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Translation: n. Lat. translatio
1 The act of translating, removing, or transferring; removal; also, the state of being translated or removed
2 The act of rendering into another language; interpretation
3 A transfer of meaning in a word or phrase, a metaphor, an association of ideas
4 The act of changing in form or shape or appearance
5 In Christianity, the removal of holy objects from one locality to another, usually a higher status location. Typically accompanied by public acts such as vigils, chants, and processions. During the Merovingian period, the cult of relics increased drastically.
Translation is the art of failure.
Umberto Eco
****
Author's Note
In the second half of the twelfth century, a mysterious troubadour referring to himself as Bertran de Marseille translated a collection of tenth century Latin religious texts into his own idiom, Medieval Occitan. The resulting poem, La Vida de Santa Enimia, is a sophisticated work that vividly recounts the life of a sixth century Merovingian princess named Enimie. According to legend, Enimie, a virgin, contracted leprosy and was cured in a miraculous spring near the Tarn River in southwestern France, where she founded a church and a village that exists to this day. Bertran de Marseille's text, while it presents numerous departures from its Latin model, warns against the dangers of inaccurate translation. Ironically, despite its many qualities, Bertran's Occitan work was never translated until I made it the subject of my doctoral thesis, titled Reman Say En Aquesta Terra: The Function of Translatio in Bertran de Marseille's Vida de Santa Enimia. All lines of poetry in this novel are from my own translation of Bertran's text.
Did Enimie really exist, and was she really the daughter of the king of France? The proof has been destroyed: countless historical and religious documents were burned during the French revolution, and Enimie's purported relics were stolen in 1976, before sophisticated DNA testing was available. But records do show an Ymme, or Emma, who was a half sister to King Dagobert, and many of the landmarks described by Bertran de Marseille, notably the miraculous spring, with its striking turquoise waters, still exist today.
****
Prologue
Stone cobbles worn smooth by centuries of tired feet shuffling to matins reflected the overcast sky. On this wet and chilly morning, a hushed atmosphere reigned inside the Saint Michel de Cuxa cloister. A detour through the central garden revealed intrepid crocuses just beginning to peek out from the chilly earth and seemingly empty mossy earthenware pots in the corner. The plants were still dormant, but an explosion of beauty was imminent. The subtle harmony of raindrops and burbling fountains was the only sound.
A sudden eruption of noise shattered the peace. Strains of holy music- the Gregorian chant soundtrack, as usual- blasted through the lofty space from all directions at once, reverberating off ancient stone columns, breaking the illusion of the past.
John D. Rockefeller had arranged for these cloisters, five of them in all, to be dismantled and brought from Europe to Fort Tryon, the green corner of northern Manhattan overlooking the Hudson River. Once reassembled, The Cloisters had been filled with some of the most stunning examples of European Medieval art in the world.
I came here often, meditated here, hoping to heal, and knew this place intimately. I had examined every tapestry and manuscript, could visualize every archway. But today, something was different. I could feel it. And as soon as I entered the vaulted chapel of the Saint Guilhem le Desert cloister, I saw it.
A statue, crouched on a plexiglass pedestal, occupied the formerly empty space in the center of the room, directly under the keystone. A small placard identified the piece: Dragon de Sainte Enimie. Mende. c. 10th century. Anonymous gift. The carved creature's hideous rictus revealed pitted stone teeth and a curled, forked tongue. With its hunched back and aggressive stance, it looked part iguana, part pit bull. Traces of polychrome, red oxide and copper verdigris perhaps, seemed too enthusiastically restored. Everything about the dragon was repulsive. But I felt an irrepressible urge to touch it. Glancing around to make sure I was alone, I extended a tentative finger to stroke its head.
An intense electric jolt slammed through my body. Along with the shock came a flood of jumbled images, memories I'd thought were lost forever.
****
Everywhere I have heard it be said
That we must not ponder
Nor concern ourselves
With a thing we have seen at night,
For it is a dream and goes away quickly,
As fast as it came.
Bertran de Marseille, La Vida de Santa Enimia
****
Wednesday March 5, 2003
Chapter 1
It was the pain that woke me up from some nightmare forgotten as soon as my eyes opened. Making a conscious effort to unclamp my teeth, I gingerly massaged the cheekbone that had been shattered two years ago. My rumpled tomato-soup colored flannel sheets had nearly been torn off the mattress, yet Sphynx the cat remained unperturbed, gently snoring on the only pillow. The hum of traffic filtered through the single paned window of the sixth floor apartment, muffled sounds of insistent honking wafting in as an endless line of cars pushed through the oatmeal-colored dawn to the Queensboro bridge entrance mere blocks away. I rose up on one elbow to consult my old-fashioned alarm clock. It read 7:00 on the dot. Sphynx opened one golden eye, then the other, stretched like a yogi, and yowled for his breakfast.
Sphynx could wait. After returning from the Cloisters the previous evening, chilled to the bone and haunted by my experience with the dragon statue, I had fired off a desperate missive to my long-distance mentor, Professor Guy Gérard. Gerard may have been a respected Occitan specialist, but he was completely lacking in academic ambition. Rather than parlay his vast knowledge into a position at a top school, he had chosen to remain at the Université de Montpellier, a firmly third-tier establishment. Gerard had always been slow to return term papers and had to be pushed to submit articles for publication, and I’d always found that endearing. But suddenly, the fact that he had yet to deliver on his oft-promised, as yet incomplete translation of La Vida de Santa Enimia had me beyond frustrated. I threw back the covers and hurried across the room's creaky floor to check my e-mail.
My laptop sat on a makeshift desk cobbled together from a wooden door and two hardware store trestles. Waiting for the stubborn machine to reboot, I reflexively rubbed the silver disk I wore on a thin chain around my neck. My friend Fabiola jokingly called it my rosary, because I touched it whenever I felt anxious, whenever I needed to concentrate. My father had given me the pendant before he died. He'd worn it around his own neck ever since I could remember. I suppose wearing it made me feel like Dad and I still shared a physical link. I ran my thumb over the pendant’s smooth surface as my e-mails loaded, letting my eyes wander to a postcard from Professor Gérard that I had tacked to the messy cork board propped against the wall.
There was indeed an e-mail from Gerard in my inbox. I exhaled, relieved, only then realizing I’d been holding my breath.
From: GGérard@univ-montp3.fr
Subject: Re: Sainte Enimie
Ma chère Christina,
Please keep in mind that this network may not be secure. The time has come to tell you: though the subject of your thesis is a Merovingian princess from the sixth century, there are very real dangers to those of us studying her today. I have discovered something of vital importance, something that changes everything. You must come to retrieve it as soon as possible. I hope to keep it safe in my office, in a place that only you can find.
In response to your question, no, I will not be finishing my French translation of Bertran de Marseille's Occitan La Vida de Santa Enimia. One day you will understand why I am not the right person to do justice to a text that went untranslated for eight hundred years. As for the English translation you are working on as part of your PhD thesis, the parts you have shared with me are better than you think, but still not nearly good enough. You must persevere. In the meantime, I trust that you have familiarized yourself with Clovis Brunel's enumeration of the differences between the Latin and the Occitan texts. Also remember the linguistics class you took with me three years ago.
Know that our studies together have meant the world to me, and that I often reflect on how our journey began. You are now the champion of our little saint. But please be careful. As Bertran de Marseille warns, question everything on your path to interpretation.
Bonne chance.
Guy Gérard
What? My jaw clenched again, sending shooting pains straight to my temples. Dangers? What did Gérard think he’d discovered? He was obviously being dramatic. How could he drop the work that had been his sole focus for the past few years? I’d been counting on his translation to corroborate my own, and he knew it. I composed a terse reply and hit send.
To: GGérard@univ-montp3.fr
From: cd77@columbia.edu
Subject: re: re: Sainte Enimie
Professor Gérard,
I don't understand how you can drop your translation like that- what is going on? Can you at least send me your notes to date?
Thanks,
Christina
Sphynx jumped onto my lap and yowled again, startling me. His yellow eyes narrowed, communicating quite clearly that his majesty desired an immediate breakfast, non negotiable. I headed toward the narrow hallway leading to the kitchen. A glimpse out the only window in the living room, which opened onto an immensely scenic view, namely the sooty brick wall belonging to the building next door, revealed a few anemic snowflakes drifting lazily down the air shaft. After a false start to spring, winter had come back with a vengeance.
At least the apartment wasn’t cold. Despite a weak furnace that was the bane of the other residents' existence, ample heat rose to the sixth floor of this pre-war tenement, which once would have housed entire extended families of grungy factory workers but now counted as luxury real estate.
