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Introductory Note





Almost all the characters in this story lived in Gaul thirteen centuries ago and left behind odd, slivered images of themselves. I have tried to put these together as one might, taking a few surviving sherds, try for the shape of a lost and curious pot. I have bent known facts hardly at all. I did fill in gaps. Two characters are invented—Ingunda and Fridovigia—another, Agnes, is made to remain as abbess for longer than she did and to end more unhappily. The political plot is an invention but its background and component elements come from chronicles of the time. I have chosen to suppose that Agnes and Fortunatus had a love affair. It has usually been held that his playful and passionate letters to her expressed a purely chaste feeling. Perhaps. Perhaps not. Recent evidence tends to show that flesh subdued by monastic vows can and does requicken. Celibacy of the clergy, as it is being questioned now, was only partially and reluctantly accepted then. The behaviour of the renegade nuns is far more outrageous in the chronicles than in my account. Radegunda’s visions are described by her contemporary biographer, Sister Baudonivia.


My setting is the Wild West of an age often called ‘Dark’. It was a world as fissile and fragmented as our own and its end was often thought to be in sight. Unlike ourselves, thinking people then did not embrace the fragmentary quality of experience but reacted by trying to contain bolting certitudes under grids of inflexible belief. They longed for coherence. In retelling this story, I too have tried for it. But it is, I repeat, a story. For fancy—however empathic—to coincide with one of history’s secrets would be a miracle as odd as any in which the Merovingians believed. 


The action of this novel spans the two decades between 568 and 587. There are some flashbacks to earlier events remembered by Radegunda and Agnes. Every change in time is indicated by a date in brackets. The monologue of the anchoress, although presented at various points throughout the novel, takes place entirely in the last two years, 586 and 587.



















Chapter One





[A.D. 586]


The mad cannot sin.


Darkness chews at my brain. Chinks multiply. It seeps in.


Don’t let it! It is a duty to struggle against the Princes, Powers and Dominations of the World of Darkness and against the evil spirits who inhabit the air.


A losers’ battle?


No.


We are all at war: the Church Militant.


I see—I choose to—the late evening view from the convent garden: field and vineyard strips angled like a backgammon board with shadows, forests, a prickle of light: the river Clain. Our buildings straddle the city walls so that turrets built for defence are now part of our cloister and so, by God’s grace, still used for defence. Our chaplain used to say that. Father Fortunatus. There is only one door. The abbess keeps the key. It is iron and drags at her waist. The knobs in her backbone show through her woollen robe when she bends. It is the only key. All rooms remain unlocked. By Rule. There are many. I can recite their names and uses: a memory test. Refectory, spinning-, weaving-, drying-rooms, book-room and so forth. It is too easy. I listed them yesterday with everything they contain: woad, madder, soap, grease, shears, everything. The words flow fluently as water and prove nothing. Memory survives judgment. I must think and talk to myself clearly and sequentially. Every day. It is important that I do, for that is what will help keep me sane.


In reality I have not seen the convent for a long time. I do not know how long. For a while I kept count of the days. I can see cracks of light. I know when it is day and when night. Also, I can hear the bells ring for lauds, prime, terce, sext, nones and for the nocturnal offices. I kept count for seven months and thirteen days. Then I fainted. It was light in the cracks when I lost consciousness. It was dark when I came to. Hours later? Days? I could not tell. I could have asked the sister who brings me food. But a recluse does not speak. It was a sign. I understood that. Counting the days was wrong. It showed attachment to the world and I had sworn that I would renounce the world. Therefore I had done wrong to hold on to time. Time is of the world. So: I gave up counting the days. That must have been a long time ago. For a while I thought maybe I should not watch the cracks of light either. I used to close my eyes or turn my back on the cracks. But I understood that that, too, was wrong. I had sworn of my own free will to live as a recluse. So now I must live. Dying would be a sin against the Holy Spirit and against the Will of God. I must not deny the Light. Daylight figures the Light. The world lives in my memory and I do not blot it out for I am not to die but to live meagerly. All my strength must go into staying alive, into staying sane so that whatever I do or suffer remains deliberate. Therefore I allow myself to watch the cracks of light and to notice when they pale and when they turn yellow as they do when the sun is shining on the world outside. I even hold up my hand and drinking-flask to the light and look at them. The flask is of bluish glass full of tiny air bubbles and my hand is pink and lumpy and covered with old scars.


When I was a child, news came to the convent of a boy who had been walled up by his own wish eight years before. He had been twelve years old then and for eight years lived as I do now in a narrow space between two walls, fed, as I am fed, through a crooked slit which let in only cracks of light. For eight years he lived in sanctity. Then demons took hold of him and he began to shout that he was being burned and scorched and that the saints of God were thrusting burning needles through his body. His torment was so great that he succeeded in removing one of the great stones from his prison. Flinging down the wall, he came forth, howling that he was in the grip of atrocious pains and yelling that the saints were the cause of his torment. Raving! He was brought to many shrines but his madness could not be cured. I heard it said then that the demons had gained power over him through his pride. He had aimed too high, starving himself beyond reason, denying himself water and trying perhaps to empty his mind of all but heavenly thoughts. “We are not angels,” our chaplain told us then. “Heaven is not our sphere. If we try to be angelic we will be punished. We will be flung back into our own bestial animality.” Our abbess had the same opinion of violent penances. “Beware,” she used to say, “lest in scouring off the rust, you break the vessel itself.”


*


Radegunda’s most scorching memory was not private.


Half Gaul shared it with her for it was in every harpist’s repertory. It was not only her worst memory, it was also her first for it had burned out everything that had been in her mind before. Some earlier images did survive but could not be deciphered and only glowed with a dark, tantalizing phosphorescence, as old ink-marks might on a fire-blackened page.


The combustive memory was itself suspect. It was too ample, too vivid. Radegunda had been eleven when her family was massacred and had, of course, understood what was happening. The trouble was that she had heard the event described scores of times since, complete with accounts of incidents which she, as a girl, could not possibly have witnessed. These became as real to her as those she had. As time passed, the harpists added more violent detail. The smells of blood and smoke, the burning bones and the wrench of falling rafters were like acid in Radegunda’s nose. Once she fainted at a banquet during a particularly graphic retelling of it all.


“Poor lady!” 


“Didn’t that fool of a harpist know who she was?”


“How could he? He’s new here.”


