















Praise for Elmina's Fire



“A sparkling, spiritual gem of a tale that splendidly illuminates the searing soul-searching of Cathars and Catholics in medieval Languedoc. Carleton’s achievement makes historical fiction a retelling of history and a discovery of self.”


—STEPHEN O’SHEA, author of The Perfect Heresy and The Friar of Carcassonne


“With Elmina’s Fire, Linda Carleton has succeeded in recreating the challenges of an important if little-known period of the High Middle Ages. In telling her compelling story of desire and the human condition, she captures the world of the medieval Catharism as well as the portentous events that were destined to shape the modern world.”


—JAMES MCDONALD, Cathar Historian, St-Ferriol, France


“In Elmina, Linda Carleton has given us a most unusual heroine: a humble young woman of the Crusades whose epic struggles with her past actions, her faith, her convictions, and the mysterious demons that plague her follow her into a cloistered life. Elmina’s narrative is addressed directly to God. We are merely eavesdroppers on the most intimate of confessions, in which the stakes are life or death. In serene prose undergirded by deep historical knowledge and the passion of one who knows her subject intimately, Carleton weaves her tale like the weavers in her ’Good Christian’ ostal, a tapestry both terrifying and beautiful.”


—KATHY LEONARD CZEPIEL, author of A Violet Season


“This meticulously researched novel describes the quotidian world of a religious order. It is rich with details of a medieval life that was shattered by the Albigensian Crusades. Carleton shows us the urgent and all-encompassing reach of the Catholic Church, and the physical, material, and familial hardships with which it crushed the faithful. She bravely explores the fragile lines between physical and spiritual seduction, art vision and madness, faith and betrayal. Elmina’s Fire is a vivid and nuanced portrayal of both the anguish and the ecstasy that is one brave woman’s search for truth and the love of God.”


—DIANE BONAVIST, author of Purged by Fire: Heresy of the Cathars


“Elmina’s Fire grabbed me from the start and held on. More than once while reading I felt myself holding my breath. Linda Carleton has written Elmina’s story so close to the bone it has the feel of memoir—more remembered than imagined.”


—JOAN HUNTER, Fifth House Lodge, Bridgton, Maine


“Elmina’s Fire is a passionate story of a young woman’s spiritual struggle in the Languedoc region of 13th-century France, a place renowned for its troubadours and poets—and its violent crusades. Elmina, a young woman caught in the crosshairs between warring religions, tells her story to God. Her life is riven by dualisms that she cannot mend. Doctrinal beliefs, whether Catholic or Cathar, have set mother against father, sister against sister, body against soul, spirit against matter, good against evil. Historical yet timely, Elmina’s Fire is a deep exploration of religious beliefs and their consequences.”


—PATRICIA REIS, author of The Dreaming Way and Motherlines


“On the eve of the Albigensian Crusade, Elmina, a sensitive young Catholic nun, is confronted with the horrors perpetrated by the Church and her unintended complicity in its evil. Despite the ’trials of the soul’ that it reveals, Elmina’s Fire leaves the reader with the hope that there is always forgiveness and redemption possible, whether in this lifetime or another.”


—LEAH CHYTEN, author of Light, Radiance, Splendor


“Based on true events, Elmina’s Fire transports readers to southwestern France in the 13th century such that they feel the agonizing decisions the main character makes as she searches for her own spiritual truth. This is a beautifully written, historically accurate debut novel.”


—MARIANNE BOHR, author of Gap Year Girl: A Baby Boomer Adventure Across 21 Countries
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PROLOGUE



The Aude region of the Languedoc in the south of France still holds the sorrow of its tragic past. The Pyrenees and the Black Mountains loom in the distance, casting a protective shadow and offering the illusion that the land is safe from evil marauders. The sun still sheds a mystical sheen over the vineyards, olive trees, and ochre grains, grown up like a phoenix from the ashes of its past. Winding roads connect the towns that still perch high atop jagged promontories, their fortifications now only imagined. Signs dot the landscape announcing that the Aude is Cathar Country, but there are no Cathars living there today. Stone steeples rise from the highest point of every village proclaiming the victory of the Roman Catholic Church and the Cathars’ destruction in the wake of the Albigensian Crusade.


