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For my parents

 



"Keep away from people who try to belittle
your ambitions. Small people always do that, but the really great
make you feel that you, too, can become great."

-MARK TWAIN

“The need to go astray, to be destroyed, is
an extremely private, distant, passionate, turbulent truth.”

-GEORGES BATAILLE

“What we call fate does not come to us from
the outside: it goes forth from within us.”

-RAINER MARIA RILKE

 



The pearl in the poor one's clothes is
originally round and bright;

If one does not know how to find it oneself,
one

will count others' treasures instead.

Counting others' treasures is after all of no
benefit — it just makes you expend your labor in vain:

How can it compare to recognizing your own
jewel,

which is worth more than billions in gold?

The shine of this precious pearl is most
great, as it lights up all worlds in the universe.

-CHANG PO-TUAN

 



PART I

The Great
Horror

 



"This is the book," said Great-Uncle
Mordecai. "This is a great horror."

He pushed it across the desk. Gingerly, Lily
touched the dusty binding, causing crisp, yellow pages to crackle
and break. The book was bound in thick leather encrusted with tiny
jewels, most of which had fallen out over the course of centuries,
leaving small sockets where sapphires and seed pearls had been. She
ran the flat of her hand over its surface. A pain like a bite shot
into her palm. A little diamond had scraped her, and she pressed
her hand to her lips.

"Are you quite all right, my dear? Do be
careful."

"Fine. I'm just clumsy. I didn't realize they
were so sharp.”

“As if you didn't know jewels."

Lily laughed. "I should know to be careful,
shouldn't I? I guess I'm not always that cautious."

"Impulsiveness is charming in a young
girl."

"You always say that. I'm not so young."

The old man shrugged. "You're barely thirty,
far too young to be reading the book. I myself did not read it
until I was much advanced in years. But when you told me you were
engaged . . . and now that she's died . . ." He paused, running his
fingers over the edge of his desk. "I thought for a very long time
before showing it to you. God help me if I've made a mistake."

Lily laughed nervously, high in her throat. "Well,
let's just see what's in this famous book." She reached awkwardly
to open it, and a flurry of dust rose from the pages. Raising her
hand to swipe the air, she jostled the forbidden book with her
elbow, causing a page to slip out and waft to the floor. She
recognized her great-uncle's handwriting, the letter written at a
time when his grip had still been strong. She felt him start across
the desk, but she could not raise her eyes. They both stared
silently, stupidly, at the piece of paper. It read:

O my dearest dear, my own true heart,

Where were you last night? I waited and waited, but
you didn't come. I've been sick with worry that you won't come
back. I couldn't sleep. I wrote letter after letter to you and I
threw them all away. I don't know how you came to love me, I'm
loathsome, and I'm ill. Haven't I suffered enough punishment for
what I've done? But the worst is when I wait, when you don't come.
When I don't hold your white breasts in my hands. Come back, just
one more time. Even if you've stopped. Please, or I don't know what
will become of me. Dearest, I don't need you to be cruel to me, for
I do the job well enough myself. I

Here the fragment was broken. The two of them
stared at it. Lily was unable to avert her eyes not to read, like
one who touches frozen metal and finds her skin seared to it by the
cold. Mordecai broke the silence.

"It is part of the history. But I want you to
read it at the right time."

He bent his aged, long limbs, and took up the
paper with dignity, replacing it carefully inside the book. Then
Mordecai leaned forward to address his great-niece.

"Did she say anything about me? At the
end?"

"She said the same things she's always said.
She rambled . . . The same old thing."

"Tell me again."

"That you were like a father to her, and she
loved you. But she was too ashamed to see you. I thought maybe
she'd tell me why, this time, but she wouldn't. It was the same to
the very end. Besides, she was on so much medication . . . You
know, Uncle, I don't know why losing her should make me feel like
such an orphan. She was just a distant relative. Besides, she's
been crazy for as long as I can remember."

"You've had too many losses. Losing your
parents. Nothing can recompense a child who loses both her parents,
and grows up with aunts and uncles instead."

Lily shrugged. "I hardly remember my parents,
so what's the difference? We've been over all this. Besides, I have
you. I've always had you . . ."

"What are you reading?" Mordecai spoke to her
gently now, beginning their familiar ritual.

