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Moonlight

The abbé Marignan lived up to his illustrious name. His unwavering faith was as solid as a rock and he believed he understood God, as well as his every wish, intention and design. As he walked on the path leading to his little country presbytery he would sometimes ask himself why God had done a certain thing. He would think very carefully, and after putting himself in God’s position he nearly always discovered a reason. Far be it from him to murmur in a moment of pious humility, ‘O Lord, how mysterious are thy ways …’ Instead, he would say, ‘I am God’s servant on earth. Therefore it is right that I should know the reason for his actions and, if I don’t, to hazard a pretty good guess what it might be.’

Everything in nature seemed to him to have been created with impeccable and admirable logic. Every great ‘Why?’ could always be answered by some great ‘Because’. Dawns were made so that the world should be glad to rise; daylight so that the crops should ripen; rain for irrigation; evening to prepare for sleep and dark night for slumber itself.

The four seasons similarly met all the needs of agriculture, and never would it have occurred to the priest that nature might have no purpose or that all life might be the product of blind temporal, geographical and physical necessity.

Women, however, were another matter altogether. He loathed them. It was an unconscious loathing based on instinctive mistrust. Often he would quote the words of Christ: ‘Woman, what have I to do with thee?’ adding, ‘It’s as if God himself were not happy with that particular work of his.’ Woman for him was most certainly the ‘twelve times impure’ of whom the poet speaks. She was the temptress who had first led man astray and continued to this day her execrable work. She was a weak, dangerous and mysteriously disturbing creature. Even more than her fatal body, he hated her loving soul.

Often he had felt a certain tenderness directed towards himself by women and, though impervious to it, he was irritated by the constant need for love which throbbed within them. In his view God had created woman solely in order to tempt man and thereby to test him. She was to be approached with infinite caution and wariness, as a snare. With her parted lips and arms outstretched towards man she was in fact exactly like a trap. The only exception he made was in the case of nuns, whose vows made them harmless. However, he was sometimes harsh towards even them, sensing within their captive and contrite hearts that same eternal tenderness which, priest or not, got under his skin. He sensed it in their gaze, more tearful and pious than that of monks; he sensed it in the ecstasy which, in their case of course, was mixed up with sex; their surges of love for Christ infuriated him for being, when all was said and done, purely carnal and female. He could feel this wretched tenderness in their docility, in the gentleness of their voices when they addressed him, in their lowered eyes, in their mournful resignation to his rough reprimands. At the door of the convent when he left, he shook out the skirts of his cassock and lengthened his stride as if fleeing from some danger.

Despite all this, he was determined that his niece, who lived with her mother in a little house nearby, should become a nun. She was a pretty, fun-loving young scatterbrain. Whenever the priest pontificated to her she laughed in his face, and when he was cross she hugged him tight and showered him with kisses. He would automatically try to extricate himself from this embrace which, he had to admit, he found absolutely delightful, awakening within him as it did the paternal instinct lying dormant in every living man.

Often as he walked beside her on the meadow paths he would speak to her of God. She scarcely listened and the joy with which she contemplated instead the sky, the grass, and the flowers was reflected in her eyes. Sometimes she would rush off to try and catch some winged creature, crying as she brought it back, ‘Look, uncle! Isn’t it sweet. Don’t you want to give it a little kiss?’ This need of hers to kiss butterflies and lilac buds made the priest sick. He was both worried and irritated to find even in her that ineradicable tenderness that lurked always in the heart of woman.

Then one day his sacristan’s wife, who did the Abbé Marignan’s housework, informed him, choosing her words very carefully, that his niece had a lover. He was appalled when he heard this news as he was shaving, and stood there speechless, with lather all over his face. When he had gathered his wits and could put his thoughts into words again he spluttered: ‘It’s not true! You’re making it up, Mélanie!’

But the simple woman put her hand on her heart.

‘As God is my witness, Father, as soon as your sister’s gone to bed, off she goes. Along the river they meet. See for yourself between ten and midnight.’

He stopped scratching his chin and, as was his wont when he wanted to think something through, started pacing briskly up and down. Taking up his razor again later, he managed to cut himself three times between the nose and the ear. All day long he remained silent, suppressing his growing anger and indignation. As a priest he was furious at losing a future nun to earthly love. As her moral tutor also he was exasperated. He was like a father to her, after all, the guardian of her soul. And to think that he had been deceived, tricked and cheated by this slip of a girl! He felt all the selfish shock of parents confronted with the news that their daughter has chosen her own husband without or despite their advice.

