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PREFACE 





The Jerusalem Fever 





THIS WAS A STRANGE period, even for a time of civil war, when horrible surprise and uncertainty, sickness and blight upon the land seemed as commonplace as dogs barking in the night. People, sensible and devout, not given to open display and well knowing their lack of noteworthy lives, took to strange acts of sudden wilfulness. A vainglorious, corrupt and complacent Church, the only arbiter of right from wrong and well accustomed to owning all judgements, felt certain these signs and portents were visitations from the devil, while the ordinary folk clearly saw God’s mysterious hand at work in their lives.





Though how God, one crisp March morning in the year of our Lord 1212, could cause two chaste women of Cologne to strip to public nakedness in the grey dawn light was a complex mystery even for those epochal times. That two fat women with no cause to want for anything, and at a time when to be rotund was a sign of contentment and privilege, took to behaving like drunken hussies seemed near impossible to explain as a divine manifestation.





These, you must understand, were enormous women, their pendulous breasts lifting and slapping against great wobbling stomachs, each milk-white thigh shifting its weight first to the left and then to the right as they trundled barefoot across the wet, cold earth.





The fact of the two fat women running was a near miracle in itself. But further to this, neither was known to the other – they came down different streets and it was well-known in their respective neighbourhoods that they would customarily walk only short distances before having to stop to recover their breath. But now they ran, if less the gazelle and more the hippopotamus, still it was running by any known description. They wept as they ran, constantly calling out the name of the most holy place in Christendom.





If this was a Satan-inspired early-morning madness, then it was also an infection that seemed to be carried within the stinking city not yet cleansed of winter ordure by the spring rains. At about the time the Angelus bell rang and even before the sun was to rise fully that morning, as if to some unspoken command, hundreds of pious women rose from their beds. The fortunate and the desperate poor, all keepers of the faith, sat bolt upright, then, as if possessed, stepped urgently from their beds and hastily drew their woollen nightgowns or the rags they slept in over their heads, casting them to the floor, and stood naked before their Creator.





To some further inward command, the women crept silently past sleeping husbands and children to emerge from the doorways of homes and hovels in every neighbourhood. That they regarded themselves as spiritually guided there is no doubt – foolishness and wanton display played no part in their chaste and pious thoughts. With their arms and faces raised to heaven, eyes tightly shut to the rising sun, they ran from every direction towards the square in front of the church of St Martin where from their collective lips issued the single chant, ‘Our children in Jerusalem!’





The archbishop and his two attendant clerics, together with the small number of old women and a smattering of pilgrims seeking indulgences before the spring ploughing who were attending the early-morning mass, hearing the chanting that came from outside the church, hurried to the great doors. Some would later claim that at least a thousand women stood naked chanting in the church square. Later that day town officials would announce the figure at less than a hundred and then, as time wore on and at the insistence of the archbishop, it was further revised to a handful. Finally, when it came time to add the event to the pages of Church history, it was reduced to the original two fat women running, who, the Latin scribe was careful to add, were found dead, struck down by the hand of the Almighty.





History, when it is recorded from only one determining source, is usually as unreliable as it is self-serving. It consists, in the main, of what the Holy Father in Rome or the Princes of the Church, archbishops and proctors cared to acknowledge, and is usually rearranged to suit the political or doctrinal agenda of the day. The truth in those medieval times, as often as not, was placed in the custody of the eyewitness, where it too became degraded when carried forward in song and legend. This communal voice, if not entirely reliable, at least has the distinction of being neither politically inspired nor self-serving and therefore has no reason to conceal the facts.





Accepting that two people who witness the same event may see it quite differently and allowing for exaggeration and the usual ale-house talk, the layman’s truth may yet be the more reliable of the two versions. The Church historian says two fat women possessed of a satanic frenzy entered the square where they were struck down for their sin of nakedness. The secular voice claims more, many more, naked women swept up in a common religious zeal inspired by the Holy Ghost gathered in the church square that early March day in the year 1212. We may choose to believe one or the other account, but the common voice possibly explains what the Church was never able to: how the Children’s Crusade was initially inspired.





To continue the popular account, the congregation, watching from within the church, had barely sufficient time to gain a glimpse of the naked chanting women before the archbishop ordered them to return at once to kneel before the high altar. Whereupon the church doors were closed with a great banging and echoing and shooting of bolts into place by the two templars, who traditionally stood as the night watch for the few coins it earned. Alarmed by the echo of the doors, a blur of pigeons rose into the sky from the hundreds of carved and crenulated tucks, nesting nooks and crannies and from the snarling jaws of the granite gargoyles.





Inside the church the two ineffectual and near-hysterical clerics, shouting and wringing their hands, implored the morning congregation to stop their excited chattering and to kneel alongside four nuns at prayer in front of the great altar. These four devout figures, three nuns and a lay sister, oblivious of the events taking place outside the church, had remained steadfastly at prayer throughout.





With his flock finally gathered and silent at his feet, the archbishop reminded them that at the very moment Adam, tempted by a recalcitrant Eve, had taken a bite from the forbidden fruit, innocence in the world had ceased to exist. From that time, with the eviction from the Garden of Eden, public nakedness had become a mortal sin.





He informed them that, because they had been witnesses to this flagrant act of sinning, they too were no longer pure in spirit and therefore the wine of Christ’s blood and bread of His flesh was withdrawn until they’d received confession. They would, the archbishop hastened to declare, be allowed to receive mass only if they confessed the sin of Eve and, as penance, purged their memories of the event they henceforth imagined their eyes had recently witnessed. This they all readily agreed to do; better to accept a Church-sanctioned lie than be forever damned by a satanic truth. The archbishop accepted their collective confession and pronounced them cleansed in sight, memory and mind.





In the re-telling of any event, a brief glimpse is far more dangerous to the truth than a good hard look, so that not everything ‘apparently not seen’ in the church square by the women attending mass that morning can be absolutely relied upon. What is certain – for it took place in front of their very eyes and after their minds had been cleansed, their memories expunged and their tongues hopefully silenced – was the subsequent behaviour of the three nuns and the lay sister kneeling in prayer.





Just as the archbishop pronounced the penance of compulsory memory loss and began the final benediction, the four kneeling forms rose simultaneously to their feet and commenced to disrobe. In a matter of moments they stood naked with their eyes tightly closed, arms raised towards the statue of the crucified Christ and in clear voice simultaneously pronounced, ‘Our children in Jerusalem!’





Outside the bolted church door the two old templars, setting aside their pikes, seated themselves on the topmost step. Slapping their knees in delight they cackled gleefully as they watched the curious proceedings in the square. They, who while twice serving as crusaders in the Holy Land believed they had witnessed every manifestation of the Christ passion, now found themselves confounded. They had seen pilgrims who had marched on their knees until the cobblestones ran red with blood; they had witnessed rape and pillage, mass hysteria, the eating of human flesh, ecstatic rending of garments, legions dressed in sackcloth and ashes, male nudity and self-mutilation, all in the name of the Christ figure. But now they merrily agreed that nothing they had hitherto seen compared to the situation evolving in front of their eyes on this early-spring morning. They proceeded to scan the chanting women for every lurid detail, knowing that for years to come no alehouse in the land would refuse to fill their tankards in return for their personal account of the onset of Jerusalem fever.





The two old soldiers watched as panting husbands, carrying garments of every description, some in possession of whips and stout sticks, began to arrive. Gesticulating wildly the husbands shouted out the names of their wives, while for the benefit of each other, they cursed the gullibility and hysteria of the weaker sex. But their presence did not diminish the spiritual exhilaration. Meek and untroublesome women, caught up in this moment of ecstasy, brushed their husbands aside as if they were beggar children tugging at their skirts.





Soon the homeless, mostly street urchins and cretinous youth, rapscallions all, sleeping under dirty rags in the dark, stinking narrow alleys that surrounded the church, wakened to the strange, high-pitched chant and descended upon the naked women like a pack of hungry wolves. Whooping and caterwauling they barged and darted among the frenzied gathering, groping unfamiliar parts, grinning lewdly for the joy of pawing and fondling female flesh while stealing bangles and beads from pliant wrists and necks. Husbands ceased from beating wives and fell instead upon the invaders from the alleyways. This seemed only to increase the fun for the errant halfwits and snot-nosed urchins who easily dodged their blows and were seen to lead the older men a merry dance. It was not long before their attackers grew short of breath and stood panting, stooped, with their hands upon their knees, whereupon the garments they clutched were ripped from their grasp as they now became the object of attack and robbery.





Yet the women remained oblivious to the mayhem surrounding them. No amount of promiscuous patting or licentious groping was to any avail; ignoring the errant hands, the thieving fingers, and the cajoling, cursing, bloody blows and cries from their anxious and angry menfolk, they chanted on and on, ‘Our children in Jerusalem!’







CHAPTER ONE 





Sylvia Honeyeater 





I AM SYLVIA HONEYEATER. I came originally from Uedem, a village some distance from Cologne. This is the story of my life. I will relate it as honestly as I may, for they say confession is good for the soul and my soul, poor dead thing, is much in need of some good. If I should attempt to justify my deeds with the adage that the alley cat cannot choose the bowl from which it laps, you must accept that the truth is often painful.





To begin, I think myself born in 1196, whether at the beginning or the end I cannot say. It was an unpropitious year of great starvation when sickness and blight visited the land and half the village perished from the terrible epidemic that scourged Germany and all the lands surrounding. For the four years before, it had rained and flooded so much that the crops could not be harvested until late August when the seed had mostly rotted. Many folk, in an attempt to stay alive, ate the grass along the streams and the rotting flesh of dead animals, and if there were woods nearby they gathered acorns to grind into bread. It was also the year of recruitment for the German Crusade that failed in its attempt to get to Jerusalem.





I was the seed my father deposited in my poor mother’s womb prior to his departure as a foot soldier and crusader for the Holy Land. He became a crusader not from any sense of piety, but to escape the sickness and in return for the promise by his Holiness the Pope that if he served in the attempt to regain the Holy Sepulchre from the vile hands of the infidels he would be forgiven his sins. It was a deal in which the Almighty most definitely got the worst of the bargain. My father was a drunk, a huge, bellicose brute, by trade a carpenter but one seldom seen to do an honest day’s work. But then again, he was not alone. In order to escape from justice, many a layabout, drunkard and thief wore the Cross emblazoned upon his soldier’s tunic. While playing the pious pilgrim my father was interested only in profit, in looting, the maddening frenzy of killing for Christ, rapine or some other nefarious mischief, with the forgiveness of his sins past being the glorious prize to be awarded at the conclusion of his pilgrimage.





True to my nation I was blonde and blue-eyed and later, as I grew into a woman and lost the starved look that comes with poverty, I was known to be of comely appearance and, more importantly, I knew from their constant flattery and attentions that men found me desirable. For all the advantage this was to give me I would have been better served with squint eyes and a harelip for I always find myself attracted to a rogue’s bed. They say the nature of all humans is born within them, that what we are we cannot change. I am cursed as an optimist and a dreamer, a dangerous combination, for I seldom see the traps that men set for me and see only the excitement in the brute and the tedium in the good man.





If, as they say, I am as I was born, my social nature immutable, then my attraction to bastards is not something I may change, although my father, the first of many in my life, was one of the few not chosen by myself and also the first to cause me to commit the sin of hatred. As a child I grew to regard him with a great malevolence and in my thoughts he remains so to this day. May he rot in hell!





Let me begin with him then. A year after his departure my father returned from the siege of Toron in Galilee, which the crusader army abandoned in panic at the first news that the Muslim army of al-Aziz approached from Egypt. Despite this fiasco the Pope’s promise of redemption carried a ‘no cowards’ clause and my father returned cleansed of all his past sins. With a clean slate and a missing right leg he claimed to have lost in the siege while demonstrating great valour, he took up the life of a wastrel. A carved wooden peg with a brass tip replaced his former leg and was further fitted with an embossed camel leather cup and straps decorated with small metal studs that bound it to a purple stump of scar tissue. Henceforth he was known as Brass Leg Peter the Forgiven Coward, a name he never saw for the cruel joke it was intended to be. He argued, too vehemently for credence, that due to his war wound and the courage he claimed had earned it, he was the exception, one of the few German crusaders to be forgiven of cowardice. I would later learn that he had lost his leg acting in a foolhardy manner while drunk when working on the construction of a siege engine.





Back home with the seasons back to normal he worked sufficiently at his carpenter’s trade only so that he might drink and fornicate and be seen a generous fellow among the village men. He gave my mother none of his earnings but expected food on the table, a fire in the hearth and to receive all the attendant duties of an obedient and submissive wife. He was also a consummate liar and his outrageous tales of derring-do, if not for one minute true, were well told and worth the listening for the laughter and entertainment they brought. Is it not so that a coward’s stories of heroism are always more valiant than those modestly related by a true hero?





Whereas the ale contained in my father’s krug foamed with merriment among his drunken fellow villagers, the very same substance turned to bile in his stomach by the time he arrived home from the inn. My mother and I would hear him cursing and shouting abuse, sometimes crying out in pain as his peg leg jarred against a rut or entered into a hole in the uneven surface of the dark road. In the summer we would escape to the woods where we would pass the time singing.





We would return when the moon was halfway high in the summer sky, knowing that he would have collapsed into a drunken stupor, and we always drew comfort from the sound of snoring as we approached from the pigsty beside the cottage. But in the bitter winter snow there was no place to hide lest we freeze to death. While I cowered under the bed, my mother accepted an inevitable beating, dodging most of the clumsy blows my father, far from nimble on a wooden leg, aimed at her.





I was eight years old or thereabouts, in the winter of 1204, when at the age of twenty-eight my mother died of pleurisy. She was a woman of great character and resilience who took much pride in the fact that she came from free peasant stock and was not subject to tenure to the count who, together with the monastery, owned most of the land hereabouts. She was an only child and her parents, mindful of their precious daughter, had unknowingly caused her to be betrothed to a young carpenter, Peter of Pulheim, who was said to have excellent prospects. Thinking that his trade and diligence would allow their only child to prosper in her married life they were beguiled by his greedy parents and her father forewent the munt, the compensation due to him from the groom’s parents, thinking that to have his daughter well matched and safe was sufficient reward. It was soon apparent that my father was indolent, a ne’er-do-well and a drunkard who spent his days fighting and carousing and who used what little money he earned to support a life of profligacy.





Those were, as they still are, hard times, but my mother was a woman proficient in most things concerning the peasant way of life. With the death of both her mother and father scarce three years after her marriage she inherited a small cottage and half an acre of land. The land she worked assiduously, growing corn and cabbages, onions and turnips for sale at the village market and a few vegetables for our own use. She also kept six hens and a rooster and three pigs of a good breed, a boar and two sows that grew fat on the spoilt cabbage leaves and turnip tops.





The black boar was a splendid animal and my mother took great pride in him as his seed was plentiful; both sows were good mothers and every teat was occupied with robust piglets that she would fatten and sell for a good price. She would always donate one piglet to the Church, which put her greatly into favour with the priest, Father Pietrus. If all she touched in husbandry was blessed with fecundity this was not true of herself, and like her own mother she too seemed barren in the first years of her marriage. This gave my father the right in the eyes of the Church to divorce her. But if he was a wastrel he was by no means stupid. She gave him a fire in the hearth, his food and a warm bed and even money for drink, and kept her thoughts to herself while demanding nothing in return. She was barren and therefore in the eyes of men, the law and the Church she was useless, an empty vessel. The shame of being known as a ‘cast off’ was a greater humiliation than the beatings and the scorn she received from him. But then, on the eve of my father’s departure for Jerusalem came a late sowing of his seed that received God’s blessing and I was born while he was away in the Holy Land.





As my father’s drinking and bellicose behaviour grew he added infidelity to his list of public misdemeanours, taking up with wanton women and whores. He showed no improvement upon his return and would curse my mother for her girl child and her inability to give him a son and heir. Although she was often beaten, the shame his womanising brought her in the eyes of other married women was by far the worse punishment and increasingly she sought the solace of the Church. She possessed a natural and pleasant voice and took some pride in being allowed to sing a part of the Gregorian chant on her own when the convent choir was invited to perform before visiting ecclesiastics, a privilege usually only accorded a nun who possessed a sweet voice.





Eventually my father’s dissolute life was beginning to attract the attention of the burgomaster. I well recall my mother’s shame and relief when he would spend the night in the lockup. We would have the bed to ourselves and I loved these times when, snuggled into her arms, she would tell me stories and teach me the words and tunes of the many folksongs she knew.





