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ACKNOWLEDGEMENT OF COUNTRY


This novel was written on the unceded, sovereign lands of the Peramangk and Kaurna nations, and I would like to pay my respects to their Elders past and present. I acknowledge First Nations peoples and recognise and honour their spiritual connection to Country, community and culture, not least the sharing of story across time and generations.











Sei getreu bis an den Tod, so will ich dir die Krone des Lebens geben.


OFFENBARUNG 2:10


Be thou faithful unto death, and I will give thee a crown of life.


REVELATION 2:10


~


Ich habe dich einen kleinen Augenblick verlassen; aber mit großer Barmherzigkeit will ich dich sammeln.


JESAJA 54:7


For a small moment I have forsaken thee, but with great mercies will I gather thee.


ISAIAH 54:7


~


Love is your last chance. There is really nothing else on earth to keep you there.


LOUIS ARAGON,
quoted by Patrick White in A Fringe of Leaves


~
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FIRST
DAY










my heart is a hand reaching


Thea, there is no line in your palm I have not traced, no knuckle cracked unheard, and the blue of your eyes is the coffin-lining of the world. I would they sing psalms to you and the down upon your thighs, and the eyelashes that have fallen to the fields you have worked. I would they lay boughs upon knees bent to the soil-hum of any place you have rested upon. Thea, if love were a thing, it would be the sinew of a hand stretched in anticipation of grasping. See, my hands, they reach for you. My heart is a hand reaching.









testimony of love


It is time, I think, to tell my story.


In this moment, as the sun stretches its burnished hands upon the world, I feel myself finally pulling apart with time. Something is coming and I feel surrender approaching. A gentle giving-in.


I am not afraid. Not now. I’ve seen enough to know that fear scrapes feeling from hearts and I have no desire to scour mine down to bare and trembling muscle. Still, after what has happened, in this moment of honey-light, the air a censer of eucalyptus, I wonder how many days remain to me and whether, if I pass out of existence without testament, something necessary will be lost.


I could not remain with her. I think – and the thought lathes a yawning hole of grief within me – that it is over. I think I have already seen her face for the last time. That is what is hard. That is what has brought me up here amongst the trees. And now, one of these days, I will be gone.


Perhaps that is why I want to bear witness. I feel it as an urgency within my body. If I rest my fingers against my mouth, I feel my lips move in readiness to speak.


The light is rising. The wind rises. I lift my face to the sun as it fills the world.


If I testify, no one will hear me. Is a story unheard a story diminished? I cannot believe that. The wind may hear me, perhaps. The wind may yet carry my voice down to the valley, might press it against the ear of a child who will one day wonder at deeper mysteries, the inheritance of miracles. I can be satisfied with that.


The testimony of love is the backbone of the universe. It is the taproot from which all stories spring.


Listen, wind. Here is my small filament.









BEFORE









federschleissen


One night, years ago, in the autumn of 1836, I was lying under the walnut tree in my family’s orchard, listening to the tapping of raindrops sliding from leaves to soil. I heard them as a muted concord of bells. The trunk drummed black, the sky was chanting low cloud and I was bathed in hymns of water. Somewhere, beneath it all, I could hear my father calling my name. I stayed where I was. The wind scattered droplets upon my face. The damp soaked through my clothes.


‘Hanne!’


I closed my eyes. For the past two evenings, and this night too, my mother had been at the Radtkes’ house for a Federschleissen, and I was determined to make the most of my freedom. I had escaped outside as soon as she had left. I was fourteen, nearly fifteen, and not yet used to the burdens of womanhood and its inert domestic companions of needle and thread, bucket and cloth. Our cottage with its low ceiling and cramped rooms suffocated me. I missed the livingness of things.


‘Hanne!’


The walnut tree was singing to me. Stay.


‘Hanne.’


A different voice this time, louder. I opened my eyes and saw my brother, Matthias, looking down at me with a bemused expression, lantern in hand. The tree’s song subsided.


‘What does he want?’ I asked, shielding my eyes from the glare of the light.


‘If you go inside now, he won’t see you. He’s looking for you in the lane.’ Matthias set the lantern on the ground and helped me to my feet, and together we walked through the orchard, heady with the smell of rain on loam and fallen leaves, to the mud of the yard. I could make out the pale bulk of our pig in the dark of her sty. She lifted her head to look at us as I turned the doorknob.


‘Are you coming in?’ I asked Matthias.


‘No. I’m to bed,’ he said, nodding towards the side of the house where the ladder led to the loft. He hesitated. ‘Were you listening again?’


‘It’s better at night.’


‘What could you hear this time?’ he asked. He was eye-bright in the glow of the lantern.


‘Singing,’ I said. ‘Like the tree was singing to the water and the rain was singing to the earth.’


Matthias nodded. ‘You’d best get in. Goodnight, then,’ he said, and he moved off into the dark.


As I pulled the door shut behind me, Papa appeared in the corridor, holding a candle. He paused, frowning with his good eye.


‘Hello, Papa.’


‘Where have you been, Hanne?’


‘Getting ready for bed,’ I said, easing my feet out of my clogs.


‘But you weren’t in your room.’


‘No, I had to . . .’ I flicked a thumb in the vague direction of our outhouse.


My father lifted a hand to guard the flicker of the candle flame. ‘Put your shoes back on. I need you to fetch Mutter home.’


‘Why?’


‘It’s late.’


‘She’s been late the past two nights.’


‘Ja, exactly. Too late.’ He turned and headed towards the kitchen, the candlelight throwing his silhouette against the walls of the corridor. ‘Go get her,’ he muttered over his shoulder. ‘Bring her home.’


The night had cleared and deepened into delicious cold. At that hour in the village, everything smelled of pickled pork and kitchen fire. I walked a little down the lane and then, when I was sure my father would not see me, turned into our neighbours’ allotment so that I might walk beside the fields. I passed close by the Pasches’ cottage, bending over to avoid being seen through the window by Elder Christian Pasche, who I could hear at prayer within. I pictured his bald head shining in the firelight as he intoned over his Bible, his sons, Hans, Hermann and Georg, slumped and drowsy at the table. The Federschleissen was being held for Elder Pasche’s second bride, a narrow-eyed woman called Rosina with terrible breath and a mole on her forearm that she scratched at during services. Rosina was closer in age to Hans than his father, but as she and Christian were both dour and humourless, the match was generally agreed to be a good one. ‘They will be able to spend many wonderful evenings not laughing together,’ my mother had commented on hearing the news.


I pulled off my headscarf to feel the air against my neck. In the clear light of the rising moon, the shorn rye fields seemed soft and melancholy, the forest upon the eastern rise the only interruption in the otherwise flat, silvered horizon of pasture, field and marsh. Only the spire of the church – locked now – steepled into the sky. Everything else was dull and low-lying, a patchwork of farm ground, whitewash and wood shingle. I had lived in Kay my whole life. I could have paced out each house, orchard and field in pitch-darkness.


I could hear the sound of women’s laughter as I left the fields and turned north towards the Radtkes’ yard. The back door was ajar, offering a glimpse of lamplight and shifting shadows. As I paused by the henhouse to gather my braids back under my headscarf, there was a quiet cough from the side of the building, and I saw Elder Samuel Radtke sitting on his chopping block by the woodpile, smoking his pipe in the dark. He nodded at me.


‘Came by the fields, did you? Good night for it.’


‘Sorry,’ I stammered.