“All the same …”


The incident gave the story a new lease of popularity and she had to listen to it even more often. Mournfully, if the passing minstrel knew she was in his audience, with a relish of war-cries and reckless strummings if he did not, her murdered relatives’ names were chanted at banquets and the fall of her house celebrated to honour its conqueror, Clotair, who had taken her captive on the night of the massacre and become her husband in her eighteenth year.


Sitting among Clotair’s drink-sodden warriors at a table littered with knives and remnants of broken meats, she would sometimes occupy her mind with an effort to unravel the bloody tapestry of her history and disentangle what she had seen from what she hadn’t. She did this stoically, for her feelings were few and focused and she had learned to steer them forward rather than back. Still, they had their roots in that night in Thuringia when the Franks had swept in and burnt her uncle’s palace. The shock had curdled her sensibility as rennet curdles milk. She knew that. She thanked God for it. It had been his way of turning her against the world, the flesh and the devil.


Devils were the first element to be discounted in the harpists’ version of Thuringia’s defeat. Monsters, magic, a spontaneous yawning of the unhallowed German fens which had threatened to devour the Christian cavalry—these were clearly a biased story-teller’s rendering of the fact that her uncle had had trenches dug in the hope that the Frankish horses might fall into them. Unhappily for him and her, only a few had. But could she have known even this at the time? Probably her only authentic memories would be indoor ones, for the attack had taken place in winter, a season which the hardy Franks found congenial for fighting. So what indoor memories could she recover? She groped, closing her eyes to remember better and smelled the resinous wood of her uncle’s palace walls.


*


[A.D. 531]


In one room all the women sat around a fire—that was sinister in itself for in normal times slaves and mistresses should have been rushing to get their chores done before the short winter daylight ended. The fire had been neglected. Accumulations of ash sifted up through the logs and choked the flames. Damp filtered the light, swaddling the wooden palace in a mist as clammy and, at times, translucent as the nacred track of a snail. Late in the afternoon, a few shafts of brightness percolated through. It was about then, Radegunda was sure, that a burst of shrieks roused the women and drew one of them to the back room where she and her cousins were playing with a stolen scramasax.


“What’s the matter?” the woman scolded. She was one of Radegunda’s younger aunts. “Where did you get that sword?” she shrieked. “Give it here.”


She grabbed it, aimed a blow at several dodging children, missed and did not bother to try again. “What kind of foolery is this? At a time like this?” Her voice jumped. She seemed to be only half thinking of what she was saying. Alert for sounds from outside, she paused. “Listen …” Nothing. Taking a deep breath, she began to shout once more. “I …” But she was like a marauding vixen in a poultry yard: ears half tuned to the fowl, half to the watchdog. Her eyes flicked. Sensing something in the doorway at her back, she turned. The sword was still in her hand.


At this point, Radegunda might recoil, quailing before her own memory. But the images were compelling. This was something she had seen with her own eyes and the action had to be played through.


The armed stranger standing behind the children’s aunt must have been startled by her sudden movement and by the pointing sword. Almost before the children were aware of his presence, he had jerked the weapon from the woman’s hand and rammed his own into her belly. She fell forward: skewered. He shoved her off with his knee, releasing his weapon with the same movement. She crumpled as softly as a bale of falling cloth.


The children’s screams stayed jammed in their throats. The man did not move either. He stood, staring at his bloodied sword. Then several other men crowded in behind and past him, grunting and exclaiming in excitement. All had drawn weapons. One pushed across the room, making for the large coffer on which Radegunda was sitting. Too stunned to flinch, she waited as he loomed towards her: a great, greasy, intent, uncaring man. He swept her off the coffer with a movement which was neither vindictive nor angry, but indifferent, as though he had been removing an inanimate object, then broke the lock with a light, thrifty blow and raised the lid.


In a moment all the men were bent over the chest. Radegunda, still lying where she had fallen, saw her cousin, Hamalafred, crawl across the floor behind the men’s legs. He was making for the fallen short sword. Hamalafred was thirteen years old. Radegunda was sure of this for there had been talk of his joining the Thuringian warriors when they left to fight the Franks and he had been bitterly disappointed when the decision went against him. It was his bad luck to be short for his age although everyone admitted that he was quick tongued and clever as a bag of cats. His fingers were clenching on the sword-handle when one of the men turned, saw him and stepped heavily on his wrist. Hamalafred’s face reddened and swelled. Laughing, the man lifted his foot and gently rolled rather than kicked the boy into the corner where Radegunda already lay. With the same lazy movement, the man bent, took her arm and drew her into the light.


“Well!” Gargling small chuckles of amusement around his throat. “What have we here? Young! A bit young maybe, but nice! A nice filly!” He spun her round. “Nice!” he repeated and picked up her skirt. “Pretty little ankle! War’s got its points! Hey!” He called to the men who were still examining the contents of the coffer. “Look at this!” He lifted the skirt a little higher. “Nice knee too! Hey, Count Leudast, what fine do you impose in your court on a free Frank who uncovers a free-born virgin’s knee? In peacetime I mean?”


“Six solidi,” shouted one of the men at the coffer without looking up.


“Aha!” said the first soldier with satisfaction. “Six solidi for this, eh? And what”—he raised the skirt higher—“for uncovering a thigh? A nice, firm female thigh like this?”


“More than you could afford, you old lecher!”


“And for uncovering the backside? How much? Tell me. I’d like to know!”


Radegunda jerked out of his grasp and dived for the door. Her foot slipped in something and she stumbled but managed not to fall. She rushed out, then spun, clutching the door-jamb. Again she whirled. There were men all over the place. Lighted tapers pierced the twilight; glints flew from cutting edges; shadows multiplied silhouettes. One approached, throwing light on her foot, which was wet where she had stepped in her dead aunt’s blood. Her sandal was coated with it. Her glance ran along the track left by her feet to where the light showed her aunt lying on her back. A stain had spread over the dead woman’s middle. Her eyes were wide but nerveless. Radegunda turned abruptly away.


The man who had lifted her skirt stood beside her.


“Nowhere to run,” he remarked. “May as well stay with me. I’m as good as the next, little pagan!”


“I’m not a pagan,” she shouted in a breathy explosion. “I am Princess Radegunda and a Christian. I want to see your king.”


“Clotair? He’s probably poking your mother this minute.”


“My mother is dead. She was killed the—last time this happened. This has all happened before!” Radegunda’s composure cracked. “And now,” she shrieked, “again, I …” She began to cry but, after a few first uneven wails, got the sound curiously under control so that it must have seemed premature at such a time and more like the cry of a professional mourner than of a child. “All over again,” she wailed, “and again! I don’t want it! No! Not again and always happening and happening. I can’t—where is your king?”