Because the Aude extended south from the city of Albi, its people were once known as the Albigensians. They were in many ways an autonomous group, existing outside the medieval feudal structure. Until the thirteenth century, the region remained beyond the reach of the king of France. It had no central governance and did not abide by the laws of primogeniture. As a result, there was a growing pool of increasingly impoverished nobles who vied for control of its territory and its great cities: Toulouse, Beziers, Narbonne, and Carcassonne. Knights and routiers razed the countryside, and farmers and villagers attempted to escape their ravages by fleeing to fortified cities or towns.


Throughout most of medieval Europe, the Church in Rome exercised a stabilizing influence in unsettled times, but not so in the Languedoc. The ties binding the Church to the people had never been strong in the south of France, and by the thirteenth century they had become severely frayed. Many village churches stood empty for lack of a parish priest. Some clerics had left to seek their fortunes in the Crusades and never returned. Those who remained were largely uneducated and notoriously corrupt, living in an opulent decadence funded by the sale of indulgences and extraction of heavy tithes on both the land and all that was produced. Even Pope Innocent III decried their dishonesty and ineffectiveness.


It’s not surprising that much of the Languedoc held the Roman Church in disdain and began to look favorably upon rival religious movements. Today we call the largest of these groups the Cathars. Eight hundred years ago, the medieval Church referred to them as the Albigensians, but the group spoke of themselves simply as “Good Christians.”


In many ways the Good Christians were not unlike the Catholic Church. They both used Trinitarian language to speak of God and shared the New Testament of the Bible (although the Good Christians used the Waldensians’ Occitan translation). They both organized themselves into parishes and diaconates, appointed bishops, and claimed to be the true heirs of apostolic succession. Both the Catholic Church and the Good Christians were divided into a kind of clergy and laity. The Good Christian leaders were the perfecti, those bons hommes and bonnes femmes who had received the sacrament of the consolamentum. The followers were referred to as credentes, or believers.


One reason the Good Christians were admired was that they strove to uphold the moral teachings of Jesus. The perfecti maintained an ascetic existence supported only by voluntary contributions. They dressed in simple black robes and ate only enough to stay alive. They refrained from sexual contact and refused to consume meat, milk, or eggs—anything that was the product of fornication. The perfecti traveled from village to village to preach their truth. They set up hostels, they made medicines and healed the sick through the laying on of hands, and many bonnes femmes opened homes or ostals to educate the daughters of the impoverished nobility who could not afford a dowry.


Despite their similarities, the Good Christians ran afoul of the Church in Rome. In part it was their belief system. The Good Christians adhered to a Gnosticism that the Church had proclaimed to be heresy in the fourth century. But an equally important part of the Church’s opposition was political and economic. The Good Christians rejected the need for the sacraments and the role of priests as intermediaries between God and humanity. They ridiculed the system of feudal tithes and the practice of selling indulgences. The Good Christians considered the Roman Catholic Church to be an arm of the Devil, and they were outspoken in their opposition to it.


When Pope Innocent III commenced his reign in 1198, he noted the decline in revenues coming from the south of France and attributed it to the growing influence of the Albigensians. His first strategy was to send papal legates into the Languedoc to preach against the heresy. These first legates were joined by two Castilian priests: Diego de Acebo, the bishop of Osma, and his canon, Dominic de Guzman, the man who would become the founder of the Dominican Order. Legend has it that Dominic worked miracles and rescued nine women from an Albigensian ostal to form his first monastery outside the town of Fanjeaux in the abandoned village of Prouilhe. History has recorded little about these women but their names. One of these names was Guilhemina de Beaupuys. I’ve chosen to call her Elmina.
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Chapter 1


FANJEAUX


Lord God in Heaven, if that is where You be, it is Elmina here begging to speak with You for one last time. You know, of course, that I have reached the end, and I no longer even know to whom I pray. If You are the God of the Holy Catholic Church, the One whom I have loved and tried to serve here at Prouilhe, I will soon be damned to the fires of Hell—not for what I’ve done to Amelha and to my people, but for the sin I will commit tonight. For the priests say that the razing of the Languedoc and burning of the heretics were done for Your great glory, but that to take my own life is a mortal sin that cannot ever be forgiven.


But, Santa Deu, what if the priests are wrong? What if the heretics knew the truth all along? If so, the life I thought was serving You has been offered instead to Satan. But death will bring about release from all its torments and the promise of a new life in a different time and place. If those Good Christians had it right, I may yet get another chance to love and serve You better.