But my mother was more, much more to me than these lovely nights spent together in bed. She would keep me constantly at her side while she worked, teaching me the ways of the seasons, of seeds, caring and harvesting of plants and the duties of animal husbandry. I’d accompany her to the markets where I soon learned how to sell and how to bargain. We would spend hours together in the nearby woods where we would take her precious pigs to forage, until I knew all the wild herbs to be gathered for seasoning, the mushrooms that were good to eat and those to be left well alone. In the high summer we’d pick blackberries and wild strawberries and we’d laugh and sing until we’d quite forgotten the burdensome male in our lives.





She would often grow serious in the middle of laughter. It was as if she had suddenly experienced a strange prescience. Then she would bid me come to her and clutch me, as though desperate, to her bosom. ‘My precious, I have long since forgiven every blow and bruise I have received from the drunken brute simply because his nascent seed finally brought my womb to life and God saw fit to give you to me.’ Then kissing my golden curls she would add as if she knew that she would not be at my side much longer, ‘Remember, Sylvia, you were late in coming into my life and so you have all the wisdom I have gained as I grew older. Whatever I know, you will know more abundantly and already your voice is sweeter and truer than my own. You are blessed with intelligence, a sweet nature and a lively character that will serve you well in life if you do not allow yourself to become too impetuous of spirit or let vanity at your coming beauty drain the charity from your soul. Hold your head high, my lovely child, let no one bring you down. A strong woman must be like the willow tree – while she bends to the wild and wicked winds of life she will endure.’





At the time I was too young to fully understand her words, nor did I think of myself as either pretty or tempestuous, though in the latter characteristic she has been proved to be right. In my younger years God blessed me with a certain beauty that proved as troublesome as it was an advantage. I loved and revered my mother with all my heart and while every child must try to honour and respect their father, he took such scant notice of me that I scarcely knew him when he was sober and feared and avoided him when he was drunk. Should he as much as touch me when he was in a drunken state my mother, who was otherwise compliant to all his wishes, would fly at him with a knife in her hand, eyes blazing. ‘Touch my child, you bastard, and I will wait until you sleep and kill you!’ she’d snarl.





Alas, with her death, I was now alone with my father who, no longer able to vent his anger on my mother and now free to do as he wished with me, would rape me when drunk. In one fell swoop I had gone from a loved, cherished and innocent child to becoming the victim of a wantonly cruel father who regularly slaked his lust on me. He would never rape me in the cottage, but instead drag me into the pigsty where he’d point to the black boar and in a slurred voice, he’d whine, ‘Your mother loved that brute more than me!’ Then he’d push me face down over a broken wine barrel. ‘Let the bitch look now! See who has the last laugh!’ He’d lift my shift and with his peg leg stuck out at an angle, its brass point buried in pig shit, he would take me, meanwhile grunting and snorting like the three pigs jostling alongside.





When it was over he’d grab me by the hair and jerk me to my feet, turning my head so that I looked directly into his broken face. A sour smell issued from a mouth possessed of yellow rotting teeth and blackened stumps. ‘Sing! Sing for your papa,’ he’d growl, releasing his hand. Fighting back my tears, I would sing a folksong my mother had taught me. When it was over he’d place his huge hand upon my head. ‘Remember, it is I who have been forgiven past sins and will go on another crusade before I die to redeem myself for those I have since committed. It is you who are now the sinner condemned to hellfire.’ Then tucking away his vileness, he’d add in what he thought an amusing tone, ‘Never you mind, when you are older you too can be a pilgrim to the Holy Land, just like your brave papa who suffered so terribly in the name of the true Cross.’ Pausing to cackle at such an amusing notion, he’d exclaim, ‘Then, abracadabra, all your sins will be forgiven!’ With his tunic and pouch adjusted and his peg leg upright he’d reach into his pocket to produce a lump of honeycomb wrapped in a twist of cloth. ‘To sweeten you for the next time, liebling.’ 





There are few secrets in a small village and those who knew themselves my betters soon gave me the disparaging name Sylvia Honeyeater. Why I have to this day retained it I simply cannot say. I have no cause to remember those days with fondness and have been given many more flattering names in life. Perhaps we come to think of ourselves in a certain way and by removing a childhood name, no matter how disparaging, we lose some small part of ourselves. Today most folk think ‘Honeyeater’ such a pleasantly amusing appendage that it must have come about because of my sunny disposition. I have long since learned that the hurt that we acquire in life can be disguised behind a smiling face.





I missed and mourned for my sainted mother with a terrible ache, and prayed every night to God that while I knew myself to be a sinner condemned to roast in hell, He would protect her in heaven from knowing what was happening to me. Knowing myself condemned, I grew silent and withdrawn and showed my face in the village as little as possible, only attending religious feast days or venturing in when I had something I might sell in the market. As my mother had taught me I attended Church on Sunday. I would hide in the graveyard until the last of the worshippers had entered the building before creeping silently into a back pew, seating myself convenient to the door so that the moment the service was completed I might escape the curious and accusing eyes of the pious parishioners. While in Church I remained mute, concentrating on the sounds of the Gloria, refining in my head the purity of the notes flattened and corrupted by the tuneless voices of many of the nuns. Later in the woods I would spend hours alone practising and bringing to life the various hymns.





Because of my silence and unobtrusive manner I became an acute observer of people and I also began to understand the lives of the birds and the small forest creatures. I would spend as much of my summer days as I could in the woods that covered the slopes of the surrounding hills. As I had done with my mother, I gathered herbs, wild strawberries, blackberries and field mushrooms and dug for roots and lily bulbs to feed the pigs. Here I would sing all day while fossicking, and spend hours alone practising the hymns I had memorised while in Church. I could recite the mass word for word, even though it was in Latin and beyond my comprehension, and would often remember an entire sermon.





Singing brought me closer to the memory of my mother, who had so often praised my voice. ‘God,’ she would also say, ‘has lifted it from the soul of an angel who no longer sings in the heavenly choir and placed it as a precious instrument into your infant throat.’ After her death I sang at first only to myself and later sometimes to the village children who would venture into the woods to play, and so I gave it no worth other than that it comforted me and brought me within her imagined presence. Despite the vicissitudes seemingly overwhelming me, my sainted mother had left me with a strong sense of my own worth. My father’s vile and frightening actions condemning me to hellfire I locked away in a chamber within my heart. If I was denied the power to prevent him from harming me, then I told myself that within me remained someone uncorrupted and worthy of my mother’s precious memory.





I was seldom miserable for the company of friends my own age. With my mother as my sole company I had not previously cultivated any friendships with other children and so knew nothing of child’s play. To amuse myself I would have imaginary conversations out loud with various people I had observed or overheard in the village market. I would sit on the low wall of the pigsty and pretend the black boar was the village priest or the mayor or one or another of the more self-important town dignitaries, mimicking their voices as I conducted a conversation with them. I would use the sows to talk with the village women who loved to gossip and to condemn everyone or everything that didn’t fit in with their own narrow views on piety and life. I loved especially to imitate one fat, large-breasted woman, Frau Anna, known in the village as the Gossip Queen. She was self-important, pompous and possessed a loud and vociferous voice that offered an opinion on everything, but seldom had a kind word to say about anyone. Generally speaking, if I may say so, she was a thoroughly nasty piece of work. In the process of this lonely children’s game and unbeknownst to myself, I was becoming a very good mimic.





As a special treat to myself and after admonishing the black boar to be on his best behaviour I would turn him into the abbot at the nearby Monastery of St Thomas. The abbot, preaching as he sometimes did in the village church, would always delight me. While the village priest, Father Pietrus, intoned his message in a dogged and sonorous litany as if disinterested in the hallowed words of our Saviour and seeming anxious for his sermon to be over and done with, the abbot’s were filled with the fire and brimstone of the Old Testament. At its crescendo he’d often draw a deep breath until he’d become scarlet-faced, when he’d commence to hiss as if adding vehemence to a word yet to be formed and which finally emerged in an expostulation of spittle and sound. These truncated and strangled words that hissed like a goose and fought for release before exploding from his mouth I would greatly enjoy imitating, holding my breath, then making them stop dead with a hiss, then leaping them forth at the command of my nimble tongue.





This gift for mimicry, though of course at the time I wasn’t conscious that it was any more than the pastime of a lonely child, began at the age of seven or thereabouts when I began to imitate the calls and the songs of all the birds in the woods. The persistent call of the male cuckoo, the woodlark, redpoll, robin, hawfinch, flycatcher, the shy wood nuthatch, thrush and wren, the harsh caw of the crow, the chattering of a magpie and the assiduous cookerooing of the wood pigeon and the turtle-dove, even the woodpecker and many more were all grist for my mellifluous tongue. I was careful with the call of a raven or a jackdaw as they brought on evil omens. I learned to distinguish the mating calls of all the cock birds and soon enough I could draw them as well as the hens to my presence at will, until the trees above me trilled with the birdsong of courtship.





Then one indifferent autumn day when the sun seemed to be spending most of its time behind threatening storm clouds all this changed for me. I stood in my usual place in the market, my eyes downcast, hands folded at my waist, silently taking in the chatter around me when the Gossip Queen, Frau Anna, waddled up to me. She was one of three market women who seemed always to be together: the other two I had nicknamed Frau Frogface and Frau Gooseneck. The first because her head seemed broader than it was high as if it had been placed in a clamp top and chin and squeezed causing her eyes to bulge and lips to protrude. The second for her small rounded head, sharp nose, beady eyes and long neck that constantly moved from side to side as if she was trying to locate a bad smell. Frau Anna was too well-known as the Gossip Queen to be renamed. Now she stood in front of me, her breasts heaving, her heavy leather-booted legs apart. She looked down at my naked feet in apparent distaste, then her eyes travelled across my ragged gown and still further up, lingering purse-lipped on my dirty face, runny nose and matted blonde hair. Whereupon she sniffed, jerked her chin in disapproval and pointed a fat finger at a small heap of field mushrooms, dropping a coin into the dirt at my feet. I bent down and silently scooped up the mushrooms and placed them carefully into her basket, then reached to retrieve the coin. ‘Whore! Satan’s child!’ she hissed, whereupon I heard a sharp ‘phfft’ as she spat, a glob of spittle landing on the back of my neck.





I shall never know what possessed me; her insult was no worse than many others I had received at the hands of the self-righteous villagers. I would carry their cruel words home in silence where I’d crawl into a dark corner and weep for their reminder of the miserable sinner my wanton father had caused me to become. Barely conscious of my own voice or that the sun at that very moment had come out, bathing the corner in which I stood in bright sunlight, I commenced to sing the Gloria Patri, my voice rising above the noise of the marketplace. It is a short hymn, but well before I had come to the end a silence fell upon the market crowd who quickly gathered around me. Not knowing how to extract myself from the predicament in which I had so stupidly placed myself I followed this first hymn with a second longer one, the Gloria in Excelsis. Almost at the precise moment I’d completed the hymn, as suddenly as it had arrived the sun disappeared, followed shortly by a soft rumble of far-off thunder. To my consternation I saw that several of the more humble village folk had come to kneel at my dirty feet.





And so a different stage in my childhood had arrived. The incident at the market became known as the ‘Miracle of the Gloria’. Those who boasted that they had been present that morning told how the general hubbub of the market stalls had suddenly ceased as a blindingly bright light appeared to surround me. They watched and saw my eyes take on a fiery red glow as the demon within me looked outwards and an expression of abject terror appeared on my face, contorting it horribly, so that they knew I was possessed by Beelzebub. As they drew back in fear, the glorious light began to enter my mouth and the demon’s transmuted eyes immediately began to fade and mine return to a deep sublime blue. Whereupon my face softened to a beatific smile, as if I had just received a divine kiss from the Virgin Mary. At that precise moment my mouth opened and I commenced to sing the Gloria Patri in the voice of an angel, followed by the Gloria in Excelsis, causing many of those present to fall to their knees in prayer. As I came to the end of this second hymn of praise a great clap of thunder caused the earth to tremble around me.





From such small and unpropitious beginnings miracles are made. From that day on folk stopped disparaging me and bought my produce with a smile, placing their payment politely within my palm. The name Sylvia Honeyeater was no longer used and I was now known as Sylvia of the Gloria. The village folk would beg me to sing to them and I would do so, but only when all my produce had been sold. Nor would I again sing a hymn in a public place but only folksongs. In my usual pew at the back of the church on Sunday I reverted to my accustomed silence. I was now eleven years old or thereabouts and knew my mind, and while the village women begged me to sing in the church grounds after mass so that the priest, Father Pietrus, might hear my voice, I steadfastly refused. Despite my redemption in the inflamed imagination of the Christ-zealot villagers, I still knew myself to be a sinner unworthy of singing in or even near God’s house.





My newfound public voice brought a reflected glory to Brass Leg Peter the Forgiven Coward, who now acted as if I was the result of his careful nurture, happily accepting the credit for my transformation into a songbird. He commanded me to appear at the inn to sing to his circle of drunken comrades. He would bask in their congratulations and when my singing brought tears to their eyes he would boast that my voice came from him. That he had once sung like a lark until the infidels had captured him. They’d poured lye down his throat when they’d caught him on his knees in his evil-smelling, rat-infested prison cell praising the Almighty in glorious song. This brought the usual derisive laughter from those who had known him as a young man. They claimed he had only ever been part of a drunken singsong and had never been heard to sing in praise to the Almighty. But others who knew him less well were quick to pat him on the back and refill his tankard. Nor was the innkeeper lacking in generosity; my singing attracted new customers and so he too saw to it that my father’s tankard was always brimming with good cheer.





But idle tongues cannot easily be silenced and the news of the divine occurrence did not take long to reach Father Pietrus. The Miracle of the Gloria by this stage had increased even further in its lurid and improbable detail and it was now maintained that prior to the ‘miracle’ I had been a mute.





I have subsequently spent most of my life in the observation of people and know how they hunger for sacred manifestations, holy signs and wonders that they could perceive to be miraculous. Nor, at the time, was I willing to deny them. My newfound status was a great deal better than the one I had previously possessed and while I sometimes longed for my former privacy I confess I enjoyed the attention. Never having known anything but disparagement, the respect people now afforded me gave me my first small taste of power. My voice was the only thing I had ever possessed that was mine alone to control and I would often quietly refuse a request to sing. Refusal was a new experience for me. I had never possessed anything to withhold from anyone – even my body, that most sacred of female rights to refuse, had been taken without my consent. Curiously, refusal seemed only to enhance my status in the village and I soon learned that to give sparingly of my voice made it more valuable to those who hungered to hear me sing.





As I grew older it was a lesson I was to employ in other aspects of my life. As a woman I was to learn that the promise of something to come that must by degrees be earned is far more valuable to a man than a hasty, generous and wanton fulfilment. Despite this small sense of independence, I had some doubt that I possessed the courage to refuse the command of the village priest to sing, even though I thought myself a blasphemer should I be made to sing anywhere near the house of God.





I was to be escorted into the presence of Father Pietrus by Frau Anna and her two companions. The Gossip Queen had very conveniently forgotten the spittle and abuse she’d hurled at me. Now she boasted that she’d been the main presence at the moment Christ’s spiritual light in the form of the Holy Ghost had entered to wrestle with and cast out the evil demon that had taken possession of me.





Ever since the ‘miracle’ she’d claimed certain privileges at my expense, the major one seeming to be the right to attach her presence to me whenever it was to her advantage. I have no doubt it was she who led the prattling contingent of old wives to the village priest to inform him of the miraculous event that had turned me from a deaf mute into a celestial singer.





I had been cleaning the pigsty, singing to myself, so that by the time I heard the three village women approaching it was too late to hide. Frau Anna was at the forefront followed by Frogface and Gooseneck, both carrying baskets. She came to a halt beside the pigsty. ‘The priest wishes to see you, Sylvia,’ she announced in a peremptory manner, then including the other women with a sideways nod of her head, added, ‘but we have agreed thou art not in a fit state to see him.’ I immediately thought she meant that as a sinner I was not fit to be in his holy presence. ‘You will wash in the stream and then put on fresh linen,’ she commanded.





I glanced shamefaced at my ragged gown. ‘Frau Anna, I have only what I am wearing.’





‘I know, child,’ she said impatiently. ‘We have brought a gown for you and shoes and a cap. They are not new but clean and well patched and the shoes are stout enough. Now hurry, we cannot keep the good father waiting.’





The stream, when I had earlier that morning gone to fetch water, had been covered in a thin layer of late-autumn ice.





