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For Katie and Daisy, who held hope for us when it was too heavy to carry alone.









Their fragile bodies are like the strongest gusts of wind, and the paths of creation, innumerable as they are, tell us that nothing and nobody is expendable.


FROM 


The Beehive Metaphor 


BY JUAN ANTONIO RAMÍREZ


Sometimes the body experiences a revelation because it has abandoned every other possibility.


FROM 


Fugitive Pieces 


BY ANNE MICHAELS


When I saw this spectacle, I wanted to live for


A moment for a moment. However inelegant it was,


It was what it might have been to be alive, but tenderly.


		One thing. One thing. One thing:


Tell me there is


A meadow, afterward.


FROM 


‘A Meadow’


BY LUCIE BROCK-BROIDO










Strasbourg, 1518







 



None dancing



She heard there was bread in the square. It’s possible it’s a lie, or that the loaves are so blighted as to be inedible, but Frau Troffea doesn’t care. The hope is nourishing as anything she’s had in her throat these past months. She went mushroom-picking with the others, laid traps to skin hares in the forests like Gyptians. Nothing. Even the animals are starved out after the Hungry Winter, this scorched summer. She brought home an un-nested bird and cooked it right on the ashes of their fire, chewed through its soft, shattering bones, chafing her gums until her mouth filled with iron and salt.


Her husband doesn’t know how she suffers, has never seemed to know hunger. He grows sinewy, muscles like ropes wrapping his arms. But she has it inside her like a child, and it grows and sucks and swells her belly, until she cramps with carrying the full weight of its gnawing emptiness.


She has started chewing off-cuts of leather. She has started sucking the ends of her hair, and contemplating the stray dogs with new attention. She has started seeing white lights hang before her in the air. Lately she can stir them about with her finger.


But Frau Troffea has not yet lost her mind, and as she stumbles through her city, she comes up with a plan. If the bread is burnt, she can soak it in the river until it softens. If it is rotted, perhaps others will have left it. If there is not bread, or if it is all gone, she can fill her pockets with stones and walk into the water, as some have done. Women have been seen throwing their babies in so they can feed their other children. She would have done the same, had her children lived past infancy. The son that did is long hanged as a traitor. Samuel, one of hundreds sentenced in the place of their leader Joss Fritz, who melts into the Black Forest after each attempted revolt easy as snow. 


The almshouses are overrun, the graveyards too. The end of the world is coming, from the streets to the churches they proclaim it. Geiler, the Trumpet of Strasbourg Cathedral, is eight years dead but his words are daubed on walls, echoed from the pulpits of the cathedral: There is not one among us who can be saved. The comet that dragged its fiery tail over the turn of the century and damned them is lifted from its crater and placed on an altar, but too late.


She prays as she walks, though her rosary is long gone, the clay beads cracking between her teeth like bird bones.


Frau Troffea swirls a thread of light through her fingers, soft as lambswool. Sweat runs down her lip, and her back, soaks the reeking cloth of her dress. The sun has seared the soles of her feet where she fell asleep outside a tavern at midday. The drink – it is new for her, and something they can ill afford, but the ruined wheat is good enough for beer – that alone is plentiful. Her husband has not come looking for her all night. Her feet are chafing on the cobbles, and it is good to feel them again, the blisters making way for new skin.


Her route takes her through the horse market, built when Strasbourg had a different centre so that it would stand at the edges. Now there are complaints from the cathedral of the smell, but Frau Troffea likes it: sour and strong enough to coat her tongue. She opens her mouth, fills her lungs.


It has grown like an unwieldy beast, this city. In her youth it was fat off wealth, and so the fleas came crawling. Trade is long diminished but still there are new faces every day, dark faces amongst them like the devils were already here, flooding the hospital with their filth. The Holy Roman Empire is locked in battle with the Ottoman Turks, engaged in a struggle for their very souls. She cannot read but knows there are pamphlets about them, the Turks who threaten their empire, their homes. They are the enemy but they come anyway, claiming to flee the same hordes that fight for them.


Frau Troffea is vigilant against such lies.


She spends her days watchful for the infidels, sees them even in church though there holy incense burns thick enough to make your jaw lock. She checks her body each night for bites and signs of incubi, finds only bones grown harder beneath her melting flesh.


The market square is listless and sways before her. She searches the closed-up stalls, the dusty ground, the grates clogged with muck dried hard by heat. She smells the sweet and the shit of it, of her city, baking under the relentless, blessed, accursed sun. Her head is full of it as she searches, hands raking the dust, thick handfuls of dirt. She murmurs a prayer like an incantation, as though God would drop loaves from the sky. But nothing falls except heat on her back, her calves, the burnt soles of her feet, and she wonders again why her husband has not come looking for her.


She is crying, but she is not ashamed. The tendrils of light swarm about her like flies, heavenly and revelling, ravelling her in their soft threads and weave. Her hands are full of earth and excrement, her fingernails itch and she wants to peel them off.


The light tickles her beneath the chin.


Frau Troffea tilts her head back, looks at the sun until her eyes fill with white. The light swirls about her like a cloud, buffeting her gentle as a wind-knocked sail. She picks up her foot, then the other. Her hips sway. She parts her lips in ecstasy.


Beneath the blue and burning sky, Frau Troffea lifts up her hands, and begins to dance.










One


Lisbet arches her foot, braces it against the wooden bed frame until the cramp subsides. Her eyes are sticky with sleep: she scrapes it away. She could lie here another hour in this early quiet, but this is precious time, and confined. Today Henne’s sister Agnethe will return from the mountains, and all will be changed.


