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Apocalypsis

 

They slip easily through the unmanned gate before dawn, are forced by the miry and untended road to move as slow as winter. The town below is more quiet than it should be even at this early hour. Randulf warned her she would find the world transformed. War and famine and disease have thinned out the towns and made the survivors wary as hares. As though he has not listened to his own warning, he mutters his surprise to find no one about in village after village that first morning. He had planned to buy them a horse in a place half a day’s walk from Fulda and is irritated to have to knock on several doors before he can rouse a man willing to conduct business.

Even then the man keeps his distance, holds a cloth wafting camphor over his mouth.

Even then the horse is not one at all, but a donkey, stringy and yellow-eyed.

‘Ah, but this is perfect,’ Randulf says, beaming. ‘What better way to travel than the way of our Lord Jesus, on the back of a humble donkey.’

The man names a price twice that of a strong and healthy palfrey. Randulf’s beam brightens. He shines light and flattery and love of God until the man is begging them to take the animal for one-tenth of his asking price and Randulf must insist on paying double that and when they leave, bewildered little donkey ambling between them, the man is shouting great blessings and asking that they return for some bread and ale in better times.

‘I had forgotten that you, too, live in disguise,’ she says when they are clear of the town.

Randulf looks at her, all sincere confusion.

‘Just now I saw the Brother Randulf my father knew. I have not seen nor heard him these five years.’

Randulf laughs loud enough to startle the donkey into stopping. ‘Don’t we all live as shadow selves in the abbey?’ he says, stroking the animal between the ears, urging it forward. ‘Are we not all dimmed in there, reduced?’

The donkey gazes up at him with adoration. ‘It is in your thrall,’ she says.

‘Time to see how the poor old thing takes to being mounted, yes?’

Before she can respond he has her by the middle and she is hefted onto the donkey’s back. The shock of it: his hands lifting and slinging her like a sack. The animal beneath heaves and squirms and she is in utter sympathy. To be a thing for use, flung or mounted without warning or consent, and he calm and cool as the grass beneath, stroking the donkey’s nose once more, telling it that all will be well. Or is it to her he is speaking?

‘Shh, my girl, shh. All will be well. You are safe in my hands, and I safe in God’s.’

Riding in turn while the other walks they make no better time than if both were on foot, but the little donkey moves smoothly enough to allow the rider to rest for a few hours, at least. Their sleep is rough and brief; there are few inns open and fewer houses willing to answer a stranger’s knock, and Randulf is too well known among the monasteries and churches of this country to seek shelter there. If word reaches the abbot (Lord protect him) of their whereabouts he may send a party after them. Or, given the lack of able men, a messenger to spread the word of a bounty for their return.

Like thieves they huddle under trees or in caves, exhaustion winning over fear of bandits or wolves.

They are within a few hours’ walk of a river town Randulf knows where they can trade their donkey for passage on a merchant boat. The thought of resting her battered feet while continuing to move south seems worth the animal plus all their remaining coin. Randulf is firm that it is the donkey alone which must pay their passage. There is still so far to travel, and if the snow comes early to the mountains they will need to overwinter in an inn.

The forest trail is narrow here and winds gently downhill towards the sweet hiss of the river. The donkey jerks to a halt, and a breath later the bushes ahead bristle and a clutch of birds takes to the sky in clamouring protest. Randulf dismounts, puts one hand to his knife, the other to hold her back.

Around the bend come two men with bare heads and carrying nothing but a dagger each, held ready in front. They stop three arm-lengths away as more men, in teams of two, emerge behind them. In all, she counts fourteen. Every one looking as though he has run from a midnight fire with barely time to grab his shoes.

‘Good day, friends,’ Randulf says. ‘We are brothers of Fulda Abbey making our way south on monastic business. We go always in peace and would pass by you now unless you would prefer to stay awhile with us as we pray for your safe journey.’

The men in front exchange a look. One lowers his weapon, turns and gestures to the men behind to move to the side of the path. The other keeps his dagger pointed towards Randulf, says, ‘You’ll need all the prayers for yourselves if it’s to the river you’re heading.’

‘Why would that be, then?’