I beg that You will hear me out. Perhaps in offering to You my story, I will release some of the turmoil that does burn within and rest in peace tonight.


*


The fire within that has reduced my soul to ashes has been with me since I was but a small child growing up in the hilltop castrum of Fanjeaux. My mother wanted me to be a good little girl, cheerful and obedient, but I was not. It was as if a demon made its home within my soul and tormented me with a fiery rage.


Poor Mama was quick to remind me of the trial I had been. She had been scarcely more than a girl herself when she was given in marriage to my papa. I wonder sometimes if she, too, had been reluctant to marry and become a mother. Of course, she and Papa had hoped their firstborn would be a son, someone to carry on the noble name of de Beaupuys and maybe even find a way to restore its fortunes. But that was not Your will. Instead, in the year of our Lord 1191, You gave them me, a cursed girl child who would one day require both an education and a dowry.


And I did not make it easy for my mother to love me.


“You began screaming before the midwife had finished pulling you from my womb,” Mama often complained. “You cried both day and night. There was no point in trying to comfort you. If I picked you up, you just screamed the more loudly.”


It was as if my soul already knew that it was born into a hostile world. Flames of orange and crimson singed my earliest memories. They swirled within my dreams and haunted many of my waking hours.


“Stop screaming like some God-forsaken soul dangling above the fires of Hell,” Mama would complain as she picked me up from my leather cradle. She’d walk me back and forth across the rough-hewn boards of our fogana, that stone-walled “house within a house” that is designed to ward off both evil spirits and the cold. But I did not feel safe in the fogana. The smoke from the stone-lined fire pit filled my nostrils with bitter ash and its flames shot up into the room. Mama said I would stiffen every time the servant girl Jeanette laid faggots on the fire and cry until my face turned red.


My fears did not abate as I grew older. Whenever the coals burst into flames, I would crawl into the farthest corner of the room and hide my head under a moth-worn woolen blanket. Neither my mama’s pleading nor her threats could coax me out until the fire had settled into blackened embers. Only then would I creep back to her and whimper to be picked up.


“Oh shush, Elmina,” she would say. “Quit your foolishness. There is nothing here that can harm you.”


I wanted to believe her. The walls of the fogana embraced me with warmth from the coals. The room filled up with the rich smell of beans and chicken as Jeanette stirred her cassoulet. Often my aunties were there, chattering around the wooden table and beckoning me into their circle. I’d curl up at my mama’s feet or even venture to climb into a tanta’s lap, and for a short while I might feel safe.


But always the flames leapt up again. I’d grow dizzy, and my stomach would clench as if some mean man had reached down inside and twisted it. I’d set again to screaming and cling tightly to my mama’s linen hem. She’d pry my fist from her skirts and once more pick me up with poorly feigned patience. Again she’d hold and rock me. Again when I refused her comfort she would put me down, and I would crawl into my corner to cover my head and suck my thumb and try to disappear into a safe dark place where the world’s inferno could not get me.


Santa Deu, I used to wonder why You would curse a little girl with such a fiery demon in her soul. Why would You make one who was so frightened to live in the world You created? It wasn’t just the fire. I startled at loud noises—the squeal of the piglets from the yard behind our fogana and the clacking of the wooden carts upon the cobbled streets beyond our steps. I flinched each time I heard a knock upon our oaken door or when the neighbors flung open their shutters to empty their chamber pots. I was scared of things floating in the air, feathers and pollen and the ash from cooking fires. It was as if each sound and sight reminded me of some not quite forgotten terror.


My only comfort came when Papa picked me up.


“Hush, little Elmina,” he’d coo as he lifted me into his brawny arms and I nestled into the softness of his beard. “There is no need for you to cry. God will not forsake you. He has ordered the world to keep you from harm. Our Savior is with you and the Blessed Virgin watches over you.” Then he would hum a soft melodic Ave in his tender baritone and hold me so close that I could believe that it was Your own embrace.


Mama would hiss, “Don’t fill Elmina’s head with your Church nonsense,” but Papa paid her little heed. Despite Mama’s objection, he insisted that she be present when I was baptized in the big stone church. I do not know why Mama acquiesced. Perhaps Papa grew angry. Or maybe she held a secret hope that I might be cleansed of my accursed nature. But that is not what happened. Instead, shortly after my first birthday, the demon envy joined the fearsome legions in my soul.


