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learned only about the characters physical description and. ac-
tions, and others'responses to them

.
The stories in this unit introduce readers to three rather un-

usual characters. "Alicia" lets us share the experiences of a young
girl as she struggles to understand her older sister,s m

ental illness.
"The Father" gives us insight into a fam

ily and, in parricular, rhe
behaviour of the father. The third story "The O

ld W
om

an,,' pre-
sents us w

ith an elderly w
om

an w
ho is rapidly losing controi over

her life and needs to be in rhe care of her fam
ily or a nursing

hom
e.

W
hen I tried to m

ake her m
ove, she abruptly gave m

e a m
alig-

nant gtance and began scream
ing "Judas! Judas!" at m

e.

G
abrielle R

oy
Alicia

I m
ust tell the story of Alicia; certainly it left the grearesr m

ark
upon m

y life; but how
 dearly it costs m

e!
O

ur Alicia w
ith her huge dark blue eyes! And the so-srrange

contrast in her betw
een those eyes and her coal-black hair! From

M
am

an she had inherited also the ioveliest eyebrow
s I rem

em
ber

ever to have seen, so roundly arched, so high and sharply delin-
eated that they gave her glance an expression of am

azem
ent, of

pain at the spectacle of life. She w
as still herself, w

ith her pale,
slender face', yet no, it w

as no longer Alicia. For already she no
longer recognized those she so deeply ioved, m

e alone, at [im
es,

she still knew
. H

er strange eyes w
ould com

e back from
 so far

aw
ay that to see them

 return filled m
e w

ith dread; then she w
ould

look at m
e, sm

ile at m
e as before; m

aybe she w
ould even kiss m

e
in the joy of rediscovering m

e; but she clung to m
e roo tightly;

and of her, of A1lcia, I now
 w

as frighrened! Then she w
ould go

back to w
here she had com

e from
; her eyes w

ould lose us all, rel-
atives, friends, little sister. There w

ould be no one but herself im
-

prlsoned w
ithin her queer look. Even then I could im

agine how
terrible it m

ust be to be all alone w
ithin oneself.

"W
hatever is the m

atter w
ith Alicia?' I w

ould go ask M
am

an.
At hom

e w
e w

ere alw
ays very reluctant to cry w

here anyone
could see us. But how

 very often, at that tim
e, w

hen I w
ent into

the kitchen and found M
am

an alone, I caught her w
iping her eyes

w
ith the corner of her apron! And she w

ould hastily becom
e a

person w
ith a great deal to do, w

ho cannor be borhered. I w
ould

insist, "W
hat's the m

atter w
ith Alicia?"

They-I m
ean the grow

nups-w
ere protecting m

e from
 the

truth. They told m
e Alicia had nothing rhe m

arrer w
ith her. Is this

w
hat constitutes childhood; by m

eans of lies, to be kept in a
i53
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w
orld apart? But they could not prevenr m

y seeking; and seeking
by m

yself aione, w
rthout help, kept brlnging m

e back into rheir
w

orld.
It w

as sum
m

er. A hotter, m
ore brilliant sum

m
er I do not think

there ever w
as on R

ue D
escham

bault. W
e w

ere as though readied
for happiness, w

ith our trees fu1l ol fruir, flow
ers all around the

house, the law
n w

ell-cropped. If I rem
em

ber that sum
m

er so
w

ell, certainly it w
as because the season w

as so out of joint, so 1it-
tle in tune w

rth our thoughts. Alicia alone seem
ed not to be aw

are
of this contrast. She, w

ho w
as the cause of our m

isery, w
ithdrew

from
 it as though she had no part in it; alm

ost all the tlm
e she w

as
hum

m
ing.

O
ne day she w

ent up to the attic.
C

onstantly w
e w

ould ask each other, w
orried, as though con-

cerned about a tiny little child w
ho had eluded our w

archfulness,
"W

here is Alicia?"
And alm

ost every day I w
ould find the answ

er, "In the attic."
O

nce, though, it took m
e a long w

hiie to discover her. She had
hidden herself ln the depths of a dark cupboard, and w

hen I at
last lound her, she w

as holding her head rn her hands; this tim
e

she w
as crFng.