Though it was by now well past noon and the ice would have melted in the pale sunlight I knew it yet to be freezing. ‘We will wash and prepare you,’ Frau Anna announced firmly, then pointed to a basket one of the women carried. ‘We have brought soap and a scrubber and some old linen to dry you.’





I was told to disrobe beside the stream where they sniffed in disgust at the ragged garment that fell to my feet to leave me standing naked, hugging myself and shivering in their presence. ‘Look, she is still a child,’ Frogface pronounced, pointing at my hairless crotch.





‘Only in appearance,’ Gooseneck said sardonically. This set both of them cackling.





‘Shame on you!’ Frau Anna chided. ‘God has returned the child’s virginity.’ She turned to me. ‘Has your bleeding come yet?’ 





‘No, Frau Anna,’ I replied.





‘There, you see! She has been restored to a blameless innocent. Oh my God!’ she suddenly exclaimed, visibly trembling, then grabbing me by my right shoulder and spinning me around so the other two might look at my back. ‘See the fish!’ she shouted out excitedly. ‘It is the sign of Jesus the Saviour! The Son of God! The Fisher of Men!’ Then in a tone of awe she suddenly whispered, ‘Oh my God! He has marked her for Himself!’





I had never seen the small birthmark situated between my shoulder-blades and so had forgotten about it. I now remembered my mother saying it was in the perfect shape of a fish. She had joked that it was God’s way of seeing to it that I would never drown. Now Frau Anna saw it for a part of the Miracle of the Gloria. I remained silent, too preoccupied with the cold, and besides, I saw no reason to tell her that I had been born with the mark upon my skin.





‘There! I told you so!’ Frau Anna, somewhat recovered from her initial shock, declared triumphantly. ‘This is yet another confirmation that the Lord Jesus has personally blessed the child.’ Not wishing to miss an opportunity to scold them she turned scornfully to her two companions. ‘And you two see fit to mock God’s special child! Shame on you both. I hope you will declare this sinful behaviour before next you accept the bread and the wine of redemption?’





Frau Anna’s admonishment silenced them and somewhat resentfully they set about me with soap and wet rags, splashing me with jugs of freezing water until I gasped and turned blue from the cold, my teeth chattered furiously and I was unable to cease from trembling. They soaped my hair and then made me immerse my head in the freezing stream, Frau Anna’s huge hand at the back of my neck forced my head below the water while one of the women rinsed my hair. At last, fussing and clucking, they dried me in the pale sunlight and dressed me in a woollen gown that fitted well enough and was clean and carefully patched. The wimple was almost new and wrapped snugly about my head, and though the shoes were too big and the wooden soles well worn they remained on my feet with only a little difficulty and were tolerably comfortable. One of the women produced a cloak to wrap around my shoulders.





And so we set off for the meeting with Father Pietrus, the three women excited by the further addition of a sacred fish, which added to my growing mystique. As we approached the village church Frau Anna turned to me. ‘I will do the talking, Sylvia. You will be silent until the priest asks you to sing the Gloria. Say nothing, you hear? Nothing! Do you understand, child?’





I nodded, happy to comply with her request. I was anxious and frightened for I had never spoken to a priest and couldn’t imagine ever doing so. Father Pietrus was busy and caused us to wait for some time before we were ushered into a draughty vestry by the old hausfrau who swept the church interior and cooked and cleaned for him. She bade us all to be seated in a pew too small to contain three fat women and myself, so I found myself squashed between the enormous buttocks of Frogface and Gooseneck.





The priest arrived and sat in a chair facing us; he seemed not to notice our discomfort, his hands spread on his lap and his head bowed as if he was about to pronounce a blessing, but no word came from his mouth. We waited for what seemed like ages until at last he sighed, raised his head and asked somewhat wearily, ‘So, tell me about this so-called miracle I hear so much about?’





Frau Anna started to open her mouth when the priest’s hand shot up. ‘The child will speak of it first.’ Shocked at this sudden command to speak I remained silent and terrified. ‘Speak up, child!’ Father Pietrus demanded impatiently. ‘I do not have all day to listen to the prattle of three old women and a child.’ He sighed again and then said in a mocking voice, ‘It seems a month for miracles – last week an old crone visited me to say she’d seen the face of the Blessed Virgin appear on a piece of linen as the wind blew her washing on the line. She brought the rag to me and asked that I declare it sacred and pronounce it a relic!’ He sighed and ran his hand over his bald pate. ‘“Use it to wipe the dishes, old frau, that way your food will be blessed,” I advised her. She left well pleased.’ He sighed. ‘Is there no end to this nonsense of signs and portents?’





If Frau Anna was offended by the priest’s cynicism she didn’t show it, nor did she seem in the least put out. She nodded her head in my direction. ‘She is a former mute, Father,’ she said impassively, ‘and has yet to learn how to talk.’





‘A former mute that sings!’ Father Pietrus yelled out. ‘Did I not hear that she sang the Gloria Patri and the Gloria in Excelsis in the marketplace? Are they not formed by words of praise?’





‘Ah! Now you begin to understand the gift from heaven, Father. But that is only a part of it,’ she added mysteriously.





‘There is more?’





‘Oh yes, Father!’ Frogface and Gooseneck exclaimed simultaneously, almost as if they’d been rehearsed in support of Frau Anna.





Frau Anna nodded, acknowledging them. Then, anxious to maintain her role as chief witness, she added primly, ‘They are witnesses to the miracle and will confirm everything I have to say is the truth.’





‘Of course,’ Father Pietrus said wearily, ‘of course they will.’ He looked towards Frau Anna. ‘So pray tell me more of this mute child bursting into hymns of praise. But do it quickly, woman, I have much to do.’





Frau Anna appeared not to notice the priest’s mocking irony. ‘Formerly mute, now learning to talk, Father,’ she corrected him, then she launched into the incident in the marketplace. She turned the coincidental sunlight into the spirit of the Holy Ghost descending from heaven to surround me in pure white light. She told of the demon’s red eyes looking out of mine in fear and the look of terror on my face. Then how the light entered my mouth and my eyes turned to a heavenly blue and upon my face appeared a beatific smile. Pausing for effect she then explained how I commenced to sing the Gloria in the voice of an angel, whereupon God Himself was heard to send down his approval in the form of a mighty clap of thunder.





It was little wonder that Frau Anna was known as the Gossip Queen for she was a born storyteller. Well knowing the truth and despite myself I was impressed. On either side of me  Gooseneck and Frogface had taken to their rosary beads and both were weeping softly, overcome by their leader’s eloquence. Father Pietrus sighed, folding his hands across his chest and twiddling his thumbs. ‘Well, I see the child has kept the blue eyes the Holy Ghost brought down from heaven in the glaring white light,’ he observed. It was obvious that he remained unbelieving.





Frau Anna, who had up to this moment remained impassive to the priest’s sarcasm, was now suddenly barely able to contain her fury. Father Pietrus hadn’t, like everyone else, succumbed to her impassioned and detailed description of the miraculous event. Jumping from the pew she turned and grabbed me by the wrist, pulling me viciously to my feet. ‘Look for yourself, Father!’ she shouted. Then placing a hand on either shoulder she pulled, stripping the garment from my shoulders so that I stood half-naked. Then she turned me about so roughly that I staggered and would have fallen had she not held me. I now had my back to the priest. ‘There, see the mark of the fish!’ she exclaimed. ‘She is among those chosen by the Lord Jesus Himself! Come ye after me and I will make you to become fishers of men.’





Father Pietrus rose from his chair and came to stand directly behind me so that I could smell the sour sacrament wine on his breath. ‘Hmm . . . an interesting birthmark. You are right, it does closely resemble a fish.’





‘It is the sign of Jesus the Holy Fisherman on the Sea of Galilee,’ Frau Anna declared triumphantly, then added incredulously, ‘It was not seen to be there before the miracle, Father.’





‘Nonsense, woman! It is a simple birthmark.’





‘The mark of Jesus our precious Saviour upon her frail flesh,’ Frau Anna insisted, despite the priest’s scornful opinion.





Father Pietrus suddenly threw his hands in the air. ‘I have no more time or patience to waste on this blasphemy! Be off with you . . . all of you . . . out!’





‘You have yet to hear her sing, Father!’ Frau Anna said huffily, ignoring his scornful dismissal. She commenced to adjust my garment, pulling it back over my shoulders, whereupon she bade me turn to face Father Pietrus.





A look of exasperation crossed the priest’s face. ‘For God’s sake, woman! Am I really to believe that the Holy Ghost has caused a mute child to sing?’





‘Why, Father, I have twice already told you, the child cannot yet speak for lack of learning, but she can sing!’ Frau Anna scolded. ‘Sing to the glory of God! That is the Miracle of the Gloria! She will now demonstrate how the Lord has gifted this poor miserable mute.’





‘Why has God punished me with the likes of you in my parish, Frau Anna?’ Then, accepting the inevitable, Father Pietrus added, ‘Yes, of course, it is not the child’s own voice, it is the voice of an angel descended from heaven and placed into this dumb child’s compliant throat.’ The priest turned to me and with a degree of sarcasm commanded, ‘Sing, child, let us hear the beatific voice within your recently mute throat.’





I had vowed, as an unworthy sinner, not to sing in the house of God. Besides, as I silently memorised all his deprecating words and angry gestures so that later in the woods I might reproduce the entire scene unfolding in the vestry, in the process I had completely lost my fear of Father Pietrus. Now I knew I had the strength within me to deny his demand to sing. There was plainly no point in continuing the farce – the priest had quite correctly concluded no miracle had taken place and I was about to be restored to my former status as Sylvia Honeyeater, the village outcast.





I’m not even sure if at the time I was disappointed at the prospect of returning to my previous life. Except for my father’s drunken brutality, I had been left on my own to do as I wished since the death of my mother and as time went on, being the centre of attention and at everyone’s beck and call was wearing thin and becoming most wearisome. I found myself escaping to the woods at every opportunity. But even there I wasn’t always alone. The village children soon enough discovered my gift for mimicry and for storytelling and would frequently seek me out in the woods where they could have me to themselves. While I oft times enjoyed their company, there were increasingly frequent periods when I wished to be alone with only the birdsong surrounding me. Furthermore, it now occurred to me, if my voice should please the priest, while yet denying the miracle, he might force me to sing in church and by so doing increase my already heavy burden of guilt.





As I made no attempt to open my mouth, Father Pietrus repeated impatiently, ‘Sing if you please, child!’





I looked up at the truculent face of Frau Anna and realised that if he should dismiss, as seemed certain, the Miracle of the Gloria, then Father Pietrus would cause her newfound status to be greatly diminished. I glanced at Frogface and Gooseneck and saw the gleeful look in their eyes as they too realised that Frau Anna, the bully and their constant tormentor, would become the laughing stock of the village.





I realised how desperately Frau Anna depended on my voice to save her from ultimate humiliation. In my mind I heard the ‘phfft!’ of her spittle and felt it land on the back of my neck, followed by the words, ‘Whore! Satan’s child!’ She’d presented me to the priest as a near-mute and now she would have one. I remained silent.





‘You will sing now! At once!’ Frau Anna commanded.





I concentrated my eyes on the bridge of my nose so that they crossed alarmingly. It was an expression I sometimes used to delight the children when a dummkopf appeared as a character in one of my fairy stories.





The priest laughed scornfully. ‘Ah, I see . . . the demon’s eyes have reappeared!’





‘Sing, child! I demand it!’ Frau Anna screamed furiously.





I remained silent with my eyes crossed, the idiot’s grin fixed to my face.





Father Pietrus rose from his chair and, with a dismissive wave of his hand, cried, ‘Enough! The child is an imbecile and you are three foolish old women who have wasted the Church’s time. Be gone . . . the lot of you!’





Outside the Church Frau Anna let fly with a cuff to the side of my head, knocking me to the ground. ‘Whore! Satan’s child!’ she screamed, then one of her stout boots landed in my ribs. I scrambled to my feet and ran for my life, losing a borrowed shoe in the process and kicking the other free so that I might run the harder.





I hid in the woods until near darkness when the late-autumn cold caused me to return to the cottage. The moment I entered, I saw that the oil lamp had been lit: he was home. I was not quick enough to escape before my father, concealed behind the door, grabbed me. The pigs, grunting as they always did at my approach, had warned him of my arrival. ‘Ha! The mute has returned!’ he declared triumphantly. I could smell the grog on his breath as he held me to his chest, lifting my feet off the ground. ‘You would deny the priest the pleasure of your angel’s voice, would you? A mute, are you? An imbecile and a mute! You seek to shame me in the eyes of the Church, me, a Christ-forgiven crusader!’





I knew if I should struggle or shout out that he would crush the breath from me. I remained silent and unresisting with my head averted. He dropped me to the dirt floor where I landed on my bottom, then scrambled to my knees in an attempt to escape. Despite his peg leg and drunken state he was quick to grab me by the wrist and wrench me to my feet. ‘What have you to say, slut?’ His evil face and the wet shine of spittle on his broken teeth repulsed me, while his foul breath almost caused me to suffocate. Yet I remained silent. ‘Speak or I shall beat you!’ With this he twisted my arm around my back, pulling it upwards until I thought it must surely snap from my shoulder. The pain was so great I could only gasp. Somehow I managed to contain the agony, for I was prepared to die rather than to speak out.





Then, quite unexpectedly he released the pressure on my arm and started to chuckle, then to laugh uproariously. ‘My little whore,’ he gasped. ‘I have just realised . . . you have done your papa a great favour!’ He broke into renewed laughter. ‘No more fucking piglet for the poxy priest! You are now an officially sanctioned mute and an imbecile. What I do to your body is of no concern to the Holy Church. You are possessed by an evil demon and as a child of Satan you do not have a soul that can be redeemed and so . . .’ he giggled, ‘I have no more need to waste a fat piglet on the priest.’





Let me explain the matter of my father, the priest and the piglet. With each new litter fattened, my father would sell them to the innkeeper for drink money but retain the fattest of the piglets and, as my mother had always done, gift it to the Church. It was, by the standards of the other peasants, a generous gift and one Father Pietrus could expect unfailingly. He would announce my father’s beneficence from the pulpit, always careful to point out that as a crusader he was already granted a place in heaven by His Holiness the Pope. He would then add that such a valuable gift of pork came from a generous nature alone and not in the hope that it might win favour in the eyes of God. In God’s eyes, the priest would point out, this made my redeemed father all the more worthy of his place in paradise.





The fact that my father was a drunkard and a child abuser I now saw counted for little in the eyes of Father Pietrus. In the first matter, did not Christ himself declare, ‘A little wine for thy stomach’s sake’? With the second matter, a child to be caused to suffer carnal knowledge was not uncommon among peasant behaviour. Besides, the matter had not been officially brought to the Church’s attention and was in all likelihood simply the idle chatter of female busybodies and gossips. Moreover, my father must have known that as long as he continued his ‘donation’ the priest’s fondness for suckling pig would override his ecclesiastic conscience. Though this was my own surmise, I felt sure at the time, and still do, that it comes close to the truth.





Moreover, if what I had concluded was true and Father Pietrus should accept the Miracle of the Gloria and take it to the bishop for ratification, things would be decidedly different. In the eyes of the congregation he would be forced to confront the issue of my father using his girl child wantonly for his own gratification and then there would be no more piglet for his table. This well explained the priest’s indifference to the possibility of a miracle having occurred. Plainly, the certainty of the thrice-annual gift of a suckling pig was of much greater value to him than the unlikely miracle in the marketplace. Nor, I realised, would he give a tinker’s cuss for the additional singing voice of a child who was one of his congregation, no matter how heavenly the sound.





My father still held my wrist in his giant paw. ‘Come, liebling, we must celebrate!’ he now declared gleefully. ‘Merrily, merrily, to the pigsty we will go!’ His enormous size and strength left me with no protection against him, and now, with my hand once again twisted behind my back, he forced me the short distance from the cottage to the pigsty.





It had been a long and eventful day that I’d started as a blessed and holy child and ended as one of Satan’s children with my dress above my waist, bent over the old wine cask so that my father might take his grunting pleasure. I had found the strength to resist Frau Anna and the priest but had been rendered impotent by this brutish animal.





I have since in my adult life discovered that there are times when we must decide whether we will be crushed by the weight we carry or attempt to remove it whatever the cost. But I had never thought to resist my father, even though I knew that he had destroyed me. Behind me the cruel bastard was grunting and moaning when I suddenly decided I could take no more, even if it should cost me my life. I kicked out backwards, aiming the ball of my foot at his peg leg. I felt it slip then give way under his weight, sending him crashing onto his back into the pig shit.





