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      AUTHOR’S NOTE

      
      Although this novel was partly inspired by the writings of Saint Teresa of Avila, it is not about her in any direct way. My
         character whom I’ve named Josephine is precisely not Teresa. I was also inspired by the lives of the saints recounted by De Voragine in his collection The Golden Legend. Thanks to Pat Reuben for pointing out to me the story of St Marin. Thanks to the British Council for inviting me to different
         parts of the world, trips which sparked off bits of this novel. Thanks to Marina Warner for taking me to see, in Cologne,
         St Ursula’s church and its Golden Chamber, and for pointing out the similarities between the story of the life of St Dympna
         and the fairytale called Donkeyskin. Thanks to Gillon Aitken and all at Aitken & Stone, and to Lennie Goodings and all at
         Little, Brown. Thanks to my husband Jim Latter, my family and to all my friends, whose love and encouragement means more than
         I can say.
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      THE GOLDEN HOUSE

      
      The golden house was where the bones were kept.
      

      
      The golden chamber. A room inside a room, like a jeweller’s nested box. The golden house was a chapel built into the massive
         side wall of the cathedral in the centre of the city. You wouldn’t know it was there. You would think the low door at the
         end of the aisle led back outside, another exit, to sunlight and smoky, glittering air. Instead, when you put your hand on
         the cold iron latch and lifted it so that the pointed door swung open, you pitched forwards down two steps into that gold
         house full of bones. Thinking to go outside, you went in, to that disorderly house full of dead women.
      

      
      Deceptive, that place. Four-square, a vaulted ceiling, the walls looking, at first glance, with their tiers of plush-lined
         boxes, as though they composed a theatre, each little gold-encrusted frame revealing the torso of a beautiful golden-haired woman in gold clothes. Look again, and you saw stacks
         of doorless cupboards, fretted and gilded, choc-a-bloc with statuesque sculptures in wood. Oak and cherry and walnut: take
         your pick. Wooden busts of women with carved crimped curls, curved thin smiles, spots of rose painted on their cheeks.
      

      
      These gilded ladies staring out of their gold windows like captured portraits each had a label, a name: St Paula, St Barbara,
         St Petronilla, St Thecla, and so on. Saints with a history, a pedigree, who could be looked up in books and their stories
         checked. The golden legend of their doings ran round the four walls of the golden house. Inside each woman: a few bones. Each
         golden girl was a small container for relics. A little bone house. Shake her like a pepper pot and she’d rattle out her tale,
         some bone dust.
      

      
      Above these rows of reliquaries, these dead dolls, on another level, were displayed the bones of the nameless ones, the women
         with no identities. Nobody knew to whom these scrap bones belonged. They had been sorted and classified simply according to
         shape and appearance, then made into a mosaic, which ran all around the top two-thirds of the chapel, and reached the ceiling,
         filling in the arches of the vault. The mosaic was constructed of square wooden frames, each packed tight with a particular
         arrangement of bones, that, placed together, formed a precise and repeated abstract pattern of straight lines, rosettes and
         mandalas. Only on a second glance did you realise that what you were looking at were massed tibias, fibulas and femurs, with
         here and there a skull and crossbones for added decoration, or a prayer superimposed in bone letters in a language nobody could understand.
      

      
      Isabel brought her granddaughter to see it. The child, frowning and black-haired, imagined the architects of this place as
         busy cooks inventing recipes, sorting and arranging, putting certain bones into the gold cupboards as you’d put joints of
         meat into larders, and setting some aside, to be boiled down for other uses, soup perhaps, or glue. They were artists, surely.
         Sitting cross-legged on the floor, each with a lapful of bones, braiding them together like crochet, re-articulating them
         into fantastic shapes, making them speak like poetry. Fitting them into the square trays, according to the designs they’d
         worked out, then slapping these up on the walls, a gold mesh nailed across the front to stop the bones, wired into place,
         from falling out or being pecked by the pigeons who sometimes flew in.
      

      
      Bone pictures, arranged row on row, so that your eye could travel over them vertically or horizontally or both at once. You
         could see all the layers of bones, and you could see each individual bone; the part and the whole. The patterns were severe
         and mysterious. No one could say what they meant. What you saw was the overall dance of shapes. The beauty of the bones.
      

      
      – Parts of Josephine ended up here, Isabel told the child: and parts of her did not.

   
      
      THE STORY OF JOSEPHINE

      
      Nine months after Josephine’s death and burial she was dug up again. They discovered that she was still herself. Josephine.
      

      
      Then they dismembered her. Jo. se. phine.

      
      She died before she had completed her life’s work. She had scarcely begun it. She was in transit, on her way towards achievement.
         Death plucked at her sleeve and said: stop here. This is as far as you will go without me. From now on I shall walk at your
         side, and I shall come to lie with you in your bed and hug you to me.
      

