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​A Woman Without a Rule


The first thing Marguerite learned about danger was that it seldom announced itself as danger.

It arrived as kindness.

A knock at the Beguine house door, soft enough to be mistaken for wind. A basket left on the step with pears still smelling of orchard and earth. A priest’s smile that lingered half a second too long, as if he were trying to memorize the shape of her peace.

And, most often, it arrived as a book.

Not a grand, jeweled thing meant for altars and processionals, but the sort that traveled like gossip, tucked into sleeves and under loaves of bread, carried with the same furtive tenderness as contraband honey.

That morning, the air tasted of ash though no hearth had been lit.

Marguerite stood at the window of the common room, watching a thin grey fog gather itself along the lane. Valenciennes did that in late autumn. The city exhaled and then forgot to inhale again.

Behind her, the house moved with its usual quiet industry: the small scrape of a broom, a kettle settling on iron, the faint murmur of women speaking as if speech itself were a candle flame to be shielded from drafts.

Agnès de Valenciennes sat near the hearth with a pile of linen in her lap, hands working without looking, her eyes fixed on nothing and therefore seeing everything.

“You are listening too hard,” Agnès said.

Marguerite smiled without turning. “You can hear that?”

“I can hear your shoulders.”

“My shoulders are loud,” Marguerite conceded.

Agnès snorted softly. It was the closest she came to laughter before morning prayer. “Sit. The window will not produce answers.”

Marguerite obeyed, though not the way Brother Luc would have liked. She did not obey from fear or habit. She obeyed because Agnès was often right, and because in this house obedience was supposed to be the courteous bow of one free person to another, not a chain.

She sat at the long table, the wood worn shiny by a hundred years of kneading, mending, and writing letters no one signed with titles.

At the far end, Ysabel of Tournai was grinding dried herbs with the solemn intensity of an apothecary or a child making mud pies into miracles. Ysabel looked up when Marguerite sat, her eyes bright in the dim room.

“Did you sleep?” Ysabel whispered.

“Enough,” Marguerite said.

Ysabel’s mouth twitched. In the Beguine house, “enough” was as close to luxury as anyone admitted aloud.

The knock came again, clearer this time. Three taps, a pause, then two more. Not frantic. Not timid. Intentional.

Agnès did not move. She kept folding linen as if knocks were a weather pattern: sometimes annoying, never surprising.

Ysabel half rose.

“Sit,” Agnès murmured, and Ysabel sat as if commanded by the saints themselves.

Marguerite stood.

“You will answer it,” Agnès said, still folding. “Because if you do not, you will spend the whole day wondering what it was, and you will make the soup too salty.”

“I would never,” Marguerite said.

Agnès looked up at last, eyes pale and sharp. “You would. The last time you were curious, you put salt in the bread.”

“That was a theological experiment.”

“That was hunger.”

Marguerite went to the door.

When she opened it, cold air rolled in with the smell of damp wool and horse and smoke, and with it came Jeanne la Relieuse, cheeks red from walking, head wrapped in a brown scarf, hands bare despite the weather.

Jeanne’s eyes flicked past Marguerite into the house, measuring who was within earshot. They were the eyes of a woman who had learned to read rooms as accurately as she read letters.

“Peace,” Jeanne said, then corrected herself with a small grin. “Or whatever we are calling it today.”

Marguerite stepped aside. “Come in before the wind claims you as a parishioner.”

Jeanne entered, stamping her boots lightly. She smelled faintly of glue and ink and the tannic bite of leather.

Agnès did not look up. “Jeanne,” she said, as if Jeanne had been expected and, in fact, late.

Jeanne bowed her head toward Agnès. She never kissed rings or sought blessings, but she honored Agnès with the respect reserved for someone who had survived long enough to become a quiet authority.

“I brought thread,” Jeanne said, lifting a small bundle. “And a little something else.”

Marguerite’s eyes went to the bundle and then away. It was easier to look away. Looking directly made it real, and real things could be confiscated.

Jeanne’s smile thinned. “Do not be pious with me, Marguerite. You invited me.”

“I invited thread,” Marguerite said. “Thread is innocent.”

“Thread is never innocent.” Jeanne lowered her voice. “Thread binds. Thread saves. Thread strangles if you pull wrong.”

Ysabel leaned forward, unable to help herself. “What is it?”

Jeanne’s gaze softened at Ysabel. “Curiosity with a clean face. How delightful. How dangerous.”

“It is not dangerous to want to know,” Ysabel protested.

Jeanne glanced at Agnès, whose hands never stopped folding. “Is it dangerous, Agnès?”

Agnès shrugged. “Not if you can afford it.”

Ysabel blinked as if that sentence had struck her like a slap, not because it was cruel but because it was true.

Jeanne set the thread on the table and, with a practiced motion, drew out a small parcel wrapped in oilcloth. The oilcloth had been folded and refolded until the creases looked like a map.

Marguerite felt her pulse tighten, not from fear exactly but from recognition. That parcel had a weight beyond its grams. It carried other people’s breath, other people’s risk.

Jeanne slid it across the table. “This is not mine,” she said. “Understand that first.”

Marguerite did not touch it. “Whose is it?”

Jeanne’s mouth twisted. “A man who will not put his name on anything. He sells cloth and attends Mass twice a week and thinks that makes him invisible.”

“And does it?” Marguerite asked.

Jeanne’s eyes glittered. “It makes him ordinary. Ordinary is sometimes the best disguise.”

Ysabel stared at the parcel as if it might open itself. “Is it... a book?”

Jeanne made a little bow, mocking and sincere at once. “Listen to her. She hears the shape of it.”

Marguerite finally put her fingertips on the oilcloth. It was cool and slightly damp, and under it the edges of paper made a muted sound, a shy rasp like a mouse in the wall.

She did not open it yet. She looked at Jeanne instead.

“You said you brought thread,” Marguerite murmured. “And something else. Thread to repair. And something else to...?”

Jeanne’s expression sobered. “To keep.”

Agnès spoke without looking up. “Or to burn.”

Ysabel gasped, hand flying to her mouth as if she could stop the word from existing.
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