After dinner he tried to read for a while but failed. His exasperation increased. When the clock struck ten he took up his stick, a formidable oak staff which he always took with him on night visits to the sick. He smiled down at the great cudgel he now twirled menacingly in his horny hand. Suddenly he raised it and, gnashing his teeth as he did so, brought it down on a chair with such force that the back split and it crashed to the floor.

He opened his door and was about to leave when suddenly he stopped in amazement on the threshold of the house. He had rarely in his life seen such magnificent moonlight as now. Like some of the early Christian Fathers, he was blessed with a soul open to rapture and with a poetic disposition. He was suddenly moved, not to say overwhelmed, by the great serenity and beauty of the pale night before him. In his little garden bathed in soft light his rows of fruit trees threw in shadow the shapes of their branches barely in bud; the breath of the huge honeysuckle spreading over the wall of the house wafted its sweet perfume like the soul of fragrance upon the clear and balmy air. He began to breathe deeply himself, drinking it in greedily and slowing down his pace. He was entranced by the scene, so lost in wonder that the thought of his niece all but faded away.

As soon as he reached the open country he stopped in order to contemplate the whole plain which was suffused with this caressing glow and basking serenely in the tender, languid charm of the night. The brief, metallic croak of frogs filled the air on which the notes of a distant nightingale fell one by one. Its clear and delicate song was made more for reverie than reflection and its music to accompany kisses in the magic of the moonlight. As the priest took up his walk again he felt something within him, he knew not what, begin to falter. He felt suddenly tired and weak. He needed to sit down and look, to admire the work of God.

In the distance a long line of poplars snaked along the winding river’s edge. A fine, vaporous white mist through which gleaming silver moonbeams shone hovered over and around the banks and enveloped in a transparent cocoon every twist and turn of the waters.

The priest stopped once more, touched to the depths of his soul as he felt growing within him a mounting and irresistible tenderness. He could feel a worrying doubt creep into his thoughts: a question was beginning to grow once more in his mind. Why had God created this? Since night was obviously made for sleep and unconsciousness, rest and all-embracing oblivion, why make it even more lovely than the day and sweeter than any twilight or dawn? Why did this slow and stately star, more beautiful than the sun itself, banish all shadow and illumine things too delicate and mysterious for the light of day? Why did the finest of nature’s songbirds not rest like her fellows but sing alone in the darkness of night? Why this veil cast over the world? Why the wild beating of his heart? This yearning of his soul? Why this languor of the body? Why this panoply of loveliness which no one sees if asleep in bed? For whom was this sublime spectacle created, this poetry beamed down from heaven to earth?

The priest could find no answer.

Suddenly in the distance at the meadow’s edge, under the arch of trees resplendent in the glistening haze, two shadowy figures walking side by side came into view. The man, the taller of the two, had his arm around the shoulders of his partner and from time to time, drawing her closer to him, he kissed her forehead. The couple gave life to this still landscape which surrounded them like some divine frame. They seemed as one, the single being for whom this calm and silent night was made. They came towards the priest as a living response sent to him by his Maker.

As he stood there stunned and with his heart pounding, the sight before him seemed almost Biblical, like the love of Ruth and Boaz, an expression of God’s will set in one of the great scenes of holy writ. Words from the ‘Song of Songs’ began to form in his mind and the cries of passion, the yearning of the flesh, the fierce, burning ardour of that most tender of poems returned to him.

And he said to himself, ‘Perhaps God has created this sort of night in order to imbue the love of man with something of the ideal.’ He retreated as the two, entwined, approached ever closer. And though she was his niece he now wondered whether he could disobey the will of God. How could God disapprove of love since he surrounded it with such obvious splendour? Distraught and almost ashamed, he disappeared quickly from sight, as if trespassing in a temple where he had no right to be.
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Cockcrow

Madame Berthe d’Avancelles had rejected the advances of her admirer Baron Joseph de Croissard to such an extent that he was now in despair. He had pursued her relentlessly throughout the winter in Paris, and now at his château at Carville in Normandy he was holding a series of hunting parties in her honour.

The husband, Monsieur d’Avancelles, turned a blind eye to all this. It was rumoured that they lived separate lives on account of a physical shortcoming of his which Madame could not overlook. He was a fat little man with short arms, short legs, a short neck, short nose, short everything in fact.

