

[image: images]






[image: images]









Also by Peter Manseau


Fiction


Songs for the Butcher’s Daughter: A Novel


Nonfiction


Vows: The Story of a Priest, a Nun, and Their Son


Rag and Bone: A Journey Among the World’s Holy Dead


One Nation Under Gods: A New American History


Melancholy Accidents: Three Centuries of Stray Bullets and Bad Luck


Objects of Devotion: Religion in Early America


The Apparitionists: A Tale of Phantoms, Fraud, Photography, and the Man Who Captured Lincoln’s Ghost


The Jefferson Bible: A Biography


Collections


Killing the Buddha: A Heretic’s Bible (with Jeff Sharlet)


Believer, Beware: First-Person Dispatches from the Margins of Faith (with Jeff Sharlet)









[image: images]









Copyright © 2022 by Peter Manseau


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Arcade Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.


First Edition


This is a work of fiction. Names, places, characters, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.


Arcade Publishing books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Arcade Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or arcade@skyhorsepublishing.com.


Arcade Publishing® is a registered trademark of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.


Visit our website at www.arcadepub.com.


Visit the author’s site at petermanseau.com.


Grateful acknowledgement is made to reprint an excerpt from “Vignettes of the Wind” in Collected Poems by Federico García Lorca, translated by Christopher Maurer. Translation copyright © 1991 by Christopher Maurer. Reprinted by permission of Farrar, Straus and Giroux. All Rights Reserved.


10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available on file.


Library of Congress Control Number: 2021945518


Cover design by Erin Seaward-Hiatt


Cover illustration: © Julio Romero de Torres, Nun (1911), courtesy of Wikimedia Commons; Dove illustration © Getty Images


ISBN: 978-1-950994-21-2


Ebook ISBN: 978-1-950994-41-0


Printed in the United States of America









What maiden will marry the wind? . . .
The maiden of all our desires.


Federico García Lorca









PROLOGUE


IN THE DAYS before, a storm had touched half the known world.


The snow fell gently at first, in the shadow of distant southern mountains, where clusters of flakes dusted the stones of cobbled roads and a fresh chill in the air reminded villagers that Advent had come and winter was at hand.


It blew north, over the ragged countryside, covering forgotten grave fields filled by the plague, weighing down twenty years of overgrowth before moving on, to beaches and port towns, where the storm warped the tides and flooded the streets, leaving beggars and drunkards sodden in its wake, and on, across the sea, where the gale mingled stinging salt water with the tears of families cowering in their hovels and wailed as it cracked to splinters both the homes of the living and the abandoned shelters of the dead.


Even as it raged, some who witnessed it believed this storm to be the Devil himself, come to beguile with a new vision of every mortal’s end. For the wind, they said, would steal the soul away and leave the body, the blood slowed in its veins, to be devoured by the icy teeth of the squall. It was a more perfect death than the world had seen, for death before had been an ugly creation, a carnival mask of decay. But this death, this storm, was beautiful—beautiful as the snow floated free from the clouds; beautiful, shimmering, as the flakes flew earthward and freckled the sky; fragile and beautiful as they played in the treetops, powdered hair and lashes like particles of skin. It was beautiful even as it changed, as the flakes grew mean and whipping; impossibly beautiful as they quickened, as they pelted cheeks raw, as they stung eyes blind, as they tore like knives through flesh to bone. This storm was death perfected, for now it was so magnificent none could help but watch in wonder as it approached.


Others claimed the blizzard was younger brother to the pestilence that had engulfed the world like the fires of hell a generation before: a White Death to follow the Black. It would become the stuff of bards’ tales and poetry, recalled in German-speaking lands with the name it was given when the storm shook the Rhineland, where stone churches were said to have vanished in the wind: der Gottverlassen, a phrase that for years would be spoken only in frightened whispers and later would be shouted as promise and threat at children too young to remember what the words once meant. In time, the tales of the storm would become laughable, innocuous—superstitions belonging to the past. To the great grandchildren of those who had seen it, those whose ancestors had survived by miracle alone, the storm was only a story.


In truth, it was many stories. Near Paris it was said that the bell ringers at Notre Dame had seen angels falling to earth, their wings iced flightless by demons that rode the wind. Visitors to the city of Clermont swore that the grand church then under construction succumbed to frostbite and turned black as pitch, though locals insisted its somber hue was merely a consequence of the region’s volcanic rock. The only spot spared in Bruges was thought to be the private chapel of the Count of Flanders, where a crystal vial containing blood collected at Golgotha had been placed following the sack of Constantinople a century before. Turkish sorcerers, some believed, had concocted the storm to retrieve this treasure, but the Saracen spell battered the holy stones to no avail.