Yet how
 w

as it that, having found her in an attrtude w
hich in-

dicated she w
anted to play hide-and-seek w

ith m
e, I had no feel-

ing that this w
as a gam

e, nor any taste to join in it? In the pasr she
and I had often played at hiding lrom

 each orher; yer w
hen w

e
found each other once m

ore, it w
as to bubble w

ith laughter or ac-
r'use each other ol cheating.

"W
here is Alicia?" M

am
an w

ould ask m
e.

And I w
ould tell her, I w

ould say: "Today she's bralding flow
-

ers and singing."
W

hy w
as rt so sad to see Alicia spend hours w

eaving flow
ers

together to m
ake necklaces and bracelets lor her adornm

ent?
M

erely because she w
as no longer a little girl?...

O
ne day in the attic Alicia put on a long w

hite dress; around
her w

aist she lastened a w
ide, sky-blue belt; in her hair she

tucked som
e roses. I had never seen her look so lovely; and w

hy
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w
as lt sad to see her thus? She leaned out of the garret w

indow
tow

ard the slreet and began scattering petals from
 the roses over

the heads of the occasional passers-by And she sang plaintively,
"H

ere are flow
ers ... good people.... H

ere are roses foryou w
ho

w
alk byl..."
I don't know

 w
hy, but I feit obliged to tell M

am
an that Alicia

w
as throw

ing roses at the heads of the people in the stree[; one
m

ight have thought it som
ehow

 disgraced us.
"G

o back up to her, try to distract her," said M
am

an. "G
et her

aw
ay from

 the w
indow

."
That day, how

ever, Alicia did not even know
 m

e. W
hen I tried

to m
ake her m

ove, she abruptly gave m
e a m

alignant glance and
began scream

ing 'Judasl Judas!" at m
e. I w

as terribly afrald of
Alicia, and ran olf trem

bling. Yet it w
as only yesterday that Alicia

had been taking care of m
e. She w

as responsible for m
e w

hen
M

am
an w

as very tired or w
hen, w

anting a full afternoon undis-
turbed to tackle som

e m
ajor sew

ing projecL. she handed m
e over

to Alicia. She w
ould say, "Alicia, don't you w

ant to take the Little
O

ne for a w
alk? W

ill you look out for her?" M
any an older sister

w
ould not have enjoyed constantly to be encum

bered w
ith a lit-

tle girl iike m
e. But Ahcia never w

ounded m
e by seem

ing to be
bored at the prospect of having to look after m

e.
It's true that I gave her the least possible trouble. W

e w
ould

leave the house together, and I w
as enchanted at seeing lhat w

e
alw

ays took to the w
ilder side of the street. N

ever did w
e go-

Alicia and l-tow
ard tow

n; that did not interest us; w
e w

ould fol-
low

 the narrow
 w

ooden sidew
alk as far as the last house on our

street. Then w
e w

ould continue on across the fields, soon reach-
ing our 1itt1e grove of black oaks. In m

y childhood I thought this
grove huge; I believed it a forest.... I have long realized that it w

as
m

erely a largish clum
p of trees none too close together; it could

not even w
holly hide from

 us the distant gable of our house. N
o

m
am

er; it w
as am

ong these sm
all black oaks that I m

ost fully felt
the slightly dangerous m

ystery, the attractions, the solem
n joy of

being in the w
oods. Alicia helped m

e m
aintain this feeling. She

w
ould say to m

e, as w
e drew

 near our lirtle oaks, "Seel They look
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just like conspirarors w
rapped in their long, black coars." Then

w
e lorgot that the oaks w

ere conspirators; w
e stretched out on the

grass and w
atched rhe acorns fall, w

hich som
erim

es landed right
on our noses, w

hen w
e had not been quick enough to dodge

them
. W

e could spend hours w
ithout exchanging a w

ord. Already
Alicias thoughts, though, w

ere nor alw
ays huppy O

ne day, hav-
ing announced to her that w

hen i grew
 up, I w

ould do fine and
beautilul things, Alicia told m

e sadly, "O
ne says that, and then

one never accom
plishes anything except paltry things of no ac-

count."
"But m

ine w
ill be greatl"