I had been denied Columbia graduate student housing. My fault, as I had sent in my application too late, something for which I was still annoyed with myself. After a few unfortunate roommates, I had been matched with a globetrotting archeology professor from NYU. About to embark on a two-year dig in Egypt, he'd been looking for a responsible person to mind his cat and sublet his rent-controlled apartment during his absence. The cat turned out to be ornery, storage space insufficient, the only closet in the place being filled with the professor’s belongings and padlocked, but cheap rent was cheap rent. Though the archeologist had removed most of his exotic objects and art, leaving only the most basic furniture, excluding a desk, I’d not felt the need to personalize the apartment beyond a few photographs on the nightstand and the bedclothes and bathroom linens I’d owned since college, which bore the unmistakable signs of indiscriminate machine washing with unlike colors.
Sphynx rubbed against my legs as I poured kibble into a chipped yellow bowl. After dealing with my caffeine fix and going through my usual minimalistic grooming routine, I sat back down at the computer to re-read professor Gérard's e-mail. I felt a tightening in my chest, a prickling in my cheeks and scalp. So not only did my mentor find my English translation of Bertran de Marseille's Occitan work somehow lacking, now I wouldn’t even have his French version to help me improve it? My old professor had never been critical of my work before. Why now, when he was essentially letting me down? And to which dangers was he alluding? Even the style of his e-mail was strange, I decided, more verbose than his usual succinct missives.
I tore myself away from the monitor. What I really needed to do was stop dwelling on it and focus on how to move forward. The previous day’s incident at the cloisters was proof that I was losing touch with reality. I needed to buckle down and get this dissertation behind me before it drove me mad.
****
Chapter 2
The number 9 train screeched to a halt at 116th street. I let the dense crowd of students carry me up the subway stairs to street level, where bitter cold smacked me in the face and slithered up my coat sleeves. I pulled my woolen hat over my ears and fought the wind, taking long strides to the middle of campus, up the broad stone steps, past the Maison Française and Rodin’s Thinker, and into Philosophy Hall, an ominous looking building on the edge of Amsterdam Avenue. The doors of the notoriously slow elevator slammed shut just as I entered the foyer. Swearing under my breath, I hustled up the dull marble stairs to the third floor. After slinking guiltily past Professor Martial’s lair, thinking of the horrendously late paper I owed him, I pushed open the heavy frosted glass doors of the administrative office. Rustling noises emanated from underneath the cluttered desk closest to the entrance.
“Nathalie?” I called.
The department secretary looked up from the file cabinet through which she’d been rifling- rather desperately, it seemed. In her twenty years of loyal service to Columbia University’s Department of French and Romance Philology, the ageless Nathalie Henri had not managed to devise a satisfactory method of organization. Her generous red-lipsticked mouth broke into a huge smile, which usually indicated that she was in possession of particularly juicy gossip.
“Bonjour Christina. I wouldn’t go into the graduate office if I were you- Ali’s fighting with his wife again and is taking it out on anyone he can find- he wants to critique teaching plans.”
Full disclosure: Ali Anwar had once overheard me colorfully expressing my contempt for his policy of kissing as much faculty ass as possible in his fight to get tenure. The relationship between myself and the Director of Pedagogy had been tense at best ever since.
“Not a problem for me," I shrugged. Only because I actually don't have a teaching plan prepared for this week.
“I’m serious- escape while you can.”
“Wait.” I held up my hand. “I can tell you have some really good gossip. Tell me.”
“I might. But I can’t tell yet. A plus tard.”
Nathalie waggled her fingers at me and dove back into her files.
Michel de Lacauze, head of the Department of French and Romance Philology, was camped out in the largest corner office, with ample space for his enviable book collection. I held my breath, fingered my silver pendant, and lightly rapped on his door.
"Come in."
The famous academic's voice was raspy. I had noticed he’d been fighting a bad cold all winter. I entered the room and tentatively lowered myself onto my usual rickety faux mahogany chair. De Lacauze smiled weakly at me and straightened his tie. He was one of those people who never deviated from a uniform. His was exceptionally natty and consisted of tailored jeans and a tweed blazer, paired with a revolving collection of colorful English button-down shirts and whimsical neckties. Normally it suited him perfectly. But lately, the tie's main function seemed to have been to cinch the shirt collar around his bony neck.
A repulsive green concoction in a sweaty plastic cup sat on a pile of papers on the desk. I gestured toward it.
"Wheatgrass juice? Et tu, Brute? Don't tell me you're on a health kick. I thought for sure you'd be the last to join the enemy."
"I thought I might give it a try," shrugged de Lacauze. He shuffled a few papers. "So I've got your introduction here. You do have something new for me, don't you?"
"I was afraid you’d ask that. I just heard from professor Gérard. He's not going to finish his translation. Can you believe it? After all these years..."
"But he does still think you should persevere with your own?"
"Yes.” I lowered my eyes and felt myself blushing. I decided to omit the detail that Gérard deemed my work sub-par, and changed the subject. "Gerard also reminded me to study Clovis Brunel's list of differences between the Latin text and Bertran de Marseille's Occitan version."
"Which I suggested you include in your introduction, advice disregarded by you."
"Because I thought it was more important to describe the religious and political climate in the Languedoc region in Bertran de Marseille's time, and to point out the relationship between text and relic, in order to prove that Bertran had the motivations and the means to give his translation a higher function."
I stared de Lacauze down, daring him to challenge me.
"A valid point," he finally conceded. "So you should establish the differences between Latin and Occitan in your Chapter one, which...hmmm...have I lost it?"
"Soon. Promise."
My advisor could be ruthless and sarcastic, but he was without contest the most respected Medievalist and Occitan scholar in the United States, perhaps even the world. Which was why Columbia was always my first choice of graduate school. I’d been flattered and surprised when, after publishing an article in an obscure academic journal during my post-bachelor year in France, I’d received a personal e-mail from Michel de Lacauze urging me to apply to Columbia. He'd even promised me a teaching fellowship if I was accepted.
De Lacauze sighed.
“All right, so did Gérard say anything else? Did he give you any tips?"
He picked up his fountain pen, presumably to take notes on the groundbreaking information I was about to divulge.
"He told me to remember his linguistics class in Montpellier," I muttered. "I still have my notes." I think.
"And you have of course not yet looked through them?"
"Not yet," I admitted. I'd been meaning to check in the enormous cardboard box helpfully labeled Miscellaneous Shit that I’d been dragging around for the past few years, but I’d been so busy with moving, teaching, and classwork that I’d literally not found the time or- more realistically, the energy.
"Would it help if we went over the differences between the Latin text and the Occitan translation together?" asked de Lacauze. He took off his round tortoiseshell glasses and rubbed the bridge of his nose. The red indentations there looked deep, painful.
"Yes. It would help."
"Allez-y donc, Mademoiselle," he said encouragingly. "Why don't you proceed in textual order?"
I gathered my thoughts.
"So major factual differences... in the Occitan translation, but not in the Latin, there are several instances in which solid stone is imprinted by Enimie's body, usually by her hips or loins. There are also the traces of dragon blood on the rock by the river in the Occitan...and Saint Yles’ creation of an unnamed church near the place where the dragon was slain. Oh, and I almost forgot the differences in Enimie's genealogy, right at the beginning, oops, sorry, out of order.”
“Doesn’t matter,” said de Lacauze, for once being indulgent.
“And the the Occitan version is much more negative in its characterization of Enimie's brother, King Dagobert, not to mention his rude knights...and obviously the whole episode about brother Jean finding Enimie's true relics is absent from the Latin manuscript."
De Lacauze glanced up from the notes he was taking.
"Good."
The professor took a sip of the virulent green slime from the plastic cup and winced. He flipped through my pages and made a mark with his pen.
"One moment. Back to the differences in Enimie's genealogy, Miss Desroches. Both versions agree that King Dagobert was Enimie's brother. So historically, her father would have been Clothaire II. But Bertran de Marseille's Occitan version states that her father was named Clovis, correct?"
"Probably just due to an error in reading abbreviation from the Latin manuscript, no?" I paused expectantly. If de Lacauze didn’t buy that explanation, things would be so much more complicated.
De Lacauze nodded, seemingly in agreement, and jotted down another brief note. I let out a silent breath. My thoughts drifted to my own father. He’d been fascinated with genealogy, with family trees. He would have relished a puzzle like this one.
There was a quick knock at the door. Before de Lacauze could respond, Cleo Durant, one of my classmates, stuck her head in, dark eyes flashing, darting from the department head to me, clearly assessing the situation. De Lacauze seemed about to shoo Cleo away, but I stood up.
"It's all right, I should get to the library."
"Bon, Mademoiselle, see you in class."
"See you."
Cleo sauntered past me in the doorway and winked.
"Hey, X."
"Hey."
Closing the office door behind me, I rolled my eyes at the sound of Cleo waxing rapturous over some article of de Lacauze's she just happened to have re-read. I wondered what the department's star student wanted. Whatever it was, she would surely get it.
****
Thursday, March 6, 2003
Chapter 3
My eyes flew open. A sense of foreboding swept over me, so powerful it made me nauseous. I lay in bed, wondering whether I could hold it together, fingers clenched around my silver pendant. After a few moments, I tentatively sat up and immediately noticed the atmosphere of frigid grayness outside my window. Other than the weather, everything seemed all right again. Ignoring Sphynx's indignant vocalizations, I headed straight to my laptop and logged onto my e-mail. Another message from Guy Gérard was waiting in my inbox.
