  Rachel, A Medieval Tale 
CHAPTER ONE

Dornfield, England

Summer 1241

At dawn, Rivkah died; I mean everyone said she died. But she couldn’t be dead. I wasn’t dead and she and I couldn’t be parted. We were twins, alike in nearly every way— tall and skinny, and aside from a tiny rose-colored birthmark on Rivkah’s brow, the same snub noses, black eyes, and mops of springy black hair that Agnes, our caretaker,  had to tame with tonic. 

Being nearly identical, I was baffled a few days before when Rivkah’s bleeding started and mine didn’t. I loved Rivkah, but I felt downright mean and jealous when she went to her first mikvah.  She didn’t know I followed her. She didn’t know I hid behind shrubs and watched her enter the purification bath. She didn’t know I waited until she came out and followed her home.      .  

That night in our beds, just a few feet apart, Rivkah gazed at me for a long while. I figured she was waiting for me to bless her ripening, but I was so ashamed for having spied on her I pretended to be asleep.  When finally I did doze off, I had a bad dream.  Rivkah fell into the rushing current of the River Ashe; the river sucked her under; she kept bobbing up, each time thrashing and clawing at the water.   I tried to get to her, but my feet froze to the ground. When her head disappeared for good, I woke with a jolt. I had to touch her, feel her skin warm and alive. I turned toward her ready to confess my spying. 
She was coiled in a cramped position, her mouth twisted in pain, and she began to shriek so loud the timbers in the walls shook. Three days later, our healer declared her dead. Diarrhea, she said, from having drunk from the river where people dump their chamber pots and slop buckets. 

Our graveyard lay six furlongs beyond the northern boundary of Dornfield. We had to move it there after the council banned the burying of Jews in or near the town borders.  The cemetery was in a small clearing carved out of a grove of broad-leafed beech trees so dense it blocked the sun. I dreaded going there, especially on the day of  Rivkah’s funeral. 

Everyone in our Quarter, about eighty people, gathered around that unpainted wooden box next to a black pit in the graveyard. They moaned and wailed: “Only twelve years old, so young, so young.”  The rabbi stood in front of the casket offering a prayer that exalted the Lord so He wouldn’t think we blamed him for Rivkah’s death. When the rabbi finished praying, three men on either side of the casket slowly lowered it into the pit. My father, brother Saul, and grandmother Comitissa shoveled clumps of dirt onto the lid—thud, thud, thud. I refused when Comitissa offered me the shovel, for I knew Rivkah wasn’t inside that box; she was here inside of me.   

I had to get away from that graveyard.  My legs felt like sponges as I tumbled through the woodland, my mind fixed only on getting home and crawling under the bed cover with Rivkah. 
Back in my chamber, I fetched Rivkah’s chemise from a basket of unwashed clothes.  I carried  it to my straw pallet. I pressed it against my nose and smelled her sweat. And with that smell came her face--the mole on her brow, her mouth pursed as it does when she eats ginger, her eyes flashing as when we put ants in my brother Saul’s bed.  I heard her laugh as she did when Agnes leaped around the hall like a monkey looking for her shoes that we’d hidden. I heard her whisper secrets as when she told me about cousin Yitzchak showing her his private parts.  I saw her lips turn down in a scowl as when we argued about which of us would keep the cedar chest with the swirling design that Comitissa’s father had brought from Paris.

I stayed in bed with her, kept her alive with a continual conversation, sometimes talking aloud, as I did on this morning. “Rivkah, remember when we decided that growing up meant taking risks, maybe breaking some rules like exploring Boike forest where, Agnes had warned, brigands and trolls and gargoyles hid?   Remember how faint we felt when we neared the forest and how we decided to do something closer to home? Remember how we then blew loud whistles outside of St. Mary’s church during vespers? How Father John and his deacon rushed out to find the culprits? How we hid behind an elderberry bush in the church yard?” When I heard her tinkling giggle, I broke into laughter, too.  But then I saw the women who watch over me peering through the curtain that separated our chamber from the rest of the house, and, reluctantly, I silenced myself.

