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About the Book

THE BOOK OF EVE

A beguiling historical feminist tale – inspired by the undeciphered Voynich manuscript

Beatrice is the convent's librarian. For years, she has shunned the company of her sisters, finding solace only with her manuscripts.

Then, one carnival night, two women, bleeding and stricken, are abandoned outside the convent's walls. Moments from death, one of them presses something into Beatrice's hands: a bewitching book whose pages have a dangerous life of their own.

But men of the faith want the book destroyed, and a zealous preacher has tracked it to her door. Her sisters' lives - or her obsession. Beatrice must decide.

The book's voice is growing stronger.
An ancient power uncoils. 
Will she dare to listen?




 

FOR MUFFIN AND ENNEA

I think your mother would have liked this one
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OH, BUT IT’S QUITE SOMETHING UP HERE.

 The sky above, the crumbling stones of the pass. The sun setting to our right, trees darkening, snowbanks aflame. The lights of that city, burning beckoning burning—

But why have we stopped?

The nice boy – names, names, they don’t stay with me these days – he’s jumped down from his wagon – he’s calling to my daughter. The pair of them, they’ve been fretting all day, ever since he came hammering at our door before dawn, saying men were looking, men were asking, saying we must hurry, hurry. Saying don’t worry, Mistress, don’t be scared – as if we’d never had men after us, as if we’d never run for our lives before.

My girl pats my knee, climbs down from our wretched cart, strides ahead to talk to him. What – what’s he saying? Something about nightfall, something about gates, something about – ah, I understand, he’s going to speed ahead, stir his friends. They’ll see us safe inside this city of theirs.

And now he’s gone. Hopped back up on his wagon, flick of the reins, gone. He’s a nice boy. A good boy. I thought that, even before he showed me the blessed mark upon his face.

My daughter’s wrestling with that brake block again. Maybe I’ve got time to get down. Get down and kneel and trace the mark. Watch my finger melt the snow – it’d be a good omen, no? – silver shimmer, droplets of moonlight—

‘What you doing, Ma?’ She’s by my side. Red cheeks. Sweat steaming off her. Trying to tuck that mangy bit of blanket back round me.

Say with a gasp, ‘What’s it look like?’

I’m trying to stand, but I can’t. But I can’t. Push down again, harder. No luck. Stuck.

‘Easy now, Ma,’ she says.

Before we set out, all those weeks ago, she’d tried telling me that I was too old, too weak, too this, too that. That there’d be trouble on the road. Trouble! What don’t I know about trouble? The king’s men, didn’t they used to come poking round our marshes, and didn’t I wisp them on the lost paths and watch them sink? Mud bleeding from their noses, their gullets full of weeds, their long swords sinking into the—

‘Ma?’

For lifetimes I’ve been waiting, waiting, watching the birds swoop and the seas rise and fall and the rippling of the reeds, and always I knew, didn’t I, I always said that

one day

one day—

‘Ma?’

She’s climbed back up. She’s holding my hand. She’s giving it a squeeze. I bend my head, kiss her knuckles, breathe.

‘Hold on tight, Ma,’ she says, and tells the donkey to get a move on.

And we’re travelling fast now. Down and down. Jolting now. Wheels now. My ears are singing and the trees on either side, they’re bending to listen. My head is light, my spirits too. We look at one another – and then we both look to her breast, to where it’s strapped, there, there, against her heart.

The book. Her book. The book we’re taking to—

But what’s that? Glimpse of a girl like a thief between the trees. Sound of bells. Sound of bleating. The girl’s waving, and now she’s on the road behind us, watching us go. She can’t take her eyes off us. She’s drawn to us, drawn to the long dance, the long song, heartbeat and drumbeat and the beat of—

Hooves.

Hooves, hooves, like thunder, like lightning, on the road above us. My daughter’s heard it too. She’s leaning forwards, cursing the donkey, urging it faster and faster. Speed now, hooves now, wheels skidding and sheering. And when next I look to her breast, the book’s no longer held by a shawl, but by twining and quickening shoots of—

Shouts now, closer and closer, telling us halt, halt, pull up.

‘Faster,’ my daughter cries. ‘Faster!’

I want to tell her to have no fear, to tell her that though they’ll try to stop us, to bend us, to break us, we shall not let them. Not this time.

Can’t she hear it? The book. The forest. It’s singing. Singing.

Can’t you hear—?
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The Gate

Fat Tuesday
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‘HELP!’ A VOICE CALLS from beyond our walls. ‘Help – I found them – on the mountain – two women – strangers – help! Holy sisters, I beg you, open, open the gate!’