In the southeast of England, as one version of the legend goes, pilgrims witnessed Saint Peter draw his sword and make his stand high on the rooftop of the Canterbury Cathedral, slicing through the air at the dark heart of the churning clouds until the snow fell black with evil’s own blood. This alone, it was declared, had saved the seat of the new archbishop from the fate suffered by so many of Christ’s churches and chased the blizzard north, where the storm then rushed as if this had been its destination all along.


The stories told in the upland forests most often concerned a woman who was taken by the wind.









PART 1


MATINS









Chapter 1


ADVENT WIND AT midnight pulled her from the mud of sleep. Windowless and thick-walled, fire-glow in the corner, the abbess’s cell was yet safe from the night’s new chill. The song of it, though, low tones fluted through the cloister’s arches, called all through the convent, and she was at its heart.


Lying veilless in her narrow room, Mother John looked not a nun but a crazy woman, a hag, locked away for the crimes of losing mind and youth. Locked away or worse—with her body hidden under the shearling blanket that was the privilege of her office, she appeared just then only a head, the skull of a martyr on a lambskin pillow. Still breathing, and already she was the perfect relic: A withered globe of skull-white flesh. Eight brown teeth like rats in a hole. Close-cropped hair on a grandmother’s face. Grandmotherly, yes, though the last of any children who might have been bled quietly onto a wad of wool a dozen years before.


When the wind called again, Mother John’s eyes blinked open to air thick and black as dung-fed dirt. She thanked Jesus for the grace of waking and rose from her bed plank, then took two short steps toward the corner of the cell to warm herself in the firelight. By instinct, faith, and the sheer sameness of her days, she knew that though night was far from over, it was nearly time for morning.


Morning, Matins, was the name given the night office, their first hour of prayer, held in this season as near as they could figure to two hours past midnight. It was the first of eight times through the day when the nuns of Gaerdegen would gather for plainchant and psalmody. The other offices of prayer charted light’s transit through the day: Lauds, when they offered praise for the coming of the light to the world; Prime, the first hour of daylight; Terce, the third hour; Sext, the sixth; None, the ninth; Vespers, the decline of light as evening descended; and Compline, the acceptance of the inevitability that all light must fade. But it was Matins that was Mother John’s favorite. Morning, they called it, though neither at its beginning nor its end could any sign be seen of the dawn. Morning, because it was then, when night was at its darkest, that they prayed for light to return to the world.


What little light she saw now warmed her only as much as it illuminated the room. Of the fire she had built before sleep, a struggling feather of flame remained. It flickered in the cell’s constant draft, shining in flashes on the rough stone walls, on the dark wood of the bed plank’s frame and the lighter Scots pine of her writing table. Nothing else here but soot dust and a bucket under the bed.


Such meager lodgings for the mother of a house. In fact this was not even a room meant for sleeping. It had been an anteroom to the sacristy, intended for the preparations of priests before Mass. But the previous abbess’s cottage burned in the plague twenty years before, and its repair never seemed practical with so few men left living and wages so high. Nor did it ever prove necessary. Mother John had soon found she welcomed the proximity of her cell to the chapel. Now she would not trade the damp stones of this tiny room for five such fine cottages as she saw burn.


Others in the Order did not find these accommodations at all appropriate for the abbess of Gaerdegen. On a visit earlier that year, John’s counterparts from two sister houses seven and ten days’ travel distant, Abbess Albreda of Thrisk and Abbess Matilda of Osmotherley, scolded her for the conditions in which she lived, conditions beneath the dignity of her office. And far worse than where she slept were the ways she acted on waking.


“Is it true, good Mother,” Abbess Albreda had asked, “that you continue to rise first to prepare the abbey church for the night office?”


“By His grace,” John answered.


“In civilized houses lay sisters are called to make these preparations.”


“At Gaerdegen those without dowries are not called such. Nor are they made to wash below our backs. As I have heard of civilized houses.”


“Please, Mother John,” Abbess Matilda said. “Do you mean to tell us you think it proper for the mother of a house to be burning her fingers on the drippings of sheep fat candles, tearing her palms on the rope of the church bell?”