“Stop that! Stop it!” The Frank was annoyed. He pushed her around the dead body and across the room to a bench where several small children were packed together. Radegunda let herself be pressed in between them. Shoulders against the wall behind, as though gathering her last dregs of strength, she stared into the eyes of the man who had just removed his hand from her shoulder. Smells of sweat, garlic, urine, rasped metal and—yes—blood and the rancid smell from the butter-dressing in his hair bore down on her. His face came so close to hers that his beard was brushing her skin and the black tunnels of his nostrils blew hot breath on her mouth. She did not scream now. The face hovered. She saw growths of nasal hair puff and ebb like seaweed in a tide. Then the whole thing withdrew.


“You stay there!” said the Frank. “The kings will be coming in here to check the loot. Thierry and Clotair.” He nodded at the coffers whose contents had by now been piled on the floor. “It has to be brought back to Gaul to be split up fair and square. If you are a princess, one of them may want you. Maybe they both will. Maybe they’ll split you up, poor little shrew! Split you up the middle with their kingly cocks! You might have been better off with me. Our kings are not what you’d call gentle!” Giving her a kind of soft punch on the shoulder, the Frank left.


The other men followed him shortly after, locking the door behind them on the loot and on the children who were also loot. All night and part of the next day the room stayed locked while the Franks celebrated their victory and slept off their celebration. Shouts, quarrels, even the strains of a harp reached the children who clung together, bunched in the corner furthest from their aunt’s corpse. Radegunda had her small brother, Chlodecharius, on her lap.


“Try to sleep,” she told the other children when she felt this might be possible. “The worst is over. Tomorrow they’ll be sober. There’ll be no more killing.”


“What happened Aunt Amalaberg? Basina?”


“Where’s my mother?”


“Don’t think of it. It’s over now.”


“Over?”


“Over.”


“Nothing’s over!” The words broke out in a dry crackle. Hamalafred was trying not to cry. The sound of a spit followed and the other children could imagine the pale arc between the clap of his lips and the wet smack on the middle of the dark floor. Nothing was over, he repeated. Nothing ever would be, did they hear, did they? Never until the blood-price was paid in full. His wavery boy’s voice fought in his throat with tears, fury and every weakness assailing it. It would be paid, he promised. It would. As soon as he was big enough to exact it. And not in gold either. No wergeld would satisfy him. “Blood,” he whispered, trying to stem the tears he did not want to shed. Blood was what he wanted to shed. Only blood could avenge the lives lost this night. Frankish blood. Brown blood, purple, black. A hunter’s son, he’d seen every kind before now. He had helped disembowel grouse, boar, elk and aurochs. It had all been an apprenticeship. He had tasted blood in blood sausage when the stuff jelled and grew stringy with softly melting strings which you pulled through your teeth. He’d chewed it and was hungry to chew human—Frankish—organs; no composition would do. He’d stick their Frankish gold solidi up their Frankish arses. No matter how long he had to wait, the day would come. He would hang Frankish captives from trees by the sinews of their thighs and catch the drips in a basin. He would roll wooden wains over their massed bodies, would … 


“Hamalafred, shut your mouth! Stop it, Hamalafred.” The girl screamed then checked herself. There was a pause and when she spoke again it was through a throat clenched like a restraining fist. “Can’t you see”, she asked reasonably, “that this is the worst thing of all? That you’re doing the worst thing? Can’t you?”


He couldn’t.


“You’re frightening the little ones,” she tried.


He had an answer to that which he gave more calmly, however, his voice reaching with taut emphasis across the darkness. “They’ve got to see it the way I do,” he said. “We owe revenge to our dead, Radegunda. We owe it to the living. Blood has to be paid for. That’s the law,” he explained patiently and responsibly, being thirteen years old and, for all he knew to the contrary, already the head of his house. “If people weren’t afraid of being made to pay the price”, he told her, “they’d kill each other the way they do crows and rats—the way the Franks kill, who think we’re too weak to make them pay.” At this point Hamalafred’s voice changed. It began to creak and wheeze as though struggling through a closure narrow as the neck of a miser’s pouch. A moment later he was sobbing and Radegunda fancied she could smell his tears. “They’ll find out different,” he wept and sounded suddenly like a small boy again. “I’ll make them … pay … one day …” It was an incantation, vivifying and medicinal: a counter reality more real to him for the moment than the cold room, his weakness and the captivity ahead.


But Radegunda felt then and later that he had summoned evil forces to pour their poison inside his and her very veins. “Blood-price,” he said, as though that would be the end of it. Radegunda bit her tongue and, tasting it, spat into the darkness. She had her own reasons for placing scant hope in blood feuds.


When Hamalafred and Radegunda were infants, Thuringia had been ruled jointly by their two fathers who were brothers and lived in peace with each other. Then one day Hamalafred’s mother Amalaberg, who was a woman of ambition, did something which was to affect all their lives. She laid the table for her husband’s dinner in such a way that the cloth only covered one half of it and left the rest bare. “A man”, she told him, “who is content with half a kingdom must be content with half a table.” The meaning was clear and the insult galling. Her husband had had no rest from that day until he had allied himself with the Franks, murdered his brother and seized his lands. Along with the lands he took his brother’s children and brought them up as his own. Radegunda had therefore learned to call him “father” and Amalaberg “mother” before learning from some household slaves the true story of her parentage.


“That law of yours, Hamalafred,” she broke harshly into his croonings, “isn’t much good to me! If it were such a good law, it would have some guidance for me, wouldn’t it? It would tell me whether I should love your parents as my own or have a blood feud with them. But it doesn’t, does it?”


Hamalafred had no time for doubts on a night like this. “You’re a female, Radegunda!” He sniffed noisily as though gathering himself together after his weakness. “Anyway, I’m your cousin. You’re my family now. I’ll avenge your parents and my own together. I’ll …” He talked on like this. All night. His voice was charged with the same excitement as his enemies’ outside the room whose hunting-fever was high, whose emanations seeped through the wooden walls to infect the young male with their own zest. “I’ll kill,” he sobbed and swore. “I will!” And from the hall came back the war-songs: “We killed,” the Franks were exulting. “I’ll kill,” groaned Hamalafred antiphonally, “I will, I will, I will …”


To Radegunda this dialogue sounded like the calls of rabid beasts. She covered her ears but this did not prevent her hearing the little boy on her lap, her four-year-old brother, Chlodecharius, take up the chant: “Kill,” he crowed in his little boy’s voice, “kill, kill, kill.” Radegunda wept. 


