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Historical Note


In 1573, when she was thirteen years old, Countess Erzsébet Báthory reputedly gave birth to an illegitimate child. The infant, a girl, was swiftly bundled up and handed to a villager to be brought up in one of the hamlets surrounding the castle.


History has not recorded what became of the child after that.


When Báthory, the so-called Blood Countess, was arrested in Hungary on 29 December 1610, for allegedly murdering numerous young girls, her four ‘accomplices’ were arrested alongside her. They were: János Ficzkó Újváry, a young lad and johannes factotum (jack of all trades), Ilona Jó Nagy, former wet nurse to the countess’s children, Dorottya Szentes, a senior servant, and Katalin Beneczky, a washerwoman.











‘I will not allow myself to be dominated by men for long.’


COUNTESS ERZSÉBET BÁTHORY
(letter to György Bánffy, 3 February, 1606)


He saw the sun’s dimmed visage disappear,


And spied forth issuing from a cavern hoar


A monster, which a woman’s likeness wore.


Orlando Furioso, Canto 42, 1532












Prologue


In this topsy-turvy world a serving girl can be a queen. She can sit on a wooden throne and all around her men will bow their heads and listen. Her word will be law.


‘Tell us about this book,’ says the prosecutor. He is the queenmaker, the one who has elevated this keeper of animals, this sewer of stitches, to such an exalted place.


‘It belonged to the countess,’ she says. ‘It was in a rosewood box in her library.’


The prosecutor doesn’t ask how a serving girl came to be in the privy chambers of a countess. Details are as unwelcome in a courtroom as children; merely troublesome and unnecessary.


‘You opened it?’


She shrugs. ‘The key was always kept in the lock.’


‘What was inside?’


‘A book, a kind of ledger.’


Remembering the book makes the girl nervous. It was such a sinister thing; an inventory of death, a catalogue of misfortune. In her hand she holds a little wooden goose, her poor man’s orb. Someone told her once to rub its neck if she felt worried or sad and she does so now, working her thumb into the worn groove.


‘Well, what was in it?’ The prosecutor tries to keep the impatience from his voice, but he senses that this girl has important evidence to give. She is different to the other witnesses, with their tales of corpses and burn marks, welts and pincered flesh. She has a connection to the countess that the other girls didn’t. He needs to prise her open like an oyster, pluck out the pearl within.


‘A list of girls’ names, and alongside each one was how she died.’


‘She cannot even read!’


A voice from the gallery, shrill as a whistle.


‘I could see it was a list of names plain enough,’ insists the girl.


‘Who wrote this list?’


‘It was in the countess’s own hand, a record of all the girls she murdered, and how she did it.’


The courtroom erupts, but the prosecutor is momentarily silent. He looks to the jury, the twenty good men who, in this topsy-turvy world, now sit in judgement on a countess. He sees himself reflected in the fine cut of their clothes, the fat that pads their cheeks, the moral certainty of their gaze and, in that moment, he knows that this will be easy.


‘How many names were there?’ he asks.


The girl-queen shifts on her temporary throne. The trouble with a new wool petticoat is that it itches. The trouble with good leather slippers is that they pinch. It is odd that, of all the girls who died, this one survived. Of all the girls who had their mouths sewn shut, this one has managed to open hers.


‘Hundreds,’ she replies.
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SUMMER


Hungary, 1610









The Girl Catchers


They are coming up the dirt track that threads past the cottage before it disappears up a mountainside thick with pine trees. She doesn’t see them, just notices that the geese clustered at her feet have stopped their incessant snapping at the grass and tilted their sleek heads towards the path, pupils black dots of indignation in their ice-blue eyes.


She turns and clicks her tongue. ‘Who are these two, my little friends?’ she whispers to the birds, resting the basket of grain on her hip.


They make a strange pair, the couple walking up the hill in the late afternoon. A woman, breathless and flushed from the summer warmth, and a young man striding alongside her in patterned leather boots up to his knees, a self-important feather bobbing from his kolpak hat.


‘Apa, we have visitors,’ the girl says to the old man sitting in a chair up against the cottage’s whitewashed wall, dozing in the shade of its thick, thatch roof.


The old man only stirs when the geese scatter, honking outrage at the patterned boots whipping through the grass. He blinks for a moment at the westering sun then gets up.


‘We have come from Čachtice Castle,’ the booted man says, grandly. Up close, she sees that he is more boy than man, his skin still smooth over bones yet to take on the set of manhood. The older woman joins him, shooing at a goose still nipping the grass. She smiles while she catches her breath, but her eyes are fixed steady on the girl.


‘I am Dorottya Szentes,’ she says, after a moment, ‘and this is János Ficzkó Újváry. We have walked up from the town because we heard the girl needs work.’


‘Then you heard wrong.’


The girl flinches. The old man’s words are unexpected and they have an edge to them, sharp and steely as a blade.


‘Come now, sir,’ says Dorottya Szentes, ‘what girl would not want to better herself at the court of the Countess Erzsébet Báthory? Why, every girl in the town wants to come back to Čachtice with us.’


‘So take them and leave us be.’


The woman draws in a deliberate breath, then turns to the girl, smiling again. It is an outside smile, thinks the girl, not an inside smile. It merely rests on her face, pretty as sunlight, but it would be gone with a passing cloud.


‘You may call me Dorka, child. Everybody does. And what is your name?’


‘Boróka. It’s short for Borbála.’


‘And your family name?’


‘They call me Boróka Libalány.’


The boy snorts. ‘Boróka goose-girl!’


‘Yes,’ the girl says, evenly, ‘just like they call you János, the lad from Újváry. That’s the way it is for people who come from nowhere and belong to no one.’


The boy’s face darkens, but he says nothing. She notices the feather in his kolpak is from an eagle; white at the base, darkening to an almost black tip. A fine flourish indeed for the lad from Újváry.