Stricken with panic, without glancing back I clambered from the sty and fled into the nearby darkening woods. I knew that my escape was ultimately pointless, that I was only delaying the beating I would eventually receive. But I was beyond caring and vowed that he would never again take me to the pigsty. Within the safety of the woods I sought out the giant oak under which my mother and I would in times past sit. I wrapped my arms about the trunk and taking comfort from the rough reliable bark pressed against my cheek I started to sing, my voice choked with tears. I sang several Glorias and all the sad folksongs my mother had taught me until eventually I fell into a tearful and exhausted sleep.





I awoke the following morning and but for the warm shawl Gooseneck had wrapped around my shoulders when we had set out to see the priest I would have near frozen to death. Cramped and sore from sitting against the trunk of the oak I massaged my aching limbs to bring back the circulation. The sun was not yet up, although the dawn light had set the cock to crowing and the magpies, always the first of the bird calls, were chattering in the trees around me. I crept out of the woods towards the cottage, approaching the pigsty on my way. Pigs grunt in an unmistakable fashion when they are eating and as I approached I heard them carrying on as if they were at the trough. I crept up to take a closer look. Brass Leg Peter the Forgiven Coward lay on his back in the black, slimy mud, the clothes torn from his bloody carcass. The boar stood over him, a section of my father’s gaping stomach hanging from the side of its mouth, its great pink snout covered in blood. The pigs had set about the softest parts first, going for the contents of his huge stomach, now a visceral hole where his intestines would once have curled and rumbled. In the process of tearing open his abdomen, the animals had also eaten the appendage that had caused me so much childhood suffering.





And so my childhood, both good and bad, was finally over. Several of the village men at the inn that night recalled that my father had left overcome with anger when Frau Anna’s husband had brought him the news of my mute recalcitrance in front of the priest that had caused the Miracle of the Gloria to be rejected. The general conclusion was that he’d entered the pigsty for some reason and slipped, knocking his temple against its stone wall and falling unconscious to the ground where the pigs had viciously attacked and eaten him.





The three pigs were pronounced unclean and were summarily slaughtered and buried, the priest saying a prayer for the parts of my father that were missing from his body but refusing to bury the remaining parts in consecrated ground. As both the sows were pregnant at the time, with their disposal went any hope that I might survive the coming winter by selling the fattened piglets. Nor could I expect any local sympathy – the news that the priest had rejected the Miracle of the Gloria, together with Frau Anna’s self-preserving description of my behaviour in the vestry and her conclusion that the demon had returned, meant that I was once again a miserable outcast.





While I had the means to survive the coming winter with turnips and onions stored and winter cabbage growing in the garden, I had not counted on the redoubtable Frau Anna. Together with a contingent of village women she arrived at the cottage a day after my father’s burial. Indicating the women who accompanied her, Gooseneck and Frogface among them, she declared, ‘We have had a meeting and have decided you may no longer remain in the village. It is clear to us all that the demon has returned to possess your soul and we are afraid that our sons and husbands will be tempted with a desire for Satan’s flesh. You will soon be twelve years old and so no longer a child but a grown woman. We have declared you a wanton hussy and a whore and not a woman we want among us. You must leave this village forever!’ At this a general murmur of approval came from the assembled fat and oh so self-righteous women. Frau Anna had not only regained her former status as Gossip Queen and leader in their eyes, but was now being hailed as the protector of the virtue of their husbands and sons. The eleven-year-old harlot possessed by the devil would, at twelve, no longer be forbidden fruit but instead become fair game for an adulterous husband or cock-randy son.





‘This is my home, my cottage and my land,’ I protested.





‘Ha! You are possessed, your inheritance will be subsumed by the Holy Church, you have no soul and so no rights other than to become a ward of the Church.’ She pointed her fat finger at me. ‘But first it will be necessary for Father Pietrus to cast out the demon that now possesses you!’ A general nodding of heads and murmuring of agreement followed.





I must say I couldn’t blame them; after all, in their eyes I was Satan’s child, a whore and, had they only known it, I was now guilty of murder as well. But of one thing I was certain: I was not possessed and would rather depart this wicked village than submit myself to Father Pietrus for the ritual of exorcism.





‘You have a week to leave us, Sylvia Honeyeater!’ Frau Anna said and then added with a final snort, ‘Good riddance!’ With this the women departed as though they were a gaggle of geese, well satisfied with their morning’s work.





I felt myself to have no choice but to seek a new life elsewhere as my stay in the village was over. If I were to stay I would always be lesser than the rest of them, tainted by the demon’s occupation and forever forlorn. So I took my only possessions, the hens and the rooster, together with my father’s carpenter’s tools, to the market hoping to sell them. But now people, seeming to enjoy my fall from grace, declared the hens not worth feeding and the tools no longer fit for use. One fat frau, whom I’d previously dubbed Frau Horse’s Arse, sniffed at the hens and said, ‘Ja, maybe also these hens share the same food as the pigs?’ This brought an all-round cackle and further discouraged any customers.





Having failed to sell anything at the market I decided to try the nearby Monastery of St Thomas, where the kitchen monk complained bitterly that the hens were aged and possessed no meat and were suitable only for the soup pot. It wasn’t true – my hens were young, in good health and steady layers and the rooster was a lusty fellow. Greed, I was discovering, lives in every man, lacks a conscience and grows fat on the misfortunes of others.





The whining monk was no different to the peasants at the market. Finally, complaining all the while, the monk exchanged the chickens for a small bag of corn, sufficient if I was careful to sustain me for no more than a week on the road.





The tools I took to the monastery carpenter’s shop and foundry where the carpentry monk, an older and altogether kindlier person who introduced himself as Father John, examined them, then inquired closely why they were for sale, perhaps thinking I had stolen them. I told him of the death of my father and explained my circumstances.





He placed his hand on my head and sighed. ‘Orphanus,’ he said, consoling me. ‘We have heard of the Miracle of the Gloria. You are that blessed child?’ he asked, surprised.





‘It was not a miracle, Father, only some stupid villagers making up stuff they think they saw.’





‘So you were not a mute who was gifted with an angel’s voice?’





‘I have sung to God’s glory since I was a small child,’ I replied.





‘And now what will you do?’





I shrugged. ‘Leave the village and go somewhere else . . . somewhere far away.’





‘I see, a pilgrimage maybe?’





‘If my sins may be forgiven I should like to do that, Father,’ I answered, remembering my father’s mocking words in the pigsty.





‘Ah, yes . . . sins. We all have those. How old are you, child?’





‘Eleven years . . . I think.’





‘And what sins have you at such a tender age? Have you stolen? Have you used Christ’s name in vain? Have you dishonoured the memory of your mother? What sins have you committed that would merit the trials and tribulations of a pilgrimage?’





‘Sins of the flesh and sins of the spirit. I am condemned to the everlasting fires of hell,’ I replied emphatically, wondering what he might say if I confessed to murdering my father.





‘Oh dear, that bad, is it?’ Father John seemed to be thinking for a moment. ‘I am but a humble carpenter monk and so cannot take your confession, maybe you should see your village priest?’





‘No!’ I cried, suddenly afraid. ‘Father Pietrus thinks me a mute and an imbecile and, because of the false miracle, claims I am possessed and have blasphemed in the eyes of God.’





The elderly monk shook his head sadly. ‘Suffer little children to come unto me, and forbid them not; for of such is the kingdom of God,’ he quoted. Then he said quietly, ‘The Lord Jesus does not punish children for sins of the flesh and of the spirit and they do not become possessed and are not blasphemers, but he does forgive them what small sins they have committed. From what I have heard of this so-called miracle, you have only used it as an opportunity to praise our Saviour in hymns to His glory.’





‘Yes, but I may not sing anywhere near the Church as I am unclean and burdened with sinfulness.’





‘Hmm . . . I see . . . awkward then.’ He smiled. ‘You would be a child sinner singing to the oh-so-pious peasants.’ Father John seemed to think this notion quite amusing. ‘Well if you can’t confess you really are in a bit of pickle, are you not? You have been given a glorious voice to praise the Lord but now cannot use it near His temple.’





‘Only alone in the woods,’ I allowed.





He clapped his hands. ‘Ah, such innocence! A child alone in the woods singing to the glory of God.’





I corrected my previous statement. ‘No, never quite alone.





I call the birds and we sing together and sometimes the village children are present.’





He looked doubtful. ‘You call the birds?’





I nodded. ‘They like to sing to the glory of God.’





He looked at me quizzically, then mocking me gently asked, ‘Hymns . . . Gloria?’





‘No, Father, birds have songs of praise of their own. We exchange hymns, theirs are much the sweeter sounding.’





He laughed. ‘You have a lovely imagination, child.’





The carpentry shop together with a small casting foundry was set within the monastery garden and now after harvest, when the remaining fruit and corn were ripe, it was filled with birds. I stepped outside and listened, deciding on the nature of the birds I could hear. Then, taking a small handful of corn from the bag the kitchen monk had given me, I began to exchange their various calls using a pattern I had come to know through a process of trial and error and starting with the chattering magpie. The monk came to stand beside me and I bade him stretch his arms wide and open his palms to heaven whereupon I placed a little seed in each. As I continued the calls, birds began to gather in the tree above us. Quite soon the tree was filled with birdsong. Slowly, almost imperceptibly, I changed my voice from the carolling of a songbird into the first words of the Gloria in Excelsis, keeping it high and pure so that the birds above me continued in their own hymn of praise to Almighty God. A magpie, the cheekiest of all the birds, came to sit upon the monk’s left hand, pecking at the corn. Soon a robin hopped from a branch and settled on the right, its breast scarlet in the autumn sunlight.





While I had often performed in the woods with the birds for the benefit of the village children, no adult had ever been a witness to the swapping of hymns of praise. In my experience, purity and innocence is soon sullied or exploited in the hands of adults. The false Miracle of the Gloria was just such an example: those who witnessed my singing in the marketplace could not accept it as a child with a pure, clear voice singing a hymn of praise, but must necessarily turn it into a miracle. Father John I hoped might be different. No adult had ever spoken to me in the compassionate and understanding manner he had adopted, nor treated me with such respect, and I thought him worthy to be the first adult to witness the Gloria of the Birds.





‘Miraculous!’ he exclaimed, at the conclusion of my singing, the sudden sound of his voice sending the birds in a wild flurry of wings from the tree and the robin and the magpie from his hands. ‘I should not have believed it if I hadn’t witnessed it with my own eyes,’ he declared. ‘You are truly blessed by God.’





I laughed, despite myself, having had my recent fill of being blessed I wished for no more such blessing. ‘Oh, it is nothing, simply a trick the village children enjoy,’ I replied trying to sound dismissive, though I was secretly proud of my prowess.





‘It is a great deal more than that!’ he said emphatically. ‘Besides, you have a truly remarkable voice and a wonderful way with nature. Will you not let me intercede on your behalf with the abbot, and perhaps he might find you a place in a convent as a novice?’





‘Nay! I cried out. ‘If you please, Father, no!’ In my imagination I saw the boar with its head over my father’s stomach, a piece of his intestines hanging from the corner of its mouth, its great porcine snout covered in blood. I had used the boar too often to play the role of the abbot while I mimicked his furiously spitting sermons – now the prospect of being taken into his hallowed presence filled me with terror. As for becoming a novice nun, how could I ever entertain such an idea with the great burden of sin I carried upon my young shoulders?





‘Ah, such a pity. Though, on second thoughts, burying you in a nunnery, while granting you salvation, would deny the world’s children the benefit of your extraordinary talents.’ He paused and smiled. ‘Now you must tell me, what is it I can do to help you, child?’





I had never been spoken to with such generosity of spirit, but nonetheless I knew that I should not allow Father John’s kindly words to seduce me into thinking I was more than a terrible sinner with the practical intent of escaping the environs of the village. ‘You can give me a fair price for my father’s carpentry tools,’ I answered, in what I hoped was a businesslike voice. Then, rather cheekily, I held up the small bag of corn. ‘The kitchen monk has dealt with me unfairly, Father. My six hens were plump and good layers and the rooster in his prime! Yet he claimed they were scraggy old boilers, fit only for soup, and gave me this small bag of corn in exchange for them.’ Then, imitating the kitchen monk’s voice, I mimicked his words to me: ‘Child, be off! You are fortunate I feel generous today, the abbot will chastise me over the thin and watery taste of the soup these scraggly hens will make and the rooster is not worth fetching water from the well for the boiling pot. It has been a poor year and the corn crop has failed – you are well ahead in this exchange.’





Father John clapped his hands gleefully. ‘Perfect! You have that miserable old fool down pat!’ he chortled.





Anxious to press my advantage and desiring to stick to the subject of providing for my departure, I now said, ‘Perhaps, in return for my father’s carpentry tools you can arrange for a little more corn or even coin to purchase food on my journey, Father?’





Father John sighed. ‘Alas, we are not allowed to handle money and only the kitchen monk has access to the corn bin.’ He looked momentarily distraught, then suddenly brightened. ‘A leather bag with straps for your back, a fine brass buckle I have recently forged to clasp it secure and a stout stave! If it should rain the bag of corn you carry will spoil! Yes, yes! A splendid idea!’ he decided, and without consulting me further. ‘A stave to protect you and help you over rocky ground when you embark upon your pilgrimage and a bag for your back so you have the means to carry what you gather on the way and protect it from the weather.’





‘It is not a pilgrimage, Father,’ I protested. ‘I seek only to find somewhere else to go. Cologne perhaps, where I will find employment as a kitchen maid in a rich man’s house.’





‘Ah, yes, but that is no less a pilgrimage. We may not all reach Jerusalem, but we are all pilgrims and life itself is a rocky road with the promise of redemption at its end if we remain pure in spirit.’





I was not sure I understood him, thinking his words altogether too profound for such as me. Anyway, if I correctly understood him, it was a bit late for me to remain pure in spirit as the rocky road in life had long since stubbed my toes and skinned my knees and elbows and in the process, I felt sure, crushed my poor spirit. ‘Thank you, Father, it is a generous exchange, the stave will protect me well and the bag is just what I need,’ I said, wishing to be polite, although I would have much preferred a bigger bag of corn.





He seemed pleased. ‘Come then, we must measure you for both, the bag must sit comfortably upon your back and the stave must not be too unwieldy for you to handle.’





Some hours later and after he had shared his midday meal with me, bread and wine and a bowl of boiled cabbage, he completed the bag and the stave. The leather satchel stoutly stitched and fitted with a strong brass clasp sat comfortably enough upon my back but Father John tut-tutted and fiddled, adjusting it carefully until he was satisfied that it was a perfect fit. Whereupon he reached for the stave, a lovely silvery colour that seemed cut from a yew tree, at its one end a metal tip and at the other, where I gripped, a cunning plaiting of leather most comfortable to my grip. The monk frowned, his head cast sideways to rest upon his neck. ‘You are too young and, besides, too small to protect yourself by the defensive use of a stave. So I have fashioned it somewhat differently for your use. Use it only when you are threatened by the likes of knaves and robbers.’ Whereupon he twisted the leather handle to the left and pulled from the top of the stave a dagger of sharpened bronze. ‘I had forged it for a kitchen knife, but now have changed it to make a dagger. It is blessed by sprinkling with holy water and should not be put to flippant use. Each time you use it, when you place it back you must pray to our Saviour and thank Him for protecting your life.’ Then he replaced the blade and putting his rough carpenter’s hand upon my head pronounced, ‘God be with you, my child. Remember always He has said, “Suffer little children to come unto me . . . for such is the kingdom of God.” Those are the words of Jesus who has seen that you have a way with children and with nature and He will ever guide and bless you.’





I was leaving a past I had no reason to remember and to which I had no wish ever to return. As I had told Father John, I vaguely thought that my journey to somewhere else might end up in the great city of Cologne, where I imagined myself indentured as a kitchen servant in the grand house of the Richerzeche, perhaps one of the senatores, in return for food and lodging. It would be a place where a fire kept me warm in winter, where plump round loaves, warm from the oven, were placed before me and a perpetual pot of soup simmered on the hearth. It is with such fairytales that poor motherless children remain hopeful and it just goes to show that, with the encouragement I had received from the kindly monk, even at this darkest moment I remained optimistic.





But for the chill in the air, travel wasn’t difficult and the first two days passed without mishap. I would find a place in the woods and using the flint I had taken from home I would gather twigs and light a fire to cook my evening meal. I possessed only one blanket and after the fire died down it would grow bitterly cold at night, but I would soon grow warm with walking once the sun rose and I had regained the road. A few people passed me but they kept to themselves. There was no advantage to be gained from a passing acquaintance with a barefoot child in a patched gown; misery always begets more misery and an eleven-year-old girl has no amusing stories to tell to while away time spent on the road.