‘She’s put me out for the night. Dog’s inside, though.’ He chuckled. ‘Go on in. They’ve been at it for hours.’ Samuel puffed on his pipe and gestured for me to enter, just as the women burst out in a new wave of mirth.


Inside the women were squeezed shoulder to shoulder around the large kitchen table, cackling hard while their fingers stripped feathers and stuffed the down into clay jars for the new Frau Pasche’s wedding quilt. It took me several moments before I picked out my mother from their midst. She was laughing and, unused to seeing her smile, I was struck anew by her beauty – the painful, astonishing certainty of it. As a child I had not minded when people remarked upon our difference, or had wondered aloud why Matthias, my twin, and not I had inherited her full top lip, her dark eyes and hair. But now, as several heads turned in my direction, I felt again the silent, inevitable comparison and wanted to hide. Here she is, the cuckoo born to a songbird. The odd, unbeautiful daughter.


Mutter Scheck, her round little glasses smudged with fingerprints, nudged Mama. ‘Look, Johanne – your little Johanne is here to herd you home.’


Mama glanced up at me. ‘No, you’ve come too early! I’m not ready.’ Her voice was high and girlish. The women laughed again and I smiled, my throat suddenly, inexplicably, tight with tears.


‘Papa sent me.’


‘What does he want? A bedtime story? Your papa can wait.’


Mutter Scheck snorted.


I noticed then that Henriette and Elizabeth Volkmann were sitting with Christiana Radtke and something in me buckled. I had not been invited. Christiana coloured and the girls smiled at me with tight lips. I wanted to disappear.


Elize Geschke patted the space beside her at the edge of the kitchen table, sweeping the bench free of stray stripped quills. ‘Here, Hanne. Come and sit with me.’


I lifted my too-long legs up and over the bench, avoiding the guarded looks from Christiana and Henriette from across the room, as Elize squeezed my shoulder and offered me her glass. They were drinking sweet wine. Mama nodded and I took a sip. Elize was only three years older than me but, newly married to Reinhardt Geschke, she belonged to a different circle of women. She rubbed my back as I spluttered on the wine and I wondered how she could bear to have me sit next to her, plain and awkward as I was.


Elize pities you, I thought. She saw Christiana look over and knows you have been left out. She’s being kind.


I set the glass carefully back on the table.


‘Why don’t you help while you wait for your mama?’ Elize reached into the goose down, piled like snow, and placed a handful of plucked feathers in front of me. Copying the others, I tore the fluff from the stem, stuffing it into the jar in front of Elize. Magdalena Radtke’s sharp eyes were on me, making sure, no doubt, that I was stripping the feathers properly.


There was a brief, companionable silence as twenty pairs of hands busied themselves in union. Elize leaned against me in gentle reassurance.


‘So,’ announced Rosina from her position at the head of the table. ‘The new family up in the cottage. What do we think of them?’


Magdalena cleared her throat. ‘I have heard that his wife is a Wend.’


Eleonore Volkmann raised her thick eyebrows. ‘If she has married a German, she is German.’


‘Well,’ continued Magdalena, ‘you would hope so. And yet, when I caught a glimpse of them, the wife had the headdress on. You know’ – she waved a plump hand above her head – ‘that strange-looking, horned thing.’


Elize noticed my confusion and leaned closer. ‘Newcomers to Kay,’ she whispered. ‘We were talking about them earlier. A family, renting the forester’s cottage.’


I knew the building she spoke of. It was a ramshackle one-roomed cabin that stood in front of the dark wall of pines at the village border. No one had lived there for some time and the cottage had started to list towards the trees. Sometimes, from a certain distance, it looked as though the house and the forest had begun to reach towards one another. I often walked that way to collect kindling and would sometimes stop and think how wonderful it was that, emptied of people, a building would inevitably reach for the elements that made it. Clay, wood, earth, grass. Disintegration as reunion.


‘Will they worship with us?’ asked my mother.


‘My husband says yes,’ replied Emile Pfeiffer, who lived close to the forest. She pulled off her headscarf to scratch her head, grey hairs threaded through the brown. ‘Herr Eichenwald asked him about services. His wife seems friendly. Quite forthright. She told us she was a midwife.’


‘We lived in a Wendish village when I was a child,’ Elize said softly. ‘They were very kind to us. They told wonderful stories.’


‘Demons and the Wassermann,’ Magdalena interrupted.


‘The Wassermann?’ asked Christiana.


‘A little fish man who lives in a pond and drowns people,’ Elize murmured. ‘It’s a children’s story.’


Christiana pulled a face at Henriette, who laughed.


Mutter Scheck piped up in her corner. ‘And are there any children?’


‘A young woman,’ answered Emile. ‘Same age as these girls. But no others.’


‘Imagine, a midwife and only one child yourself. Pity.’ Magdalena clicked her tongue against her teeth.


‘Did you meet her – the daughter?’ asked Christiana. ‘What is her name?’


Emile retied her headscarf. ‘She didn’t tell us. Her mother did all the talking. But I expect they’ll introduce themselves at worship. You and Henriette and Elizabeth can meet her then, make friends with her.’


Elize nudged me with her elbow. ‘And you, Hanne.’


I felt my mother glance at me and wondered what she was thinking. Hopeful, perhaps, that I would finally make a friend. That I would become a part of things. She nodded in approval as my fingers stripped the feathers, and I returned her smile, but inwardly I felt my stomach drop, imagining another girl welcomed into Christiana’s fold while I remained steadfastly on the outer.
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I was forever nature’s child.


It is probably best to say this now.


I sought out solitude. Happiness was playing in the whir of grass at the uncultivated edges of our village, listening to the ticking of insects, or plunging my feet into fresh snow until my stockings grew wet and my toes numb. Occasionally, in a spirit of contrition after some misdemeanour and knowing it would please my mother, I would run in the road with the children of the other Old Lutherans. There had been some fun in throwing stones and hanging upside down in trees with the boys, but my brothers’ friends did not enjoy being beaten in their races by a long-legged girl, and their sisters had always confounded me. Even as a young child I had felt that girls forsook on whim and offered only inconstant friendship. Allegiances seemed to shift from day to day like sandbanks in a riverbed and, inevitably, I found myself run aground. Better to befriend a blanket of moss, the slip-quick of fish dart. Never was the love I poured into the river refused.


But I was no longer a child, with a child’s freedoms. Common chores and the expectations of the congregation had thrust me back into the company of girls I had known my whole life, but whom I did not understand, for all I recognised their faces. Christiana, Henriette and Elizabeth all seemed to accept and perform their early womanhood with an ease that rendered me fiercely jealous. Their bodies were soft, like mine, but they seemed contained where I was long-boned and sprawling. They were small and neat, and their faces had shed childish plumpness and become youthful simulacra of their mothers’. I had Mama’s name only. I did not even have the good fortune of resembling Papa, although I alone received his height, which amused him. Christiana, Henriette and Elizabeth knew what to say at which occasion, how to make everyone laugh or smile, how to please their parents and themselves. They came together in a dance I did not know the steps to: I was separate even when in their midst. On the few occasions I had revealed something of my true self, seeking communion or recognition, I had been met with wide-eyed confusion or outright scorn. My interests were not theirs. Another girl my age in the village would be yet one more reminder that I was ill-made.


How do they know how to be? I remember wondering as I ripped feathers that night. How does anyone know how to be?
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Mama and I stayed at the Radtkes’ well past midnight, helping to clean up the room. Christiana and I swept the floor of discarded quills and washed the glasses and plates, while Mama and Magdalena stuffed the collected down into calico bags.