‘Well, Boróka goose-girl,’ says Dorka, ‘we have work for you at Čachtice. My lady needs maids and seamstresses. Can you sew? Cook? Even if you know little more than how to pluck a goose, it matters not. We will teach you how to better yourself.’


‘The girl is fine as she is,’ says the old man.


‘Is she?’ Dorka looks Boróka up and down, taking in the rough linen of her coif and the blousy sleeves of her chemise, a little too short, now, for her slender arms, a little too grubby at the wrists. Her eyes linger on the girl’s face, on the twist of hair falling over her shoulder, dark and shiny as polished wood, until the end where it curls and lightens to gold. ‘This girl is well-favoured,’ she says. ‘Do you not want a husband for her? Or should she spend her life here, picking those dainty feet through the goose droppings?’


The boy, Ficzkó, laughs. ‘She can be the Lady of Five Apple Trees,’ he says, throwing his arm wide to gesture to the orchard stretching behind the cottage, then folding into an elaborate bow.


‘Better that than dead,’ replies the old man.


‘What do you mean?’ asks Dorka.


‘You know what I mean. I’ve heard that the girls who go to Čachtice Castle never return.’


Dorka tuts and sighs. ‘You must not listen to gossip. My lady cannot offer a position to every girl. These stories are nonsense, spread by the half-witted doxies she discards.’


The man laughs. ‘I would not call András of Keresztúr a half-witted doxy. He is the chief notary and many witnesses have come forward already.’


Dorka cannot conceal her impatience. ‘Ask yourself this,’ she says. ‘What can a serf from Újhely possibly know about my lady’s court?’


‘What are these people saying, Apa?’ the girl asks.


Before he can answer, Dorka interrupts. ‘You call him Apa, yet this man is not your father, is he?’ Her voice has changed; its pitch is lower, the cadence slower. It sounds slippery in the girl’s ears, as if the woman’s meaning is impossible to grasp.


‘He is father to me,’ she says.


‘Of course,’ says Dorka, ‘and how wonderful it would be if the world were that simple, but it isn’t, my dear. How old are you?’


‘Fifteen.’


‘A woman, then.’ Dorka studies her hard. ‘Do you know what they do to women who live with men who are neither husband nor father to them?’


‘Enough,’ the man warns, but Dorka ignores him.


‘They slit their noses,’ she says, ‘so that all will know them for the whores they are.’


‘I am an old man!’


Dorka’s eyes flick over him. ‘You have not yet threescore years, so young enough to trouble the local scolds. We have been in Trenčín only a day and already I have heard what they say about you two.’


‘Now who is listening to gossip?’


Dorka’s smile is wide. ‘Indeed, you are right. Perhaps neither of us should be judging the other? Still, you must not worry about these rumours. So long as you let us have the girl, I will tell the gossipmongers that I have seen you with my own eyes and you are a good father to this girl, nothing more.’


‘Why does that sound like a threat?’ says the man.


‘It is not a threat, sir, it is a plea: allow Boróka to come with us to serve the countess. This girl is too good for the geese, or some brutish blacksmith’s son.’


*


Inside the cottage, József sits at the kitchen table scraping at the piece of wood in his hand with a whittling knife. Thick curls of wood drop onto the floor around him as he slides the knife up with a slow, deliberate fury.


Boróka laughs as she sets a plate of salted pork and beans down in front of him. ‘What is that you’re making?’ she asks, sitting down opposite him. ‘Dorka’s head?’


József chuckles in spite of himself and puts the carved wood down on the table with a sigh. The shape of a skull is already emerging, and is that a nose? Monstrously long, beak-like, with two eyes above, just vacant holes made with a gouging knife pressed deep into the wood by a vengeful hand.


‘No, it is not,’ says József, wiping his hands on his shirt and picking up a chunk of barley bread. ‘I would not waste my time making an image of Dorka or her little puppet-boy.’


The beans are stewed, cooked over an open hearth in a stewpot flavoured with caraway and fennel. He jabs the coarse bread into the sauce then yanks at it with his teeth.


‘Why so angry, Apa?’


József puts the bread down on his plate, chewing slowly, his appetite fading. Then he rests his forehead on his fingertips, staring down at the table. He stays like that for some moments until the girl wonders whether she should rise and go to him.


When he looks up József reaches his hand out across the table to her, opening his palm to request her hand in return. ‘Oh, Boróka,’ he whispers, when she gives it to him, ‘I’m angry because I know she’s right.’


A chill runs through Boróka despite the warm evening, despite the cooking fire settling in the grate. She tenses, as if to withdraw her hand, but he holds it tight. ‘You cannot stay here any longer,’ he says to her. ‘You know that.’


‘But you made a promise,’ she whispers.


‘And I have kept it.’ József grips her hand more firmly as if to reinforce the truth of what he is saying. ‘I told her I would keep you safe, and I have. Now I have to ask myself: will I be breaking my promise if I let you go, or if I keep you here?’


Slowly Boróka withdraws her hand and this time he lets her. She sits back in her chair and looks at the food, untouched, on her plate.


A few moments pass before József speaks again. ‘It is no life for you,’ he says, ‘hidden away up here on a hillside.’


The sun is setting and the window above the table is a palette of colour; fiery shades through to deepest indigo as the sky darkens and begins to merge with the Carpathian mountains. They will soon need to light a candle, but neither of them moves. Then Boróka says: ‘I have never missed other children. I have made friends with the geese and the squirrels that come to steal their grain. I have not lacked for learning, because you have taught me everything. I do not need any more than this.’


‘You heard what Dorka said.’ József’s voice is gruff, catching round the edges like the half-whittled wood lying next to him. ‘She will make trouble for us in the town and we do not need any more of that.’


‘So is that my choice?’ asks Boróka, watching him as he picks up his fork and stabs at a piece of pork. ‘Go with them to Čachtice or stay here and have my nose slit?’


‘No,’ he replies, ‘your choice is go to Čachtice or end up dead like your mother.’