‘Northmen is why,’ the man says, and a shudder passes through his group as though the word alone has power to hurt.

It is weeks now, he tells them, since Northmen took Nantes. The duke had been lately killed by a rival and the town laid open for the invaders. They slew the bishop and all his men and, taking those women they liked the look of, made their bloody way down the Loire. It is said they plan to hold Aquitaine for their own. It is unheard of for Northmen not to flee home after their pillage—but, then, never has the world been in such chaos. The foul harvest of the brother war has made a paradise for the piratical.

They step aside to let the band of refugees pass then sit awhile right there on the trail, share a hunk of bread. Let the donkey snuffle at the grass to each side. At last Randulf says, ‘We have only lost half a day. We will be back on the road proper by sundown.’

‘I hate the road proper,’ she says, feeling blood or pus leaking from her heel as she speaks.

‘It is a hard way, I know, but one without Northmen and so the one we must take.’

‘One look at my feet and the fiercest Northman will crumble in awe and fear.’

‘If only.’ Randulf heaves himself upright, clicks his teeth to call the donkey in. ‘Such savages would likely think your putrid feet a sweet offering. Want to suck at those fetid toes for a bit before chopping you to bits.’

‘Your mind is a dark and frightening place, Brother Randulf.’

‘Ah, that’s nothing. And if you don’t get up I’ll tell you what else I reckon the Northmen’d enjoy. May even show you if you keep to this lazing about.’

‘You’re not my abbot,’ she says. ‘Not my master.’

He shrugs and she stands, winces, begins the slow climb back up to the road.

After eight days of walking the donkey lies down and will not get up. They sit with her until her breath stops and then leave her for the creatures of the forest.

Just past Colmar they exchange greetings with a lone traveller who tells them a treaty has been signed in Verdun, carving up Charles’s empire between his grandsons.

‘Who then is king where we stand?’ Randulf asks.

The traveller shrugs. ‘Here’s borderlands. Me, I’m for the German. Heading for his territory while I still have a head to guide me. Far be it for me to tell men of God their business, but you’ll truly be needing the Lord’s protection if you continue on this road. There are those who’ve not heard the war is finished and those who do not wish it to be.’

They give their blessings to the man and carry on. Within hours, there is another traveller heading north, then a group of six, a trio, another lone man. She wonders if she is destined always to be moving towards that which others are fleeing.

The bread and cheese they packed was not intended to last long. They would fill out the stocks with nuts, herbs and berries from the forest. They had fishing nets and knives for more substantial fare.

Shocking innocence. Even Randulf, who has travelled the world in times of war and peace, has never known the woods to be as barren as the roads. Every tree and bush picked clean by soldiers and refugees. Every creature snared or fled. The streams fouled by year-old corpses, fish rotting alongside. They eat less each day than the one before.

‘I would eat that poor donkey in a heartbeat,’ Randulf says, and her stomach spasms. They have so quickly become beasts of the forest; no flesh forbidden, no sustenance unholy.

They have been walking more than three weeks. Their supplies long gone and hunger making them slow and thick, they leave the forest road for one that cuts through ravaged paddocks and leads to a village Randulf knows well. It is worth the risks to have a hot meal. To have any meal at all.

Skeletons whole and in parts wait for them there, slayed and devoured in the same place, and who can say if it were wolves or men who’d filled their bellies before the crows came to clean the bones?

The inn Randulf remembers fondly is burnt almost to the ground. They pick through the charred remains, overturning bones and table legs and blackened sticks that could be either. Their desecration is to no end. The place was likely looted before the fire was lit. Not even a blood-drunk soldier with murder in his heart would incinerate something as precious as food.

‘I am afraid, Agnes,’ Randulf says. ‘I think we were killed and now walk through purgatory. Every step is one I’ve taken before but the ground is ashes and bone and the air stinks of death.’

‘Purgatory. That is a comfort. I had thought us already in hell.’

‘If it were hell I would be alone here.’ He does not look to her for a response. Turns from her, in fact, squats low so his face hovers over part of a rib cage, beside it the corpse of a crow with its beak split like firewood.