Lily sighed. "I've been reading the Tao-te
Ching, actually.”

“Good. I've always said —"

Lily fidgeted in her seat, then blurted,
"Look. I'm sorry I saw that piece of paper. I didn't know. I don't
know anything about it. If there are secrets in this family, just
tell me, I'll be careful . . ." She drifted off, avoiding her
great-uncle's eyes.

The old man lifted his patrician gaze from
his hands.

"I'm a little weak today, child . . . I'll
arrange for the funeral. Take these pages. I don't want the book to
leave my house."

From the book's innards he fished out a sheaf
of documents so old Lily feared they would crumble in his
hands.

"These are the originals. Too fragile for you
to read. I've copied them, and I've translated them from the
French. I did it a very long time ago. Even these copies are
delicate." He handed her a second stack of papers.

"There is a legacy, you see. These letters
were written by your ancestor, and they concern . . . matters that
travel inside us."

"Oh no. The pox. Don't tell me I come from a
long line of syphilitics. Well, I guess that would explain a few
things. I thought my hair was falling out."

Mordecai shook his head, and gave her a wan
smile. "Ah, my dear. I don't want to alarm you. But you must
listen. I'm prescient when it comes to the heart. And I have my
fears."

Lily tugged nervously at a handful of long
brown hair, and pulled it behind her ear. She was not a
superstitious person.

"What is horror, Lily?" The old man leaned
forward. "What do most people think it is? Death? Dismemberment?
Spilt blood? I say horror is something else. Something that creeps
inside us, that crawls in us, that rambles in our veins— something
like our worst kind of regret, regret that never leaves us . . . I
want to prevent you doing something wrong, Lily, something that
will cause you this regret. One can't erase mistakes. To say
'What's done is done' is to spout tripe. To say 'It was meant to
be' — that's another stupid salve that only feeds the pain, when
you discover that it changes nothing." He sat back in his seat. "I
won't let you be haunted. Now we mustn't discuss it further. Chen
Li will show you out."

"But, Uncle . . ." she whispered.

"Yes?"

"What are you reading?"

"Oh yes. Baudelaire. And Swinburne. He's been
out of fashion for decades. But I've always been fond of him. Do
read Swinburne."

He looked away, over her shoulder. "Chen Li will show
you out," he said absently.

For 28 years the Chinese man had been showing
her out, longer than she could remember. He was grave, graceful,
and ironic. The old mansion in Pacific Heights ached with
mysteries, but sometimes she imagined he was at the very heart of
them. He had watched her grow up here, first on Sundays when her
aunts took her on the obligatory visits to see her peculiar
great-uncle, and later, when she was old enough to take the bus by
herself, at any time of the week, day or night, that she felt like
visiting. Sometimes she came rarely—whole weeks went by and she
never gave it a thought —and sometimes she went day after day, to
do nothing but putter through her great-uncle's library, drink tea
and, later, brandy, and discuss literature with him by the hour.
The aunts and uncles had long stopped visiting. As far as she knew,
she was the only guest. She was grateful for the changelessness of
it. Great-Uncle Mordecai aged so slowly and steadily that she never
noticed it. He was old beyond counting, and she was grateful for
that, too. It was another of the house's mysteries.

It was always a little hard, when she visited
him on her lunch break, to go back to work. Dusty shades kept out
the light, and it always seemed like night in the house on Pacific
Street. Whenever she crossed the house's threshold onto the street
the daytime cut at her, and her heart gave an angry crack at being
returned to the world.

Within twenty minutes, she was at Van
Velsen's Jewelers. The establishment, which had stood for 60 years
on the corner of Maiden Lane and Grant Avenue in the heart of
downtown San Francisco, exuded a quiet, expensive severity.
Mordecai van Velsen had founded the business in 1931. No one knew
how old he was when he began it. Van Velsen's had established an
international reputation beyond that of ordinary prestige or
elegance; although the company dealt in all manner of stones, the
Van Velsen name had become synonymous with the finest pearls in the
world. No house in London or Paris could boast an artist like the
elder van Velsen, who shaped and worked and sold pearls worth
hundreds of thousands of dollars. His great-niece, Lily, had
learned the art at his knee, and had been carrying on the tradition
since the old man's retirement over a decade before. Lily was one
of a dozen people living who knew the secrets of pearls, but even
she, with all her skill, could not match her great-uncle's mastery.
The market for natural pearls was now so small, however, that there
was little call for Lily's art, and she worked instead at cutting
and setting rubies, diamonds, and emeralds.