Ever since mother died, the sisterhood women have kept their eyes on me. I shouldn’t complain; they are kind. But sometimes, like now when I want to be alone with Rivkah, they make me feel suffocated.    

Agnes came to my chamber more often than anyone else. She started each visit the same way, tossing the contents of my privy out the window and tidying my room, all the while watching me through slitted eyes.  When I didn’t move from the bed, she’d try to rouse me with my favorite treats--soft bread, herb-flavored cheese, roasted apples and chestnuts. When that didn’t work, she’d suggest a story. I loved her stories  but I’d turn my back to her. I wanted her to understand. I couldn’t lose touch with Rivka, When I did, a gulf opened beneath me, a deep, dark, black hole. .   

My grandmother Comitissa also visited me frequently.  Despite aching joints, she’d manage to squat on the floor beside me.  She’d comb my hair with her bony fingers or suggest a French lesson or dangle balls of red, blue, and green yarn, hoping to lure me to her loom in the hall. I didn’t want to hurt her feelings. She was like our mother. Our teacher, too.  There were no schools for girls, but Comitissa was the daughter of a rabbi who trained her as a scholar. She taught us reading, scripting, numbers, English, French, and Aramaic—the language of the Talmud.  But I turned my back to her, too.  

One day, tired of gentle approaches, Comitissa  wagged an angry finger at my face.  “Time to stop pitying yourself, time to get up and get doing.”

“Oh Comitissa, don’t fret. You see, I cannot desert Rivkah.”

“Rivkah is dead.”

“Oh no, she is here with me.”

A sob broke  from Comitissa.  ‘Keep this up and you’ll follow her to the grave, you will.”

A shudder ran the length of my spine. I reached out for Rivkah. I glimpsed her face, but it quickly faded.  “Are you growing weary?” I asked her.  Silence! “Rivkah, Rivkah, “I called her name again and again. Silence! I closed my eyes, only to be greeted by an image of Rivkah and me lying stiff and frozen inside that wooden box.  I tried to shake out the image, but it refused to leave. Comitissa’s warning rang in my ears—“get up and get doing.” 

I rose, but my legs crumbled and I fell back. Agnes came limping in—she had a short leg.  Maybe one of her stories would  erase that vision.  “Tell me a story.” 

“When you stop shaking,” she said as she put an extra cover over me. And when I quieted down, she begsn. “There once was a woman who turned herself into a fox.”   

Agnes never told stories I’d heard at synagogue, for she was Gentile. She never told stories about her private life either, except once when I asked her how she came to live in a Jewish house. Her husband and only child, a four-year-old son, drowned on the River Ashe when a sudden, wild storm smashed and then overturned their small boat. A destitute Agnes, with a crippled leg and no skills except cleaning and washing and cooking, begged for work at one Gentile house after another. Finding none, she came to our door. That was soon after mother died and father, desperate for help, hired her without hesitation. I knew the Christian church forbade its members to work for Jews, but father assured me it was common practice and no one made a fuss about it, not even the priest at St. Mary’s church. 

Other than that once, Agnes’s tales were about trolls, werewolves, cyclops, unicorns, and winged griffins. The one she told on this day sent shivers across my shoulders. The woman in the story who changed herself into a fox hunted all through the night. In the morning its human family found geese, ducks, hares, and squirrels piled on the table. One day a crossbow man shot the fox. The injured fox ran to its human home. And there the family found the woman dead with an arrow through her head.  

I had hoped the story would erase the vision of Rivkah and me inside that wooden box, but it had the opposite effect. It made me wonder--if a woman can turn herself into a fox and an arrow can turn the fox back into a woman, can Rivkah change herself from someone who lives inside me to a shrouded body in an unpainted box? Can I change from being alive to lying stone still beside Rivkah? I chased away these thoughts by again repeating Comitissa’s direction. I leapt from my bed, this time on steady feet, and moved toward the wardrobe. 