Henne lies with his back to her, his cotton undershirt dampened to translucence, his skin pink at the neck, a scar puckered starlike beneath his hairline where an empiric cut out a mole that would not stop growing. She turns her head to watch his breath. She could press her hand between his shoulder-blades, feel the work of his breathing hum like the skeps – but it is impossible, a distance too far to span. In their earliest days, she touched him always: her hands on his forehead, plucking chaff from his hair, stealing kisses behind his mother’s back. Those tendernesses are past, now.


Her toes curl themselves again and she levers herself upright with a hiss. They have long discarded the sheet, are sweating into straw like horses, and a trickle works its way down her back. She wants to pull off her nightgown, walk through the forest to the river and roll in its mud like a pig.


She heaves herself to her feet, crosses to the window. A few bees drowse past the shutters, and she wonders if they recognise her out of her silk and wicker, can smell her sweat sweet with the honey they give.


The light itself seems bunched and thick with heat. Agnethe will return from her penance into a dismal summer. No air comes to stir the skin-stretched shutters, nothing moves at all except the bees and the pain in her leg, unfurling like thorns along its length. She catches her lip between her teeth, bites just hard enough to hurt, to turn the focus of her pain from there, to there. Inside her, the child stirs, and she watches the shadows flicker beneath her nightdress like minnows. Still there? Good.


She clasps her hands beneath the mound of it, lately grown too large to encircle at its widest point. Two months left. She has never got this far before, this large. She strokes her thumb against the taut skin and paces until it is no longer like walking on hot shards of glass. She manages eight turns of the room before the mattress rustles.


‘Lisbet?’


She paces.


‘Lisbet. Stop.’


‘It’s hot.’


She can only make out the glint of his eye, his teeth when he talks.


‘A beer?’


‘No.’


‘You should lie down. Rest.’


She grinds her teeth. She tried that in her earliest pregnancies, though his mother argued, wanted her up and moving before her confinement, to speed it along and be strong. Henne overruled his mother’s wish the first and second times, and Lisbet spent the latter days lying in their bed like a noblewoman, or else sitting at the kitchen table while he fussed and soothed her, feeding her milk dumplings drizzled in honey with his fingers.


They were hopeful, then, and even after the sixth they’d heard worse from the women at church. And now they are five years on from the milk dumplings and she has nothing living to show.


Sophey blames her, Lisbet can tell. She repeatedly calls Lisbet a slattern even though she is dedicated to the bees, telling her daughter-in-law how she worked the fields before birthing Heinrich, milked cows before Agnethe.


‘This is why Henne has strong shoulders, and Nethe strong arms.’


Agnethe. Nethe. The name is almost mystical to Lisbet, mythical as those strong arms, or the jaw she is said to share with her brother. Soon enough Lisbet will see if it is all true. Sophey and Henne’s mentions of Agnethe in the first years were so sparse they were easily swept aside, and any questions Lisbet asked were brushed off too. Lisbet always had the sense of entering a room another, dearer person had just exited, as though Henne went searching for a wife to fill the space at their table Agnethe had left. Ever a harbinger: her birth circling the comet’s, her arrival stalking Agnethe’s departure, her bloods chasing her mother’s madness. A bee butts the shutter. She taps back.


Even Ida, so good at making Lisbet feel like she belonged from the first moment of her arrival, will only edge around the boundaries of the truth about Agnethe, giving her no answer beyond the facts. ‘She has been at a nunnery, in Mont Sainte-Odile, paying penance.’


‘But you were friends,’ Lisbet would push, with a sensation like pressing on a bruise, braced for envy at the thought of Ida loving another friend as dearly as she loves Lisbet. ‘You must know what sent her?’


But Ida, for all her wide eyes and childlike gaiety, is a master equivocator, and always led Lisbet past the topic and onto the new, more pleasurable grounds of gossip – Herr Furmann’s latest indiscretion, Sebastian Brant’s gambling debts – until Lisbet forgot why she cared, and Agnethe was once more only a shadow pinned to her back, glimpsed less and less.


Seven years’ penance. Lisbet has tried to sound out the depths of such a sentence, weigh its particular gravity. She wonders how things will change, now another body will be in the house. Agnethe’s is not the presence Lisbet has prayed all these years for. They were certain a child would arrive well before Agnethe’s penance was through, maybe two or three as happened for Ida, their small faces scrubbed clean, their tiny fingernails full of wax from learning the bees. Lisbet closes her eyes against the vision, a sound escaping her, each lost child an excavation into her body and her heart. Into the gap she has portioned off at the table will step a full-grown woman, washed of some sin no one will name.


Henne sits up with a groan. She can see him rubbing his eyes in the low, slatted light, his skin cream in the darkness.


‘Go back to sleep,’ she says, harsher than intended.


He throws off the tangle of the sheet from about his ankles, and stands, becoming more solid in the gloom. She has always liked his sturdiness, the square block of him firm from his work at the forest, the tracery of scars from the bees at his wrists, from before they knew and trusted him. She desires him still, though he does his duty after every failed birth with his eyes closed. Now, he sees her watching him and turns away to dress.


She opens the shutters, wafting the bee back towards free air. The trees cover everything, edging up to the boundary of their scraped-out farm, where roots must be hacked and cleared in an endless battle. Already there is light above them, purplish as the streaks on her belly. Dawn arrives right into their room, though there is never time to watch it come.


Heaviness lands on her shoulders: Henne’s arm, arranging a shawl. It is the most he has touched her in days, weeks perhaps. He withdraws just as fast. She shrugs it off, catching it and bundling it over a chair.


