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“I’m going to tell you the truth about a terrible event now. A serious thing that happened in my youth,” Hildegard of Bingen said in a solemn voice. She fixed her eyes on her daughter Ylva, trying to make her pay attention.

But Ylva, who sat at the kitchen table far more interested in a little spider lowering itself from the ceiling, only murmured a very uninterested:

“Mmm.”

She rested her chin in one hand, her elbow planted on the worn tabletop, while the fingers of her other hand absent-mindedly toyed with a bowl of apples. The kitchen of their small house was warm. The oven glowed with the fire crackling inside, and the iron pot hanging above it spread the smell of Hildegard’s meat stew. Hildegard was not much for decorations—there were no frilly things on the shelves and no flowers on the window ledge. A wilted geranium stalk in a pot, and a small painting of Jesus in the stable on the wall—that was it. Tools and pots of every size, however, she had plenty of. Everything in its place. Knives on the mantle, a water bucket in the corner beside a stack of firewood. Ladles and spoons dangled from a long cord running along one wall, and four new chairs stood around the table. Hildegard was also waiting for a new, sturdier table, but the village carpenter was getting old, so that might take a while. When it finally arrived, it would be welcome. The one she had now wobbled so much it was a miracle it hadn’t collapsed the last time she kneaded dough.

But she wasn’t thinking about baking now. Instead, she grimaced, irritated by her daughter’s reply. That “hmm-ing,” which was the usual answer she got from Ylva, drove her mad—at least when she was trying to talk about important matters. Necessary matters, the sort of things she thought the child should appreciate and learn from.

Hildegard pretended not to notice that Ylva clearly wanted to escape the whole conversation. No, the girl would listen—Hildegard had decided that. So she raised her voice and continued:

“What you’re about to hear must never be repeated. Do you understand?” she said sharply, grabbing her daughter’s arm.

Her grip made Ylva snap to attention. The spider took the opportunity to escape over the top of the big cupboard in the corner, not that Ylva was thinking about it anymore.

Ylva had almost never argued with her mother and couldn’t remember Hildegard ever being this upset about anything—or ever grabbing her by the arm like that. Not even the time she had forced the butcher’s son to satisfy her with old meat scraps behind the woodshed, and her mother had caught them, had anything harsher than some mild nagging followed.

“No, children, that’s not how one behaves. Don’t poke at each other and play with old sausages like that. Come here now and have a pear each and a little of the convent’s good wine instead, and promise me you won’t do it again.”

That was the only “punishment” she’d ever had growing up. A tiny scolding and something nice to eat or drink so she wouldn’t do it again. Her mother—whom she truly loved—had never raised a hand against her or threatened her with a beating. Something that seemed to happen to nearly every other child Ylva knew. Boys and girls alike often showed off bruises or missing hair from the rough treatment their parents or other adults subjected them to from time to time. But not her mother, never. With Hildegard there were only hugs and an overabundance of affection. Sometimes too much affection now that Ylva was older and wanted to do everything herself. But pain? No, never.

So she understood immediately, from the brisk tug on her arm, that this was important—at least to her mother. I’d better listen properly now. Mother seems upset, she thought. She looked up at her mother, who had quickly released her arm and was now stirring the stew on the stove.

Hildegard’s cooking was rather simple. Not at all proportional to her talents in politics or economics, and downright spartan compared to her knowledge of Christianity and science. But the few dishes she made were edible most of the time, even if she served them rather often. It had once been her old friend and culinary expert, Abbess Mildred, who had taught Hildegard several of her specialties. Back then, when Hildegard followed the recipes, the dishes tasted magnificent—so good that people who caught the scent from afar immediately started drooling and hoping for an invitation. Nowadays, however, when Hildegard had—“for lack of time,” as she claimed—streamlined the cooking process a bit, everything was still edible... barely. If one was hungry enough and had a little imagination, it could taste all right even now. Unfortunately, it tasted best before one took the first bite, and drooling guests outside the house were long gone.

“This thing you’re about to hear—must never be repeated. Do you understand?” Hildegard said again, wiping her hands on her grey apron and fixing Ylva with a sharp stare.