Agnes handed me my chemise, a plain cotton undershirt with a round neck and long sleeves. It smelled of the orange peel she uses in her oatmeal soap. I slipped it on, then my knee-length linen undertunic, and finally, my red, ankle-length gown that I had dyed from madder root. I sat on top of the chest and leaned over to lace my shoes while Agnes plaited my hair.  Then she wrapped my cape around my shoulders, my wimple around my head and neck, and last, pinned my yellow badge into a fold of the cape.  

The badge, about as long as Agnes’s outstretched hand, was shaped like the tablet holding the ten commandments. We’re required to wear it whenever we go outside.  But on this day, going out without Rivkah, I felt like ripping the badge off.  I didn’t,   for Jews caught without their badges could be fined or even sent to prison.  
I was on the street but didn’t know what to do or where to go, so I meandered. Our town, about eight leagues north of London, had about 3,000 people. It wasn’t  protected by a surrounding wall like richer towns, those that had a wool or gold trade. Our marketing was limited to farming and fishing. The River Ashe was too shallow for sea vessels, so we had no trade with distant places. Fishing was limited to what small boats could catch--sole, oysters, salmon, trout, eels, smelt. 

The main street stretched from the north to the south end of town with paths spooling out of the sides to the river. Farm lands and hilly grazing fields lay to the west, and Boike forest, to the east. The street was narrow with gutters on either side where people dumped their slop and where flies and rats were as familiar as the air and clouds and rain.   

The dwellings in our small Jewish Quarter at the north end of town were narrow with connecting walls. Those with shops in front had overhanging signs etched with pictures of their trade for those who couldn’t read. Sometimes I felt like I lived in a cocoon in our Quarter where I knew every person, every house inside and out, every bend in the street, every path to the River Ashe. . 

I stopped to watch two boys try to jump across the gutters lining both sides of the street.  They missed and fell into the slop. One of the boys, his mouth tight with determination, tried to pole vault across. Again he missed. I had a fit of mirth watching him shake like a wet dog to rid himself of the muck covering him from neck to toe. I caught myself—me, laughing when I’d just parted from Rivkah. 

I walked on, pausing at the synagogue, the center of our lives. It was  built of chalk hardened with small pieces of shell, and had two stories. The bottom floor was for the rabbi and his family; the top floor, for study rooms and the Beth din, our Jewish court.  Though wards of the king, we were allowed to live by our customs and laws and settle disputes in our own court run by the rabbi and two judges. Three cottages were attached to the south side of the building--the mikvah, the slaughterhouse where the shohet butchered meat according to Jewish law, and the community oven for baking Passover matzos.   
 

Someone touched my arm. It was Elfid, the rabbi’s daughter.  She had a high squeaky voice that hurt my teeth and a mouth that looked like father’s when his accounts didn’t match. “Father said to fetch you for a lesson.”  

I was surprised, for the synagogue taught only boys. “What kind of lesson?”   

“For wives-to-be.”  

I’d been betrothed to Shimon, son of Isaac, my father’s partner in the money lending business, for three years, since I was nine and Shimon was thirteen. Elfid, too, was betrothed. We were both to be wed at the end of the light season.      

But what could the rabbi teach me about being a wife?  I already knew how to sew, spin, weave, dry herbs, and tend the roses and violets in the garden. Comitissa and other women had told me I have to obey my husband.  I wasn’t sure what they meant, though. Was I to obey him even if he said something mean or insulting? Maybe the rabbi will explain.  So I followed Elfid to his study.

The rabbi, perched on a four-legged stool at his writing table, grins.  “To be sure, it’s good to see you wandering about, Rachel. Are you ready to get on with other things?”

“What other things?” I ask.

“Sit, sit,” he says in his deepest voice, pointing to a bench across from him.  “Do I have a gift for you two, a betrothal gift to be passed down from fathers to daughters.”  

I looked around but saw only some folded sheets of parchment on his table. He opened one sheet and waved it in the air. “Written by my father to my sister on the eve of her wedding. If you follow his advice, you, too, can look forward to the good favor of your husbands.” He read:  “Be humble and obedient toward him that shall be your husband. Act according to his pleasure rather than your own. Be not arrogant nor contradict what he says, above all before other people.” 

