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Ron had imagined himself Laruelle a character in the book he’d been reading first setting eyes on the great Gothic splendour of Chartres cathedral from the fields around Saint Pres where he had been scouting a location for a film he would have liked to direct. His imagination, like Ron’s now, had turned to thoughts of those pilgrims who year after year, century after century had approached the building and watched it seem to simply rise from the green fields into the receiving sky. But Laruelle had had to recognise that as an artist he was a failure; unable to find in himself sufficient authenticity. Ron recognised an affinity with that hopelessness. In fact, he first saw the tops of the spires through the heavy wet air of the evening city in Summer as they arrived looking for the hotel. He felt the weight of Laruelle’s brooding disappointment.
At eight they checked in. He’d chosen the Hotel les Poemes de Chartres for its name. 

By ten they were in bed.
The following morning he got up early, picked up his copy of Under The Volcano  that great 20th century masterpiece in which Laruelle had appeared, held it glumly for a moment before replacing it and leaving the room. 
Pam woke in the bed already vacated by Ron and saw the risen spires through the hotel room window. With a forlorn gesture she felt for something beside her. Not him.
Ron climbed the early wet streets towards the cathedral. It was cold. Going up to the church was something he had to do even though everything – the drizzly rain, the lack of parking, the grubby room and the inedible croque monsieur of the night before as well as the ever present memory of the child, seemed to mitigate against this part of their holiday working out as he would have liked. He passed a patisserie where a neat woman in black with white apron was dressing a window beneath an arcature above which an elderly man groaned as he touched his toes on a neo-Norman balcony. The smells of baking softened the hard, dank morning and lifted a little, Ron’s gloom.
In a square he stopped before the memorial to Jean Moulin, the Resistance hero killed by the Gestapo. A martyr for the French, it said, awarded the Medaille de la Resistance as one might have expected, despite which here was a marker to Ron that there could be no life without injustice.
Pam was often lonely even when not alone and when she was lonely her mind turned to memories of the important steps in her pregnancy, like the first suspicions and then the confirmation. These, now, could make her choke. And each scan was etched upon her memory like an abstract but real intaglio. Sometimes the notion of love presents itself to her and she feels nauseous; it has become a thing too challenging in its simplicity; become inarguably sentimental. There is no room now for any self-indulgence – every feeling must be edged with bitterness. She was sure that on any day, there were times when she wouldn’t mind dying. She had dressed and was waiting. Waiting, she supposed, for Ron’s return. She looked through the window out into the desperate drizzle hearing that distant train go through on the line below Westbourne Crescent taking the body from before her life to after it.
Navigating the walkway to the left of the lawns before the Cathedral, Ron moved forward with his eyes fixed on the mighty front. He wanted to feel humbled by it, wanted his struggle against the misery caused by their carting of the child’s body across France mocked by it for the self-importance of that sad weight. As he got close to the hedge on the left that skirted an outbuilding, he almost fell over a rough sleeper wrapped in a heavy coat and covered with a plastic sheet, before him a small bowl containing a single five cent coin.
He stopped. He was suddenly aware of the incongruity of this sad pauper outside the Cathedral on a day in the 21st century. He felt the need for a gesture of defiance to spite the church’s dominion. He felt in the back pocket of his jeans and fished out a five euro note and dropped it in the bowl. The man didn’t move. The benevolent Ron excused him.
Inside, the Cathedral was entirely still. In the corner near the door in an area that had once been a chapel, was a shop selling religious merchandise. Before him, the huge, vaulted interior offered a comforting distraction from the pettiness of his misery. Apart from the two women organising the themed goods with the muted clatter of holiness, the place was empty.

He searched out the Blue Virgin which, just as Google had said was in the south ambulatory of the Cathedral in the 13th century window, reckoned to be the most beautiful example of stained glass work in existence.

Pam had said: And if you get to see this window, what will it do for you?

It was a strange question: no one would think he was a John Berger with a unique approach to the way one might view an art work.

I don’t know. Maybe nothing. But I would like to be taken somewhere by it. Maybe I can find a place beyond time if I look at it now.

Is that a need for the over 60s?

Listen. Why do you bring that up? Why do you so frequently bring that up? Ever since…it’s like you think I’m to blame. Because of my age.