Ylva nodded so hard her red braids bounced. She swore solemnly never to repeat anything she was about to hear. And yes—it was a little exciting. The fact that her mother was this eager to tell it suggested it might actually be interesting—hopefully more interesting than the usual chatter about ploughing, mucking out pigshit, or baking bread that tasted like moss.

—
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It had been thirteen years since Hildegard of Bingen left the convent. Some fifteen years after Mildred became ​abbess and the cardinal went home, something unexpected happened—something that came to change Hildegard’s life. Perhaps it was the nun who had slipped into her cell one night who started it all. Or maybe it was the many sinful thoughts about the Angel Gabriel. Or perhaps it was the knowledge of what happened behind locked doors in the little village that tugged at her. One thing was certain: the many more-or-less forbidden books she had read seemed to be calling to her body. Words describing pleasures beyond the usual tempted her, even if she refused to admit it.

And then it simply happened, one day. Hildegard met a man in the village—a man she could not resist, or at least did not want to resist. But this was nothing, she wanted to admit to herself, no, she blamed an immense thirst she couldn't handle. A thirst not for sinful pleasures but an indescribable thirst for simply something to drink. That was the reason. The reason she convinced her troubled mind with, and not the gnawing thoughts of the animal desire which sometimes made her sweat at night.

It had started an early spring day when she was visiting the village.

She was there on one of many trips to sell beer and buy necessities for the convent. But this uninvited encounter with the rather pleasant man came to have lasting consequences.
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Chapter 2
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Hildegard and two of the sisters had been tapping beer into barrels and loading vegetables since early morning. A little after the breakfast prayer, at about nine, the ox was harnessed to the wagon. The nuns received a couple of last-minute requests from their fellow sisters—things they wanted from the village—and Hildegard climbed onto the driver’s bench.

The other two ran ahead and opened the great gate. When the wagon passed through at its slow, steady pace, they shut the gate again and strolled after it, catching up without hurry and hopping onto the wagon bed. There they sat at the very back, dangling their legs in a manner that was, if one were strict about it, slightly unchristian.

They had travelled with Hildegard before, and now they nudged each other in the ribs and giggled. They hoped she would do what she always did on outings. And sure enough—barely a minute passed before Hildegard slipped into her old habits. First she only hummed, but then she began to croon louder and louder. It was a peculiar little song without melody, about almost nothing at all. But the off-key singing—because that was certainly what it was—delighted the sisters on the wagon bed enormously. They laughed out loud and clung on tightly so they would not fall off.

When the chorus came, all three of them sang at the top of their lungs, making the ox snort in irritation at the noise.

They were not far from the convent, and some of the sisters still loitering in the courtyard wondered what that terrible bellowing was. It sounded as if someone were being tortured. They held their hands over their ears and rushed into the safe corners of the convent. The echo of the singing was so dreadful that they now, quite willingly, ran into the chapel to pray.

But behind a small rise the hill grew steeper and required Hildegard’s full attention. The singing died, and she had to help the ox brake by pulling hard on a heavy lever. It pressed against the front wheels, and they crept carefully downhill with the fully loaded wagon. Seven barrels of beer, vegetables, and herbs for the market—quite a weight. But Hildegard was strong, and the ox was used to it. The first part went without trouble, and in the hot sun the journey was almost pleasant.

It was when they slowed down before a slightly uneven patch that it happened.

Hildegard pulled harder and harder on the brake handle when, quite suddenly, a wagon wheel broke apart. The slope here was not very steep, but stopping a heavy wagon was difficult even so. The ox was big and strong, but without the brake pressing against the wheels it would hardly manage. And when several spokes snapped and the wheel collapsed entirely, nothing remained to stop the wagon from sliding into the ditch.

The wagon tipped over, dragging the ox with it. The nuns screamed as they somersaulted down into the grass. They rolled several times before stopping—ending up with only scrapes and bruises. Shocked, they sat up and looked at each other. When they realized all three had escaped relatively unharmed, they brushed off the dust and stood on trembling legs.

Again and again they declared to one another that God’s blessed hand had hovered over them. That He, in His goodness, had protected them, and that their piety had borne fruit. “Our Lord has saved us from disaster,” they said in unison, folding their hands to heaven in gratitude.