The Castle on the Hill


With every jolt of the carriage Boróka’s heart seems to rattle in her chest. They are creaking up a hill, the horses snorting and panting as the wheels crunch over loose stones and catch in grooves baked hard by the summer sun. She grips the wooden figure in her hand, running her thumb over its surface, as if there is reassurance to be found in its smooth curves. Remember you are loved, József had told her when he pressed it into her hands.


The carriage lurches suddenly and Boróka gasps and clutches at her seat.


‘For shame,’ exclaims Dorka opposite her, ‘what a nervous little bird you are!’


Boróka steadies herself, mumbles an apology. She feels as if they are riding in a huge iron ball being ratcheted slowly up the hill and that when they get to the top they will hurtle down into something unknown. She bites down on her lower lip and stares at her lap. Although she is concentrating on the coarse weave of her kirtle, she becomes aware of someone’s gaze. She looks up and sees that the girl sitting next to Dorka is smiling at her. Boróka’s eyes dart to Dorka but she is busy looking out of the window, her brow knitted in concentration as if important matters lie hidden among the stones and sparse shrubs that litter the hillside. The girl puffs out her chest, for shame! She mouths silently, mimicking the way Dorka pressed her knuckles into her hip when she said it.


Boróka suppresses a giggle. The girl grins back at her with dimpled cheeks and blows a plume of air up towards her forehead where strands of hair, wispy as the tips of wheat ears, stick to her skin. Her name is Suzanna – Dorka had said as much when she climbed into the carriage – and Boróka is trying to remember whether she has ever seen her in the town, ever stood behind her waiting for the baker to open his doors in the morning, or jostled for space with her at the market when the merchant came with bolts of cloth dyed striking shades of madder and woad. She doesn’t think so. She knows most of those girls by sight, at least, but they are the only two in the carriage. So much for every girl in the town wanting to come to Čachtice.


Boróka looks out of the window. She can see the tip of Ficzkó’s feather waving beyond the roof of the carriage from where he sits up front next to the coachman. She studies it for lack of anything else to look at until the carriage turns a corner and a new vista opens up, the like of which she has never seen before.


Boróka is well used to beauty on a vast scale. She grew up in the mountains and no longer gasps to see the rocky contours of the Carpathians emerge from the black pines that blanket the mountainside, snow-tipped in winter, dense as wolves’ fur in summer. But this is not nature’s accidental magnificence; it is a cultivated grandeur, built from the very rocks on which it stands. Smooth walls of stone stretch high and wide, so polished by time that the greys shift with the light, like a winter’s sky. Beyond the ramparts rise towers and turrets, capped with roofs like pointed hats, coloured the same red shades as the parched earth beneath them.


Dorka sees her staring and allows herself a satisfied smile. ‘Better than your tumbledown cottage, eh?’ she says, pressing herself back against the seat, so that Suzanna can lean over and look as well. ‘So, now are you glad you came?’


That is the question Boróka silently asks the castle, but its walls are inscrutable, its windows dark and shuttered, blind to the outside world, keeping its secrets safe.


Suzanna is trailing her fingers along the wall, walking its full circumference. ‘I have never lived in a circular room before,’ she says, thrilled. The turret is so small it doesn’t take long before she is standing next to Boróka again. ‘Have you?’


Boróka shakes her head. She has only lived in two places: József’s whitewashed cottage and another place. One that she sometimes tries to remember but cannot grasp, as if the memory is a phantom, prone to making shadowy appearances then disappearing as soon as she tries to fix her eyes upon it.


It is evening and the tallow candle is turning the air acrid. Boróka walks over to the window and stares out into an empty black landscape that swallows her gaze. Somewhere out there József will be standing at the door of the cottage, whistling into the night, calling the dogs inside. Then he will shut them all safe inside and set about dampening the fire and filling the jug with water ready for the morning.


‘Are you all right?’


Suzanna is behind her and, though she almost whispers the words, they make Boróka’s body tense.


‘I miss my apa,’ she says, turning round.


‘Try not to think about it,’ says Suzanna, pinching the candle flame between her fingers. ‘Come,’ she takes hold of Boróka’s hand, ‘let’s get into bed.’


On the floor is a straw pallet for both of them to sleep on. It is almost as big as the room, which is little more than an old weapon store, a lookout at the top of a staircase that winds up from the tower below. Once they are under the coverlet Boróka studies her bedfellow, the planes of her face in the darkness, the spiky outline of her hair. ‘Why did you come here?’ she asks.


Suzanna’s eyes are expressionless, but Boróka hears the resigned draw of her breath.


‘My mother sold me,’ she says.


‘Sold you? How could she do that?’


‘Oh, easily.’ Suzanna rolls over and stares up at the ceiling. ‘You useless creature!’ she says, in a voice made so shrill and waspish it makes Boróka want to laugh. ‘Haven’t you brought the water in yet, lazy girl? Look at these stitches! Did the pigs sew them with their trotters? Who made this bread? Shall I use it to chop the firewood?’


Boróka snorts. ‘Was it that bad?’


‘Worse. I couldn’t do a thing right and she didn’t need me anyway. I have three older sisters all far more likely to make a good marriage than me. I wasn’t any use to her, so she was pleased enough to get rid of me.’


‘I’m sorry,’ says Boróka.


‘Don’t be. I haven’t had a bed almost to myself since the day I was born!’


Suzanna stretches out, a starfish on the straw mattress. It feels strange to Boróka to have her there. She has always slept alone, save for the dogs who sometimes came to lie next to her, leaning their weight against her and nudging their noses into her neck. She doesn’t know whether to shrink from the press of Suzanna’s outstretched limbs, or embrace her as she did the dogs, seeking warmth, a kind of solid companionship.


‘Do you feel scared?’ whispers Boróka.


Suzanna turns her head towards her. In the moonlight the whites of her eyes become luminous as pearls. ‘Of what?’


‘Of the countess. People say that many girls come here, but few ever return.’