‘Lord Jesus Christ,’ she begins, ‘deliver the souls of all the faithful—’

‘Agnes. These people may have died unsaved. Still in mortal sin.’

She kneels beside him. The ashes make the ground sickening soft. ‘Lord Jesus Christ,’ she says again, ‘deliver the souls of all the faithful departed from the pains of hell, and the deep abyss,’ and after a heaving breath Randulf adds his voice to her prayer.

It is growing dark but this unconsecrated boneyard is no place to rest and so they walk on.

‘My father told stories of war but never of what was left behind,’ she says.

‘Those wars were righteous. Charles the Great winning souls for God.’

‘Yes. Merciful savagery. Like King David. Like Saul.’ She has heard it again and again. The biblical kings slaughtering whole countries in God’s name. Her father—his cause, if not his sword arm—knocking thousands of Jesus-denying heads from necks in Saxony. Come, behold the works of the Lord; see what desolations He has brought on the earth.

Would the desecration of all this flesh—every flank and fold of it in the image of Christ—be less terrible if done for the glory of God? Do heathen guts smell sweeter when loosed by a godly sword?

There is a church further along the road, older than the town itself, its walls barely taller than Randulf, built of dark, lumpy rock streaked with iron. Moss grows as it likes on the stones and grass sprouts in the crevices between.

‘This at least still stands,’ Randulf says, striding towards the dark arch of the doorway.

‘Wait. The smell.’

‘It only lingers from that last place. Come.’ And he is gone into the darkness and she follows, because it is true that to be alone here is to be lost to God and all that is salvable in the world.

Her stomach reacts before her eyes adjust. The pain of an empty gut spasming to void itself folds her over. Her hands find smoothed wood—a bench or altarpiece, she cannot tell. Boiling oil surges up her throat into her parched mouth. When it spills from her lips it is barely enough to wet her chin.

‘Agnes. Go.’ Randulf has his arms around her, half-lifting her back towards the light.

It is too late. Her eyes have accustomed to the dark and he cannot drag her fast enough to stop her seeing.

Outside they vomit strings of bile onto the dirt. If only a bird would fly overhead. A single cricket chirp. Anything, Lord, to prove that life continues.

Randulf finishes retching first, wipes his mouth and stands. He faces the cursed church, bows his head and begins the prayer for the dead, his voice burnt almost dry. She joins him from her place on the ground, and by the end her stomach has calmed enough she can stand upright.

They backtrack through the town and return to the forest path. A stag—tall as a courser, white as the moon—waits for them around a bend. She stops still; Randulf too. How much can a human heart take? she wonders.

‘He could run us both through with a dip of the head,’ Randulf says, and the scars on her belly and thigh throb.

Long, breathless moments pass as the stag regards them, a king looking down upon his lowliest subjects. The creature shifts its mighty head as though urging them forward, lopes ahead down the trail.

They follow at a fair distance. The stag’s steps are silent; her own collapse piles of half-rotted leaves, create avalanches of sticks and pebbles and tiny bones. In the edge of her vision, Randulf’s knife trembles at his side, though his breath comes soft and steady.

Without warning the stag bounds high and leaves the path. At the place he disappeared there grows a sprawling patch of herbs.

We are directly downhill from the church, she thinks. Perhaps some of the blood seeped through the cracks in the stones, soaked into the earth. She chews the tender leaves slowly, swallows with care. She will not let her stomach reject this. Mint and sorrel, sweeter than any she has tasted. Gifts from the dead.

On the road approaching Valence, there is the miracle of an open ale house. The owner does not ordinarily take lodgers, but he is devout and so allows passing brothers use of a narrow partitioned space behind the kitchen.

There is a meal of stewed beans and weak ale, and then Randulf complains of a headache, says he will go straight to his rest.

She nods him on his way and orders another cup of ale.

‘We have an early start, Brother John,’ he says. ‘I trust you will not carouse until all hours.’

‘Never fear, Brother Randulf. I shall be as fresh as a milkmaid come morning.’

She drinks slowly but for many hours, and by the time she makes her way through the empty kitchen her head dips and spins and she cannot help making a racket as she stumbles behind the curtain and lands hard on the pallet where Randulf lies.

