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Praise for Born of No Woman


Winner of the Grand Prix Des Lectrices Elle, Prix Des Libraires, Prix Psychologie Magazine and Prix Babelio


‘Born of No Woman is a dazzling, heart-wrenching tale of cruelty and mercy, secrets and horrors. The novel is deeply immersive, gothic, and taut with dread; the prose sings and the characters burn in the heart. Easily my favourite book of the year. Not to be missed’


Kim Taylor Blakemore, author of After Alice Fell


‘One of the most disturbing yet lyrically exquisite novels I’ve read in a long time … Brave, sometimes horrific, Born of No Woman is one of the most compelling noves I have read in many years. Infused with lurid elements of the most gothic fairy tales, it explores the darkest realms of human sexuality’


Essie Fox, author of The Last Days of Leda Grey


‘A haunting, suspenseful gothic tale set in nineteenth-century France that weaves many layers, from the plight of women in that era to class distinctions that lead to oppression of the vulnerable … Ultimately, this is a book of hope and the resilience of the human spirit to overcome tragedy. The narrative is elegant, and the viewpoint of every character is compelling and credible. Highly recommended!’


Debbie Herbert, author of Not One of Us and Cold Waters


‘Here, everything is epiphanic, essential, surprising, whether it be the revelation of a secret or the painting of a detail … At once classic and phantasmagoric, Born of No Woman proves that fiction … can still amaze’


Le Monde des livres


‘A vivid, mesmerizing tale’


L’Express


‘Rare are those who, like Franck Bouysse, manage to write the indescribable, to touch the unspeakable, with so much subtlety and intensity … Born of No Woman is a deeply moving and luminous book’


La Libre
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The book French booksellers couldn’t stop talking about …


‘The most beautiful French novel of the year’


Bookshop Le Divan (Paris)


‘Love at first sight for a book is rare. But this book left me speechless. Captivating from start to finish’


Bookshop Les Mots retrouvés (Vitry-sur-Seine)


‘Dive in, immerse yourself in the beauty of this sumptuous novel: you’ll come out of it feeling utterly alive’


Bookshop La soupe de l’espace (Hyères)


‘Definitely one of the most beautiful books I’ve ever read. Franck Bouysse is mesmerizing’


Bookshop Librairie Bleue comme une orange (La Talaudière)


‘Born of No Woman is the best book I have read for a long time’


Bookshop Prologue (Cholet)


‘An incredibly powerful, moving novel. I kept turning the pages back, to reread Franck’s words, to plunge myself back into a scene, to spend more time with the characters’


Fnac (Rosny)


‘I have rarely been so entranced by reading a book. This story has something powerful within it, a raw, carnal and terrible energy too. it’s like a punch in the gut’


Fnac (Grenoble)




“Nature never rhymes her children.”


RALPH WALDO EMERSON


“If it were a question of words, if it were sufficient to set down one word and one could turn away in the calm consciousness of having entirely filled this word with oneself.”


FRANZ KAFKA


“I was not bowing to you, I was bowing to all human suffering.”


FYODOR DOSTOEVSKY




THE MAN


He was somewhere far away, farther than the hands of my watch could reach.


It hasn’t happened yet. He knows nothing of the confusion. The smells of spring hang in the cool morning air, the smells first, always, smells stained with color, in shades of green, floral anarchy on the verge of explosion. Then come the sounds, noises, cries, the telling, revealing, disrupting, the falling apart. There’s blue in the sky and shadows on the ground, they stretch the forest and extend the horizon. And it’s not much at all, because there’s also everything that can’t be named, expressed, not without the risk of leaving behind the core of an emotion, a feeling in all its grace. Words are nothing against this, they’re everyday garments, fancier on occasion, donned to mask the skin’s deep and intimate landscape; words, an invention by man to measure the world.


At the time, I was no longer expecting anything else in my life.


Quiet the words. Let things come. All that remains then is naked skin, smells, colors, noises, and silences.


I’d stopped making up stories long before.


The stories we tell, the ones we tell ourselves. Stories are just houses with paper walls, and the wolf is prowling.


I had given up on ever leaving … After all, where would I go?


Returns are never peaceful, always fed by the reasons for departing. Both the leaving and the coming back, whether willing or by force, weigh heavy.


The sun was chasing away the white frost.


The monstrous sun seeps, duplicating the forms it strikes and betrays, outlining large shadow cathedrals empty of substance. It’s the season.


I never saw it. How could I have guessed?


He knows this place as more than a memory. Something speaks beneath his skin, a language he doesn’t yet understand.


How could I have imagined who he was?


It’s high time that the shadows confessed.