The wagon now lay on its side, but the barrels were so tightly strapped down that not a drop had spilled. Villagers who had seen the accident from afar came running. Some simply stood and stared, but the more capable helped at once. They quickly pulled the three shaken women up from the ditch to the road. The nuns sighed in relief and thanked them with smiles. That the outcome had been this good was nearly a miracle.

A wagon and horse were quickly fetched from the inn’s stable, which lay closest to the hill. In these parts, true civic spirit required nothing more than a thank-you, and when people saw the valuable load they hurried forward to help. The somewhat rattled ox was unhitched and released to graze, and the broken wagon became a job for the wheelwright. The most energetic men transferred the barrels and goods to the horse-cart, while the nuns let themselves be led down to the inn’s yard. After a little water and a moment to recover, the journey to the market could continue.

One of the men who had decided to help was the very near-sighted Herman. He had arrived in the village only a day earlier and introduced himself as a merchant. His difficulties at the site made his efforts far more complicated than necessary. He tripped and staggered, wandered into the ditches, and failed entirely to find the right direction. In the end it was Hildegard—whom the man believed he was guiding—who had to lead him down the hill. She made sure he sat on a chair outside the inn to catch his breath. The perilous walk seemed to have taken its toll, and Herman was panting heavily.

—
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When the selling was finished and the nuns returned with the borrowed wagon, they found Herman still sitting on the bench outside the inn. Hildegard allowed herself to sit beside him, as the man claimed—between the still heavy breaths—that he absolutely must thank her for her help. Anything else would cause terrible turmoil in his soul, he said, and might very well make his body collapse onto the ground in agony.

To Hildegard, it sounded as if he spoke the truth. And she could hardly condemn him—perhaps even to death—by refusing such a simple gesture. Not even the vows she had taken as a nun could be so harsh. A small act of kindness for someone who would otherwise suffer—no, she could not deny him. And so Hildegard allowed him, out of pure goodwill, to offer her a drink.

Thanks to the grateful man, several tankards of the inn’s best wine were served. They spoke about this and that, and toasted right and left, as the inn that evening was filled to bursting with thirsty guests. More wine was poured, and there was not much left to remember from that night.

The next morning, unfortunately, brought terror.

Hildegard woke alone in a bed on the inn’s upper floor. The “visually impaired” Herman had vanished before dawn—taking both her purse and the innkeeper’s money. But worse still: he had not only stolen her money but also her maidenhood during the dreadful night.

How he had lured her into his room one could only guess. But he was gone, and despite the innkeeper’s desperate attempts to rouse the village’s most respectable men and start a search party, the results were pitiful. The convent’s good beer and the innkeeper’s low wine prices—meant to compete—had turned the previous evening into a spectacle.

The men he managed to wake fell back asleep as soon as he left to wake the next one. No one could quite grasp what needed doing, and the few who managed to stand swayed dangerously. The innkeeper himself was so hungover he vomited between every other sentence. There was no chance of raising a search party before evening.

Soon enough, no one wished to head out into the falling darkness. It was considered too dangerous, as the valley roads were rarely maintained reliably. Those who argued this point strengthened their reasoning with the considerable amounts of beer still waiting to be drunk. Naturally, that had to happen before there could be any hope of waking early. So the search party was postponed to another day—a day when most could wake without shaking knees, preferably before dawn turned into dusk.

The innkeeper listened to all the excuses and sighed heavily. The assurance that tonight’s sale of wine and food would cover the loss gave him some comfort. And he himself still suffered from the previous day’s feasting. He truly had no desire to go out into the night.

Perhaps the heroic spectacle he had imagined—capturing the bandit and being hailed as a hero—had mostly been a wish to please the attractively large nun. If his deed had won her heart, she might even have allowed her pleasant body to be enjoyed by his ageing frailty. (It would, given his lacking physique, require a slow but nonetheless delightful effort.) Then all the world’s happiness would be his, he reasoned. Perhaps so. He pondered it for a moment but was ultimately glad the search never occurred. With his poor stamina, a meeting with the criminal would hardly end well. Even if the villain was the half-blind old Herman.