The cry sounds shrill and ragged, desperate even, but no pleading will tempt me from my station beneath the chapel portico. How can we help? It is carnival and the sun has long since set. The city will grow wild tonight, and we must be on our guard. It is a prank, a ruse – of that I am certain. A cartload of revellers, already buoyed by wine. A young man falsettoing, affecting the cries of a girl distressed, while his friends snort and nudge—

‘They’re dying, I tell you. Dying!’

I grimace – such absurd persistence – although sometimes it pays off. Sometimes, every three years or four, a few boys do get in. Stumbling shadows breach our walls, tilt across the quadrilango, splash in the fountain, cooing and crooning, begging the pretty girls to come out, come out, wherever they are. Mother Chiara greets them – the novices watch on tiptoes from their dormitory – and quickly the boys lose their braggadocio. They want shrieks and screams, not Mother Chiara’s homely face, her stout contours, her amiable enquiries. ‘Lost are you, pets?’ She chucks their chins, and they retreat. Still, they come. New year, new boys.

The plaints crescendo, finally rousing old Poggio, our decrepit chaperon. By what little light remains in the sky, I watch him shuffle from his gatehouse, scratching his scrofula, grumbling as his foot plashes in a puddle of slush lingering beneath the walls. His sight – like all his faculties – is poor, but nevertheless, I shrink deeper into the shadows. I should not, of course, be shivering out here. I should be in the chapel, beside my sisters, joining my voice to theirs as they sing the penultimate psalm of the sixth office.

‘For shame—’ Poggio is attempting to address whoever stands beyond the gate, but his words quaver and crack. He clears his throat – ever an undertaking – and begins again. ‘For shame, for shame, to disturb the ladies at their prayers. Begone, jackanapes, or I’ll call—’

The triumphant bang of the night’s first fire-rocket cuts him off, followed by the affronted hinny of a frighted donkey. I strain my ears while the braying subsides, but hear nothing more, and for a moment I savour the vindication of my suspicions. They are giving up, I think, untangling my fingers, which had knotted together. They will go away and leave us alone. But I am wrong. I hear a bestial squeal – has somebody kicked the donkey? – followed by a frenzy of pounding and a pugnacious cry.

‘I’ll leave them, you hear me? You don’t open up, I’ll leave them. And if they die, let it be on you! On your heads – you hear me? Not mine!’

My perception lists. A girl’s voice – assuredly, it is a girl’s. Those cries are truth, not buffoonery. I banish the snickering youths from my thoughts – and replace them with somebody young, frantic. Poggio, it seems, is of the same mind. Already, he has advanced upon the gate and is fumbling at the little shutter that covers the grille, but his hands have grown swollen and stiff this long winter, and the catch will not yield.

‘Wait, do you wait, child. Presently, I come, I come,’ he tells the gate in kindlier tones, before hobbling in the direction of the cookhouse in search of nimbler fingers – although Sister Felicitas won’t thank him for interrupting the final preparations for our Fat Tuesday feast.

Behind me, I hear the lilt and cadence of the closing psalm. Soon, my sisters will emerge. Softly, I cover the twenty paces that separate me from the gate. Softly, I unhook the clasps that hold the shutter in place. With Sophia gone, there is nobody who will care what I may see out there, but still, I think, still I would like to know. I draw the shutter back – and blink at the sudden brightness.

A girl, I see, a girl indeed, a girl holding a torch, its flames weaving this way and that. Beside her is a cart, a donkey and, upon the cart, two cowled figures. The girl – grubby, pretty – is rubbing at her face, tugging at her hair, and at first I think those two figures must be her kin, for the mountain people, when times are hard, do sometimes bring their grandmothers to die in peace and comfort among us. But even as I think it, I know it cannot be so. For the look on the girl’s face, as she stares now at the gate, now at her charges, that is not love – even I know what love looks like. The look on her face, that is fear.

I am sure I have made no sound, but perhaps the girl can sense my eyes upon her, for she darts towards the gate, her nose and fingers pressing against the grille. We are so close that I catch the scent of her. Dung-fire, goat.

‘Hurry!’ she cries. ‘For the love of the Green Mary, hurry.’

I look past her, to the women on the cart. The one to the left has lifted her head, and I see a strong face streaked with shadows, a face in its prime, two eyes glittering with reflected torchlight. She squeezes the hand of the woman beside her, who stirs too, and I glimpse lips fallen around a toothless mouth, cheekbones stark as two stones, eyes dark as night’s pitch. Those eyes – so it seems – are looking directly at me—

—and I think of Sophia, who died, who left me. She once told me, alone in our library, that when she finally reached our walls, she fell to the ground and wept. ‘So many miles, Beatrice, so many moons, so many miles.’