[A.D. 568]


“It was my Gethsemane”, she said of that night years later when she was describing it to Fortunatus, a friend and poet who had offered to write a lament for the destruction of her people, “and my Damascus.”


Radegunda had by then become a pedant. Pedantry was a rampart against barbarism. She had become a nun. Religion was a rampart against violence. Before reaching the shelter of these ramparts, however, she had had to spend fourteen years as wife to King Clotair.


“Wasn’t it horrifying for you,” Fortunatus wondered, “to be betrothed to your people’s …” he hesitated over the choice of word, “conqueror?”


“His Majesty”, remarked the nun with circumspection, “was, as you know, generous with me in the end. This convent,” she spread her hands in a benedictory gesture—the left indicated the convent itself, the right blessed the fields and gardens trembling in the blazing noon of summer in the Loire country—“this was his gift, or rather it was paid for by my morning-gift which he let me keep when I left him for a greater Spouse.”


Fortunatus bowed his head. “At the beginning, though?” he prompted.


“The beginning?” The nun reached back. “That night was my beginning. That night I began to long for a reverse-world, a world where things would be the opposite of the way they are. That’s the easiest way to imagine, you know: you just reverse, turn things upside down. There would be no blood-price, no war, maybe even,” an apologetic hand alighted briefly on the poet’s sleeve, “no men. In a way, this”, again she uptilted her hands, managing with a single move to point to the convent and compare it to heaven, “is such a world. Apart from you, Fortunatus, a man so exceptional as to be part angel, we have no men here, no blood-price, no war, no anger even.” She smiled. “We live the way we ourselves want.”


“I have heard”, the poet teased her, “of monasteries in the East whose monks so distrust the principle of femininity that they refuse to have cows or nanny-goats on their farms—to the detriment of their diet.”


The nun nodded. “They think the greatest sin is the sin of Eve, but the sin which has always chilled my blood is the sin of Cain. Perhaps all that means is that the sexes are happiest apart.”


“You were going to tell me about your marriage to King Clotair.”


“He used to say”—the nun laughed a surprisingly conjugal laugh, the knowing little laugh women keep for talking about husbands—“that I was more like a nun than a queen. He said it before I ever thought of becoming a nun myself. It would have seemed impossible, you know. At first …”


“He was an affectionate husband then? Tolerant?”


“All he demanded was the body. My body can be forced to do anything.”


“But he did wait to marry you for—was it six years?”


“Until I was seventeen. Yes. He had me educated: a caprice. Like having a wild horse trained perhaps? One of our silver-coated Thuringian mares. He captured herds of them and—as with me—broke them in. I suppose it amused him to take the princess of a pagan people—it’s true: my people were largely unbaptized and less Romanized than the Franks—to take me and bring me up like the daughter of a senatorial family.”


She looked at the poet. Unblinking eyes. Very large, transparent, apparently unfocused. They disturbed him. After fishing for a useful image all he had come up with was the fact that they reminded him of a goat’s. Idiotic comparison. A goat’s eyes, for God’s sake—he’d checked—were yellow and not beautiful at all. Whereas Radegunda’s … Still, the comparison had something. It was the transparency perhaps, the diffuseness. Empty of memory. Clotair had left little trace. But then Radegunda was a German and Germans were like that: curiously free of memory’s murk. A German could tell you his grandfather’s name perhaps. Never more. Or didn’t choose to? They had come from Asia not so long ago but could tell nothing of their origins. Nothing of those decades of journeying on wooden waggons across Oriental lands. A peculiar freedom that gave them, he supposed, reflecting that his own racial past tugged at his thoughts like water-weeds at the keel of a boat.


“Tell me,” he asked, remembering something he had read, “do German women still bring weapons to their husbands as a dowry?”


“I was brought up”, she reminded him, “a Romanized Frank. I’m grateful to Clotair for that. It was while I was being educated in his villa at Aties on the Somme that I found my reverse-world: Christianity. I had been baptized in Thuringia, of course, but …”


“He didn’t live at Aties? Clotair?”


“No. But he was not alone while waiting for me. Clotair in all had seven wives or, to be finical, six and one official concubine. The distinction is subtle. As for unofficial concubines …” The nun threw up her hands, laughing.


“A man of passion!” The poet stared into the heart of a nasturtium trumpet. “Abundantia gallica … Gaul abounds in life. The Franks do. The royal sons of Clovis perhaps more than the rest and Clotair was the most immoderate of them, wasn’t he? Anyway, he’s dead so safer to talk about!” Fortunatus mimed comic alarm. “You know,” he confided, “he—they all—fascinate me, terrify me too, which is excellent for my verse. When I’m at court I walk a tightrope, my head is dizzy, my senses keen as blades, my mouth dry. I am like a rabbit staring at a hound. I adore that hound: he is the anti-me. I would like to write a panegyric to his immoderacy, to his appetites, guts, kidneys and bowels which are all of so much better quality than my own. To his teeth. Instead, what do I do? I write panegyrics to Clotair’s son and very worthy successor, Chilperic, whom Gregory calls ‘the Nero and Herod of our time’ and praise him for what? For his moderation! Why do I do It? It’s a game, a game whose pleasures I only half understand myself. There’s the obvious one of trying it on, seeing just how much flattery the monster will take. Then there’s my penchant for the horrible which I castigate by denying it—Radegunda, you are annoyed! I’ve said the wrong thing! Forgive me. You know how I let words carry me away. They mean nothing.”


The nun did not pretend to smile. “Forgive me, Fortunatus, if I say that there is something disgusting about innocence. You are pure and impurity fascinates you! You do not know evil and so you make the word ‘evil’ your toy.”


“Should I be tried in the furnace of reality?”


“Maybe you should! No, nobody should. You should believe in reality, though. Believe it’s real. Respect it. It is because things are remote from you, filtered through books and hearsay, that you feel you have to dress them up, make metaphors. You are inquisitive, Fortunatus! You have renounced the flesh, but you do not renounce the thought of the flesh and, since you are a man of words, you enjoy it more avidly at second hand.” She looked him in the eye. “You want me to tell you about my married life with Clotair.”