‘Did you know she’s a witch?’ Christiana whispered under her breath.


‘What? Who?’ My face grew hot.


‘That Wendish woman they were talking about. Frau Eichenwald.’ Christiana glanced at me, her face solemn, dark hair escaping from under her headscarf. ‘They’re all heathens at heart, the Wends. Very superstitious. Mama told me they believe in unholy things.’


‘Like what?’


‘Like summoning demons to do your bidding.’


I stared at her. ‘How?’


Christiana rubbed her mouth where a small puff of down had stuck to her bottom lip. ‘How should I know? I’m no Hexe.’


‘No, I know. I just wondered . . .’ I reached out without thinking and gently unstuck the feather from Christiana’s lip. She stared down at my fingers.


‘Your hands smell horrible. Did you slop Hulda before you came?’


‘No.’


Christiana wiped her mouth where I had touched it. ‘Can you please watch where you’re putting your fingers? They’re all greasy.’


‘Sorry.’


‘Never mind.’


‘Christiana, I don’t understand why a witch would want to go to church. Emile said the family wish to attend services.’


‘Oh, I don’t know, Hanne. Here, I’ll do it.’ She took the glass and the cloth from me. Her expression was sly. ‘I’m just saying, don’t be surprised if your beloved pig drops down dead.’ She placed the glass on the shelf, then faced me. ‘Wouldn’t want you to lose your best friend.’


The tears I had suppressed all night sprang to my eyes and I turned away, pretending to pick up stray feathers from the table.


‘Goodness, Hanne! I’m only teasing!’ Christiana patted me on the back. ‘You don’t have to cry.’


‘I’m not crying.’ I clenched my teeth together. I want to go home, I thought, sitting down. Please, Mama. Hurry up. I just want to go home.


Christiana sat next to me on the bench. ‘Look, I would have asked you, you know,’ she said softly. ‘But I thought you wouldn’t like it. You don’t like this sort of thing, do you?’


Her hand was still patting my back. I wanted to push it away.


‘No,’ I said. ‘Not much.’


The sky was clear and loud with stars as we walked home. I heard them keening as Mama wound her arm in mine.


‘A wonderful evening, Hanne,’ she said, taking a deep breath. ‘A tonic for the soul.’


‘Do you mean the wine?’ Her breath was heavy with it.


Mama pretended to cuff my ear. ‘No, friendship.’ She paused. ‘What? Are my lips stained?’


‘Yes. The top one.’


Mama scrubbed hard at her lip with a corner of her apron. ‘Is that better?’


‘Yes.’


‘Ah. A wonderful night. I’m glad you came. Oh, look, a rabbit.’


I kicked my shoe against the stones in the road and the rabbit skittered away.


Mama looked askance at me. ‘What’s wrong with you?’


‘Nothing.’


We walked on. It was cold.


‘I wasn’t invited to the Federschleissen,’ I said eventually. ‘Other girls were there.’


Mama sighed. ‘I didn’t know you wanted to go.’


‘It’s not that. It’s about being asked.’


‘Hanne . . .’ Mama leaned her head on my shoulder. ‘Maybe if you put a little more effort in.’


‘I do.’


‘No, you don’t. You prefer your own company and you never want to come with me to visit Christiana and the Radtkes when I suggest it.’


‘Frau Radtke doesn’t like me. She always gives me these suspicious little looks.’


‘Hanne, Magdalena has nine people under her roof. I very much doubt she has the time to think anything of you at all.’


I was silent.


‘Christiana is a lovely, modest young woman. If you were friendlier with her, I am sure she would welcome your company.’


‘She doesn’t like me either.’


‘Nonsense.’


‘She doesn’t! She teased me.’ I held my hand to Mama’s nose. ‘Do I smell?’


‘No.’


‘Christiana told me I did. That I smelled! She hates me.’


‘Hanne, stop.’ Mama drew away from me, dropping my arm. ‘Stop this self-pity. You’re spoiling what has been a lovely evening for me.’


We arrived home. As soon as we turned off the lane, my father opened the door.


‘I thought I asked you to fetch your mother,’ he said to me.


‘Yes, well, she’s here now,’ I replied, walking straight past him through the black kitchen and its row of hooks, strung with Wurst, to my bedroom off the corridor.


My mother’s voice was soft behind my back. ‘Leave her, Heinrich. She’s in a foul mood.’


I lay awake that night until I heard the persistent rumble of my father’s snores, and then I climbed out my window and found the outdoor ladder to the loft.


Matthias was sleeping. I nudged his leg with my foot, my head bent against the low, sloped ceiling.


He didn’t move.


I crouched and shook his arm.


He sat bolt upright. ‘What is it? What’s happened?’


‘Nothing,’ I whispered. ‘I just wanted to see you.’


Matthias rubbed his eyes and lay back on his pillow. ‘I thought something was wrong. I thought there was a fire. I was dreaming of a fire.’


‘Can I get in? It’s freezing.’


Matthias silently lifted his blanket and I got in.


‘What’s the matter?’ he whispered.


‘I don’t know.’


‘Can’t sleep?’


‘No.’


He turned his back to me and I drew close to him, breathing in the smell of the outside world on his skin. Cut grass and horses and earth.


‘Are you sad about Gottlob?’


I didn’t say anything.


‘Sometimes I dream about him,’ Matthias whispered. ‘I dream that he’s sitting just there, at the end of the bed, watching me sleep.’


‘Do you talk to him?’


‘No. He just sits there. Once he told me he was hungry.’ He paused. ‘You know what I thought of today?’


‘What?’


‘Remember when Otto stood on Gottlob’s foot and his toe went all black?’


I smiled. ‘Oh, that was disgusting.’


‘And then the nail fell off and he wouldn’t shut up about it. Remember how he went on and on, until Mama made him bury it and sing a funeral dirge?’ Matthias began to laugh. I pulled him close.


‘I thought I’d forget everything.’ His laughter subsided. ‘I thought I’d forget, but all I do is remember. I wish they’d talk about him more. They act as though we never had a brother.’


I rubbed my cheek against Matthias’s back. ‘Me too.’ His body felt strange to me. Stronger than I remembered. Muscled from harder, longer labour. ‘Matthias, do you ever think there must be something wrong with you?’


My brother rolled over. I felt his hand on my shoulder, the pressure of his thumb. ‘What did Mama say to you?’


‘Nothing.’


Matthias was quiet. ‘No. I don’t think there is anything wrong with me. Except this.’ He tapped the gap between his front teeth. ‘And I don’t think there’s anything wrong with you either, Hanne. Except . . . you know.’


‘What?’


‘You are clumsy. And you steal the blanket.’


I rolled my eyes.


‘They love us,’ Matthias whispered eventually. ‘I think they’ve just forgotten how to show it.’


I settled my head on Matthias’s shoulder and the next thing I knew it was morning, Papa was bellowing Matthias’s name, and Mama’s head appeared in the hatch to the loft. Her expression when she saw me in my brother’s bed was odd.


‘What were you doing?’ Mama asked me later as we prepared the midday meal.


‘What?’


‘This morning.’


‘You mean, why was I in the loft?’ I cut slices of Mettwurst.


‘Hm.’


‘Oh. I couldn’t sleep.’


Mama hesitated. ‘It’s not appropriate that you go to him.’


‘We slept in the same bed when we were little. Matthias calms me. He’s my brother.’


‘You’re not little anymore, Hanne. You’re a woman.’


I groaned aloud.