Sophia, weeping! The idea was so arresting, I have never forgotten it. And so, I think, it is this memory, rather than the parlous and particular state of the women, that sets me grappling with the bar of the gate.

Immediately, I discover I am unequal to its weight. That should not, perhaps, surprise me – I pound no dough, porter no water – but I am disconcerted to meet such resistance. I put my shoulder under the bar and push hard, upwards. The metal grinds into my bone, and – yes – I feel it shift.

‘Thank you,’ says the girl, who evidently can hear my grunts and gasps. ‘Oh, thank you, thank you, thank you. I can’t understand a word of their talk, but they’re suffering, suffering—’

I redouble my efforts and am rewarded with a griping squeal as the bar lifts – a finger’s breadth, two fingers – but my sudden access of strength can endure no longer. I give way, and the bar crashes back into its cradle.

That abrupt noise, iron upon iron, recalls me to myself. I look over my shoulder and see that the chapel doors have opened, revealing the dark shapes of my sisters against the candlelight within. Arcangela, our chief warden, our moral preceptress, is standing beneath the portico, on the cold and elaborate stonework that we cross and re-cross eight times a day. I huddle against the gate, a futile effort at concealment, for already her watchful eye is upon me.

‘Who is that by the gate? Master Poggio, that is not you, is it? Who can it—?’ she is gliding towards me, lantern aloft. ‘Sister Beatrice? Sister Beatrice! What are you doing here? Your presence is mandated at the sixth office, yet you were not in attendance? Whatever have you been doing?’

What indeed? I cannot tell the truth. I cannot say I was sitting alone in the library, watching the sun set over the city, letting the darkness wrap itself around me – because Arcangela would ask why, and I would have to say, because I miss Sophia, because I wish she were not dead.

‘Beatrice, speak up. Really, I hoped you had outgrown this surliness. What—?’

‘Sister, sister!’ The girl’s voice again, loud and close. ‘Don’t give up! Try the gate again!’

‘Beatrice! Surely you were not attempting—?’

‘Leave off of your talking, I tell you, and open the damned gate!’ shouts the girl.

Such profanity extracts a bark of appalled and swiftly swallowed laughter from some of my sisters, and Arcangela rounds on the shadowy figures behind her.

‘Enough of this dawdling,’ she says, ignoring the sound of small fists beating upon the gate. ‘To the refectory. At once, do you hear? At once!’

Everyone knows Arcangela disapproves of the carnival feast, considering it an unconscionable licence, but she would rather my sisters were seated neatly about our long tables than witness to some disorder in the dark. The others, some no doubt reluctantly, stream towards the warmth and light now spilling from the refectory door, towards the silhouette of Sister Felicitas, straight up and down as a turnspit, who greets them on the threshold, calling down the Father’s blessings upon them all this Fat Tuesday night.

‘Now,’ Arcangela begins, turning to me – only to pause. The hammering has stopped. Footsteps, running fast, crunch on the stones outside, before fading away across the campo. Silence. My shoulder throbs, guiltily. Arcangela smiles. ‘Well, that’s that. Now, Beatrice, I really must say I am—’

‘They’re still out there.’

‘Who’s still—?’

‘Two women. There’s two women. I looked.’

‘You looked?’

‘Is all quite well, Sister Arcangela?’ To my relief, I see Mother Chiara walking towards us, rubbing her hands – whether against the chill or in anticipation of the feast, I cannot say. She spies me at the edge of Arcangela’s pool of light. ‘Ah, Beatrice, you are here too. Some trouble in the library kept you from your prayers?’

‘Indeed, Reverend Mother,’ I begin, avoiding Arcangela’s eye. ‘I was hurrying to the chapel, a little late, I must confess’ – I hate how timorous I sound – ‘when I was alerted by the cries of women in want. Master Poggio being absent, I presumed to see what ailed them. They are outside,’ I say, more firmly. ‘Two of them. In a cart.’

Chiara frowns. ‘Well, what are we waiting for? Bring them in, bring them in!’

‘Surely,’ says Arcangela, ‘we first must ascertain—’

But she has lost Chiara’s attention, for now Poggio is returning, followed by Hildegard and Cateline, the two women who have care of our beasts and our fields. Hildegard is carrying a torch, which she upends into the brazier that stands by the gate.