—
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A few months later, a message arrived from a neighbouring village: the wanted Herman—who apparently truly was near-blind—had been gored to death by an angry bull he had tried to saddle in haste, intending a quick escape from the village. His only remaining possession was a chest of expensive cloth, which the tailor’s daughter had kept beside her bed. The chest was found in the ox pen. Since the tailor’s daughter had slept off her drunkenness soon after Herman’s departure and could scarcely have rewarded him so generously for his involvement in her moral decline, the chest was returned to her father.

But this also meant the end of Hildegard’s attempt to make the man—whose actions had caused her growing belly—her husband. Not because she liked him, but to avoid the shame of being an unmarried mother. A woman who bore a bastard, even if she survived with her sanity intact, suffered a fall equal to that of the mighty Goliath’s victims. One blow was enough to turn respect into contempt.

Life in the convent soon became unbearable. The snide remarks behind her back and the giggling of her spiteful sisters finally drove her to gather her things and walk down to the village. She did not abandon her calling, however; she kept both her gown and veil. She rented a small attic room at the inn. Her friend the abbess, Mildred—whom she had confided in—had begged her not to go too far.

Mildred needed a few days to investigate what could be done, to give Hildegard both peace and purpose, and to protect the Order from scandal. A nun leaving her calling and wandering into the world as a common woman could severely damage the Church’s reputation. The convent depended on people’s gifts and trade.

Mildred spent long hours studying what the Benedictine Order allowed or forbade. She read every document available on the subject. Then came the old writings on the obligations of Church representatives. Lastly, all decrees concerning which duties a nun might be permitted to undertake. At last she found a way.

Two days later she summoned Hildegard for a conversation. The result was a fairly decent compromise: Hildegard would be appointed a holy messenger of God and sent out to mission. As a woman, she was allowed to teach only unmarried women and girls, as well as young small boys. The child, in her new role as missionary, would not be the burden it otherwise would have been had she remained a nun. But marriage was required of every believer, regardless of status. It was unavoidable. The Order did not interfere with whom, as long as he was a true Christian. Rich or poor, all received the Church’s blessing.

The convent would provide her with minimal support for food and lodging, and Hildegard would find a place where she could instruct children in the Christian faith. Hildegard accepted the suggestion—relieved she would not be forced to leave the Order entirely. When the child grew up enough to fend for itself—or died of some illness, as so many did—she could return. She also considered letting the child reach one or two years, then hopefully finding a reliable family to care for it. Then she could return to the sisterhood without worldly obligations apart from stirring the cooking pots and brewing beer.

But nothing could free her from marriage. Before the birth she would have to find a man.

After the meeting, Hildegard walked down the long hill again. She would spend a few days in the village to plan her future. She had imagined a journey farther away—beyond the valley, so her curiosity about the world could be satisfied. But the innkeeper acted at once when he saw her with the bundle on her back.

Everyone knew Hildegard had suffered lasting consequences from the encounter in the bed. Gossip about someone’s misfortune warmed nearly every heart, for people felt more than satisfied not to be the ones afflicted. When fate or judgement played tricks on someone else, malicious comments and pointing fingers appeared quickly among the pious citizens.

But the innkeeper wished no harm. He only wanted access to Hildegard’s delicious beer recipes, he claimed. And if the former nun was willing to work for her keep, there was plenty to do at the inn for a woman—especially one as tall, powerful, and (in his eyes) exceptionally beautiful as Sister Hildegard.

The unsuspecting Hildegard agreed on the condition that she could convert part of the barn belonging to the inn into a schoolroom. She thereby, unintentionally, allowed the man to believe that her work would continue in their shared bed. But there he was mistaken.

“Touch me and you’ll never have to carry that hand again,” Hildegard said, fixing her gaze on him late one night after closing, when he, filled with false hopes, thought to crawl under her blanket.

“But, but my dear girl...” he tried—but she cut him off.

“You sleep there,” she said, pointing to a sofa in the kitchen.

“But... but we agreed—”

“No, we did not. I will help you brew beer. Every day. Think of the income. Instead of buying one barrel from the convent once a month—which runs out in a couple of days—you will now have a steady and large income all year. Be satisfied with that, or I will go to the next village.”

“Well... when you put it like that...”

“I do. Now sleep, and Mammon will fill your purse.”

“Mama?”

“Mammon. Never mind. It’s from a book.”

“Oh? Oh dear. I’ve never cared much for books.”