Mama placed the steaming plate of potatoes down on the table then abruptly left the room, footsteps loud on the stairs. A few minutes later she returned with a full bucket and set it at my feet. Water glimmered pink over swathes of suspended rags, and I realised, with horror, that they were the soiled cloths I had left to soak in the cellar.


I looked up at her, appalled.


‘You know what these mean?’


‘Mama . . .’ I glanced at the front door, anxious Papa or Matthias would come in and see them there.


‘Hanne.’ Mama’s voice was calm. Insistent. ‘These mean you are a woman.’


‘Yes, I know.’ My mouth was dry with shame.


‘The time has come to farewell childish things. God is preparing your body so that it might be blessed with children, and so you, too, must prepare yourself for the other blessings of womanhood.’


I stared at the floor, face crimson, mortified.


‘A home of your own, Hanne. Marriage.’


I bent down to pick up the bucket, but my mother quickly reached out and took my wrist. Her hands were damp.


‘Now is the time to renew your faith in and submission to Christ,’ Mama said, her voice low and urgent. ‘God has created a place for you and a role for you, and now that you are grown, you must learn to fulfil it. It is one thing for a girl to come home smelling of . . . of weeds and river mud . . .’


I tried to wrest my hand from her, but her grip was firm.


‘Hanne, I haven’t finished. It is one thing for a little girl to share a bed with her little brother’ – she inclined her head, eyes seeking out my own – ‘another for a woman.’


I let my hand go limp in hers and stared down at the bucket of bloody water, willing myself not to cry. My pulse jumped in my fingertips. I wanted to run from the room. I wanted to run into the forest and never come back.


Mama suddenly pulled my head towards her, kissing it so hard I felt the press of her teeth beyond her lips. ‘Do you understand me?’


‘Yes,’ I whispered.


She nodded at the bucket. ‘You can put it back now.’
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It is hard to remember these moments with my mother. I wish I knew then what I know now. That Mama’s withholding from me was not a sign that she disliked me or suspected me flawed, as I believed at the time, but a sign of a fear she could not articulate. She was afraid to declare her love for me: she did not want to tempt fate by it. Since I have had a child, in my own way, I understand the terror a mother feels at the prospect of loss, and how easily superstition creeps into the smallest of gestures.


If I bless you every night, you will remain here.


If I keep your teeth, no harm will come to you.


If I do not praise you, I will not attract the sweep of a scythe that takes the best, the sweetest, the most loved.


There have been times when I have ached over things that have not happened to him but could. Might still. If I could divine his future in the entrails of animals, there would not be a living thing left ungutted.


Understanding, though, is cold comfort when it comes long after the opportunity for amends has passed. I see now that Mama wished for me a life like her own, and that she truly believed I would only find it – acceptance, motherhood, fulfilment – through subservience to Christ and convention and husband. It is not true, of course. I know now that marriage is no assurance of safety, that adherence to convention can estrange the soul from the spirit. But at the time I did not fathom any of this. I was a girl shrouded in a curtain of unknowing. I believed she was ashamed of me, that she thought me dirty, and the disquiet I already felt within myself was affirmed and deepened.


In bed that night, I spent hours running my fingers over my face, wondering if I had a face at all.


I remember feeling that I was mostly made of nothing. That, in my case, to grow into a woman was to disappear. I missed being a child, free and wild and at one with my body. I missed lifting arms against the push of spring winds and feeling, just for a moment, for a breath, that I might be lifted, that I might be swept ecstatically into flight.


I remember feeling so unseen I thought I might die. I yearned to be touched, simply to know that I was there.


Strange that, after everything that has happened, even as, years later, I teeter on the edge of it all here under a southern sun, I find myself with those same longings. The difference is that, at that time, I was dormant.


Then.


And then. And then and then and then.


The seed split. The shroud tore.









girl in the fog


Word spread quickly about the newcomers to Kay.


Friedrich Eichenwald was a cooper and a Lutheran of the old faith, as we all were. He had told Daniel Pfeiffer, Emile’s husband, that they had moved to Kay to live amongst fellow believers and because he had sold their house and most of their possessions. It was a story familiar to many of us. A few years earlier, around the time that the church bell had been surrendered and Pastor Flügel forced into hiding, assistance had been sought from sympathetic benefactors. Excited at the prospect of a new life in Russia or America, many had sold their worldly goods to help pay for passage. But the King refused to issue permits and passports at the eleventh hour and many families were unable to buy back their belongings. Some who had sold houses and farmland found themselves homeless, with only dwindling savings to their name. Herr Eichenwald, it seemed, was one of these unfortunates. The forester’s cottage, in its dilapidation, was all he could afford to rent.


When the virtuous reasons for the newcomers’ presence was made known, my father was swift to welcome them to our congregation.


‘You should go and speak with Herr Eichenwald’s wife,’ he said to Mama at breakfast, a few days after the Federschleissen. ‘I want them to know that they are amongst friends. Take them some food this afternoon. Take Hanne along with you.’ He nodded towards me, took another bite of his bread.


Mama sucked in her upper lip. ‘Would that be wise?’


Papa looked up at her, chewing. ‘What do you mean?’


‘Magdalena mentioned the wife is a Wend.’


‘What is wrong with the Wendish?’ Papa licked his finger and dabbed crumbs from the worn surface of the table. ‘God’s grace is for all.’


‘I have heard she is a little different.’


Matthias raised his eyebrows at me from across the table, cheeks full.


Eine Hexe, I mouthed.


He went cross-eyed. I fought a laugh.


‘What?’ Mama spun to face me. ‘What is funny?’


‘She speaks German,’ Papa continued. ‘She is married to a German. She and her husband have suffered for their faith. The same faith they share with us, Johanne.’ He lifted his eyes from his breakfast and looked from Mama to me. ‘They have a daughter her age.’


‘Why do I have to go?’ I asked.


‘To be friendly,’ Papa said, reaching for the loaf.


‘I already have friends,’ I said.


‘You were very recently complaining to me that you don’t,’ Mama said quietly, passing my father the breadknife. ‘Trees are not friends, Hanne.’


I stood up so quickly my chair tipped over.


‘If you’re storming off outside, you can feed the pig while you’re at it,’ Mama said, eyes fixed on the table in front of her.


Eyes pricking with tears, I righted my chair and fetched the slop pail. I could feel Matthias trying to send me a look of sympathy and solidarity as I left the room for the back door, but I knew that if I looked at him I would cry.


I threw the slops into the trough then lingered by the sty, leaning over the post and scratching Hulda behind the ears until my nails were nice and black. She grunted happily, pushing her snout up against my forearm for more. I hoisted my skirt and climbed over the rail to rub the length of her spine.


‘I wish I were a pig,’ I told her.


The sow pressed hard against my thigh. Her eyelashes were so long.


‘Food and sun and some mud to roll in. Then a good, swift death.’ I drew my dirty nail across my throat, wondering what the knife would feel like. Would it be painful? Would it feel like an emptying-out, all that blood flooding forth? I never liked to see the way the blood dripped into the open mouths of the pigs once they were hoisted, the fall of it from snout to bucket.


‘Planning murder, are you?’


I looked up and saw Hans Pasche standing on the lower rail of the fence behind the sty, watching me with amusement.


‘What?’


Hans pulled a finger across his throat, copying me.


Heat rose in my cheeks. ‘I didn’t know you were there.’


Hans leaned over and Hulda obediently went to him. He gave her an enthusiastic slap on the haunches. ‘I wish I were a pig too, sometimes,’ he said.