Even in late autumn there were still some green herbs to gather in the fields and lanes to supplement my small bag of corn and, while constantly hungry, I had sufficient gruel and green in my belly not to weaken my resolve to walk a hundred furlongs each day. On the fourth night my bag of corn was almost gone and I hadn’t found anything to gather worth eating. Hungry and becoming concerned that no destination had yet presented itself, I crept within a wood for protection. I found a dry hollow deep within the roots of a giant oak tree, said my prayers, adding a despairing but not overly hopeful request for food, before wrapping myself in my blanket to slumber.





When I awoke, as if by a miracle, a dozen or so plump mushrooms had pushed up among the fallen leaves at my feet. I offered up my thanks at once to a merciful God, wondering meanwhile what it was I had done to persuade Him in His infinite mercy to come to my aid. I cooked and ate some of the mushrooms and saved what remained for a later time. With the rare pleasure of a full belly my spirits soared and my strength returned. I regained the road to continue my journey to the mythical blazing hearth, warm loaves and hot soup I had so set my mind upon.





By mid-morning it had begun to rain and the ruts in the road soon filled with muddy water. Soaked to the skin I lost my morning courage and became quite miserable, though I continued walking as the surrounding countryside consisted of open fields and rolling hills without a wood in which I might take shelter. I came at last upon a peasant farmer’s cottage and knocked on the door.





The frau opened the door. ‘Yes, what do you want?’ she asked, looking at me suspiciously.





‘I seek shelter from the rain this night, good mother. Perhaps in your cow shed?’ I asked meekly.





‘Ha! I knew it! You are looking for food without work.’





‘No, mother, just shelter from the rain.’





‘You lie, child, they all say that. God does not feed idlers or beggars and nor do I.’





Exasperated by her tone I foolishly pointed to my bag. ‘I have food of my own, a little corn and some mushrooms.’





She looked me up and down, tight-lipped, one corner of her mouth turned down, as though examining a scrawny goose at the market. I was soaked through, so that my patched and mud-splashed dress clung to my ribs. With muddy feet, my hair wet and scraggly and me scrawny and dirty, I must have been a pathetic sight. ‘Ha! In that bag you have food you have stolen! You are a thief and now you ask for charity?’ she scolded.





‘No, mother, only a place to shelter tonight from the rain. The food I came by honestly and I ask for no sustenance from you.’





She thought for a moment, then pointed a stubby finger at the splendid leather bag on my back that Father John had made for me and said slyly, ‘If you give me that bag we will give you shelter.’





‘Good dame,’ I begged, ‘I cannot part with it, it has been blessed with holy water and made by a kind monk to suit my needs on the road. Will you not show God’s mercy? “Suffer little children to come unto me,”’ I said rather pathetically, repeating the line I had learned from Father John in the vain hope it might soften her peasant heart.





‘Ho! I am not so easily gulled. God has no time for vagabonds and children who carry expensive leather bags and steal corn from the pious poor. It is not yet winter and you are already wet. Be gone from my doorstep! Be on your way!’ With this she slammed the door in my face.





‘Bitch!’ I shouted, much to my own surprise. Then, suddenly elated by my unexpected vehemence, declared further, ‘May you ride in the night with the devil and may his vile seed give birth to a changeling!’ It was the first time I had ever cursed anyone and it felt very good. I continued walking in the rain and it was true: the raindrops, heated by my anger, seemed no longer cold. As the evening progressed the rain turned to soft drizzle and towards the end of the twilight ceased altogether. I found a hedgerow thick enough to shelter me; wet and exhausted I fell asleep as only a child might in such an unforgiving clime.





I woke to a morning bathed in rare sunshine and my spirits rose, even though I could find no dry twigs to light a fire to break my fast and I had barely sufficient food to last two more days. This day, I knew, would be different. I had sometimes in the past experienced such days when I would remain clean and untouched. These were days when my voice would be purer in song and I was filled with a quiet merriment of the soul. It was on such days in particular when small children would follow or seek me out in the woods and beg for a story. They would laugh and clap and beg for more tales of ghosts, goblins, wights, elves, wicked witches, ogres, dwarfs and giants, as well as the well-known stories of Amazons who lacked breasts, snake-eating troglodytes, bearded women, Cyclops, pygmies, androgynous men, monstrous races and other netherworld creatures. Their eyes would grow large and frightened and they would clutch each other for reassurance when I told of the ‘wild hunt’ demons and spirits that invaded the air during the twelve days of Christmas. Often, to the delight of the children, with all the creatures and characters I created, I mimicked the voices and adopted the mannerisms of the more important and pompous people in the village. These were bewitching days when I had been blessed and this soft late-autumn morning, filled with sunshine and promise, on the road to somewhere else, I knew to be one of them.





I walked on until mid-morning when I came upon a stream running through a glade of oak and elm, the oak already almost bare of leaf and the elm ablaze with autumn colour. The banks of the stream were covered in moss and fern with bold, rounded rocks etched with lichen, the water running between them silver over bright black pebbles. I walked downstream until I was well away from the road and could not be observed, although I had seen no other traveller all morning. My garments had dried on my body in the sunshine, but the hem of my dress was stiff with mud and needed washing. If, perchance, I should arrive at Cologne, I told myself I would need to be clean and respectable-looking when I presented myself to the rich merchant’s wife my imagination had now turned into existence.





I undressed and bathed in the icy water and then, as I stepped from the stream, I knew at once that I must pay penance for cursing the peasant woman who had denied me shelter from the rain. I had acted in haste brought on by my tempestuous nature and yet God, in His infinite mercy, had not punished me for my uncharitable words, but had sent me the gift of mushrooms to stave off my hunger. I would, I decided, remain naked until I could bear the cold no longer. Then I would attempt, in the spirit of repentance, to remain naked and still for the passage of five chants, Kyrie, Gloria, Credo, Sanctus, Agnus Dei, singing both the parts for the choir and the cantrix solo parts.





Who knows how the mind works? There I was, unclean from my father’s wanton and vile attentions and guilty of his murder and also condemned by the Church as a blasphemer. Yet I was not about to do penance for these horrific sins of the flesh and the spirit, but only for a bitter and impetuous tongue, when it might all the while be justly claimed that I had every right to rebuke the mean and unpleasant peasant woman.





And so I sat upon a rock until the cold seeped into my bones and my lips grew numb and the skin felt as though it would peel from the roof of my mouth, until I knew I could bear it no longer. It was then that I attempted to sing, the words of the first hymn thin and only half pronounced from tremulous lips. But soon the Latin words began to flow easily from my tongue and I felt a warm glow within my bosom. It was when I had reached the Agnus Dei that I heard the notes of a flute, clear and clean as it accompanied my singing. My voice rose with the beauty of the music and I felt sure I had never sung as well to the glory of Christ Jesus. I came at last towards the end, singing the psalm verse as a solo, then on to the responsorial chants and the glorious solos to complete the melismatic chants, and all the while the flute played constant and most beautiful. Finally, aware for the first time that my fingers had grown stiff with the cold, I reached for my blanket and wrapped it about my body.





‘Good day, young maid,’ a male voice said behind me. Alarmed, I sprang to my feet clutching my blanket tightly as if it should protect me. I turned to face the intruder. A young man, perhaps twenty years old, stood with the sunlight behind him so that a halo seemed to appear behind his long dark hair. Tall and thin and most comely in appearance, he stood smiling at me, a flute held in his hand. ‘Don’t be alarmed,’ he urged, a mischievous smile upon his lips. ‘In my life I have yet to hear a voice as beautiful. Are you an angel descended from heaven?’





I did not possess the presence of mind to send him on his way, but stood open-mouthed staring at him. Then, gathering my wits somewhat I said as boldly as I could, ‘You have spied on me!’ 





‘Aye,’ he replied unabashed. ‘Would you not also do so if you had stopped by a brook in the middle of nowhere and in the morning sunlight heard the voice of an angel singing to the glory of God?’





‘What have you seen?’ I asked suspiciously.





‘I have seen the sunlight on your hair and a fish,’ he laughed.





‘A fish? In the stream?’





‘Nay, it sits most beauteous between your shoulderblades and is the sign of Jesus the Messiah.’





‘It is simply a birthmark,’ I snorted. Then growing bolder, ‘You came too close then!’ I accused.





He pointed to a small hawthorn bush that grew waist-high equidistant from where we each stood. ‘You were seated, I saw only your back, part thereof – the sacred fish between your shoulderblades and the golden halo of your head.’ He paused and grinned wickedly. ‘The bush concealed the nether part.’ Then looking at me, his head cocked slightly to the side, he asked my name.





‘I am Sylvia Honeyeater.’





‘A most comely name. Where do you journey, Sylvia Honeyeater?’





‘To Cologne,’ I told him. Not wishing him to think me some poor waif without a purpose, I added somewhat self-importantly, ‘I have a position as a kitchen maid in a rich merchant’s house.’ So accustomed had I become to this fantasy that I was barely conscious that I was telling a lie. ‘And pray tell, what is your name?’ I asked with what small dignity I could still possess clutching an old blanket about my person.





He bowed slightly. ‘I am Reinhardt of Hamelin. I think myself a musician.’ He shrugged and tossing his head he gave a deprecating laugh. ‘Alas, in truth, I am a ratcatcher.’ He grinned. ‘Though, if it will help you to think well of me, a most God-fearing ratcatcher who likes to play the flute!’







CHAPTER TWO 





The Ratcatcher 





REINHARDT THE RATCATCHER SUGGESTED that we wend our way together at least for a while and I readily agreed, for there seemed little about his manner that was fearful and his demeanour was most sweet and polite. He told me that Cologne was yet five days travel but that there were several villages on the way where we might find food.





‘I have food only sufficient for two more days, or if I share it with you, only today,’ I confessed, thus allowing him to think that I might be a burden and so decide to be on his way alone.





He laughed. ‘Ah, Sylvia, the ratcatcher never goes hungry. Where there are folk there are rats and rats eat corn. So, you see, I am always welcome wherever I sojourn. We will eat well and sleep beside a warm hearth tonight.’





I looked at him fearfully. ‘I will not bed with you!’ I exclaimed. ‘I am a good girl,’ I lied.





He grinned. ‘Aye! You are an angel who sings to the glory of God. I have seen your halo shining in the sunlight.’ Then looking serious, he added gently, ‘I solemnly promise you shall be safe with me, little sister. I shall play the pipe and you shall sing and folk will summon us not only for the rats but also for ourselves.’





‘You played three discordant notes,’ I accused.





‘Only three?’ he said teasingly. ‘Out of the five Glorias we have done?’





I laughed. ‘You are right, three is not many. In the congregation of St Thomas it is rare to hear a note well struck.’





‘Then we may play together?’





‘Only if you promise you will never touch me.’





He looked hurt and said quietly, ‘I have already given you my word, Sylvia.’





I had seen that hurt look before and it is not uncommon in men and women who may the least be trusted. ‘I have yet to learn if the word of a ratcatcher can be trusted, as I know the word of a wandering minstrel may not!’ I said firmly.





‘Ha! What know you of musicians then?’





‘They are rapscallions and layabouts,’ I replied, quoting my mother’s caution to beware of the beguiling ways of itinerant men with little girls.





‘I see no motley of red and yellow or tinkling bell cap on this fellow!’ he rhymed cleverly. ‘No pied piper am I, as you can see I wear the dull weed of a working man. So, for the purposes of trust, you may take me for a ratcatcher.’ Laughing, he removed his broad felt hat and gave me a sweeping bow. ‘Most reliable types, we ratcatchers. You may be sure you will be safe with me, Sylvia Honeyeater.’





He had a sweetness about him that I found compelling, yet I cautioned myself to be on my guard – he was a stranger and besides, I was not accustomed to folk approaching me in a friendly manner. ‘I will walk with you a small way, then I shall decide,’ I promised, my voice sounding brave while my heart was aflutter. Then pointing to a bend in the stream I said in as matter-of-fact voice as I could manage, ‘Now, pray go beyond that bend and turn your back so that I may get myself attired.’





‘Aye, and I shall keep my eye out for any wandering musicians, especially pipers wearing pied,’ he grinned, turning to go.





I had tried to wash the mud from the hem of my dress but it remained somewhat stained. Once I had put it on I was wet from the knees down and most uncomfortable with the constant flapping of damp wool against my legs. I decided I would finally make up my mind whether to continue with Reinhardt the Ratcatcher by such time as my dress was fully dry.





However, by late afternoon and with night fast approaching, the bottom of my skirt was still damp. We’d reached the outskirts of a village that sat near the top of a small hill. On the downward slope beyond the village was a wood where I told myself I could rest for the night. By morning my skirt would be dry and then I could make up my mind whether to continue on my way with the ratcatcher. This was the first of many times to come when I was to let my heart rule my head in judging a man.





It had been such a merry day on the road with my new friend who told jokes and enchanting stories of times past, with no hint of lewdness contained in the telling. At times I sang and he played the pipes and there was nary a folksong or hymn that he could not further enchant with his music. I told myself that I had found a soul mate who, like myself, loved music and stories. In just a few hours on the road we’d forged a partnership of complementary gifts and I confess I hungered for more. I found myself resisting the return to loneliness, thinking I might tarry a mite longer while knowing full well that with the coming of nightfall the devil’s imps come out to romp in the minds of men.





I was old enough to know that a warm bed shared with a young male on a cold night is a poor place for a maiden to guard her virtue. My mind harked back to a cautionary rhyme my mother taught me as a child. When, at the time, I asked its meaning, she’d laughed and said, ‘It is not for now, my precious, it is for you to remember when you are a pretty young maid.’





When leaves turn gold 
And acorns brown 
Then skirts go up 
And trousers down!





Despite my father having taken my chastity and by doing so condemning me to the eternal fires of hell, I tried always to remain pure in spirit. It was most wearisome to live with so large a burden of guilt when in my mind I had few sinful thoughts. It was as if there was contained in me both sin and innocence, the one a great weight placed upon my soul and the other a lightness of being that allowed me to sing to the glory of God and to call the birds from the trees.





So on the first morning of my journey to somewhere else, I decided to become two people at once. I would be ‘Sylvia Then’ – the sinner, and ‘Sylvia Now’ – the chaste. I had already experienced such a separation when I had been changed from Sylvia Honeyeater to Sylvia of the Gloria. I knew that until I could confess the sins my father had cast upon me and complete the terrible penance required for forgiveness, I would have to live with Sylvia Then. But with a fresh start in life, I could at the very least regard myself as Sylvia Now, the fine young maid my mother had hoped I might some day become.





This was to prove a most convenient though not always easy idea. It was not that I gave myself permission to sin and could blame it on my old self and so add to the load of the sins waiting for remission. But in making judgements I could clearly see which of me, sinner or chaste, was involved. Or so I thought, but I was to learn that conscience can be convenient to the moment and that we all have an infinite capacity to justify our actions.





Now, at the very beginning of my life as Sylvia Now, I knew that if I was to tarry with the ratcatcher and sojourn this night in his company I was placing myself in harm’s way. Alas, as with all matters of conscience, I found myself in a dilemma. I much desired his pleasant company but knew it to be dangerous. I tried to convince myself that he had agreed solemnly not to touch me on three separate occasions, and that I could trust him. I argued inwardly that he appeared sweet in his ways and did not seem the type to harm a young maid. I trembled at the thought of continuing on my own along the lonely road to Cologne. I had laughed more in this single day than I had done since the death of my mother. I had sung in a voice pure and true to the glory of God when the lilt of his flute had carried my hymns up to heaven. Most of all, I had been utterly enchanted with his tales of olden times and he had promised more, many more, and all he claimed were true.





I recall that I had laughed, showing my doubt, when he had made this claim. ‘Why do you laugh, Sylvia? Do you not believe me?’





‘Your stories are well told and enchanting, what matters it if they lack truth,’ I answered.





He frowned. ‘A great deal. It matters a great deal!’ he insisted.





‘Oh, I fear I have hurt your feelings,’ I said, attempting to console him. ‘That was not my intention, your tales of yore are wonderful and exceedingly well told and I should like to hear them all,’ I repeated vehemently.





‘But to you they are only fairytales?’





I sighed, my mind casting back to the Miracle of the Gloria. ‘Nay! It is only that I have seen people swear to a miraculous happening before the blessed Virgin when it was their imagination that blinded their eyes and closed their ears to the truth. Stories are no less worth hearing should they be imagined, but it is not wise to believe everything we see or hear.’ I then told him about the so-called miracle that had taken place in the market. In an attempt to lighten his mood I laughingly said, ‘All it would have taken was the priest’s blessing and I would have been well on my way to sainthood! Saint Sylvia of Uedem.’