“I have offended you. I’m sorry. I thought we were friends. I had come to identify with many of your feelings. It’s not all that hard for me. We had several invasions during my time in northern Italy: the Ostrogoths, the Byzantines. They came as allies but invading allies, you know …” He shrugged. “The Lombards are there now. My family may have been wiped out for all I know—but I shan’t appeal to your sentiment. As for my ‘inquisitiveness’ as you call it—you holy people are harsh—the reason for it is a bit, a significant bit, to the side of where you put it. A poet needs an extra dimension around his poem, one of unspoken knowledge, things I feel and recognize about you but which I will not say …”


The nun stood up. She was tall, almost a hand’s span taller than the poet. She fell to her knees. “Forgive me,” she said. “I have been lacking in charity.”


The poet jumped. “Radegunda, please! Oh dear …” He crouched opposite her so that now they looked like lovers taking a vow. “Please get up!”


“Not until you forgive me. I failed in human understanding. I often fail.”


“I forgive you. I forgive you. Please get up!”


She let him help her up.


“I hate it when you do things like that. Your kneeling to me is so … disproportionate … almost mocking somehow.”


“I knelt to my offended fellow creature.”


“Yes.” Fortunatus felt around him on the stone seat for his nasturtium-trumpet. It was torn. He spread it flat and held it to his eye, staring through its flaming membrane at the sun. “It is true,” he admitted, “you have lived closer to action than I. Yet, I like to believe my writing is a form of action too. I explain my position on this in one of my poems. Perhaps you remember? The one praising Launebodus for building a church to St. Saturninus? No? Oh, well, the gist is that to record the acts of the virtuous spurs others on to imitate them. As you know, I am taking notes for the story of your life. This makes my curiosity a little holy, don’t you think?”


Fortunatus closed his dazzled eyes and put the bruised nasturtium on his tongue, hoping to revive it with his saliva.


“By the same token,” said Radegunda, “if you wrote down the bloody doings of Queen Fredegunda you might deter your readers from indulging in vice. Have you ever, when at court, asked her to satisfy your holy curiosity?”


The poet swallowed the flower. He coughed, hawked it up and spat it out: a red glob. “Sorry!” He wiped his mouth. “I write about martyrs. I don’t aspire to join them. Each to his trade. Forgive me, but that sort of talk makes me nervous. Even here you never know who … Besides, there is something distasteful about the queen: fleshy.” The poet made a prim mouth. “I prefer to lie about her, to present her as she ought to be.”


Radegunda stood up.


“I was fleshy”, she said, “in my youth. Carnal. But wanton kittens make sober cats. Don’t despair of Fredegunda.” She smiled without embarrassment. “I have to go,” she said.


He had been bracing himself for a withdrawal but was disappointed.


“Compline,” she explained with careful courtesy. Convent offices provided endless pretexts for retreat. “God be with you.”


“And with you,” said Fortunatus. “You will”, he could not resist begging, “tell me later about what went before: your marriage with Clotair, how he came to let you go … and anything else”, he begged, “you’d care to tell me. See what you can remember.”



















Chapter Two





Radegunda remembers.


[A.D. 552]


She remembers lying beside Clotair, her lord. Outside the wooden dwelling which is called a ‘palace’ but is really no more than a hunting-lodge, she hears the wind. It whips like black wire. This lodge is one of many, for Clotair loves to hunt. On horseback he is as skilful as a Hun and when walking looks incomplete. His legs arch, straddling an absent mount. When he rides down a boar or stag, Clotair becomes that beast. He feels with it, relishing the clash between its cunning and his own. He knows its tricks, sees the snap of twigs and saplings with the creature’s own surprise, feels a vegetable exhilaration as he hurtles through the bush and, in the loamy giddiness of a green-tunnelled track, would swear the beast shares his eagerness for its death. When he has it cornered, its antlers, if it is a stag, enmeshed perhaps in a branch, it is with a hard, unwavering exuberance that he plunges his weapon in its flesh.


With the same authority he plunges in and out of Radegunda’s memory. Even here, she cannot control him. The innocence in the midst of his foulness—the scope of his crimes is biblical—makes him hard to reject, impossible to quite condemn. He slithers from definition, radiant in retrospect like some dampish satyr gambolling in the light. She tries to skimp and dim his image, but the merest touch of Clotair is like ginger in a stew. Its pungency swamps the rest.


Radegunda has galloped after her lord at the hunt and sat with him at table. Now she lies beside him on the feather mattress of their gold-balustered bed. He is kneeling up, his thighs bandy in their triumphant arch, his arms under her belly as he pulls her, backside foremost, towards him so that her buttocks rear into the space between his thighs. She can feel his hairy parts delicately brushing her skin as Clotair plays with her body. He plays gently, frolicsomely, nuzzling and teasing as a soft-mouthed hound will play with a frail young puppy. His touch is light. His fingers ripple along her spine with the movement of lake-waves on a beach. Face in the linen sheet, she imagines her own long white vulnerable back and wonders does it remind him of the back of the deer he killed at the hunt. She clenches her teeth and forbids her flesh to respond to his. She grinds her face into a goose-down pillow, bites her hand until she can taste blood and prays to the Christian God to deliver her from pleasure. Clotair rams his member into the recesses of her body and she screams. “Oh God!” she screams, “No,” she screams, “No, God, No!”


Clotair is laughing.


“I am your god,” he whispers. “You were on your knees praying to me! You couldn’t help it, Radegunda! You are as proud as the boar in the forest but you can’t resist me any better than it can! I can feel your pleasure,” he says with lordly confidence. “I feel it as surely as my own.”


“I do my conjugal duty.”


“No, my pet, you do much more! Much, much more!” He caresses her and she lies rigid in the dark, hating her own response to his caress.


Hating it still in memory, she is glad to remember what happened next.


When he was asleep, she sat up very, very quietly, edged to the side of the bed and was stealing out of the room when he called:


“Radegunda!”


“My lord?”


“What is it? Where are you going?”


“I have to go outside a moment.”


“Even the saints piss!” He laughed. “Even my nun-like wife! Ha!” 


A moment later he was snoring.


The man lying across their door was asleep. Radegunda stepped over him and walked downstairs and out through the hall where more men and serving-girls were lying about, many of them in each other’s arms. She opened the outer door and the black wind struck her body like the blow of a club. She stepped outside, pulling the door behind her with difficulty. She removed her heavy fur coat under which she wore nothing. Then she rolled naked in the snow, moving quickly lest the skin freeze to the hard, frozen ground underneath and be torn from her body. When she could stand it no longer, she put on her fur coat and crept back into the palace and through the hall. She was stiff with pain and her body was shaking violently. She did not return to where Clotair was sleeping but let herself into a small room containing a wooden kneeler and a chest. Opening the chest, she took out a folded garment, shook it out and, again removing her fur cloak, put it on. It was made of haircloth. She knelt on the kneeler.