I can almost recall the scorching August day on which Amelha burst into my world. I sometimes wondered if Mama had made another baby just so she might get a better one than me. And she most surely did! Right from the start, Amelha was Mama’s favorite child. She filled the house with her enormous energy and cheerful spirit. She’d gurgle and wiggle her legs in such a way to make the whole household want to pick her up and squeeze her tight.


“You are now a big sister,” Mama instructed me. “It is your job to teach Amelha, and protect and love her all the days that she should live.”


And, God, I tried. I stroked baby Amelha and held her in my little lap. I sang her lullabies just like Mama taught me. I even rocked her cradle and hummed Papa’s Aves to her.


“Baby Amelha, Baby Amelha,” I would coo, and she’d look up at me with those sparkling blue eyes of hers and smile. She was so full of joy! Amelha danced her life to a tune I could never hear. And everyone adored her for it; everyone, that is, but me.


I am so sorry. How many hours I have spent in prayer, wishing it might have been otherwise. I wanted to smile back at little Amelha, to laugh with her and love her like a big sister ought to, but I could not. The demon envy had thrust its sword right through me. Each time Papa lifted Amelha into the air, she squealed with delight and my heart withered. Why wasn’t Papa spinning me that way? I’d wonder while my gut twisted into wretched knots. The very presence of Amelha’s happy nature and adventuresome spirit made me feel putrid in comparison. I could not be like her, and I could not control the jealousy that festered like a smoldering cinder in my heart.


It seemed to grow hotter each time Amelha smiled. When my eyes looked at hers, they’d go as hard as iron, and I could feel my chest on fire. I’d start to rock her cradle harder and faster. Sometimes I pinched her just to make her cry. Then Mama would rush in and shove me to the side. She’d scoop up Amelha and sing to her. She’d shoo me back into my corner, where I’d seethe beneath my blanket. Slowly the smoldering cinder turned into a glowing coal.


Santa Deu, so many times You’ve listened to my confessions. And You’ve received my penance for the way I treated poor Amelha. We were always together, and after the birth of our twin brothers, it was easy to escape from Mama’s watchful eye. I found ever-new ways to torment Amelha. I told her she was ugly; that her face was crooked and I was the pretty one. I tore the left arm off the flaxen doll Papa had given her. I shoved her and took food from off her plate. I stole Mama’s cheese and blamed it on her. Sometimes we would play horse and rider. When she rode me, I bucked and reared ‘til she went crashing to the ground. And still Amelha wanted to be with me.


Sometimes in the evenings, when he came home from overseeing his farmlands, Papa would take us out to walk along the narrow cobbled roads of Fanjeaux. I think he did it just to give Mama relief from our incessant fighting. He held our hands and steadied us as we climbed down the steep stone steps that led from our front door onto the Carrièra des Esquirols.


I always tugged on Papa’s hand hoping he would go left so we could climb up the rocky path that led toward Your stone church. It was as if its massive walls and bell tower pulled at my soul. They lured me toward another world where there were no sudden noises or floating ash or fire.


And sometimes Papa obliged.


“Take care where you put your feet,” he’d caution us as the road narrowed, pointing to the brown sludge running down its center gully. But we had no need of his warning. Who would step into such putrid waste if she could help it? We always watched our feet as we wove our way up the hill, past Goodwives coming from market and shepherds returning home with their sheep. We’d turn left and walk along the Rota des Tesseyers where the weavers worked until we reached the Lac de Jupiter.


I caught my breath each time I saw the church tower’s reflection in the rippling water of the lac. How could it be that there was a spring-fed pond at the very top of our castrum, our city on a hill? In olden times it had been part of a Roman temple, but now women used it to do their washing while children splashed and frolicked about. Amelha shouted out greetings while I clung tightly to Papa’s strong hand and we made our way past the noisy throng to the front steps of the church.


Ah, God, I was then but a little girl, but I recall those moments as if they were yesterday. There was a round stone cross set upon a base of granite. Carved into its center was a marking that looked almost like a man’s hand.


“Whose hand is that?” I asked Papa.


“It is the hand of God, the work of an ancient carver,” he responded with no intimation that the carver might have been anything other than a good Catholic.