Then, as though I w
ere il1, exposed to I know

 not w
hat, Alicia

took m
e in her arm

s; she rocked m
e under a sm

all oak tree
rustling quietly in the w

lnd, and I felt as though I w
ere being cra-

dled by the tree, the sky, by an inexhaustible renderness. yet
w

hen I pulled m
yself a little aw

ay from
 Alicia, I saw

 she w
as cry-

ing.She told m
e: "You see, w

har I should like is that no one suffer.
I'd like to spend m

y life preventing sorrow
 from

 touching peo-
p1e-Papa, M

am
an first of all, and then-oh, everyone. W

hy not
everyone? H

ow
 m

uch hurt is in the w
orldl"

W
hereupon she had again clasped m

e in her arm
s, saying "I'li

delend you. I w
on't 1et them

 do you harm
!"

N
ow

, how
ever, she did not see how

 m
iserable w

e w
ere. She re-

m
em

bered no one of us. She w
as our greatest unhappiness. W

hen
visitors cam

e, w
e tried to hide her. There w

ere som
e of our ac,

quaintances and friends w
ho srill asked after her; the m

ajority
pretended they no longer included her in our num

ber, yet som
e

few
 still asked M

am
an, "And your daughter Alicia?"

M
am

an w
ould explain how

 Alicia had been stricken w
ith a

fever w
hich had, as ir w

ere, consum
ed her, adding that the doc-

tors said ofsuch illnesses: either they killed you or else the sequel
w

as w
orse than death....

And I w
ould go off into a corner of the garden to ponder her

w
ords. W

hatever could be w
orse than death? I suppose I preferred

r
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to keep Alicla, unhappy, than to see her die. I w
as afraid lest now

they w
anted her dead. And from

 then on it w
as I w

ho kept sa1'rng,
"l'11 defend Alicia. I w

on't let them
 do her any harm

...." But one
day she bit m

e savagely, and M
am

an noticed it.
She w

as trem
bling w

hile she questioned m
e: "She hurt you?

And-before this-has it ever happened that she hurt you?"
I could not w

holly deny it; I w
as filied w

ith bouom
less terror.

Then it w
as that they decided to send Alicia aw

ay They didnot
tell m

e the truth; they arranged the truth; they w
holly transform

ed
it. To all m

y desperate insistence-"W
here is Alicia?"-they

replied that she w
as in good hands, that perhaps she w

ould re-
turn to health, that I m

ust pray for her. And then, from
 tim

e to
tim

e, I w
ould still ask, "W

hats the m
atter w

ith Alicia?"
And M

am
an, w

ho had been so pati.ent w
ith m

e, put m
e off

rather harshly "D
on't you see I'm

 so busy I don't know
 w

hat I'm
about? Leave m

e alone!" said M
am

an.
O

ne day Papa and M
am

an w
ere talking confidentially. I could

te11 by their faces w
hen w

hat they had to say w
as of interest to m

e.
I pretended to be busy coloring m

y picture book. Papa and
M

am
an glanced at m

e, then continued their conversation.
"lt's a chance w

orth taking," Papa w
as saying. "Alicia loved her

so!..."
"But she's only a child!.. And to take her to such a p1ace.

Edouard!" said M
am

an. "D
o you realize? ..."

But Papa repiied, "She w
as so fond of the baby! The joy of see-

ing her again, perhaps ... Shouldn't w
e try everything?"

"At her age," and M
am

an indicated m
e w

ith a m
otion of her

chin, "she could be m
arked lor 1ife...."

Papa insisted, "R
em

em
ber how

 she loved her. ll anyone can
still do anything, it's surely our babir. . . O

nly she can w
ork that

m
iracle.. 