‘You took your blessed time,’ he says, and the moon shows his bitter face and his bared chest.

How long since she has seen living flesh? Even her own has become a mystery. Bound and robed and draped in the dark.

‘Do you expect me to share a pallet with you in this state?’ she asks.

‘Would you have me sleep in my filthy clothes this first night in thirty in which I have warmth enough not to?’

‘As you like.’

She removes her shoes, takes his cloak from the floor and lies down in its place, letting the damp and stinking thing fall over her.

‘Agnes. Please.’

Two words and they could have been any at all and still she’d know he was saying, Save me.

She lies still, though the ale in her makes the ground tilt. She listens to Randulf’s breath, her own. Is it a miracle they breathe or an abomination that she should wonder at it?

‘The days are coming,’ Randulf murmurs, ‘when people will say, Blessed are the barren women, the wombs that never bore, and breasts that never nursed. They will say to the mountains, Fall on us! and to the hills, Cover us! For if they do these things in the green wood, what will be done in the dry?’

She closes her eyes and sees charred bones. Yellow bones. Bleached bones, her own from a long-ago dream.

‘I will praise you Lord with all my Heart—’ she begins.

‘God is gone from us, Agnes.’

The grief in his voice opens a pit which could swallow her whole. God help me, she prays. Help us and hold us safe.

‘He is here as surely as we are.’ As she says it she knows it to be true.

‘After what we saw today? No.’

How to explain that she understands nothing of what she has seen but her body hums with certainty that it was God who showed it to her, who led His fleeing servants through the valley of death, brought them to this moonlit cell where she can feel Him in every miraculously ordinary breath, in her still-beating heart, her warm rushing blood? If there is Scripture or prayer, liturgy or commentary that has put words to the truth her body holds then she has not yet read it.

So she stands and, with her back to Randulf, removes her robe and shift. The air is cool against her too-hot skin. Randulf’s breath a wild stampede.

When she turns his breath catches. ‘Oh. Oh, Agnes. What has happened?’

‘A boar,’ she says. ‘I was a child. God was there with me. He let it happen. I didn’t understand why at the time. But I knew He was there, as surely as I know it now.’

Randulf moves to his knees. ‘Does it pain you?’

‘Not for many years.’

He skims his palm over the thick cords of her scars. For weeks he has handled her like a satchel he is obliged to transport. Hauling her on and off the donkey without warning, heaving her across creeks and up steep embankments. Out of that cursed church. Only now does she think, Oh! I had forgotten what it is to be touched.

‘Not even Adonis survived the boar,’ he says as his palm circles and circles.

‘Adonis did not have God.’

‘No.’

‘And we do.’

‘Yes.’ More a breath than a word.

His































Anastasia the Patrician

 

Midsummer, her fifth year in Athens. Unusually, she is attending Abba’s table tonight. It is a feast day—they have twice as many in the east—and locals hoping to widen the narrow path to heaven have inundated the community with cheeses and fruit, wine and fish. It seems every monk in the valley is around the table, crammed tight so their shoulders bounce against each other and their hands touch as they reach for food and goblets. She is grateful to have been seated at the right hand of Abba, since the most hermitic and therefore unwashed brothers are made to sit at the far end of the very long table.

Even so, the sour gaminess of men’s bodies packed together on an airless night reminds her powerfully of her first nights at Fulda. It seems an age since she was there, since she has thought of it even. At once she is with Randulf in the scriptorium as he begs her to flee, stepping over bones in Burgundy, laughing with the immensity of their shared pleasure in Marseille. A heartbeat later she is abandoning him on a church floor. The pain of it is smaller than she thought it could ever be and that is a sorrow in itself. Lord forgive me and keep him safe, she prays in the midst of the feast, wishing she’d paid attention to which saint they were feting, so she could ask for intercession.

She opens her eyes and across from her is the angel who holds Christ’s clothes in the painting to the left of the St John the Baptist altar in the crypt of the Ugesberg chapel in Fulda: black ice eyes round as the moon, skin like thrice-smoothed lindenwood, red-ochre lips and, suffusing it all, a pure and golden light. Are you here to intercede for my poor Randulf? she almost says, but then the angel stands and reaches across the table, grabs a wedge of bread and shoves it whole into his great red maw. He is as much cherub as she is unicorn.