From: GGérard@univ-montp3.fr
Subject: Enimies
Chère Christina,
I have destroyed my notes. No regrets. They would only have been counterproductive to your endeavor.
I am also afraid I have some upsetting news. I have just learned that the Audrac mineral water company, which owns the land around Burla, Enimie's miraculous spring, is planning to drain it. Only you can stop this.
You will find that my good friend at the basilica of Saint Denis near Paris is an invaluable ally. You can trust him. He will be contacting you.
GG
I sat there, momentarily stunned. Anger flared up in my chest. I couldn’t believe Gerard would be so callous about setting back my research so badly. But then my eyes drifted to Gérard's postcard of Burla on my cork board. I’d been poring over that image for the past three years, examining the aqua depths, motivating myself to keep to a strict budget, saving up to get over to France to finally see the miraculous site in person. And now it was in danger. All of a sudden, I could feel my priorities shifting. My thesis was one thing. But what was it worth if the landmark that was at the center of the text I was studying was destroyed? I needed to stop it. But why did Gérard think that I of all people could do that? I was the weakest person in the world. Then again, Gerard didn’t know that about me.
Forcing myself to focus, I did an Internet search for Audrac. The company's badly designed corporate page popped up, all cheesy images and tacky fonts spelling out: Eau d'Audrac: Miraculeusement bonne! There was no address or contact, no company directory, so I didn’t even know how to find out who was responsible for the plan to drain Enimie's spring. A quick check on a map told me the bottling center was located only a few miles away from Sainte Enimie. I’d been planning to finally go to Sainte Enimie in the summer, so I could show up at the Audrac headquarters then. But what if summer was too late? The thought literally made me gag. I screwed my eyes shut for a moment, hoping to calm my stomach.
Finally I returned to my search results and found that divers were set to perform a preliminary exploration at the end of March or the beginning of April, as soon as the snow had melted from the mountains upriver and the water level had dropped. Too soon. My stomach churned. I rushed to the bathroom, bile rising in my throat. For a long while I remained there, kneeling on the floor, forehead against the cool porcelain of the toilet, cold sweat running down my face and back.
****
Chapter 4
The taxi I'd succeeded in snagging right in front of my apartment sped downtown. I looked out the window into the neon night, thankful that the trying portion of my day was over. I’d dragged myself to campus despite relentless nausea and had bravely gone through the motions of teaching, catching my students' quizzical glances as I weakly explained the finer points of the imperfect tense while sipping ginger ale. They had probably gone to town propagating pregnancy rumors as soon as I’d let class out-early- to escape to the library to work on my translation. Making progress on that had made me feel a little better, which was good, since Thursdays were my weekly girls' night out with Johnson Wade (honorary girl) and Fabiola Molina, my best friends, and I would have hated to miss it.
I ventured into the dimly lit SoHo restaurant, head bowed, hoping I'd go unnoticed. But as I lifted my eyes to search the bar area for Fab, I caught several men ogling my cleavage. Note to self: stick to turtlenecks, I thought.
As soon as I spotted Fabiola at a high table near the bar, I hurried over, relieved. My friend the Bomba Latina would definitely redirect any unwanted attention. Petite, slim, with sparkling brown eyes and glossy dark hair that hung in high-maintenance sheets to mid-back, Fabiola was irresistible to most mortals. Sure enough, there were already two admirers hovering around the table. Fab jumped up and pecked me on both cheeks, European style.
“X, Darling, so glad you’re here, gorgeous. These charming fellows were keeping me company, isn’t that sweet?”
“X?” asked the taller of the two men, giving me a hungry, appraising look I didn't appreciate.
“Like Xmas, silly,” said Fab. “Her name is Christina, Xtina, get it? But remember, you promised to let us girls catch up once she got here.”
Once we were alone, Fab got the hostess’s attention and we proceeded to our table.
“Surrounded by fans again I see,” I teased as we sat down.
“It’s that I’m so exotic. I have that natural sensuality, you know.” Fab’s tone was sarcastic, but I knew she craved the attention.
“No, that's not it...I think they can just sense that you have access to unlimited free rum.”
Fabiola stuck her tongue out at me. She didn't like to advertise that she was the youngest child of a Puerto Rican rum magnate. Besides, she preferred vodka.
“You know I live to tease you, Fab. Hey, speaking of rum, did you decide to go home for spring break? Can you believe it’s just around the corner?”
“I was going to tell you. Hector's whisking me away to London. Which actually means, of course, that he’s going for work, and I’m going with him. But I really think that maybe this time he’ll propose."
Hector Saint Alban, Fabiola's boyfriend of three years, was perfect on paper. Handsome, successful, Anglo-Spanish, polite to a fault, his only defect was that his true love was his job. He and Fabiola shared a beautiful apartment in the West Village. Though she’d always insisted she wouldn’t move in with anyone before marriage, Fabiola often pointed out that technically, between work dinners and business travel, she and Hector spent too much time apart to actually call it living together.
I frowned, still puzzling over how to get myself to France as soon as possible.
"Yeah, I'm sorry I won't be here to keep you company," said Fabiola, misreading my expression. "You positive you don't want to join your mom and stepdad in Costa Rica?"
“Positive.”
"Maybe you and Johnson should go on a road trip."
I'd met Johnson Wade in the French Department, but he had left Columbia before completing his Master’s degree. It had been a surprising decision, because Johnson was absolutely brilliant, having assimilated and perfected the pretentious pseudo-academic language so pervasive at the University faster than anyone. But after seeing Johnson in several off-Broadway plays, I’d been astounded by his talent and was convinced he'd made the right decision.
“He’s late,” said Fabiola.
“To be fair, I think he might have rehearsal tonight- which could run late if the director's feeling pissy."
"More likely he’s dealing with some of his real-life drama. Speaking of, you've had quite the week. I mean, with the weird e-mails from your mentor in Montpellier, and that company wanting to drain that spring..."
“Yes. And I was going to tell you- I'm trying to get to France early, like Spring Break early. After that thing happened at the Cloisters, I'd been thinking I should go sooner, but since I found out about the fountain, I’ve literally been making myself sick over it. The problem is how I’m going to pay for it."
"Hmm. So I guess now is the perfect time to tell you."
Fab paused for dramatic effect.
"What?" I snapped. I wasn't in the mood for dramatic anything.
"My parents’ company just set up a grant program for scholars conducting original research. I’m not saying you’d get preferential treatment, but…”
“Really? Is that their attempt at karmic atonement for peddling something that kills so many brain cells?”
“Don’t knock it- you’ve lost more than your share, and it's not like they're forcing the rum down your throat.”
“Touché. But I wouldn’t even dare send in the paperwork. Actually, who am I kidding? Of course I would. When's the deadline?”
"Last month."
Fab gave me an inscrutable look. I was surprised at the strength of the sudden jab of disappointment that hit me square in the solar plexus.
"Too late, then. Why’d you even tell me about it?"
“Because I sent everything in for you already. I got sick of you being on such a tight budget. So I got the department secretary to give you a recommendation- I figure she’s been there so long they should give her tenure…”
The image of Nathalie's red-lipsticked smile popped into my head.
“So that’s what she's been being all Cheshire-catty about…”
“...and Professor Martial, who I think is the most decent guy in the department, also endorsed you despite a certain late term paper… And you remember that time you begged me to edit your article about some goody two-shoes saint for that academic journal? Well, since it was wasting space on my hard drive, I figured it might make itself useful as your writing sample for the proposal.”
“You didn’t!”
“I did. And as for my trip to London, how about I stick around with Hector for a few days, see if he produces a big diamond ring, and if not, I hop on a plane or a train and join you? You’d pick your old buddy up at the airport, right?"
"You're acting like I already have this grant. How soon will they make their decision, by the way? I was planning on asking my mom for a loan this weekend, and you know how much I hate the thought of that... Oh, look, there's Johnsie."
Johnson Wade ambled up to the table, short blond hair impeccably groomed, hazel eyes mischievous behind horn-rimmed glasses. He launched into one of his infamous monologues before his gym-toned butt even touched his chair.
“So Charlotte calls me, complaining that a bunch of people from the crack den under her apartment are hanging out on her landing all strung out, and she wants me- can you imagine - me- to come over and tell them to go elsewhere. Then I hear voices in her apartment, and I ask her what she’s doing, and she informs me that she’s having happy hour drinks with Tiowanna..."
I raised an eyebrow.
"Do you mean the place or the person?"
"You know, Tiowanna, the prostitute who frequents the crack den downstairs..."
I did not know. Nor did I really care. I’d only interrupted hoping it might result in a change of subject. But Johnsie droned on.
"So anyway, I told Charlotte, how can you expect to invite one crack ho up for drinks and not have all the other ones consider it an open invitation? So then …”
“What are your weekend plans, guys?” asked Fab. She, too, knew from experience that this story had the potential to drag on for hours.
