
CHAPTER TWO 

 

She never understood how he had found the journal. It had been hidden in a small gap left 

by the ill-fitting grate. She had slipped the pages into the crack, leaving a tiny corner the size 

of a protruding fingernail so that she could retrieve it when it was safe to do so.  

‘Adulterous whore! If the devil himself came to the door you would invite him in and 

fuck him behind my back. Did you bring soldier boy here? Did you? Did you?’  

He circled her throat with his hand and moved her round the room, knocking a table 

aside in their miserable dance. He only released his grip to turn over the next page in the 

journal. ‘He is not my husband,’ he read in a simpering falsetto voice. He moved away from 

the light of the gas lamp and moved towards her again. It seemed to Ursule that he filled 

every inch of the room, a monster squeezing all light and air from their living space.  

‘I’m the man who rescued you from penury and your pathetic parents. The man who 

keeps you in luxury. And what do I ask in return? Answer me, answer me!’ He slammed his 

fist into the bureau smashing the slatted cover. Ursule shook her head, not by way of 

answering his question, but out of fear of what was to come.  

‘Exactly, nothing, nothing, just the hope that you might comfort your benefactor 

between the sheets now and again. But no, you are too busy with soldier boy’s cock. Slut! 

Fucking slut!’ He threw the journal into the fire, a few pages detached themselves and 

fluttered onto the hearth. 

Now apoplectic with rage le Géant looked round the room for suitable missiles. 

Ursule cowered in a corner as he aimed the crockery at her. The cups smashed against the 

wall with a noise that he found momentarily gratifying, especially when he noticed a thin 

stream of blood trickling down her face.  

Ursule for her part was strangely detached from the proceedings. The crockery 

seemed to move through the air in slow motion, giving her time to reflect on the 

provenance of each cup. The first three were part of a set that Gérard claimed to have 

bought in the market. Ursule had always hated the faux Chinese pattern. Next was the bowl 

that for some reason her mother had added to her bundle when she left the farmhouse for 

the last time. She assumed it had some family significance but had no idea what. Then it was 

time for her beating.  

By chance Ursule avoided Gérard flailing fists as he lunged across the small space, 

knocking over a plant stand. He caught his foot on the rug and sprawled on the floor. Ursule 

then darted behind the upended table. He went one way, she the other in a tragic pastiche 

of a playground game. He picked up a full bottle of wine and, after a moment deciding if it 

were best deployed as a cudgel or missile, he opted for the latter and took aim. Ursule 

ducked as the glass shattered against the pale wall.  

For a split second le Géant assumed victory was his as he apparently watched her 

head explode into a cascade of dark red blood. But the whore was still alive. He had little 

time to absorb the significance of this fact as Ursule, emboldened by sheer panic and a 

primitive instinct to survive, sprang on him and clawed at his eyes. Howling with pain and 



unable to see, he groped his way across the floor, slid on the glass and skidded into the 

dresser that promptly fell on him. Assuming that Ursule had somehow recruited a previously 

unseen ally, he lay stunned. Ursule snatched the smouldering journal from the hearth and, 

without pausing to gather her coat, fled from the room and ran into the street.  

She ran blind and lost into Boulevard de la Contrescarpe. A cab driver pulled sharply 

on the reins to stop his horse trampling the young girl who seemed particularly eager to be 

killed under its hooves. The animal strained at the yoke and reared up on its hind legs, a 

pugilist spoiling for a fight. The single passenger reacted angrily to being jolted against the 

side of the carriage, and readjusted his hat. Several young men, about to take their place at 

a table outside of le Chat, waved their canes lustily, half in admonishment, half in 

encouragement as Ursule rushed past.  

‘The filly’s in the first race at Longchamp.’ 

‘Ten francs says she will win!’ 

Obliged to pause by the crippling stitch in her side, Ursule looked over her shoulder 

but le Géant had long abandoned the pursuit, preferring to drown his sorrows, cut his 

losses, and plot his revenge in the smoky comfort of le Refuge. 