THE CHILD


He moves across the grounds, feet bare, arms slightly apart from his body, hunching over, hesitation in his step; advancing straight ahead, as if in a corridor so narrow it’s impossible for him to deviate from an imaginary line. He’s not yet five, his birthday is in seven days. The date is underlined in a calendar in the large sitting room.


A frail figure warmed by the rays of a sun that’s always been forbidden him, “to protect your skin,” the old lady repeats without further explanation; but aren’t interdictions made to be broken, and even ransacked, trampled, destroyed, so that others may emerge, more unbreakable still and above all more tempting? He proves himself no exception as he walks down the path. At first he winces when gravel encrusts itself in the tender soles of his feet, then he stops feeling anything, too absorbed by this freedom he’s been dreaming of, day in, day out, usually planted behind the large closed windows with their perfectly transparent panes, playing innocent, holding a picture book or some object intended to stave off boredom.


The shade of the trees doesn’t reach him. This makes him happy, the feel of his skin shivering at contact with the unfiltered light. The women didn’t see him leave the vast manor that resembles a castle. It’s the first time he’s escaped their vigilance; he’s long been preparing for this, so as not to miss his chance. He doesn’t turn around, fearful of seeing someone running toward him, face draped in panic, someone who will give him a lecture and bring him back at once to that suffocating womb of stones. Her, the old lady. So he doesn’t look back, appeals to some childhood version of God to keep them away, long enough for him to attain his heart’s most fervent desire. Of course, he’s too young to understand space and time; he only understands freedom and this thing opening up before him: an immense door, without panels or fittings or hinges or locks, or even the shadow of a door.


He’s almost made it, just needs to extend his arm. This time it’s a real door, made of solid wood. “Dear Lord, if you let me reach him, I’ll belong to you forever”; he makes this vow out loud. And, as he prepares to open the door, his heart stops beating. A noise from above, amplified by fear. Cooing. It’s just a pigeon moving back and forth across a roof tile in search of debris amassed by the night’s rain. His heart once again pumps blood and sends it back out fortified. Time and all that’s happening inside take on meaning, even the disorder has meaning.


He lifts the handle and pulls the door toward him with all his strength, using both his small hands with groomed nails, to create a small opening just wide enough to slip his body through sideways. He enters a long corridor divided into stalls that are shingled below and barred with thick iron rails above; he counts eight stalls in total. Emerging from dimness bleared by the outside light, the horses nicker as they haughtily watch the child, begging for some feed for form’s sake by moving their heads, more curious about the apparition than about what they might obtain from it, not truly believing that such a small creature could satisfy their demands. The child observes the animals, seeks the one that, more than any other, excites his young heart each time he sees it through the windowpanes, parading beneath an expert rider, the man that he is also forbidden to approach; two wedded silhouettes on their nuptial march across the grounds, one beloved and the other envied. Here it is. The revered animal. The child lets time pass, he wants the horse to recognize him as he recognized it at that first glance, which sent his heart galloping until exhaustion, until the very moment of their meeting. Janus, he knows its name because he heard the old lady say it; her son’s favorite, she had told him one day while wiping away a venomous tear. The child waits another few seconds. A gentle fear shudders beneath his skin, one of those delicate fears that lead to the unknown. He opens the stall door, enters, closes it, and stops there. The horse snorts, retreats, calms somewhat, motionless against the back wall; it looks like a jade stone buried in ordinary rock, a demonic sheath filled with burning fire. The child is nothing before the animal; he knows this, and yet he walks toward it, his bare feet treading on straw packed countless times by the prodigious creature, which proudly lifts its head and never completely lowers it. Now standing beneath its throat, the child lifts an arm, holds it as high as he can, and the tips of his fingers barely skim the base of the animal’s chest.


Janus, known for its spirit and untamable character, the legacy of wild ancestors, raises one hoof, sets it down, and raises it again, higher each time, harder each time, ardently observing the child; and the pounding devours the space that just barely separates them. This isn’t an expression of true rage but rather the hint of a bestial power. At this instant, the child should be terrified. He isn’t. His eyes shine with pride in a proclamation of silent joy; then he lowers his head, closes his eyes. Waits. Waits for the inconceivable link to finally emerge, the time to give the animal the opportunity to spare him or send him into nothingness. Whatever happens next doesn’t matter. This must be.








GABRIEL


I aged, moved through time as an obedient and attentive voyager. I find myself still in the hands of the Lord, swathed in confusion. In truth, I never left his grasp, even if it seems to me that on many occasions he didn’t know what to do with me. In my actions at least, I never betrayed him.