Chiara, her face now lit by leaping flames, smiles and gestures towards the gate. ‘Ah, Hildegard, excellent, the very woman—’

‘We exceed ourselves,’ says Arcangela, barring her path – not a thing lightly to be dared, for Hildegard is a substantial figure, broad and whiskery, with a daunting brow. ‘An open gate,’ Arcangela continues. ‘At night. It is a scandal.’

‘Then,’ says Chiara, ‘we must make sure it is not open long.’

Hildegard presses past Arcangela and puts her shoulder to the bar. It is, as I am still painfully aware, fashioned so as to be beyond the ambition of an average woman, but whoever selected it entirely underestimated Hildegard’s strength. The bar lifts. The gate opens. The cart is revealed.

Cateline hurries forwards, seizes the dangling lead-rein and clicks the donkey on. The sudden lurch topples the older woman sideways, and she lolls forwards. I start towards her and prop her back upright, hearing her breath, light and rapid, catch and rasp in her throat.

The cart rumbles past me, and I realise I am, infinitesimally, outside the bounds of the convent. And there – there on the far side of the campo, where the city proper begins, I spy a dozen little lights, milling and circling. I stare, mesmerised, until Hildegard tugs my arm and says, ‘Come, come, Sister Librarian. We close up now. First crop of carnival boys is appearing.’

Alarmed, I hasten back inside and hear the reassuring sound of the gate grinding shut behind me. Arriving in the brazier’s orbit, I look down at my hands, my front, at where the woman fell against me, and I see my dress is soiled. I hold my hands to my face. That sweet and rusted smell – blood.

‘I think,’ I say, ‘they’re . . .’ I sway, slightly.

But Chiara is already alive to their condition. ‘Cateline, quickly now. Help me escort these unfortunates to the infirmary. And Arcangela?’ But already the chief warden is nowhere to be seen. ‘Hildegard – it falls, then, to you to greet our other guests. You too, Beatrice – Ortolana will be delighted to find you waiting in the parlour.’

Our guests. Upstanding matrons from the Ten Families – or is it Twelve? – will even now be leaving their palazzos, riding through the city in carriages plump with cushions, armed body-servants jogging by their sides. They’ll climb down by the little parlour door, Sister Paola will crank up the grille, and I’ll have to listen to my stepmother’s assured voice proclaiming how humbled they are to be admitted to the convent to share our feast.

‘Mother Chiara!’ I turn and start after the cart. ‘The women. They are strangers, strangely dressed – are they not? Maybe – maybe they do not speak our Vernacular? Did not Sophia’ – I swallow the lump in my throat – ‘help you with strangers, deciphering their speech? Perhaps – perhaps I shall be better able to understand them. Perhaps they will better understand Latin – or Greek – or another tongue? That is to say – shall I come with you?’

Chiara smiles. ‘You are kind, Beatrice. To forgo the feast and the company of your family. Thank you.’

And I find that, suddenly, I am angry with her, for her obstinacy in seeing me as she would like me to be, not as I truly am.




The Women

Immediately thereafter
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THE INFIRMARY, a modest building, lies apart from the heart of the convent, and I cannot remember ever having walked this way after dark. We must leave behind the paved certainties of the quadrilango and follow our little river for a few hundred paces upstream. Mother Chiara goes first – she has taken up Arcangela’s lantern, but the pool of light swinging from her hand only makes the surrounding darkness darker. Cateline goes next, leading the donkey, reaching up now and then to fondle its ears. I must walk in the rear. The path is muddy, slippery, the current beside me quick with snowmelt, and I imagine losing my footing, sliding into the water, being borne away in the arms of the river.

I realise I am falling behind and quicken my step to rejoin them as they tread the fringes of the little orchard, which lies shortly before the infirmary. Come summer, it is a rambling, sylvan grove of figs and peaches, of apples and quince, but tonight, bare branches reach towards me, slender fingers caught in the lamplight.

Ahead, I see that Sister Agatha is already standing in the doorway, bidding farewell to three of her helpmeets, who are chattering excitedly about the feast.

Catching sight of us, she starts forwards. ‘Why, Mother Chiara – but what has occurred?’ She touches the women’s foreheads, their cheeks, the sides of their necks, giving swift instruction as to how they are to be borne inside with least distress. Even so, the women groan lamentably as they are lifted down. Their heads droop; their limbs trail down. Discomfited, I remain outside while everyone else passes into the hallway. I watch lamplight brighten behind the shutters of the right-hand room, and I hear Agatha’s voice directing the others. She sounds calm, but then she is always calm – even when she is angry.

Often, during the last months of Sophia’s life, I felt Agatha was angry with me. She said Sophia should not be working, that it was my duty to persuade her to leave our library, to come to the infirmary, to rest. She was right, of course. Sophia had grown erratic – difficult – muddling manuscripts and reducing our copyists to tears a dozen times a day, calling them plough-girls and dunderheads – but Agatha was wrong to think I had any power over her.