. ."
Then, realizing that they expected a m

iracle of m
e, I scuttled

off and hid beneath the low
er branches of the balsam

s. They
hunted for m

e all afternoon; and w
hen by evening they had not

yet found m
e, they kept calling from

 the house, "Petite M
isdre!

C
hristine!"
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U
nderneath the evergreens in the darkness I w

as thinking ol
the picnics w

e so often had had rogether-jusr rhe rw
o of us,

Alicia and I. I presum
e that she had retained from

 childhood that
need, that deep taste for independence, since w

e-w
e children-

have so iittle true independence. In any case, to her as to m
e,

nothing seem
ed less agreeable, m

ore tiresom
e, than to sit dow

n at
the table for a m

eal. Thus quite ofren w
e persuaded M

am
an ro

give us perm
ission to take som

e bread and jam
, w

hich w
e then

66n5urnscl-\M
as it not strange?-in a cornfield lpng a little be-

yond the oak grove on rhe edge of the dim
inutive Seine R

iver.
This spot w

as not a bit com
fortable; it afforded us no least level

space on w
hich to spread out our food, and obviously there w

as
no view

. N
onetheiess, betw

een the high row
s of corn, Alicia and

I had long taken delight in feeling as though w
e w

ere closed in,
w

eli-protected, w
holly hidden. W

e spent hours rhere, nor in rhe
ieast em

barrassed by the fact that w
e had just enough room

 to slt
dow

n-to stoop, rather-betw
een the close-planted stalks. The

rustling of the big leaves, rhe occasional cry of a bird in the field,
a sound as of rippling w

ater w
hich the w

ind m
ade as it brushed

the young ears, their silk, w
hich w

e tore off to m
ake ourselves

beards or m
oustaches-to us all this w

as pleasure and high funl
\4e1g6ys1-2nd this gave us a w

arm
 feeling of security-ne sr.

could possibly have com
e near us w

ithout our hearing them
. In

the cornfield w
e w

ere as in a fortress, w
ell-protected against oth-

ers by the extrem
e pliancy of the stalks w

hich, by the least change
in the tone of thelr crackling, w

ouid have betrayed any invasions
of our dom

ain. M
am

an, how
ever, eventually learned w

here w
e

spent our afternoons; she had already begun to be anxious.
"ln the corn! W

hy alw
ays go eat in the corn w

hen there are
such love1y other piaces?"

Very early in the m
orning M

am
an and I left ro go rhere.

O
n the w

ay I asked, "H
ave you locked Alicia up?"

M
am

an tried to laugh. "Locked upl W
har an idea! O

f course
not. she's in very good hands. Shes being cared for by the best
doctors."



re
60 : ALTC

TA

But the sm
al1 tow

n w
e cam

e to had a dism
al look, unlike any

other tow
n. At ieast, so I saw

 it. Perhaps it w
as because of m

e.
Since those days I have noticed that our thoughts have a great and
curious pow

er over thlngs; on certain days they can m
ake seem

beautiful som
e w

retched gray hovel, yet ir can also happen that
they m

ake very ugly som
erhing that is nor such in itself. This

tow
n seem

ed to m
e silent, bored, and som

ehow
 i1l at ease in the

sunlight. O
n a 1ow

 hill a little outside rhe tow
n, rhere row

ered a
large, high building srill m

ore silent and m
ore severe than al1 the

rest; it w
as to this structure that w

e bent our steps. But I should
m

ention that on arriving M
am

an had to ask directions, and she
asked w

ith a blush, in a iow
, unhappy rone. N

ow
 rhar w

e knew
our w

ay, w
e approached the high brick building and w

e soon be-
cam

e aw
are that it w

as placed in the m
idst of rather handsom

e
grounds, w

ith paths, sea[s, even sw
ings, and m

any trees. But
w

hence cam
e the im

pression that despite these grounds, this
structure had no m

eans of exit anyvhere? M
aybe because of an

iron lence all round ir....
I rem

em
bered the field of corn; there one w

as locked in, true
enough, but it w

as a very differenr rhlng! . . . M
ight nor freedom

 re-
side in rem

aining w
ithin a very tiny space w

hich you can leave if
you have a m

ind to?
And how

 m
any trips had I already m

ade w
ith M

am
an, I

thought to m
yself; som

e of them
 the finest in the w

orld, in w
hich

I saw
 everything around m

e, others so sad they hid from
 m

e every
vista. H

ow
 strange is travel!