It was at the Gemological Institute of San
Francisco that Lily met Alan Purdue. She grudgingly attended the
Institute's classes; Mordecai insisted that she acquire a degree.
She moped her way through dull afternoons, speaking to no one,
waiting to return to the pleasure of her work at Van Velsen's.

The first time she saw Alan, he was peering
into a microscope, his broad shoulders leaning into the small
instrument, the sleeves of his white shirt rolled up. She noticed
his forearms first, brown from the sun and lined with strong veins.
His eyeglasses lay abandoned beside him while he peered, half
absorbed and half irritated, into the microscope, running his
fingers through a thick head of russet hair. He was humming and
muttering, and tapping a pencil against the table.

Lily stood in the doorway watching him,
fascinated. She thought he would burst out of his chair. After a
few moments he pushed himself away from the desk and plucked a gem,
a small sapphire, from the grading tray. He tossed it up as if it
were a coin, catching it in the air, then slapping it against the
back of his hand. He blinked at it, grinned broadly, and announced,
"Heads, I win." He turned to her. "I'm taking you to lunch."

She started, as if she had been caught
reading someone's diary. Alan made a deep, mock bow.

"Young lady," he began, "have you been
watching me?”

“Oh, I'm sorry, I—"

"Never mind. I've been watching you, too. Out
of the corner of my eye. Lunch?"

Lily saw his eyes, behind the glasses—they
were a russet color, like his hair, and bright. They're safe eyes,
she thought, bright and without secrets. Before she had time to
reply, he had her by the elbow and was leading her to the door.

"You see," he explained to her later, "I have
no real aptitude for gem cutting." He inclined his head to one
side, and laughed. "I wish I had, but I don't have the eye. My
father made a fortune in zircons. Have you heard of him? Lucas
Purdue, the Zircon King. I was supposed to manage the family
business, but I prefer real diamonds. I thought I'd give it a try
here ..." He suddenly seemed almost shy, and this emotion was so
incongruous that Lily found herself staring, unable to think of
anything to say.

Finally she said, "Perhaps you have other
talents."

He smiled gently. "Ah, and I do." He tapped
his brow with his forefinger. "Business acumen. I possess this.
It's easy for me, too easy. But cutting diamonds, ah ... now that,
that is difficult." He leaned forward on the last word, and took
Lily's hand in both of his. "I like difficult things." He squeezed
her hand, inspecting her face. "Your eyes are a strange color,
Lily. I don't believe I've ever seen that shade of green before. A
little yellow in them, and feline ..." He sat back in his chair. "I
imagine you can see a lot with those eyes."

Alan's talents were so extreme it hardly
mattered that he was a poor cutter. He could calculate the angle of
a refraction in seconds, assess weight and grade, compare the
output of Zanzibar emerald mines to those of Tanzania with barely a
moment's thought. He courted Lily with the same precision he
applied to his work, a precision leavened with charm and whimsy,
until she relaxed her habitual guard, until his presence became
soporific and necessary. He gave her little gifts; he petted her;
he bossed her and amused her. Watching his eyes for danger, she saw
instead an easy sparkle, a sane and simple spirit. Bright, she told
her great-uncle, and without secrets. She spoke to Mordecai about
him carefully at first and later, resenting her caution, she spoke
of him often. She waited for some kind of blessing, but none came.
After the two men finally met, Mordecai told her, "Ah, Lily, if
only people could save us! And don't you think I would have saved
you, if it were possible?"

"From what? What on earth are you talking
about?"

"Nothing. I like your young man. He has very
little malice."

Lily felt the resentment rise inside her,
then she shook it off like so much rain.

"You're being cryptic, Uncle. It's
irritating. It's a disease with you." She mock-glared at the old
man, then continued. "I want Alan to manage the business at Van
Velsen's. It will leave me free to work with the jewels. I'm tired
of the paperwork, and the books. He has a talent for that sort of
thing, and he gets along with people. Unlike present company," she
added dryly.

She expected some rebuke, some rejection, but
there was none. Mordecai smiled. "Fine, my dear," he said. "I think
it's just the right thing."