She died during the first week of Advent. A quiet, still afternoon. We were dusting the cabinets where we store our books, sweeping away autumn’s relics – the cobwebs and woodlouse shells, the desiccated flies. I was emptying my broom-pan into a pail when I heard a crash, and turned, fearing she had dropped a stack of books, for she was growing clumsy, and we’d agreed, without ever discussing it, that I would carry the ink and the more precious of our holdings. But the books were immaculate, and it was Sophia who had fallen, her limbs awkward, her face awry. I called her name. I called for help. I laid her across my lap and gripped her hand and murmured what I cannot now recall. Prayers, I suppose. But I knew the Father would not give her back. I knew he’d cupped her soul in his palm and taken it for his own.

Cateline now emerges from the infirmary, carrying the lantern. We are not meant to notice beauty, but she still bears its marks upon her face, with long, thick grey hair that she neither cuts nor covers. She gives me a nod, but otherwise pays me little heed, encouraging the donkey to turn around, murmuring to it all the while, telling it to be brave, telling it about the friends it will make – how nice the new oxen are, how sweet the hay, how fresh the water – her foolish crooning.

Soon after, Chiara follows her out. ‘There, now,’ she says, finding me standing awkwardly in the darkness. ‘We must wait while Agatha does what she can for them.’

Were you to believe but a tenth of the stories people tell, you would assume that Chiara, should she choose, could snap her fingers and, in an instant, the women would be hale and whole once more. We, though, who live alongside her, know better than to expect miracles. She comes to stand by me, but does not speak, only hums to herself, looking up at the mountain. Later, the half-moon will rise behind its shoulder, but for now there is only starlight.

‘Mother Chiara, Mother Chiara!’ Hildegard’s voice booms in the darkness.

‘Here, Hildegard – what is it?’

‘Men at the gate. Asking do we have two women.’ I can make her out now, stumping towards us along the path. ‘Demanding we should produce them. Poggio and I, we told ’em where to go, but they persist. We are needing you. Do you come?’

‘Beatrice’ – Chiara’s abstractedness is gone – ‘please attend Sister Agatha. If the women awake, do what you can to discover who they are – a little history – anything. I should be most grateful.’ And away she hurries.

From inside the infirmary, I can hear Sister Agatha telling her helpmeets, ‘No – no – run along. You don’t want to miss the feast.’ Before I can move, the door opens suddenly, and the girls cry out. Their screams summon Sister Agatha.

‘Don’t be so foolish,’ she tells them. She has a clear, high brow atop a long face, with pale grey eyes that appear remote and censorious even at the best of times. ‘You can see quite plainly that it is Sister Beatrice. But Sister Beatrice, why ever are you here?’

‘Mother Chiara,’ I say, my voice perhaps a little stiff, ‘said I might be able to assist you. With the women.’

‘She thinks you can offer these poor souls comfort?’ she says, with an unflattering emphasis.

The three helpmeets are still hovering, worried lest they miss more of the feast, and I do not answer until she has shooed them past me. Now I try more fully to explain my task, and I watch Sister Agatha concede to herself that perhaps I might be useful. Have I not helped her puzzle out certain medical texts in Greek? She steps aside to let me pass, only to reach out and stop me with a hand to my shoulder. She peers at my face. I flinch backwards, but she comes on and touches the ragged edge of the scarring on my cheek. I jerk away, and she frowns.

‘You have run out of my salve. Why will you never ask for more when you need it?’ My hand goes to the old burn, which does indeed weep and crust during cold weather. She sighs. ‘In you go. I have settled them as best as I may.’

The room is small and whitewashed, with old-fashioned rushes on the floor, and there is a strong smell of pine resin and rose oil. Small wooden crosses hang above each of four beds. Two are empty, two occupied. A lamp burns low at the window, which is sealed against dangerous draughts. Beneath the window lies a large chest – likely discarded by some rich house – in which their packbags and way-boots lie jumbled. Beside the chest, I can see a mound of shifts, underskirts, skirts, cloaks. Agatha tuts, picks them up and carries them outside, leaving me alone.

The women, whom I have been avoiding looking at until now, are lying on their backs, under convent blankets, their heads and the tops of their shoulders bare. The face of the older one, skull-like when I glimpsed it before, has shrunk further. Her eyes are hollowed, blackened above and below. Her lips are pale, and her skin is mottled, blue and purple, like a piece of ghastly lace. She looks near death. And yet, even now, she retains something that defies my pity.