‘Too hot.’


He sighs. There was a time when he found even her complaints charming. He would chuckle, call her schatzi, sweet one. Hadn’t she been standing at this window, newly married and complaining of the cold, the first time he put a baby in her? If she stands here long enough perhaps he will remember, will hold her. She hears him pissing into the pot. The baby shifts.


She waits until he is done before turning, her belly knocking the window frame. ‘I’m going to walk.’


He holds the pisspot. ‘I’ll come.’


She shakes her head, already slipping on her thinnest dress, stinking from constant wear. She feels the familiar hum inside her, the desire to go to the bees and her tree, to be alone there with her babies before the day begins. ‘What if Agnethe arrives?’


His shoulders stiffen: she hears the hitch in his breath. He is worried about his sister’s return. In their earlier days perhaps she could have asked him why. Now there is such a chasm between them she dare only skirt the pit of it.


‘She will not be here for hours. It is treacherous to descend the mountain before light, and the abbey is a day’s ride.’


He has pulled on his clogs before she has forced hers over swollen toes. When she presses the puff of her ankle, the mark stays like her body is fresh clay recently pulled from the ground. He opens the door and they move silently through the dark house, and out into the yard.


Lisbet feels the air stick to her like dust, and she follows Henne with reluctance. He empties the pisspot, and has brought the last of the stale bread from the kitchen. He throws it to the chickens as they pass the coop.


The dogs lie slumped in the centre of the dirt yard. The small one, Fluh, is new and fierce and yaps like she is caught in a bait trap every time she sees Lisbet. Ulf, the wolfhound with matted fur, she minds less. He came to them as a pup, not long after she did, and does not jump up at her, or bite at her skirts.


Fluh scuffs the dirt around her, burrowing deeper in, but Ulf heaves himself to his feet and trots to catch up with them as they open the gate, pass the buzzing cones of the skeps with their wakening bees, and enter the forest.


The ground is all shadows, and Lisbet lifts her feet as though wading. The flies gather around her ears, but she cannot bear to let down her hair in the soupy heat. No sound but them breaking crisp leaves, dried early off the trees, and her breath already ragged.


Henne is walking a little ahead, turned slightly sideways to fit down the narrow path. He does not ask which way they should go: he leads and she follows behind. His hand trails and she wonders if he will mind her taking it. But then he lowers it to Ulf’s head, and she rests her own on her belly instead.


They push upwards to the bluff, the closest thing to a view in this furrowed part of the world. She imagines them pressed down as seeds beneath His thumb, planted irreparably deep, and walks faster, overtaking Henne. On clearer mornings, when the wind pushes aside the miasma that hovers over Strasbourg most days, she can see every notch on Notre Dame’s spire.


‘Lisbet?’ Henne is beside her, his hip butting hers. ‘Slow down.’


She begins to tell him she is fine, but a wash of faintness sluices down her back, blessedly cold.


‘Careful.’ Finally, he loops his hand about her waist. She leans against him until the path stops leaping with little sparks. Still he holds her, and she closes her eyes. A sigh escapes her lips, and he releases her as though she had screamed. She stumbles, catches herself. ‘Come, home.’


They are still more than a dozen paces from the summit. She used to run up it in the first months of their marriage, and be back before Sophey noticed her gone and her chores left untended. She feels lumpen and stretched, wishes she could have come alone, taken her time, gone to the tree. But now the sun is up and Sophey will be too, readying for Agnethe’s return. Lisbet lets Henne lead the way back to the farm without complaint. At the skeps she moves to put her hand on the gate, but he nudges her on.


‘I’ll see to it.’


‘They need fresh water—’


‘I know,’ he says with another flash of temper. ‘They are my bees, Lisbet.’


Not yours, she thinks, not mine.


•


Already Henne is looking beyond her, to his tasks, to his day, so intent that he does not even notice the woman in their dusty yard, until Lisbet catches his arm. Her head is so full of Agnethe she lends the visitor a head or two in height, broadens her shoulders, places Henne’s mouth and jaw over the fine features already breaking into a smile at the sight of them.


But then she steps towards them, golden hair catching the early light, a basket clasped in her slim hands, and it is Ida.


‘Good morning, Frau Plater.’


‘Herr Wiler.’ Ida returns Henne’s curt nod, but her eyes are fixed beyond him, on Lisbet. No one looks so directly at her as Ida does, and it is another reason to love her. Henne continues to the skep yard. Their shared childhood should lend them some ease with one another, but instead there is something hard between them, a pit in soft fruit. Perhaps it is Plater himself – Ida’s husband is as loathed as Ida is adored.


Ida kisses Lisbet’s flushed cheeks, her breath sweet with wild mint and her lips soft and dry.


‘How are you this morning?’ asks Ida, eyes performing their now-familiar flick from Lisbet’s belly to her face.


‘Well enough,’ says Lisbet, and the worry line pinching between Ida’s eyebrows loosens. There have been so many days when all Lisbet could answer with were tears, that she takes each day of discomfort as a triumph.


‘Good,’ says Ida, and presses her miraculously cool hand to Lisbet’s. ‘See what I have brought you.’


She leads Lisbet to the woodpile Henne has stacked and left to dry in the steaming yard, and Lisbet sinks gratefully down while Ida perches beside, balancing the basket between them. She pulls back the cloth with a flourish, revealing a sack full of flour, white as fresh snow.


‘A gift,’ says Ida, ‘because the rye didn’t suit you.’