The customers liked Alan immediately; he made
the establishment seem less severe. His presence charmed away old
ghosts, and brought a modern touch into its rooms. Lily and Alan
worked together easily, and she felt as if the store itself were
calmer, less forbidding. They rarely spoke about the old man, but
she told herself it was better that way. Sometimes things are best
kept separate.

There was a thrill in the shop when Lily
arrived. Alan rushed up to her, coloring with excitement.

"Lily! We've got the most incredible
commission! Mrs. Fran-stein bought the Nakamura pearls—the Nakamura
pearls! I've never seen anything like them. Never. I can't believe
it. Two of the stones are damaged. She wants them replaced. The
center stone and an adjacent one. It's going to be very difficult
to match that center pearl."

"But how could she buy the Nakamura pearls?
They belonged to that Dutch family ... I don't understand it. You
know they can't need the money, not even that kind of money."

"Well, it's the most incredible thing. There
was some kind of scandal in the family, and it involves the pearls.
Someone damaged them, I don't know how. All very mysterious. And
Mrs. Franstein said something about the pearls being bad luck, and
the Ebels wanting them out of the house. Here, I'll show you."

The pearls were full and heavy, like pieces
of fat. They had an ancient glow, having ripened in foreign seas
and rested against royal necks. The center pearl, for all its
magnificence, was irreparably damaged by an ugly dent. Even without
its centerpiece, the necklace was worth upwards of $800,000. If it
were replaced with the proper pearl, it would be worth twice that.
Mrs. Franstein had taken her find to the only shop in the world
that could restore it.

Lily let the strand fall from one hand to the
other, weighing it, bouncing it, like a knife in a gang fighter's
hands. Then she let the necklace dangle from her index finger. The
heavy, sick pearl swayed over the ground. It was decadent. It was
almost unseemly. She imagined the maw of the oyster that had grown
it.

Alan interrupted her reverie. "The most
important thing that's ever happened in this store. The publicity .
. . I've got some leads already. Beaker, out on Van Ness, might
have something. He was in with that Japanese firm. I'm not worried
about matching the color, it's the size. They're really enormous.
Well, I want to get over there, so would you see about that Bijou
layout? What, didn't I tell you? I'm forgetting everything on
account of these pearls. Some sculptor —Penthe. Johnny Penthe.
Never heard of the guy, but he's supposed to be really good. I saw
a few pictures of his stuff. A little morbid, but people think it's
high ideals. Anyway, Bijou magazine called. They're doing a layout
on Penthe, and somebody there got a concept: a layout with his
statues wearing our pieces. He just does people, you know. And
they're good-sized. Bijou is huge. I'll bet the circulation is
eighty thousand. So we'll round up the best stuff, and maybe pull
out the Paxton ruby, see if we can't beat that deadline—Are you
listening, Lily?"

"I just got distracted. Sorry." She was still
holding the pearls. "So let's have dinner tonight. We can talk more
about this.”

“I . . . I can't. I have something I have to
read."

"Oh?"

"From my great-uncle."

"Some eighteenth-century French perversion, I
suppose.”

“Well, no, actually, this time—"

"Okay, sixteenth-century Scottish perversion.
I just don't see how those damn novels can be more important than a
dinner with your beloved. And I am not being ironic. Do not
forget," he said with mock solemnity, "we are newly engaged."

"Oh, you know how it is, it means so much to
him."

Alan sighed and shook off his jocular tone.
"I guess marrying you is marrying into this lending library thing.
Well, what is it?"

"What? Oh. It's . . . it's Thomas Hardy. Tess
of the D'Urbervilles."

"God, I read that in high school." He looked
at her for a long moment. "If you insist, then. I guess you do look
a little peaked. Curl up with a toddy and a sad book. I've got to
do some catching up here anyway. Say, why aren't we living
together?"

Lily laughed.

"She'll sleep with me, she'll marry me, but
she won't live with me. You go figure it. Just you wait—it's only a
matter of time. I'll thrill you with domesticity—you'll ache for
it—you'll dream of laundry soap and toothbrushes, you'll —Come
here." He gave her a long kiss and let her go. "Hey, Lily —Don't
walk out with those!"

He plucked the pearls from her hand. They
were warm and moist from her palm.