‘You don’t need to tease me.’


Hans looked up at me. ‘I’m not. Lots of food, no work to do. Sleep as much as you like.’ Hulda turned around and, grunting with satisfaction, let herself be stroked by him. ‘Lots of sunshine and fresh air.’


‘She likes you,’ I said.


‘Well, I like her.’ Hans hoisted himself up onto the top rail of the fence and sat there for a moment, looking at me. ‘I saw you the other night.’ He pointed to our walnut tree in the orchard beyond. ‘What are you doing when you lie there?’


‘Nothing,’ I said.


‘Is it a thinking spot?’


‘I’m not doing anything,’ I muttered.


‘You gave me a fright, you know,’ Hans said. ‘I went out to the barn and saw the white of your apron. You were so still I thought you were dead.’ He blanched as soon as the words were out of his mouth. ‘I mean . . . not like Gottlob. I didn’t . . .’


‘Never mind.’


Hans stepped along the rail over to me. ‘I have my own thinking spots.’


I leaned away from him. ‘Do you? What do you think about?’


‘Whatever I like. Leaving this place, mainly.’ Hans glanced up. ‘Oh. Your mother is watching.’ Placing a hand on the top rail, he launched himself up and over the fence, landing with two feet on the other side. ‘Goodbye, little pig.’


‘Hans Pasche is turning into a fine man,’ Mama said as we walked along the lane through the village. ‘Don’t you think? Elder Pasche has high expectations of him.’


‘Elder Pasche has high expectations of everyone.’


Mama nodded.


‘I hear him shouting at Hans and Georg sometimes.’


‘That isn’t our concern.’


‘He beats them too, you know.’


‘Papa smacked you when you were naughty.’


‘Only when I was a child, and only because you made him,’ I said. ‘Elder Pasche uses a rod. I saw him flogging Georg in the yard. I told Papa, but he said, “Foolishness is bound in the heart of a child. The rod of correction shall drive it far from him.”’


‘That isn’t your business, Hanne.’ Mama glanced at me as we turned off the lane into the fallow ground that lay before the pines. ‘What did he want with you, before? Hans?’


I passed the basket of eggs and cheese and sausage from one hand to the other, wiping my sweaty palm against my dress. ‘He was just talking.’


‘Talking about what?’


I shrugged. ‘Nothing.’


‘Tell me.’


I sighed. ‘He overheard me saying that I wished I were a pig. How lovely it would be to eat and lie in mud all day. Become nice and fat.’


Mama’s face fell. ‘Oh, Hanne . . .’ She stopped and looked at me, eyes full of disappointment. ‘Really? You said that?’


‘So?’


Words seemed to fail her. ‘Hanne . . . You have to stop this kind of thing. If you are to be married . . . Oh my goodness, look at the state of your nails! Did you not think to wash before we left?’


‘What? Why are you talking about marriage? What has Papa said?’


Mama lifted a hand against her eyes to block the screel of afternoon sun. ‘Hanne, you have to think of what is expected of you. If you want a home of your own one day, you might start taking a little more care with yourself.’


My voice was small in my mouth. ‘Mama . . .’


‘You are pretending you are still a child. Saying odd things to Hans Pasche. And you were filthy at the Federschleissen, like you’d been rolling around in dirt. People notice these things. They talk.’


I opened my mouth to reply but Mama held out a hand, and I saw that we were already at the forest edge. A blond-haired man was sitting on his heels outside the old cottage woodshed, tools in hand, a halo of staves behind his head. He stood and greeted my mother.


‘Good morning.’


‘Morning,’ my mother replied. ‘Herr Eichenwald?’ She gestured to the basket I held. ‘I’ve come to welcome your wife.’


He smiled at us, flipping the adze he held and catching it again. ‘Go on up to the house.’


Mama nodded at me. ‘Wipe your hands on the underside of your apron.’


As we approached the cottage, I could smell baking bread and wood smoke. A broad-shouldered woman stepped through the door into the autumn sunlight, shaking flour from a cloth. She was wearing a white Wendish headdress, the material tight against the nape of her neck. It brought out the blue of her eyes, her high cheekbones, skin browned by sun. She saw us and waved.


‘Frau Eichenwald?’ My mother’s voice was formal.


The woman nodded. ‘Ja.’


‘I am Johanne Nussbaum. This is my daughter. We want to welcome you to Kay.’


The woman’s forehead was high and smooth. She smiled with all her teeth. ‘That’s kind of you. Please, call me Anna Maria.’


Mama nudged me and I stepped forwards, offering the basket of food. She accepted it, looking me up and down. I had expected the new woman to be timorous and appreciative, given what I had heard about the Eichenwalds’ poverty and precarious circumstances, but Anna Maria seemed to be neither of these things. The hem of her dress was short; it did not slip lower than her knees. I glanced at her legs. They were bare, calves muscled.


‘And what’s your name, Fräulein?’


‘Johanne. But everyone calls me Hanne.’


‘You may have seen my son, also,’ Mama offered. ‘Matthias.’


There was an awkward silence as we stood, wondering what to say next. I could hear the sunshine ringing like a blow to the ear.


Mama shifted her weight. ‘Well, we won’t interrupt you . . .’


‘No, please, I forget myself.’ Anna Maria beamed. ‘Come inside for some cake. A drink.’


It was cool inside the cottage, a little smoky. I noticed Mama take in the few pieces of furniture in the room, noting what kind of house Anna Maria kept, and was relieved to see that the hearth was swept and all was neat. Our own cottage was humble – little more than a kitchen and two small bedrooms with the loft above and cellar beneath – but Mama ensured we both scrubbed and dusted it with fearful assiduity. She could be contemptuous of women who did not attend to their homes.


Anna Maria set the basket down on a table beneath the window. Several bowls, each covered with a floured cloth, were sitting in the narrow strip of sun that fell through the glass. She motioned for us to sit down and took out three cups.


‘I have a daughter your age,’ Anna Maria said, smiling at me. She set pungent cups of vinegar water on the table, then cut slices of Streuselkuchen from a fresh slab.


‘Is she home?’ Mama asked.


Anna Maria shook her head. ‘Gathering wood.’ She pointed to the fireplace. ‘The pull is not strong. We need a lot of fuel to get it going nice and hot.’


‘I could send my husband over to see to it? The chimney looks like it needs a little mortar.’


‘No, it’s fine,’ Anna Maria replied, sitting down with us. ‘Friedrich will fix it.’


I bit into a large slice of Streuselkuchen. It was delicious.


‘Good?’ Anna Maria watched me chew. ‘Have more,’ she said, as soon as I had swallowed. She pushed the plate towards me.


‘What is your daughter’s name?’ asked Mama. She glanced down at the cake crumbs spilling into my lap.


‘Thea,’ Anna Maria said, mouth full. ‘Well, Dorothea. But we call her Thea.’


Thea. I ran the name over my tongue.


‘She’ll be glad to know there are other girls her age to talk with here,’ Anna Maria continued. ‘Perhaps you two will be friends?’


I looked at Mama and swallowed. ‘I don’t have any friends.’


There was silence. Mama stared at the floor. I felt an awful heat creep up my neck.


Anna Maria considered me with warm curiosity. ‘Well. Neither does Thea,’ she said eventually, lifting the cake back to her mouth.


Mama smiled. ‘Well, that is to be expected. You’ve only just arrived here from . . .?’


Anna Maria shook the crumbs from her apron onto the floor. ‘Krosno Odrzańskie.’ She winked at me. It was the first time I heard the Slav in her tongue. ‘Crossen.’