‘I can’t accept—’


‘Feel it,’ says Ida, her eyes shining with delight.


‘My hands are dirty,’ says Lisbet, though in truth these days even scrubbed clean her hands are a state, covered in bee stings, swollen with heat. She doesn’t want to place them beside Ida’s, so slender and neat-nailed as a newborn’s. But Ida seizes her hot fingers and scoops a handful of flour into Lisbet’s palm. It is soft as petals, light and fine as dust.


‘My father double-milled it for you especially,’ says Ida.


To her humiliation, tears start in Lisbet’s eyes, and she swallows the lump filling her throat.


‘Silly goose,’ says Ida, laughing and wiping Lisbet’s cheeks. ‘You’ll remember I was just the same, my final months. Like a rain cloud. Anything we can do to help comfort you is a joy to us. And in this heat I cannot imagine how you feel.’


‘I am well enough,’ says Lisbet sharply, pouring the flour carefully back into its sack, returning to the phrase that is all she can offer when her friend asks how she is.


Lisbet is careful not to complain, in case God hears and decides to take this baby from her too. It is one of the many bargains she has made with herself, balancing them atop each other as precariously as the basket between them. Ida has no such qualms: she has carried each of her children without so much as a cramp or a bleed, tempts fate and the Devil both without a second thought. But she is not Lisbet, who lives with the blunt evidence of her own accursedness, the litany learnt by heart: comet, Mutti, babies. So much wreckage. So much blood.


‘Of course you are,’ says Ida, nudging Lisbet from her self-pity. ‘You must use this with your freshest water, and look – my father has given you a twist of salt.’


‘It is too much.’


‘Nothing is too much for you, Bet, for this baby. He will be here and safe and soon.’


Lisbet bites the insides of her cheeks hard. She hates when Ida says such things. She does not know so – no one but God does.


‘And you must make sure the bread is only for you,’ Ida chatters on. ‘Not for Henne or Sophey.’


‘Or Agnethe,’ says Lisbet. ‘I’ll have a job keeping it from all of them.’


Ida’s knuckles on the basket whiten. ‘She is home today?’ she asks lightly, though Lisbet knows she knows the answer.


‘This afternoon,’ says Lisbet. ‘Was it part of your purpose in coming so early? To see her?’


‘Of course not,’ says Ida, flushing prettily. ‘You know we are not friends.’


‘I do not know anything, for you will not tell me.’


‘There is nothing to tell.’


‘Is it so terrible?’ says Lisbet. She knows she sounds wanton but she doesn’t care. It is her last chance to know about Agnethe before she meets her. ‘What she did?’


‘I have told you a hundred times,’ says Ida, already in control of herself, her hands loosening on the wicker, her cheeks pale once more. ‘I know nothing of Ne— Agnethe’s sin. It is wiped clear now, anyway. Seven years’ penance – she is blameless once more. You must not ask her.’


Lisbet sighs and shifts. She doesn’t wish to fight with Ida, not with her gift beside her and the sun heating the wood beneath them as fast as her brow.


‘Thank you,’ she says. ‘Please thank Matthias, and Herr Plater.’


Ida snorts. ‘You think my husband had anything to do with this? His duties keep him in Strasbourg most weeks.’


Ida is not sorry about this, and Lisbet cannot blame her. Plater was announced the council’s enforcer after the last revolt, responsible for the harsher sides of the Twenty-One’s dealings in the city and its surrounds. With their own eyes Ida and Lisbet have witnessed broken doors in the slums on their almsgivings, and the gaol beside the river is expanded twice over. Lisbet is not alone in noticing Plater takes pleasure in his dark work.


‘Which reminds me,’ says Ida. ‘He will call on you today.’


‘Plater?’


‘Yes,’ says Ida. ‘He told my father so.’


‘When?’


‘This afternoon.’


‘Perhaps he wishes to see the penitent.’


Something flashes across Ida’s face. ‘She would do well to stay out of his way.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Tell Heinrich, won’t you? To expect him.’


‘Of course,’ says Lisbet. When Ida closes like this she is tight as a locked box. There is no budging her. Before her friend can rise, Lisbet seizes her hand as Ida had hers. ‘You know you can speak with me, about anything—’


‘This looks restful.’


Ida’s hand closes convulsively on Lisbet’s. They turn to squint into the light. Backed by brightness, Sophey Wiler’s narrow body slices into angles, nearly vanishing at her waist, at the place where her hands meet her hips. A frown line cleaves her face in two like a scar.


‘Frau Wiler,’ says Ida, jumping to her feet. ‘How are—’


‘Busy,’ says Sophey. ‘What are you doing here so early?’


‘She brought me a gift,’ says Lisbet, unable to rise from the low log pile. Too late she remembers Ida’s instruction not to share the fine flour, but already Sophey is holding a knotted hand out for the basket. Ida meekly hands it over, and Sophey sniffs at the contents.


‘Won’t your children be missing their mother?’


‘I was just taking my leave,’ says Ida. She is as cowed by Sophey as anyone – no one is immune to her force. Sophey turns without another word, and strides to the kitchen.


‘She is always so rude to you,’ says Lisbet.


‘She is rude to everyone,’ shrugs Ida. ‘And today is an anxious day. Even Sophey Wiler must be nervous to receive her returned daughter.’


‘I suppose.’


She pulls Lisbet gently to her feet, kisses her once more on her cheek, and pats her belly gently. ‘Grow well.’