‘Ah, Brother John, you have not met Antony who has joined our community this very week,’ says Abba, and she realises she has been staring. ‘He has the manners of a goatherd but his love of God is powerful, his hunger for communion immense.’

Powerful. Immense. Abba might have been describing Antony’s hands, each large enough to crush her skull with ease.

‘Brother Antony,’ Abba calls, ‘you must meet our esteemed brother, John of England.’

Antony pauses mid-chew. Crumbs rest a moment on his chin before his tongue—thick and wide as a bull’s—sweeps them back into his gob. He swallows and the swell of his throat sends a hot surge of blood through her own.

‘I am deeply honoured to be in your company.’ His Greek is childish, clumsy, but his voice resonates in her chest and as he bows his head in her direction she smells sweet fermenting apples.

‘It is always a pleasure to meet another who has travelled great distances to be in this wondrous place,’ she says, and his smile casts all else into shadow.

‘Not as far as you, Father. England is so distant I can only dream it.’

‘I am no father, brother, and I too have never seen England. Tell me—’

An urgent pull on her arm from the old monk on her right. He is engaged in a heated discussion about the Paulicians and begs her aid. This man, whose name she has long forgotten, always assumes the barbarian monk will support his bellicosity, always acts newly shocked that she condemns swords and fire as a first resort. He is an old man but has clearly never seen war or its ugly aftermath. That a Christian with differing views is better off headless is an easy opinion if you have never had to see the insides of a severed neck.

So, she speaks to these innocent, unworldly monks in the way her father once spoke to the men at his table, the way Hrabanus spoke to the more arrogant among his flock: she questions this assumption then that, urges this man to return to his Bible and that one to read his history. Urges all involved to spend more time in prayer. Not one of those men listening raptly seems to notice the tightness in her frame, the way she braces herself against the new tilt of the earth. If she relaxes for even a moment she will slide directly into Brother Antony’s lap.

Brother Antony comes to her hut, asks if she might tutor him in Greek.

‘Almost every other man here speaks Greek from birth. You are better learning from one of them.’

‘Grammar then. Or Psalmody. Mathematics or . . . I have everything to learn. Everything, Fa—Brother Ioannes.’

‘Please, I am John,’ she says in Latin. ‘And we may speak our common tongue when we are alone. Now sit awhile.’ She gestures to the bench beside her. ‘Tell me, brother, why it is you are here?’

He looks at her with such intensity she is sliced with fear. ‘Last night as I tried to sleep, God struck me.’ He thumps his chest. ‘And though my eyes were closed I saw your face.’

‘I meant,’ she says, amazed at the calm of her voice, ‘what brought you to Wolf Mountain?’

He tells her then of his childhood in Campania, where war and hunger were the only constants. He saw his mother die of fever when he was four and his father to Lombard raiders when he was twelve. He escaped with his sister, who died days later from lack of food or perhaps disease or loss of hope. It all looked the same to him. Alone, he found his way to a monastery that took him in as a horse hand.

‘My body took warmth from the horses, my soul from the chanting of the monks. I worked ten years to be allowed to enter the monastery proper. I had just begun my noviciate when the Saracens raided. Again, I survived through God’s grace, escaped to Crete, made my way to Thessalonica doing what I could to earn bread and passage. What I must.’ His voice is heavy with grief and shame and she wants to kiss his forehead and offer forgiveness for whatever sins he committed to survive.

‘It was there I heard of this place where all men are welcome so long as they have a heart for God. I came at once and I will never leave. This is my home until the Lord takes me.’ His eyes are locked on hers as though she is this place he speaks of. As though they together here under this tree are the home he has found. He says, ‘Tell me what your journey has been, Brother John.’

She tells him all, leaving out only the fact of her disguise and carnality of her friendship with Randulf. She tells of the pagan mother killed by birthing her, the English priest who raised her and the earthquake that took him. The friend who found her a place at his abbey despite her lacking the funds or lineage. The fever that spread through that place and the decision to leave. The hunger and horror of the journey. The storm which spared her life at sea. The way she continued on, despite not knowing or much caring, some days, which side of death she lay upon.