Elfid sat  with her hands folded in her lap nodding agreement. But I wanted examples. I was about to ask, only the rabbi didn’t  pause long enough. “Take counsel from the good services your neighbors and kinswomen do for their husbands. Take counsel from the female birds who fly after their mates wherever they go. Take counsel from the little dogs who curl up at their master’s feet even after their master’s throw rocks at them.

“Keep him in clean linen. Pull off his boots before a good fire when he returns home. Give him fresh shoes and hose, good food and drink. Bed him in white sheets and nightcaps. Make sure the roof doesn’t leak or the chimney smoke. Scold him not, but be gentle and amiable and peaceable.”

Elfid bobbed her head and smiled, but I squirmed. Didn’t a wife differ from a servant? The rabbi’s next words furnished an answer. “And in winter, warm him between your breasts.” Indeed, that was something servants shouldn’t do. 

“And in summer take heed that there be no fleas in your chamber or your bed. Strew alder leaves around the room to catch the fleas. And if there are flies, take little sprigs of fern, tie them into threads and hang the threads from a hook until all the flies settle on them.” 

Ah, my imagination took wing.  Here was my chance to take the risk Rivkah and I  had avoided. I could roam Boike forest for ferns and alder leaves.      

Elfid followed me out of the synagogue.  Though she was the only girl in the Quarter near my age, I seldom play with her.  She was no fun. When Rivkah and I asked her to join us in blowing whistles outside St. Mary’s church during vespers, she ran from us as if we were lepers. She never did anything out of the ordinary, even for revenge against a church that charged us tithes but refused us entry. But now, seeing that she, too, was stirred up by our meeting with her father, I had an urge to invite her to go to the forest with me.  “We could have a revel with this,” I said.  

“I know what we must do. But I hardly call it revelry.” 

“What must we do?”

“Practice what we’ve just learned on our fathers and brothers until we become perfect.”

 “I want to practice, but not on my father or brother.”

 “On who, then?”

 “Elfid, come with me to Boike forest for ferns and alder leaves.”  

 The color left her face. “We’re not supposed to go there; no one from here does.” 

 Suddenly, that feeling of suffocation washed through me and I knew I would go. 

                                          CHAPTER TWO
To reach the path to Boike forest, I had to travel the length of the town, from our Quarter at the north end to the market place at the south end. Though the day was warm, I felt a chill as soon as I passed the synagogue and entered the Gentile world.  No one will hurt me, I assured myself. After all, we were the king’s wards and he has ordered bailiffs and sheriffs to protect us from harm. Still my knees felt weak in that part of town, especially without Rivkah by my side.  I straightened my shoulders and continued on. .    

Here, too, the dwellings were narrow and connected with common walls, except for a few belonging to rich merchants. The fanciest house in town, owned by William, the jeweler, was a large, two-story stone structure with front and side windows, a buttery and kitchen on the south side, and a cobblestone path on the north.  

William was head of the merchant’s guild, which controls trade and prices. He ranked second in power to the overlord of Babham, the nearby manor.   

I shuddered when I saw William’s son Ralph come out of his house. Rivkah and I feared him more than any other Gentile boy in town. He never touched us, but he would glare and smirk and walk in circles around us as if we were his slaves. I started to run, but he was close behind shouting curses: “pig of a Jew, dog of Satan.” My breath came in short gasps until finally he lost interest and veered off to the dock.    
Stalls filled with fresh fish and other things that rot quickly took up the space in front of the pier at the south end of  town.  The east side of the market was lined with shops, guilds, and the offices of town officials.,  The town people elect a mayor, a council of six,  a bailiff, coroner, sheriff, and town crier.   

Three Gentile girls standing in front of the bake shop started to whisper and giggle when they saw me. During our last annual fair, Rivkah and I tried to chat with those girls, but they stared at us as if we had two heads and then walked away. 

I hurried past them to the west side of the market place, past the alehouse, shops of the smithy, tanner, and ostler, and the chirographer’s office.  The four chirographers, appointed by the sheriff, keep detailed financial records of every Jew—all debts, pledges, mortgages, land, houses, rents, and movable possessions. The king uses these records to decide the most he can take from us in taxes and tallages, the special tax levied against all the Jews in the realm.  