After negotiating the sewer works in Rue de Rivoli she entered le Jardin des Tuileries, and, 

despite her anxiety, was calmed by the sense of space and tranquillity. L’Allée des Mûriers 

led her past a fountain and towards a bandstand where a knot of young soldiers was 

lounging, waiting for the early evening entertainments to commence. They all sported the 

chocolate brown of the local battalion. She ran closer and stared in the vain hope that Louis 

was in their number. He wasn’t but the men welcomed the scrutiny of a single woman in the 

gardens.  

Ursule realised that she had fled from the apartment without her shawl. She pulled 

the two sides of her chemise together, aware that it was providing a focus for the young 

men’s gaze. One by one the gas lamps were lit. Their orange hissing flames imparted an aura 

of decadence and mystery over the assembling crowd. Strolling couples arrived with their 

arms wrapped round each other. Black hats were ostentatiously doffed in exaggerated 

gestures of greeting. To applause, a band started playing. Ursule watched transfixed as the 

pairs formed and glided between the tables whose occupants raised their glasses.  

She became uneasy when two men, after nodding conspiratorially at each other, forsook 

their table and approached her. The taller of the two bowed from the waist. The other blew 

rings of cigar smoke in her direction and looked amused as she coughed.  

‘Bonsoir, Mademoiselle,’ he said, tapping the ash onto the gravel. ‘Are you 

unaccompanied this evening?’ 

‘Yes, but…’ Ursule lost her words as she recognised the leer in the speaker’s eyes. 

She had seen the same expression on le Géant’s face in the days preceding his suggestion 

that she join him in his bed and snuggle up for warmth. 

‘I’m just leaving…’ 

‘With us, I hope. Does Mademoiselle have a room close by? We will bring wine.’  



She turned to leave but one of the men was standing on her dress that was trailing on the 

ground. She tried to pull it free but he kept his foot firmly planted where it was. He smirked, 

enjoying her discomfort. His friend guffawed and lit another cigar. Panicking now, Ursule 

made to move but only succeeded in tearing her dress. The men cheered and gawped at the 

freshly revealed calf and thigh. Their laughter attracted the attention of other male revellers 

who hurried over to enjoy the spectacle. Now trapped in a raucous circle of baying men, she 

became aware of two uniformed members of the préfecture pushing their way through. 

‘What’s happening here?’ asked the older of the two officials. 

‘I was importuned, officer,’ said the man who had first spoken to Ursule. He touched 

the brim of his hat with the tip of his cane. 

‘Importuned, officer,’ chorused the others. 

‘A common prostitute. Look at the state of her.’ Ursule tried to pull the remnants of 

her dress further down her leg. ‘And not a day over seventeen if I am a judge of 

womankind.’ 

One of the men pinched her behind and vanished back into the crowd. The official 

looked sternly in the general direction of the culprit. 

‘Come with us, Mamzelle,’ he said. He and his colleague each pulled an arm behind 

her back, then pushed her head downwards with a shove to her back before propelling her 

out of the crowd and out of le Jardin to the waiting police cab. She was thrown onto the 

floor of the carriage. Her first thought was one of relief on realising that there were no 

windows. At least le Géant would not see her. 

                                                                 

At the office of the Préfecture, the receiving official, without glancing up from his ledger, 

quickly ascertained her name and the fact that she was of no fixed abode. 

Her cell already had three female occupants. One of the women was asleep on a bench with 

her face to the wall. Her long straggly grey hair almost reached the floor. Her two 

companions were identical twins, plump with mongoloid features. They both stood in front 

of Ursule and announced their names.  

‘Mirabelle.’ 

‘Nina.’  

Ursule noticed that Nina elongated her name. She had a cleft palate. 

Ursule introduced herself and the twins smiled. It was difficult to tell their age. 

Perhaps the same age as herself. They glanced at each other and both placed a finger on her 

face as if to ascertain that she was real. Ursule, knowing that she was in the company of 

gentle spirits willingly stood still for the inspection. Satisfied, the twins giggled and then sat 

cross-legged on the floor opposite each other, and continued whatever game Ursule’s 

arrival had interrupted. She too slumped onto her haunches, stretched out her legs and 

tried to make sense of what had happened to her. She touched her cheek and felt 

coagulated blood. One of le Géant’s missiles must have found its mark after all.  