‘Go well,’ says Lisbet in return, and watches her slight-shouldered friend hurry from the yard. Beyond her, she can see Henne among the skeps, moving from hive to hive, a smoking tray in his hand like a priest’s censer. He is too far for her to smell the rosemary, but she carries it anyway, on her own clothes and hair. The tug in her chest is physical, as though her longing is a thread pulled between her and the hives. Her affinity for the bees is preternatural, and when she is at her duties she feels a rearrangement of herself, like stars fallen into constellations of good fortune. Even Sophey sees it, though she would never say so.


The first time she saw the farm she thought it quaint, with its three solid structures forming an open-faced square aimed at the skeps and the forest beyond. She imagined children tumbling into the dust of the well-kept yard, hanging from her skirts. Noise all about her, tears and laughter: the delicious sounds of life and need.


Since visiting the almshouses she knows they live in what passes for great comfort for these parts. Bees, a kitchen, and three rooms besides. But their farm feels both empty and cramped and even in the full glare of the sun, dim somehow. Hemmed in. Only the bees and her tree offer joy: one given her by Henne, the other a gift to herself.


‘Lisbet!’ Sophey’s voice is a summons and a command. Lisbet sighs and turns her back on the bees, the deserted yard, and goes inside.










Two


Sophey stands like a prophet with a staff, bristle broom in hand. She holds it out to Lisbet.


‘The room needs sweeping.’


There is no need to ask which she means. There is Henne’s room, Sophey’s room, the kitchen, and the room. Agnethe’s room. It has been kept closed, like a tomb, and Lisbet has seen the door rolled back only a couple of times in her half-decade in the house. Once, to free a blackbird that flew through the shutters and seemed intent on breaking its neck, and another when Plater came to levy tax on their doors and windows, counting them so ponderously she wondered if he was paid by the minute. They can hardly spare the space, but there is an unspoken agreement that Agnethe’s room is to be ignored, as though the door were a wall, wiped smooth until its resident returned from the mountains.


Lisbet takes the broom uncertainly.


‘I’ll see to the loaves,’ says Sophey, already turning away. ‘Don’t forget to beat the sheets.’


Standing on the threshold, smelling the stale air, watching the dust swirl in the gaps from the shutters, it looks to Lisbet as though Agnethe has only stepped out that moment. The sheets are crumpled, the pillow indented, the stool in the corner of the room not quite aligned, as though knocked slightly as its occupant rose. Beside it, a broad bowl of the sort Sophey sent her to market to buy in the earliest months of Lisbet’s arrival. Perhaps it is all tainted by Agnethe’s sin, and each of her items must wait out the seven years’ penance, before they too can be lifted and washed clean.


The bowl has a fine skim of dust, the water long dried to vapour. But as Lisbet lifts it, she thinks she catches the ghost of a scent, herbal and sweet as Ida’s breath. Beside it is a comb of yellowed bone, still thickly matted with long blonde hairs, shining and brittle. Lisbet wipes out the bowl and sets it back in its place, pulls hair from the comb and opens the shutters to drop the coarse tangle outside. They share their view with Agnethe: true east, trees. Made bright by the light, the room loses its careless abandonment, and becomes something more maudlin.


Lisbet strips back the sheets, fingers gritty with dust, and sweeps the floor, finding small soft feathers from the blackbird, empty snail shells, their glistening trails buffed to a shine by the dry heat. She wipes them away, pockets the feathers and shells. She replaces the pillow, turning it so the indent is hidden, and as she does so something under the fabric shifts and crinkles. Lisbet searches the seams of the pillowcase, but they are sewn shut with fine stitches of the sort neither she nor Sophey can manage at the moment with their swollen fingers.


She can hear Sophey and Henne speaking in the kitchen. She slides her fingernail against the thread, but it is closed flush into the cloth. She pulls gently, then harder, and the neat thread gives. Lisbet hooks her finger inside, sifting through the straw until she feels something rough knotted through something soft. She pulls it out, and onto the sheets falls a lock of blonde hair, plaited with an undyed silk ribbon.


Lisbet holds it in the centre of her palm, sun cleaving light and shadow. It is almost weightless, rendered as coarse as the strands she pulled from the comb. But though the colour is a match for that tangle, and even for Henne’s hair, Lisbet feels certain it is neither of the Wiler siblings’. The way it is tied, kept, concealed: all of it tender and illicit as the ribbons Lisbet has arranged at the dance tree.


‘Lisbet?’


She startles, nearly dropping the token, and folds it carefully into her skirts as she turns to where Henne is leaning on the door jamb, stoppering it up as surely as a door.


‘I’m hungry,’ he says, voice distorting as he yawns. He has fine teeth, lined up straight and solid as gravestones. Lisbet tongues the gaps in her gums, ten black holes. For almost every baby lost, a molar rocked itself loose and was pulled by the empiric.


‘Coming,’ she says, and listens to the thumping tread of him, the hushing scrape of the bench on old rushes. In her haste she has disarrayed the fine alignment of the token, and she straightens it as best she can, before sliding it back into its place, so Agnethe will find all as she left it.


•


The returned penitent arrives in the early afternoon. She is tall as her brother, tall as the stooped horse she has ridden since dawn from the abbey at the crest of Mont Sainte-Odile, a distance only thrice as far from their farm as Strasbourg itself, but of such fame and notoriety Lisbet feels she stands in the presence of a being from another world.


