
La Cathedral 

 

You’re forgetting about the milk, aren’t you? 

She’ll be back soon, and she did remind you twice before she left. 

Well, give yourself some credit; you were about to put your shoes on. You were 

perched on the edge of your bed, a Chelsea boot in one hand, when something 

caught your eye. 

It’s a small book, wedged beneath a stack of more familiar volumes. Perhaps 

you bought it in the first year of your degree. You ordered everything on the reading 

list that autumn, possessed of the best intentions. Years passed away; you never 

opened half of them. Something in that title is calling to you now. 

La Cathedral. 

The words sound elegant and strong. They resonate inside you, an iron bell 

ringing in a darkened hall. You extract the book, a thin paperback, and examine the 

cover. It’s a nondescript image – an oil painting of a red stone church, cropped from 

a larger work for this edition. 

It’s not much to look at, but it doesn’t have to be: your eye is transfixed again by 

the title. 

La Cathedral. You imagine saying it aloud. La Kateedral! you would declare, 

pronouncing it as the author must have intended. Yes, the author – Le Suerte. 

You’ve never heard of the man, but then again, you never finished that degree. This 

must have been later in the syllabus.  

You open the book and begin to read. Pale blades of sunlight slant across the 

room. Hunched on the bed, you angle the page towards the window, illuminating 

lines of dense black lettering.  

No chapter titles – just Roman numerals. Everything about the layout pleases 

you. For an odd, aching moment, you wish that someone else was here to witness 

this moment. Look! Bending to study a book of such apparent calibre, brow furrowed 

in concentration, hair swept artfully to one side... 

A priest arrives in a small town, somewhere in provincial France. He is a 

passionate, idealistic man, and he sets about renovating the local church. He 

commits to raising a new spire. Then, as construction gets under way, he discovers 

a forgotten cellar underneath the alter. 



So far, so good. Something about the style intrigues you. It must be a 

translation – an old one at that – but there is a concise poetry to the text. Staccato 

sentences. Spartan imagery. Unerring confidence in every word.      

The steeple grows taller. Rough-handed labourers are at work almost every 

day. Soon another cellar is discovered, below the first. The very next morning, the 

priest stumbles upon a third, and then a fourth, each one set deeper in the earth, 

each one older than the last. 

As the spire rears ever closer to heaven, the protagonist descends into 

shadowy caverns that predate everything above. 

And that’s not all. 

As the work continues, the priest begins to receive strange letters, quoting 

versus from the Gospel of John. In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was 

with God. 

Then there are the dreams. Every night they torment him. 

A twisted Madonna, her belly swollen with a great ungodly child. An angel who 

coughs and wretches, bent double, as an unending serpent issues from his mouth. 

The Christ himself, his frail form nailed to a gigantic oak. The tree’s branches seem 

to pierce the sky itself, even as its roots vanish into a fiery chasm below. 

The priest’s waking hours are no more reassuring. Taciturn villagers appear, 

imparting cryptic messages and falling silent if he presses them with questions. 

When they do feel compelled to answer, it is only to produce more riddles. 

How old is this church? the priest demands. Where does the raven make its 

nest? replies an aging milkman.   

Every line glitters with a profundity too great to be immediately discerned. Like 

the titular cathedral, the narrative is an awesome structure of immaculate designs 

and repeating patterns. It is a fathomless pool and the bottom will always evade you. 

No exploration could be final. 

You know a sudden conviction that, if you were to devote the rest of your life to 

the earnest study of this book, you would never exhaust the wisdom enshrined 

therein. 

How could anyone write such a thing? How could a man set pen to paper and 

construct this cathedral, this towering monolith? With what greatness of spirit must 

such an individual be endowed? 



You have to know. The cathedral itself is not enough; who was the titan upon 

whose shoulders each mighty stone was borne? 

Le Suerte. 

A Frenchman, then. Of course! Once he had finished building Notre Dame, 

what was left? When every earthly masterpiece is complete, all that remains is a 

work so great that it cannot truly be understood. His was a temple so holy, so divine, 

that mere bricks and mortar could only offend its form. 

You rush to your laptop and search “Le Suerte La Cathedral”. Even here, 

emblazoned against the glowing white light, that word thrills you. It reverberates in 

your mind, as your voice would echo in a vast stone hall. 

La Kateedral! 

Wikipedia contains only a short entry for the man. He grew up in northern Italy 

in the 16th Century. Before that, his family had been members of French aristocracy. 

As a youth he had trained to enter the priesthood, but the road ahead was winding.  

La Suerte was no saint. He had taken a bride against her will and slain her 

father in the street. The girl was no more than thirteen; by today’s standards, no 

small matter. The murder and abduction eventually led to his expulsion from the 

church, though his aging father’s wealth staid the constable’s hand. 

Don’t sit in judgement now. A life well lived? Perhaps not, but it was better lived 

than yours! What the hell could anyone write about you, half a century after your 

ignoble end? 

You are anonymous, faceless; a parasite feeding on the corpse of giant. Yet 

every drop of blood from that fallen behemoth nourishes your irrelevant flesh. It 

redefines your place in this fleeting world; perhaps you play only a minor role in a 

much larger narrative, but what a narrative it is! 

This is La Suerte’s story, but your reverence has earned you some small place 

in his grand design. 

Time slips away. The sun has vanished behind stacks of ashen cloud. Now the 

wind is rising. You hear the front door open below. 

Springing to your feet, you rush downstairs. She’s standing in the hallway, 

unlacing her boots. As you hurry to meet her, she fixes you with tired eyes and says 

something about milk. 

Milk? 



Of course you’ve forgotten! How could you remember anything at all, when 

your mind is filled with the spire and the cellar and the haunted priest? It’s a wonder 

that you still know how to breath. 

“I found a book!” you cry. “It’s incredible, honestly. I can’t...” 

“What’s the book?” 

“La Cathedral,” you say. Then you pause. 

Something’s wrong – something’s missing. La Cathedral! You repeat the name 

aloud; once, twice, three times. She stares at you, uncomprehending. 

The magic has vanished. The glittering brilliance of that title has faded away 

like a star before the dawn. La Cathedral. It’s only a name, and you’re not even 

pronouncing it correctly. 

Perhaps it would sound better if you were French. 

“What’s it about?” she asks, rubbing her temple distractedly.  

“This priest who’s trying to build a new part on his church,” you stammer. “He’s 

putting up this new steeple on an old church, but there’s all these cellars under the 

church and they keep going down deeper. Then there’s someone writing letters...” 

Your voice is lead upon your tongue, your lips numb. You don’t have the words. 

You never did. Perhaps that is why you dined so hungrily upon Le Suerte’s. 

Slowly, you turn away from her and walk into the kitchen. She starts talking 

about the damn milk again, but you can’t listen any more. You move as one 

dreaming. Your feet no longer touch the earth.  

Now you stand before the window, peering out through storm-flecked glass. 

The book is still clutched in your hand. 

You shut your eyes. The world dissolves amid sheets of grey rain and wind-

swept vapour.  