She felt safe in the cell. What she wanted above all else was for Louis to break down 

the door and carry her away to a new life. He would soothe her, comfort her, look after her. 



They would live together. Her warm fantasy flipped itself on its back. He had been killed in 

battle, his body was in a ditch, the maggots in his eyes. She stood up and paced the cell. The 

twins looked up at her.  

Ursule was aware that the cell’s other occupant was waking. The woman pulled 

herself into a sitting position on the bench, stretched, yawned loudly, picked something 

from her head and apprised Ursule. 

‘Well, child. What terrible crime has led you here? Who have you murdered? Did you 

garrotte your parents? Did you poison your lover?’ She idly inspected several straggly 

strands of her own hair. 

‘I was walking in le Jardin…’ 

‘We all need money. You need a different trick. Like this.’ She clicked her fingers and 

the twins abandoned their game and stood to attention alongside the woman who Ursule 

now realised was probably their mother. 

‘La mer,’ said the older woman and the twins with arms outstretched, started 

undulating their torsos, head and neck in the movement of waves. 

‘Le bateau.’ 

Mirabelle got down on all fours while Nina sat astride her and pulled on imaginary 

oars.  

‘Les pirates approchent!’  

Both girls scanned the horizon with their hands on their foreheads before producing 

imaginary telescopes which they skilfully adjusted. 

‘Bravo!’ shouted Ursule. 

‘The authorities assume I am a madam selling my girls. There are few magistrates in 

all of France who have not enjoyed the same spectacle as I try to convince them that my 

simpleton daughters are not whores. Tomorrow we will do the same for the Prefect. I am 

Camille, artiste and acrobat. She bent forward, pulled a hand through her hair then bowed 

from the waist with the palms of her hands flat on the floor.  

‘I’m Ursule, and I don’t know what I am...’ 

                                                               

During the night Ursule lay awake shivering with the cold. The stone floor was hard. Camille 

had offered her the bench but she had declined. Her torn clothes were not ideal prison 

wear. 

‘Girls, keep our friend warm,’ said Camille. The twins moved, one each side of Ursule 

and nestled into her side, sharing their body heat.  

‘Now, tell me your story,’ said Camille. 

‘I am not a good girl.’ The pitch black of the cell made it seem to Ursule as if she was 

thinking aloud rather than confiding in a comparative stranger. ‘I have run away from the 

man who looked after me, fed me and gave me clothes. He was not always a good man but 

he gave my parents money for me when they were poor. I miss my parents, I don’t know 

where they are.’ 

‘Did he beat you?’ 



‘Yes, but I deserved it. I did not make a good home for him. Perhaps I should go back 

to him.’ 

‘Never!’ Camille shouted so loudly both twins started in their sleep, relaxed then 

tightened again their grip on Ursule. 

‘But I betrayed him. I saw a boy from my window and wove spells of happiness 

round him. I would think of him when I should have been preparing food for Gérard. He 

found my journal, the diary in which I poured out my heart. Gérard will beat me but I don’t 

think he will kill me.’ 

‘Do you still have the journal? Show it to me. I have a candle. 

Reluctant at first, Ursule eventually relented and removed the charred pages from 

her chemise where she had hidden them after running into the street. She flattened the 

pages with the edge of her hand and passed them to Camille who had lit her candle in 

expectation.  

The first few pages were filled with spidery drawings of the view from her room 

overlooking the gardens. She had sketched the huge perambulators and drawn the small 

boys with their hoops. Camille skipped through the next few pages which contained no 

words or drawings just dense patterns with sharp black edges: spirals that fled to the 

bottom of the page, tall shapes that could have been apartments with black windows 

towering ever upwards. Ursule winced as she realised that each touch of her pen testified to 

the pain and fear that had characterised her life with le Géant.  

Across another page flowed a black swirl that could have been a river in flood, 

equally the small vertical lines could have been arms sinking before the torrent. The only 

truly identifiable drawing was of a small cradle in the corner of a room. It was being gently 

rocked by a hand that emerged from the side of the page. What did it mean? Was it the 

cradle in which she had slept in the farmhouse? She had no idea. Camille too looked 

puzzled. 