“I'll be working on my translation," I said, ignoring Johnson's offended look. He would get over it. "And going home for a bit on Sunday. You?”
“Well, if Hector hasn’t planned something good for this weekend, which is kind of like one of our anniversaries, I’ll definitely be joining you in France for spring break.”
“You’re going to France, X?” asked Johnson, Tiowanna already forgotten. “I was hoping I could convince you to come on a road trip to Provincetown. That cute guy who produced my last play invited me to his house up there. I mean, think of it: drag shows sur mer....”
"Sounds like a blast, Johnsie, but I really need to get to France. Professor Gérard seemed completely panicked in his last e-mail. I was just telling Fab- I'm probably going to have to ask my mom for an advance on my trust fund."
"Poor trust fund baby..." Johnson grinned while leaning away as if anticipating my vociferous objection. I didn't disappoint.
"I'm not! I'm an independent woman! You're the brat here!"
"Because 'grocery shopping' in the home fridge on weekends is what independent women do?"
This time Johnson earned himself a poke in the ribs.
"Stop harassing her, Johnsie," said Fab. "X doesn't even know what's in that trust fund. Could be very little. Right, Hon?"
I didn't answer. I was starting to feel ill again.
****
Friday March 7, 2003
Chapter 5
The nausea from the previous day was now coupled with a hangover and an unpleasant antsy feeling.
But I had to to teach, so I reluctantly made my way out of the apartment. Six flights of stairs later, I realized that the subway or the bus would be overly taxing options, and flagged down a taxi on First Avenue.
The cab pulled over at 117th street and Amsterdam, leaving me fourteen dollars poorer, but at least two hundred yards closer to Philosophy Hall than the Broadway subway exit. I trudged into my classroom and went through the motions of outlining what my students needed to know for their midterm exam.
After class was over and the last of the brown-nosers had cleared out, I went to the graduate office to give Fabiola a call and make sure she had gotten home safe last night. Fabiola often berated me for not having a cell phone, but I’d gotten rid of mine to save money. Besides, cell phones always failed you when you needed them most.
Fab answered after several rings, sounding groggy.
"Too early," she moaned.
I consulted my watch.
"It's almost lunchtime. I take it you didn't sleep well last night? Considering your blood alcohol level, you should’ve passed out instantly."
"Fight with Hector. He's taking some executive from the Hong Kong branch out to dinner tonight. On the anniversary of our first kiss."
"Seriously? Just how many anniversaries do you celebrate?"
"Don't tell me you're on his side. What are you up to later?"
"Nada. I blew my entertainment and food budget on a cab this morning. Want to come over for cucina povera?"
"Spaghetti with ketchup? My favorite." Fab almost sounded sincere. "I'll bring Champagne."
"Because it pairs so well with ketchup?"
"Because you and I have something to celebrate,” said Fabiola. “I was going to call you at a decent hour. But, hmmmm, you don't have a cell phone. You’re going to France, baby.”
“The decision for your parents’ grant came in?” My heart fluttered.
“Actually, when they saw your materials, they told me that your project would never get past the committee and the board. It is a bit…um…obscure.”
Now my heart felt like it had stopped.
“But I thought...”
Fab cut me off. “So they decided to finance your trip out of personal interest.”
“Oh, great. So now I'm a charity case?”
“No. You know how smart my parents think you are, and how weirdly interested they are in your research. That’s it. You’re going. They’re sending you a fat check today. So book your ticket to France.”
"Thanks," I mumbled.
“Hey, I have to go,” said Fab. “Million things to do. See you at your place tonight- 6:30-ish good?"
"Perfect."
I noted that my queasiness had abated somewhat. My mind drifted toward the minutiae of organizing my trip. I couldn't believe that I was actually going to Sainte Enimie. It was an enormous relief. But unfortunately, it was also terrifying for me. I reached for the silver disk around my neck and rubbed it hard. I could do this. I had to do this.
I dug through my bag, found my agenda, and flipped through the pages. Still too many damn days until spring break. A door flew open across the graduate office. Just in the nick of time, I ducked my head, hiding behind my open Filofax, hopefully rendering myself invisible. It worked. Ali Anwar stormed past without pausing. The director of pedagogy was even more unbearable than usual around exam time. That stupid exam. It was the only concrete thing keeping me from leaving for France immediately. Surely there was a solution. On impulse, I grabbed my bag and raced down the hall to Michel de Lacauze's office. Just as I went to knock on the door, it swung open, nearly hitting me in the face.
"Sorry! You startled me." I took a few steps back.
De Lacauze smiled feebly. He looked distinctly unwell.
"Do you need something? I was just leaving for the day."
I hesitated. My advisor looked terrible. It was probably not the best time to ask him for a favor. But this couldn't wait. The weekend was coming, and I needed to book my tickets.
"It's just that I have great news- I just got a grant to go to France, so I'm going for spring break instead of this summer."
"Really? That's excellent.”
"Right? The sooner the better I think. But... going for spring break does give me less time there. So, I was just wondering... maybe I could give my students an alternate assignment instead of the midterm exam and leave early?"
"I'm sorry, Christina. That's not possible. If it were only up to me...but your fellowship depends on your teaching, and skipping that exam could be grounds for termination. I would hate to see you be forced to leave, especially with the exciting work you're doing now."
"I understand."
I returned to the graduate office, feeling like a child who had been denied a treat. The heavy frosted glass paned door felt even heavier that before, and my intestines knotted up again. Perhaps the department secretary's gossip would cheer me up.
"Bonjour Nathalie."
"Bonjour!" Nathalie shuffled a stack of papers.
"Are those teaching evaluations?" I attempted to peek over the desk.
"They are." Nathalie turned the sheets face down.
"Don't worry. None of yours are horrible. You know I would have accidentally made them disappear if they had been."
"I appreciate it. By the way, thanks for putting in a good word for me for that grant."
Nathalie smiled her wicked grin. "I was afraid I was going to break down and tell you. So you got it?"
I shrugged.
"Kind of." I didn't want it to get back to Cleo that my trip was a pity gift from Fabiola's parents. "I'm going to France for spring break. And you know who's going to be super jealous?"
Nathalie shook her head. "I would say Cleo Durant, except it wouldn't be her, because she got a grant to go to Guadeloupe."
No way. This was classic Cleo Durant. No one even bothered applying for University or department grants anymore, because they all had Cleo's name all over them. The girl could fart and professors would rave about the sheer brilliance of it. But even so, this Caribbean vacation grant was a coup. And of course Cleo hadn't mentioned it to me at all.
Buoyed by the triumph of having purchased last-minute plane tickets and secured hotel reservations, I entered the library, the grandest presence on campus with its cupola and carved stone details. I proceeded up the stately marble staircase, smiling to myself. Things were finally looking up. Though de Lacauze had barred me from skipping my students' exam, he hadn't said anything about my having to attend my own seminars. And as luck would have it, the French 102 exam was the earliest on the calendar that year, falling on the following Monday. That was in only three days. But then the thought of the fountain's draining wiped the grin from my lips.
I found a free computer monitor in the main hall and shot off a quick e-mail to Guy Gérard announcing my early arrival. He would be as excited as I was, but hopefully wouldn't insist on keeping me in Montpellier for too long. No, he wouldn't do that, I decided. Gérard wanted me to get to Sainte Enimie almost as badly as I did. Next, I attempted to track down an essay Gérard had mentioned in an earlier conversation. One of the rare existing scholarly works about La Vida de Santa Enimia, written by a certain comically named Georges Fromage, it postulated that Bertran de Marseille had meant for his translation of the text to be used as a travelogue. The article wasn’t particularly urgent reading before, when I was focusing on the translation itself, but now it seemed crucial in light of my impending visit. I clicked on the title. Impossible. Someone had checked out the obscure anthology containing the article.
I approached the circulation desk. The black-haired girl with heavy eye makeup and a pierced eyebrow notorious amongst grad students for her unwavering dedication to being as unhelpful as possible looked up at me with a bored expression.
“Yes?”
“Hi there. How are you today?” No response. I powered on. “There’s this article I really need. Here's the reference number. Do you think I could get it back from whoever has it?"
The girl sighed and fiddled with her piercing. I tried my hardest not to wince.
“Let me check my computer. Ummmmm. No, you can’t do that. It’s not overdue.”
“When was it checked out?”
“Yesterday.”
No way.
“Can you tell me who has it?”
“Nope.”
“Nope?”
“No, I can’t tell you who has it. Privacy policy. You’ll have to keep checking back. Anything else?”
“No. Thanks for your help.”
I walked away stiffly, cheeks ablaze, aiming for the nearest free computer terminal. By then, it felt like my book bag’s straps were about to cut my arm off at the shoulder. I put the satchel down and wedged it between my feet, a reflex born from my many years in New York and Paris. As if anyone would want to steal my schoolbooks. Seized by sudden inspiration, I did an Internet search. As I’d hoped, Catholic University had recently published a digital version of the article I needed. I e-mailed it to myself and copied professor Gérard, letting him know that I thought I should use Bertran de Marseille’s text itself to structure my visit. He would love the idea. I logged off, meaning to return to the department office.