I remember the day I was granted the distinguished honor of serving the Church, under the aegis of Canon D. in the cathedral of T., soothed by the veni creator in the background of my profession of faith; in thoughts and in words, a hand on the Gospels as my signature: So help me God and his holy saints. I then kissed the altar’s cold stone, offering my heart to the Passion of Christ. A kiss whose taste still returns when I feel the desire to remember, like any man pained by the present.


My parents would have liked me to ascend higher in the Church hierarchy, in any case higher than a simple pastoral mission. They are no longer around to give me grief about it, or to encourage more ambition than I have; gone too soon, as they say in such circumstances. I imagine that, since they named me Gabriel, they had the idea of charting a course from the beginning that would lead me directly to the priesthood. I still think of them often, differently than when they were alive, of course. Our conversations are calmer now, and I have to admit that they weren’t wrong about everything, or right either.


I don’t believe that I ever doubted the holy word. This isn’t a question of God, but of the men and women with whom I have interacted throughout my life. Perhaps I should have become a monk, and thus been less obliged to endure their contact, the torments of their souls. I would have immersed myself in silence, occupied with praying, meditating, reading sacred texts, examining my conscience in the depths of the great mystery. A form of freedom far superior, in my mind, to a freedom that today strikes me as subjugated to my faith. The divine tax that I have paid day after day has never seemed so heavy as it does now, in this convergence where the human world and God’s don’t want to mix.


If I hadn’t grown old, would I have felt this rising doubt that I ever lived up to my mission?


Is aging the only way to truly test one’s faith?


I’m not an angel; even the most virtuous of men is only a man and cannot claim to be more. I have nothing in common with the blistered paintings of cherubs that adorn the church arches. They are not my idea of children. Those little angels who lose their wings as they grow up, with their opulent locks, too mature bodies, and indecent nudity, don’t resemble mine. Every day I wait for the paint to crumble a little more and fall to pieces. I won’t do anything to stop it. I never wanted to trouble these waters.


I am an echo, nothing more. I need to hear the words come out of my mouth; as if, through speech, I am hoping to discern a sign, or some buried symbol that will lead me back to God. This from a man who keeps silent, a man who silences even the abominable, because I swore, yes, swore to cast away this earthly body in order to purge my soul of all the wrongs confided in me, without ever absolving myself of the suffering of others, like the terrible story that I keep inside and that has been gnawing at me for so many years, that I could never share with anyone, because for that I would have needed a great friend, and also not to be a priest. My dedication to God stifles those feelings in which other, kindred people drape themselves. When you’re bound by faith, you can’t offer something you’re unable to receive in return. I’ve seen many a man not survive that.


You have given me for a life a mere handbreadth. My time is nothing before you … Every man is but a breath, an image destined to disappear, a quivering shadow. I learned that only questions matter, that answers are nothing but certitudes weakened by the time that passes, that questions are the soul’s domain and answers that of perishable flesh. I learned that every story feeds on its own mystery, especially when it hurts, and that we will suffer less when we are near to God, he promised us that. I wanted to repel my own pain to better shoulder that of others. The suffering of a single woman proved all I could bear.


My renunciation came willingly. It was never an effort to reserve myself for God through a life of prayer, meditation, spiritual readings, visits, and retreats. I was prepared for it. I wanted to deliver the holy word, relay it, make it comprehensible, be its interpreter in some way. The true effort, the immense difficulty, has always been to listen to my parishioners, to simply listen to them. Before I heard them give confession, I couldn’t imagine the mission would be so difficult to carry out well. I didn’t shy away from the sins and admitted lies, the betrayals and the intimate suffering. I absorbed them without ever betraying my vows, and never took any action of a kind to influence someone’s destiny. Or nearly.


“Forgive me, Father, for I have sinned …” Words heard countless times, and just as many gentle pronouncements to utter in return. I sometimes dreamt of judging my parishioners more harshly, I admit, just as swiftly remembering that it is not my remit to pardon in my name, that only God has the power to forgive all sins. I merely listen to small secrets translated into individual transgressions that each day pile up in the common grave, with the other sins of the world. Then I recite my lesson.


“Forgive me, Father, for I have sinned …,” an injunction that carries an apology. I recognize all their voices now. And so when I walk through the village and I encounter such and such a person with face averted in shame upon reading, or thinking they’re reading, in me what I know of them and force myself to hide, I see them lower their head, as if they were asking my forgiveness once again, by no means certain that a single confession was enough to absolve them of their great sins. Did I say every voice? No, that’s not true, there was one exception, one terrible exception.