“Oh no,” John said. “Those things would not be proper at all. But I have not torn my palms since I was a girl.” She held out her hands for her sister abbesses to see. Yellow with calluses, tough as the soles of a poor man’s feet. Her fingers found a candle on the table between them and moved through its flame, lingering at the tip of it, where the heat was most intense. “And my flesh, thanks be to God, seems unable to burn.”


“Your antics do not impress,” Albreda said. “We are here as colleagues, not postulants nor possible benefactors. There is no need for you to play the saint.”


“Holy fool is more like,” Matilda interjected. “You are an embarrassment, with your filthy habit and unwashed face. And the additions you have made to the liturgy are enough to boil the blood. You act so not only to the detriment of the Order and the Church, but at your peril.”


“What have I done against the Church?” John asked. “I labor each day as Our Lord and his disciples labored, with their hands and not with ledgers. And what against the Order? Does not our Rule call for the abbess of the house to lead those in her care in work as well as in prayer?”


“Indeed it does,” Albreda said. “But the Rule was written in times far different than these.”


“Simpler, nobler, holier times,” John said.


“Sadly, yes.”


“When the head of a house could be about the business of work and prayer the same as any nun.”


“Good Mother, you are filled with nostalgia for a time that never was. Today, as always, an abbess had better first be about the business of business or her house will fall to ruin. As surely you must know.”


“The poorest house of the Order mine may be, good Mothers,” John said, “but it is your own that have fallen to ruin. Souls, not convents, are the houses of the Lord.”


Matilda shook her head impatiently; she’d heard this speech before. “Are all Gaerdegen’s sisters so embittered? Has the wilderness hardened all your hearts?”


“The wilderness has blessed us with humility.”


“Such humility has only made you proud,” Albreda said.


“Our house is a holy one, Mothers. If we are proud of our holiness it is as a bird is pleased with its flight. If the birds conceal God’s greatest gift to them, how will the lizards know what they lack?”


The two visitors stood at once. They had arrived only the day before, but the reptilian squint of their eyes and serpentine pinch of their lips said they’d had enough of her insults and would not be staying another night.


“Your flesh will burn yet, John,” Matilda assured her. “If not in a candle flame, then bound to a stake in a pyre.”


“By His grace,” John had said.


Standing alone in her cell, Mother John wondered if she had scoffed too openly at their threats. How often she herself had prayed for such an end. Daily she was visited by visions, in sleep as often as not: Visions of women with eyes pulled from their heads. Of arrows tipped with iron piercing pale white flesh. Of heathen blades tearing at the curve of a breast. These were the stories of saints she had heard throughout the novitiate and her girlhood. Poor souls whose once-real deaths became fantasies to be told and dreamed again and again. Souls for whom Christ’s passion was at last a crying and unquestionable reality. To know his pain, to feel the fire of his wounds, who would not pray to be so consumed?


But tonight John had little time for such thoughts. There was work to be done, and if it was done quickly there would remain for her an hour or more alone in the church before Matins.


Each night for twenty years it had been so, her days beginning always in the darkness of this cell. And always, each night, from here she would move into the cloister and, starting at the end closest to the dormitory, clear the floor of any debris that had blown in during the night: leaves and branches from the trees in the courtyard; birds from the same, having miscalculated, apparently, and broken their necks on the smooth stone arches. Depending on the season, there were also occasional dustings of snow, scatterings of hailstones, the droppings of vagrant sheep. On a night like this, when the cold had come without warning, she would not be surprised to find a rock-hard rodent huddled in on itself in a futile wreath, out for a quick scavenge then frozen to the ground.


When the floor was clear, she would again move through the length of the cloister, lighting the thick candles that stood on each side of the walk. If the candles needed replacing she would do so, lugging them like logs from the dry cellar beneath the refectory, then setting them head-high on iron stanchions, ten paces from light to light. On the darkest nights these candles seemed to John an apostolic procession, the original saints passing through the cloister to the church with only the glow of the Spiritus Sanctus visible to her old sinner’s eyes.


She was pleased to make light where there was none, to be present and part of this daily reflection of creation. For work too could be prayer. Whatever was not was missed opportunity.


“A light shines in the darkness,” she would say from Saint John’s gospel as she went about her task. Then, rather than continue his bleak phrase—“and the darkness knew it not”—she would jump back to the preceding verse and make of it her own simple interpretation, “And the light was life.” This sentiment she voiced with every candle lit, blazing a trail of scripture and flame for her sisters to follow. Inevitably, as many as half the lights would struggle and die in the night wind before the time for rising had come.