W
e knocked on a heai,y door. A m

ost im
passive w

om
an re-

ceived us in a parlor. I say parlor for lack of a better w
ord, since

j.t w
as m

uch better furnished than a convent or priest's house par-
Ior. There w

as readlng m
atter scattered about, good easy chairs

gaily upholstered in chinrz. N
evertheless, rhe idea w

ould nor
have occurred to m

e to call this room
 a livlng room

; you couid be
there only for the purpose of w

aiting ... w
aiting.... Such w

as the
m

essage of its silence; and yet all sorts of tiny sounds reached you
from

 afar, like soft, alm
ost fleering foorsreps, and the noise of

keys. keys being turned in locks, keys sw
inging on a chain ried
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rrround the w
aist. Then I heard a peal of laughter, brief but fright-

cning. I quickly held m
y hands to m

y ears. M
am

an seem
ed not to

have heard it. She did not even notice how
 greatly I w

as terrified.
M

am
an m

ust have been deeply saddened no longer even to no-
tice m

y ow
n sadness. They say that sorrow

 brings people togeth-
cr. This is not alw

ays true; that day sorrow
 built a round w

al1 tight
closed about M

am
an as she sat erect on a straight-backed chair.

Then w
e heard footsteps com

ing tow
ard us. The door opened.

ln the com
pany of a blue-uniform

ed w
om

an Alicia stood on the
threshold. I say Alicia also for w

ant of anything better. For it
could not be Alicia w

ho stood that w
ay, her head bent, her body

sagging as though broken, broken ln I know
 not w

hat abom
-

lnable fashionl
And I w

anted to cry out to the w
om

an, to the building, to the
w

hole red tow
n, "W

hat have you done to Alicia?"
The w

om
an in uniform

 told M
am

an rhat she w
as m

uch better,
that obviously one could not expect too m

uch, but that there w
as

progress, then she lelt us.
Alicia, having sat dow

n, rem
ained m

otionless, unseeing.
"A1icia," sald M

am
an, ever so gently, "don't you recognize m

e?"
And M

am
an nam

ed herself. "Your m
other ..." yet so em

barrassed
at having to say it that, iike a w

ax taper, she seem
ed to burn and

then m
elt aw

ay... 
.

Alicia lifted her head a little; her eyes gave M
am

an a sidew
ays

glance; they sw
ept over M

am
an's face as though it w

ere that of a
pleasant stranger .. . and m

oved on elsew
here....

It's curious, but only then did I understand the w
ords that, for

som
e tim

e now
, M

am
an occasionally m

urm
ured to herself: "In m

y
grave ... I w

ish I w
ere in m

y gravel..."
Then she encouraged m

e w
ith a brief gesture, not over-persuasive,

as though she thought, "D
o try-you-to w

ork the m
iracle."

I slipped out of m
y chair. I m

oved close to Alicia. I put m
y

arm
s around her w

aist, and I, also, ca11ed out to her, "Alicia!"
She sm

iled at m
e then, but it w

as like the sm
ile of a sm

all
child, w

ho recognized only very vaguely, by thelr faces, by their
voices, those w

ho love her. And m
y heart w

as broken; I know
 it

I
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m
ust have been broken; I had no m