I remember the “my Father …,” but for the first time, there was no “forgive me”; there was nothing for a while, apart from shaky breathing. “I’m listening,” I said. Another “my Father …,” and that was it. For all that I had strained my memory, this thin voice was unknown to me. A woman, clearly. She then repeated, more distinctly, “my Father,” as if she were flinging a jet of acid that could eat into stone and thus immortalize a scene; and in that way her “my Father” etched itself into an inaccessible place in my mind. She swallowed, her breathing quickened. I could sense emotion in her voice, physical exhaustion, or some spiritual burden about which I still knew nothing. Eyes fixed on the perforated partition, I waited for her to release the tension, in a silence disproportionate to the tiny space in which I was trying to sketch a profile amid the carved-out diamonds, making out an eyelid blinking at irregular intervals, the bridge of a nose pitched in shadow, a chin iridescent with specks of light, trembling lips that I imagined were being prodded by too many words to sort, in order to say the essential, drowning the useless ones to save the rest. “My Father …” again, in a calmer voice, not like a stranger driving new nails into the partition that separated us, but rather like someone trying to remove some. I looked away, to concentrate on the voice just barely veiled by the desire to be heard only by me, or perhaps and surely by him who would soon speak through my lips. I was wrong. “My Father, soon you will be asked to bless the body of a woman at the asylum.” Then she stopped. I heard her catch her breath. I was afraid she would leave and moved closer to the partition.


“And what’s so extraordinary about that?” I asked, not understanding why such a confession appeared to be demanding so much effort.


“It’s not …”


She broke off. I squinted to better penetrate the darkness. Her skin looked extinguished, as if the pale light coming from the church had slid off the soft slopes of her face, a river that had abruptly dried up.


“Under her dress. That’s where I hid them,” she managed to say.


“What are you talking about?”


“The notebooks …”


“What notebooks?”


“Rose’s,” she added, as if it was obvious.


“Who is Rose?”


She wasn’t listening to me.


“I don’t want to be the only one who knows.”


“And why not bring me these notebooks if they’re so important to you?”


“They search us every time we leave. With you, they wouldn’t dare …”


A footstep echoed on the stone floor. The woman froze. Several seconds went by in palpable tension.


“You’ll do what I ask?” she said in a choked voice.


“Wait!”


“You’ll do it?”


“Don’t go yet.”


“Tell me you’ll do it.”


“I will.”


The curtain opened slightly, she cast a glance into the church, then left in all haste. Face glued to the partition, I barely had time between two rustles of cloth to glimpse a hooded silhouette walk briskly away without turning around. I exited the confessional as quickly as I could. No trace of her. Angèle was kneeling on a prie-dieu, head buried in her hands, like a shell intended to protect her from any distraction. I felt as if I was emerging from a dream. I turned back to sit in the confessional, futilely seeking proof that the woman had been here, wondering if the conversation had truly taken place. Future events would very quickly bring me a definitive answer.


I was twenty-eight years old at the time. I was readying myself to bless animals, fruit trees, unharvested crops, and not a single human. It was the day after the unknown woman’s visit, three days before Ascension, and the first of the Rogations. I had left on foot at daybreak, with my sacristan Charles and a few children from Bible study.


We covered the whole parish, going from farm to farm, invoking divine protection for future harvests, reciting countless litanies, and invariably receiving in return an appropriate ora pro nobis: pray for us. These brave people of the earth always had something to offer us, food or drink, and some even that which they didn’t have. During this period of rural prayers, it wasn’t a question of being presumptuous enough to imagine liberating the world of misfortune but simply of communion; so that if a catastrophe were to occur in the future, it was always possible in retrospect to imagine worse. The suffering placed on our path is made to be endured, a way to test our grazed souls. I’ve always known that. The Fathers taught me that you can’t gloss and shine a soul, that it’s healed from the inside, that it’s far more charitable to pardon a man buffeted by misfortune than to court one protected by birth and fortune. Virtue without merit is nothing more than a carnival disguise.


I spread the Good Word in this way, never faltering. When we were done that day, we went back to the village. The children returned to school chirping like chicks let out of the coop. It was time to prepare Low Mass with my sacristan. Charles and I had known each other for one year, since he’d entered my service. He was a young, intelligent man, enigmatic in many respects, of irreproachable loyalty, an orphan, and on top of that a mute. He had learned to read lips and communicated using a slate stuffed inside a haversack he always had with him. Shortly after his arrival, he had confided in me that his parents had died of tuberculosis when he was a child, and that he had then been placed with the Jesuits. I wanted to ask him other questions about his background, but seeing him withdraw, I quickly decided against it. I used to surprise him sometimes, lost in his thoughts, absent from the world surrounding him, meditating perhaps, leaving me nothing to see but a sad exterior.