But she was not alone for long. Her prayer was interrupted by a knock and a whisper from beyond the door.


“Radegunda, it’s Chlodecharius.”


“Come in.”


A young man wearing woollen breeches and a fur tunic slipped quietly in, kissed her, then sat on the chest.


“I saw you just now”, he whispered, “trying to freeze the memory of his touch from your skin. You still hate him.”


“He is my husband. I owe him obedience.”


“You owe him a short sword between the ribs. Or a poisoned stirrup-cup. Who chose him for your husband? Not you. Not your family.” The young man’s face was pale. His eyes were flecked like a trout’s belly. His hands twitched as he talked and there was a tic in his cheek. “The bloody murderer,” he whispered. Trembling and trying not to, he gripped the edges of the chest and his knuckles went white as ivory dice.


“God will judge his murders,” whispered Radegunda. She shivered. 


“You’ll get a fever from these nightly outings of yours! That’ll be another murder God will have to judge.”


“He treats me well.”


“Well! I’ve seen the marks of a whip on your back. It was striped like a slave’s just now when you were out there! My sister’s! And I …” The young man trembled furiously.


“I whipped myself.”


“You must think I’m a moron if you think I’ll believe …”


Radegunda took a discipline from behind the kneeler and lashed herself with it on the back. Peeling down the haircloth dress, she showed the mark. The young man groaned.


“Why?”


“To subdue my flesh.”


Chlodecharius laughed without amusement. “A nun! They all say it! Washing beggars’ feet. Distributing alms, praying all night—and now this! Ha!” His sour laugh swelled cautiously. He didn’t want to be overheard. He whispered in a voice gasping with emotion, coughed, tried to stifle his cough and was shaken by dry, soundless, probably painful convulsions. It was clear that his own weakness maddened him. “You,” he managed at last, “you commit ad-adultery with Ch-Christ! You deceive your earthly husband with a heavenly one. The king with God! Nice, I suppose, the perfect slap to his pride—but, well, that’s no solution for me!”


“You?”


“He is going to have me killed.” Chlodecharius slipped off the coffer and began to walk silently about. His breath came in nervous gasps. “On the sly. An accident? A brawl? A highwayman? Poison? What do I know? I’ve been tipped off. I talk too much, it seems. My anger irks him. My silence too. I lurk. I look morose. My humiliation gives him no pleasure but some anxiety and Clotair doesn’t suffer any irk at all for long. I suppose he suffered as he did because you please him. He likes to violate your white, unwilling flesh. It must be a novel enough sensation to sleep with a would-be nun: cuckolding the creator as it were. It’s kept you in favour and me alive for fourteen years. Perhaps it’s losing its novelty? Anyway I’ve been tipped the wink. The thing is: where do I go? To Constantinople to join Hamalafred? It’s a longish journey in mid winter with the roads under ells of mud. But the danger is urgent. Also, there’s another matter …”


“Chlodecharius! You wouldn’t leave me?”


“It may be a matter of method, sister: whether I go feet first or with them firmly under me. From what I’ve been told I’d be unwise to delay. We both know Clotair. Not just a killer in war but—well, though there’s no need to go back so far, remember how he butchered his infant nephews!”


“Take refuge in a church or with his brother. There’s no love between them.”


“Radegunda, help me kill him.”


Radegunda made the sign of the cross. “Chlodecharius, you’re a Christian!”


“So’s Clotair. It’s never stopped him, has it? It won’t stop him killing me! Radegunda, you’re the last of my family. You’re my only ally here. Give me your fur cloak. With it on—we look enough alike—I can slip into his bedroom and avenge our family! Put an end to your martyrdom. Even,” he was leaning over her, gripping her shoulder, hissing with excitement, “even if they kill us both afterwards, Radegunda, we will die with honour!”


“Honour!”


“Listen, we needn’t die at all.” His breath was beery on her face. His eyes flickered like fish. Suddenly rigid, he listened for a sound at the door. Nothing there? “Radegunda!” tightening his grip on her shoulder-bone, “we can saddle horses and escape to the court of Metz or Paris or Brittany. The three of us.”


“Three?”


“Agnes …”


“Agnes?” Radegunda’s voice rose imprudently. “Little Agnes—you’ve been …”


“No! I’m in—I want to marry her. She wants it too.”


“She’s only … Agnes is only eleven! How could you? A child!”


“Almost twelve: the canonical age for matrimony. We could get married now. An understanding priest …” The flickering eye. He was irresolute. She daren’t trust him. Soft lower lip and besides … No.


Radegunda stood, gripping the arm-rest of the kneeler with fingers fierce as claws. “You’d take Agnes from me! You’d sully her flesh. Make her … into a … female! Chlodecharius, Agnes is my pupil. I was teaching her noble things. How to live alone! I spend hours with her every day, I trusted her and all the time you were insinuating yourself, worming in. How come she never spoke to me of you? Why was she ashamed?”


Chlodecharius let go her shoulder, stepped away. “There’s nothing wrong with loving, Radegunda. Or being shy about it. You chose Agnes because you were lonely, because she is innocent, gay … We are brother and sister. Is it so odd we should have the same tastes?”


“Taste!” Radegunda spat the word with contempt and a spray of spittle as though cleaning her mouth after it.


“In friendship …”


“Friendship, Chlodecharius! Do you truly mean ‘friendship’? ‘Amicitia’? How come then that she is ashamed of yours and hides it from me. You’ve aroused her senses, haven’t you? You’ve made her ashamed? How far have you gone? Tell me.”


The young man’s face was lean and pointed: a hound’s face. Now its pallor was unevenly suffused with pink. He stared angrily at his sister: “Radegunda, are you making a jealousy scene?”


“Jealousy?”


“What else?” He walked to the window, pulled back a shutter and peered out. “Dawn. I told you my life is in danger. There’s something going on in Thuringia. I’ve been waiting for news. But the roads are impassable. Maybe next spring—unless Clotair has intercepted a message? Listen, the matter of Agnes is unimportant. I wish to God I’d never mentioned … look, she’s just a child I’m fond of.” Chlodecharius spun round and hissed bitterly in his sister’s ear, “Don’t you suppose I get lonely in this court? I am kept under surveillance, spied on, expected to be in sight. Absence is interpreted to mean plotting, silence to mean bitterness. I must be seen to enjoy myself, to laugh, hunt, chase women …”


“So you choose my pupil, a girl whose spirit I have been trying to protect …”


“You are ungenerous, Radegunda! Maybe that was why I liked her. After all you brought me up too, remember? You infused a little of your sadness into us both. We console it in each other. You don’t ask what I meant about Thuringia. Now that something’s finally moving, after all these years, don’t you care? There may be a war!” Snapping his fingers in front of her eyes. “Radegunda! Are you listening?”