With all in the cloister prepared, John would pass each night into the lavabo, to rinse sleep from her eyes and kindle a fire for the warming of the room and its large stone basins. Each night also she would relieve herself in the adjoining chamber, the necessarium, glad to do so before the pit beneath thawed and became foul with the morning’s use, and setting a good example, she thought, lest the necessarium become necessary in the midst of their prayers.


From there it was on to the church, where she would light a single candle and kneel silently by the altar until the time came to ring the abbey’s one bell and summon her sisters to choir.


Such was the labor some found objectionable. But to John it was a blessing. In this lonely place one was rarely alone. When any sister had volunteered to replace her in this duty, often on pretext of penance but always truly to give an old woman an extra two hours’ sleep, the abbess had answered without elaboration, “One day, perhaps.”


Many thought her a great saint because of this, but there was a less divinely inspired reason for her obstinacy. By now Mother John could remember no other way.


She threw a block of turf onto the fire and dropped her sleeping clothes as the peat buried and then fed the flame. As the light grew, her full body became visible, and she beheld what so many identical mornings had made of her. Though her wrists were almost thin as candles, folds on her upper arms were loose and hanging. Each breast was a change purse, dangling with the weight of a single coin. Her belly, too, she saw as being somewhat bag-like: dry as burlap, bulged, and bumpy as if filled with the thumb-sized tubers grown beside the abbey barn. Yet ascetic austerity had ensured she looked malnourished despite all this extra flesh.


A sack on sticks, she judged herself in the half-light. Naked, alone, and surely fading, Mother John could only offer up what she had become as an ongoing martyrdom. Offer up this comic body, made by forty years of fasting and the impious droop of age. Offer up to Jesus this mule of human will and God’s strange design. Offer up her life and pray for the acceptability of so small a sacrifice.


From the cloister, Advent wind called again, deep and low, like the slow knelling of bells. For the first time its true cold found the doorway of this former warming room, found the darkness inside, found the old skin exposed in the light. At its touch, Mother John crossed to the far wall, where her robe and veil hung from a single wooden peg. These were the garments she donned each night: Simple robe of scratching wool, once white, now gone a dozen shades of gray. Black sackcloth veil that covered ears, cheeks, and temples, falling behind to the small of her back. Two sturdy lengths of fabric, made, shaped, and stitched within the abbey’s walls, they had been patched and mended countless times but fully replaced not once in the four decades since her vows. And they would cover her that much longer at least, through whatever days she had left and even beyond. She would wear them until they rotted and sunk into her skin, for they were the very garments that would one day serve as her shroud, robe tied at the bottom, veil wrapped tight over her face. Simple pieces of coarse cloth and wool but also constant reminders that each waking hour is a word spoken in the long liturgy that prepares the body for the grave.


Mother John lifted the robe from its place on the wall, then stretched her arms into the night air and let it fall around her.









Chapter 2


THE ABBEY OF Gaerdegen was quite young, as convents go: sixty-seven years since its founding, just ten years older than its second and current abbess. First peopled with nuns in the first decade of the century, its main buildings were built atop the ruins of a monastery that had been sacked some five hundred years before.


Though no written record remained, the few monks who had survived the attack were believed to have fled the uplands for good, leaving behind all they could not carry. Objects taken included the usual church ware: chalice, monstrance, altar stone, a cross they had brought with them from their motherhouse. The precious remains of Saints Oswald and Cuthbert, a thumbnail and an earlobe, were also rescued, but not the bones of the murdered brethren, which now lay deep under the remains of more recently deceased nuns.


In the years following the monks’ exodus, the larger, stronger, longer-lived bones of the Viking raiders were also buried nearby, in a clearing a long journey to the south, where their descendants built a town and lived ever after as if their grandfathers’ grandfathers had never seen the open sea.


Five centuries later, it was from the more prominent families of this town that several of the abbey’s first nuns were drawn. Ursula of Gaerdegen, as she would later become known, was then a young widow. Her husband had been a glutton and a drunkard who died of these sins before she had produced a living heir, leaving her the sole beneficiary of his considerable fortune. Suddenly solvent and having no wish to remarry, she sought the permission of the local bishop and the abbot of a nearby monastery to establish a convent cleaving to the Rule of Saint Benedict as closely as the limitations of their sex would allow.