      
      Josephine had been ill for some months with cancer. The doctors had not diagnosed it until too late. But, in any case, they
         did not know how to cure this disease which flourished in secret like mushrooms sprouting in the dark woods, coming up through
         the layers of fallen leaves. They prescribed purging, cupping, bleeding, blistering and cutting, but she sent them away. She died in her cell, a tiny bare room in the
         convent of St Joseph’s she had so recently founded. She lay on a bed made of packing cases nailed together, between sheets
         donated by friends. Eucalyptus burned in the brazier in the corner, to take away the smell of sickness. Flies tumbled about,
         bumping against the small casement window, buzzing.
      

      
      Thirteen sisters, the number she had stipulated in her Rule for the Reform, lived in that little ramshackle house where she
         died. A baker’s dozen, she called it. Twelve apostles plus one. The one in this case was Maria, whom Josephine had named as prioress to succeed her. The nuns, squeezed into the confines of the
         cell, knelt at the foot of the bed, watching. Josephine’s bedding was soaked with sweat. She whispered that she was worn out.
         So exhausted that death must be very near.
      

      
      The other persons in the room were Lucian, the nuns’ chaplain, who came to give her the last sacraments and anoint her with
         the holy oils, and her niece Isabel, her attendant in that last year and her constant companion. Isabel was the outsider.
         She wore the brown dress and black veil like the other sisters, but she was not professed. Josephine had told her to wait,
         till she was completely sure. She had promised the girl her rosary, as a last gift. Meditating on its mysteries, Isabel would
         be helped to make up her mind.
      

      
      Josephine refused confession and holy communion, murmuring that she did not need them now. She consented to be marked with
         the holy oils, Isabel could see, simply so that she could say goodbye to Lucian as he bent over her. Sister Maria held out a crucifix for her to kiss and Josephine pushed
         it away.
      

      
      In the end, hers was a peaceful death. Lucian paced up and down. He stumbled in and out. The rattling sound of his beloved
         friend’s breathing upset him so much that he could not stay still. Sister Maria commanded Isabel to leave the room, to go
         and get some food, lest she faint after so many hours keeping vigil. She wanted her gone, in case she suffered or felt frightened.
         Isabel did not want to leave her aunt. Just as she put her hand on the latch of the door Josephine opened her eyes and looked
         anxiously up. Isabel went back to the bed and said: here I am, now you can rest easy again. Josephine was like a child to
         hold. So little and light. She laid her head on Isabel’s arms. She leaned forwards into her embrace. She gave three small
         moans then blew her breath out for the last time and died.
      

      
      On the following day the nuns washed the body, dressed it in a clean, new habit, and wrapped it in cloth of gold. Expensive,
         heavy stuff. Magdalena, the woman who donated it, meant it as a symbol of her own importance. She had endowed the house when
         first it opened, paying the nuns’ rent for the first year. She sincerely loved Josephine, but she did also love to see herself
         as the powerful and generous benefactor. For the nuns, the golden cloth symbolised the care and reverence with which to treat
         the body of their Foundress. The cloth was like their hands, touching her tenderly.
      

      
      Isabel took Josephine’s rosary and attached it to her own belt. She took care to do this in full view of the others, so that she could not be accused, later, of deviousness or stealing.
         She had not taken a vow of poverty so she could possess it. It was light, and weighed little. The beads were golden-coloured.
         The crucifix was missing. Perhaps Josephine had taken it off. When a person dies that you have loved, it’s true you want to
         clutch onto a bit of them. Isabel was going through a period of doubt and confusion about her future as a nun. She was not
         much given to praying. But she vowed that for Josephine’s sake she would use her rosary and pray with it, as her aunt had
         said she should.
      

      
      The gold sheet covered the body completely. Isabel tucked in the ends. Maria, the prioress, swung her hammer and fastened
         down the coffin lid with iron nails. Plump of body, she had long arms which were muscled and strong. She wielded her hammer
         with energetic grace, banging the nails securely into position, so that, as she put it, nothing should disturb Josephine until
         the trumpet call at the Last Day.
      

      
      Off went the body, out of the house, in that long wooden box, made of cheap wood and not adorned in any way. It lurched across
         the tiny courtyard, carried on the shoulders of six of the sisters. Some of them were so much shorter than the others that
         the coffin tipped to one side, and then to the other. The sisters did not keep step very well. Josephine would have laughed
         at the lack of dignity with which she was got to the church. Maria, the prioress, walked in front, and all the rest behind,
         carrying candles. In the bright daylight you could hardly see the flames.
      