I touched my hand to its hard fingers and felt a warm tingle. I quickly jerked away.


“Do you want to go inside?” Papa asked.


“Oh, yes!” I answered, but Amelha shook her head.


“Do not worry, we won’t be long,” he reassured and gave her hand a tug. Then he took us up the steep stone stairs. Over the entrance was a carved tympanum. It stood as wide as half a house and taller than a priest and it was painted in bright colors. On its right side there were winged angels; on the left there were bones and men being consumed by fire.


“What’s that?” Amelha asked.


“It is the Last Judgment. If you say your prayers and attend Mass whenever the priest comes to Fanjeaux, you will abide in Heaven like them,” he told her pointing to those carved figures resting at God’s right hand.


“What about those others?” Amelha asked him.


“Those are the sinners who have turned their back on God and on the Church,” was all that he replied.


“I do not want to be one of them,” I responded and Papa gave my hand a tight squeeze.


“Do not worry,” he said. “If you are a good girl, the Devil will not come for you. Our Lord Jesus suffered and died on the cross so that your sins will not be counted against you.”


I shuddered. How could it be that he thinks me to be a good girl? Does he not know about my demons? I wondered, but Papa took no notice. Instead he said,


“Come, let us go inside.”


The heavy iron hinges creaked as Papa pulled open the great oak doors. I stood transfixed. The nave was dark as deepest night, and my eyes struggled to take it in. I reached out my hand and felt dampness seeping through the stones of the church’s ancient walls. Ah, God, back then its moldy odor was for me a sweet bouquet! The room was like a giant cave. It had vaulted ceilings held up by six stone columns with angels hovering on top. The floor had been worn smooth by the shuffling feet of penitents. Our footsteps echoed as we slowly made our way toward the east wall. Over the apse was a round window made of stone. It looked like three glowing rose petals joined in the center. Papa noticed me staring at it.


“See how they are fitted together at the center there? Those petals are the three parts of God. The Church calls them the Holy Trinity: the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost,” he explained. “God the Father created you and me and everything that is. His Son, Jesus, lived in the Holy Land a long, long time ago. He taught us how to live and died to free us from our sins. Then God sent his Holy Ghost to be with us and look after us.”


I was not sure I understood at all; but, God, as I let Papa’s voice flow over me, it felt like the words came right from Your own mouth. My eyes shifted to the fading daylight seeping from the window across the apse. It spread its gentle glow over the carved altar where a wooden statue of a young woman kept her watch.


She was so beautiful! Soft brown ringlets fell from her veil and spread across her shoulder. She was clad in robes the color of the summer sky. She held a precious little boy close to her breast and seemed to beckon me into her care.


“Who is that?” I whispered to Papa as if my voice might break her magic spell.


“That is our Blessed Mother, the Virgin pure who gave birth to Our Lord Jesus. Do you see how gently she holds him?”


My head slowly nodded.


“My dear Elmina,” he continued. “She holds you just the way she holds Our Savior.” And for a minute I imagined I was held in the arms of a mother who loved me.


Papa showed us how to kneel before the altar and make a cross upon our chest.


“You can pray to Mother Mary for anything your heart desires,” he said, “and she will carry all your prayers straight to her Son in Heaven.”


Of course I did believe him. The Blessed Lady was so very calm. Just looking at her stilled my anxious heart. And I imagined that her Dear Son must be just the same—gentle and filled with deep compassion. Santa Deu, I was only a little girl, but in the dark quiet of that church, I sensed Your tranquil presence all around me. It seemed as if I breathed Your very spirit in its musty air. With Papa by my side, I knelt before Our Lady and prayed out loud.


“Please Mother Mary, I desire to be a good girl and to sit at God’s right hand on the Judgment Day. Please make Mama love me and help me to be a better big sister.”


Immediately, a beam of light from the round window filled the darkened apse with a Heavenly glow. I felt a warmth that made me tingle from my hair down to my toenails. My head grew light as if a choir of angels were caressing it, and, for a moment, I felt as if nothing could ever harm me.