That’s a stupid thing to say.

He looked up at it. There. As if it was made yesterday though it was almost a thousand years old. He was awed by the richness of the deep reds and blues, moved by the bemused virgin garmented in a light-absorbing numinous pastel blue, on her lap a far from seraphic, hard-faced child Christ looking out. He thought: what does one make of it? What should one make of it, one’s critical faculties leaned on by the mores of the place. (He recalled, for example, on the day before leaving, the sun beaming through the lilac coloured plastic tumblers on the glass counter in The Mariner, suggesting celebration and the smiles of children and he made a feeling of joy of that.)
Before, Pam had walked proudly with her 8 month old baby safe and sound inside her making an outrageous bump like a pouched melon on her slim forty year old body. She bred enthusiasm wherever she went: how long now, love? Just another month. Isn’t it wonderful? A boy? A girl? Boy. You know? I couldn’t wait myself. To know. I’d be the same. Who wouldn’t? Named him? We like Joe. I love Joe! Joseph. No. Just Joe. My little boy Joe.
People always say a work of art should move you. The light through the pale stained glass panes moved him a little away from his seemingly unrelenting, daily gloom. The Christ was not quite baby enough and he thought of Pam and felt sorrow. And blame. It didn’t come from her but from so many years of emotional misdemeanours he’d carelessly executed which caused him to feel he had no moral strength with which to support her. And this thousand year old miracle was, finally, only that because that is what was said of it.

Before the catastrophe, Pam would listen to women’s programmes on the radio and on one occasion they were talking about sleep training. One woman was complaining that her child wakes four or five times a night. Had been doing it for nearly three years and it was driving her crazy. Another said she’d trained him by letting him scream. That she did that for as long as two weeks. Pam, sunk into the holy clouds of her downy cushions, stroked her belly and thought, not without anxiety, that she could never let little Joe cry like that. She wouldn’t mind if he kept her up all night! Just as long as she could kiss his little face as often as she wanted to.
In the hotel room in Chartres waiting for Ron’s return, she took a Diazepam pill. Would she ever want to take too many? She laid back on the bed; it would be half an hour before it would begin to work and lift this terrible burden of life.
While Ron was studying The Virgin, a party of Japanese tourists swept in and immediately began taking photographs. They appeared to be without a tour guide and he felt afraid of an impending recklessness. He made for the way out detouring into the merchandise area where a significant number of the Japanese had congregated. And now he felt relaxed to be among them as though their otherness suggested they were a gathering of languageless children.

The merchandise, as one expected, was all about Christ and the Cathedral – post cards, miniature models of the building in glistening silver coats and, in a corner on a hanging display, souvenir medallions like large coins. They were two euros each and Ron immediately felt he’d like to get one for Pam. To reaffirm his love, yes but to show her that when he was away from her he thought of little else but her. But he’d given up his only money to the beggar outside the Cathedral. And so, hidden from the merchandisers by the garrulous Japanese, he selected one of the medallions, closed his hand around it and put the hand in his pocket and then disinterestedly visited different areas of the shop seeing nothing.
Pam fell asleep.

Ron walked out into the darker, more sinister morning above which great cumulonimbus swelled. He paused and took out the medallion which, in the unnatural twilight, looked wonderful. He tossed it up and caught it watched by the beggar.

A baby cried in a room of the hotel and Pam suddenly woke startled with her eyes opened as with a speculum.

Suddenly, Ron’s resolve to take the medallion back to Pam, left him. Looking passed the tramp and the grassy area he could see the side edge of the Jean Moulin monument and in that moment as though moved by the spirit of resistance determined that rather than take Pam a stolen medallion he would give it to the poor man as his own Medaille de la Resistance. 

Pam got up as if to go to the crying child and walked to the door just as Ron held out the medallion.
Pam held onto but didn’t turn the handle of the door as she battled with her desire to fly to the crying child by repeating to herself through her tears, as a mantra, that it could not be her baby Joe.

The mendicant took the medal, turned it over in his hand a few times and held it up for Ron to take back. He said with an almost cultured English accent:

Do you think you can buy off your guilt with this? 
And after a pause added: It is worthless. 
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