‘Ah! I see why you doubt!’ he cried, somewhat mollified. ‘I hope later to prove the truth of each tale I relate to you. But if you will not accept my word, then if we should find a church I will swear it on the altar Bible.’ He paused and looked at me, a small smile curled about his sweet lips. ‘Will that suffice your doubting?’





‘Hmm, we shall see,’ I replied, still playing the doubting Thomas. ‘The entire village was willing to swear in the name of the blessed Saviour Himself that they had seen a miracle, but that did not make it so.’





I could see that my reply did not fully satisfy him but yet he smiled. He was a gifted teller of tales and no doubt well accustomed to an audience who listened without question, enchanted all the while by his silvered voice and the playing of his wondrous flute.





‘Not a saint but still an angel, a chosen one?’





‘Alas, neither! A poor peasant girl at very best.’





‘And the fish?’ he asked. ‘What say you of that?’





I shrugged. ‘A birthmark.’





‘You doubt too much, my fair maid. You are yet a child and you possess the cynicism of an old frau.’





I could see I had asserted myself too much. I had yet to learn that the male ego is best puffed up by using my ears to pretend to listen, my mouth to smile approval and my eyes to express sincerity, even if I should think him speaking twaddle. ‘I am sorry, I protest too much,’ I exclaimed. ‘It is just that I do not wish you to take me for a dullard or some skittish, wide-eyed maid. I have truly loved your tales and eagerly await more.’ I smiled and then, adopting an expression of pleading, said, ‘You promised to tell me of the first pilgrimage to the Holy Land? The trials and tribulations and the terrible things that happened?’





‘And you will believe me?’ he asked, teasing.





‘Of course!’ I said unstintingly.





He stopped in his tracks and frowned, seeming to be deciding. ‘Although perhaps I should not.’





‘Should not what?’ I asked.





‘I think you too young for those true and most horrific happenings.’





‘No, please!’ I begged, realising that now the game of doubt was his to play.





‘Perforce, I must abstain from telling you this grand story. There are in it many parts to God’s great glory but yet other bits too gruesome and too gory for sweet young ears.’





‘Why?’ I protested. ‘I am old enough! Did you not just say I was cynical as an old frau?’





He shook his head vehemently. ‘No, no . . . I dare not!’





‘Oh, please, you must!’





‘Look!’ he commanded, pointing to his ears.





His ears began to move as if of their own accord. ‘I once almost lost them!’ he said, looking serious.





‘Lost them? Your ears?’ I asked, knowing it for a joke to come.





‘The gruesome parts! The gory parts! When I first heard them my ears became so agitated that they jumped from my head to scurry into a dark corner where together they lay whimpering and cowering, trembling like butterfly wings!’ He wiggled his ears once more. ‘See, they are yet ever on the alert and ready to flee.’





‘Aye, and how did you return them to your head?’ I giggled, playing along.





‘Well, alas I did not,’ he said, giving me a look of mock concern.





‘I kept them, both in my satchel, until this very morning.’





‘And then what happened?’





‘A miracle!’ he exclaimed. ‘I came across an angel sitting in the autumn sunlight beside a silver stream, a golden halo about her head and a pretty pink fish engraved between her shoulderblades. Alas, as I drew closer I could see her lovely mouth moving but could hear no sound coming from her sweet lips. Then, all at once I felt a great agitation within my satchel and I opened it to witness both ears leap from it and once again attach themselves to each side of my head.’ He clapped his hands. ‘Oh blessed miracle, from her lips I heard a hymn to the glory of God in a voice that only an angel could possess.’





Not accustomed to such flattery I blushed deeply and then, in an attempt to be dismissive of such a pleasing and romantic notion, replied, ‘You play with me, Reinhardt the Ratcatcher! You cannot turn a crow into a peacock. Besides, I am a peasant and my ears are well seasoned with salty words.’ In my mind I recalled the foul language my father used in the pigsty and told myself that if my ears had not then withered and dropped from my head, they would be safe with any tale told of Christian folk. ‘You must tell me everything, leaving no detail out, or I shall be most unhappy,’ I scolded, knowing that a story, like gossip, becomes a lesser tale with the juicy bits removed.





I knew myself defeated. The ratcatcher’s way with words was well beyond my own. He was making me beg for his attentions and it was plain to me that he was now back in command. I was pleased that he no longer saw me as a challenge, although I did not suspect at the time that with his tomfoolery he was drawing me deeper and deeper into his company. Apart from the village children, it had never occurred to me that anyone would willingly seek my company for the pleasure it might bring, or that he hoped his stories would so enchant me that I would sojourn with him that night.





We had almost reached the edge of the village when the dogs came out to bark, closely followed by the children who stood shyly, kicking at the dust as we drew closer. ‘Leave the talking to me,’ Reinhardt instructed above the barking of the dogs, at the same time removing the flute from his leather belt. Placing it to his lips he blew a note so shrill that it was barely to be heard by human ears. Then he followed it with three less sharp, but still sufficiently high notes to rise above the barking. The dogs became at once silent and collapsed to the dirt with their noses placed upon their forepaws, eyes raised dotingly to the ratcatcher. Reinhardt approached each dog and touched it lightly on the forehead and as he did so it jumped to its feet, tail wagging, eager, friendly, as harmless as a dormouse.





The children, no longer shy, laughed and clapped at such a clever trick. ‘Follow me!’ Reinhardt called out gleefully. ‘We shall march to the pipes and enter your fine village like soldiers returning to their loved ones from a great pilgrimage!’ Placing the flute to his lips he commenced to play a merry tune and all the children fell into line behind him. They stood, their necks stiff, chins up, arms locked at the elbows. At his command, ‘March on!’, they started to march, their arms swinging straight as a walking stick, each little face as serious as a soldier’s on the king’s parade. I glanced back to see that the dogs had joined the throng and followed the children in single file, tongues lolling, tails wagging – they too were caught in the spell cast by the ratcatcher’s magic flute.





It was just coming on dusk, the time of gloaming when the birds call out their evensong before finally nesting for the night. The peasants, returning from the surrounding fields with their scythes over stooped shoulders, trudged wearily up the hill and the shepherd boys brought in the ewes and goats for milking. Smoke rose from the chimneys of the cottages as women primed the hearth in preparation for the evening meal.





We came to a halt in a cobbled square at the top of which grew a large oak stripped of its summer garb and almost bare of leaf. We stood beside its massive trunk and Reinhardt continued to play. Some of the marching children ran off to fetch their mothers. Many of the village folk coming in from the fields entered the square to see what the commotion was all about. The ratcatcher now started to play another tune that set the young men and girls to dancing, and the older folk, despite their weariness, were soon tapping their toes and clapping to the rhythm.





Coming to the end of the jig and before commencing another, Reinhardt turned to me and said quietly, ‘After the next I shall make a speech and then together we will perform.’ It was growing exceedingly cold and I was not sure that I would be in good voice, but I nodded agreement. I confess to being cast under his spell, enchanted at what I had witnessed since reaching the village.





There had been much applause and Reinhardt was forced to hold up his hand for silence. When all was quiet he smiled. ‘What a fine village!’ he announced. ‘We have wandered far and wide but have seen few finer. And such dancing! I think you a merry folk who enjoy music?’ Smiles appeared all round with many a nod and ‘Aye!’ following. ‘Then you must have more!’ he promised.





He turned to me and placed his hand upon my shoulder. ‘With me is Sylvia Honeyeater, so named for her sweet and tender voice, sweet as the nectar from the honey bee and tender as the summer night.’ The village folk commenced to clap but Reinhardt held up his hand again. ‘But first there is a small price.’





A groan escaped from the assembled crowd. ‘We are poor folk!’ a male voice shouted.





‘Who spoke of money?’ Reinhardt shouted back. Then, in a gentler voice, he said, ‘We ask only for shelter for the night and enough to fill our bellies, for we have not eaten since the sunrise of the day before this one.’ It was a lie, for we had stopped at noon when I had prepared the last of my corn to make a meal.





‘You may stay with us!’ several voices called out. ‘We have food enough for two more souls!’





‘Thank you, thank you!’ Reinhardt called, then placing his flute to his lips he blew a few bars. ‘You are most generous and kind.’ He paused. ‘But there is one thing more.’ He turned towards me. ‘We are not brother and sister, nor are we betrothed. I must have a widow’s bed for my partner to share, one who does not snore!’ He looked back at the crowd and asked, ‘Is there a widow who would share her bed with an angel?’





At this the crowd laughed and a woman stepped forward who seemed in good health and appeared no older than my mother when she’d passed away. ‘She is welcome to share the bed with me and my three children – there are none among us old enough to snore!’





This caused more laughter and several of the women called out, ‘We will bring food, Johanna!’ I was thrilled at this prospect and smiled my gratitude to the widow. Reinhardt the Ratcatcher had kept his promise and I was to be safe this night.





Now he removed his broad-brimmed hat and bowed to the woman. ‘Thank you, good dame, then it is settled. As for myself, I am happy with clean straw spread in the corner of a cowshed.’





‘Nay, you may share with us – we all snore!’ a man with a large belly, rubicund face and a wild bush of fiery red hair called out. ‘There is cider and fresh ale. My wife is a most worthy cook!’ 





Under cover of the crowd’s laughter I nudged the ratcatcher. ‘Reinhardt, I am freezing, can we not start?’ I whispered.





While my voice was affected by the cold and not at its best, we seemed to greatly please the villagers with the rendering of several folksongs. When we finally came to the end it was almost dark and Reinhardt addressed them I hoped for the last time, as the hem of my gown was not yet completely dry and I was truly cold.





‘We will sing a Gloria in the name of Jesus Christ the Saviour, who has given us the ripened summer corn, the cow’s milk, cheese from the sheep and the goats, pickled cabbage and turnips, the fare to see us through the darkest winter. We ask Him to cause the rats to be barren and to give the cats sharp claws and to keep them hungry.’ With the mention of rats a cheer came from the crowd. It seemed clear the household corn bins must be greatly troubled by these wicked rodents. I hoped this mention of rats and cats to be the last of his speechifying, but alas, his gift for yapping was not yet done and I must shiver and shake with a grin fixed to my face yet a while longer. ‘We thank you all for your welcome and for your hospitality, and if any of you return here at sunrise, then you will witness a scene so strange you will tell of it to your grandchildren and they to theirs forever and a day!’ With this astonishing promise Reinhardt raised his flute and blew the opening notes, whereupon I sang the Gloria Patri while many of the village folk fell to their knees.





At this, the long day’s journey had finally reached the night. My fears of being the object of the ratcatcher’s desires had been in vain. So what is it about a woman with a man? That having maintained my chastity and remained pure in spirit, I felt somewhat discontented.





A night breeze had risen blowing cold. The villagers wished themselves beside their hearths and there was no time to ask Reinhardt what he meant by the invitation to sunrise in the square the following morning. The widow Johanna quickly gathered me up, while ‘Red the Belly’, as I had named the ratcatcher’s fat host, bade Reinhardt follow him to a krug of ale or cider and a meal worthy of his wife’s talent as a cook.





The widow Johanna, a slim and comely woman, reminded me somewhat of my mother; her house was well scrubbed and clean and a fire burned brightly on the hearth. All three children, daughters all, the youngest three and the eldest seven, were quiet and well behaved and the two older ones were much taken with the stories I told them. Several other children arrived with food delivered from their mothers. One brought pork sidemeat, another the first of the salted fish for winter, a third, walking with care mindful of spilling it, a jug of ale, yet another goats’ milk. Then arrived variously a loaf of white bread, cheese, pickled kraut, autumn pears, nuts and apples. At one stage the widow brought her hands to her head and cried, ‘How shall we eat it all?’





‘I will take some for tomorrow’s journey if you will allow it?’ I asked politely.





This she promised and more. Warmed at the hearth and well fed, with the children finally sent to bed, we sat a short while. She told me her husband had died during the spring when a ploughshare had severely cut his leg when he’d gone alone into their field to plough on St Peter’s Day. He had bled to death while the remainder of the village prayed in the church situated in an adjacent village. ‘Folks say it was God’s wrath for working on a holy day that struck him down.’ She paused. ‘But I think no such thing. He was a clumsy oaf, lazy and too ignorant to take advice and always careless with the harnessing of the ox. He was ploughing too early in the spring and the plough jumped on the frozen soil, the harness broke loose and the plough severed an artery in his leg.’





‘But who will plough for you next spring?’ I asked.





‘The cottage is mine and also three fields, six cows, five goats and a gaggle of geese. Most days there comes some greedy oaf knocking at my door, all toothless grin and promise of his fealty. I would rather share a portion of my barley or oat crop in return for work than take another such clodhopper to my bed.’ She looked at me sternly. ‘Your womanhood will soon ripen, Sylvia. How old are you?’





‘Eleven,’ I replied.





‘Then next birthday you will be a woman and may be betrothed. When the time comes choose carefully. Men are for the most part poor company, dull lovers and wine-bibbers; you are better served remaining in the company of women.’





‘I have no wish to be a nun,’ I laughed.





‘Nay, that’s not what I meant,’ she said. ‘Do not rush to the altar, there is lots of time. Though the Church allows it, twelve is too young to become some brute’s wife!’





‘I would hope not to choose such a man,’ I said quietly.





‘My dear, at first we all think we have chosen well, but alas, we seldom do.’ She reached out her hand to me. ‘Come, it is time we went to bed.’





‘I have no nightgown and the hem of my dress is damp,’ I confessed.





The widow Johanna laughed. ‘Goodness, Sylvia, we are five women, there are logs on the hearth to last the night and the bed is well covered and already warmed by the children. What care you for a nightgown? Why, I do not myself possess one.’ She held out her hand. ‘Come, give me your dress and we will hang it by the fire to dry.’





‘I am not sure,’ I said, hesitating.





‘What is it child, are you bleeding?’





‘No!’ I said, alarmed. ‘It is just that I have not been naked in the presence of women since my mother died near three years ago.’ I decided the disrobing by the stream in front of Fraus Anna, Frogface and Gooseneck didn’t count.





‘What fear you then?’





Of course I couldn’t say, and even now I hesitate. I had always feared that my father’s brutal mounting would show that I was no longer a virgin, that his wanton thrusting had changed my woman’s part. The three old fraus who had seen me naked knew of his wickedness and so would not have pointed out an alteration to my body, though what form such might take I had no idea. ‘It is perhaps modesty,’ I said shyly.





‘Modesty is a luxury only afforded by knights and fair maidens, by my lords and their grand ladies. It is a dainty game they play in courtship, but it’s not for such as us, Sylvia. We are peasants and our men know little of courtship and even less of gentleness – only of rough passage and grunting. They will pass by a rose and leave it unplucked, then bring you a pickled pig’s trotter and not know the difference.’ She gave a short laugh. ‘Remember always, the one-eyed serpent overrides all sensibility! Men are pigs and so will treat you like a sow!’ She looked at me steadily, then asked gently, ‘Soon you will become a woman, what know you of your time of bleeding? If modesty forbids you asking, how will you manage these female matters?’





Frau Anna had also inquired about my bleeding but I was still not sure what it was. Only that it would soon occur and that it was a most frightening passage I must endure to become a woman, though I had no idea what I would need to do when it did. ‘Since my mother’s death there have been no women to tell me these things,’ I confessed to Johanna.





‘Aye, I thought as much. You poor child. Now, off with your dress, let me look at you,’ she instructed in a no-nonsense manner.





I removed my dress standing within the warmth of the hearth, the fire and the pale lamplight revealing my naked body. I stood with my hands cupped between my thighs as Frau Johanna took a step towards me and stooped to pick up my dress and arranged it so that the wet portion around the hem lay nearest to the warmth. ‘Your breasts are budding, it will not be long now, Sylvia,’ she said in a matter-of-fact voice. ‘Tomorrow I will show you how to prepare linen strips to make a pouch,’ she said, ‘but now it is to the bed,’ she pointed to where I held my hands, ‘where I will examine you.’





She had said all this in such a straightforward and womanly manner that I hadn’t the words to object, and her promise of instruction in the morning I thought most generous. She would see that I was no longer a virgin and expose my shame, but if I must confess, I thought Frau Johanna, with her apparent repugnance for what men do to women, the one who might best understand. ‘I would very much like instruction on the matter of this bleeding, but, perforce, I must be at the village square at sunrise,’ I said.