But much too soon Amelha grew restless. She started to whine and squirm, and Papa signaled it was time to go. And, God, I beg that You can forgive me, for at that moment I forgot my prayer and hated her again. I wished that she would go away so I might kneel inside Your church forever.
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Chapter 2


LE JEU D’ADAM


But of course Amelha did not go away, not then. And so we went back into the daylight, through the oak doors, down the stone steps, and past the wall of houses that formed an inner sanctum around the church plaza. Like ours, they were the last remaining pride of other noble families of Fanjeaux. They stood two or three floors above the street, with thick stone walls and windows that were shuttered to keep out the rain and cold. Each house had two wood doors, one for people and a larger one for carts and animals. A few of them were well kept, plastered with a fresh paste of lime and water, but others were, like ours, in sore repair. The plaster was crumbling, and the paint on their once-colorful shutters had mostly peeled off. The stone and plaster showed which families had met hard times.


When we got home, Mama always asked us where we had been. I knew enough to stay silent, but Amelha had no such instincts.


“Papa took us into that musty old church,” she told Mama. “And Elmina was praying to a wooden statue!”


Mama turned to Papa with a cold fury.


“I’ve told you that I do not want my children fouled by the filth the Roman Church spews on our land,” she hissed.


“I will not deprive my girls of salvation,” Papa answered quietly.


Mama glared, and my heart sank. I could tell that our next outing would not be to the church.


Sure enough, the following day Papa turned right onto the Cariérra des Esquirols and we walked to the Rota des Faures where all the blacksmiths worked. I hated the din of the hammers pounding on anvils, the peddlers screeching for us to buy their wares, the screams of children chasing one another, and the crowds of townsfolk shouting their bienvenuts. The noise made me afraid, and I longed all the more for the quiet of Your church.


That day we saw a man who had no legs riding in a wheelbarrow. I held tight to Papa, but Amelha walked right up to him and inquired, “Where are your legs?”


He smiled at her and shook his head. “I lost them in the Holy Land,” he replied.


“I hope you find them soon,” Amelha answered, and he chuckled.


I stared wide-eyed as he passed by and then asked Papa, “What really happened to his legs?”


“He lost them in battle. I fought with him in Constantinople,” Papa responded. “He gave his legs to save the Holy Land from infidels.”


I was incredulous.


“You fought in the Crusades?” I asked. “Were you a knight? Did you have a black horse and your own sword? Did you kill any infidels?”


Before Papa could answer Amelha piped up, “What are infidels? Are there any here?”


Papa took a deep breath. “Infidels are enemies of the Holy Church. Here in Fanjeaux . . .” He hesitated and let out a long sigh. “Here in Fanjeaux, we do not let infidels trouble us,” is all he said.


*


Sometimes Papa took us down the hill all the way to the first wall that circled Fanjeaux. We would look past the fortifications and watch as shepherds traipsed home with their sheep after a day of grazing in the fields. And, God, what fields they were! Furrows of grain and olive trees undulated across a rolling valley all the way to Montréal. Their greens and ochres shimmered with the light of Your creation.


“This land is in your blood,” dear Papa reminded us. “Look west toward Belpech and you can see lands once controlled by your grandparents; look east toward Montréal and all you see was owned by your mother’s family.”


“Do we still own it?” I asked him.


“Only a little garden plot. The rest we share with your cousins and their in-laws. The tithes upon our lands are no longer enough to provide us with much of an income.”


“What happened to our lands?” I pushed.


“It is hard to keep land within a domus anymore. We aren’t like the Franks, and we don’t give our lands to just our first-born sons. That means all the children inherit land and with each generation their holdings get smaller. The taxes aren’t enough to support everyone, so lords from the Languedoc are forever fighting one another.”


We must have looked alarmed, for he stepped in to reassure us.


“You don’t have to worry. Three walls and a deep ditch surround Fanjeaux,” Papa said, pointing to the watchtowers beside the city gate. “See these turrets? There are fourteen of them where guards keep watch both day and night. We will always be safe within the walls of this castrum,” he promised us. “Why, not even the pope’s army could get through them.”


And, God, back then I trusted he was right.


By the time I was eight years old, three brothers had come along and the house filled with babies crying and little boys running about. Mama was so busy that sometimes I could sneak away. I’d climb the path up to the church all by myself. With all my weight, I’d pull open its oaken doors and step into its darkened stillness. How I treasured those times. Most often there was no one there, and I would kneel before the Blessed Virgin and pray. Sometimes I was certain she spoke to me as well. I heard her gentle voice echo in the space between my ears. She told me of the Father’s love and reassured me that her Son, Jesus, forgave me for being a bad big sister.