‘You’ll see him soon,’ said Ursule who was slightly hesitant to turn the page in case 

the most precious image of all had faded to nothingness. 

It was still there, still there. It was Louis when she first saw him from the window. 

And then a page full of questions. Who are you? Where are you going? What is your 

name? Will you pass this way again?  

Camille smiled. ‘Ah,’ she said, running a finger over the outline of a slim boyish figure 

sauntering through the garden. ‘What a handsome fellow, I think I’m falling in love too.’ 

Ursule looked at the drawing on the next page. It showed herself on a park bench, her 

elbows on her knees and her head in her hands. Her hair obscured her face but it was 

apparent from her position that she was miserable. Camille read aloud: 

Today I did a silly thing. After cleaning the house and putting away Gérard’s clothes I 

went into the park for the first time. I thought all the ladies were looking at me, then I 

thought they were sneering. At least I could look into the prams that passed but I still didn’t 

see a single baby. I dare hardly admit to myself that I was hoping he would pass that way 

again. But I wanted to see the young man. I waited but he didn’t come. I went home feeling 



stupid and guilty. Gérard stared at me oddly in the evening and I couldn’t look him in the 

face. 

The next page featured no words only a variant of the first drawing. This time the 

bench seemed bigger and the slumped figure smaller. 

 On the next page again the figure and bench had moved to the bottom right-

handcorner and were tiny. It looked as if the whole blank page was pressing down on 

Ursule. Insignificant and worthless. 

This was followed by a child’s drawing of a huge sun complete with smiling face. As 

the face was so large Ursule had written her account in the margins, managing only two 

words or so where the sun’s ears almost touched the edges of the page. Camille continued: 

I saw him enter the gardens. I wanted the ground to open up and swallow me, I knew 

I was blushing brighter and brighter as he came close. I was shaking and felt foolish. I tried 

not to stare but looked at him out of the corner of my eyes. He was taller than I thought and 

so slim. And then he sat next to me. HE SAT NEXT TO ME! I turned to stone, embarrassed and 

hating myself. 

‘Are you all right Mademoiselle?’ he asked. ‘You are shaking and yet the day is warm. 

Are you unwell? Do you want my coat?’ As these last words were squeezed under the sun’s 

chin, a small arrow indicated that the narrative continued on the next page. Camille 

squeezed Ursule’s arm. 

He said he had seen me at the window of the apartment opposite he had thought of 

waving but that might be seen as forward he made a point of glancing up whenever he came 

into the garden and felt disappointed when I wasn’t there his name was Louis and he came 

from Lyon where his father was a bookbinder he was twenty years old he had come to join 

the National Guard he wanted to serve his country his parents had tried to dissuade him 

from leaving for Paris it was dangerous he would be killed but it was something he had to do 

the Prussians were advancing on Paris he wanted to stop them and was waiting to be called 

to the front he said the prams were too large and looked stupid just rich people flaunting 

their money he said he asked what my husband did for a living I said that Gérard was not my 

husband then I got flustered and to my horror began to cry he put his arm round me. 

Camille smiled and handed the pages back to Ursule. ‘Bravo,’ she said. Bravo! Tell me 

about the boy. Did you kiss? Did you make love?’ 

‘No, nothing like that. We spoke. He told me he was going to fight the Prussians. But 

I think of him all the time.’ 

‘You must find this boy. You must seek every byway until you find him.’ 

‘I want to, Madame, I want to.’ She was aware that Mirabelle was patting her 

reassuringly as if she had been listening and had understood every word.  

‘Tell me, do you have a man you love?’ asked Ursule. 

Camille replied with a sound that was half snort, half spit. 

‘I will tell you my tale but I don’t want to frighten you, or give you nightmares. I 

loved a man, Alain, he was called. From Aix en Province. A hurdy-gurdy player. We travelled 

to all the fairs and entertained the farmers. As he played I would turn summersaults. I 



persuaded the men to go down on all fours and I would tumble and cartwheel my way over 

their backs as light as a feather. We drank the cider in Bretagne and the wine in Alsace. We 

had a simple carriage and a horse, Victor. The living was good. The farmers let us stay in 

their barns or else we slept under the stars. We would play at weddings and feast days. 