Frau Johanna laughed. ‘Be careful of that sweet youth, he is the type who will pluck the rose in passing,’ she advised me. ‘We will rise before sun-up and I will show you what is necessary.’ Then without further ado she removed her dress and, turning down the lamp, she took me by the hand and led me to the bed where the three girls lay asleep, firelight playing across their faces, the youngest with her thumb stuck in her mouth.





The room was warm and it was most snug under the eiderdown, but my anxiety grew as Frau Johanna placed her hand upon my pubescent breasts. ‘Sylvia, you will soon be a woman with all of a woman’s needs. I will show you how to care for yourself without a man. It is something we can share for it is called “the widow’s husband and the virgin’s knight” but every maid and every woman needs to know it for the comfort it brings.’





‘I’m not sure,’ I said, my voice hesitant. I was about to be exposed; she would touch me down there and she would know immediately. ‘Frau Johanna, I am not chaste . . . It . . . it . . . w as my father!’ Unable to contain myself I burst into tears. Frau Johanna took me into her arms. ‘Shush, sweet Sylvia. Men are wanton pigs and if I should have a pfennig for every married man who this very night will “pluck the poulet” in his family then I should be the richest widow in Christendom. You should count your blessings that you were still too young and your belly isn’t swollen with a child that, should you not abort, would bring yet another idiot into the world.’ She kissed me lightly on my eyes. ‘Dry your eyes, it is not a shame of your own making.’ She reached over and took my right hand, and then my second finger. ‘Have you found the way to please yourself, do you know the way of the virgin’s knight?’ she asked.





‘No,’ I replied, frightened.





She pressed my finger. ‘This is the knight’s dream rod and I will show you how to use it.’ She released my finger and I felt her hand slip across my belly and soon her finger found a spot to rest. ‘Here it is, know you this tender spot. I must needs touch softly, tell me if I rub too hard. Slowly, play slowly for there is no haste and the longer you tarry the better; there needs be time to linger, to think of loving things. Close your pretty eyes, relax, this is time well spent.’ She fell silent, her finger gently working within me until I felt a pleasure grow such as I had never known. I began to pant and then to gasp. ‘Feel you how good it is, this loving of a woman’s own making,’ she whispered, and kissed me lightly on the cheek. I had become wet and Frau Johanna’s finger started to increase its rubbing until I could bear it no longer and cried out in ecstasy as an overwhelming joyousness filled my entire body. I lay panting, gasping, unable to speak when Frau Johanna said softly, ‘Next time you will please yourself, Sylvia.’ Then she took me into her arms and we lay still.





Perhaps I should confess that I cried out in alarm and pushed her away, but my body was so washed with a feeling of serenity that I simply let her be, thinking this new intimacy a lesson in womanly loving. No! That too is a lie. I hungered for more such caring. I had not been embraced in a loving way since I was a child, nor received a kiss or felt the soft touch of another woman. The widow Johanna who now held me to her breast caused me to sob softly for the memory of my mother and my lost childhood.





Some might say that I was still a child and that the widow Johanna had not the right to instruct me as she had done, and by touching me she had violated my body in a way no different to my father. Perhaps they are right: a woman’s body is sacred unto herself and I had not given her permission to touch me in so intimate a manner. All I can say in defence of both of us is that at the age of eleven I did not see it as a violation. I now know that most young girls discover this pleasure without instruction, but I had not done so myself. That part of my body had been so crudely violated by my father that I saw it as unclean, forever changed and the cause of most of my subsequent misery and deep sense of having sinned. Now I had been shown that it could also be a source of personal pleasure, but of course, after my initial euphoria, my first concern was whether this too was a sin. I knew well that selfish pleasure is regarded as sinful.





‘Is what we have done a sin, Frau Johanna?’ I asked.





She gave a merry laugh then kissed me lightly on the cheek. ‘No, I think not,’ she replied, and then seemed to think for a moment. ‘But then again, there is such a welter of sins, of mays and may nots, all the declarations of men, bishops and priests, holy men and hermits, clerics, clerks and lay preachers. They seem to all be vying with each other to proclaim new and better ways to accuse women of sinning. What know we of the latest declaration when today’s blessing becomes tomorrow’s sin? Methinks such womanly matters should not be left to a priest to decide upon. Sometimes we must go to our own conscience for confirmation. If what I have shown you is a sin, then every convent and nunnery has its share of sinners. But, if it is wrong to do as we have done, then it is I and not thou who is the sinner, for you came unknowingly to this bed with your thoughts chaste and pure. You must decide, as every woman must, if you wish to embrace the virgin’s knight.’





‘Why call they it the virgin’s knight?’ I asked.





‘Ah, I cannot say for sure, but think it somewhat like this: the mounting of a woman by a man is seldom what a young maid hopes for in her imagination. She wishes a brave knight returned from a pilgrimage will come to “pluck the flower”, but she gets instead a ploughboy who, drunk on cider, grunts and farts and groans and thrusts with only his own pleasure in mind, then rolls over, burps and sets to snoring. It is, for the most part, a great deal of noise from every orifice but in the sum of it there is little that might resound to please her.’ She gave a short laugh. ‘But, ah, when she chooses her own lover, even if it be only in her head, then she may have the shining knight himself.’





I laughed at her clever reply. I had seen it often in the village, a young maid, perhaps two years older than myself, her belly swollen with child, the result of a brief dalliance with some oaf met at a travelling fair and taken for a hasty rutting behind a haystack.





‘Thank you, Johanna,’ I said quietly, though I was yet very confused.





We lay still for some time but then she must have sensed my confusion because I heard her take an inward breath. ‘You are still too young to know your own mind and have not yet been with a tender man you love or suckled at your breasts an infant of your own. Try to wait until you are sure you know what you want, Sylvia,’ she cautioned me again. ‘Randy young men will pester you and in their whingeing make you feel guilty, accusing you of hurting their feelings by showing no love for them. The urge you feel within you to lie with a man will often become very strong, the strongest emotion a woman, who deep within her desires offspring, can possibly feel. But a fatherless child on your hip when you yourself are not yet fully a grown woman will earn the scorn of others and destroy your life. Better the virgin’s knight than such a calamity.’ She paused, then said, ‘Hear you what I say, Sylvia Honeyeater, that is what I mean by keeping to the company of women.’





‘Aye, Frau Johanna, I thank you again.’





‘Then it is goodnight.’ She kissed me, then turned from me to slumber.





It had been a long day since I’d decided to wash the muddy hem of my dress by the side of the brook. I was beginning to discover that life can be a very confusing business and I was not at all sure whether I was Sylvia Now or Sylvia Then. But as sleep finally overcame me, what I did sense was that I had returned to my mother’s world. I was to learn it was a country no male can occupy or ever comprehend, be he Pope or cardinal, abbot, bishop or priest or any man, even a ratcatcher who stills the barking dogs and marches children to the magic of his flute.





I awoke just as it was growing light outside. The widow Johanna was already up and dressed. A fire blazed on the hearth and the smell of cooking pervaded the cottage. The lamp had been trimmed as it was still near dark within the cottage. I glanced over at the three children who slept blissfully, too young to know how difficult a process life can be. Only yesterday I had arrived in this village more child than maid and today I would leave it knowing I was soon to become a woman. I walked over to where my dress lay together with my Father John bag and stout stave. Both his generous gifts had served me well and had, in the few days I’d possessed them, become a part of me.





‘Good morrow, Sylvia,’ Johanna said quietly, then reached out and picked up my dress. ‘This is dry but the cloth is old and much patched and will not last much longer.’ She pointed to the circle of light thrown by the lamp where I observed a fresh garment lay. ‘You shall have one of my own that no longer fits me. It will be large on you but we can alter it to fit.’ She indicated my old gown. ‘This one we will use for your bleeding. Alas, I have no boots or clogs your size, but if you will tarry a little longer this morning we will inquire of the bootmaker who may have a second-hand pair that will fit you.’





I thanked her profusely for the dress but then said, ‘The boots are of no concern. I have not owned a pair since I was seven and my feet are well accustomed to the cold.’





‘Phfft! Will your young man not buy you boots? His own are stout enough and his clothes are of a good fit and not much worn.’





I had not told her that we had known each other but a day and were only travelling companions. Reinhardt the Ratcatcher and I had fitted so well together the previous night in the square that the widow Johanna must have taken us for a pair of wandering musicians well practised as a duo. Apart from cautioning me against his amorous intentions she had not seemed curious about our relationship, assuming by the ragged way I looked that he cared only for himself. It was a notion that fitted well enough with the opinion she seemed to have of men and was one most people would possess of a wandering minstrel.





‘We only met yesterday, Frau Johanna,’ I now told her.





‘Oh, now I understand!’ she exclaimed. ‘I have misjudged you, Sylvia.’





‘How may that be?’ I asked, curious.





‘When you told me of your father I believed you – it is as common as sunrise. But when I cautioned you against the piper it was because you are on the cusp of womanhood and if you are sleeping with him now you are yet safe from becoming pregnant, but when your bleeding comes, after that you will not be.’





‘But he told you that I was chaste and asked last night that I might share a widow’s bed?’





‘Phfft! He is a minstrel and like his kind saw only what advantage there was for him in suggesting his piety and your chastity. I did not for one moment believe him. Now I see that you are chaste and had I not doubted it, I would not have instructed you as I did.’





‘But I am grateful that you did!’ I protested. ‘For lack of a mother I know nought of such things.’





‘Yours is a cautionary tale, Sylvia. I must make sure my own daughters are not so ignorant when the times comes.’ She smiled. ‘It is I who am now grateful to you. Come, let me show you how to make and fit the strips of cloth that will cope with your womanhood. But first you must have a slip so that you can attach them.’ She reached over and handed me a linen undergarment. ‘It is old, my own when I was your age, but the linen is still good and I shall give you pins to keep against the time.’





The three girls were up well before sunrise and we broke our fast on a bowl of gruel and pickled cabbage and made our way to the square. Frau Johanna asked me if I knew what the promised miracle might be, but I couldn’t say. ‘I do not think his flute, no matter how good the melody, will get me dancing in the morning cold,’ she laughed.





‘Oh we shall dance, Mama!’ Gerta, the eldest of her children, cried, hopping ahead of us with her two sisters following and crying out in imitation of the older, ‘We shall dance! We shall dance!’





‘Nor will I be able to sing,’ I replied. ‘He has a silvered tongue and I hope only that what might happen will not disappoint and will be worth the early rising.’ I clutched at the neck of my new second-hand dress with both my hands. ‘Today is almost winter come,’ I shivered.





Several dozen village folk were waiting at the oak tree, stamping their feet, their arms folded about their breasts, their vapoured breath rising in the morning cold. They nodded to the widow Johanna who seemed well respected, and also to me, but did not speak.





Reinhardt and Red the Belly had not yet arrived when the sun was past the rim of the hills. The birds in the nearby woods were well into their morning song and a large crowd had assembled when at last the two men came towards us. It was clear to see that both were the worse for wear, with Red the Belly’s hair aflame and wilder than ever and his nose a bulbous lighted globe, while the ratcatcher’s pretty face appeared a ghostly white, his hat askew upon his tousled head. Reinhardt came up to me, his eyes red-rimmed and raw, indicated the oak tree and in a whisper said, ‘Come stand with me, Sylvia, the cider has destroyed me and my head throbs like the clappers of hell.’





Frau Johanna next to me cried out in a jolly voice for all to hear, ‘Good morrow, young man! Is it not a perfect day for a miracle? We come with the greatest expectations!’





A murmur rose from the crowd and Reinhardt the Ratcatcher gave her a sour look. I followed him to the base of the tree. ‘That one has a raspy tongue,’ he growled, then groaned, ‘Oh, my stomach is full of speck and cabbage that wishes to return to the cook!’





‘We have come to witness a miracle!’ a strident voice in the crowd complained. ‘You said it would be at sunrise!’





‘Aye!’ several others called. ‘The miracle at sunrise!’





‘I think there will be worse than your sore head and regurgitating stomach to come if you don’t do as you promised!’





I whispered, then added, ‘Nor do I look forward to my share of their wrath.’





‘Can you not sing?’ he begged.





‘No! It is too cold, my voice is not yet warmed to the high notes. Anyway, singing is not a miracle!’





‘I think I’m going to be sick,’ he groaned again.





‘Be sick then!’ I cried, my voice trembling. ‘That will finally do it! We shall be lucky to get out of this place alive!’





‘Can you do nothing?’ he begged plaintively. ‘Something to calm them while I recover? My mouth is as dry as monk’s parchment – I cannot play the flute!’





‘It is not I who promised the miracle,’ I protested.





‘Oh sweet Jesus!’ he exclaimed, bringing both hands up to his head.





‘Do not blaspheme or we shall be the worse for it and more!’ I hissed.





‘Miracle! Miracle! Miracle!’ the crowd began to chant.





‘Come, lad, are you not made of stouter stuff?’ Red the Belly called out. Then addressing the crowd, ‘Last night when the cider talked, he promised to make puppy dogs fly and turn cats into tigers, turtles into turtle-doves!’





‘Miracle! Miracle! Miracle!’ the crowd continued to chant.





Reinhardt turned green before my eyes and rushing behind the oak tree brought up all of Frau Red the Belly’s splendid repast, so that the men present clapped and cheered and the woman turned their heads away and cried out in disgust.





Then came the word ‘Trickster!’ followed by ‘Buffoon!’ – this from Red the Belly, now turned leader and the ratcatcher’s tormentor.





The angry crowd started to draw closer. I could bear it no longer and as had happened with the Miracle of the Gloria I was not aware of my next action. Putting up my hand to command their silence I stepped forward and from my mouth came the coarse mating call of the jay; this I followed with all the mating calls of the birds I could so clearly hear in yonder woods. Soon enough they came in flocks, until the bare-leafed oak tree was clothed anew with the fresh colour and brightness of every bird that flew in the heavens. Some came to sit upon my head and shoulders, others perched along my outstretched arms, and all did sing so that no one in the crowd could hear themselves if they should speak. Then the miracle occurred. Reinhardt the Ratcatcher, all the better for the contents of his stomach missing, came to stand beside me, no doubt to accept some part of the unexpected glory of the birds. A crow flew down from a branch above and landed, wings flapping, upon his head and shat, crow shit running between his eyes and down his pretty nose. Whereupon I sang a single soprano note and the birds all rose to the sky in a vast cloud and flew away.





The shatting of the crow was a happy coincidence but the crowd immediately took it to be two miracles of my making. The summoning of the birds the first miracle, and the crow sent by God to demonstrate that pride comes before a fall and that vanity and vaingloriousness is a sin to be punished with the shame of humiliation the second one. There is more that I shall tell of later, but the telling of the two miracles was to spread from one village to another over the ensuing months, although this time no priest or bishop was asked to verify the miracle. The village shared a church with two nearby villages and there was a great deal of jealousy between them. The folk had seen with their own eyes the birds called from the woods to clothe the naked winter oak with bright new feathered raiment and they cared not to argue the veracity of the miracle with priests and bishops when there was no other simple explanation some doubting cleric might conjure up to thwart their miracle.





But now let me tell of the moments following the crow landing on the ratcatcher’s head. It had the immediate result of causing laughter and ridicule among the more callow folk in the crowd and so divided their attention. But the widow Johanna, who I now perceived carried some influence in the village, spoke out. ‘God has paid the piper for his male vanity! He wished to accept the credit for the miracle of the birds, when none was due to him! Let it be a lesson for all men to note that God rewards pious women with gifts of wonder just as he punishes the boastful and vainglorious man!’ With this admonition to the men and lads present she looked sternly at Reinhardt the Ratcatcher, who had found a rag in his pocket and was attempting to wipe his face. To the delight of the crowd this served only to spread the bird droppings across his pale cheeks.





I approached her and said quietly, ‘Frau Johanna, he is sufficiently humbled. Can we get water and a rag?’





She pointed to a woman in the crowd. ‘Gilda, your house is nearest. Will you fetch a bowl of water and a rag for shitface?’ With this the crowd roared with renewed laughter. The woman, grinning, nodded and left. Frau Johanna, enjoying the notoriety, held up her hand for silence. ‘We have laughed enough! God has sent us a virgin maid who can charm the birds from the trees. I know her to be chosen by Jesus Christ as his special messenger, for I have with my own eyes seen the sign.’ She paused and looked around the crowd, now grown completely silent. ‘The holy sign of the early martyrs, the mark of Jesus, the fisher of men!’ She drew breath and then shouting said, ‘The Virgin Maid has the mark of the fish upon her back!’