I remember the visits I was obliged to make to the oldest sisters when I was a novice. I hated their spotted hands, their sunken cheeks, their clouded eyes. I hated how they drooled over their milk pap, how they told me the same things every week, how sometimes they cried. I can still recall my fear that one of them might reach out and touch me – I kept my hands tucked inside my sleeves. This woman is not like them.

The younger – I say younger, but she cannot be less than forty – has coiling brown hair, threaded with coppers and golds. Even sheened with sweat, her face is strong, definite, the type that is called masculine: the chin, the nose, the mouth, all a little larger than what is thought beautiful. Fleetingly, I decide they are related – mother and daughter.

Stepping closer, I see something I missed in the gloaming at the gate. Their skin – at their brows, their cheeks, their throats – is scored with red marks, deep enough in some places to have bled and scabbed, in others more like pinpricks. I take a step backwards, and another, until I am nearly at the door.

‘It is not the pestilenza,’ says Agatha, returning to the room. ‘Have no fear.’

‘I’m not afraid,’ I say – although I am, of course I am.

‘Those are but superficial abrasions. About their middle parts, the wounds are worse – much, much worse.’ She moves to the bed, and I am worried that she is going to show me, but she merely straightens a blanket. She looks at me. ‘I staunched the flow, but they’ve lost a great deal of blood. Too much. I’ve bandaged them, dressed them, stitched what I could – done what I can – but . . .’ She is running a hand up and down her throat, pulling at the sides of her neck. ‘This is beyond me.’

I think of Chiara’s commission. ‘Can you tell what occurred?’

Her shoulders lift in a small shrug – an admission of ignorance, not a lack of feeling. ‘As regards their faces – well, you recall when Tamara hid from Sister Arcangela in the briar patch behind the chicken coop? For the rest – I would say that somebody set about them with knife or sword. But who would do such a thing – and why?’

I gesture towards the women. ‘Did you find anything among their belongings?’

‘My girls undressed them. Their robes were stuffed with all manner of things. Nothing of value though, if that’s what you mean.’ She gestures towards the packbags. ‘They put everything they found in there.’

‘Perhaps,’ I say, ‘we should . . . ?’

But Agatha looks uneasy. I wonder whether she scruples to rifle their possessions – or is she anxious as to what we might find? Yet when I take the first bag from the chest, she does not try to stop me; rather, she watches closely as I feed the leather straps, supple with use, one by one through the rusted buckles, and then lift the flap.

A musty, musky smell rises to meet me. I reach inside and pull out pouches of dried herbs, some little glass vials, a thin trowel. A smooth wooden bowl – a mixing bowl, a begging bowl, I cannot be certain. A string bag filled with chestnuts, the cones of an evergreen tree, the cupules of many acorns. The husk of a pomegranate. Pressed poppy flowers. A fly, bound in gossamer thread. A piece of tattered embroidery. Two brown-and-white pinion feathers. A handful of teeth from some animal I cannot name.

These items I spread before me, and Agatha kneels to examine them. She holds the pouches to her nose, unstoppers one or two of the vials, names their contents. ‘This, I have in my cabinet. This and this. They are herbalists, I imagine. Travelling women. Village healers.’

I am still on the floor, searching the bottom of the second bag. Velvet, I feel, stretched over something hard – a wooden box, I presume. My mind conjures a cache of coins, gold or jewels, motive enough for a violent robbery. But as my fingers arrive at the edge of what I take to be the lid, they find neither hinge nor catch, but leaves of parchment.

A book.

My eyes stray to their cracked boots, their worn bags. A puzzle. I might expect such women to read a little – a very little – but to possess a book? And one bound in velvet? I am not so sure. I am about to pull it forth, to examine it, but first I glance up at Agatha, who is now standing between the beds, feeling the temples of the older woman. She lifts one eyelid, lowers it. She reaches for the woman’s wrist, waits, shakes her head.

‘Gone.’

‘While we were talking?’ I stare about the room, almost expecting to see her soul fretting at the shutters, trying to escape. I have seen other dead bodies – for sure, I saw Sophia’s – and we lay our old women in the chapel and so pray them to heaven, but their bodies always looked lamentable – shrunken, weightless. This woman’s stillness is freighted, expectant.

Agatha does not answer, but starts to murmur the farewell prayer, hoping that by the Son’s grace the woman might enter the Father’s house and so dwell at peace. I look over at the younger woman and am startled to find her eyes are now open. She is staring at me, unblinking. The words to the prayer stick in my throat. Her eyes close, but it seems that something has stirred within her, for fresh blood now oozes from the cuts about her face.