Madame d’Avancelles, in contrast, was a tall, chestnut-haired, determined-looking young woman. She laughed openly at old Pipe and Slippers as she called him to his face but looked with tender indulgence on her admirer, the titled Baron Joseph de Croissard, with his broad shoulders, his sturdy neck and his fair, drooping moustache.

Until now, however, she had granted him no favours despite the fact that he was spending a fortune on her, throwing a constant round of receptions, hunting parties, and all kinds of celebrations to which he invited the local aristocracy.

All day long the woods rang to the sound of hounds in full cry after a fox or a wild boar and every night a dazzling display of fireworks spiralled upwards to join the sparkling stars. A tracery of light from the drawing-room windows shone on the huge lawns where shadowy figures occasionally passed.

It was the russet season of autumn when leaves swirled over the gardens like flocks of birds. Wafting on the air came the tang of damp, bare earth, caught as the smell of a woman’s naked flesh as her gown slips down to the floor after the ball.

On an evening during a reception held the previous spring, Madame d’Avancelles had replied to an imploring Monsieur de Croissard with the words: ‘If I am to fall at all, my friend, it will certainly not be before the leaves do likewise. I’ve far too many things to do this summer to give it a thought.’ He had remembered those daring words of hers spoken so provocatively and was now pressing his advantage. Each day he crept closer, gaining more and more of the bold beauty’s heart until by this point her resistance seemed hardly more than symbolic.

Soon there was to be a great hunting party. The night before, Madame Berthe had said laughingly to the Baron: ‘Tomorrow, Baron, if you manage to kill the beast I shall have something to give you.’

He was up at dawn reconnoitring where the wild boar was wallowing. He accompanied his whips, setting out the order of the hunt in such a way that he should return from the field in triumph. When the horns sounded for the meet, he appeared in a well-cut hunting costume of scarlet and gold. With his upright, broad-chested figure and flashing eyes he glowed with good health and manly vigour.

The hunt moved off. The boar was raised and ran, followed by the baying hounds rushing through the undergrowth. The horses broke into a gallop, hurtling with their riders along the narrow forest paths while far behind the following carriages drove noiselessly over the softer verges.

Teasingly, Madame d’Avancelles kept the Baron at her side, slowing down to walking pace in an interminably long, straight avenue along which four rows of oaks arched vaultlike towards each other. Trembling with both desire and frustration he listened with one ear to the young woman’s light badinage, the other pricked for the hunting horns and the sound of the hounds growing fainter by the minute.

‘So you love me no longer,’ she was saying.

‘How can you say such a thing?’ he replied.

‘You do seem to be more interested in the hunt than in me,’ she went on. He groaned. ‘You do remember your own orders don’t you? To kill the beast myself.’

‘Indeed I do,’ she added with great seriousness. ‘Before my very eyes.’ At this he quivered impatiently in the saddle, spurred on his eager horse and finally lost his patience.

‘For God’s sake, Madame, not if we stay here a minute longer.’

‘That is how it has to be nevertheless,’ she cried laughingly. ‘Otherwise, you’re out of luck.’

Then she spoke to him gently, leaning her hand on his arm and, as if absentmindedly, stroking his horse’s mane. They had turned right on to a narrow path overhung with trees when, suddenly swerving to avoid one of their low branches, she leaned against him so closely that he felt her hair tickling his neck. He threw his arms around her and pressing his thick moustache to her forehead planted upon it a passionate kiss.

At first she was motionless, stunned by his ardour, then with a start she turned her head and, either by chance or design, her own delicate lips met his beneath their blond cascade. Then, out of either embarrassment or regret for the incident she spurred her horse on the flank and galloped swiftly away. For a long while they rode straight on together, without so much as exchanging a glance.

The hunt in full cry was close and the thickets seemed to shake, when suddenly, covered in blood and shaking off the hounds that clung to him, the boar went rushing past through the bushes. The Baron gave a triumphant laugh, cried ‘Let him who loves me follow me!’ and disappeared, swallowed up by the forest. When Madame d’Avancelles reached an open glade a few minutes later he was just getting up, covered with mud, his jacket torn and his hands bloody, while the animal lay full length on the ground with the Baron’s knife plunged up to the hilt in its shoulder.

The quarry was cut by torchlight on that mild and melancholy night
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