Agnethe Wiler’s appearance does little to amend this fantasy. Aside from her height, which she wears without apology, there is the matter of her head, which is shaved pale as a peeled onion, and covered in a great many nicks and scars from repeated shearing, ranging from old skin brown as preserved rind to new pink. There is even, at the coarse collar of her tunic, a fresh bloom of red. Her hands, when she has dismounted and folded them before her, head bowed to her mother, are similarly scarred, and her face, now lifted to the sun by Sophey’s twisted fingers, is hollow beneath the cheeks as if whittled clean away.


And yet she is handsome still, Lisbet cannot deny it. Henne’s features are worn more smoothly on her, and even her eyes with their plucked-out lashes, the lids pink and crusted, only serve to show their blue more purely, like pearls presented on the plump tongue of an oyster. Had she hair as blonde and long as Ida’s, she could perhaps match her for beauty. As it is, she stands apart, the strangest woman Lisbet has ever seen.


‘Are you hungry?’ asks Sophey, by way of greeting the daughter she has not seen for over half a decade. Agnethe nods, supplication in her every gesture, though Lisbet cannot think her meek. She radiates strength, though she tries to suppress it.


Nothing is hidden, that shall not be made manifest.


It was one of Geiler’s favourite passages, parroted by Sophey and lobbed like a spear at Lisbet whenever a chicken is taken by a fox, when the farm cat fitted and died in Lisbet’s arms. But Lisbet sees a new meaning to it looking at Agnethe: not an accusation, but a statement of intent.


Sophey turns without another word, goes inside. Henne steps forward and embraces his sister briefly, bumping his jaw against her concave cheek, before taking the reins of the panting horse and leading it into the shade of the coop, to the long trough where the old mule is drinking. Lisbet and Agnethe watch his progress, neither willing to break the skin of the silence settling between them. Lisbet supposes the mule will go to the slaughter at last, now the horse is returned to them. The ancient animal has swollen knees, and sores on its back that will not close however much Lisbet coaxes them with honey.


She glances at her sister-in-law. Her eyes are even more startling up close, and her gaze is clear and direct. Lisbet’s tongue stirs dryly.


‘Hello, sister,’ says Agnethe, and her voice is low and hoarse with disuse. ‘I hope you are well?’


Lisbet nods, knows she should return the enquiry, but it feels impotent in the face of Agnethe’s scarred and naked head, her gaunt cheeks, and then Henne is stepping between them and they follow him inside.


There are eggs steaming on the scrubbed wood of the table, their shells speckled. Lisbet’s stomach growls at the sight, and at the smell of the bread fast proven in the sun and baked by Sophey that morning with Ida’s gift. Henne takes his seat, and Lisbet drops gratefully onto the bench, before remembering that two of them must now share it.


She slides along, skirt catching on the splinters rent by the long-dead tabby mouser. She tugs it free, and Agnethe sits carefully beside her, back straight as a rod. Lisbet’s belly means there is a clear foot of air between them and the table, but Agnethe doesn’t seem to mind, only bends her long, sinewed neck to pray. Lisbet sees older, deeper scars, disappearing down the back of her smock, radiating from her spine like cut wings. Henne coughs, and Lisbet too clasps her hands, and Sophey leads them to their Amen.


Once they are portioned their bread, their egg, Lisbet must try to match Sophey for pace. She could eat double, thrice her helping, could eat the whole of Henne’s heaped plate, but Sophey’s grim delight in her gluttony slows her. She tears the crusty bread into pieces, to measure her consumption. Beside her, Agnethe picks up the still steaming egg, holds it as though it were cool as a river stone and peels, careful at the membrane, the egg emerging whole and perfect. Lisbet knows it must hurt her, can see her pale fingertips darkening.


‘That’s a new trick,’ says Sophey. ‘You were never gentle before. Did they teach you to peel eggs on the mountain?’


Agnethe smiles smally, her eyes fixed on her work, though Lisbet notices her slide a jagged shard of shell beneath her fingernail.


Sophey snorts. ‘Taught you silence and all. Time was she never shut up.’


Agnethe presses her fingernail down and Lisbet sees blood rise to rim it, but her expression does not change.


‘Well then,’ says Sophey into the quiet. ‘Well.’


She cracks open her own egg, and Lisbet follows a beat behind, finding the yolk chalky and pale. They are lucky the hens had any to give – their offerings are more and more meagre lately. She thinks longingly of the twist of salt Ida brought, but Sophey has it stowed with their coin and the length of silk kept once for Agnethe’s dowry and now for some unknown purpose.


Agnethe’s touch is hesitant as she pulls apart the bread. She places it in her mouth quickly, as though it might be snatched from her. Lisbet hears a low rumble of pleasure from Agnethe’s long throat. She stuffs bread into her own mouth. It is as good as it smells.


‘This flour is finer than we are used to,’ Henne remarks. ‘In honour of Agnethe’s return?’


‘A gift,’ says Lisbet. ‘From Ida.’


A choking sound from beside her. Lisbet turns to see Agnethe clamp a hand over her mouth, and shove herself roughly back from the table, almost overbalancing the bench and Lisbet with it.


‘Nethe,’ says Sophey, a warning. Agnethe lowers her hand, and with all their eyes upon her, chews until the bread must be mush, and finally, with great effort, swallows.


Sophey nods, seemingly satisfied. Lisbet’s heart is beating absurdly, as though it had been her that Sophey’s hard gaze pinioned to the bench.


They continue to eat in silence. Henne’s face is forcibly vacant, but Lisbet can read him well enough to recognise tension in the slight hunch of his shoulders. She has forgotten her resolution to eat slowly, and her plate is half empty before Agnethe pushes hers away.


