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Michèle Roberts, poet, essayist and author of fourteen works of
fiction, was elected a Fellow of the Royal Society of Literature in 1999
and was awarded the Chevalier de l’Ordre des Arts et des Lettres in
2000. Her memoir, Paper Houses, was published to great acclaim in
2007. She lives in London.


‘Mud offers not only the poetry of Roberts’s exquisite sensibilities but
a saturnalian experience …Roberts brings art and artifice, the
artefact of gender, the style of couture and cuisine up against the raw
matter from which culture is forged …The short story is an intimate,
subtle and enigmatic form: Michèle Roberts reminds us in this
virtuoso collection that she is one of our foremost practitioners of the
art’ Stevie Davies, Guardian


‘We are engulfed by these stories and in them, we remember our own
lives’ Elaine Feinstein, Independent


‘In Michele Roberts’s new collection, which contains more powerful,
uncompromising writing than you will find in most novels, women’s
sexual consciousness and a radical perception of sexual difference hold
centre stage …The short story is all about the ending, the point
towards which the reader and the writer hurtle together. Roberts
delivers her often unexpected, startling resolutions with wit and
style …Her prose is sharp as a whip and as unforgettable as a lover’s
tenderness’ Patricia Duncker, Literary Review



‘Michèle Roberts draws emotional pain with precision, describing
confusion with a limpid finesse’ Chloe Campbell, TLS



‘It is in the inventiveness of form and the angle at which her words
are cut that Roberts still manages to dazzle …She takes pleasure in
unpicking the fabric of fiction …Roberts’s greatest skill is the insight
with which she writes about women caught up in heightened states
of awareness’ Megan Walsh, The Times



‘Entertaining, elegant, bite-sized gulps of fiction, full of lust for life’
Red
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      Author’s Note

      This novel owes its inception to Michael Taylor of publishers Calmann-Lévy in Paris, who first told me about William Wordsworth’s
         love affair, at the beginning of the French Revolution, with Annette Vallon, and suggested I write a novel about it. I’m very
         grateful for the inspiration Michael gave me, but he is not responsible for the way the novel is written. It turned into a
         historical romance which is not about William Wordsworth but about his compatriot and friend William Saygood, a wholly fictional character. Similarly, although
         Mary Wollstonecraft appears in the novel, I have plundered various aspects of her life for my character Jemima Boote. I have
         made up events and places as well as people, notably the goings-on in the fictional village of Saintange-sur-Seine on the
         outskirts of Paris. I hope readers will forgive me for the liberties I have taken.
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      PROLOGUE

      Saintange-sur-Seine





      
      
      1

      
      In her youth Louise Daudry, née Geuze, had committed a wicked and unusual crime. At that time, autumn 1792, she wanted money
         very badly, so she put aside her knowledge that what she was doing was wrong and would hurt others. She told herself that
         virtue was a luxury the poor could not afford. She let herself be persuaded that no one would ever find out.
      

      
      She had borne the mark of her sin all her life, a fact she could not escape, like an extra rib or a third nipple. Her memory
         of what she had done deformed her, for it led to her complete loneliness. There was not a soul she could tell of her secret.
         The worst thing about it was that no one could see or suspect it, for it was hidden inside her and did not show. She was too
         ashamed to tell her husband and children. She had been lying to them all these years, the sort of lying that involves keeping
         your mouth shut and not speaking out, and she could not stop now. She was too afraid of the contempt they would feel for her
         if she told them the truth.
      

      
      She had been well paid for what she did. Gold coins were flicked into her lap and she had counted them and tested them with
         her teeth. Enough for a decent dowry. She had been able to marry François after all. She had borne three children and only
         one of them had died. She and François had survived bad harvests, debts, a couple of revolutions, all the turmoil and harshness life chucked at them. But perhaps it was not life
         but God who was pursuing her now, catching up with her, closing in on her, irate, implacable? Was it God who had sent her
         this illness as a punishment? She was only thirty-eight and she was not ready to die. Plenty of people did die in their thirties.
         Annette Villon had died five weeks ago aged only thirty-six. Louise had gone to the funeral, along with everyone else in the
         village. She had sat stony-faced throughout the requiem mass, hardly attending to the muttered Latin she knew by heart and
         of which she could not understand a word, too busy with guilty thoughts of the past to pay much heed to her surroundings and
         the other people pressed against her in the wooden pew. The unheated church was damp and smelled of mould and sweat. The weather
         that day was chilly and wet. She thought perhaps the illness had first got her in its clutches then, as she waited, stamping
         her feet on the cold flags of the aisle, to take her turn to bless Annette’s coffin with holy water sprinkled in the sign
         of the cross, and afterwards, as they shuffled behind Caroline and Maître Robert to the grave.
      