“Listening! Your mind stinks, Chlodecharius. I may have brought you up but you have escaped me! It stinks of sex and death: the double curse God inflicted on man when he threw him out of Eden. Fallen Man is subject to death and so must reproduce himself by sexual means. That is the meaning of the serpent that grows out of man’s loins and plunges itself into women: rot, Chlodecharius, puncturing, blood, pain! Our family is sensual, Chlodecharius! We must restrain our nature!” She licked the lathering anger on her lips.


Chlodecharius shrugged. “Is it life or death you hate? Are you reproaching me with wanting to kill Clotair or marry Agnes? Which?”


She turned away, sank back to the kneeler, let her face fall into her hands. “Both,” she whispered. “I want Agnes to be pure as I can never be again. Ever.”


Chlodecharius’s voice came from behind her back, cold now and very steady: “What about me, Radegunda?”


She raised and turned her head. He was trembling and his mouth was set in a mean, sour line. Hating her. Poor Chlodecharius! Twenty-four years old and nothing to be proud of. Weak in a place where weakness was shame. She loved him but her love was like lava inside a volcano. It did not easily emerge. “You must”, she said, “be patient. Listen, I will intercede with Clotair for you. If I ask him a direct favour he will never deny me. I will do this when he wakes tomorrow!”


Her brother walked back to the shutter. “It’s tomorrow now,” he said. “No use arguing then: you ask the favour on your knees and I get a reprieve—for the moment. His humour changes with the wind and we are at its mercy. We are like leaves stripped from a tree. We have no root, no place, no nourishing sap. Exiles. Is there any difference between us and slaves? I will talk to you of this again. Meanwhile be thinking. Think what it would mean if we could get away and reach Constantinople. To Hamalafred and Amalaberg!”


Radegunda walked over to him. She ran a finger down the hollow of his cheek. It was as much of a gesture of affection as she could manage. “We would be exiles still, Chlodecharius!”


“How can you say that?” The young man was congested. “Hamalafred”, he urged, “has made himself a position there. He has received titles from the Emperor. We would have a family there! Blood-ties, affection, security! My God, Radegunda, what else makes life worth living? Land, Radegunda, is not what makes a home! It’s kin, kin to defend you and back you up! Kin, Radegunda, kin! Blood-kin. If someone maims me or kills me to whom is compensation due? To my next-of-kin. And if I have none to demand it, am I not the most vulnerable man alive? Am I not weaker than a slave since a slave’s master will defend him? In his own interests! That’s what exile means, Radegunda. We’re dependent on Clotair’s whim! But in Constantinople …” His pale, mackerel-flecked eyes were sensuous with longing. “Constantinople,” he whispered urgently, “Radegunda … think!” 


She shook her head. “Life is a place of exile.”


Suffocating with his need to convince, with his need for his own herd, his frustration at her stubbornness, he shook her: “Life”, he whispered, for caution was bred into his very passions, “is life and to deny it the refuge of slaves and frightened women! Can you be sure that this”, he plucked at the haircloth shift she was wearing, “and that”, kicking at the wooden kneeler, knocking the discipline to the floor, “are not covering up a weakening of the bowels? Cowardice?”


“I hope I would not fear to die for my faith. Many have!”


He sighed, dropped his hands. “You’d die all right—but would you live? Your faith is not in life. You have closed it off! You have closed me off!”


“Chlodecharius, I pray for you every day!”


He shrugged. “That I may have a Christian death, I suppose? You grudge me Agnes. You say my mind stinks. Oh you have Christian, dutiful feelings for me—I suppose they’re worth the ones you have for Clotair!”


Radegunda’s teeth were chattering. Fever or perhaps cold had seized her body. “I know when someone is trying to manipulate me, brother. I am not your toy or tool. As you said: dawn is here. Let us say good-night. I shall do what I promised.” She kissed the young man on the cheek, gripped his arm and said: “Sleep well. Try to pray for the gift of peace.”


Removing the hair-cloth shift, she pulled on her fur coat, left the room, crossed the hall and again slid into Clotair’s bed. In his sleep, the king reached for her, groaned as his hand came in contact with icy skin, then, dreaming perhaps that he had come to the bed of an ice-maiden or one of those accursed princesses forced to wear scaly fish-tails, rolled his hot, confident, hairy body on top of hers. Radegunda, remembering that she had a favour to ask of him in the morning, allowed him to probe for the magma inside her frozen flesh. Again her cries were muffled in the bed-furs which were made from the skins of red foxes whose relatives were probably hunting at this moment in the snowy landscape outside.


Afterwards they slept or rather Clotair did while Radegunda woke and dreamed in an ebb and flow so coherent that she could not tell which bits were dreams and which not. She dreamed she was embracing Chlodecharius, hotly kissing him, weeping, begging his forgiveness for her harshness of a while before. Again she held him in her arms as the four-year-old baby she had held on her lap in the wooden wain which brought them, swaying and jolting over the old Roman roads, into Gaul. It was so easy to talk to a child. She marvelled at her ease and at his crows of pleasure. She was telling him the story of the little princess in the swan’s-down coat who flew away over the frozen marshes which the wain was crossing, back across silver lakes and sighing reeds to Thuringia. Then she was telling Agnes the same story, little Agnes, a Gallo-Roman girl whose father had died in Clotair’s service and whom Clotair had given her to bring up. Wind shook the bones of the place. Branches skittered against its planks. Clotair moved towards her again and she awoke and pushed him from her, dozed and found herself caught in the middle of a hot embrace between Chlodecharius now grown distastefully to manhood and the childish Agnes. She pushed them violently apart; her hand landed in something clammy. Then she was really awake and Agnes was beside and then on top of her, shaking her and shrieking: “He is dead, Radegunda, they killed him! Wake up! He crawled into my bed to die, to die, Radegunda! Oh God, oh God! I put my arms around him like this, Radegunda, like this and I felt … Jesus, Mary, help me! I shall die …”


Agnes’s arms were around Radegunda’s neck. She was lying on her and there was a thick clamminess between their breasts. The child’s weight pinned the fur cover down across the queen’s thighs. Agnes wailed. Clotair leaped from sleep, reared in the bed and yelled a war-cry. Henchmen rushed in the door and all was pandemonium. 