“A fine aspiration. But tell me,” the bishop had wondered when she made her appeal in the grand receiving room of the episcopal palace, “why not simply join an existing house of the Order? Why all the fuss and danger of starting anew so far from Christian comfort?”


“Because the existing houses reek of excess and sin,” Ursula told him. “The nuns keep puppies in their cells, letting them run in the cloister and even the church, urging them to defecate in a hated sister’s choir stall.”


The bishop nodded and puffed out his cheeks.


“So I have heard,” he said. “But should one incident discredit the whole Order?”


“There are worse sins yet. With or without such distractions they rush through the Divine Office,” she went on, “defiling the Hours of the Liturgy, mocking the work Our Lord through Saint Benedict set before us. I would sooner sprout flesh and seek Holy Orders than join such a house.”


Ursula stood more than a dozen paces away, an expanse of polished floor between them, but still she could hear the two churchmen whispering to each other as they considered her request.


“God protect us,” the bishop muttered behind his hand. “She’s a holy woman or a whore.”


“Either way she’s sure to be a problem,” the abbot said in his ear. “Send her to the wilderness. She’ll be dead in ten days.”


So it was that blessings were given, land was acquired, and Ursula—along with her younger sister Anna, her cousin Philomena, and their widowed aunt Elizabeth—settled in a wooden shack beside the monastic ruins. The new abbey would sit halfway up a mountainside, above a vast forested valley through which flowed a river containing an unending supply of stone. The ready availability of building materials did not lessen the sense that whatever the abbey came to be, it would be impossibly distant from the lives these aspiring recluses had known. Daughters of wealth who had lacked for nothing, they sat up praying through their first night as the noises of the mountain seemed to claw at their shelter’s bark roof.


“Here Christ will ravage us,” Ursula told her sister.


“More likely we’ll be eaten by wolves.”


Yet in ten days they were living still, and within ten years these four women numbered twenty and then twenty-five, who together oversaw the construction of the abbey as it stood at its best. They lived by the motto of Saint Benedict, author of the Rule that now would guide their days. Laborare est orare. To work is to pray. These earliest sisters raised sheep, spun wool, brewed beer, and copied manuscripts, gaining a reputation for fine illumination that often featured Ursula’s favored avian motif.


“Birds see all but say nothing we can understand,” she was known to say, “which make them a perfect symbol of the divine.”


At its height, Gaerdegen was nine structures of stone and wood, all sturdily built but relatively unadorned, the austerity of each a rebuke to the ostentation of the religious houses to the south. Five of the buildings—dormitory, chapterhouse, refectory, lavabo, and church—were joined by a stone-arched cloister. The rest—gatehouse, barn, bakehouse, and the cottage belonging to the abbess—were scattered on the south side.


At Ursula’s instruction, no wall surrounded them in those early days. The abbey buildings were open to anyone willing to make the long journey from the cities to the south, through the forest, and up the slope of the valley to the edge of the mountains. The sisters were available for counsel and the giving of alms to all who asked. Too many convents, she insisted, had been founded on fear and continued to make it their Gospel.


“Raids on convents and monasteries are things of the distant past,” the abbey’s foundress said, “and the walls constructed to protect against them belong to another time. We live open to all God’s possibilities, for good or ill. We need no wall choking us to grow in virtue and number.”


And grow they did: The combined professed and postulant population soon reached three dozen, which not only guaranteed the continued patronage of a score of affluent families but solidified the abbey’s reputation for holiness. That a group of women should prosper where men had struggled and failed suggested to many that the nuns of Gaerdegen were clearly part of the divine plan.


Then the plague came, however, and this belief became less widely held.









Chapter 3


TWENTY YEARS AFTER the pestilence, Gaerdegen’s roll and morale were again on the rise, bolstered by the daughters of parents somewhat baffled to be alive. Contrary to expectations, not all in the world had died, leading those who survived to retake to procreating—zealously, piously, in barebacked abandon. It was said that the fervor was such in the nearest village that a dozen infants were born before weeds covered the grave fields. Deals had been struck with heaven during the plague years, patron saints promised prayers beyond counting, children offered in quantity to the service of the Church. Gaerdegen was the beneficiary of all those debts coming due.