I gasped, for she had not previously spoken of seeing the birthmark. ‘Frau Johanna, it is only a birthmark – it means nothing!’ I whispered urgently.





The widow ignored my plea. ‘Ah, the bowl of water and a rag for the piper,’ she exclaimed, as Frau Gilda broke through the crowd.





I was angry. I felt myself being used, though I was too young to understand why. Last night Johanna had talked of different things and I had seen her as a sensible woman, but not a pious one. My heart filled with fear, now she was taking control. I trembled to think I might be with another Frau Anna. I hurriedly took the small bowl of water and the rag and started to clean the ratcatcher’s face, my own averted for the shame and humiliation I felt. ‘We must away from here! We cannot tarry!’ I whispered to him urgently, wiping the bird shit from his cheeks.





Now the crowd had started to chant, ‘The fish! The fish! The fish!’ Then Red the Belly’s voice cut through the chanting. ‘Strip her! Show us the fish!’ The crowd took this up. ‘Strip her! Show us the fish! Strip her! Show us the fish!’ they chanted. I turned to see that they had started to move closer, those from the back of the square pushing forward so that the crowd began to surge towards us.





Suddenly Reinhardt stepped forward. ‘Stand back!’ he shouted, ‘or you may harm the Virgin Maid! She has brought the birds from yonder woods to charm you, but should you touch her she will summon a jackdaw or a raven as an ill omen or else call a curse upon your homes and cause a plague of rats to destroy your summer harvest!’





But he had long since destroyed his credulity. ‘Lies! Rapscallion! Whore’s son! Devil! Let the Virgin Maid show us the fish! Fish! Fish! Fish!’ they chanted, heedless of his warning.





Reinhardt the Ratcatcher drew the flute from his belt and blew a note so high and sharp that I dropped the bowl and brought my hands up to my ears to stop the pain. And then I saw that everyone in the crowd had done the same. He withdrew the flute and you could have heard a pin drop, so silent had the crowd become.





‘They be in an ugly mood and want to see the fish, what say you?’ he muttered from the corner of his mouth.





‘Only if it will help us to be gone,’ I replied, concerned for what might happen next.





He nodded his head and turned back to the silent crowd. ‘Now hear me, all!’ He paused so all could tune their ears. ‘The Virgin Maid does not wish to show you the fish, we cannot tarry and must be away.’





‘Charlatan!’ Red the Belly boomed out suddenly, then turning and jabbing a fat finger at the ratcatcher yelled out, ‘Turtles into turtle-doves! Cats into tigers! Flying puppy dogs! He would trick us once again!’ He turned back to the crowd. ‘What think you of rats? Maybe the cats turned to tigers will with their fierce roaring chase away this promised plague of rats!’ The crowd broke into laughter at his taunt and Red the Belly waited for calm before continuing. ‘Cup your ears against his flute, let not this boastful bounder gull us once again!’ He looked directly at me, all wild, flamed hair, pink porcine eyes and great bulbous nose stuck luminous and veined within his brutal face. As he spoke, spittle bubbled at the corner of his mouth. ‘If the maid be a virgin and a special child of Christ Jesus, then let her bear witness!’ He turned to face the crowd once more and with his arms raised, bellowed, ‘What say you? Let the maid show us the fish of Christ!’ He placed both hands on his belt and made as if to take his trousers down. ‘Or we must perforce see if she a virgin be?’





The crowd brayed their approval. ‘Fish! Fish! Fish!’ they called again and again, while some of the toothless youths unbuckled their belts, bottom lips dropped, leering.





Reinhardt turned to me, his eyebrows raised in alarm, as the widow Johanna cried out, ‘The men have turned into wild creatures! You must show them the fish or we cannot contain them any longer!’ With this she urgently pulled at the lacing at the front of my dress, then grabbed me by the shoulders and turned me fiercely around so that I was pulled against her bosom with my back to the crowd. She grabbed the neck of my garment from both sides and jerked it down to expose my shoulder-blades and so also the birthmark of the fish.





A sigh, as if all were transformed to one, rose from the crowd. While I could not see with my back turned, the ratcatcher would later tell me that the women fell silently to their knees and then Red the Belly, his eyes grown fearful, lowered his great stomach and sank slowly to one knee to be closely followed by all the men. ‘Praise be to the Lord God! Blessed be His name! Hallelujah! There is a child of Jesus among us! Glory to the Highest and hosanna to the King of Heaven! Christ Saviour, forgive our doubting!’ they called out, a more pious lot of ne’er-do-wells you never did see.





So concerned were they in this lamentation that none had their eyes raised to see that Reinhardt the Ratcatcher had brought his pipe to his lips. He blew a note so high that it turned his pale face scarlet and caused his eyes to bulge, the sound pitched beyond the human ear. Soon rats were seen to emerge from everywhere – from the eves of houses, under floorboards, from ditches, drains, corn bins, stables, cowsheds, sheep pens. Behind rocks set upon the hill, abandoned foxes’ dens and disused wells, all ran towards the kneeling crowd answering the irresistible but silent call of the magic flute.





The women commenced to scream and all the people rose, alarmed, as rats stumbled into ankles and bumped into calves, some running up the hairy legs of the men and straight up the skirts of the kneeling women. Helter-skelter, squeaking, hell-bent, they clambered, struggled, ran towards the piper, heedless and unafraid of the human presence.





The village folk beat at the rodents with their bare hands, crying out and running for dear life, stepping on rats that squealed and bit them as they fought to flee the scourge. The errant youths, who had previously unbuckled, were the first to turn and run, and in so doing they forgot their undone belts and stumbled, then fell, as their trousers descended to their ankles. The rats jumped and skipped and ran over them, biting as they went, so that many clutched their cods with one hand and trousers with the other, wailing as they ran.





The widow Johanna was soon among the fleeing crowd and in great haste I pulled my dress back up across my shoulders and tied the front. Reinhardt stopped blowing scarce a moment to call out, ‘Come, stand by my side!’ He turned and walked just as the rats arrived at his feet and still piping silent sound he moved among them towards the entrance to the square. The rats turned to follow us, remaining half a stave-length from our ankles, a wave of grey rodents ten wide and stretched along a line full eighty cubits long, obedient as pilgrims come to worship at a shrine.





And thus we did wend our way out of the square and past the cottages and up over the hill. When we reached the edge of the woods and were out of sight of the village folk, Reinhardt the Ratcatcher started to pipe a merry tune kindly to the human ear, whereupon the rats, as if of one mind, scattered and ran into the woods. Reinhardt ceased his piping and threw back his head and laughed. ‘Aye, we will make a pretty penny from all these rotten rambling rodents, little sister.’





‘How did you do this miracle?’ I exclaimed. ‘You have saved us from the wicked mob.’





‘Ah! You did not tell me your miracle of the birds! Shall we each keep our own secret?’





I shrugged dismissively. ‘Nay, mine is no secret nor miracle. The cock of each bird kind has a mating call that the hen cannot ignore and she comes, ever broody, to his tune, while the other cocks come also to see how bold a cock it is who calls. If he is yet young and lacks experience in cuckolding, they will compete for her attention.’





‘And mine no less plain an explanation,’ he assured me. ‘The ratcatcher’s flute is passed on each generation by the Guild of Ancient Ratcatchers to an apprentice who shows a talent to become a piper.’ He tapped his flute. ‘This ancient pipe is so contrived that there rests within it a certain pitch too high for human ears that nevertheless proves irresistible to rats. There is another for mice and yet another that will pacify the fiercest dog or cause a pack of dogs to whimper at my feet.’





‘What of humans – can the pipes call them against their wills?’





He gave me a strange look. ‘Why ask you me this, Sylvia?’





‘Well, when we came here, I saw your way with the children, how quick they were to obey the tune played by your flute.’





He looked relieved. ‘Ah, you well know how eager children are to join in any game.’





‘Aye, they witnessed what you did to the village dogs and became themselves compliant?’ I suggested.





He shrugged. ‘They love to march, all children do, but the piping of children is not my calling. The containment of rats, mice and dogs within the municipality is my profession. Though I confess I have put much labour into new sounds for the ratcatcher’s flute since I first obtained my commission from the Guild. I have worked arduously on the discovery of a pitch that will beckon cats and cause them to come running.’ He sighed and gave me a wry grin. ‘Alas! Cats, like women, obey only at their own convenience. I have yet to be successful in this new endeavour.’





I laughed. ‘Cats in my village were for the most part strays, wild things, all skin and bone, who went about hunting mice within the eves. But there is a story told, where a call to summon cats such as you have tried to create would have been greatly cherished. It is of a nobleman, a great count who, returning from a crusade, brought for his fair lady a silver cat received as a gift from the Sultan of Babylon. She was well pleased and called the silver cat Princess Cardamom, being the name of the spice originally obtained from the East. The cat grew fat from eating tidbits all day long and did sleep a great deal on her lap but also, as cats do, sometimes in secret places. Often at nightfall Princess Cardamom couldn’t be found and no amount of beckoning could rouse her to come to her mistress. Then all the servants in the castle would be summoned. They’d take lamps and led by stable boys and gardeners they’d scour the great estate, each bush or rock or nook or cranny, stable, oat house, rabbit hutch or folly, all examined to no avail. “I know it! She has been eaten by a fox!” her mistress wailed, wringing her hands and near tearing her pretty garments asunder in despair. But no amount of calling out the creature’s name did in the least avail. Then, as if a miracle, a silver paw would reach out and touch the hem of her embroidered gown. All would be well in the castle again and the nobleman would sigh, but still happy he, for now he was assured of a sound night’s sleep without his good lady wailing and bawling and striking her breast as she was overcome with woe. And in their rude beds the servants sighed and thought unkindly of the silver cat from Babylon.’





Reinhardt laughed. ‘You have a goodly way with a children’s tale. We will make a worthy pair, Sylvia Honeyeater.’





‘What happens now?’ I asked anxiously. ‘We must needs travel back through the village to be on our way.’





‘Of course, and we will profit by it,’ he promised.





I grew alarmed, wanting to be well away from these cantankerous folk. ‘I care only to be gone and do not wish to tarry,’ I protested.





Reinhardt placed his hands upon my shoulders and looking into my eyes explained, ‘Sylvia, these are peasants, mean as rat shit, who would rather cut off their wrists than give alms. But now we have them afraid and compliant. They believe by being scornful of your miracle and demanding its verification by the sign of the fish, they have earned God’s retribution whereupon a plague of rats descended upon them. Now they have seen how the Virgin Maid, showing them great compassion and mercy, has led the rats safely away into the woods. They will see this as your warning that worse may come if they do not henceforth treat you as Christ’s child. We may expect from this contrite mob some generosity.’





‘But you did the rats,’ I pointed out.





‘Nay, the flute made no sound that they could hear. We walked together, they will think it was you who led the rats into the woods.’





‘What do we do next?’ I asked him.





‘We will return and take our place in the square and I will play and you sing.’





‘What, some of a Gloria?’





‘No, that later, a folksong will do well enough.’





‘Will they not be afraid to venture forth?’





‘Some, yes, but they now have a need for contrition and to express their respect for the Virgin Maid lest she return the rats. First the bravest will come and then the more timid. But you may be sure they will all be there, for they may now speak of two miracles, the coming of the birds and the prophecy of the rats.’ He gave a rueful chuckle. ‘Three, if you count the crow shit!’





I giggled. ‘If they persist with calling me the Virgin Maid then I have a folksong about a virgin maid who lost her chastity under a linden tree.’





‘Ah, excellent! Is it named “Cursed be the Linden Trees”?’





‘Aye, you know it?’





‘I know the tune well. It is a minstrel’s song and will serve as a cautionary tale to any village virgin who has thoughts of venturing down into the ripened corn, hand in hand with some randy clodpole.’





We walked back to the village, the piper playing a merry tune, along the main street and into the square. From all about fearful faces appeared at windows and through half-opened doorways.





Every once in a while the ratcatcher would pause from piping and call out. ‘Fear not, good folk! The rats are gone! We will sing and play for your great entertainment and then give thanks to God for this fruitful day!’





Once back in the square he started to play, although I did not yet sing. At first came the children, small boys ever the bravest, then the men and finally the women and girls, until the square was full and it seemed the whole village had returned. Some knelt in contrition, others stood with their heads bowed, an altogether chastened and silent crowd.





Reinhardt stopped piping and addressed the assembled villagers. ‘Good folk, you have seen what you have seen and now I ask you to pray privately for your own forgiveness. Let each bring his own conscience to God.’ He grinned. ‘Or perchance a crow descends and craps upon your head!’ This brought the crowd to laughter and much altered the mood, so that people now stood happily, relieved that they were not going to be punished. ‘As for the Virgin Maid, she has asked me to tell you that she bears no malice towards you, but cautions you to speak of the fish to no others. As for the rest, what you have seen with your own eyes cannot be denied. Now she craves your indulgence. There dwells a hermit, Wilfred of the Wilderness, in a cave near the great city of Cologne. He is the maid’s teacher, a wise and holy man who preaches to the poor and succours the sick.’ He removed his hat. ‘I shall pass this hat around and ask that you give alms, not for the Virgin Maid, but for her teacher’s cause. I must remind you that she has rid your village of rats that can as easily return at her beckoning, so give with a generous heart to God’s poor and infirm. Now the Virgin Maid will sing a cautionary tale, a poem for all who may, like her, be a young maiden, pure in spirit and chaste but also aware that she might be tempted by the devil.’





He nodded to me and played the opening bars and I began to sing.





I was such a lovely girl 





while I flourished as a virgin.





The whole world praised me, 





everybody liked me.





Hoy and oe!





Cursed be the linden trees 





planted by the way.





When I set out for the meadows 





to pick flowers, 





a crude fellow decided 





to deflower me there.





Hoy and oe!





Cursed be the linden trees 





planted by the way.





He took me by the white hand 





but not indiscreetly; 





he led me along the meadow 





very deceitfully.





Hoy and oe!





Cursed be the linden trees 





planted by the way.





He took me by the white dress 





most indiscreetly; 





he led me along by the hand, 





very fiercely.





Hoy and oe!





Cursed be the linden trees 





planted by the way.





He said, ‘Maiden fair, let’s go over there:





that grove is lonely.’





Woe betide that grove we took!





I had cause to lament it.





Hoy and oe!





Cursed be the linden trees 





planted by the way.





‘There stands a fine linden tree 





not far from the path.





I’ve left my harp there, 





my drum and lyre.’





Hoy and oe!





Cursed be the linden trees 





planted by the way.





When he came to the linden tree, 





he said, ‘Let us sit down.’





Love really constrained him – 





‘Let’s play a game!’





Hoy and oe!





Cursed be the linden trees 





planted by the way.





He took me by the white body, 





not without my trembling.





He said, ‘I’ll make you a woman – 





your face is so pretty!’





Hoy and oe!





Cursed be the linden trees 





planted by the way.





He pulled up my little shift, 





leaving my body bare.





He broke into my little fortress 





with his erect spear!





Hoy and oe!





Cursed be the linden trees 





planted by the way.





He took the quiver and the bow.





Well he did his hunting!





That’s how he betrayed me.





‘End of game!’





Hoy and oe!





Cursed be the linden trees 





planted by the way.





When it was completed and Reinhardt the Ratcatcher played the last sad note there was much cheering and clapping. Then the widow Johanna came to stand before me, the ratcatcher’s hat held in both hands. ‘Sylvia, I am truly sorry,’ she said quietly, her voice penitent and her eyes lowered. ‘I abused your sacred chastity and I beg forgiveness.’





I saw then that the ratcatcher’s hat was filled to overflowing with alms, more money than I had ever seen and such as might have been given to a visiting bishop or a cardinal or even perhaps the Pope himself!





‘Frau Johanna, nothing is impure to the pure in heart,’ I declared. It was a phrase I had learned from one of the abbot’s strident sermons and had myself at the time taken courage from it. Although, since I was a sinner far more than she, I did not feel comfortable saying it so prudishly. I was later to learn that sometimes we say things that people hope to hear and that this is sufficient unto the moment. Priests do it all the time, laying their hands upon supplicant heads and giving out blessings, while wondering what’s for dinner.





Then to close our sojourn at the village I sang the Gloria’s Laudamus Te and the people knelt and praised God in their hearts. We thanked the good folk for their alms and with our back sacks filled with the finest provisions – wine, goat’s cheese, loaves and pickles – we made our departure. The village folk, following us to the edge of the village, shouted to our future luck and good fortune as they wished our wending blessed. I had now learned that opportunity, when seemingly lost, is often at its ripest moment.
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