Once in the forest I couldn’t stop my heart hammering my chest.   The looming oaks looked like they were closing in on me; a gnarled arm of one of them seemed to reach out for me.   Something long and slithery crept over my boot.  I ran  but my knees turned to water and I fell onto a bed of brambles.  I jumped up, and after shaking off leaves and picking thorns from my clothes, I turned back. Then I felt silly. Old enough to marry, I should certainly be bold enough to walk through a woodland.  I swung around and continued on, listening for the sound of a creek where I was sure to find alders and ferns
Hearing the sound of water, I parted the leaves of a willow and saw a narrow creek rippling between banks lined with alders.   Something was  moving beside an elderberry bush.  A fox? A bear cub?  I was about to run off when I took one last look. A girl about my age was carving bark from the bush, probably to make purple dye. She couldn’t be from Dornfield, her clothes were too fine.   She was wearing a brightly colored silk scarf, soft leather gloves, and ankle-length silk gown with tiny glittering beads embroidered on the hem and wrists. Her gown had a long slit down the center to allow for sitting a horse. I edged closer. .

My breath caught in my throat. She had Rivkah’s high cheek bones and—did my eyes betray me—a mole in the shape of a rose petal on her brow.  It’s Rivkah!  My heart thrashed around like a fish on a line. I lookd more closely. No, not Rivkah. This girl had amber-colored hair and green eyes. But gazing  her was like feasting my eyes on Rivkah.  I wanted to be with her so the feeling would last. But a girl like her would  never be interested in me. I started to creep away but was seized by a fierce leg cramp, I jumped up and stamped my foot.  This startled her.   

“Who are you?” 

My stomach muscles tightened, imagining her backing away when I told  her.      

She moved closer and studied my face. “Have we met?” 

I shook my head.

“Are you sure?”

“Yes.” 

“You’ve never been in this forest before?”

“Never.” . 

“Your name, please.” 

I drew in a deep breath. “Rachel, daughter of Hayyim ben Zoma, the Dornfield money lender. 

 She stared at my badge and I thought she’d run from me, but she smiled and introduced herself.  “I am Lette, daughter of Baron Wickler of Babham.”

Good Lord, she wasn’t  just a rich girl, she was the daughter of the wealthiest and most powerful man in our district --overlord of Babham  and owner of the peasant village of Belton and the town of Dornfield, except for us—we Jews are under the protection of King Henry. 

“Are you alone?” I asked, sure a girl of her standing didn’t  wander around the woods by herself. 

She didn’t answer but motioned me to follow her. Eager to see what would happen next, I scrambled  after her through brambles and gorse until we came to a small pond.  She begins skipping stones but they sank into the water. I knew I could do better. Rivkah and I had frequent contests at the River Ashe. I began skimming flat stones that dipped in and out of the water all the way to the opposite bank.  

“I wish I could do that,” she said.  

I gave her a lesson.  Me, teaching the overlord’s daughter! 

She was a fast learner and when one of  her stones rippled across the water, she laughed and clapped  her hands the way Rivkah did.      

Back on the main path, she walked close to me, so close I could smell her mint- flavored breath.  “This was merry. You must come again. Meet me next Wednesday. There’s a clearing beyond  this spot where a huge oak fallen oak forms a seat smooth enough for the king’s throne.  Say you’ll come.”

 I nodded. And then she blew a whistle.  “To call my guards,” she explained. 
“Are you a prisoner?”

She chuckled. “I’m not allowed to roam about alone like you people.  Father has bid Gocelyn, my groom, and Elena, my riding teacher, to ride with me whenever I leave the manor. But I grow tired riding the same paths so I bribed them with jewels.  Now I can wander as far as I want so long as they can hear my whistle.”

At that she waved and ran off to find her guardians. 