When the screams had subsided and a shutter had been thrown open to let in the daylight, Agnes was found to be soaking in blood. At first they thought she was wounded and it was only when a wail raised in another part of the palace told them that Chlodecharius had been found in Agnes’s bed with a knife in his back that they understood what had happened. A bloody track led from Agnes’s bed to the little room where Radegunda’s kneeler and coffer were kept.


“How did it happen?”


“Who?”


“Why?”


Radegunda did not join in the panic. She held Agnes, letting the child pant out a story which she recognized almost before it was told.


“I woke up, Radegunda, and there he was stumbling towards my bed. Chlodecharius! He had never come before but still I wasn’t surprised, because … He let out a sort of sigh. And fell down beside me. ‘Agnes!’ he said. Like that. I thought it was a game. I put my arms around him and felt the … the knife-handle. And the blood. Radegunda! I didn’t understand. Even then, I didn’t. I tried to shake him. To get him to say what was the matter. And why he wouldn’t say anything. I tried to tease him, to tickle him even, oh Radegunda, I …”


The child fell silent. Her stomach pumped in and out and small pants were strangled in her throat. The henchmen’s exclamations were checked. Eyes slid quick glances at Clotair. Radegunda stared straight at him. He frowned. His eye dodged hers and he began to shout that this should be looked into, punished, given immediate attention, priority. The culprit would be caught. His glance winged around the room, dipping to avoid Radegunda’s. He gave orders for the moat to be examined and the palisade. Signs of strangers’ passage were to be reported. At once. His own men must be made to account for how they had spent the night. Nobody was exempt. Nobody. Let the knife be brought to him. Someone might recognize it. The clatter of his talk was like the sounds boys make with clappers to scare crows from crops. His glance sliced air like a slanty knife.


Radegunda waited for him to finish. She gripped the baluster of the marriage bed.


“My Lord,” she said, “I shall lay out my brother’s body with my own hands.”


Clotair nodded without looking at her. As she wished. Whatever she thought fit.


“Then, my Lord, I crave your permission to leave this court. After the funeral I want to go to Medardus, the Bishop of Noyon, and beg him to consecrate me as a deaconess. I am unfit for matrimony. It will be better if I consecrate my life to God and leave your majesty to take a fitter wife. We have been married fourteen years. God has not blessed our union with children. It would be impious to fly against heaven’s clear dictate. Chlodecharius was my child as well as my brother. Now he is dead I beg your majesty’s permission to give my life to God.”


The henchmen’s silence thickened. It was congested, palpable. Like gruel in their throats, like ice before their eyeballs. They wrapped themselves in it, insulated their nerves and waited. Some must have been remembering other occasions when Clotair’s will was thwarted or his pride assailed. Savage acts … There were many to choose from. Expecting another, they were braced, for Clotair’s rage could whirl off-target, bolt like a freshly branded beast and flatten whatever lay along its unpredictable passage.


Clotair frowned. Head bent, he squinted at the daylight glittering on the gold balusters of his bed and on the tufty flames of its fox-fur cover. His own beard and hair flared with the same red, foxy vigour. His spirit too was foxy, like that of all his race, known for their nerve and perfidy in the tremulous chronicles of their time. A shudder threw his body into a rampant posture.


“So, Radegunda!” he roared. “You want to leave me. Is that it?” 


“For God, my Lord!”


“For God! For God!” The tawny head was thrown back. “Well! What do you say to that?” he challenged his men. “Ha? What kind of a king do you think reigns up there,” with an upward jerk and flounce of his mane, “what sort must he be if he’s not afraid to steal the wife of a king as great as me?”


No answer. This was a tricky one. The henchmen’s eyes stayed lowered. Only Radegunda stared straight at Clotair awaiting his reply. For a moment they locked glances. Clotair broke the lock. Shaking his spine like a wet dog, he said irritably, “Go then, woman! Go lay out your brother and go to God when you choose. Go! Go!”


He turned and walked out of the bedroom.



















Chapter Three





[A.D. 568]


Hilarious and worn, Fortunatus was back from another trip. He had stayed in villas porous with inner courtyards where peacocks and turtle-doves were kept for table and display. He had lived high, suffered discomfort on the roads back and returned with a baggage of fresh anecdote.  He had seen a merchant from the East with a coat made  from phoenix-breasts joined so cunningly as to show no  join.


“Like the seamless robe of Christ,” he told Agnes,  for it was time to sound a pious note after betraying what was perhaps too frank a delight in the crass richness of villa life. “Moreover the phoenix, since it rises after death, signifies Christ. The peacock too …”


Its colours moved in the prism of his eye.


“We shall seem dull to you now.”


“Oh, if you only knew how glad I am to be back!”


They told each other this in a number of ways, drawing on formulae from Ambrose, Cicero, Jerome and anyone else who came to mind; it was polite to do this and prolonged conversations which might otherwise have died. They had, they assured each other, been parted in body but not in spirit. Honourable love, fragrant as honey, bound them so to each other and to Radegunda and to God that neither of them was ever alone. Yet they rejoiced to see each other again with the body’s eye. Each to the other was as a spring to a thirsty man. In all sisterliness. And brother-lines. And caritas. And so forth. Agnes broke into all this with a practical suggestion:


“You must be exhausted! And starving! I shall send over a meal from the convent kitchen.”


She did. A very good one: beef braised with leeks and coriander, fleabane, parsley, basil, chervil, fennel and vinegar and served with a sauce made from honey and must. With this came several kinds of vegetable, gravy and, finally, a milk pudding swimming in heavy cream.


Fortunatus ate with enthusiasm and afterwards, since he was simmering still with the excitement of his journey but had no one to talk to as visiting hours at the convent were now over, decided to write her a thank-you poem. He had already begun tapping out the meters before he had finished the meal. Strong trochees. One meter-beating finger dived into the dessert and found it finger-furrowed already. Agnes must have shaped the concoction with her own hands. Fortunatus licked his creamy digit with an odd shudder of happiness.


POEM TO THE HOLY ABBESS AGNES TO THANK HER  FOR A MILK PUDDING




Moulded in cream I found your fingers’ trace


Where, skimming it, they’d left their track.


Say, who could sculpt with such exquisite grace?


Was it from Daedalus you learned the knack?


Rare love whose image skimmed my way


Though the fair form itself had gone!


Sadly, this melting imprint will not stay,


My share in you blurs and grows wan.
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