‘Did they allow you to waste food at the abbey?’ says Sophey sharply, but Agnethe shows no sign she has heard beyond lifting the egg to her lips and taking tiny bites. When Sophey’s attention has again turned to her own meal, Agnethe palms the remainder of the bread, and quick as a blink places it on her lap, out of sight of her mother. In another blink, she passes it sideways to Lisbet, who accepts the still steaming crust gratefully.


She nudges her knee against Agnethe’s in thanks, the two of them allies. Agnethe’s leg is cool and firm as marble against hers, but then she withdraws, ending the contact as fast as Lisbet began it.


She rises to tidy the table, and Lisbet comes with her, taking Henne’s plate and carrying it to the door to throw the crumbs outside. She nudges it open with her elbow, and it snags. She pushes harder, and an exclamation comes from the other side.


The obstacle is removed suddenly, and Lisbet feels herself tip. She braces for the fall, resigned already to pain, to blood, to the loosening ties of her belly, to another ribbon in the tree, noticing as she does how there is the sound of wood clattering, how the man – for it was a man’s voice that exclaimed – moves aside to avoid being crushed by her mass, and then how cold, thin fingers with the strength of wire grasp her under the armpit and around the ribs, and knock a shocked gasp from her throat.


Agnethe pulls her upright and back, yanking the bench toward her with an ankle, and lowering Lisbet gently onto it. Her breath is ragged, and she pulls Lisbet’s skirts straight where they have ridden up, exposing the dark down of her calves. It all took the measure of seconds, the plate Agnethe dropped in her haste to rescue Lisbet continuing to clatter and roll.


‘That was quite the welcome.’


A heavy foot stops the plate’s progress with a definitive thump. Lisbet knows him by his voice, by his sturdy boots, thick-soled and calfskin-soft, sent from the outer reaches of the Empire, and by his smell: leather from his jerkin, worn even in the hottest days, inscribed with the crest worn by those in service of the Twenty-One, and smoke from his pipe, and sweat. She smells it on Ida sometimes, though she knows her friend washes with a fanatical diligence every time they lie together, as though she could scrub his scourge from her skin.


Henne rises from the table. ‘Plater.’


Lisbet bites her cheek – she had forgot to warn her husband of his visit.


‘Wiler,’ says Plater. He is a tall man in his boots, matching Henne and Agnethe for height, though slighter than either, with an almost girlishly lovely mouth, and thick hair the colour of copper. It is beautiful hair, and on his daughter works a mesmeric charm of the kind that makes strangers stop her in the street, but it adds an unnatural gleam to Plater that seems almost devilish.


‘Frau Wiler,’ he nods to Sophey, ‘Frau Wiler,’ and to Lisbet, who drops her eyes, feeling as always the hatred she part inherited from Ida and part grew herself. The room has contracted with him inside.


‘And . . .’ He lingers on the pause, and Lisbet becomes suddenly aware of how still Agnethe is, like a hare in the sights of a fox. She is not even trembling, but she is close enough to Lisbet that she can hear the hitch in her breath when Plater turns his green-eyed gaze on her, steps into the room. ‘Fräulein Wiler, returned from the mountains.’


A soft sound comes from Agnethe, so low Lisbet is the only one to hear it, and again she is minded of a hare, the sudden snuffing out of breath when the jaws snap shut.


‘She is not practised in her voice,’ says Sophey. Perhaps it is in defence of her daughter, but the less charitable part of Lisbet thinks it is more out of deference to the council’s man. Sophey is as Ida marked rude to all, but authority – and the only authority she considers above her own is God’s and so the Church and the Twenty-One’s – makes her as close to meek as a woman of such steel can be.


‘Of course,’ says Plater. His attention is so focused on Agnethe, Lisbet is surprised she does not sink to her knees under its weight. There is something repulsive in his gaze. Lisbet would call it lecherous were it not tempered with distaste. His eyes rake over Agnethe’s scarred head, her collarbones, her hands, balled into fists at her sides. The effect of him is almost supernatural, he so glows with menace. The incomprehensible thought of Ida with such a man hits her anew. ‘You are nearly cured?’


‘Nearly?’ says Lisbet, startled out of her silence. ‘Seven years is spent.’


‘She must pray in the cathedral,’ says Plater. ‘It was an original term – a final supplication in her home city.’


Agnethe gives a tight nod. ‘I had not forgot,’ she says, voice strained.


‘It speaks!’ says Plater. ‘So the priests can expect you soon?’


‘Tomorrow,’ says Agnethe.


‘You can be assured she will complete her penance,’ says Henne hotly. ‘We know the law, we would have ensured it.’


‘He only means you did not have to trouble yourself with attending us in person,’ says Sophey with a sharp glance at her son.


‘That is not why I am here,’ says Plater, with exaggerated surprise as though to suggest Agnethe is so far below his notice as to be invisible, as though he had not stared at her like prey since his arrival. ‘A cup of beer if you will, Fräulein Wiler.’


‘Then why are you here?’ says Henne, and Sophey hisses a warning. Henne treats Plater as the boy he skinned his knees with in childhood, and not as he should: as the man who speaks with the power of the Twenty-One. Henne refuses to forget Plater is the son of a labourer, set apart only by his willingness to dirty his hands in exchange for perfumed water to wash them clean again.


‘A letter, Herr Wiler,’ says Plater, producing it, sealed, from his breast pocket. Lisbet can see the parchment is limp, stained by his sweat. ‘Do you wish to step outside?’


‘This is my mother’s farm,’ says Henne. ‘If she wishes to hear it she should.’


‘Would you like me to read it to you?’