‘When the money was short Alain would play the cards, not gambling you 

understand, he played tricks. He would go to the tavern, find a seat on his own and start to 

make the cards climb his arms and stand on end. Soon others would become curious, and 

then they were hooked. He would produce the chosen card from under their tankards, from 

inside their vests, from the lining of their hats. Once they were charmed and mesmerised, 

he would challenge them to guess the card they themselves had chosen and put into their 

pocket. At first he would let them win, shrug and play the good loser. Then the stakes would 

rise and before long he would climb back on the wagon with bundles of money. We would 

find a quiet spot, near a river if possible. Alain would light a fire over which I cooked the 

rabbits we had caught earlier. Then my hurdy-gurdy man would start to play and I would 

sing. Together we would charm the stars. And drink, and lie together in the warm light of 

the dying fire. Such was our life of love and plenty until…’ 

‘Until what?’ asked Ursule who was herself lying, not next to Mirabelle and Nina, but 

next to Louis and the warm embers of a fire. 

‘Until one of the farmers, a beast called Gustave, very drunk and furious at having 

been deceived, followed the sound of the hurdy-gurdy until he found us. He slit Victor’s 

throat. We heard strange noises from the horse as it collapsed. Alain went to investigate 

and met the same fate. Terrified, I ran into the night but Gustave caught me, tossed me over 

his shoulders and took me back to his farm where he must have drugged me.  

‘As I regained consciousness, I was aware that he was tying a rope round my ankles. I 

tried to struggle but could only squirm across the dust yard like some sort of crippled 

creature, a dying mermaid perhaps. His salivating dogs got excited and would have eaten 

my face there and then had he not kicked them aside. After all, he had a better fate in store. 

As my nightmare unwound I cursed his soul to hell but he just knelt on me and slapped me 

until I shut up. It’s difficult to shout when you are choking on blood. Anyway, he hoisted me 

to my feet and made me walk with tiny mincing steps to the edge of the well. He pushed my 

head onto the lip, and after tipping me over, lowered me down the sides, dangling on the 

end of a rope. A fallen angel being slowly returned to the pit. I tore my fingertips as I tried to 

hold onto the stonework but it was pointless. I was being lowered towards the water in 

which I would drown. Mercifully the summer had been hot and the foul water was shallow. 

After he had dropped the rest of the rope onto my head I could just stand up to my knees. 

‘That night I watched the tiny circle of sky grow darker. I punched the stonework 

until my knuckles bled. I howled for the man I had lost and for the blood of the man who 

had killed him. When I next looked up, I saw that a single star had wandered into the dark 

circle. It was there for me. It was my light. I undid the rope from my ankles and stretched my 

muscles. I was Camille the Acrobat. There was no well deep enough to contain me, 

especially one as narrow as this. With my back to one of the sides, I stretched out my legs 



and clamped them tight. By carefully adjusting my position, I could move like a crab 

upwards. My sinews were ready to snap and my back was scraped red raw but I climbed. 

Slowly I climbed.  

‘Two hours later I dragged myself out of the well and slumped exhausted on the 

ground. While recovering in the shadow of the well, and wondering how best to extract my 

revenge, I heard footsteps. Gustave was approaching. His voice echoed as he tossed some 

crusts into the well, “Bread, whore. Don’t die on me just yet. I haven’t finished with you.”  

‘Surprised at the lack of any sound or movement from the well, he leaned over the 

edge. A fatal mistake. I upended him and tossed him down into the darkness. I am strong 

you know,’ she said, stretching her thin arms and tightening her biceps. ‘He must have 

landed head first.  

‘I caught my breath in the darkness. In the distance the dogs barked and an owl flew 

through the night close to my face. Perhaps it was the soul of Alain. I followed it across the 

fields and was passing a barn when I heard sad human cries. I was not alone, there were 

other souls here in this Hades. The sobs and cries sounded like echoes of my own misery. I 

pulled back the plank that was holding the two barn doors together and out tumbled these 

two young angels. They clung to my skirt like babies. So, when the sun sank I had a lover and 

a horse. When it rose again, there was just me and these two.’ Camille gestured towards 

Mirabelle and Nina. Both were sucking their thumbs, still nestled into Ursule. ‘Together we 

stumbled out into the day, and we are still together, aren’t we girls?’ They nodded. ‘They 

had been kept as slaves and fed on scraps. That’s all they will tell me about M. Gustave.’  