Suzanna shifts round to face Boróka again. ‘I’m scared of hunger,’ she says, after a moment, ‘and I’m scared of the cold. I’m scared of the wolves that come down to the village in the winter and drag the sick from their beds. What is there to be frightened of here, where our bellies will be full and our feet warm?’ Then she stealthily slides her foot across the bed and runs her toes up Boróka’s calf, making her jump.


Suzanna laughs. ‘Dorka was right, you are a nervous little bird!’


‘We should sleep,’ says Boróka, a little testily, ‘it’s getting late.’


‘As you wish,’ says Suzanna, propping herself up on one elbow and pulling down the sack of chaff at the top of the mattress so they can rest their heads on it. ‘What’s this?’ she says, taking something out from underneath.


‘It’s nothing,’ says Boróka, ‘just a keepsake József made me.’


‘But what is it?’ Suzanna holds it up, inspecting the fluid lines of the wood, squinting in the dark at the delicately carved wings, the webbed feet.


Boróka reaches up, closes her hand around it.


‘It’s a goose, silly,’ she says.


It’s not yet light, but they are both standing in the castle’s vast kitchen, slippered feet chill on the floor, cheeks aglow from the fire. The kitchen – with its vaulted stone ceiling lit all around with oil lamps – is like a crypt. Boróka has her eyes downcast, studying the edge of a wooden table, the wicker baskets filled with vegetables beneath it and the numerous redware pots and bowls laid out on top.


They are waiting to be told what to do, how to make themselves useful, but at the moment they just seem to be in the way. Near the hearth, with its powerful fire, a sweating cook is kneading dough, whilst another takes out loaves already baked and slides them onto the table; fresh, golden and smelling of home. The threat of tears begins with a prickle in Boróka’s nose. She tilts back her head, as if she could simply drain them away, squeezes her eyes shut, then blinks them open, searching for something to focus on. Above her, the domed ceiling is celestial. Shadowy objects are suspended from chains fixed to the stone: a circle of iron hung with pots and pans, like orbiting planets, and a wooden rack fixed with bunches of herbs and strings of garlic. A dead pheasant looks set to take flight through this strange sky, were it not for the hook riven into its iridescent plumage.


‘There you are.’


The girls startle and spin round.


‘My lady will be up soon,’ announces Dorka, bustling past them. ‘The countess takes cinnamon-water upon waking, or sometimes a potage of honey and brandied figs.’


Dorka gestures to a maidservant who immediately fetches a basin and begins to fill it with hot water from above the hearth.


‘My lady never breaks her fast with meat. Instead, she prefers pitted damson plums with slices of lemon and ginger.’


Boróka swallows hard. Is she meant to be learning all this? It’s just that she already cannot remember if plums or figs are in the potage and whether the water is flavoured with cinnamon or ginger. The maidservant drapes a linen towel over Dorka’s arm then hands her the bowl of water. Dorka turns back to Boróka and Suzanna, eyeing them expectantly.


Boróka holds out her hands, horrified to see that they are trembling. ‘Do—’ She tries to speak, but the words seem caught in a throat swollen with fear. She coughs, takes a breath. ‘Do you wish me to take that to my lady countess?’


‘You?’ Dorka laughs so loud the cook looks up from his incessant rolling and shaping of the dough. ‘You’re not fit to have mistress’s eyes upon you! No, I shall take it to her, you’re to stay here. Sweep the floor and scrub the table. When the sun comes up, take the slops out to the pigs.’


Outside the kitchen is a cobbled courtyard strewn with straw. Close to the castle walls crude enclosures of wood, hide and thatch shelter pigs and goats from the sun. Chickens squawk and scatter as Suzanna throws the slops into the pen.


‘It feels like home already,’ mutters Suzanna as a rotten cauliflower head lands flatly in the mud and a large hog grunts and wrestles with the remains of a haunch of venison.


‘What will we have to do next, do you think?’ asks Boróka, picking out a squishy fig that hadn’t passed muster for the mistress’s potage and hand-feeding it to a piglet.


‘Oh, I don’t know, shovel out the midden?’


Boróka blanches. ‘Do you really thi—’ Then she is silent, looking up towards the castle’s high turrets. Suzanna empties the rest of the bucket then follows Boróka’s gaze.


The courtyard gives way to an orchard filled with cherry, plum and apple trees. Overlooking the orchard is a row of elegant casements, diamond-paned leadlights surrounded by pointed stone arches, set into an upper floor jettying out beyond the castle walls. Something has caught Boróka’s eye – the curtains being drawn – and beyond them is a woman, looking out over a world laid at her feet.


‘Do you think it’s her?’ Boróka whispers, as if the woman might somehow catch her words, carried on a tattletale breeze.


Suzanna shrugs, but Boróka cannot stop staring at the figure, slim as reeds, as she fades from view.


‘Beautiful, isn’t she?’ Ficzkó has come to stand beside them, dressed in a dark blue dolman with pleated sleeves, exposing a white shirt beneath. ‘But be careful who you stare at, goose-girl. Even the pigs know to keep their snouts to the ground.’


Boróka flushes and lowers her eyes. She knows he’s still looking at her. His gaze feels intense, like the glare of the sun, something she might both seek and want to shield herself from.


‘I have work to do,’ she mumbles, bending to pick up the pail.


‘Indeed you do,’ replies Ficzkó, ‘and that is why I’m here. You are both to go to the east room, next to the buttery. Ilona Jó Nagy is waiting for you there.’


The east room is so called because it catches the morning sun, and eight girls are sitting round a table in front of its large window, heads bent, concentrating on the sewing in their hands as if their lives depended on it. In the centre of the table is a pile of garments: shirts and chemises, ruffs, collars and cuffs, smelling faintly of tallow soap and stiff from drying in the sun.


Ilona Jó leans over the table and presses her knuckles firmly onto its smooth walnut surface. It is as if she has become one with the furniture; fixed and rigid, the tendons on the backs of her hands flexed and taut.