      
      Father Lucian was waiting for them in the chapel, formerly the cowshed. He must have been crying in the night for his eyelids
         were puffed up and purplish-red, like bruises. Even his cheeks and nose looked swollen and thickened by tears. His entire
         face was flushed a dark pink from weeping. He seemed ashamed of these signs of grief. He told Isabel they indicated insufficient
         faith. Josephine, he was sure, was in heaven now, in a place of joy. He should be giving thanks to God. But he told the girl
         he felt stricken with wretchedness. All his bones ached, he said, as though he were about to come down with an illness, and
         there was a tearing pain inside him, as though his heart and stomach were slowly being ripped in two, and his eyes were burning,
         and his knees wanted to give way. He whispered all this while Isabel got out his robes and helped him to put them on. He went
         through the Mass clumsily. He croaked out the words and sang the responses in a small harsh voice.
      

      
      Magdalena, the woman who had endowed the convent, was not allowed to attend the burial, for the ceremony was considered as
         being held within the enclosure. It was just for the nuns. But she sent two workmen over to take charge of making and sealing
         the tomb, and Sister Maria, not wishing to offend her, let her have her way.
      

      
      The site chosen for the coffin’s bestowal was on the far side of the nuns’ grille, a niche in the wall behind the altar, in
         the small space reserved as the public part of the little chapel, where the local people knelt when invited in to hear Mass.
         A sort of stone cupboard, shallow and open, wider than it was tall, which looked as though it might have been the cows’ manger. Once the coffin had been wedged into this space, the workmen weighed it down with a great heap
         of earth, rubble and sand. Then they bricked up the entrance. And across the front of this they built a further screen, of
         blocks of stone, with one panel marked with a cross.
      

      
      Isabel stayed on at St Joseph’s with the nuns, for she did not know what else to do. Sister Maria said she might remain there
         as long as she needed, until she made up her mind whether to enter or not. All those years that she had lived with Josephine,
         her father had sent money from the Far Country every month, to cover her board and lodging, and that would continue, until
         she needed a dowry, either for marrying or becoming a nun. She lived as one of the professed, with a cell of her own, but
         as she had not taken vows, and so was not enclosed, she could be sent out of the house on errands, to take messages or letters.
         Isabel liked these walks through the city, and she liked feeling useful. In the hours which the Rule prescribed for the nuns
         to spend in their cells, working and praying, she sat on the floor and thought over her life, and wondered what would become
         of her.
      

      
      Nine months after Josephine’s death, Isabel first, and then all the sisters, noticed a change in the atmosphere in church.
         A sweet smell had sprung up near the altar. It drifted about and tantalised their noses. It wasn’t incense, for they were
         too poor to burn any. It was more like fresh flowers. A warm giddy breath as of spring tumbling in under the chilly draughts
         of October, under the cold winds of approaching winter that were already sweeping down from the mountains and driving along the streets.
      

      
      The fresh scent, so delicate and yet so heady, made Isabel think of flowers that were impossible. Pictures rose in her mind
         of blooms she could never have seen. Except, perhaps, in her infancy in the Far Country. Did she ever really see them? Striped
         and spotted orchids, pink and cream and mauve, white lilies whose petals were thick as wax, whose throats gushed such sweetness
         you thought you would faint. Such a caressing perfume. It enveloped you and you couldn’t break away. Climbers starred with
         yellow, vines dangling bell-shaped scarlet blossoms that closed round your fist and sucked at it, whorled clusters of dark
         blue petals that dropped wreaths of powerful fragrance, intoxicating as opium, on the evening air. Magdalena grew medicinal
         plants in her garden. None of them, Isabel thought, remembering, smelled quite this honey-rich.
      

      
      The breath of flowers, tender and voluptuous, lingered and did not go away. The nuns scented a miracle. At recreation, crammed
         round the table in the kitchen, they discussed the possibilities. Was it just the smell of loss, of their own longing? How
         could they be sure?
      

      
      Father Lucian said there was only one way to find out. He came at night, with his friend Father Peter, and Isabel went down
         to let them in when they tapped very discreetly, with a pre-arranged pattern of knocks, at the street door. They each carried
         a lantern, and they had also brought, under their cloaks, pickaxes, shovels and chisels.
      

      
      Breaking open the tomb was slow and difficult work. The nuns kept the chapel shut for two days. They wanted no rumours starting up. In this city gossip jumped from person to person
         faster than a flea. By the second night the task was completed. The stone cupboard gaped wide as the heap of rubble was shovelled
         away and the coffin tugged out. The lid had been smashed in by the weight of sand and earth thrown on top of it. Lucian prised
         out the nails and heaved it up. The nuns pressed forwards to look.
      

      
      The wood of the coffin had rotted, and stank of mildew. The cloth of gold wrapper and the brown habit in which Josephine had
         been buried were falling to pieces. But the body, though it was stained with the earth that had penetrated into the coffin,
         was as fresh and whole as though it had been buried only the day before.
      