‘Ah,’ Brother Antony says. ‘This is why God has drawn us together so powerfully. You too know what it is to wonder why you are still here while all those you love are gone to Christ.’

‘Yes.’ She places her hand where the boar failed to end her. ‘Perhaps we are supposed to help each other, Brother Antony, to find the answer.’

A typically sultry night and the younger men are sprawled on the grass while she and some older monks talk around the table. A glance to the side and there is Antony, his attention not on his fellows but resting hotly on her ankles. Her mind floods with images of what might happen were she to keep him here tonight, reveal her true form. His fevered excitement, the boundless, animal hunger. Him speaking shock while he rides her to a lather.

And then he would kill her for it.

Or he wouldn’t and that might be worse. She cannot bear to start over again, alone and afraid.

She resettles her robe to fully conceal her ankles. Is careful not to spare Antony a glance for the rest of the night.

—

Days later, his arm brushes against hers as he leans across the table for more wine and her mind floods with images of what a more deliberate touch from him might achieve. That night her sleep is stopped not by horrors from the past but pleasures to come. She rehearses telling him the truth. Or pretending a miracle. Or pouring strong wine down his throat until he cannot tell the difference between man or woman. Or, oh, she knows well some carnal acts that would not require her to reveal herself, but even in her fevered mind such attentions only increase her desire to have him know her fully.

When finally she sleeps she dreams of Randulf on the banks of the Rhine, both of them naked in the mud and the reeds. They kiss and writhe and bite, and as she is about to reach the moment of ecstasy she wakes.

Randulf warned her of this. It is better not to know and so be unable to imagine. To want.

You holy fool, she hears God scoff. As though the Bible has not been telling you this from the very first!

But my Lord, she says, if it is so dangerous to know why begin the telling at all? Why make the fruit if not for us to eat?

Brother Antony by her side under the pine. Her feet tucked carefully beneath her, her robe arranged so that nothing but the tips of her fingers are exposed to the air. Her companion takes no such care; sits lazily with his back to the trunk, his legs stretched in front. The tops of his feet dark as the earth, his calves bursts of white light, drawing her gaze.

He is talking of the attack on his home village, how the invaders left bodies in the open to be picked at by birds, torn at by dogs. Anyone attempting to retrieve their dead would quickly join them. He would like to know why it is God made our bodies so that, once the soul is gone, they stink and leak and swell and burst. The abbot at his previous monastery told him it was to remind the living that the flesh is unimportant, that the soul is all. But if the dead flesh is unimportant, why make it draw attention so? Why not make it dissolve like salt in a warm bath?

As though flesh still animated with the breath of God does not draw attention! As if his bared legs do not produce more heat than the midday sun!

‘Brother John, you are wiser by far than any man I’ve known. Why is it, tell me, that God has made us so?’

‘You flatter me,’ she says, thinking flatter me flatten me sink into me like a warm bath and dissolve me. ‘And in doing so you insult our Lord, brother. His creation is perfect, and if we do not see that the fault is in us.’

Antony begs forgiveness. He pouts like a child trying not to cry.

You wicked hypocrite, she thinks. You shame him for his questions while you defile him in your mind.

She could leave. Her reputation is such that she could find work in any of the schools in Athens, perhaps even Alexandria. She hears Brother Theodore muttering about George Constantine, spikily quoting Amma Matrona in the desert: We carry ourselves wherever we go and cannot escape temptation by flight.

Brother Antony comes alone in the full heat of day to bring her new wine from the community’s vineyards and she cannot tear her gaze from his long, gently tapered fingers as he places the jug on her table. She closes her eyes to pray for strength but finds all she can repeat in her mind is his name, the way she might chant it if those hands were to find their way under her robes. Antony Antony Antony she thinks or prays or yearns and then he is touching her arm, asking if she is well. Perhaps the sun has affected her. Perhaps he can assist her inside.