‘And is that where you are from?’


‘I grew up in Schleife. And no. Thea, she’ – the Wend turned to me and sat back in her chair, hands folded over her stomach – ‘well, she dances to her own music. Much like you, Hanne, I think.’


Mama shifted in her chair. ‘We do not believe in dancing here.’


Anna Maria reached for her vinegar water. ‘Of course.’


Mama and I walked back home in silence. My heart was beating hard.


‘Do you think that woman is different?’ The words rushed out of me with a strange breathlessness. I wanted to say that I had felt seen by Anna Maria in a way that made me feel valuable. She seemed interested in me.


My mother flapped her hand at me. ‘She is very nice.’


‘She’s more than that,’ I said. ‘She seems –’


‘Nice is enough for any woman,’ Mama interrupted, and that was the end of the conversation.
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I remember that in the days after our meeting I kept Anna Maria’s words on my tongue like a sacrament.


Thea dances to her own music.


The words, intimating desire of the body, thrilled me. I had never danced before, had never seen anyone dancing, and did not know, truly, what it might look like in any conventional sense. But I did understand the impulse. In my childhood I had heard the fields thrumming with life and my body wanted to move in time with the pulse of seeds. As I grew older, some hymns filled me with a longing to sing with more than my voice; to envelop the harmony with my body. But back then I also believed my parents when they warned me that this was a yearning of the flesh which, like all such yearnings, could lead to distance from God. They told me this after church one day when Emile and Daniel Pfeiffer had apologised to the congregation for indecency. Someone had seen them dancing at a cousin’s wedding, and the pastor had been told.


It is hard to believe now, seeing from this height the valley’s crops and early vines squeaking into green and the chimney smoke spiralling into this glory of a day, that there was a time when the ground was unploughed. When the nights were adorned with firelight and the sharp echo of sticks clapping out footfall. I wonder what song this place sang then, when the people listening to it had not yet been moved on.


The Peramangk were the first people I ever saw dancing. Back, back, after my first winter here, when they came down into the valley from their settlements on higher ground, a large fire was seen at the edges of the land the surveyor had marked out for pasturage and singing travelled through the valley. The music was unlike anything I had heard before. It threaded itself under my skin until I felt sewn through with sound, and then it pulled me to its source. There was no one to see me go; the villagers did not leave their beds in deep night. As I drew closer to the fire, I saw that there were men dancing in its light, and the beauty and urgency of their movement was everything I had imagined dancing might be, their bodies shaped and held by a music that was closer to the sound I heard coming from the earth than any hymn of my homeland.


Now this valley is emptied of such things. The song of it has been laid over with discordance.


That I had danced more. That I had danced with her.


These are the regrets that plague me now.
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I grew distracted about the house. A week of heavy rain made me restless and clumsy. Eggs were broken, milk poured over the floor instead of the pan, the gate left open, dirt tracked through the house. Mama despaired at my mistakes, and any attempt to reconcile after our arguments somehow ended up in greater hostility, such as when she offered to comb my hair one night after a day of bickering. It was a chore she knew I hated.


‘I wish I had your hair,’ I told her, as she pulled up a stool behind me and took the comb from my fingers.


‘You should be grateful for the hair God gave you.’


‘I wish I could cut it all off.’


Mama said nothing, but I felt a sudden, rough yank of the comb.


‘You’re hurting me.’


‘You’re welcome to do it yourself.’


I winced as the teeth dragged along my scalp. ‘I wish I had Matthias’s hair and he had mine. I’m so sick of being ugly.’


Without a word Mama went outside. She returned minutes later with my father’s iron shears and, before I realised what she was doing, took a lock of my hair and cut it close to the skull.


I spun around in horror.


‘I shall rid you of what you hate so much,’ she said. ‘Sit back. I’ll get the rest.’


I got up and ran to my bedroom, hand to my head, and cried for an hour.


When Mama eventually came to sit on my bed and told me that the next morning I should go to the forest to gather mushrooms, I was so furious I did not recognise it as the apology it must have been: she was giving me the opportunity to spend the better part of a morning wandering alone in nature. I believed only that she wished me out of the house.


I set out just past daybreak. The entire forest was shrouded in a thick fog that yawned in white, refusing to lift, and everything was still and muffled. Water dripped from branches and my skirt grew damp as I kneeled and, blade in hand, searched for telltale mounds lifting the carpet of needles. I breathed lung-deep, imagined that I exhaled dust. The relief of the forest was exquisite.


Suddenly I heard stick-break, the cracking of wood, and someone appeared out of the fog.


She was an apparition walking between hazy columns of trees, her outline growing clearer as she walked. It seemed, for one small moment, that we were underwater. I saw her breath stream as she heaved a crooked weight of kindling; I saw her through the cloud of my own breath and held it, the better to see her.


She looked up and, seeing me watching her, stopped.


I exhaled.


The air hung with water. Held its own breath as we regarded one another.


The girl freed a hand from her bundle of sticks. I watched as she raised it, uncertain, then lifted my own palm.


‘I thought you were a ghost,’ she said. Her voice was low. Unsteady.


‘I thought you were too.’


‘You scared me.’ She hoisted the bundle of kindling onto her hip and approached me through the fog. ‘I’m Thea.’


I remembered myself. ‘Hanne.’


The mist between us thinned as she drew closer. Her face was round, smooth-cheeked, and I saw that her hair was white-blonde, her eyebrows fairer than her skin. It looked, not unpleasantly, as though she had been dusted with flour.


Against the silence of the forest, her footsteps upon the twigs and needles sounded impossibly loud.


‘You’re not, then?’ She continued walking until she was standing an arm’s length away. I could see that her eyelashes were translucent, surrounding eyes that were deeply blue. Fathomless blue, winter’s blue.


‘What?’ Water dripped from the tree above me and fell inside my collar. Trickled down my back.


She smiled. ‘A ghost.’


I noticed then that, while her front teeth were small and neat, those next to them stuck out at an angle. It gave her a hungry, slightly wolfish look.


‘No. I don’t think so. Unless I died in my sleep.’


‘Maybe both of us died in our sleep, and here we are, two ghosts. Telling each other we’re alive.’


I laughed. For a moment I wondered if there could be truth in what she said. The mist had thickened, and with her white hair it looked as though she might suddenly be absorbed into the cloud about us.


Pain licked across my hand. I had unthinkingly closed my palm across my blade.


Thea placed her load of kindling on the ground and picked up the knife I had dropped, fingers careful around the handle. ‘Have you hurt yourself?’


‘Not much.’


She peered at my palm, creased with blood. ‘You should probably go home and wash it. Dress it with a little honey.’ She smiled at me. ‘At least I know you’re telling the truth.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Ghosts don’t bleed.’ She stooped to bundle up her sticks again.


‘How do I know you’re not a ghost?’ I asked.


‘You don’t.’ That smile again, lip catching on pointed tooth. ‘Pleased to have met you, Hanne. I hope your hand heals quickly.’


She walked on. I watched her disappear into the white.


The next time I saw her was at worship.


The elders of Kay had continued to hold services in the forest after the church was locked, although not every Sunday. Communion was only held on clouded nights, or, if it was clear, under a small sliver of moon. Attending families were asked to take different paths into the forest so as not to arouse suspicion. Hymns were sung through the nose.