We hadn’t yet finished our preparations when a man arrived at the church, in the gray uniform worn by the employees of the asylum located at the limits of my parish. He asked me if I would come bless a body. The night and morning gone by had nearly made me forget the unknown woman’s visit the previous day; the man abruptly revived my memory. After a moment of hesitation, I told him that I would come to the asylum as soon as was possible that afternoon.


Low Mass having concluded, I lunched on some walnuts and a piece of fresh bread with cheese. Shortly after, Charles came to alert me that the horse and cart were hitched and that we could get on the road as soon as I wanted.


We left the presbytery at the sun’s zenith. Normally I would take advantage of the ride to admire the landscape, but this time, thinking back to the woman’s words, I wasn’t inclined for contemplation. Soon, the slate spire of the large chapel appeared around a bend, emerging from abundant vegetation, planted in a clear sky.


The asylum was a former monastery, converted thirty years prior into a secular establishment for the mentally ill, lost within a vast forest, surrounded by the high walls of an enclosure that gave it the appearance of a fortress. Everything began in the thirteenth century, during the reign of Philip Augustus and the papacy of Gregory IX. An unscrupulous lord in the region, who lived in a castle overlooking the Vézère Gorge, killed a priest from the neighboring abbey in cold blood. The clergyman had had the impudence to oppose the election of one of the lord’s nephews as abbot. Shortly thereafter, the pope, hearing of the troubling matter, ordered the nobleman to atone for his crime in “a dazzling manner.” The nobleman graciously complied by erecting a Carthusian monastery in the middle of the forest, as proof of both his redemption and his omnipotence. He first had a church built, which was extended by a large cloister connecting twelve identical cells intended to house monks. The pope, satisfied, granted his forgiveness. The matter was settled. The monastery prospered and grew for a little over a century, welcoming ever greater numbers of monks, who found there a perfect setting for meditation. However, the murderous folly of men would soon spread to this haven. War followed war. The monastery was destroyed and rebuilt on multiple occasions. Warned by the local farmers of imminent attacks, the monks would quickly take refuge in the many tunnels dug over the years, which led into the heart of the forest, and some even to the outskirts of the neighboring villages. Taking flight, they would carry their most precious relics with them. Then, once the pillaging was over and the warfarers at last gone, the monks would return to the ruined monastery, tirelessly re-erecting it. Their fate for five centuries. At the beginning of the nineteenth century, with the order unable to maintain the monastery, the last monks left, hearts heavy. A rich benefactor who had become aware of deviant behaviors, owing to the severe mental problems afflicting one of his children, soon purchased the monastery to create a research facility to develop this then-burgeoning branch of medicine.


Having always been keen on history, I became fascinated, as soon as I arrived, with this region and the monastery’s fate. I was able to gather numerous documents during my many trips to the diocese archives and the nearby towns. That year, my sacristan and I even succeeded in mapping the complex network of unused tunnels, which allowed us to eventually visualize the monastery and its surroundings as they were in their heyday.


The watchman had been told we were coming. He opened the heavy double gate for us, then we entered the grounds. On each previous visit, I had felt minuscule, a particle of something that no longer existed, as if crushed by some great buried mystery. Charles drove the horse and cart down the main pathway, past the chapel and the old monk cells, stopping before a large building. By then I knew perfectly the protocol to be followed. I descended alone and climbed the flight of narrow steps dipping in the middle up to the treatment building, which housed the office of the psychiatric doctor who ran the asylum. I turned down a corridor that smelled of waxed wood, then knocked at the door of the man in charge. I heard the barely audible sound of a voice. I entered. The man rose swiftly from his armchair.


“Hello, Father.”


“Hello, Doctor,” I said, approaching a desk littered with piles of folders.


“You came quickly.”


“As always.”


He gave a faint smile and placed his hands behind his back. He didn’t offer me a seat, remaining standing as well. He was a portly man, in his forties, squeezed into an impeccably tailored three-piece suit. He was also wearing a blindingly white shirt buttoned to the collar, topped with a scarf that failed to cover, on the right, the tip of an ugly scar that resembled a hawk’s talon. From a face hollowed by deep-set features emerged two small, bright eyes of a very pale, nearly transparent, blue, that seemed to grant no respite from the moment they landed on you. Despite his short stature, the man’s confidence made for an imposing presence.


“May I see the deceased?” I asked.


“Of course. Wait for me here. I’ll be back.”