      
      The face was a little bruised by the rubble that had fallen on it once the coffin lid had given way, but it was intact. Isabel
         reached out a finger to stroke earth and dust away and found Josephine there, undamaged. She had to put up her hands to trap
         her tears but through her crying she went on looking at her. Josephine could not be disturbed by anyone’s grief. Her shut
         eyelids swelled like eggs. She lay in calm repose, beyond the reach of suffering and of pain. She was free. She was herself
         again, and she was transfigured. Isabel’s beautiful aunt.
      

      
      Sister Maria declared: this is a sign sent by God. Nine months in the cave of the tomb. A miraculous pregnancy followed by
         birth! Born backwards, into life! A kind of resurrection!
      

      
      All the sisters now took lit tapers and encircled the coffin as though it were a cradle and they the godmothers arrived to bless the child. They bent over it and looked in. Wax from their
         raised candles splashed down and dripped onto Josephine’s face. Her eyelids became coated with wax. Her lips got stuck together,
         masked with opaque white. A sliver of wax parted them, fragile as paper, like a communion wafer. Wax discs formed on her fingernails,
         wax dots dropped on her hands folded across her breast. As though each sister set a seal upon her: you are mine.
      

      
      Lucian and Peter waved the community back. They needed to confirm that the corpse was indeed incorrupt. So they put their
         noses deep into the coffin and sniffed Josephine’s flesh. They announced that it had not decayed. Lucian said it smelled of
         clover, of carnations and roses. Father Peter thought lilies, with a trace of violets.
      

      
      Then they tore away the shreds of gold cloth and the tattered fragments of habit, to reveal fully the naked body underneath.
         They had to do this, in order to be sure. So although Isabel let out her breath in a hiss of shame, like many of the other
         sisters, to see Josephine so exposed, she kept her head up and went on watching. She felt disgusted with herself, but she
         could not resist the force inside her that said: remember what happens. Remember exactly.
      

      
      Lucian whispered in surprise at how firm and full Josephine’s breasts seemed to be. He put out his hand and touched them.
         The flesh, the nipples. Peter did likewise. Springy as the fat on good meat, he said: like fresh beef suet. Then Peter got
         out the butcher’s knife he had been carrying with him, which the others had not seen before this, because he had kept it concealed in the inside pocket of his cloak, and cut off Josephine’s right hand.
      

      
      He did it so fast, and with such authority, that no one protested. Not Lucian. Not the prioress. Who were the nuns, to think
         they had the right to stop him? Lucian could have done so, but he was in too great a daze of astonishment and grief, ever
         since the coffin had been opened. He did nothing. He looked on, like the rest.
      

      
      Peter sawed off Josephine’s hand at the wrist. The blade’s edge seemed razor-sharp. It sliced through the skin then scraped
         on bone. There was no blood, just the ooze of some yellowish juice. He severed the joints and tendons with no bungling and
         no mess. Then he chopped the little finger off the hand. That looked easy, like taking off a carrot top, the knife coming
         to rest against his thumb. He wrapped the finger in his handkerchief and put it back into his pocket with the sheathed knife,
         and wiped his hands on his cloak. Isabel was sent running to fetch an old linen coif. Peter wrapped the hand in it and placed
         it in the box he had brought with him.
      

      
      The nuns took the body away and washed it. They rinsed off the earth and dirt, clothed it in a new habit, and brought it back
         into the church. They sang Matins and Lauds. The scent of spring flowers now permeated the entire house.
      

      
      Peter presented the boxed hand to Sister Maria. So that she would have a relic of Josephine. It was a warning, she knew. The
         Church authorities would not allow an incorrupt body, which was the sure sign of a saint, to remain in this convent of St
         Joseph’s, which was tiny, poor, and obscure. They would arrive, and demand the body. They would hold it, like treasure put into bank vaults for safe-keeping, against the
         day when Josephine would be officially declared a saint. Then they would decide in what great church to display her body to
         the faithful.
      

      
      For the moment, however, Lucian insisted that Josephine’s body be left in the public part of the convent chapel, so that the
         local people of the parish could come in and pay her their respects. The nuns were to keep vigil, day and night, two by two,
         on their side of the grille.
      

      
      The corpse was accordingly placed in the open coffin on a sheeted bier. Pilgrims arrived in a ferment of curiosity to see
         it. Sister Maria let them in five at a time. There was room for no more in that cramped space. They pressed and jostled each
         other to get a good view. They approached their lips to the hand, the feet.
      

      
      It took the nuns several days to realise what was happening. Some of these kisses were greedier and less reverent than others.
         Some of the faithful were feasting on Josephine. Taking bites out of her. They scurried off with little chunks of her flesh
         concealed in their cheeks or under their tongues. The sisters watched them scamper furtively away, then discovered their little
         excavations. The fingernails of the left hand, the toenails of both feet, the eyebrows, the eyelashes, the end of the nose.
         Someone had torn open the habit and bitten off the nipples. Someone else had nibbled the earlobes. The mouth was badly bruised.
      