One afternoon, when I was kneeling in prayer, I heard the doors creak behind me. I startled and turned in the darkness to see two shadowy presences walking toward the altar. They were young women dressed in white woolen robes, and their heads were covered with white veils. The oldest one was tall and stood erect as if she were a fine lady; the younger was shorter and rounder. They walked up to me and extended the hand of friendship.


“Bona tarda,” the older girl offered. “My name is Guillelmette and this is my sister Raymundine. It is good to find a girl like you praying in this church.”


“I love God, and I love the Church,” I answered quietly.


“There are not many in Fanjeaux who do,” she replied. We stood in silence for a moment before she added, “Have you ever considered that you might be called to religious vocation?”


“I don’t know what that is,” I admitted.


“It is becoming a nun,” she replied to my blank look. “We are Cistercian novices preparing to become brides of Our Lord Jesus Christ. We live in a convent in Toulouse.”


“Why are you here in Fanjeaux?” I inquired.


“We grew up here and now we’ve come for a last visit with our mother, Na Gracia. Soon we will give our lives to the Blessed Savior by taking solemn vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience. Then we will spend all of our days in prayer and sacred work for the glory of God.”


My eyes widened in wonder.


“Can anyone become a nun?” I asked.


“Anyone who has been baptized and whose father can pay the order’s dowry,” she replied.


I’ve been baptized, I thought and my heart leapt. I wonder if Papa would pay a dowry so that I could be a nun.


I wanted to stay there and talk with these two novices, but the setting sunlight that crept up the church’s walls told me it was time to go. I quickly curtsied and replied,


“I need take my leave to help Mama and Jeannette prepare our dinner. I am most pleased to have made your acquaintance.” Then I ran home. Papa was not yet there and Mama had not even noticed I’d been gone.


It wasn’t long before Amelha too had grown big enough to explore Fanjeaux. We were almost always together, and we tussled every time we left the house. I longed to head up the steep path to the church, but Amelha wanted nothing to do with it. She froze whenever she saw the bell tower. She’d pull away from me, as if its very walls might crush her, and then run down the hill as fast as her little legs would take her. I had no choice but to follow after.


And so, we usually explored the other parts of town. We wandered down the Rota des Tisseyers and watched the weavers at their work. We headed down the Forgers’ Road where blacksmiths, bakers, and tanners all had their shops. We even visited ostals run by the Good Christians, where we knew we’d be welcome and could always get a cool drink and maybe a piece of horsebread. Amelha loved to bid bonjourna to these bonnes femmes who let girls live with them and taught them how to read and write.


Back then, I did not know that the Good Christians were shameful heretics. I hadn’t learned it was a sin to read the Bible in Occitan or for their perfecti to heal the sick through laying on of hands. Even Catholics like my papa admired the perfecti and their simple ways. Most of us had aunts and cousins who had chosen to follow the Good Christian path, if not as perfecti then as believing credentes. There was even a rumor that the Catholic priest who led Mass once a month and on feast days was a secret supporter.


Each Thursday, Amelha and I would go with Mama to the market square. Everyone in Fanjeaux was there! Not just artisans from town but vendors from as far away as Mirepoix and Carcassonne would come to sell their wares: warm bread and quince preserves, needles and linen for embroidery, belts, dice and iron nails—anything you could want.


Sometimes the sounds and bustle of the market scared me. One day a hunch-backed man took hold of Mama’s skirts. “Lovely lady, lovely lady,” he implored, “any man would need help to feed the appetite of one so fine as you.” Then he thrust under her nose a basket filled with odd-looking dried meat. “Take these home to your husband and I promise you will be grateful,” he added with a wink. Mama pulled herself loose and quickly ushered us away.


“What were those things?” Amelha asked.


“They were parts of a bull that you don’t need to know about,” was her reply.


There was an old black-robed woman who sold herbs and medicines that promised to cast out demons and cure any ailment. The most mysterious was a hairy brown root that she called the main de gloire. It looked to me, then, like a magic dancing elf, but the herbalist would not allow me to touch it. Her gleaming eyes stared into mine and seemed to look into my very soul. I even wondered if she could predict the future.