On this night it was Papa’s turn, as an elder, to hold the lay service. The single lantern had already been lit and the men and women were standing in their separate groups. Mama pulled me with her into the cluster of waiting women, tight smile on her face, as my father cleared his throat, looking, like any disfigured man with a Bible in hand, rather unsettling. There was a low murmur and, while at first I thought it was the kind of muted approbation reserved for latecomers, I soon realised that the Eichenwalds were there amongst us, and that this was the reason for flutterings of interest. It had been many months since anyone had joined our dissenting group of worshippers.


As Papa commenced the prayer meeting – lamenting, as always, the absence of the persecuted pastor and comparing our congregation to the early Christians, facing down the Union Church as lion’s maw – Anna Maria turned around and nodded at me. Then she gently nudged the person standing next to her.


It was the girl from the forest.


Thea.


She wore a headdress in her mother’s fashion, but it was lazily done, and in the darkness I saw white hair escaping from its bindings. Thea looked over her shoulder and her eyes met mine. She held my gaze for a long moment, then, as my father began his sermon, turned back around.


‘I was born in Harthe,’ Papa was saying. ‘And in Harthe, because everything was done according to tradition and custom, the Son of God had become customary.’


I glanced over at Matthias and saw him already looking at me from the corner of his eye, mouth twitching. This was a favourite story of our father’s, one he frequently folded into sermons around the table. We could have recited it by heart.


‘This is how I grew up,’ Papa continued. ‘God was attended to on a Sunday in the same manner my mother scrubbed clothes on a Monday. A chore. The words of the preachers made no impact upon me. I forgot them as soon as I walked out of the church door! And so, I was dead inside. I spent many years without any true spiritual life. Yes, I learned the word of God. But . . .’


He lifted his hand and, stepping over to where Matthias stood, as though he knew he had been laughing at him, poked my brother in the temple. ‘I learned it here . . . not here.’ The finger travelled to Matthias’s chest and prodded him in the sternum.


‘But the Lord did not forsake me. He waited until I became a man and married. He waited until I was nineteen years old and then! He filled this eye with darkness.’


My father took the lantern from Elder Radtke and raised it next to his ear so that everyone could better see the left eye that marred his otherwise handsome face, the pupil listing to the side. Papa lifted his drooping eyelid with a finger to demonstrate its unfocused, wayward slant.


‘At first I thought I was overtired. But when weeks passed and I saw nothing but gloom, I turned my anger upon God.’ Papa closed his hand into a fist and shook it at the forest canopy. ‘How dare He do this to me!


‘Then one night I dreamed I was standing in my orchard. All around me the trees were dead and dying. Fruit was rotting on the ground. I was despairing at the loss and destruction when an angel appeared. Ja, ein Engelwesen! He touched this eye, then – gone. Vanished. I turned to look for him, and I saw that the orchard was not dying at all. The branches were heavy with golden apples. Silver pears. Every leaf shone with the brilliance of emeralds. Ja, the orchard was alive with glory.’


‘Amen,’ muttered someone from the standing rows of men.


I peered over and saw Christian Pasche’s bald head nodding in approval. Hans stood next to him, face impassive.


‘I woke knowing that I had been blessed,’ Papa continued. ‘I woke knowing that the power of the Holy Spirit had attended me as I slept, that this affliction was from God. As I had been blinded, so my spiritual eye had been opened. I was convicted of my sins and for the first time in my life I stepped onto the path of righteousness. While my eye had become dead to this world, it had come alive to the next. Lobe den Herrn in seinem Heiligtum! Praise the Lord in His sanctuary.’


‘Amen,’ muttered Christian Pasche again. ‘Amen.’


‘This eye’ – Papa pointed to it with reverence – ‘this eye has seen what has been prepared for those who serve our Almighty Lord. It cannot be swayed by the meddling of an earthly king. For this eye sees what is waiting for the faithful. It has seen Heaven.’


I sang clear and bright that night. Blinded in the dark, hushed, my body prickled to the world in a way it had not done since I was a child. The smell of pine needles and the curved fingernail of light above made me feel so joyfully alive that I was filled with gratitude to God for the verity of my being. I was exultant; I reconciled divinity with the smell of sap, imagined the Lord’s mansion as a wilderness. The sound of my voice against the mother tongue of pines swum around me until I could see eternal life forever under a canopy of trees, angels appearing like perfect circles of pine cap mushrooms, glistening wet, anointing my fingers with saffron milk.
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What I feel now is eternal in its feeling, and so I cannot remember these first meetings without the presence of love. Thea’s neck, pale hair escaping, as my father declared Heaven’s certainty, remains with me to this day. Why have I remembered this if I was not, even then in my youth and innocence, already buckled with unconscious hope? When I think of Thea turning around and holding my eye, my rib cage, even now, fills with light.


What I would not give to have her, again and again, turning to me in the dark?









holy


The day after service threatened snow. I could smell it in the air and hear its weighted murmur. It filled my head so that I became distracted, dropping one thing after another as I cleared the breakfast table. I imagined the slow descent of snowflakes upon the shorn fields and envied my father and Matthias for being outside, witness to the moment they fell.


I was not expecting the knock at the door.


Mama and I looked at each other. Most women in the village simply called out before they entered, mouths already resuming whatever conversation was last interrupted by work, babies, prayer or mealtimes.


The knock came again.


Wiping her hands, Mama went to the door and opened it. I heard low voices, saw a deep red headscarf against the lane beyond and the heavy sky, then Mama called for me.


Thea stood on the flagstone bundled against the cold, clutching the basket that had held the gift of cheese, eggs and sausage we had delivered to her mother.


‘Hello,’ she said. ‘I’ve come to return this.’


‘You must be Fräulein Eichenwald,’ Mama said. I noticed she was staring at Thea’s light hair. Next to the unquestionable beauty of my mother, most other women seemed dull, but in that moment I thought Thea the more striking of the two. Her asymmetry was made starker, her strangeness more rare, more precious.


Thea’s smile faded a little. ‘May I come in?’ she asked. ‘Es ist kalt.’


Mama remembered herself then and held the door open, as Thea stamped the mud from her work clogs and stepped inside, pushing the scarf off her head. We smiled at each other, unsure of what to say next. I felt a blush creeping up my jawline.


My mother peered inside the basket as Thea handed it to her. ‘What’s this?’ She removed a small clay pot.


‘It’s a gift from my mother,’ Thea explained. ‘For Hanne’s cut.’


‘What cut?’ Mama glanced at me, brow furrowed.


I brought my hands to my face to cool the heat of my cheeks. ‘I nicked myself with the knife when I was mushrooming.’


‘Where?’


‘On my palm.’


‘Show me.’


I held out my hand and Mama examined the slight wound.


‘You didn’t tell me you’d hurt yourself.’


‘It doesn’t hurt.’


‘It’s deep. You could get an infection.’


‘The salve will help,’ Thea suggested.


Mama nodded, letting my hand drop to my side. ‘So you two have met?’ She set the pot on the table a little too hard. ‘Hanne, why don’t you offer Thea something to eat?’


‘Oh, I only came to return the basket. But thank you.’


‘Why don’t you walk Thea back home then, Hanne?’


Thea looked at me. Smiled. Again, the teeth barbed on the lips. Red headscarf on that strange hair. Blood in the snow.


She waited as I wrapped myself in a shawl against the weather, then followed me through the door, nodding to my mother on the way out.


‘Give my thanks to Frau Eichenwald,’ Mama said. Her eyes found mine. Be friendly, she mouthed, and then shut the door firmly.


The winter air outside was a whip-crack.


‘I’m sorry.’