      
      Sometime after Caroline had stolen trinkets and jewellery from her father’s house and run away, Louise fell ill. Her head
         ached, her bones hurt, her teeth chattered. She sat by the fire and shivered and felt she had jumped into old age. She said
         to her fifteen-year-old son Antoine: after I’m dead, don’t delay getting married, when I’m gone you’ll need someone to do
         all my work around here.
      

      
      To her thirteen-year-old daughter Marie she said: put more wood on the fire. She repeated this every hour. The cold had got
         inside her and she could not get rid of it. Her daughter humoured her, piling fresh logs in the grate. Neighbours dropped
         in, when they could spare five minutes, to help Marie. Louise overheard one of them saying: that’s right, give her what comfort
         you can, she won’t be here long, she’s had her life, poor thing. Louise shouted to herself: no.
      

      
      Red flames licked and curled around the heaped wood. They were burning one of the ancient apple trees which had blown over in the orchard in the recent storm. It smelled as fragrant
         and sweet as the incense the priest lit in the censer on holy days and swung about the altar, veiling it in perfumed mist.
         The pungent scent of saints’ festivities reminded Louise that if she were dying she ought to make her confession. Just in
         case hell existed. She thought: I don’t want heaven and everlasting bliss, though. Too exhausting. I want to lie face down
         on the earth and kiss it and then be covered by it and be at peace.
      

      
      The priest had been in the parish for only a year. He hardly knew her. It occurred to her that he was the one person to whom
         she could confess her crime committed eighteen years ago. He was bound by his vows not to tell anybody else. He might despise
         her, but at least she could avoid seeing him and feeling humiliated that he knew. She would not have to face his anger or
         risk losing his love. What a coward she was. But it was too late to tell anyone else now. Even if she only had a few days
         left to live, she could not face the rejection which would surely come if she blurted everything out.
      

      
      She said to François: fetch the priest. I want to confess.

      
      She wasn’t important enough to be high up on the priest’s list. She waited for three days. On the afternoon of the third day
         he came. The dog yapped outside in the yard, and the priest pushed open the heavy door and entered, fumbling his way through
         the dark room towards her, grumbling as he blundered into the edge of the table and nearly tripped over the nearby bench.
         He sank into the chair opposite hers and sighed. The firelight lit up his pasty face and thin fair hair. He smelled of old
         sweat. She supposed he had just the one soutane and so it never got washed. He was holding his handkerchief over his mouth,
         which made her realise she must smell as bad as he. She was too weak to go outside to piss and so she did it into a bucket
         instead and she knew that often some leaked on to her clothes. She’d stopped noticing the stink in her lap, because doing
         so made life easier. Now he’d reminded her. But at least he was here.
      

      
      
      —Well, Louise, he said: when you’re better, perhaps we’ll be seeing you more often at Sunday mass.

      
      Louise was silent. She arranged herself into a pose of contrition. She clasped her hands together in her apron and looked
         down at her feet.
      

      
      —Well, Louise? the priest repeated: let’s get a move on, shall we? I’ve haven’t got all day.

      
      He was undoing his cloak and throwing it behind him on the back of his chair. Underneath he had on the purple brocade stole
         he wore for hearing confessions. Its two narrow ends, trimmed in gilt, dangled down over his stomach. He settled himself in
         the chair, squirming his buttocks to get the cushions comfortably dented, then folded his hands one over the other and cocked
         his head on one side.
      

      
      —I’ve got my boys’ catechism class after this, he said: so let’s give it ten minutes and get it over with, shall we?

      
      They both made the sign of the cross. Louise began with the words she knew so well that they rolled off her tongue like little
         balls of spit: bless me, Father, for I have sinned.
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