“No, one need not think long on that—two sentences from your hollow face and the matter is settled.”

“Arse... hollow? What’s she talking about?”

“Sleep now. We’ll be rich tomorrow.”

Everything worked smoothly. The innkeeper tried now and then to get somewhere with the large, beautiful nun, who grew more in size day by day and, to the innkeeper, in irresistible beauty. Especially on the days when he wasn’t sober — which were far more numerous than the year had days. He begged and pleaded and sometimes even fell to his knees in despair, but received only a cold shake of the head.

Perhaps only once in a while, on some frequently occurring holiday, she allowed him to massage her shoulders and tell his not-too-imaginative fantasies. But he was careful not to touch any intimate part. Instead he crept up at night, lifted her blanket, and stared at her backside. When the former nun, after the day’s work, snored loudly, she did not notice how he stood drooling on his pyjamas and taking matters into his own hands. But if she shifted, he jumped back and tiptoed to his cot.

And so it went for several months. Hildegard brewed beer, the innkeeper earned money—which he let Hildegard keep—and at night he sneaked over just to stare.

Until one night, after a proper round of celebration when the rumour of a new pope had set festivities ablaze. After closing time, the innkeeper stumbled and fell right on top of the snoring beauty.

“For heaven’s sake, what are you doing, man?” she shouted.

“Oh oh oooh... oh dear...” mumbled the old man, too drunk to find his words.

Hildegard stared at him for a few seconds and felt a surprising compassion for the pitiful old drunk. So many times she had caught him staring at her in secret while squeezing himself through his trousers with trembling hands.

“Well then, come on,” she said commanding. “At least once in your life you should get to show what you’re good for.” She lifted the blanket, and the old man—who had been struggling to get up—got the chance to stay where he’d fallen. The joy on his face melted Hildegard’s heart. And now and then, when she too had drunk a bit more than necessary, he got what he wished.

But no great adventures in the bed were ever achieved, as the old man became winded merely unbuckling his belt. And it happened no more often than the appearance of the full moon. Hildegard preferred tiring herself out in the brewery, and most nights—despite sampling a couple of tankards and the inn’s red—she fell asleep without giving the innkeeper’s vanity the slightest opportunity.
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Chapter 3
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When the birth drew near and Hildegard’s outward appearance was mostly that of some gigantic, round thing of unknown origin, she began to panic a little. For far too many days she had hidden her thoughts in work. Yet Hildegard was reminded—and firmly instructed—by Mildred, who visited her shortly before the expected date, to grasp the seriousness of the matter.

“Dear Hildegard, things have gone far, and time is short.”

“I know, but it’s hard. Just look at me. I’m easily twice as heavy and my arms and legs have swollen up until they’re bigger than the waist I used to have.”

“Waist? Oh no, you got rid of that ages ago. As far back as I can remember, you’ve always been fat. Tall and fat.”

“Yes, yes, but you can see for yourself,” Hildegard answered, pulling up her shift so her legs were exposed.

“That happens to all women in your situation, nothing to whine about. The swelling will surely go down once you get out whatever it is that needs to come out. Stop fussing and get married.”

“My face is covered in blemishes. No one wants to marry something this ugly.”

“Well, you managed it, without a second thought, with a blind madman. So surely you can find another one—at least half-blind—drag him to the priest. Can it really be that difficult?”

“Oh for God’s sake, a blind one? How the hell is a blind man supposed to support me? I need a real man, someone sturdy who can help with the child and who—”

“Stop right there. You don’t need a ‘real’ man. You need a rich man. Someone who can buy what you need and has a house and a big barn you could turn into a school. A man who... well, uh... like the innkeeper here.”

“The innkeeper? Are you insane? That old skeleton? How the hell would—”

“He has money and a house, and you are much stronger than any man alive, so you don’t need someone with muscles. And anyone can see from miles away that he drools after you. Wouldn’t his big barn make an excellent school? A school where you can do the work God assigned you—missionary work. You haven’t held even the tiniest Sunday prayer for the village children. What the hell have you been doing with all your time?”

“Well uh, the brewery takes a lot of it, and I have to help serve in the evenings. The beer has brought in more guests all the time. Then there’s cleaning and cooking. There simply isn’t time left. But marry the old man? No, no, he’d die if he landed in my bed, and then I’d be anxious for having let myself be seduced until his heart jumped out of place.”