Thea glanced across at me. ‘What for?’


‘I don’t know. Saying the wrong thing.’


‘You didn’t say anything at all.’ Thea reached out and took my wrist, gently unfolding my clenched fingers. Her hands were cool, firm. ‘How is your cut?’


‘Better, thank you.’


‘Your mother seemed cross about it.’


I eased my wrist from her fingers. ‘She is cross about everything I do.’


Thea raised a pale eyebrow. ‘Why? What do you do?’


‘I wish I knew.’


She nodded, wrinkling her nose.


We walked up the lane. The sky above us was a low, thick yellow, the horizon a bruise. I could see my father and brother in the field beyond the orchard, repairing a broken fence.


Thea followed my line of sight. ‘Who is that?’ she asked.


‘My father and my brother,’ I replied. ‘My twin.’


‘Oh, do you look the same?’


‘No,’ I said. ‘Everyone thinks I’m his older sister. Because I’m tall.’


Thea nodded. ‘You are,’ she said, but there was no judgement in her voice. She agreed simply because it was true.


I felt my spine uncurl.


‘You have a lovely voice, you know,’ she said suddenly. ‘I mean, I heard you sing at service. It is very clear and true. You’ve been blessed with a gift.’


I stared at her. No one had ever praised my voice before. No one had ever praised me before; it was not my parents’ habit to praise anyone or anything but the Lord.


‘I love to sing,’ I said.


‘Yes, so do I,’ Thea replied. ‘Music is freedom, don’t you think? Sometimes, when I sing, I feel my soul lift up out of myself. Do you ever feel like that? Mama once told me that when we sing together, our hearts beat in time.’ Thea laughed abruptly and wiped her nose on her sleeve.


I slowed in the lane. I knew exactly what she meant. ‘Do you . . .’ I hesitated. I wanted to tell her how even the dourest hymns lifted me out of my inwardness, relieved me of the sense of weight I felt, the burden of being.


‘What?’ Thea stopped walking and faced me. She brought her fingertips to her mouth and breathed on them. She wasn’t wearing mittens.


‘Can I ask you a question?’


‘Of course.’


‘Do you ever hear sounds?’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Trees and . . . and things,’ I stuttered.


Thea frowned. ‘Blowing in the wind?’


‘No. Well, yes, that, but also voices coming from them. Like singing.’


I waited for Thea to suppress a laugh. But instead she took a step towards me. ‘Human voices?’ she asked quietly.


‘No. No, it’s not like that. Not like human voices. It’s a little like when someone is whispering and you can’t make out the words, but you feel that if you leaned in, it would suddenly make sense.’


‘Noises.’


‘Not noises. Sounds. Like singing. Crying, sometimes. Music.’ The words rushed from me then, pouring out as though from a wellspring. I told Thea that I could hear the high pitch of swarming sunlight in an open field. That the sound of snow falling was like chimes. I told her that I hated the silence of the house in the daytime, that it felt dead, that the only living thing seemed to be the fire in its grate. I told her that I loved to be outside, because that was where the world sang to me.


‘You think I’m mad,’ I said, when Thea had not spoken for some moments. She was looking at me intently. ‘I’m not mad.’


‘Have you told anyone else you can hear these things? Have you always heard them?’


‘Always,’ I said. ‘I thought it was normal. Matthias, my brother, he knows. He believes me. My mother thinks I’m making it up.’


Thea nodded. We walked on, lifting our scarves up over our mouths against the cold.


‘Maybe that is why you sing so well,’ Thea said eventually, pulling the wool from her face. ‘You hear things other people can’t.’


‘Please don’t say anything to anyone. I don’t know why I brought it up.’


‘Can I tell my mother?’ Thea asked. ‘She hears things too, in her way.’


I nodded, relieved at her acceptance of me, of my oddity.


‘I know why you brought it up,’ Thea added.


I waited for her to go on but she said nothing more, only slid her arm around my elbow and pulled me into her side. I was surprised by her warmth.


We walked in silence. It grew colder still, and as we left the lane and crested the rise towards the forest, walking through the fallow field, it began to snow. Heavy flakes caused the meadow around us to disappear. The thick air whirred; it was impossibly beautiful. The pines at the edge of the forest gathered a hem of white before our eyes.


Thea stopped and tilted her head to the sky. I watched as she let the snow light upon her cheeks and chin. It dissolved in the heat of her skin.


‘It feels like a blessing,’ she said, eyes closed. ‘What does it sound like, Hanne?’


I lifted my face, felt the snow settle on it. I knew what she meant. ‘Holy,’ I replied. ‘It sounds holy.’


We stood and let the snow cover our lips and gather in the corners of our eyes. It pealed down around us like the ringing of bells, and we were anointed together, blessed over and over.
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Back then, I thought my loneliness came from being too much in the house, in feeling an obligation to become someone I knew I was not. After all this time, I know that I was lonely not just because I wanted to be seen and understood, but because I also wanted to offer understanding.


To find a home for the love within me.


I knew what it was like to feel strange and solitary. How well I was placed, then, to befriend the friendless. My heart was ready to be unfolded and afflicted.
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‘Did you thank Frau Eichenwald for the salve?’ my mother asked that night, as she set out a cold supper.


‘Yes,’ I said, looking up as my brother came into the kitchen, face still damp from the washbasin. He sank into a chair. ‘Do you want milk?’ I asked him.


‘What are they like then?’ asked Matthias, accepting the pitcher from me. ‘I saw you walking up to the cottage with the new girl.’


‘Thea,’ I said.


He looked at me over the edge of his glass as he drank. ‘You like her?’ he asked.


I nodded.


‘Matthias, wipe your mouth,’ Mama muttered.


Matthias pretended he couldn’t hear her. ‘You seem different.’


‘Different how?’ I asked.


‘Wipe your mouth.’ Mama threw a cloth at him and it landed on his head.


Matthias left it there, grinning at me, milk on his lip. ‘Happier,’ he said as Mama snatched the cloth off his hair and began scrubbing his mouth herself.


Papa stepped into the room and sat down at the head of the table. ‘Don’t baby him, Johanne,’ he muttered.


Matthias laughed as Mama threw her hands into the air.


‘Hanne was just telling me about the Eichenwalds,’ my brother said, refilling his glass. ‘She likes their daughter.’


Papa nodded. ‘Herr Eichenwald is passionate in his disavowal of a common service book. We spoke about the changes to sacramental rites after service yesterday.’


‘Frau Eichenwald invited me to dinner,’ I said, as Mama sat down, setting a plate filled with smoked ham on the table.


‘When?’


‘Next Sunday.’


Mama reached for my father’s plate and began piling it with meat and cheese. ‘I don’t think so, Hanne.’


‘Why not?’


‘Their ways are different from ours.’


‘Friedrich Eichenwald is as ardent for Christ as we are,’ Papa said. He held Mama’s eye as she handed him his meal. ‘You can spare her, can’t you, Mutter?’


The following weekend I trudged through the weather to the forester’s cottage, arriving windblown and short of breath. Thea threw open the door as soon as I raised my hand to knock and quickly ushered me inside.


‘You have to tell Mama what you told me,’ she said immediately, pulling out a chair for me at their table, already set for the midday meal. I could smell garlic and frying onions. ‘About the world singing to you.’


Anna Maria turned from where she was kneeling by the fireplace, a black kettle steaming over the embers. ‘It seems you have a gift, Hanne.’ She rose and kissed me on the cheek in welcome, her face flushed from the heat of the fire.
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