Cleo Durant was entering the library just as I exited. Caribbean grant. I was still stunned. Though backstabbing and general ass-kissing were a big part of Cleo's status at Columbia, it was also true that many of her successes appeared to be the result of dumb luck.
“Hey, what’s up?” I asked, as if I didn't know.
“Hey X! Been at Barnard at my other teaching gig. Starving.”
“I’d say we could grab a quick bite, but I blew my budget. Can I interest you in a cigarette instead?” I only smoked a few times a week, mostly as an alternative to stress eating. I was definitely in need of a puff then, and I wanted to give Cleo the opportunity to tell me about her grant.
“Sure,” smiled Cleo. “What if I offer you a coffee in exchange for the cig? That way I won’t feel guilty eating in front of you. So what were you doing in the library? Actual work?"
It was never a good idea to reveal too much about one's research to Cleo. I shook my head.
"Just killing time before class.”
Cleo and I had the same African Lit seminar at 1:00.
“Cool. So, library café? I’m too lazy to lug this bag anywhere else.”
We found two spots at the long communal table and sat down.
“So,” said Cleo, unwrapping her turkey sandwich, “Do you have spring break plans?”
“Actually, I got a grant to go to the south of France to do some research. I’ll be staying in a charming old hotel on the river that used to be a mill. Pretty hard to beat, huh?” I peered at Cleo to gauge her reaction.
“Wow, sounds amazing.” Cleo fought to keep her smile modest, not too triumphant, but lost. "I got a grant, too.”
“I heard. Big surprise, golden child.”
Cleo managed to paste on a contrite expression.
“I know. But I'm going to be working hard in Guadeloupe. That author I’m doing my thesis on set up a writing group there in the sixties, and I'm going to interview some of the old members. Eloise is putting me up in her mansion. It's right on the beach.”
“You mean Eloise your advisor? She has a house in Guadeloupe?”
“Can you believe it? So, how’s your research going?”
"Pretty good. I just sent myself a digital copy of this article about how the Occitan translator of the Vida de Santa Enimia was a traveling troubadour, and therefore probably wanted the text to be used as a tour book of sorts. So I think I'm going to conduct my trip that way."
"Oh. Super. Aren't digital texts so convenient? So does all the action in your text take place in a single area?"
"Most of it. But there's a section that describes the basilica of Saint Denis, in Paris. Which unfortunately means I need to stop there. There's someone there who can supposedly help me. And then I’m off to Montpellier, to see my professor. He's been really freaked out lately."
"Why aren’t excited about Paris? And I thought I was spoiled."
“Well…it's just that I'm impatient to get to the village of Sainte Enimie itself." I didn’t mention the magical spring.
“So when do you leave?” asked Cleo.
“I was hoping to skip my students’ midterm exam, but the idea didn’t fly. So I’ve reserved a flight for Tuesday morning. Which means I have to turn my grades in by Monday night, and I'll be missing the last week of class."
“I'm doing exactly the same. In case you were feeling guilty.”
"Wasn’t,” I admitted, taking a sip of my still scalding coffee.
"So what are you working on right now?" asked Cleo.
"The first thing is an English translation of the Occitan text."
"That's going to be a pain, translating a whole text yourself. Is it long?"
“Two thousand lines. I'm going to look for these linguistics notes from my time in Montpellier that are hopefully somewhere in my apartment, which might help."
I bit my lip to stop the flow of words. What had happened to my resolution to remain vague about my research when talking to Cleo? Cleo was so competitive that she might find a way to use the information against me. I glanced at the wall clock.
"Almost time for class."
Cleo consulted her ostentatious watch.
“You’re right. Do we even have time for a death stick?”
“Always. But ask yourself, Cleo, why is it that we always have time for lunch and a cigarette, but never for the gym right down the block?”
****
Chapter 6
The water in my enormous old pasta pot, one of the few pieces of kitchen equipment I actually owned, had just reached a rolling boil. The buzzer rang. Putting down a box of spaghetti, I automatically pushed the key button on the intercom, and then winced. My mom had lectured me just last week about being careful buzzing people in, and I of all people should have been sensitive to that. A few minutes later, there was a knock on the door. I checked the peephole. It was Fabiola, visibly winded. I undid the two deadbolts and let her in.
“I can’t believe it’s still legal to have six stories without an elevator,” gasped Fabiola. “Your building should be condemned.”
She dumped a bottle of Champagne and a Citarella grocery bag on the Formica countertop and doubled over, trying to catch her breath. Sphynx took the position as an invitation to run over and lick her nose. Fabiola shrieked, and the cat skittered away on stiff legs.
“Why does that mangy feline love me so much?”
“Don’t think you’re special. He prostitutes himself to any visitor in case they come bearing a can of luxury cat food.”
“No such luck, buddy.”
Fabiola finally stood up, swinging her perfect hair into place. I took in her perfect get-up.
“Nice outfit. You always make me look like such a slob by comparison.”
Fab sneered.
"Only because I actually brush my hair. Oh, and you do dress like a slob, which somehow only manages to make you look like an off duty supermodel."
I patted my wild copper curls self-consciously and pulled at my moth-eaten sweater.
“Right. Speaking of supermodels, guess who I saw in the library?”
“Cleo Durant.”
Fabiola was forever imitating Cleo’s signature catwalk strut, which was comically out of place in the corridors of Columbia University.
Fabiola continued, “I swear, I really can’t stand that girl. What’s her story these days? Did she win a Nobel Prize? Marry a gazillionaire? Was a building at the university named for her?”
“Close. She got a grant to go to the Caribbean for spring break. She’ll be staying in our professor’s mansion on the beach. Don’t you feel like vomiting?”
All of a sudden I remembered something.
“Fab, make yourself comfortable- or actually, make yourself useful- keep an eye on the pasta- I need to look for something.”
I hurried to my room and dragged out the several cardboard boxes under my so-called desk that I used in lieu of file cabinets. I rifled through the box labeled Miscellaneous Shit, stacking papers around me. After a while, Fabiola wandered in and placed a generously poured glass of champagne on the desk for me, clinking her own glass against it.
"Pasta's done. Ketchup’s in. What are you looking for?”
"Some linguistics notes from Professor Gérard's class.” I finally recognized the sheath of papers, bound together with a small, straining bulldog clip. “Here they are. Excellent."
“Hmmm, super,” said Fab, now completely engrossed by the magazine through which she was leafing. Noting she was occupied, I took a moment to flip through a booklet Gérard had printed for our class, containing the fragments of texts we’d translated. Was there something in there that would help with my thesis? There had to be. Guy Gérard had never steered me wrong before, and in his e-mail he’d said to remember that class. I smiled at the dedication page, which thanked each of Gérard's students by name, before placing the papers back on my desk.
Having devoured our plates of spaghetti, Fabiola and I curled up on the ancient leather sofa in the living room. I ran my hand over brand new scratch marks running up and down the sofa's arms and glared at Sphynx.
“That destructive cat is going to drive me batty,” I sighed. “And what if when Indiana Jones comes back, Sphynx freaks out and decides to stay with me instead of him?”
“Probably will. Just like a man, nothing like rejection to turn him on." Fabiola giggled, then abruptly quieted as I steeled myself against the painful memories that barged into my consciousness: my own blood seeping into the ground, permanently marking that damn clearing. Feeling like I’d been drawn and quartered, yet still alive. Barely. An intrepid insect making its way casually up my arm, maddeningly scrabbling, itching. Menacing trees ringing the clearing, reaching their gnarled, moss-heavy branches towards me, blocking out the sky. My phone, refusing to find the signal that would let me call for help. And me, lying there, hating myself, waiting, immobile, for death or for someone to find me. Not even caring anymore which one came first.
Seeing Fabiola’s guilt-ridden expression motivated me to push the unwelcome images away.
“Fab. Stop looking so distraught. You didn’t mean anything by what you just said.”
“I’m so sorry, X.”
“You have nothing to be sorry about. Seriously. It’s been two years. I’ve got to stop being such a freak.”
Fab awkwardly patted my hand, as if anticipating I would pull it away.
“I do want you to get over it, but don’t underplay it, either. You almost died.”
"I’m fine.”
I focused on the ceiling. I’d never told anyone, not even Fab, about the worst part: I'd always fancied myself a tough girl. But when it had really counted, I hadn't fought back. Not even a little bit.
“X, you put too much pressure on yourself. No one would expect anyone to magically get over something like that."
I sighed. "Change of subject, please."
"Fine. Did you reserve your flight to France?”
“I did. I can’t believe I’m actually going. Your parents are too generous.”
"Where are you staying?"
“With my friend Colette in Paris, not sure yet about Montpellier, and I’ve booked this charming hotel on the river in Sainte Enimie…”
“I’m so proud of you that you’re doing this.”