‘I was schooled in my letters same as you,’ says Henne, and strides around the table to snatch the missive, ripping the seal in his haste. Lisbet peers at the writing, though of course she cannot read beyond his name – Heinrich Wiler – written at the top in neat, slanting cursive, and recognises the seal is their wax, left undyed and unmixed: the richest, rawest gold. It is always with pride she spies their products at use in the church, or else by the Twenty-One themselves. Sebastian Brant, the city’s syndic, sends for it specially. It is a high honour, though from Henne’s tangible bristle Lisbet knows the letter does not bring good news.


‘A summons, in fact,’ says Plater, his delight in their dismay barely concealed. He takes the cup of beer from Agnethe without thanks, and she fast withdraws her hand.


‘To court?’ says Sophey in confusion.


‘To Heidelberg,’ says Henne. ‘To defend our rights to our land.’


Heidelberg. It is a court of sorts, where the Church has a papal seat and universities besides. Several days’ ride, and not somewhere they have ever had cause to go.


‘To answer claims your bees steal from the land, which is none but God’s alone.’


‘We all belong to God,’ says Henne, and Lisbet places a gentle hand on his taut waist. ‘So what is the bound of this claim?’


Plater gestures around them, slopping beer on the floor, to the neatly fenced skeps stretching from yard to forest, at the shed and the chicken coop, the house made even more ramshackle by his attentions. ‘Where are your wildflowers, Herr Wiler? Where is the nectar that feeds your bees, makes your wax so sweet?’


‘The forest,’ says Henne, ‘as they ever were. We have permissions, as others have to graze livestock in fields—’


‘Have you been to the forest of late? It may have escaped your notice, but the summer is vicious this year.’ Lisbet tightens her hold on Henne’s side. ‘In the wilds, flowers wilt or do not grow at all. And to the east, at the monastery, are two dozen acres of cornflowers and poppies watered daily.’


Now Lisbet understands, clear as though she has read the letter herself. It is an old claim, made every two years or so, that everything from their bees to their honey is stolen from the monks at Altorf. In fact, the monks themselves are thieves, diverting the river so their fields escape drought, and thus depriving all those downstream.


‘That was settled,’ says Henne. ‘My wife accounted for the extra skeps. She herself won the forest bees for our hives.’


‘This is not about the bees,’ says Plater. ‘Are you sure you do not wish me to read it to you?’


Lisbet redoubles her efforts on Henne’s shirt but he steps away from her. ‘I understand perfectly. But there are no nets, no fence that can hold such a creature. It is my bees that fetch from where they can, make what we harvest, and my hands that press the wax, not the monks’.’


‘And they claim that output is only possible due to their part,’ says Plater. ‘And so you must go to Heidelberg to sign a contract admitting as much.’


‘I will not.’


‘You may take any petition to Heidelberg,’ says Plater, his voice bored now that it is clear Henne has mastered himself, and will not threaten violence. ‘But I do not think you will find much success. I think it wise to ready yourself for a share of your skeps to go to the monastery.’


‘But they are ours!’ says Lisbet, unable to swallow the outburst. Panic dapples her vision.


‘None but God’s,’ says Plater coolly. ‘As your husband himself said. And the monastery sits higher in God’s estimation than any farm. Heidelberg will be a reminder of that.’


‘You have grown so large in your own esteem,’ says Henne, ‘it is a wonder you can fit through the doors anymore.’


‘Heinrich,’ says Sophey, appalled. Plater’s smirk does not falter, but something dark slides behind his eyes.


‘You were ever cocksure, Heinrich Wiler,’ he says smoothly, an arrow drawn back against a bow. ‘Perhaps you forget who you are speaking to? And perhaps you forget where you stand, on borrowed ground, with stolen bees, a barren wife and a sinner for a sister – in other words, on quicksand. And this,’ he leans in and taps the letter, shaking now in Henne’s clenched fist, ‘will hopefully remind you of your position in life.’


A barren wife. A sinner for a sister. The mould-bloom of Lisbet’s panic sharpens into hate. She wants her husband to shove the man through the door, to stamp on his smirking face until he spits teeth into the dust. She herself would do it, to death. But Henne does not defend her, nor Agnethe, and Lisbet’s mouth fills with bitterness.


‘My father bought this land, and I work the bees. You and your council have no claim here,’ says Henne.


‘Take your woes to Heidelberg.’


‘I shall.’


‘You shall not!’ cries Sophey, and Plater snorts.


‘You can inform me if that is your plan and I will send word for them to expect you. You have a day to make your decision. I will not keep the Twenty-One waiting beyond that. Brant is personally concerned by the matter.’


He throws the empty cup to the table and leaves as abruptly as he entered. As though on reflex, Agnethe steadies the rolling cup, and Henne slams the door behind him.


‘Henne,’ says Sophey weakly, ‘what shall we do?’


But Henne only takes his knapsack from its hook, and strides from the room. Sophey trails him, leaving Agnethe and Lisbet in their stunned silence.


Agnethe collapses onto the bench beside Lisbet. Her whole body is trembling, and Lisbet wonders what it is about Plater that makes her so afraid. Does she too love the bees, as Lisbet does, feels the threat to them as a threat to her own person, her own happiness? The thought sparks apprehension, a possessiveness she reminds herself she has no right to feel.


Then she spies Agnethe’s face, the hard-set line of her jaw, and there is no terror there. Instead, her eyes shine with anger. It strikes Lisbet that perhaps she was wrong – that perhaps Agnethe is no hare, but rather the fox.
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