‘So it please the Father and his Son, let it be so,’ Agatha concludes, drawing the blanket over the dead woman’s face.

Abruptly, a helpmeet enters, begging pardon, seeking guidance in hushed and hurried tones – one of the novices, it seems, has fainted. Agatha nods, says she’ll come at once, but before she leaves, her meticulous gaze shifts to the woman who yet lives. Frowning at the blood, she crosses to a corner table, where she picks up a jug and cloth. She hands both to me, tells me to make myself useful, then hastens out of the door.

As soon as I am alone, I replace both cloth and jug, meaning to pull the book from the bag, but before I do, I glance at the woman whose wounds Agatha would have me bathe. Her eyes are open once more, but the pupils have swum upwards, backwards, out of sight. Beneath the blanket, her arms are moving, stirring, struggling. Perhaps I should help her – pull back the blanket, free her hands, clasp them between my own, say some words of comfort? But even as I urge myself closer, her eyes reappear and find me, and I decide that in no wise does she wish her hand to be held.

Maintaining a respectful distance, I speak my Latin to her, offering concern for her wellbeing and polite enquiry as to her history. She blinks, makes a noise that could be a laugh, or could be a grunt of pain, and shakes her head, one quick twitch – setting new trails of blood winding down her neck.

She reaches up, feels around, blood now smearing her hair, the bolster, the sheet. I beg her please to stop, please to be patient, tell her I will seek help, but her fingers are working, probing, worrying at something beneath her skin. Whatever it is, she must succeed in pulling it free, for suddenly she relaxes, her hand falls open – and I see it is nothing but a thorn. Wordlessly, I pass her the cloth, which she presses against her neck.

I turn from Latin, hurrying through a few phrases of Common Greek, repeating them in the modified tongue of Constantinopolis. I recite some lines I have memorised from the Pentateuch, some words of Aramaic, a Coptic prayer, verses from the holy book of the Surrendered. I attempt other, stranger forms of greeting my bookseller has taught me from his travels, and – in growing desperation – the mournful refrain from a song Hildegard sings as she works.

Finally, I see she is trying to answer me. Her lips part. Her tongue protrudes. She looks to be trying to swallow. Sounds bubble in her throat, guttural at first, turning into a singsong moan, formless long sounds, with no beginning, no end. She grimaces, stops. Draws in a deep and shuddering breath. Whispers. I edge closer. Words – I do now hear words, but words I do not understand, words that bear no kinship to any I have heard before. I stare at her, shaking my head, making gestures of helplessness. Her eyes darken and I watch as with immense effort – sweat beads her brow, her jaw clenches as against some great pain – she raises up her palms and places them together.

And now I do think I understand. She calls to the Father. She knows herself to be near the end – she would entrust herself to his care. In obedience to this, the last wish of her life, I start confidently upon the prayer the Son taught us.

‘Pater noster,’ I say, ‘qui est in cælo—’

I am expecting its rhythm and tempo, the rise and fall of its famous phrasing, to be familiar, to soothe her, to give her peace, but instead her lips curl, her nostrils flare, and I hear a growl fermenting at the back of her throat. I am angering her, and even though she is weak abed, I long to appease her. I put my hands up. ‘I am stopping, I am stopping.’

Her face quiets. She closes her eyes. She puts her hands together – opens them, shuts them, opens them, shuts them, opens them, shuts them. Like wings. Like – a rush of inspiration—

like a book.

I fly to the other side of the room and snatch up the packbag. The effect on the woman is dramatic, instantaneous. She waves her hands at me, beckoning, commanding. I pull out the book and hold it up to her. She nods and nods and nods. I hurry over with it and place it on her chest. She brings it to her lips – and then pushes it towards me. I frown, confused. Again, she pushes it, imperious, impatient. I reach out. I look at her. She nods. I take it up. She smiles, lifts a hand, runs a finger across my cheek, says two words. Her voice is cracked, her accent strange, but the words are Latin.

‘Mater noster—’

Our Mother.

‘No, no,’ I say. ‘No, no, no. I am not Chiara. She was here. She—’

But already her hand has dropped away, her head slumps, and although I cannot compass how life can be and then not be, I know that she is dead. I sit heavily on the empty bed beside her, staring down at the book in my hands. It is very small, resting easily inside my two palms. A horned cow, stamped in gold, adorns the rich red cover. It is a lovely thing.