“I’m so scared,” I admitted.
“You'll do great. Hey, now that it looks like you might actually finish your thesis, I should start to show an interest. All I know is that your saint was some medieval princess with leprosy and a jerk for a brother, and that people worshipped her bones until they were stolen.”
Fabiola tucked her meticulously pedicured feet under her and leaned back into the torn cushion behind her, as my brain happily shifted gears.
“Okay, you asked for it.” I took a sip of bubbly. “Enimie was a Merovingian princess who lived around the year 600 AD. According to legend, she was the daughter of King Chlotaire II, who was the great-grandson of Clovis, the first Christian king of the Franks. Her brother was Dagobert, who founded the royal basilica of Saint-Denis in Paris.”
“Isn't there some old French song about him putting his undies on backwards?”
“There is."
"Cool. Go on."
"So, Enimie grew up to be a beautiful young woman. Only problem was, she didn't act like a royal princess: she only wanted to take care of the poor. She refused to wear luxurious clothes..."
“Like someone I know...”
“Shut up. And she wouldn't consider any of the suitors presented to her. And if you pipe up here, missy, I'm going to scream."
"Wasn't going to say a thing."
"Enimie's refusing a good political marriage makes her useless to her parents, who tell her that if she won’t choose from among the barons they have pre-selected, she'll be married by force. Enimie prays to God to be kept pure, and her prayers are answered when she suddenly contracts leprosy."
"Yuck."
"Beyond the yuck factor, consider that in medieval society, leprosy carried a social stigma far beyond the simple fear of contagion.”
“Okay, I get it, Professor, please go on,” said Fabiola.
"Finally, God decides that Enimie has suffered enough and that He will cure her. He sends an angel to tell her to go to the Gévaudan."
"The what?"
"It's a region in south-central-western France that used to be a separate country until the thirteen hundreds. In the Gévaudan, Enimie's told, there’s a spring called Burla, and bathing in its waters will cure her.
She’s absolutely thrilled, and sets off with her whole entourage on this really long journey. At one point, Enimie’s group comes upon a village, which I’m assuming is supposed to be Bagnols-les-Bains. A woman comes into the road, and recognizes Enimie as someone of royal blood…”
“How could she tell?”
“Actually, and you’d be all over this, miss lawyer fashion horse, there were certain rules, called sumptuary laws, governing who could wear what.”
“Love it.”
“So. When Enimie tells her what she’s seeking, the woman informs her that her village has a miraculous fountain, too, that she should try. Enimie and her company decide to spend the night there to think it over. While her retinue sleeps, Enimie prays, asking God for a sign. An angel comes to her, telling her that no man-made fountain can be equal to what God has made Himself. Enimie and her group must keep searching.
As they progress into the Tarn valley, the terrain becomes rocky and arduous, and stones prevent them from taking a straight path. They’re lost in a thick grove of oaks when they hear peasants calling to each other, looking for their cows. Then one vilain tells the other that he believes the cows are drinking from the spring of Burla...”
“Wait,” interrupted Fabiola, “did you just say the peasants were villains?”
“Vilain came from a French word designating someone who lived in a village as opposed to someone who owned lands. Eventually it came to designate a non-noble, especially a peasant. French snobbery being what it is, the words villain and vile do stem from it."
"Oh." Fab refilled our glasses, finishing off the bottle. "And then?"
"Enimie and her retinue try to intercept the peasants on the path, but the cow herders flee, because they’re understandably terrified of the well-armed knights. However, one, who was shrewder than the others, stays and demands gold up front in exchange for leading the group to the spring."
"Greedy."
"Not necessarily. In Medieval literature and society, most exchanges, social and otherwise, had a value." I pressed on, wanting to get through my tale. "So at last they reach Burla. Enimie disrobes and enters the fountain. As soon as she gets in, the rock reshapes itself in order to form a seat for her. Local lore has it that the imprint of her buttocks can still be seen there.”
“Fantastic.”
“I know. So the stone breaks apart in other places, and the water sprays all over Enimie. She’s instantly cured. Everyone gets back on their horses and heads up the Causse de Sauveterre, a steep mountain leading back up to the path home. Enimie has barely reached the first mas, which is like a stone farm or building, when burning pains begin to rack her body and the leprosy returns. The mas was then called Branede, which in the Old Occitan refers to the burning, almost like branding, of the leprosy. After praying, the whole company hurries back to the spring. Once again, Enimie bathes in the water, and once again she’s cured. Back onto the horses they go, back up the Causse de Sauveterre. Enimie this time gets a bit further, but at the second stone building, she almost falls from her horse, consumed by leprosy again. This time, Enimie is furious, and complains to God in pretty direct terms. The name of this mas is Dignas, because it’s where Enimie became indignant and complained to God..."
"And this girl became a saint? Maybe we have a chance after all. Patron saints of PMS."
I smiled. "I can see it now. Anyway, same thing happens a third time, and Enimie begins to think that perhaps there’s something to this…”
“Girl doesn’t take a hint, does she?”
“You know as well as I do that there’s magic around the number three. So, where was I?
“Three,” breathed Fab, seemingly torn between boredom and fascination.
“Right. So after she’s cured a final time, Enimie gathers her entourage and tells them that those who have families back in France should return there and tell her tale. Those who decide to remain build themselves shelters in the valley. Enimie searches up and down the river until she finds a high rocky mount with a cave with a small spring welling up in it, which she makes her home. Multiple miracles, including the reviving of a drowned boy, take place. Oh, and you’ll like this, when she’s curing the boy, she leaves another imprint of her butt in a flat stone.”
“This author was obsessed.”
“There’s got to be something else to it- I don’t think there’s gratuitous smut in most saints’ lives. I just don’t know what it means yet. So. After an undisclosed number of years, when Enimie is trying to build a church, a dragon comes up from the river each night and destroys the day's work. Enimie is distraught and calls for Yles, the bishop of Mende, who makes the trip to the village. After consulting with Enimie, the bishop goes to pray in his own cell. But then somehow, the text says he falls asleep in Enimie’s cell…”
“Ha!” interjected Fabiola.
“All right. If you’re looking for a scandal, I’ll allow that’s suspicious. Anyway, Enimie wakes Yles up, and tells him that the dragon is back. Yles picks up two pieces of wood, fashions them into a cross, and chases the dragon, which breaks apart rocks in its flight. Yles strikes the dragon with the cross, and the blood can still be seen on the rocks near the Tarn…”
“Dragon didn’t leave any ass prints?” smirked Fabiola.
“Ha. No. Finally, Enimie prays and a bunch of boulders fall on the dragon and crush it at a place that’s now called the Pas de Souci. Near there, a church was constructed by Yles dedicated to Saint Peter.”
“Appropriate, because Peter is known as the rock the church was built on,” exclaimed Fab.
“Exactly. You’re such a good Catholic girl. And then the priest and Enimie work together to build a church and an abbey, which becomes proprietor of all the lands around it.”
Fab sat up straighter. She’d always been interested in real estate, a logical extension of her law and architecture studies.
“So was it typical for churches to own all this land?”
“Definitely. In the Middle Ages, churches and monasteries were major economic forces. Anyway, a bit later, Enimie gathers her subjects and tells them that she knows the date of her own death as well as that of her goddaughter, who is also named Enimie. She says that when they’re both dead, the goddaughter’s casket must be placed higher than her own, unmarked sarcophagus. Enimie said this because she wants to prevent her brother Dagobert from bringing her relics back to Saint-Denis, the church he’d founded near Paris.”
“Relics? That means bones, right?” asked Fab.
“Not necessarily. Historically, relics could run the gamut from fully preserved bodies to powdered fingernails, to a piece of fabric.”
“Seriously?”
“In the Merovingian era, all new churches were required to own relics, so saints’ remains were broken down into smaller and smaller units in order to share the wealth, so to speak,” I explained.
“Got it. So then what happened?”
“As Enimie had predicted, Dagobert arrives, and demands his sister’s remains. Dagobert’s knights menace and brutalize the nuns, but the nuns hold their ground and don't reveal where they are.”
“How rude. I thought knights were supposed to be virtuous.”
“Only in theory. So finally Dagobert finds the tomb, but is fooled by the writing on the goddaughter’s grave, and hence takes the wrong body back to Saint-Denis. Later, a monk by the name of Jean has visions of an angel telling him that Enimie’s true remains are actually still in their original spot. After much doubt and prayer, Jean leads a party including a bishop and several priests and noblemen to exhume the body, which was incorrupt and had the odor of sanctity.”
“Huh?”
“It hadn’t rotted and it smelled delicious.”
“That’s impossible- how long had it been?”
“I haven't been able to figure that one out- the text is unclear. Enimie lived in the sixth century, and Bertran wrote his version in the twelfth century...but doesn't clarify how many years had passed between the saint's death and the rediscovery of her relics. Centuries, probably. In any case, it’s almost a prerequisite for most saints that their bodies be incorrupt when they’re first exhumed. I personally think that saint’s bodies were, on average, probably cleaned up and embalmed, basically taken care of much better than your average peasant’s corpse, and put in a container that was less permeable than, say, a pine box, which explains a lot."