“Only the wisest of practitioners can touch the mandrake root,” she warned me. “It shrieks and moans when pulled out of the earth, and it can kill you if you don’t know how to handle it. Lovers who smell its fruit will be driven to ecstasy. From its roots comes mandragora, a tincture that can heal the deepest pain. But,” the wise woman added, “it can drive you mad and make you sleep forever.”


It did make me shudder. I wondered if You had created that dangerous magic plant, or was it made by the Devil himself? I quickly turned away to look at other things. There were both men and boys on stilts and jongleurs dancing in the streets, singing the songs of the troubadours. It seemed to me that they might have smelled the fruit of the mandrake themselves, the way they carried on and crooned about the passion of chaste courtly love.


I must have been near ten years old the time we met the troubairitza who came all the way from Dia. Her name was Beatriz, and I felt certain she had tasted the root of the main de gloire. I saw her first the day she came to Fanjeaux for the Feast of Mary Magdalene. Dear God, she set my blood to boiling in ways I cannot tell You about. She sang in a low voice that could have been the Magdalene’s herself: “Quant ce vient en juin . . .


When the month of June comes


I breathe a floral odor in the air


My sisters dance


And dream of sacred love.


They strut and prance


With such great joy


A fire begins to burn


Below my waist.


Once more I beg to know,


Papa, why did you give me


to become a nun?”


I was not yet a woman, God, but I was sure good Catholic girls don’t think of things like this. They sing gentle songs to the Blessed Virgin, the One who watches over us and keeps our chastity. The rich, low voice of Beatriz ignited a burning terribly new to me. I stood as in a trance while she crooned her lament and longed to run up to the church and hide.


Amelha, on the other hand, did not seem to be troubled by the song at all. She dragged me over and asked Beatriz, “How can a girl become a troubadour?”


Of course I shrank away, embarrassed by her forwardness, but I could hear what Beatriz replied.


“There is but one way to become a troubairitza, and that is to sing about what rests within your heart.”


From that day on it became impossible to shut Amelha up. She sang herself to sleep with lullabies Mama had taught us; she hummed along as villagers danced to the estampidas; she crooned romantic cansos and the albas sung by lovers to welcome the dawn. She tried to get me to join with her. Sometimes I’d hum along, but my heart did not want to sing as the troubadours did. Dear God, even back then its sole desire was to chant hymns and raise my voice to You.


On market days, the troubadours were not the only ones who vied for our attention. Gaunt perfecti from all around the Languedoc stood at the corner of the market spreading their message. They dressed in long black robes and claimed to live just as the early Christians had, traveling in pairs and holding everything in common. They fasted and they ate no meat or eggs or cheese—no products of vile fornication. They called Your Holy Church “the Whore of Babylon” and claimed that it spoke with the voice of Satan.


I know that it was wrong to listen to their blasphemy; but we were still young girls, and it was hard not to. We never saw Your priests except at Mass. None of them ever came out into the market square to defend the Church. I don’t know where they were; the heretics claimed they were too busy collecting tithes or enjoying their wine and concubines. There was even a rumor that our own itinerant priest would soon abandon the parish to seek his fortune in the North. It almost seemed as if Your Church ignored us, while these heretic perfecti looked into our eyes and talked as if the fate of our souls really mattered.


*


Each time they did, Amelha always looked right back. She’d sit down at their feet and ask whatever questions came to into her mind.


“Where does God live?” she wanted to know. “Has he really gone off and left this world to the Devil? If so, why does it matter whether we are good or bad?”


“God lives in Heaven and in our souls,” the perfect answered. “God has not abandoned the world; God gives everyone the spiritual power to overcome its tethers.”


Amelha even dared to ask about the Church. “Why does Papa have to give his best lambs to the priest?” she once demanded.


“The priests are controlled by demons,” he replied solemnly. “They take what is not theirs from your papa and all the people.”


Amelha stomped her foot. “I do not like the priests,” she said. “I hope that they and their demons stay far away from me.”


The things those perfecti said, God, they scared me. They talked as if the whole world were one giant battleground between forces of good and evil. They said the Good God created our souls as divine sparks in his own image. But then a Bad God came along and stole them. This Evil God enwrapped all souls in flesh and then created earth so he could hide them. Everything we see—the rivers and the rolling fields, the cattle and the sheep, and the birds of the sky—the Devil made it all that we might be enslaved to matter. The perfecti claimed that if we would hope to free our souls, we must renounce the pleasures of the world and be like them.
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