      
      The prioress barred the chapel door against the rabble of angry pilgrims. She would not even admit Magdalena, the benefactress, who had tried to protect Josephine’s body by having it so well buried. That lady said she would inform the church
         authorities all around of what had happened. The nuns were not fit to guard the body of her friend and she would see to it
         that they had it no longer. She complained bitterly to everybody in the city. She accused the nuns of betraying her good faith
         and abusing her generosity and wasting good cloth of gold.
      

      
      Sister Maria was commanded by letter to prepare to give up the body to the Cardinal, who was sending his soldiers for it.
         The Cardinal was a keen collector of relics and was not about to let this one slip through his fingers. He was planning to
         build a splendid chapel to house his collection and display it to the faithful. An incorrupt body was just what he needed
         as a centrepiece. So he wrote in peremptory tones to the nuns of St Joseph’s, bidding them prepare their Foundress to be fetched
         the next day.
      

      
      Sister Maria gathered the nuns together in the kitchen, which functioned as Chapter-House and meeting-place as need arose.
         Her sallow face glistened with indignation, and her clasped hands leaped about in her lap.
      

      
      She declared to her sisters: the body of our Mother belongs to us all, not to the Cardinal.

      
      Sister Maria, normally that most placid and obedient of nuns, was extremely upset. Her black eyes gleamed, and she kept checking
         herself from uttering certain words which rose to her lips.
      

      
      Sister Maria’s plan was carried out that night. Lucian and Peter procured themselves disguises, so that no one could say they had seen them in the vicinity and accuse them. They dressed up as merchants, and took a room in the same side alley as
         the convent, in a house a little way along towards the main street. They leaned out of the window, waving a blue handkerchief,
         to signal their safe arrival and entry. Sister Maria then sent for Isabel and told her that since she was the only one who
         could leave St Joseph’s, not being bound to the rule of enclosure, she was to help them.
      

      
      The two priests came down to the convent, at the far end of the alley, under cover of darkness, and Isabel let them in. Josephine’s
         body was in her cell immediately above the kitchen, in the grain loft which had been converted to nuns’ sleeping-places, and
         Isabel led them there, showing them how to climb the steep ladderlike staircase. She went up nimbly, then stood above them
         holding a candle, while they came up. They made just enough noise that any nun questioned the next day would be able to say
         that her dreams had been disturbed, perhaps by burglars.
      

      
      Peter and Lucian carried Josephine out of the convent, holding an arm each, and Isabel followed. Dressed in a cloak, the body
         looked like a live person. Anyone glancing their way would have said the two merchants were helping someone ill or drunk.
         But nobody saw. The corpse was stiff and light. They escorted it along the street, into their lodgings, and propped it up
         against the wall in one corner. To see Josephine leaning there like an old mop or broom caused Isabel horror and anguish.
         Also she felt frightened at seeing a dead body stood up in that way, in the wrong place for it. As though it were a clown’s
         stilt and might start hopping about. Her anxiety increased when she found out what Peter, on the instructions of Sister Maria, was intending to do. Isabel,
         helpless through fear, did not try to prevent him. She watched Peter lay the lifeless form on the table, and undress it, and
         she took the bundle of discarded clothes and hugged it as though it were Josephine.
      

      
      Peter cried, afterwards, and confessed to his two helpers that it was the worst thing he had ever had to do in his life. His
         future was marked by this act, and his reputation, and his name. While he was at it, however, he looked merely as though he
         was concentrating. He told Lucian and Isabel he had been to a butcher’s on the other side of the city to buy a joint of pork,
         and had watched closely what the butcher did. The miracle now seemed to be that his knife sank in as easily as though he were
         slicing up melon, or cheese. Arms, legs, hand, feet, he cut them into neat pieces, some small and some tiny. He divided the
         ribs, and took out the heart. He left the head intact. All these bits he put into grain sacks, then rolled these up into neat
         parcels which he secured with string. Isabel was a witness to all of this as was Lucian.
      

      
      When the Cardinal’s men arrived at St Joseph’s the following day to take away Josephine’s body, Sister Maria, weeping loudly,
         spoke to them through the closed door. She cried that the convent had been robbed in the night and the body stolen. She hinted,
         through her noisy tears, that Magdalena, their vengeful patroness, who had, most likely, kept a key to the house after the
         nuns moved in, was the most obvious suspect, since she had loved Josephine with too possessive a love and could not bear that the poor, undistinguished convent of St Joseph’s should be her friend’s last resting
         place. The soldiers saw that there was nothing here for them to do. They went away empty-handed, to ask the Cardinal for fresh
         instructions.
      