The convent tonight numbered nineteen women: Mother John with her candles, muttering about light in the darkness of the cloister; old Sister Simon, asleep in the gatehouse, stretched out near the door lest anyone sneak past; the refectoress, Sister Thomas, who was said to guard the dry cellar more fiercely than her chastity; Sister James the embroideress, whose ornate altar cloths accounted for a fair percentage of the abbey’s income; Sister Matthew, who oversaw the scriptorium; Sister Lazarus, the baker; the shepherds Sister Stephen and Sister Zosimus; Sister Gaius, still known as the new infirmarian though she had served since the plague years; the sacrist, Sister Silvanus; the herbalist, Sister Caspar; the brewer, Sister Priscilla; Sister Rufus, the almoner, though since the plague Gaerdegen had received very few of the poor; Sister Phillip, the magistra noviciarum, teacher of Gaerdegen’s novices, and the novices themselves, Sister Andrew, Sister Bartholomew, the actual sisters Sister Jude and Sister Thaddeus, and Sister Magdalene, who had been born in the abbey. It had been the practice since the days of Mother Ursula for the sisters of Gaerdegen to take a consecrated name drawn from the New Testament or the communion of saints, the better for the sisters to draw closer to Christ.


In the dormitory, each nun had her own bed plank: a narrow pine board scattered with straw, neither manger nor cross but something in between. Among these planks another nun sat heaped on the floor by the firepit, legs tucked beneath her, chin on her chest. She had fallen asleep late in the night and let the fire die, leaving barely glowing embers where before had been a roaring blaze.


The youngest sisters were arranged closest to the room’s one window, an equal share of night draft for each. They squeezed their fists and shivered, curling up inside their robes. Sister Andrew called softly, “The fire, Sister, the fire.”


But Sister Phillip remained in her heap, either deaf to the girls’ pleas, or else, as teacher of the convent’s novices, ignoring them for their failure to address her with proper pomp.


Perhaps sensing as much, Sister Jude called her sister with two Latin words she’d made a point to remember for just such an occasion: “Sorore Bove, Sister Cow, wake up, you’re on night watch!”


Harsh or idle talk was forbidden by the Rule, especially to one’s superiors, especially after Compline, the last prayers of the day. But just as dire, in the novices’ opinion, was letting the fire die on the first bitter night of the season—especially if one was a rotund old nun who did nothing between lessons but chastise her students and tug at the hem of Mother John’s robe.


“Hush,” Sister Magdalene said from her bed plank. “Let her be.”


At twenty, Magdalene was not much older than Gaerdegen’s four novices, but she had lived in the convent all her life, and so spoke with authority.


“Hush yourself,” Sister Bartholomew hissed, then sat up straight and dropped her feet to the floor. “We’ll freeze to death without a fire.”


She padded barefoot across the floor and threw two handfuls of sticks and bark on the smoldering coals. After a moment they flared up before her, casting orange-red light on the wood-beam ceiling and the dark stones of the chimney and the chamber walls.


Sent to the convent to rid herself of pride and petulance unbefitting a nobleman’s bride, Bartholomew now owned more of each. She stood with clipped brown hair and an egg-shaped face, tall in the flickering light. Though her lips were pressed tight just above her chin, poking between them could be seen two yellow teeth, growing like spider’s fangs at odd angles from her gums.


No doubt mistaking Bartholomew’s act for self-sacrifice or concern for her sisters, the other novices gave her a quiet cheer at the sight of the fire. As if in response, Sister Phillip let out a long, scratching snore that dragged through the room like a log on stone. Her whole kneeling body shook as it left her, the heft of the sound was so great.


“You hush too,” Bartholomew said then raised her foot from the floor and pressed dirty toes against the old nun’s shoulder.


“Sister, please,” Magdalene whispered.


Bartholomew showed a crooked smile in the firelight.


“Please,” her sister said again.


Gladly. With a good kicking push, Bartholomew sent Sister Phillip tumbling over, a neat black footprint on her white wool robe. The magistra landed heavily, flat on her back, dust rising around her like a flour sack dropped to the floor. Her head clopped hard onto the dirt and her veil pushed forward, covering her face to the chin. From within this tent came another long snore, thick and wet, more like a ram’s-horn trumpet than a human noise in the night.


Across the chamber the novices buried their faces in their sleeves, sure such a bleat would wake their older sisters. Yet around the room, not one stirred. In the moment that followed they again heard only the convent’s deep silence. Kindling cracking in the firepit. A cold southern wind whistling in from outside.