The doctor walked to the door, opened it, and disappeared without closing it. He returned a few seconds later, accompanied by a nurse. She greeted me with a curtsy, then led me to a small room adjoining the infirmary, which served as an occasional morgue. A coffin rested on a table. I went closer, making the sign of the cross, and saw the body of a tall, white-haired woman wearing a black dress. She didn’t seem all that old. It was like her hair had prematurely whitened, as if, it would appear, provoked by intense emotion or else great fright. The dress went down to her ankles and her scrawny feet emerged like two small, incongruous growths. She looked to be in a peaceful slumber. As I observed her, the nurse stood across from me, on the other side of the coffin.


“Would you leave me alone with her for a moment?” I asked.


She took a long breath before answering me. “Of course, Father.”


The voice ran me through. It was the one from the previous day in the confessional, I was sure of it. I contained my distress as best I could, eyes fixed on the dead woman.


“Is everything all right?”


I quickly turned around and found the asylum director in the doorway. I had forgotten he was there.


“Yes, everything’s fine.”


He cast an unequivocal glance at the nurse. “You’re dismissed,” he said curtly.


She came around the coffin, head down. The doctor entered the room to let her pass.


“I’d like to be alone with her,” I said.


He hesitated for a moment, lightly touching his scar.


“Certainly,” he said a few seconds later.


He exited grudgingly, leaving the door open. I waited for him to walk away. There was no time for indecision. I circled the coffin. Now on my guard, facing the door, I wouldn’t be surprised again should the doctor reappear. I delicately grasped the bottom of the dress, careful not to touch the body. I slowly lifted the fabric, exposing the dead woman’s legs. I felt as though I was committing sacrilege, but my desire to know was stronger. Then the notebooks appeared, as if birthed, folded in two and wedged between her knees. Not even opening them, I grabbed them and hurriedly hid them beneath my alb, secured with my belt. I immediately put the dress back in place and then wiped my forehead with the back of my sleeve.


I tried to concentrate on a prayer, despite the many conjectures blooming inside my poor mind, the result of the unlikely events that had unfolded in barely twenty-four hours’ time. After this pause, which also allowed me to collect myself, I left the room, casting a final glance at the mysterious woman. A ray of light brightened her peaceful face, as if she was thanking me with a smile.


The doctor was waiting in the adjoining room. Seeing me approach, he brushed his scar again, several times, with his index finger, and placed his weight on his heels, then on the balls of his feet, in a rocking motion, before returning to neutral.


“When do you want to transport the body for burial?” I asked.


He opened the folds of his jacket and buried his thumbs in the side pockets of his vest, now watching me with a saddened look that read false.


“I don’t think that there will be a religious funeral,” he said. He shook his head, mouth pursed, before solemnly continuing: “She killed her child.”


For a few seconds, I remained speechless at this declaration. I knew that human nature could sometimes reveal itself to be merciless, but I had never before been confronted with infanticide.


“Why not tell me that right away?”


“To respect a last wish made before a witness.”


“How did it happen?” I asked.


“All I know is that she killed the child with her own hands, and after that madness never left her.”


The doctor’s attitude irked me. I didn’t want to let him off so lightly after the way he had manipulated me.


“We have a burial plot for that kind of case,” I said.


The doctor placed his hands behind his back, staring at me curiously.


“Are you sure?”


“When can you have the body transported?”


He reflected for a moment, as if he was expecting me to change my mind.


“As you like. Tomorrow morning.”


“I need a name to engrave on the tombstone.”


He sighed, lowered his head.


“There may be no point in giving her a name.”


“What do you mean?”


“Who are we, either of us, to deprive a soul of its anonymity? A person who loses her reason, or self-awareness, is already on the path of souls, and it’s not in my power to divert it in any way. Science can’t do everything, contrary to your God.”


He was clearly enjoying himself, trying to interpret my reactions with his small shining eyes.


“It would appear we’re on the same side, then,” I said.


“I’m not so sure. God’s failings aren’t held against him. It’s only those of man that remain visible.”


“To be sure, but I fear we’re straying from the subject.”


The lines of his face loosened like taut ropes giving way.


“She has no family left. Wouldn’t it be laudable, charitable even, to do away with the thing linking her to her sin … meaning her name?”


The doctor was terribly quick-witted, always sidestepping to get out of a predicament.


“I won’t leave without it.”


“Rose. Her name was Rose, that’s all I know,” he finally, bitterly, admitted.


“Why so much mystery over a simple name?”


“I’m afraid you’re confusing mystery and reticence, Father.”


In one quick motion, he grabbed a watch from his vest pocket and checked the time.


“Professional imperatives, if you’ll please excuse me,” he said before guiding me to the door.