“If he landed... You know, I’ve heard the rumor. He sleeps in your bed regularly.”

“What? Who spread that kind of gossip? That unchristian slander. Who? I’ll smack that bastard so hard he’ll never—”

“Calm down, it is gossip. But whether it’s true or not—”

“It’s a lie, a lie I say, and I’ll—”

“Even if it isn’t true,” Mildred continued loudly, “it’s a topic that seems to amuse the whole village. Everyone is convinced it’s the case. You and the innkeeper sneaking about.”

“We are not!”

“Everyone thinks so, and then it would be better if you just married him so people stop believing you’re quicker on your feet than a bitch in heat.”

“Ahhh... I haven’t—”

“Marry the old man! Don’t argue, I can see you’re red all over your face.”

“Me and the old man? But hell, he could die any moment.”

“Stop it. He’ll live a while yet. And should you become a widow, you’d still be a respectable woman. Long and fat, yes, but still...”

“Funny, aren’t you, ha, ha,” Hildegard snapped. But in her mind she drifted to the old man’s burial and the takeover of the entire inn with the surrounding property. Imagine—she would run everything, and one day it could become the child’s income. Then, without shame, she could withdraw to the monastery and the blessed world of books. Mildred’s idea might not be so stupid after all. And who besides the old man would want her now, looking as she did, with the child inevitably on the way?

“I think you should tell the old man tonight what you want,” Mildred said. “He’ll surely accept, and tomorrow you go to the priest. Let him marry you without too much fuss and preferably within days. I can be a witness, and if the old man wants to invite a relative, fine. But it must be now. Let me know how it turns out. I can come on an hour’s notice.”

—
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So it was decided. Mildred trudged up the long hill toward home, and Hildegard pulled herself together and went out into the inn’s bar. The old man was downing a tankard of beer when Hildegard broke the news that he was about to become the head of a family. He was so overjoyed that he jumped into the air, splashing beer all over himself, the floor, and the ceiling. Unfortunately, all this leaping resulted in a sprained ankle. So he had to be dragged in a handcart by Hildegard if they were to reach the priest in time. It was already afternoon, and they hurried before the good pastor had drunk too much communion wine and fallen asleep in the sacristy.

It did, admittedly, look a little strange: the enormous nun, apparently swollen from head to toe, pulling the frail, elderly innkeeper behind her. Grins and pointing erupted from every porch, and no one bothered to mince their words. But Hildegard refused to be drawn into any verbal battles, letting both jeers and laughter slide off her. The old man, however, shook his fist and shouted that people were beasts and scoundrels. He vowed loudly to throw out anyone who ever tried to buy food or drink at the inn. From now on he would admit only pious and respectable people—those who understood proper manners.

But later that afternoon and evening, when the same villagers who had laughed at him came in to quench their thirst, the entire matter seemed forgotten. Both beer and wine were served by a cheerful innkeeper to equally cheerful guests. For shortly after Hildegard and the old man returned home, the jovial priest—on his way to his lodgings—had announced to anyone willing to listen to the drunkard the happy news of the wedding. The news spread instantly through the village. Guests hurrahed and congratulated the good innkeeper at the door, which put him in exceedingly good spirits.

The next day the wedding was to be held in the tiny wooden church. The ceremony was scheduled for late afternoon so the attendees would have time to sober up. The church became packed, practically every inhabitant present. Abbess Mildred had been notified early in the morning and arrived with two younger nuns brought along as moral support. The ceremony went quickly, as the priest had a pounding headache. Most were pleased—the stuffy heat inside was overwhelming. The less time spent in God’s cramped dwelling, the more refreshing it felt.

After coming home, a small reception was held for the abbess, the nuns, and one cousin and a nephew of the innkeeper. He seemed to have no other living relatives, and even the cousin looked close to walking his last days on earth. A few toasts were made, and Hildegard’s not-too-tasty pastries were eventually swallowed. Then family and nuns toddled off, and it was time to reopen the inn. Losing a day’s income had never been an option.