‘Can you sew?’ she asks Suzanna.


Suzanna suppresses a smile. ‘My mother used to say that I couldn’t sew worse if I had trotters for hands.’


The needle of the girl opposite stills. She raises her head a fraction to stare at Suzanna, eyes wide, lips parted in a silent exclamation.


‘What did you say?’ Ilona’s voice pricks like the pins in a box in front of her.


Suzanna glances at the girl, who immediately returns her attention to the petticoat she is darning, pulling the thread so tightly she gives it pleats.


‘I’ll do my best,’ she says, chastened.


‘Indeed, you will.’ Ilona reaches into the pile of clothes and pulls out a stocking. ‘Begin with this,’ she says, dropping it in front of Suzanna. ‘And mind I can’t see the stitches.’


Suzanna picks up the stocking. It is made of a material she has never touched before, gossamer in her hands, delicate as a moth’s wing. To Suzanna’s dismay, even the finest thread seems to drag through it like a carthorse pulling a plough. She glances at Boróka, who has been given a white linen headdress, starched and embellished with beads at the front. Boróka’s fingers are impossibly nimble and she soon reattaches the pacsa’s loose tie. Ilona nods, satisfied, and hands her a shift with a pulled hem. ‘Look to your own work,’ she snaps at Suzanna as she passes.


In years, Ilona Jó is about the same as Dorka: that is, an old crone well past her fiftieth year. But whilst age has attached itself to Dorka in layers, pressing out her bodice and settling round her neck in folds, it has stripped Ilona bare. She stands at the head of the table like a silver birch in winter; a thin, pale column, all knots and skeletal limbs.


Suzanna has finished her darning. She lays the stocking on the table, smoothing it out with her fingers. Whilst she is looking at the pile of clothes, wondering what to take next, the stocking slides out from in front of her, pincered between Ilona’s finger and thumb.


‘Do you mean to mock me?’


Ilona’s voice is quiet, but the girls all look up, their eyes inevitably drawn to the stocking dangling from her fingers.


‘No, mistress.’


‘Then why have you done this?’


‘Done what, mistress?’


‘This!’ Ilona shakes the stocking so that it jerks like a hooked fish. ‘This stocking is made of the finest silk, imported from Lyon, and you have ruined it. The holes are all . . . puckered. My lady countess’s legs will look like she has a pox!’


One of the girls sniggers, but it is hard to tell which one as a moment later all their faces wear the same expressionless mask.


‘Do you understand why you’re here?’ asks Ilona, but Suzanna shakes her head miserably. ‘You are here to show me what skills you have. The girls who can sew will be seamstresses, perhaps even join the lace school. The girls who can tell goose fat from lard will work in the kitchens. But the girls who can do neither . . . ’ Ilona pauses. She lays the stocking carefully back down in front of Suzanna, as if submitting evidence. ‘Well, they must to the laundry house to help with the great wash.’


‘It wasn’t her fault.’


Ilona’s eyes slide from Suzanna to Boróka, reluctantly, as if dragged away by something even more troublesome.


‘No one could darn silk neatly with thread of flax,’ says Boróka, her voice barely louder than the rustling from the other six girls, all shifting nervously in their seats.


For a moment Ilona stares at her, then she does something extraordinary. She crouches down next to Boróka and takes hold of her hand, gently running her thumb over the girl’s skin. ‘What a shame,’ she whispers. ‘I had thought these fingers as deft as any I had ever seen, but now they will be ruined, stripped to the bone by a week submerged in potash and hot chamber lye.’









The Changeling


He has been watching her for a while now. From the low wall separating the courtyard from the orchard, where he sits, he has a clear line of sight to the washhouse. The great wash is well under way. Baskets of bed sheets, pillowcases, towels and linens are being brought forth from chests in the garrets where they have been accumulating over the months that the countess has been in residence. Every time a girl appears, the washerwoman, Katalin Beneczky, takes the basket from her, sends her back for more.


The door of the washhouse has been left open and steam escapes, like smoke, into the summer air. He has a long piece of grass in his mouth and its tip, heavy with seeds and bushy as a squirrel’s tail, bobs up and down as he absently chews on the other end. He watches her take her skirts in her hands and lift them up past her ankles before stepping her bare feet onto a wooden stool. The wash pail is deep and she gathers her petticoats higher, tucking them up into the fastenings of the apron tied round her waist. Then she climbs into the soapy water; cautious, flinching as the warmth creeps up thighs the colour of hawthorn honey.


The cuff comes out of nowhere, catching him unawares across his brow. He cries out and spits the grass stem onto the cobblestones.


‘I’ll have none of that,’ says Dorka, glaring at him.


‘None of what?’ says Ficzkó, sulky, rubbing above his eye.


‘There’s plenty more needs your attention than that girl,’ she says, nodding towards the washhouse. ‘We need more ashes for the lye. Look to it that you bring some to the outhouse, and don’t dally.’


Ficzkó waits until Dorka’s back is turned before he scowls properly, defiantly staying put until she walks away and the door of the kitchens closes behind her. He has on a new saffron kaftan, its colour as intense as the marsh marigolds that blanket the Váh Valley. He is no ash-mule, he grumbles to himself, while he gets it anyway.


The inside of the outhouse is dark and cool. His eyes adjust from the squint that shielded him from the summer sun, to a wide-eyed gaze looking for somewhere to put down his sack of wood ash. The outhouse is like the landscape; it changes with the seasons, becoming washhouse, brewhouse or apple store depending on the rhythms of the castle. Today it is full of washing bats hung on hooks behind huge barrels mounted on blocks, dripping lye into buckets. He drops the sack against the wall and stands there a moment, brushing stray ashes from the shoulder of his kaftan.


A movement at the outhouse door makes him turn. He recognises, not her face – which is just a silhouette with the sun behind her – but the shape of her. Her waist, the twist of her hair, her legs under bunched skirts, bare feet, still damp and soapy, picking up dust and straw as she steps inside.