A breath of fresh air greeted me outside. Charles was waiting for me, caressing the horse. I signaled that we should get on the road straightaway. He let me climb up first, watching me insistently with his somber gaze, then sat next to me. We headed toward the exit. Crossing the monastery, I had the uncomfortable sensation of being a thief carrying his spoils right under everyone’s noses. Spoils of whose value I was unaware.


We had advanced almost a full league before I was finally able to relax a little. Charles had sensed my distress and was casting frequent questioning glances at me, which I hastened to avoid.


At the village entrance, I asked Charles to leave me there, adding that I would return on foot. I stopped at the gravedigger’s to tell him to ready a grave as soon as possible. Back at the presbytery, I shut myself in my room, sat on my bed, and removed the notebooks from their hiding place. They were numbered 1 and 2. I waited several minutes before opening the first one, as if I still needed some time to convince myself they were real, and thereby delay the considerable upset that would shatter lives. Then I finally read the first words written on the yellowing paper. I remember them by heart: “Everything’s quiet. There’s no more time to lose. This is it. Time to jump into the cold water. My name is Rose. That’s how I’m called …” I kept reading until nausea and fatigue plunged me into a sleep full of faceless demons. To think that before then I had considered good and evil to be reassuring concepts for which I had forged several weapons; soon I would have to slide other irons into the fire.


When I awoke, the notebooks were still beside me. Something alive inside them was calling on me, beseeching me even, to continue immediately, but I hesitated once again, seized by uncontrollable fear. I heard the squeaking of an axle. I set aside Rose’s story, torn between impatience to know the rest and the relief of abandoning, for a few hours, the unspeakable truth taking shape before my eyes.


A hearse wagon was waiting in front of the presbytery, with two men in the jump seat. Charles was already there. We accompanied the convoy to the cemetery gate, our steps in rhythm with the sound of hooves and metal-rimmed wheels. Next we helped the men unload the casket and carry it into the cemetery.


When he saw us, the gravedigger hurried to relieve me of my load, claiming that it was not upon me to do that. I then followed the bearers to the freshly dug grave. They rested the coffin on two planks placed across the hole, amid identical graves, each marked by a simple bulge of earth and a stone in the shape of a boundary marker. Without a word, the gravedigger slipped two large straps under the coffin, then he looked at me, clasping his hands to invite me to say my prayer.


At this point, I only knew one part of this woman’s life, the terrifying destiny underway. My words were lost in the milky morning sky, words about the passing of the body and the invisibility of the soul. When I was done, I took a step back. The gravedigger gripped one of the straps with both hands, signaling the men from the asylum to take hold of the free ends. They lowered the coffin into the hole, each with one leg bolstering the other, their whole bodies creating resistance. I watched the light wood disappear slowly, swallowed by a dark and silent mouth. Apart from us, there was no one to accompany the deceased. Not one person was mourning her, as the doctor had claimed. A feeling of despondency overwhelmed me. Whatever she had done in the past, whatever the circumstances that had pushed her to commit a terrible act, there had to have been someone who cherished her at one point in her life. Someone had to have at least one sincere tear to shed, I told myself, otherwise none of it had any meaning. And yet, in this cemetery where the immobility of stones contrasted with the volubility of souls, no one had known her, much less loved her enough to feel legitimate grief. A few solemn presences did not suffice.


As soon as the coffin touched the bottom with a doleful creak, the gravedigger retrieved the straps, rolled them between his shoulder and forearm, and placed them on the ground. Then he spat in his hands, looking in the distance, as if to make us understand that it was time to go and leave him alone to his work. He grabbed a shovel and began to throw in earth, which hit the wood in a clip-clop.


The asylum employees left. As the wagon set off, I remained a moment longer at the grave. Charles was across from me, hands crossed, praying. With the cortege now in the distance, a squeaking of metal was easily heard. We raised our heads in concert and discovered that a large man who had just opened the gate was advancing in our direction, a peeled stick the color of ancient bone in his hand. He walked slowly down the grassy path, without hesitation, entirely unconcerned with our presence. He turned down an intersecting row. After a few steps, he slowed, but didn’t stop, and returned to the main path. I expected him to leave the cemetery, but he came closer and stopped before the half-filled grave, still without a glance at anyone. He took off his hat. Various lines crisscrossed his tanned face, and a few whiskers, overlooked during a shave, projected like straw from a bale. Ample corduroy trousers trembled lightly along his legs. He placed his free hand on the one holding the hat, breathing with difficulty, as if his lungs only worked in a single direction, visibly the intake, and that the air was then too foul for him to expel without straining.