      
      Sister Maria’s plan was that relics of Josephine would be distributed around the country. Every church that asked for one
         would get a piece of her. Her right hand would remain at St Joseph’s, and they would have a very beautiful monstrance made
         in which to display it. Sister Maria made a list of the parts of the body and what to charge for them. The price would vary,
         of course, according to what bit people wanted. Peter and Lucian would travel around delivering the relics. It would all be
         done, necessarily, with great secrecy and discretion. But since incorrupt bodies were rare, they would be able to get rid
         of Josephine’s very fast, and to obtain an excellent price. The prospect of this money provided great relief to Sister Maria.
         The convent would now be on a secure financial footing. She dreamed of a great future. In her prayers she addressed Josephine
         with impatience, bidding her hurry up and perform the necessary miracles so that they could get her canonised.
      

      
      What Sister Maria did not foresee was the plotting of the authorities to have the convent investigated as a possible hotbed
         of disobedience and heresy, and thoroughly searched, since the body was undoubtedly still on the premises. Nor did she sufficiently
         take into account the threat posed to her plans by Isabel, who knew so much more about Josephine than Maria liked. Sister
         Maria believed she was acting in God’s best interests, like one of her heroines in the lives of the saints. She was convinced that
         virtue would prevail, because in The Golden Legend, the collection of saints’ lives she read to her sisters every day over dinner, it always did.
      

   
      
      THE LIFE OF SAINT PAULA

      
      St Paula was a matron of Rome and a pillar of the early Church, an ardent disciple of St Jerome.
      

      
      Once she had borne her husband a son she was able to stop having children. She had four daughters already and that was quite
         enough. She learned to regret that she had ever got married and enjoyed sex. She learned to mortify her flesh, to give away
         most of her wealth to the poor, to eat and dress badly, and to rejoice when her husband suddenly died and left her a widow.
         To have been a chaste and continent wife was to be confined to the lowest rung of the ladder leading out of the filth of the
         world up towards heaven. But now that she was a widow, Jerome instructed her, she had made some progress. She had advanced
         to the second rung.
      

      
      She had married off three of her daughters to suitable young Romans of good family. Blesilla, Rufina and Paulina were all settled. The youngest girl, Julia Eustochium, who was only
         ten, was still at home with her mother. Paula kept her little daughter out of harm’s way. Julia never went to parties, weddings
         or funerals, and never saw a man, apart from St Jerome who often dropped round to discuss theology and exhort Paula to further
         efforts of virtue.
      

      
      – Ascetics are the athletes of God! he proclaimed: the more you dominate your senses and your desires, the more you ignore
         your body, the closer you will get to God!
      

      
      – Why? asked Blesilla, who happened to be visiting her mother that afternoon and so was present at the holy man’s conference:
         why?
      

      
      Jerome frowned at her.

      
      – Don’t interrupt, he said.

      
      Paula blushed for her daughter. She stood over her and slapped her face. Blesilla burst into tears and rushed out of the room,
         thereby missing St Jerome’s reply.
      

      
      – Suffering and evil enter the world through the medium of the body, its cravings and desires. More specifically (he coughed)
         sexual intercourse introduces original sin into the world. The sin of Adam and Eve is passed on through conception and birth.
         The moment of becoming human marks us as corrupted, lost. Also, sex leads to death. How much happier we would be if we had
         no bodies and never wanted anything! If we never had sex we would never have to die. Therefore, virginity is the best path,
         for holy virgins will live for ever and see God. Whereas those who give in to their bodily urges will burn in hell for evermore!
      

      
      He began to describe the torments reserved by God for the damned.
      

      
      Little Eustochium pressed closer to her mother. She put her hand in Paula’s.

      
      – I’m going to stay a virgin, she declared: I’m going to live an ascetic and enclosed life and offer it to God.

      
      Overcome with joy, Paula hugged her. St Jerome smiled and blessed her. Blesilla stood outside in the hallway, angrily pleating
         the skirts of her gold chiffon tunic between her beautifully manicured fingertips. She loved the way her fine clothes swished
         about her when she walked, the caress of silk and linen on her skin. She loved having her hair done, and going to the baths
         for the afternoon, and lying in bed making love with her young husband. She knew that Paula and Jerome believed she should
         give up all these pleasures in the interests of gaining a reserved place in heaven, but life here and now was too dear to
         her. She consoled herself for her mother’s harshness by stopping at the confectioner’s on the way home and buying herself
         a large box of crystallised figs.
      

      
      Soon after this, Blesilla’s husband died of a heart attack. She was only twenty. She was robbed of the person dearest to her
         in the world. They had spent a great deal of time in bed together, experimenting with all the ways they could discover to
         give each other pleasure. They invented new caresses every day. They had a host of private sexy pet names for each other.
         His body was imprinted on hers. They had lived inside each other. But now he was torn out of her. She felt that his death
         had ripped her self away. They used to lie in bed talking, when they weren’t making love, for her young husband was unashamed of his preference for her company, and thought of her as his best friend. Now Blesilla had no one to
         talk to. No one else could understand how she felt, for most men at that time did not consider women their equals and did
         not believe that friendship with them was possible. Her husband had been exceptional.
      