He is motionless while she looks at the utensils hanging on the wall, picking up first bat, then board, inspecting, then replacing them. He knows she has seen him when she gasps and tugs at her skirts, pulling them down to cover her legs, as exposed as the skin of a plucked chicken.


‘No need to cover yourself on my account.’


She blinks at him, a sun-god in his saffron kaftan, emerging from the darkness.


‘Is that you, Ficzkó?’ she says.


Before Ficzkó was Ficzkó, he was János.


His mother birthed him in the same unremarkable way she had all her children: squatting in the croft where she was working when the time came, then bundling her newborn up in a shawl and pulling him back to their dwelling in a handcart along with the rest of the day’s harvest. At first – when she had used the corner of her apron to wipe the remains of her own self from the crevices and folds of his face – there was nothing to suggest that this child was any different to any other, so she set about rubbing his skin as though she was polishing the window panes, as the child had not yet taken a single breath. Just when she had begun to wonder whether the child would even live, he opened his mouth and let out a wail lusty enough to startle the crows. ‘Good boy,’ she whispered to him.


And that was when he first opened his eyes.


The day before his birth she had gone to the market. She took with her five fine cabbages to exchange for barley and rye. There had been a man, someone she had never seen before, selling vegetables and he had called her over. ‘Mistress,’ he had said, ‘you are the most beautiful woman in Újvár. Your eyes! They are like water meadows in the sunlight. What colour do you say they are?’


Of course, she should have chided him for his impertinence, but she didn’t. The baby was weighing heavy in her belly and it had been a long time since a man had paid her any attention at all. She did not want to go back to her cabbages, with their stink bugs and flea beetles, so she answered him: ‘Either green or blue, sir, as you prefer.’


This delighted the hawker. ‘I say green,’ he replied, ‘for it is the colour of love,’ which just made her blush. Then – to keep her with him a moment longer – he said, ‘Mistress, buy something, please. What about this?’


To her astonishment he held up a carrot so comically grotesque, so malformed, that she laughed out loud and took it from him as she had never seen the like of it before. It appeared to be a gnarled hand, the fingers twisted round each other in a tight spiral, all knobbles and tendrils. But rather than fling this misshapen thing from her, she had simply given him a coy smile and said, ‘I think not, sir.’


‘Keep it,’ the man had replied. ‘No one else will buy it and it will remind you of me: ugly, but full of goodness.’


Fool that she was, she had been flattered. She had been so consumed by her own vanity that she had dropped the carrot into her cart and taken it home. Then, later, with the hands that had touched it, she had rubbed her swollen belly, murmuring soothing words to the ripple of limbs under her skin.


It was only now – looking down at her baby’s strange eyes – that she remembered. Green is not only the colour of love, it is the colour of demons. The hawker, with his devilish flattery and deformed produce, had cursed her. Blue or green, he had asked her? And, now, there it was; the evidence of her flirtatious indecision set forever on the face of her very own child.


Ficzkó moves slowly round Boróka. She watches him, still as a hare observing a fox. He stops when he is between her and the door.


‘Don’t call me Ficzkó,’ he says.


*


It was both fortunate and unfortunate that the cobbler paid little attention to his new son, János. Fortunate because, if he had, he might have seen those ambiguous eyes for himself and forbidden his wife from even putting the infant to her breast, and that would have ended him in quick time. Unfortunate because that may well have been preferable to what followed.


As it was, the boy had a chance to live because it didn’t occur to his father to look closely at his fourth son any more than he was inclined to inspect his wife’s cabbages. It was her work to tend to them both, and hers alone, so for the first weeks of his life János survived, carefully swaddled in his mother’s shawl.


But babies grow and throw off their swaddles, especially this one, who had an apparently insatiable appetite. Even after he had been put to the breast he still screamed in frustration, his fists bunched tight and his face turning red with rage. She knew not what she was doing wrong, having fed all this child’s brothers quite well. It was not long before the cobbler, frustrated by the child’s constant noise, strode over to János and fixed him with a furious stare.


Even János was obliged to take a breath between wails at some point and, when he did, he opened his eyes and returned the look his father was giving him with his own, distinctly equivocal, gaze.


Cobblers, unlike butchers and blacksmiths, are not known for their temper, but when János’s father caught sight of his son’s inexplicable eyes, he flew into a rage. He had known, all along, that there was something strange about this fractious child and now he had proof of it. He caught his wife by her wrist. ‘What manner of child has one eye that is blue and one that is green?’ he demanded.


‘It was my own doing,’ she sobbed, sinking down to the floor, her skirts puddled all around her.


‘How so?’ asked the cobbler, standing over her, still gripping her wrist. But she couldn’t tell him. She could not explain to her husband that her virtue had been tested. Temptation had been put in her way in the form of a flirtatious stranger and, instead of turning away from him, as she ought, she had been so taken in by his flattery that she had allowed him to taint her own child. That carrot was a sure sign of misfortune, of nature gone awry, but instead of fleeing she had simply turned up her palms to accept it.


‘How so,’ he said again, but his wife hung her head.


The cobbler nodded slowly, then released her wrist. ‘It is as I thought,’ he said, ‘the boy is a changeling. You must have turned your face away from him as you slept and allowed the fairies to take him.’


And she nodded, because even this shameful negligence was preferable to the truth.


The girl is backing away from him. In a few moments she is against the wall, jutting tools pressing into her skin. He doesn’t feel sorry for her, doesn’t think that he might be frightening her. Instead, her fear makes him angry. Beautiful things have always flinched from him, when all he wants to do is touch them, stroke them, love them. It was the same with the cat that used to sit in the sun on the orchard wall, years ago; smoke-grey with fur almost as long as his young fingers and paws so white it looked like it had walked through a sack of flour. Every time he tried to grab it, it clawed its way up into a fruit tree and sat there among the bare branches, or the blossoms, or the pears, eyeing him with infuriating disdain. One day it had been asleep and he had managed, for a moment, to stroke that fur, soft as clouds, before it had swiped at him and drawn beads of blood from the back of his hand.


