? she said, planting a sprig of eucalyptus which immediately filled the air with its scent.

— Yes, Sister. A fine admission. He heard himself use that adjective and blushed inwardly. Fine. As if speaking of a text. He corrected himself. A genuine one.

The nun bowed her head, with that non-judgemental gesture he envied her for. She was one of those women who had weathered so many storms that they could sense the swell before they heard it. She barely looked at him, just enough to make him realise she was watching him. He smiled. If there was anything in his demeanour that betrayed his unease, she would pick up on it quickly. He took his black coat from the back of a chair. The wool had absorbed the smells of the chapel: wax, dust, eucalyptus. He breathed it in. He loved those smells. They reminded him that faith has a molecular weight.



In his room, he put down his keys and put the kettle on with a care he usually reserved for himself. The sound of the water seemed to harmonise with his inner reflection. Had he succumbed to a kind of complacency by prolonging the conversation? No. He had, he thought, kept himself on the very edge of being accommodating. And yet, something inside him knew that he would return to it in his thoughts, despite himself. He gently chided himself for it, as one sends a child back to bed when they have got up too early. He promised himself he would speak to Jean-Luc about it, not to be reprimanded but to put his house in order.

He looked out of the window at the night, which was beginning to take on the colour of the Seine. The scaffolding cast clear, temporary lines against the dark sky. He loved these structures that do not last: they reveal, he would sometimes say in his sermons, the paths taken by reconstruction. There is something confessional about them: one shows what supports the structure, raw and unvarnished, then it disappears, and everyone forgets that there was a time when, to hold on, one had to be tied down.

He closed his eyes, murmured a brief prayer—a simple litany—then gathered himself: Lord, keep me simple. Keep me true. And keep her safe on this journey she did not choose, or no longer remembers choosing.

The coffee pot sizzled softly. He picked up the warm cup and sat down in front of the bookshelf lined with annotated volumes, where St Augustine stood alongside Hannah Arendt, and Ignatius of Loyola next to a handbook on iconography that had been given to him. He suddenly thought of an image of Mary Magdalene he had seen recently in a chapter file: the saint bent over, a jar of perfume in her hand, her face turned towards an invisible point. He wondered whether he should suggest it for the meditation of a woman who had spoken of ‘destruction’. He decided against it. He was not here to offer images in place of lives.

He took a sip. His tongue burned. He smiled to himself at the burning sensation. It reminded him that desire—even the good kind—doesn’t come without a price. He set the cup down. Tomorrow, he thought, she might come back. Or she might not. He could not wish for anything in her place. He could only keep the echo of her voice to himself and place it where, he believed, echoes are not lost.

At the end of the street, a boat let out a short, clear whistle. Night fell with that sound. And in the small room where nothing shone save the ceramic of the cup and a copper cross, a man who had wanted to live in the light realised that he might have to learn another way of looking at the shadows.




      ***








  
  

2

Undo The Knots







She needed a detour, to walk around the block twice, and an excuse—to buy candles she would never light—to force herself to push open the glass door of the temporary chapel. The air inside was warmer than outside, heavy with the scent of wax, old dust stirred up by the building work, and a hint of the sacristy—a mixture of clean linen and dried incense. In the hall, Sister Agnes looked up from the register, her half-moon spectacles poised to slip, her gaze seeing everything yet focusing on nothing. Marie brushed her hand lightly against the wood of the bench as if to greet the material itself, this oak that had borne other sighs before her. 

The confessional was nothing more than a light-coloured wooden cubicle, openwork, with a sliding panel pierced by a small grille. One did not disappear into it as much as into the dark boxes of yesteryear. This detail reassured her. The idea of being swallowed up, engulfed by the ritual, still filled her with dread. She waited, seated, until she heard his voice—his own—ask softly if anyone was coming.

She entered. The partition slid open. The fine metal mesh cut her silhouette into a square of mist. All she had to say were the faint words of the formula she’d learnt as a child, approximate, as if, that evening, the very grammar of error prevented her from forming sentences. 