Faced with that piece of information, Fabiola blanched and fell uncharacteristically quiet. I concluded, "So basically, the end of Enimie’s story states that they transferred her remains to a silver sarcophagus, which was paraded around town in times of plague or social struggle. And there were lots more miracles. The end.”
“Oh cool. But you told me once the relics were stolen, right?”
“Right. They were taken in 1976.”
“Just before we were born. How did it happen?”
“I haven’t been able to find any information about that. I guess I’ll have to wait ‘til I’m there.”
“Oh. So what’s your angle for your thesis?” asked Fab.
“Books about saints, the physical books, I mean, often became part of the cult- to the point where they were considered relics, with magical properties. The word translation referred not only to translating a text, but also to translating relics, which entailed exhuming them, moving them to a new container or to a new place, exposing them to a different public or to a different purpose. It would seem that the author of the Occitan version of La Vie de Saint Enimie, which was a translation from an earlier Latin version, wanted to prevent further translation in all senses of the word, make sure his version was the only sacred one. I want to show how he did this.”
“That sounds fabulous- does your advisor love it?”
“I don't know. He's always testing me. Which I guess is his job."
"Of course. You should see how my professors torture me. So we're both martyrs."
"A requirement, hagiographically speaking, for the patron saints of PMS."
Fabiola had just gone, and the apartment was too quiet. I now had time to worry about the fact that compulsive e-mail checker Guy Gérard still hadn’t responded to my messages. His warnings had left me more nervous than I wanted to admit.
The door buzzer rang, piercing the silence, startling me. Had Fab forgotten something? On my way to the front door, I swept the apartment with my eyes. I couldn't see any of my friend's belongings. I pressed the intercom button.
"Fab? Is that you?"
No response. Should I just buzz her in? Maybe the speaker wasn’t working properly. It wouldn't be the first time. I hesitated. No. If it was Fab, she would ring again.
The static silence on the other end of the intercom was disconcerting. Relax. It’s probably just someone wanting to plaster everyone's doors with fast food menus, I thought. I waited by the door. After a few minutes, I re-checked the deadbolts and retreated to the bedroom.
****
Saturday, March 8
Chapter 7
The Metro North train pulled into the Greenwich station and I got off, lugging a duffle bag full of dirty laundry and my leather school bag, weighed down with notes and laptop. I scanned the line of shining BMW's, Mercedes, Porsches, and Range Rovers picking up passengers. Finally I glimpsed the old dark green Toyota Land Cruiser. I threw my bags in the back, got into the passenger seat, and gave my mother a quick hug.
"I'm glad to see you, chérie. And so proud that you're off to France."
"Thanks mom." If only she knew how chicken I am, she wouldn’t be so proud.
As we were heading up Mason Street, the car suddenly veered to the left.
“Where are we going? I thought we were heading straight home.”
"I promised to pick up some croissants for your not-so-evil stepfather. He's packing his own bags for Costa Rica and we want to reward him."
"Really? Wow.”
I was pretty sure I would never understand the dynamics of my mother's life with Richard Fenwick. Whereas my parents' relationship had been passionate and intellectual, giving rise to enormous arguments about arcane matters, which used to terrify me until I’d finally realized how much fun they were having, mom’s marriage with Richard seemed all about ease and comfort. I couldn't blame her, though. After dad’s harrowing illness and death, she probably needed a break.
There was a parking space directly in front of Versailles Restaurant. As we emerged from the car and stood in line to order the pastries, my mother gave me a once over.
“You’ve lost weight.”
“No I haven’t.”
"And chérie, I know you need to study, but I would love to take you to Saks to buy you some new shoes and a few other things. Those boots you have on are tragic."
"They're my lucky boots, mom."
"You're twenty six. Still believing in lucky boots is perhaps a bit silly."
"Point taken. But no time for shopping."
"By the way, I'm happy that you got that grant from Fabiola's parents, but why didn't you just ask me for the money?"
"You're plenty generous with me, mom, and I didn't want Richard to think I’m a brat."
"You know he doesn't. And what about your trust fund? Don't you think it's time?”
“No.”
“That safe deposit box your father left for you has been sitting in the bank for ten years now."
My mother gave me one of her probing stares.
"Yeah. Time flies when you’re having fun, I guess." Ha.
"No need to be facetious, Christina. That money could potentially make your life a lot more comfortable."
I blushed as I notice my mother’s pinched features. I hadn't considered that my hesitation was impacting others. Maybe my mom thought the opening of the box would provide some sort of closure- for both of us.
"I'm sorry, mom. I know it’s been a long time. But Dad always told me that I'd know when the time was right to open the safe deposit box- which I assume is the prerequisite for accessing the trust fund..."
"It is."
"Well, it still doesn't feel like the time is right. Is that stupid?"
God, yes, it was stupid. How could dad have trusted me to know when the time had come? Then again, he couldn't have predicted what happened two years before, and that it would make me question everything and trust no one, least of all myself. And why the mysterious emphasis on opening the box only when the time was right, anyway? I couldn't imagine what could be in there. What if it contained some secret about my father that I didn't want to know?
My mother gave me a gentler than expected smile.
“Chérie, you’re never stupid.”
Greasy croissant bag in hand, we headed back outside. I was thankful for the sudden blast of cold air. I’d started to get the nauseous feeling again.
The Land Cruiser nosed into the narrow gravel driveway leading up to a stately old white colonial house showing signs of genteel disrepair. Patches of snow lingered on the ground in the large front yard where my father had once sent me on elaborate treasure hunts. Coming back here was always emotionally difficult.
Once in the house, I carried my things to my room. I quickly flipped through clippings from the local newspaper announcing the glamorous weddings of former classmates I haven't kept in touch with, which my mother usually left on my antique desk for me, and deposited them in the trash. Finally, knowing I should say hello, I went searching for Richard. My stepfather was in his cluttered office, which was once the guest room, consulting a dog-eared travel guide.
"Christina! How's my girl?"
Richard’s dark blue eyes shone gleefully, as though he was about to tell a naughty joke, which was quite possible. He shot up and gave me a warm hug.
"I'm good. Getting ready for my trip. Mom says you actually packed your own suitcase for yours."
"I did. I just hope I didn't forget my underwear this time." Richard winked. Despite his charm and elegant demeanor, which had made him one of the most sought-after widowers at his country club before he met my mother, Claire Desroches, at a dinner party, his absent-mindedness was the stuff of legend.
"I'm sure you're fine. I'll see you at dinner- I need to check my dad's office for something."
"All right dear. And I've got to finish reading this travel guide so I can impress your mother with my knowledge."
Travel guide. That reminded me. Why hadn't Gérard gotten back to me yet?
"Hey, Richard?"
"Yes?"
"Is it all right if I get online with your computer for a second to check my e-mail? Mine takes forever to boot up."
"Of course."
Richard plopped himself into a comfortable looking leather club chair in the corner as I sat down at his desk and logged on.
Nothing. No e-mail. How was it possible? I’d always known Gérard to respond promptly. Now I might have to call the University on Monday and track him down, in addition to all the other things on my list. Stewing, I headed to my father's office, which Richard, in an unspoken agreement with his new wife, had left untouched.
I realized with a start that I hadn’t been in Dad’s office in over a year. Neither had the maid, apparently. Dust motes floated in the striated sunlight filtering through the wooden blinds, and a fine powdery layer coated every surface. I fingered my silver pendant and tried to figure out where to start.
Lewis Desroches had organized this office according to a logic all his own. It took quite a bit of rummaging and opening boxes, folders, and drawers, setting off an intense sneezing attack, for me to finally gain some type of idea as to what I might be looking for, and where it might be found. First, I needed to find my father’s diary from the trip we had taken to France when I was thirteen. Dad had always kept scrapbooks for every place he'd gone. It was during this particular trip that my father had started to get sick from the cancer, and I remembered having been horribly worried about him, and trying to spare him any superfluous effort. But strangely, almost every other detail about that vacation was fuzzy at best. I knew I'd compiled the itinerary myself, but most memories of the places we went had inexplicably disappeared.
Somehow, touching the dragon sculpture at the Cloisters had brought back many of those missing memories, including a vivid vision of my thirteen-year-old self in France.
I was hot and tired, petulant. My parents had lingered over lunch, drinking a full bottle of rosé wine and bickering even more than usual over something I couldn’t understand. I was bored, and my mother looked unhappy. My father seemed pensive. After lunch, we had wandered through the streets, stopping at a stone fountain on a square. Wanting to let the cool water run over my wrists, I’d placed a hand on a carved stone to balance myself as I reached toward the spigot. Then I was lying on the ground in front of the fountain, ears ringing, flashes of strange visions in my head, my mother asking repeatedly, in an increasingly panicked tone, whether I was all right, my father squeezing my hand painfully tight.