The next time the cook put fish scraps in a bowl and set it on the cobbles behind the kitchen door, the cat wasn’t there. Nor the next day, or the one after that. When they asked him if he had seen it, he told them what he knew for certain to be true: that Stefan had taken it.


He is inches away from her, so close he can almost feel her. Her aura is as warm and scented as a summer meadow, something he wants to step into, get lost in. He sees the girl’s hand twitch, as if about to move. He keeps looking at her face, but out of the corner of his eye he is watching her hand as it hovers at her side, uncertain. He braces himself, almost wanting her to strike him, knowing that the sting of the slap will be as vicious – and as fateful – as the scratch of that beautiful cat.


The cobbler, though he was a modest man of leather and laces and tacks, was by no means stupid: he was well aware what had to be done in order to rid them of the changeling and have their own child returned. He knew that changelings need human milk to survive, so first he had his wife feed the babe nothing but pap through a cow’s horn for a full month. This seemed to enrage the changeling even more and the crying worsened. The cobbler was at his wits’ end. János was his fourth son: he already had boys aplenty to plough the croft and apprentice his trade. He had hoped, this time, for a daughter to look after him in his later years. Instead, not only did he have another mouth to feed but one that was perpetually open in a piercing, insistent, scream, so he took the child to a midden and set about whipping him with a birch stick, while his wife stood by and wept.


Months passed and the fairies seemed to care not a jot that their changeling was as miserable as it was possible to be. No amount of starving or whipping seemed to make them feel sorry enough for their own child to take him back and return the cobbler’s rightful son. Stranger still, the changeling grew strong despite his mistreatment, almost as if someone had been feeding the boy bacon scraps and wholesome cabbage soup behind the cobbler’s back.


Then, one day, when the child was in his third year, he wandered into his father’s workshop while the cobbler was at his workbench hammering wooden pegs into the heel of one of the baker’s shoes. The cobbler didn’t see him, but the baker’s wife did.


‘What an uncommonly beautiful child,’ she exclaimed, before the cobbler had had a chance to shoo János away. The baker’s wife was fond of children and immediately dug about in her pockets for a packet of candied lemon she was sure she had. János could not believe his good fortune when the baker’s wife offered him such a treat and took it from her with a grateful smile.


The very next week not a single person brought their shoes to be mended by the cobbler. This was no surprise to the cobbler himself. The baker’s wife was known to be a gossip and she had surely told the good people of Újvár that his child had eyes like no other. A changeling was bad luck and he was certain he would do no business until he was rid of it. After all, who wants to walk in an unlucky man’s shoes?


The shovel was old but had been made of wrought iron and was still sound and perfectly serviceable. If you had asked the cobbler where it had come from, he wouldn’t have been able to tell you. It had been his father’s, and his father’s before him, used to dig a path through the winter snows so that customers could reach three generations of cobblers. This time the task was different, but the shovel was wide and flat, and just what the cobbler needed.


It took a minute or so to heat up. In that time even the cobbler himself wondered if it could really be true that the changeling sat upon it would be unable to stand the heat and disappear up the chimney, never to return. But he pushed aside his misgivings, set his jaw and gripped the wooden handle tight, holding the shovel steady above the fire.


Surely, even the fairies would not stand by and watch their kin burn.


When her hand makes contact with his skin, it is more shocking than Ficzkó could ever have imagined. The gentleness of it blindsides him and he almost rears back, repelled by her fingertips on his jaw, their water-soaked softness and lavender soap smell. His astonishment keeps him rigid as she brushes away a trace of wood ash.


‘What happened to you, Ficzkó?’ she whispers.


The reason that János’s mother liked cabbages so much was that they were predictable. They grew in the same way, at the same time, year upon year, and, provided she watered them and picked the caterpillars off their leaves, they gave her no trouble.


Not so her husband.


She was in the croft when she heard her son’s screams. She put down her trowel, picked up her skirts, and ran back into the house.


Now, every wife knows not to gainsay her husband and – through almost ten years and four children – she had bitten her tongue on more occasions than she could remember, but the sight of her little boy above the fire, like a suckling pig, was too much for her. She grabbed the shovel and swung it with such force that János flew off his blistering perch and landed, with much relief, on the cool flagstones.


If the story could have ended there then János might have stayed János forever, but his mother had grown up near the forest, with its pack dogs and brown bears, and she knew that once an animal has a mind to kill its young it will not rest until it is done.


As fate would have it, a travelling troupe were performing in the town square; a raggle-taggle band of puppeteers, acrobats, minstrels and jugglers. Early the next morning, as the troupe rolled up their tents and filled their wagons with trunks, she took little János to the puppeteer and abandoned him to a life she hoped could be lived unseen, hidden away in a puppet booth, seeing the world through the painted eyes of a dancing marionette.


It wasn’t long before the puppeteer forgot what the boy’s full name was, and so he became János Ficzkó Újváry – János, the fellow from Újvár – then, later, just Ficzkó.


For Ficzkó’s part he did not much care what he was called because, unbeknownst to his father, the cobbler’s plan had worked. As soon as Ficzkó felt the shovel’s searing embrace he had cleaved apart, separating himself into two different people. He was both Ficzkó and . . . someone else entirely and, from that moment on, this other person was responsible for every wicked thing he did.


Ficzkó is adept at protecting himself from everything except a gentle touch. He knows what to do with aggression, but concern leaves him floundering. He catches hold of her wrist, twists her arm away from his face. She starts to struggle, tries to pull free, but he holds her tight. In the gloom her eyes are wide and fearful. She will know better than to assault him with her kindness again, he thinks.


The outhouse darkens. The washerwoman is standing in the doorway. She has come to find Boróka, wondering what has happened to the washing dolly she asked her to fetch. ‘What’s going on here?’ she says, her voice sharp.