Lily sat down to work, but having held the
Nakamura pearls disturbed her concentration. She had three pearls
to shape for a brooch that belonged to a movie star, and an emerald
to set for an Iranian prince. She examined the memos on her desk,
and discovered that a Texas oilman had commissioned a cattle brand
to be made out of platinum for his prize herd. She set an employee
to work on this last order, and took up the emerald. The prince had
designed a tiara for his mother, and the Austrian stone was its
centerpiece. It had a bright, young glow, and sat in a bed of
diamonds. The task required her attention for a full hour, and when
she had finished she lit a cigarette and looked at her three
pearls. They were a little misshapen, but it would be possible to
alter them, to make them into near-perfect spheres. It was
pleasant, easy work, predictable and simple, but Lily looked at the
little orbs without interest. Her assistant knocked, and she and
Lily passed the next hour on the design for the cattle brand. There
was a shortage of platinum, and a number of hasty phone calls had
to be made. In the end, she set aside the little pearls.

Lily thought she should take some air. The
feel of the Nakamura pearls had gone to her head. It was dusk, and
she felt warm, much warmer than the night allowed. She opened the
windows of her apartment and stared out at the bay. The Tao-te
Ching lay open by the bed, and a tattered copy of an Eric Ambler
novel. She meant to read them, but there was a clutch in her
stomach, a pull toward her briefcase.

As she opened it, the odor of the documents
inside filled the room, conquering the scent of fresh freesias and
the thick coffee smell that hovered in the kitchen. It was the
smell of age and dust. "Eau de old," she muttered to her cat, and
laughed nervously. Curse flicked an ear back at the sound of her
voice. He was stretched languidly in a still-hot patch of dust and
fading sun. She walked over to him and ruffled the fur of his
belly. He cast her a dark, sloe-eyed look, and set his ears a
little farther back. The tip of his tail flicked.

Sighing, Lily took off her clothes, pulled on
a T-shirt and crawled into bed. She cast one last lamenting glance
at the indifferent Curse, and began to read.

Madelaine Hubert Nicole Charcot

Laon, Aisne to Montreil-les-Dames, Aisne,

5 February 1566

My dearest friend,

To think that I will never see you again
outside the convent walls. That we will never again laugh and play
as we have so long been accustomed to. Oh Nicole, I know there is
only one matter you wish to know about. I will not make you wait
and guess. He is gone. He has been sent away to his uncle's home in
Paris. No one in his family will speak to me, as you know. What
little I know I heard from the LaFaver boys. They say he may be
sent to Germany, or perhaps even farther, until his parents are
satisfied that all is forgotten and they can make a proper marriage
for him. As for my own parents, they will not speak of the matter
at all, and they guard me closely for fear that I have been tainted
by your influence. I am ostracized for knowing you. Nicole! To
think of the days of our loving friendship, who could have imagined
such sorrow and affliction coming upon us? And what is my own next
to yours?

There is little else to tell you. Mother is
with child again — and at her great age! Jean has taken several
prizes at school. Pray, write me quickly and tell me all you
can.

Your loving friend, Madelaine

27 February

My dearest Madelaine,

I scarcely know how to begin. Your letter has
brought me joy and pain alike, and the two conditions commingle
within me here, so that I do not know what I truly feel. In
memories I find a sweet sorrow, which relieves me of my burden. I
now believe, Madelaine, that I have had my portion of joy, I used
it all and must spend what life is left to me suffering the portion
of my pain.

As for my life here, it is cold and strange.
How I miss you! You cannot know. Each morning we rise long before
dawn, and wearing our coarse habits we begin a round of devotions
and prayers, and tedious tasks such as I never imagined possible.
There is a vow of silence among us, and speech is permitted only
for one hour before our evening prayers. But there is little to
say. I believe I am shunned here too, Madelaine, though I suppose I
shall never know — perhaps I just feel it so. We see no one from
the world outside, and the faces of my sisters are so hard. Ah,
there is the bell for supper: I have no more time. Madelaine, I beg
you, give me news of him, all you can. The little you have told me
is a beginning, at least.