I resisted the urge to disturb him in his prayer. In that instant, his eyes seemed filled with a kind of weariness having nothing to do with the pain of such circumstances, or the scars that usually accompany them. Something akin to a painful relinquishment. His moment of contemplation concluded, he turned, still without paying us any mind, and set off. I let him gain several feet before following, abandoning the gravedigger to his task and Charles to his astonishment. I called out to the man over the gate.


“Did you know her?” I asked loudly.


He stopped and turned around, eyes on the stick he was navigating in front of him.


“No, I don’t think I did,” he said after a moment.


“Why are you here then?”


He quickly lifted his chin. He indicated the cemetery entrance with his stick.


“Well you’re here too, aren’t you?!”


“This is my role.”


“What do you know of mine?”


“There’s no need to be suspicious of me.”


He lowered his stick, waited a beat, and gravely said, “All my life, I’ve needed to be suspicious of others.”


“Who are you?”


He gave me a look in which I detected not suspicion, but rather fierce determination.


“Someone you’re not about to catch in your nets,” he said.


Without waiting for an eventual response, he resumed walking. I didn’t follow this time, watching him move with surprising agility, not bending over or leaning to one side, advancing resolutely, firmly planted on his legs, and the stick serving no purpose. At the bottom of the slope leading to the road, he once again lifted his stick in the air, lingered in that position, visibly designating some crucial spot in the sky, and without turning around, he added: “You strike me as rather softhearted, Father. Watch out for his machinations. He has more than one trick up his sleeve.”


I had no doubt as to whom he was talking about. He quickened his pace, now wielding the stick in front of him, as if clearing brush to make his way through.


“You knew this woman, didn’t you?”


He slowed, as if fighting against the wind.


“I have nothing more to say to you.”


I watched him slowly move away, then disappear. I had only one wish at that point—to continue reading the notebooks.


That was forty-four years ago and I remember everything.


The flame is flickering at the end of a twisted candle. It resembles a small ballerina trapped in wax. Her locks of smoke blow a powder of letters clumped into words around the axis of the story, this confession for which I now find myself the guardian. As my breathing quickens, then slows, I’m able to modify the passage of lethal shadows across the faded paper, and an unknown face appears to me, like scrollwork on a tomb. This woman whom I never met in my life, but whom I nonetheless feel I know, whom I have yet to leave on her long path, whom I will never leave. And I resolve to lower my gaze to the first page, so that the deceptive shadows disappear, making way for new ones, which I steel myself to discover at the risk of casting them in even greater darkness. A darkness that spares nothing and no one, except on that most perfect of nights that is death, before the final judgment.


I patiently copied Rose’s story, only correcting a few mistakes, nothing more. The original notebooks are no longer in my possession. I gave them to their rightful owner, years ago. Though I know what they contain, I feel compelled to return one final time to the vile truth whose poison I can already feel welling up inside me, as if I was living a life other than my own, as if I was fated to relive it indefinitely, possessed by the mad illusion of giving new words time to fill the paper.


I let myself be flooded by the sounds that veil the silence, music composed of the frantic racing of rodents on the worn floor, the creaking of wood, the distant voices of nocturnal animals. I find myself as obedient as a dog summoned by its master. It’s the moment for Rose to speak to me one last time; she has so many things to tell me, from which I can’t escape. So much still to teach me, now that I’m at the threshold of the eternal dwelling place.








ROSE


Everything’s quiet. There’s no more time to lose. This is it. Time to jump into the cold water.


My name is Rose. That’s how I’m called, just Rose, the rest’s got nothing to do with what I’ve become, and anyway, it’s been a while since anyone’s even called me Rose. Sometimes, when I’m alone, when everyone is asleep, I repeat my name out loud, but not too loud, just so I can hear myself, faster and faster. After a while, there’s no beginning or end anymore, so I stop and it keeps going in my head, like I’ve started some devilish machine. If anyone heard me, I’d surely merit some special treatment and everything would come to naught.


I thought this writing would be more difficult. I’ve spent so many years waiting for this moment, dreaming about it. Every day I readied myself to put things in order, to sort my ideas, hoping for when I could finally set down my story on actual paper. And now the big night’s arrived. I’ve decided to throw myself into this grand business of words. Most likely no one will read this. That’s not the important bit. What matters is that for once I’ll get to the end of something without anyone stopping me. I won’t back down. This wasn’t possible until I met Génie, a kind soul. I’ll talk about her later. I’ve thought a lot about what I would write first, which part I should start with, obviously not the true beginning of my life, but another beginning, the moment I understood that I was leaving one world for another, without anyone asking me.
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