When night approached and the innkeeper began licking his lips, believing marital exercises were imminent, he received a stinging surprise. Hildegard declared, in a single sentence, “No, nothing of the sort until the child is born.” She tapped her large belly and left the old man with his jaw down by his knees. That the waiting period would continue long after the birth—until Hildegard had drunk enough to allow him his chance—did little to preserve domestic happiness. The innkeeper grew grumpier by the day and often drank himself senseless, falling asleep wherever he sat.

But one evening, after the child—born without much trouble—had fallen asleep after nursing, and Hildegard had downed an entire jug of strong wine, misery turned to joy. She beckoned the old man over and tore off her garment. Stark naked, she was the most beautiful sight the innkeeper had ever seen, and he sobered up in an instant. Off they went into the bedchamber, joy knowing no bounds. Hildegard’s mighty body had a bewitching effect on him. All those overflowing curves and grand varicose veins drove the skinny man half mad with desire.

The coming days he shone like the sun and did everything to please Hildegard. He polished her shoes and placed a vase of flowers on the table. Then he attempted to help with the cleaning, but she stopped him immediately—his eyesight was so poor he dirtied more than he cleaned. Yet he hummed and laughed, and for the first time ever he patted the child on the cheek and said she was cute. Hildegard appreciated the transformation and decided from now on the old man would be allowed to sleep in her bed at least every fourteen days. And so it went for years, with beer brewing and child-minding. Time raced by, and the inn drew crowds from far and wide to taste Hildegard’s creations.

The every-fourteen-day exercises usually went quickly. The old man stroked her naked body, which gave him just enough firmness to lie on top and grunt for a minute or two. Then he fell asleep instantly, and Hildegard gently pushed him to the floor so she could finish the act on her own. But this happened, as said, only every fourteen days, and the only regular sound from her bed was terrible snoring.

But that she should snore—no, Hildegard refused to believe it. Instead, when Ylva or the old man complained of their lack of sleep the next morning, she laughed and said such cheap jokes could be used to fool the hens. Her sleep was good and angelic, and if one only made sure to tire oneself out properly with real work, even these two lazybones would manage to sleep through the night. Then she snorted with mild contempt, pointed a finger, and turned to light the stove or stir the pot. Then she sent the old man for more firewood and Ylva for water—a reprimand for their insolence. And when wood and water arrived, a long list of additional tasks “absolutely necessary” before breakfast suddenly appeared.

Hildegard managed to make the pair pant heavily from all the tasks she barked out at increasing speed. Breakfast was greatly delayed, and the complaints about lack of sleep nearly disappeared for some time.

-
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Hildegard of Bingen was now telling the story of the evil abbess to Ylva, who sat trying to appear attentive. She told how she and Cardinal Karl von Reperbahn had gone down into the forbidden part of the cellar in the monastery where Hildegard had grown up. She told of the strange signs on the boards and how the stairs had collapsed when they reached the bottom. Then she spoke at length about how she had tricked the wicked abbess into revealing the truth about killing two sisters, to stop them from talking.

Ylva had already heard these well-known stories many times, told as bedtime tales when she was little. But now she kept a straight face and tried not to yawn. Something more was coming. She didn’t know what, but she could see from her mother’s expression that it was serious.

She knew her mother was regarded locally as wise and capable. The tale of how she trapped the evil abbess was well known. After leaving the monastery, her talents had repeatedly benefited both the village and other parts of the valley. As a brewmaster she was famous, her beer drawing customers from near and far. But as a crime-fighter she was unmatched. No one in the valley or in the nearby towns wanted to end up at odds with the former nun. Hildegard was a living legend.

But what she had never uttered a single word about—and what Cardinal Karl von Reperbahn had taken with him to the grave, when he died a few years after returning to the Vatican—was something her only child would now learn. Against her will, she saw it as the only way. She had to make someone as independent and fearless as Ylva reconsider her choices.

But it was already late afternoon before the necessary chores after the monastery story were finished and the conversation could continue. Hildegard, stirring the vats where the beer boiled, and Ylva, who had fed both pigs and cows, gathered with the innkeeper to eat a little porridge. Evening was approaching with the reopening of the inn, closed for a couple of hours after lunch. Time was short before the first thirsty visitors would start shouting and toasting. There would hardly be time for intimate conversation before midnight.