Yours in God, Nicole

19 March

My dear Nicole,

I must always be on the watch for my mother,
who suspects me of writing to you. I am closely watched by my tutor
as well. I have stolen a moment here, dear friend, by feigning a
migraine while my family is at church. I will not waste time in
coming to the point. I visited your mother yesterday afternoon, on
the pretext of reclaiming a few books and sewing things. I hoped,
by using my guile, to acquire some news of him you hold so dear.
But I found your mother at the hearth, burning his letters to you!
She was startled, but stern, when she saw me, and would not speak
of the matter. She held a great many papers in her hand, but these
she carried with her into the next room. While she gathered my
things, I snatched what I could out of the fire. I enclose the
fragment that remained; it is only half a letter, but it will be
dear to your heart, I know.

I must go now, and cover my head with a cloth
and pretend to be ill! If my pretense is too good, I fear I will be
leeched for my trouble, so I will be well again tomorrow. I do not
know when I can write again.

Your, Madelaine

what joy you have brought me! The midwife Loyse sent
a boy to me straightaway with the fine news. Shall we name her
Colette, after my grandmother? How I wish to be with you. And how
soon we will be freed from the constraints of our situation. We
will go to Italy as soon as possible. It is God's will, I assure
you, that two who love as we do should marry, even if it is only in
God's eyes, for He cares little about rank and caste. I pray this
letter finds you and our daughter as well and as contented as you
are in my dreams. Goodbye, my Nicole, until our happy rendezvous on
Saturday!Charles

21 March

Dear Madame Charcot,

As I have promised, I shall make you a
monthly report on the condition of your daughter Nicole. Since she
has taken vows to our Lord Jesus Christ, a strange constraint has
come over her. She speaks little, and her eyes are often cast
downward. In her devotions she is constant, and properly
respectful, but I fear she is not earnest. As yet, I have not
spoken to her of this strange listlessness. It has only been a
fortnight since her arrival at the convent, and a month since she
was delivered of child, a matter of which she does not speak. Two
letters have arrived from Paris, from Charles Desnos. I deemed them
best destroyed. Two letters from Madelaine Hubert were given to
her, although in future I think it will be wisest if we examine
them first.

In Our Lord Jesus Christ, Soeur Henriette La
Rochelle

3 April

My esteemed Holy Mother,

The darkness of my daughter's unholy love
will be washed clean by her marriage to our Lord Jesus Christ. The
child has been given to a wet nurse who will give it a Christian
upbringing. I write to thank you for your report. Our lives are
empty here, without the light of our daughter Nicole. The villagers
mock us, even in the house of the Lord! We bear this cross, Holy
Mother, as atonement for our daughter's great sins, and pray that
her heart and spirit will be cleansed alike, and that the doors of
heaven will not be closed to her.

Yours in the sight of Our Lord, Mme Eveline
Charcot

1 2 May

Dearest Charles,

Are you as far away as they tell me? I
imagine we are speaking to one another, all the time. I am supposed
to pray to God, but I do not. I pray to you. As I kneel on the
stone floor of the priory, I imagine that it is you I address. God
will forgive me! Perhaps He even blesses me for it. I know when you
are thinking of me. I can feel it. Even though we rarely speak,
here, I am not often truly alone. At night I am so tired after all
the day's hard chores. But even so, I do not sleep for hours. I do
not really know if I sleep at all. You are there —I just start to
think of you, I just imagine you, your face, and then I speak to
you, and you answer.

I will try to get these letters to you by
sending them to Madelaine, perhaps she will be able to find you.
But for now, it is not safe. I will keep them all here.

Nicole

17 May

Dear Madame,

The duties of the nunnery allow me little
time for correspondence. I sympathize with the maternal concern you
have expressed in your letter, but there is little I can do to
allay it. I do not know why you have not heard from your daughter.
I often see her with pen in hand, scribbling furiously. The other
sisters tell me the same. As we are forbidden to keep diaries, I
have assumed she was writing letters to you, her faithful and
devoted mother.

Her condition does grow stranger, week by
week. In the day, at prayers, she is peaked. Occasionally, her head
droops and we are obliged to prompt her to continue her devotions.
On other occasions, she is possessed of a religious fervor that is
most unseemly in a young girl. She forgets her prayers, and begins
to mumble I know not what as she fondles the beads of her rosary.
Last Tuesday she fell into a faint at such a moment. One of the
sisters went to her aid, and found that Nicole was damp with her
exertions. Her ecstasies are certain to have a bad influence on the
other nuns. I hold nothing back from you, Madame. I place my faith
in Our Lord, and I pray for your daughter, as I know you also
do.