Ficzkó lets go of Boróka’s wrist but doesn’t step back. He makes her squeeze past him, enjoys the press of her against him, the brush of her skirts. When Boróka emerges, the washerwoman sees that her face is pale with shock.


‘What did you do to frighten her so?’ she demands.


Ficzkó shrugs. ‘It wasn’t me,’ he says, ‘it was Stefan.’


Ficzkó stays in the cool outhouse a moment to collect himself. He puts out an arm, leans against the wall while his breath slows. As he looks down, he notices something lying on the floor. He bends to pick it up, inspects it with a smile. It must have fallen out of the girl’s apron in the tussle, he thinks. No one but a goose-girl would own such a thing.









The Lady of Čachtice


The thunderous menace of the sky is matched only by the look of absolute fury on the washerwoman’s face.


‘The last days of summer are clean taken from us!’ Katalin Beneczky says to Boróka, glaring at the leaden clouds, edged silver by the retreating sun.


Every spare inch of space has been covered with sheets laid out to dry. The grass has become a patchwork quilt, made only with squares of white. Trees cling to pillowcases caught in their branches, fluttering in a breeze threatening rain from the west. The great wash is so close to being dry, so almost ready to be put away, that this sudden change to the weather has brought Kata storming out into the courtyard where she now stands like a sentinel, hands on hips, face tilted up to the heavens, as if just the fierceness of her countenance could keep the rain away.


Undeterred, the first raindrop lands on the sleeve of her chemise. Kata grips the washing bat as if she were going to war and begins to bang it against the stone wall.


‘In!’ she screams. ‘In!’


A moment later girls scurry out of the kitchen door. They spread through the courtyard like mice invading a grain store. Two a sheet, they draw it end to end, then pick up the corners before they step towards each other in a perfectly choreographed dance. Boróka looks for Suzanna so she can help with the sheets, but Suzanna didn’t come out of the kitchen with the other girls, so Boróka runs along the hedges, plucking small linens from the bushes like berries.


It’s pouring now. Rain splinters against the castle walls and begins to pool in the cracks between the cobblestones. Kata wipes her brow with the back of her hand. ‘We’ll do the wash a month earlier next year,’ she says, laughing.


The girls run back to the washhouse, laundry piled so high in their arms they can barely see over it. Emptied of its barrels of lye and buckets of soapy water, there is space for rush matting and the girls put down the sheets then catch their breath, plucking at the damp sleeves of their chemises, lifting the material from where it’s sticking to their skin.


Boróka looks to see if Suzanna is inside the washhouse, but she still can’t see her. Now that she thinks of it, she hasn’t seen Suzanna since the early morning when she’d left her in their turret because they were late for work and Suzanna couldn’t find her shoe. Or was it her coif?


‘How are your hands?’


Boróka holds them up, showing front then back to Kata. ‘Not too bad.’


‘It’s always like this for the first wash.’


Kata walks over to a wooden shelf on the washhouse wall. She reaches up and takes down a small bottle of the kind that József keeps in his workroom, dark green glass with a narrow neck and stopper.


‘Here,’ she says, beckoning Boróka towards her, ‘this will help.’


Kata pours some liquid onto her own palm then holds out her hands. Boróka hesitates. It seems intimate somehow for a woman she met only a week ago, albeit that they have spent every day together since, to touch her like this. But Kata takes her hands and begins to work the oil into her skin. Boróka can smell almonds and something else, rose water, perhaps? Kata’s hands are warm and gentle in a way that József’s never were. It wasn’t that he was unkind, he just cared for her in a different way. He taught her the things she needed to know, protected her, fed and clothed her, but he barely ever touched her. She can remember sitting on his knee as a small child, learning her letters with his arms around her and the bristle of his beard against her cheek, but in the last few years she was with him he had done little more than pat her hair, or clasp her in a brief, awkward embrace. Kata’s touch is like a mother’s; instinctive, as natural as a smile.


‘There,’ she says, letting go of Boróka’s hands, ‘all will be well in a day or two.’


Boróka looks down at her hands, the redness now shiny with oil. ‘Mistress Ilona Jó told me the lye would strip my fingers to the bone.’


Kata frowns. ‘She was just trying to frighten you. Pay her no heed next time.’ Then Kata turns away, giving her attention to another girl who has seen the almond oil and rolled up her sleeve to show Kata some ailment that requires her ministrations.


The great wash is done. Though the downpour has eased, it’s still raining lightly, and even when it stops they won’t be able to put the sheets out again until the grass is dry. Boróka slips out of the washhouse. It’s odd, she thinks, not to have seen Suzanna all morning.


She hurries back to the courtyard and peers in the kitchen door. No one but the cook hacking at meat with a cleaver and a scullery maid scraping dirt from a pile of vegetables. Surely Suzanna and her clumsy fingers are not with Ilona? She must have been given a job somewhere else.


The rain is so light now it is little more than a fine mist. Boróka wanders through an archway at the far end of the courtyard. She has had little time to explore – standing in buckets and up to her elbows in tallow soap – so she has not yet seen the stables that lie beyond the archway.


In a few steps she is in a smaller courtyard with a row of barn stalls on either side. Straight ahead are two huge wooden doors shot through with metal bolts and bars, a sturdy barrier between the castle and the outside world. A stable boy is feeding fistfuls of hay to a horse, larger than any she has ever seen before, whilst stroking its neck, whispering into its ear like a lover. He eyes her, curious, as she wanders past the barn stalls. There is no reason for Suzanna to be here among these beasts with their tack of honeyed leather and burnished brass. She is about to go when a great rumbling wells up in the distance. It must be thunder, another downpour, but when she looks up the sky is the same inscrutable grey. Then the stable boy drops the hay and runs to the doors. He slides across bolts and pulls up battens from where they are secured into the cobbles until, with all the creaking and groaning of an old man getting to his feet, the vast doors swing open.
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