“Now do you still believe we should take her?” my father had asked. “Look at what just happened. And that was here, not even there.”
“No. You're right- it’s not safe,” my mother had said. “But what about you? This could be your only chance.”
“I can’t put her at risk just for me. She’s got another path.”
My mother had burst into angry tears.
“This isn’t fair! I hate it!”
And then my father had disappeared for the rest of the day. Where had he gone? The remainder of the trip had been smooth sailing, I now remembered. Lewis had bought Claire the old leather trunk that now sat in a corner of the office as a peace offering, and there had been enjoyable forays into dusty antique stores and cool, empty libraries and churches.
I finally found my dad's travel journals, stacked on a shelf to the left of the desk. The books were covered in brown paper, with dates and locations printed on the spines in tiny block letters. I ran my finger along the volumes until I found Gévaudan, Summer 1990, and gently slid it out. Opening the journal carefully, I smiled at the characteristic patchwork of typed segments- Lewis Desroches' handwriting had been notoriously atrocious, and he'd wanted these notebooks to be legible- and photos, postcards, maps, and drawings, all of them pasted on with glue that unfortunately hadn't stood the test of time.
I quickly bent down to retrieve a square of paper that had come loose and fluttered to the floor, and inserted it back between the pages. Placing the book on my father's desk, I leafed to the list, scrawled in my own then-bubbly adolescent hand, which served as a frontispiece.
Montpellier
Nimes
Sete
St. Guilhem-le-Désert
Aiguèze
La Roque-sur-Cèze
Minerve
Olargues
La Garde-Guérin
Sainte Enimie
My heart leapt desperately, pulse beating furiously in my throat. So had we actually visited Sainte Enimie? I still couldn't recall. When I flipped through the notebook, I couldn't find an entry for it. Strange. Maybe we had run out of time. Then again, a few hamlets along the Tarn River not on the original list had been added to the itinerary, so that couldn’t be. Was Sainte Enimie the place my parents had decided not to take me on that day by the fountain? I gazed at a photo, presumably taken from the riverbank by my mother, of my dad and I in a canoe, paddles raised in salutation, huge smiles plastered on our faces as we squinted in the sunlight toward the camera. Even though I couldn't summon up the memory of the moment, the picture made my gut ache with a powerful pang of nostalgia.
Setting the notebook aside, I resumed looking over the shelves. I slid out a stack of slim archival document boxes and perused the labels. Maps. Family tree. Photocopies. Hagiography. My father's interests so closely mirrored my own. I’d inherited Lewis Desroches’ peculiar aqua colored eyes, and with them, as my mother used to say, his particular vision of the world. I looked through the box labeled Maps. Unfortunately, the contents were less promising than the label had led me to hope. I put the box back. Next came Hagiography.
"Chérie! Where are you? Can you help with dinner?"
My mother’s voice spiraled up the staircase, startling me. Where had the time gone? I hadn't realized I'd been in the office so long. I took the Family Tree, Maps, and Hagiography document boxes with me and deposited them in my bedroom before joining my mother in the cheerful kitchen, where my mother was collecting ingredients from the souvenir magnet-covered fridge.
"Mom, is it okay if I borrow some of dad's papers? I didn't get a chance to go through everything, but I thought maybe there's something there."
"Of course. They're yours now. Now can you help me cut these onions? I'm making you hachis parmentier."
My stomach grumbled. My nausea hadn't seemed to affect my appetite, and hachis parmentier, a French shepherd's pie of sorts, only so much better, had always been my favorite comfort food, my definition of culinary heaven.
"How many onions?"
"Just two small ones will be fine. So you found something useful in your dad's office?"
Claire's voice was light, free of the deep sadness that had so obviously plagued her for the first few years after Lewis' death.
"Yes. I was taking a look at the travel journal from our trip to France."
"Ah. That was a nice summer, wasn’t it?"
"Actually, it's weird, but I don't remember much of it. I'm kind of drawing a blank."
Mom looked away. "Oh darling, you were so worried for dad, and you were probably dealing with teenage hormones at the same time. Not easy."
"I guess. I do remember you guys being a little moody too. Fighting."
"Really? Well, I suppose we bickered, but we never meant anything by it."
My mother didn't seem in the mood to discuss it. I concentrated for a moment on my chopping, hesitating before asking the big question.
"So, mom, I saw Sainte Enimie on the list of places we planned to visit. Did we actually go?"
"No. We went to Saint Guilhem le Desert instead. Are you done with those onions?"
I slid the chopping board along the counter and went to wash my hands, after which I perched on my favorite stool and watched my mother in companionable silence as she sautéed the onions, browned the ground beef, and folded the mixture into the mashed potatoes she had made earlier in the day.
Once my mother had liberally sprinkled the dish with grated Gruyere cheese and placed it in the oven, I rose.
“I'm just going to go check my e-mail really quickly."
"Again?"
"Professor Gérard still hasn't gotten back to me, and his last e-mails were really weird."
"Weird how?"
"Nothing. Don't worry about it, mom."
But, glancing at her as I made my way out of the kitchen, I realized my mother did look worried.
****
Sunday, March 9, 2003
Chapter 8
Laptop, clean laundry, document boxes, and large portion of leftover hachis parmentier having finally made it up six flights of stairs, I locked the apartment door behind me and grudgingly petted the cat, who actually seemed to have missed me in the past twenty-something hours.
Guy Gérard still hadn't responded to my e-mails as of noon. I plugged the laptop into the modem on my desk and checked again, hating being so compulsive, but needing to confirm that the professor was expecting me. Still nothing. There was a message from Cleo, however, who wanted to know all about my packing and my weekend.
I needed to pack urgently, but first, I couldn't resist conducting a quick Internet search on Sainte Enimie, something I habitually did to make sure no one had come out with a new paper, book, or presentation on the saint.
This time, I decided to search Professor Gérard’s name, too, just to make sure he hadn’t secretly published something. In light of his recent silence, I was growing suspicious. How could he really have nothing to show for all those years of working on the text?
A link to the International Herald Tribune website, dated Friday, March 6, 2003 popped up. Intrigued, I clicked on the title to open the article.
GUY GÉRARD, PROVENCAL EXPERT, DEAD AT 54
Montpellier, France - Guy Gérard, a Professor of Provençal literature at the Université de Montpellier, was found dead in his office at the university Thursday evening, say French police. Details are being kept secret pending further investigation. Classes will be canceled on Monday as the University mourns the loss of this brilliant and well-loved member of its faculty. Guy Gérard was the author of the definitive critical translation of the Roland Occitan, as well as the editor of an anthology of Occitan literature and several books of troubadour poetry.
I blinked back tears. Was it possible? This whole time, when I had been so frustrated, waiting for Gérard's response, growing more and more annoyed with him, he had been dead? It was beyond horrible. How had it happened? I couldn’t imagine that the mild-mannered professor could have any enemies, much less someone who might want to kill him. What was I going to do now? I felt guilty that my thoughts flew so quickly to the fact that, my mentor being gone, it would be that much harder to work on my thesis. I looked at the postcard of the spring of Burla on my cork board and wiped under my eyes with a trembling finger. Memories of long conversations in Gérard's office, the smell of cigarette smoke, the creaking of his wheelchair as he reached for some book or another or for his tobacco pouch and rolling papers, flooded my brain.
With a mounting sense of urgency, I located and re-read Gérard’s most recent e-mails. He had really been panicked. And I hadn’t taken his warnings seriously. The mysterious friend from Saint Denis that Gérard had mentioned: how much did he know, and how would I find him? And whatever Gérard had hidden for me in his office, was it still there? My eyes flew to the photo of the spring again, a thought forming in my mind, worrying me even more: did this have anything to do with the Audrac water company? Had Gérard discovered something through his research that would impact Audrac's rights to the water from Sainte Enimie's spring? My mentor had mentioned in his last e-mail that I was now the saint's champion. That implied a certain responsibility. How could Gérard ever think I was worthy?
I put my head in my hands. Everything had gone to hell. I heard the wind picking up outside, rattling the apartment’s flimsy windows, and glanced out into the darkening street at the spastic tree branches, feeling similarly shaken.
An incoming mail chime brought my attention back to my e-mail. I had just received a message from an unfamiliar address in France.
From: pdupont@monumentsfrance.fr
Subject: St Denis
Mademoiselle,
I wish I were contacting you under happier circumstances. I have just learned that our esteemed friend and collaborator, Guy Gérard, of the University of Montpellier, was murdered in his office on Thursday.
It was Professor Gérard's wish that you and I should meet. I believe I can provide you with aid and information that will prove to be of great academic and personal interest to you. Guy's death drives home the absolute necessity of our meeting as soon as possible. I know it was your plan to come to France for your research this summer, but if there is any way at all you can come earlier, please let me know.
I look forward to meeting you- Professor Gérard praised your aptitude as a scholar, and I have some consolation knowing you carry on his legacy.
Your humble servant,
Patrick Dupont
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