She opens her eyes and God shows her the man’s hands as they would appear to his namesake and blessed revulsion evicts her lust. A man worthy of St Antony’s name should be sun-darkened and work-roughened. His fingers burred and callused, bent and broken. This smooth-skinned, lazy, decadent imitator is a disgrace to his name.

‘I thank you for your gift but cannot use it,’ she tells him. ‘God has instructed me to drink only water from this day on.’

Disappointment crosses his face. ‘You are truly blessed to have God speak to you so directly, Brother John.’

‘I will pray for you to receive such guidance, Brother Antony,’ she says and does, but God has his own plans and Antony continues to come to her table earlier than the others and leave later. He continues to drink wine until his cheeks are fever red, his lips the exact shade and wetness as they appear in her dreams.

He comes to her as she works alone at the table under the window. Sits close so she can’t help but breathe his apple scent, can’t help but know the weight of his thigh against hers, the sharp promise of his elbow.

‘You will cause the ink to smudge,’ she says and he walks outside, lies beneath the stone pine where she can’t help but see him.

He looks up at her as though it hurts him to be there without her.

She stands, sits, clenches her fists between her thighs.

This is what the bird feels the moment before it takes flight.

Abba comes to her hut. They sit across from each other at her table, whose surface is scattered with parchment and ink pots and blades and pens, wax tablets and stripped-off covers.

‘I must apologise for not having visited you since your earliest days with us, Brother John,’ he says. ‘I have been remiss.’

‘Not at all, Abba. You have always made yourself available to consult and a more gracious father I could not imagine.’

He flicks the compliment away with his hand. ‘I spend so much of my time attending to the wellbeing of a very few in our community. Those among us who struggle the most in their communion or their commitment. I have never considered you among their number. Of course I heard rumours over the years. You know the kinds of things people like to whisper. He loves wine more than God. Craves adoration more than salvation. Petty things and none to threaten your greater reputation as a scholar and scribe. Nothing to alter my view of you as pious. As chaste.’

‘I am glad to hear it, Abba. I do not claim to be perfect, as no man is, but my piety is heartfelt, as is my chastity.’

He sighs. ‘Of late I have heard tales that disturb me. The detail is unimportant. Scurrilous and unfounded, I’m sure. There is something there, though.’ He taps his fingers, clawed like a crone, on a parchment she has this morning finished scraping clear. ‘A particular friendship is how the Benedictines put it, I believe. While we do not forbid such things here on principal, there are times when it becomes evident that a bond is of a nature that contradicts our mission, that threatens the souls of both.’

‘Abba, I assure you—’

‘Do you know of Anastasia the Patrician?’

‘No, Abba.’

‘She is revered in our tradition. Sainted. A noblewoman sought out by the great Justinian as a concubine. Being a godly woman Anastasia fled the court rather than lay with him. She travelled to the desert, to Scetis, and there, Abba Daniel seeing her piety and commitment, allowed her to dress as a monk so long as she behaved as one. And so she lived in solitude and service for twenty-eight years, and only after her death did Daniel reveal that this beloved brother had once been a pitiful woman.’

She does not respond. His words are drums of war and it is all she can do to remain seated.

‘I, in my imperfection, that is to say humanity, thought the example Abba Daniel set was in following the words of sainted Jerome: A woman who wishes to serve Christ more in the world will cease to be a woman and will be called man. On returning to the chronicle I saw my error. It tells us, you see, that having admitted Anastasia to the community Abba Daniel returned to see her every week. He allowed the woman to prove the words of Jerome but he did not leave her alone to do so. He did not leave her alone with temptation. Did not abandon her to her nature.’

Abba stands, rests his hand on the top of her untonsured head. ‘I have asked God to forgive me my dereliction of duty. I hope you will do the same, daughter. And you may, of course, be assured of my scrupulous attentiveness from this point forward.’

He leaves and she breathes deep, is overcome with the stench of her femaleness. It has been swelling and ripening all this time, polluting the very air around her. Perhaps Abba has known her from the start, but with the years she has become complacent. Has worn the robe of a monk while beneath it her body, cow-like, signals that it is ready for mounting and Antony—dear Lord, protect us both—is more bull than any man she has known.
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