Sister Bartholomew placed a log on the fire, then started back across the room as quietly as anyone would move past nine sleeping nuns. She had nearly reached her place when another drowsy groan rose from the flames. It was louder and sharper than before, like thunder rumbling and crashing in the clouds above the convent. The novices could feel it in their bed planks. It crawled along the floor and shook the wood beneath them.


“Bartholomew, do something,” one of them whispered.


“She’s done quite enough,” Magdalene moaned.


But Sister Bartholomew already was rushing back to the center of the chamber. She knelt down by the magistra’s side, grabbed her habit with both hands, and with one great grunting motion lifted, pushed, and rolled Sister Phillip first to her side and then fully over. The back of the old nun’s habit was black with dirt and soot, her body round and rising like a boil on the floor, but otherwise she seemed peaceful—belly down and undisturbed. Her lips pressed into the charred ground beside the firepot, muffling to an acceptable volume her labored breaths, which droned like bellows from a distant pasture.


“It must be Advent,” Bartholomew whispered as she returned to her sisters. “Look, already there’s a heifer for the crèche.”


From the next bed plank Magdalene spat, “You deserve a beating for this.”


But Bartholomew stretched out on her yellow straw and closed her eyes without a care. “Magdalene, you are two years my senior, but I am a lifetime your better. Mind yourself, or when a new abbess rules the house you lay sisters will sleep in the barn.”


“Mind your tongue. It’s an awful sin to speak of Mother’s successor, even in jest,” Magdalene said. Succession generally followed death or scandal, two fates she could not imagine for the only abbess she had ever known.


“Pureheart, I could put out your eye and you would call it a jest. But this is nothing of the kind. My cousin at our sister house tells me what the rest of the Order thinks of our Mother John.”


“They must think her holy, as she surely is.”


Bartholomew sighed. “What must it be to have known no family, Magdalene? No souls in paradise to pray for you, no souls living who care enough to explain to you the ways of the world. You’ll be forever in the dark.”


“The prayers of our sisters living and dead are offered for each of us, Bartholomew. Mother says we must pray for you most of all, or the Devil may take you completely.”


“The Devil take you, orphan. What will you do without dear Mother to hen over?”


“You might take more care with her. She is your Mother as well as mine.”


“Yes, but not for long. Some say she has lost her mind.”


“The world’s ways are not hers.”


“Then perhaps she will kindly leave it. Already she is rotting in her shoes. Even the bishop must notice the stink.”


Magdalene rolled from her bed plank and needed only one step to stand beside Bartholomew’s prone robed form. She stared down at lips moving, though the eyes above them were serenely closed.


“And if the bishop has neglected to notice,” she said, “someone who cares for the future of the house will certainly point it out to him. Then maybe he will do something about the smell.”


Magdalene uncurled the fist she had considered using and slapped her open hand on her sister’s smiling mouth, more to close it like a lid than to cause it to bleed. But bleed it did, in a hot gush from the inside of her nose. Blood pooled around Bartholomew’s tongue, painting her teeth. And so too did Magdalene bleed. Palm punctured by Bartholomew’s misdirected grin, she dropped rose petals to the white wool of her robe.


In the center of the room Sister Phillip sat up with a start, eyes wide, cheeks soot-smudged. She coughed and wheezed with the dirt in her mouth, like a corpse returning to life.


“The fire,” she said, as the two younger nuns fell back to their planks. “Goodness, the fire.”


In the instant that followed the slap of flesh on flesh, the flame had gone out again, killed by a puff of Advent wind.









Chapter 4


COLD WIND CREPT through the shutters then crept back out again to stir the shrubs and grasses of the courtyard. Already new debris had blown into the freshly swept cloister, and now the stanchion candles danced with too much air to breathe. Every scattered stick and leaf seemed alive and doubled, each reflected by a jumping shadow on the gray slate floor.


As if not content to blow where no damage would be done, the wind slid over and around the rooftops and walls of the convent’s connected buildings, pulling at wood, pushing at stone. And soon it penetrated, moving through entryways, filling like lungs the tucked-away chambers, then exiting as it had come, exhaled to the night.


Only in its attempt on the church did the wind find resistance. There alone the abbey’s portals were plugged not with pieced-together slats of wood but with actual glass, carried at great distance and expense not for its value as ornament but solely for its ritual significance. Set high above the altar in the stacked stone walls, each day these windows first showed the nuns of Gaerdegen that morning had come, showed them that the sun had risen just as they raised their heads to receive communion on their tongues. Christ in mouth and eyes to heaven, church walls suddenly filled with his bright and golden light, could there be any doubt who brought the dawn?