ore courage left lor the m
ira-

cle. I let m
y head fall over Alicias knees and I began ro cry, sud-

denly rem
em

bering the rustle of the corn leaves above us.
Then I felt Alicias hands, w

hich softly stroked m
y w

et cheek,
as though to take stock of som

ething inexplicable, very strange;
and as though this hand w

as going forrh to m
eer a habit long-

forgotten and littie by llttle rediscovered, lt began to stroke m
y

tem
ples and m

y hair
I turned m

y head on Alicia's knees. H
er eyes w

ere straining, fo-
cusing on a problem

 so absorbing that their pupils betrayed no
slightest m

otion. You w
ould have thoughr rhar a light from

 deep
w

ithin her w
as striving to reach her eyes, and that m

ade m
e think

ol long dark corridors through w
hich one passes w

irh a lam
p in

ones hand.... H
ad Alicia, then, so long a dlstance to traverse,

alone in those black corridors? And w
as it recollection-that tiny

glow
 w

hich from
 tim

e to rim
e I saw

 shine behind her eyes?
Abruptly the light shone brighter rhere. W

irh her sm
all lam

p
shining in her hand, Alicia m

ust have been nearing the end of the
passage; thoughts, real thoughts, flitted across her face, but like
veiled, uncertain passengers. O

h, how
 deeply srirring it is to be-

hold a soul returning to a hum
an countenance!

Alicia held m
e w

ith her eyes. She looked ar m
e intensely,

sm
iled at m

e, found m
y nam

e. She even spoke to m
e: "The Litrle

O
nel lt's you! W

here on earth did you com
e from

 all by yourself?"
And then she cried out. "You've com

e to get m
el lt's you w

ho
have com

e to get m
e!... I knew

 you'd com
e!..."

And joy flooded her face as though ir w
ere rhe sun itself. W

as
it not a thing to m

arvel at? R
eturning to life, Alicias soul first of

all found joy! As though the soul had been m
ade for joy! 

.

But at once her lips, her hands began to trem
ble! W

hy, im
m

e-
diately after j oy, did despair cast itself upon her? N

ever before had
I seen despair, and yet I recognized it. Such it surely w

as: a m
o-

m
ent of lucidity, w

hen you see your life and the harm
 you do orh-

ers, all their unhappiness, yet no longer is it possible to change
anything about it, it is too late; or else you w

ere yourself only the
instrum

ent ol suffenng.. . . About that, one can do nothing.
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This despair did not last long. N
either M

am
an nor I could have

cndured it longer .. . nor Alicia herself. lt w
as killing her, as it

w
ere, before our very eyes.
For one sole instant, then, w

e w
ere ourselves w

lthin Alicia, and
she herself w

as w
rthin us, and w

e w
ere upon one single shore,

close enough to touch, to see one another.... Then despair took
Alicia aw

ay... She began to draw
 off; and, abruptly, a darksom

e,
invisibie stream

 dug its w
ay betw

een us. Alicia, on the far shore,
w

as m
oving aw

ay ... m
ysteriously ... she w

ithdrew
. I yearned to

call her, so far gone w
as she already And she, like som

eone about
to disappear-she raised her hand and w

aved it tow
ard us.

After this she seem
ed like a w

ell-behaved 1ittle girl of about m
y

age w
ho toys w

ith her fingers, crossing and then uncrossing
them

.

She died a few
 m

onths later. They buried her, as one buries every-
body, w

hether a person has died on the day of his death-or long
before, because, m

aybe, of life itself. . W
hat difference can there

be here?... And w
hy dld they say of Alicia that G

od ... w
hen H

e
cam

e to take her .. had show
n her a m

ercy?...

R
rsponornc Pensonnlrv
l D

escribe a m
em

orable childhood friend you once played
w

ith.
2. R

ecord your view
s about w

hy m
ental illness takes som

e
people into other w

orlds.

R
gspottoIre C

nlncnllv
3.W

ho are the protagonist and focal character of the story?
C

om
pare ideas w

ith a partner.
4. W

hat foreshadow
ing is there of Alicias increasing m

ental
instability? W

hy couldn't her younger sister help her?
5.ln a sm

all group, discuss the m
eaning of the last paragraph.

D
o you think this paragraph provides an effective ending to

the story? W
hy or w

hy not?