‘But have you no conscience?’ Agatha has returned with a clay pot that smells of something green – and a look of anger I cannot explain. ‘Have you no shred of feeling? Goodness knows I expect little enough of you, but this, this—’ She is shaking her head, as though I am to understand that words fail her. ‘For shame, Beatrice. I thought – I thought perhaps Sophia’s passing would bring about some change, some onset of sympathy. But no. I see you are as you—’ she stops, shakes her head again. ‘Go,’ she says, wearily. ‘Go.’

I am confused. Surely, it can be accounted no fault of mine that the woman has— But then I look down and see what Agatha sees. My ink-stained hands, coiled around a book. A stranger dead before me. I stand, flushed, ready to defend myself.

‘No, no – Sister Agatha, you don’t understand. This book—’

‘No, Beatrice, I’m sure I don’t understand. She was dying – dying – and you were reading – reading!’

For a moment longer, she regards me, until, with a last shake of her head, she appears to put all thought of me aside. I back away, clutching the book tight to my belly. She’s right. She doesn’t understand. None of them have ever understood. I walk out of the room, out of the infirmary, out into the night. I stow the book in the pocket beneath my skirts, and do something I have not done in years – I run.

When I arrive, panting, back at the quadrilango, I intend to pass beneath the cloister, to find the dormitory staircase, to feel my way up to the second floor, where I can count the doors to my cell, shut myself in, and remain, quiet and unlooked for, until the bell summons us for the seventh office. But as I circle the pool of light cast by one of the braziers, I hear Hildegard calling my name from somewhere to my left. I continue on my course, pretending I haven’t heard, hoping she’ll think herself mistaken, but at once she calls again, louder. I scan the quadrilango, but I cannot make her out, only the outline of the walls and the bulk of our great cedar tree.

‘Here, Beatrice! Here!’

I follow her voice to the parlour, to the small, square room, built against the walls, which is all most visitors see of the convent. Its outer door, which leads on to the campo, is locked and barred after dark, although tonight we must open it once more to allow our guests to depart.

‘Ah, Beatrice, excellent,’ says Chiara, as I enter. By the dying embers of the parlour-keeper’s fire, I can see she is shutting the spyhole that gives us sight of the campo. ‘You’ve come to tell us what you’ve learned about our unfortunate guests?’

There is but one thing I can say with confidence. ‘They’re dead.’

Chiara reaches out to touch my arm. ‘Both?’

‘Both,’ I confirm.

For a moment she says nothing. Then, she murmurs, ‘I am sorry for it. Truly. I only hope they felt they were among friends at the last and so died at peace.’

‘Hmph,’ Hildegard grunts her agreement.

I look from one to the other. I feel a novice again, wanting to know but not daring to ask. Come, come, I tell myself, you are Sister Librarian now, with a seat in the convent’s chapterhouse. ‘Have the men left?’ I venture. ‘I mean – what did they want with the women?’

Chiara looks at Hildegard. Hildegard looks at Chiara. Chiara says, ‘They wanted to question them. I said they had already been ill-used, and I would not expose them to further insult. They grew – heated.’

‘Heated!’ snorts Hildegard. ‘They started giving it this and that about how the Father did guide their feet, and how we be know-nothing stupid women, promising they’d break the parlour door down if we don’t open up. I said I’d like to see them try—’

‘But luckily,’ intervenes Chiara, ‘the guards who accompanied your stepmother to the feast were waiting not far off. They became aware of our trouble and told the men—’

‘There was a right huffle-scuffle.’

‘—to move along. And now, I’m glad to say, they seem to have left us in peace.’ Chiara shakes her head. ‘But we must put all this behind us – for the next hour, at least. Everyone will be worrying what’s become of us, and that won’t do.’

She leaves the parlour and starts towards the refectory, Hildegard keeping pace beside her. I hang back, thinking perhaps, with luck, they will fail to notice I am not following, and I will yet achieve the quiet of my cell. But they haven’t gone far before I hear Chiara asking what’s become of me.

‘Forgive me, Mother Chiara,’ I say, when she returns to my side, ‘but I would prefer not to attend the feast. The women’s deaths – they weigh heavily upon me. Perhaps I will go early to chapel—’

‘Now, now Beatrice,’ she says, placing a hand on my arm. ‘We shall all pray for them later. But first you need food, Beatrice. Food and company.’ Her hand gives my arm a squeeze. ‘You have not seen Ortolana since your father died. I know you and your stepmother will want to comfort one another in your grief.’ Her hand moves to my back, a light pressure, steering me towards the refectory. I resist, wanting no such thing. ‘Beatrice,’ she says. ‘Come, my dear. We do not want to provoke Sister Felicitas, do we? She will already be angry enough with me for making us late. What would she say if we were to miss her pie?’
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