In God's name, Soeur Henriette La Rochelle

3 July

Dearest Madelaine,

These pains are worse than those of
childbirth! I die for my Charles, and my only relief, other than
these letters to you, was my diary. Sister Renee has taken it away.
She came last night as I lay sleeping —I dreamt of Charles, I often
do — they told me I made low moaning sounds in my sleep— Sister
came and woke me, and rifled my bedding until she found the little
book hidden beneath the pillow. Madelaine! If you get this letter
at all, it will be by God's grace— I will sneak it out by giving it
to the groundsman with a few francs. Perhaps I will not be able to
write any more. If only I knew what I said in my sleep! It must
have been something awful, for now I am shut in most hours of the
day, and am rarely left to myself. The Mother Superior crosses
herself when she sees me, and the nuns look away. What have I done
to lead such a life of misery? I have not had a word from Charles,
nor any news of my little Colette. Write to me as soon as you
possibly can.

Your loving friend,

Nicole

10 September

Dear Holy Mother,

I try not to write to you often— I know the
labors of your office keep you much employed. But this piece of
news is most pressing. It concerns my daughter and her misfortune.
Charles Desnos is dead. He attempted to steal the baby from its
home, and was apprehended in the act. In the ensuing struggle, he
was killed. Although it is harsh news, my daughter had best know of
it. Perhaps it will help her to treat her vows with greater
piety.

Your obedient servant,

Mine E. Charcot

29 September

Dearest Madelaine,

I heard the Mother Superior talking to Sister
Renee. They thought I was asleep, but I was only pretending. Mother
wrote to tell them that Charles was dead, and that they ought to
decide whether or not to tell me!

I know he is not dead, Madelaine. Shall I
tell you how I know? They are just trying to change me, they want
me to be like them, to love my devotions. I know only one devotion!
I know he is not dead because he comes to me, he sends me messages.
He speaks to me when I sleep. It began a few weeks ago. He receives
my letters although I dare not send them. I hide them in a hole in
the floor. But when he comes to me he has read them.

They leave me alone often now. I am rarely
with the others. So I have much more time to speak to him. When I
am supposed to pray to our God, I know He will understand that I
address Him through my prayers to another. Madelaine, this is a
treacherous lie. My Charles is very well.

Your loving,

Nicole

19 October

Dear Madame Charcot,

It is the saddest of tasks to write you this
letter, Madame. I hesitated long before taking up my pen. Since we
gave your daughter the news you requested, she ceased to eat, and
fell ever more deeply into the reveries of which I spoke
previously. She slept often, and deeply, and each morning it took
the efforts of the sisters to wake her. We thought she suffered the
disease which afflicts our kind —the accidie of the cloister. But
she did not suffer its ordinary symptoms. Her melancholia was most
pronounced, it is true, but she had neither the irritation nor the
boredom that characterizes it. This fatigue, as you know, is one of
its first signs. We attempted the usual cures — work in the garden,
the activities of the parish—but none produced an effect. We
believe she has unclean thoughts, poisonous thoughts that she does
not bring to confession. We began to feel her state was unsuitable
for the sisters, and we began to fear the worst for Nicole.

We think it is another thing now—the
influence of Satan, in the form of one of his unholy servants. He
visits her at night, and performs the lewdest operations upon her.
We know this because we discovered certain letters, which we have
burnt. They were addressed to Charles Desnos, but since he is
deceased, and she has been informed of this, it is surely an
incubus which visits her. Madame, I have summoned an exorcist from
Paris, he will arrive on the Sabbath. I will inform you of his
success or failure. I trust you will pray, as we all do, for the
salvation of Nicole's soul.

Yours in God,

Soeur Henriette La Rochelle

4 November

Dear Madame Charcot,

It is over. The exorcist attempted to drive
the Devil from your daughter's flesh, but Satan's grip was firm,
and her delusion remained to the end. She fell into a fever on the
third day of the proceedings, and she remained in this state for
seven days, during which she discoursed with her incubus. Her words
were transcribed, and I enclose a page of these ramblings. The
original will remain
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