      
      – It’s all very well to mourn your husband, Paula told her pale and silent daughter: it’s right and proper to show your grief
         as a widow should, but you mustn’t go too far. You mustn’t overdo it. Excess of grief is a sin.
      

      
      – Your sister may be ten years older than you, Jerome said to little Eustochium: but you are her superior. You’re a consecrated
         virgin, and she’s just a widow. Let’s not be ashamed of our holy arrogance! As a virgin, you are, technically, superior to
         your mother as well. Your crown, my dear, will be the brightest. You are the flower of the women in your family.
      

      
      Blesilla started paying frequent visits to her mother and small sister, just for something to do. She hoped that a change
         of scene might occupy her mind and console her. In this state of near despair, her health weakened by sleepless nights spent
         weeping, she fell under Jerome’s influence.
      

      
      He was cunning. He listened patiently as she rambled on and on. He regarded her kindly, and did not interrupt. Quite soon
         she found herself wondering whether it wasn’t her fault her husband had had that heart attack. She had seduced him too often.
         She had worn him out.
      

      
      Jerome sympathised. Blesilla collapsed. She knelt before him, sobbing, and begged him to tell her what to do.

      
      Jerome showed her that her suffering was due to an excess attachment to things of this world. He persuaded her to give away
         her expensive clothes and to dress in sackcloth over a hairshirt, to cut off her beautiful hair, not to bathe and care for
         her skin, and not to want to be clean.
      

      
      – What you don’t have, Jerome explained: you don’t miss.

      
      Blesilla learned from her mother how to fast and do penance. Lost, and lacking in direction, she copied her mother in all
         she did. Similarly, she obeyed Jerome in everything. All the passionate energy she had spent on loving her husband, and then
         on grieving for him, she now poured into ascetic practices.
      

      
      She was fascinated to discover that there was no end to self-mortification. You could never do enough. There was always another
         step that you could take. Another privation that you could embrace. Once you were in, you could not stop but had to go on.
         It was exactly like a seduction. She, who had been an adept in the arts of love, pushed herself, day by day, to go further
         and further along the path of self-abnegation. Instead of loving her body she fought it. Instead of desiring to be given pleasure
         she rooted out that desire and wished only for pain and punishment.
      

      
      – I am in training, like an athlete, she declared to her mother and sister: I have a race to run, that finishes only in heaven.
         I am God’s athlete and by His grace I shall win the race.
      

      
      At first she confined herself to the austerities Paula showed her. From her daily meals she eliminated everything that tasted
         good, such as oil, meat, fish, eggs, cheese, honey and wine. She gave away her bed and slept on a mat on the floor. She took just three hours’ rest a night. She sold most of
         her goods and gave the money to St Jerome for his charities. She gave her house, carriage and slaves to her husband’s family.
      

      
      Her likeness to her mother became pronounced. Both were so gaunt and haggard they could have been mistaken for one another.
         Both had unkempt, unwashed hair, shabby and ill-fitting clothes, and deepset eyes blazing with zeal.
      

      
      Blesilla thought to herself: if only I try hard enough I will be able to regain, to some extent at least, my former state
         of virginity.
      

      
      For she felt it intolerable that little Eustochium was purer, and therefore holier, than she.

      
      In her desperate efforts to attain that impossible purity, which would bring peace with it and a cessation of her suffering,
         she redoubled then trebled the number of penances she piled on herself. Jerome, watching her, marvelled at her determination
         and persistence. He boasted of her all over Rome. He praised this mere woman’s great soul. He called her his female man of
         God. Pointing out her growth in modesty and obedience, he spurred her on to ever harsher ascetic practices.
      

      
      So now Blesilla ate only every other day, when she took a little bread moistened with water, and a beaker of milk, and she
         managed to cut her hours of sleep down to two. She rejoiced in the ugliness that her new life brought her. Her hair began
         to fall out, and her eyelashes. Her fingers and toes turned purplish-blue. She smelled bad because her digestion and bowels no longer worked properly. Her bones stuck out in a way that was terrifying to see if you weren’t used to it. Luckily
         Jerome and Paula were. They thought it was normal that a woman who fasted almost constantly should be so thin.
      

      
      Little Eustochium stayed away from her sister and hid herself in her books. She had begun to study Hebrew, in order to help
         her mother in her researches on the Old Testament, which Paula had begun in the hope of aiding St Jerome. Remaining a virgin
         was all that she required of herself for the moment. Her life was quite harsh enough, in its lack of amusement and company,
         for her not to need to perform extra acts of heroic virtue. So Eustochium became a cheerful, shortsighted bookworm, full of
         eccentric little habits that bothered no one. Since she was not destined for marriage it didn’t matter that she was rather
         opinionated, that she got the slaves to do her sewing and mending in order to have more time for reading, that she read the
         pagan philosophers in books smuggled into the household under the loaves in the baskets brought in from the bakers, and that
         she wrote epic poems. People left her alone.
      