So immediately after the last spoonful filled their stomachs with strengthening rye, she decided. Hildegard swept the bowls away and tossed them into the washbasin. Then she shoved the innkeeper out into the hallway before he even had time to burp, and slammed the sticky kitchen door shut.

“Now listen carefully and thoughtfully,” she said, fixing her daughter with a meaningful look.

“Of course, dear mother, naturally,” Ylva replied emphatically and appeared interested—something that both surprised and pleased the former nun. Perhaps something she said would finally reach through and echo in her usually almost arrogant daughter.

Ylva, who seemed to float through life unconcerned with most things, made her choices in that same spirit—choices that, when they so often went wrong, she apparently expected her mother to repair. The girl who never considered penance or improvement suddenly seemed, for some inexplicable reason, to have grown years older in sense.

Hildegard stared at her suspiciously for a moment. But Ylva, fully capable of reading her mother’s thoughts without caring in the slightest, kept her expression neutral and stared back. She pressed her lips together, and her mother decided the hope that the girl might one day employ logical thinking might finally come true.

So Hildegard of Bingen sat down on a stool by the warm stove, thanking God silently for His mercy on the imbecile girl, and motioned for her daughter to sit beside her. Ylva pulled up her chair and sat obediently, wondering what this was all about.

Hildegard smiled faintly and cleared her throat rather loudly. Then she began telling what no one had ever heard.

“It wasn’t only a cat we saw in the forbidden cellar,” Hildegard said. “We also saw a stone tablet on which a map was carved. The map described a land far beyond the known latitudes.

“An old captain who had sailed along all known coasts in the world had, after many years of travel, grown tired of both the world and his own life. He decided to make one final journey to the edge of the world and fall into the ultimate abyss—the end of the sea, from which no human had ever returned.

“You can surely guess I’m not talking about some pizza-baker from the Mediterranean. That lukewarm little puddle is hardly a challenge to sail. Sure, it may rock a little there too, but compared to the real oceans it’s nothing. No, of course it was a man from the northern parts of the world who steered into uncertainty and eternity.

“But he didn’t set off just to die. The journey wouldn’t take him to the end of the world. No, that was apparently only a pretext. A lie he spread to everyone so no one would question his voyage.

“It all began, you see, when the Pope’s special emissary contacted the captain some time before. To ask for the greatest of services: to ensure that a piece of a small staff disappeared completely.”

-
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Hildegard now looked up at the ceiling as if ashamed of what she was about to reveal. Ylva recognized the signs from a time when her mother had brewed sour beer but refused to admit her mistake. Then too she had stared up at the beams above when the innkeeper, whom her mother had explained was her father-in-law—therefore Ylva’s grandfather—asked whether the beer was possibly bad. “No,” her mother had replied curtly, eyes on the ceiling beams holding up the floor above. Grandfather had shrugged, said nothing more, lowered the price significantly, and managed to sell the slightly scorched drink within an hour.

In fact, Ylva thought, it had never happened—not as long as she could remember—that my grandfather contradicted my mother. Nor had he ever taken a single decision without asking her first. Yet he had often looked at her secretly and now and then licked his lips. Strange. Mother had never spoken of my father, and grandfather didn’t want anyone asking. Not that he ever behaved badly toward me or Mother—on the contrary. But when they spoke, no mention was ever made of his wife, or of my father, or what might have happened.

Ylva had often wondered, but her rickety grandfather was kindness itself and seemed to enjoy her mother’s rule and decisions. No complaints were ever heard, and the inn did well. Surely the old pair had put away a good sum. Or, to be precise, her mother—who kept the books and emptied the cash drawer every morning—had hidden a fortune somewhere.

And what about that Christmas long ago, when Mother had drunk a bit more than usual and let Grandfather sleep in her bed? Or, well—how was it really? It had happened now and then, Ylva remembered. Not in recent years, but when she was younger. On holidays, once or twice a year—it had been so. She had heard the groaning and gasping under the big blanket that rose and fell in Mother’s bed. It had not been the moment to ask; her mother made that clear before she even opened her mouth the next morning at breakfast. But the sofa bed had been empty, and something had made the double bed creak ominously in the middle of the night. That had happened. Of that she was completely, almost shure.
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