There were six such windows above the altar, three to a side, each holding a clouded framework of lead-lined glass squares, tall as an arm, wide as a body, thick as a board. Amber-toned and bubble-filled, later in the day, after the second gathering for prayer, Lauds, they would serve their higher purpose. Just now they stood guard against the wind.


Not all from without was kept there, however. In the southern wall the windows let in the light of the moon, shining like day as it only can on a clear cold night. On the floor by the altar, Mother John’s robe was yellow with its rays. Yellow too was the man who stared down at her from the cross above. Along with this dull tint, her face and his wore the glow of a single candle. Its flame flickered, lighting alternately on the nun’s withered features and on the wide-eyed agony of God’s eternal youth. They stared at each other as if rapt in conversation.


With the day’s first work done, Mother John had taken what precious time remained until Matins to kneel by the altar and indulge in private prayer. While outside the wind called as it had since it woke her, here in the church not a sound could be heard save the soft popping and hissing of her lips. Breathlessly came words well memorized but half understood, syllables running in on each other like sheep through the pasture gate.


“Pater noster qui es in caelis,” she said and followed with forty-four more Latin words, ending with Amen. Her study of the language had ended while she was a child, and yet she knew these words as well as she knew anything. Better perhaps, for like language itself, she could not remember precisely when they had been learned. Nor could she recall ever using any of them in a context other than this. But it was not all dumb repetition. Strange as they would be in her own tongue, she recalled, more or less, what the words meant.


Father of us who is in heaven,


Blessed be your name,


Come your kingdom,


Let it be done your will in heaven and in earth.


Bread of us daily give to us today.


Dismiss from us debts of us and we will dismiss debts to us.


And not us lead into temptation.


But free us from evil.


In truth, to Mother John the meaning of the words mattered little. This was not like other prayers, not like her spontaneous petitions, Lord grant, Lord forgive, Lord protect, which were best spoken when needed, with no call for official incantations or theological correctness. No, this was a tried and sure tool shared by all Christendom. It was a stool to stand on to reach high overhead, a familiar place to rest when you grew weary with the day, often simply something to say to the one who knows your words before you make them, your needs before you need them.


Paternoster, paternoster, paternoster, she prayed, on and on and on. She prayed so for nearly an hour, becoming only these sounds. Prayed until there was no distance between the cross she saw above her and the eyes that did the seeing—no distance from Jesus to the nun who prayed to him. She prayed until this resting-place prayer became their bridal bed. Prayed until he came to her there and let her touch his wounds. Prayed until the moonlight dimmed and then was all but gone, until she was alone again, separate again from her love.


Crossing herself slowly as she finished a final prayer, Mother John clasped her hands at her chest and looked to the arched windows, looked up wondering at the loss of light.


The clouded panes were colorless, gray as the stone walls. John could not see the cause of the change, but she could hear it, hear things only as one listening for God can hear, hear things and put images to them, images that explain the things we sense but cannot see.


Outside she heard deep darkness spread like spilled wine, smothering the moon. She heard clouds roll in to blind the stars. She heard a hush of wind move through the hollow of the abbey barn, heard it crawl across the frost-hardened mud in the barnyard. She heard it slip, in the distance, through the trees that kept Gaerdegen hidden from the world. Soon she heard this same wind find the bell tower high above and felt it as it blew down around her, rustling her robe and veil.


Usually, the air here hung in stagnant pockets; now now it came alive. The church smelled as always of sheep fat candles and stale incense, but a draft moved in and out of every corner, sweeping across the floor and up the walls, cold swallowing everything it touched.


As best she could, Mother John ignored the church’s new chill. She knelt still by the altar and looked away from the windows, refocusing on the face and the pain of her sweet Jesus. His cheeks were sunken, his eyes rolled back, his mouth frozen in an agony John thought must be close to the pain of childbirth. She had seen it once before.


The cold dug through the abbess’s habit, creeping up her ankles to her calves through the open-bottomed gown; bending upward with the backs of her knees; caressing the pale of her thighs. The wind caused her to shudder, her whole body to tremble with surprise. And it continued to climb: tracing through the folds of her stomach, rounding her breasts, crawling up her neck, tickling beneath the collar of her veil. It touched softly her old, unkissed lips and dried her teeth when she smiled at the unfamiliar feeling of being held.
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