      
      Paula had begun to be a little concerned about Blesilla. She began tentatively to suggest to her that she should not overdo
         it.
      

      
      – You grieved too much when your husband died, she scolded her: and now you’re punishing yourself too much. It’s a form of
         pride to drive yourself to such extremes. Please, eat something. Have just a mouthful.
      

      
      But Blesilla knew that food had teeth and could bite her. Food was dangerous and fierce. In the garden of Eden the apple had jumped off the tree and leapt at Eve and forced itself
         down her throat. From that first sin had come all the ills of the world: suffering and death. The only way to conquer that
         inherited stain of original sin was not to eat.
      

      
      The devil hid in food and tempted her. Food wanted to choke and throttle her, to swell her up and make her explode. Food mocked
         her. Food was disgusting, because eating it meant you then had to shit.
      

      
      Blesilla girded herself for the fight. She was a warrior for Christ, wasn’t she? Very well then. She would transcend her hunger.
         She would no longer feel it. She would train herself not to need food at all. That was her goal. Not to have to eat.
      

      
      She began by further mortifying her appetite. As soon as she realised she enjoyed the taste of the salt she sprinkled on the
         bread she allowed herself every other day, she stopped eating salt. She only took stale bread now, preferably mouldy. There
         was a huge delight in feeling her appetite shrink as her body did, in tightening her belt another notch, week by week. There
         was a kind of voluptuousness of non-feeling in this, in discovering and mastering one weakness in herself after another. She
         invented further refinements of deprivation. Now she hardly drank anything at all. She swallowed a few drops of water just
         once a day.
      

      
      She felt tight, like a twisted rope, very reined-in, very powerful, with cutting edges she was constantly drawing closer together.
         She held herself towards the world like a razor, a sharp wafer of purity. She lay on the ground like a dog, curled up, and would not speak. She gave that up too. Nor would she look at people when they came and knelt beside her.
         She pretended not to hear what they said.
      

      
      Jerome said: don’t overdo it, my dear.

      
      Paula was frantic. She tried to tempt Blesilla to eat. She brought her trays piled with steaming dishes of delicious and fragrant
         food. But the smell of roast meat made Blesilla throw up. She turned her head away from bowls of grapes, plates of delicate
         pastries, the crystallised figs she had once loved. She shook her head at her mother as though Paula were trying to murder
         her. She shut her eyes against her, brought her knees up to her chin, and put her hands, blue bruised flowers of bone, over
         her face.
      

      
      Eustochium shut herself in her room and studied furiously. Her sister was dying and it was her fault. She had preened herself
         on being a virgin, in a state of incorrupt purity. She had shown off. She had failed to understand what her sister was going
         through. She put her head down and howled onto her blotting-paper.
      

      
      – This is all very edifying, my dear, Jerome said to the still, prostrate form at his feet: but you mustn’t go too far. That
         would give scandal. We don’t want people thinking Christians are extremists. We’re still only a young church. We’ve got our
         reputation to think of.
      

      
      Blesilla died without him noticing, while he was still talking.

      
      She won. She proved her capacity to attain complete purity and complete peace of mind and complete absence of suffering.

      
      Her body was as light as that of a small child. The woman she’d been had completely vanished.
      

      
      At the funeral Paula wailed and tore her hair. She beat her fists against her head and ripped her cheeks with her fingernails.
         People whispered that it just went to show that Christianity was a dangerous religion. Mothers shouldn’t let their children
         get involved. These cults always meant trouble. Blesilla had gone way out of control, abandoning the duty she owed to society,
         her in-laws and the state. The finger of gossip and blame pointed at Jerome. His reputation as a spiritual director was severely
         damaged.
      

      
      Jerome left on pilgrimage to the Holy Land. He hoped that things might die down during his absence. By the time he came back,
         the scandal and the accusations of impropriety would have been forgotten.
      

      
      A year later Paula followed him. She was sterner than ever now, drier, bent, like a piece of old, well-seasoned wood. She
         had redoubled her own austerities as a way of asking God’s pardon for neglecting her daughter and letting her die. All she
         desired now was to expiate her faults, see the Holy Places, and live like one of the venerable fathers in the desert. Eustochium
         also believed that it was her own fault that Blesilla had died. She accompanied Paula on her pilgrimage in order to share
         her life of penitence.
      

      
      Paula’s son was only five years old. On the quayside he wept and kicked in the arms of his older sister Rufina, who was crying
         as bitterly as he. The other sister, Paulina, stood next to them, weeping inconsolably. Both sisters were heavily pregnant.
         Their husbands hunched behind them, unable to offer any consolation for the departure of the two paragons of holiness.
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