At the mention of his name both girls looked up anxiously at Camille. ‘It’s all right, 

girls, you are never going back. I will look after you.’ Lowering her voice she continued. 

‘Their past is a mystery. He may have been their father, he may have been their whore-

master. Now they are the reason I stay alive. I sometimes think that Alain wanted me to 

have them. Perhaps he struck a bargain as he left this world.’ 

Camille fell silent. Ursule too reflected on how these bargains might be struck.  

After an interval during which Camille seemed to recover from her relived trauma, 

Ursule asked, ‘What will happen to me now?’  

‘An appearance before the magistrate. Can anyone vouch for your good character? 

‘I don’t think so.’ 

‘At all costs we must avoid your name being added to the Vile Book.’ The twins 

nodded. 

‘Is that for vile people?’ 

‘No. All prostitutes, all importuners, must be registered, but we will come up with 

something.’ 

Inspired, Camille clapped her hands together. ‘Sisters,’ she said. ‘We need a 

diversion.’ Mirabelle and Nina stood to attention waiting for their orders. ‘Sudden death!’ 

said Camille, clapping once more. Mirabelle started to pace around the cell in a distracted 

manner of a malfunctioning mechanical toy, kicking the straw out of her way. Nina followed 

her at a short distance. Mirabelle stopped as if struck by an unseen assailant and clutched 



her throat emitting an alarming series of gurgling sounds. Ursule rushed to intervene but 

Camille motioned for her to stay still. By now Mirabelle’s eyes were on stalks. Her whole 

body contracted, her knees collapsed and she fell into a seizure, foaming at the mouth and 

drumming her feet on the ground. Ursule was certain she heard her head hit the stone floor. 

Meanwhile, Nina having embarked on an unearthly wail, knelt at her sister’s side to loosen 

her clothing, then suddenly declared, ‘She is dead! She is dead!’ elongating the words across 

her deformed palate. 

Camille observed the performance with an impresario’s eye. ‘Bravo,’ she said. The 

sisters stood to attention once more and bowed from the waist. Ursule applauded. 

‘Our show will start at midnight,’ declared Camille. ‘There will be an audience of one, the 

turnkey, Jean-Claude. He will come alone, the others will be asleep. You must hide by the 

door, and when your chance comes, disappear and run like the wind.’ 

Camille kicked the straw into a corner. The twins did likewise. Camille told Ursule she must 

sleep if she was to enjoy the drama later. 

Her straw nest made her think of Angélique and Pierre but her arms had not 

retained the heat from the sun, and her belly was lacking both the boiled eggs and the 

bread. The straw smelled not of the farm and the warmth of the beasts but of things stale 

and rank. She envied the twins and their syncopated breathing, lying entwined without a 

care in the world. 

                                                                

Camille tapped Ursule on the shoulder and she woke. ‘The show starts in ten minutes,’ she 

whispered. ‘The scene is set. We’re just waiting for the missing member of the cast.’ 

It was quickly agreed that Ursule would crouch on the floor at the end of the bench nearest 

to the door. The moment she was in position, Camille let out a blood-curdling shriek, half 

banshee wail, half that of a mother finding that her firstborn had been strangled. Footsteps 

sounded in the corridor, keys jangled and the door opened. Before the unfortunate gaoler 

could close it behind him, Nina had thrown herself round his legs, pleading for his 

assistance. Meanwhile Mirabelle had embarked on her nightmarish circuit of the cell. When 

she stared directly at the gaoler and performed the salamander trick with her eyes, the 

attendant stood in slacked jaw astonishment and moved towards her without any idea of 

how best to intervene.  

Ursule left the room on all fours and stayed in that position until she had passed the 

reception desk and reached the external door. She flung it open and ran into the night. 

 