Walking home, my heart galloped like it did the first time I jumped off a rock into the River Ashe. I was excited at the promise of being with someone like Rivkah, and of knowing someone whose life was as different from mine as the dragons in Agnes’s stories. But suddenly my excitement curdled. Jews shouldn’t mingle with Gentiles.  It was dangerous. Everyone said so. Yet, Lette wasn’t like Ralf and the girls who shunned me at the bakery. They treated me like I was two steps lower, but Lette acts as if we’re the same. 
CHAPTER THREE
I should forget Lette I kept  telling myself. I should listen to my people. They must have good reasons for warning me against mingling with Gentiles. Yet, no sooner I made that decision, when I found myself lost in fantasies of doing things with her,  exploring dark places in the forest, finding secret places to hide, picking and gobbling berries, catching fish with our hands. When I caught  myself dreaming about her during my cherished French lesson, I decided, right or wrong, I’m going to keep my appointment.  

The second time in Boike forest, I was so set on finding our meeting place, I didn’t notice the eerie sights and sounds. And without a misstep I came upon Lette resting on the stump of a fallen oak that looked as old as Abraham. 

She smiled. “Oh, I’m so glad I decided to come.”     

I was surprised that she, too, felt divided about our visit. I waited, hoping she’d explain. And she did. . .  

“I was afraid, afraid if my father knew he’d scream insults at me or lash me with a birch stick, or worse, forbid my horseback  riding.”

“He’d be that upset?”

‘He hates Jews, says they’re lower than dogs.” 
“And you came anyhow?” 

“First, I decided not to. But then a black mood fell on me. Albreda noticed. She notices everything about me. She’s my caretaker and tutor and as wise as the pope. ‘What troubles my mistress?’ she says. . I tell her I want to play with you.  She knows about Jews. She was raised in a convent that gave them shelter. She pinched her eyebrows together. ‘Always remember this,’ she said. ‘Always remember that Jews are not hounds, but the hounded.’  Hearing that was like permission to see you again. So here I am.”     

Just like I imagined, Lette and I explored dark paths, pick berries along the way, and when we saw a fox we thought was rabid, we tucked up our skirts and scrambled up a sprawling oak. There, straddling nooks in sturdy limbs near each other, we sang songs, sometimes making up words as we went along. And then I told her about Rivkah . And when I finished she surprised me again by saying, “I’m not used to having someone to talk to like this.” 

“I picture your manor crowded with people?” 

“Oh, yes, servants, dairy maids, peasants, clerks, apprentices, pages, squires.  But I’m not supposed to bother them at work, or play with their children.”   

“There must be someone—a cousin, a brother.”  

“My brother Stephen—he’s a page in Essex; my other brother Gilbert, he’s a novice at Westminster Abbey; my mother , I lost  my mother.”  

“My mother died, too.”

“But yours is buried in the ground. Mine is buried in her chamber. Ever since her accident.” Lette looked off as if she was watching something in the distance.  “My mother had a passion, her horse Spirit. And…and…it was on my tenth name day, and raining hard and mother rode anyway. She and Spirit jumped a fence, one they’d jumped many times before. But Spirit slipped and tripped and threw mother in the air. She landed on a craggy rock that ripped her face, scarred it and made it lopsided. Later, seeing herself in the looking glass, she gasped as if she’d just glimpsed hell. After that, she shut herself in her chamber. Rarely comes out. Sometimes I stand by her door listening for a sound.  Nothing, except once in a while a gurgling and growling like the sounds you hear on All Hallow’s Day.

I felt so sorry for Lette. At least my mother was really dead. I knew I’d never see her again. You can get used to that. But her mother wasn’t dead or alive. 

Elena and Gocelyn suddenly appeared. “By my faith, mistress, what are you doing in that tree?” Elena said, looking angry. .

“Hiding from a mad fox.”  

“We saw nary a fox. Better come down in a hurry  lest you  miss dinner.” 
Lette scurried down the tree and left without a backward glance at me. Was she in trouble for being caught playing with me?  Did they know who I was? Will they tell her father? I sighed, wondering if this was to be our last meeting. 
CHAPTER FOUR
We hadn’t arranged see each other the following week, but I had a hunch and went into the forest anyhow. And there she was, seated on the stump of the oak, her eyes fixed on something high in a nearby oak. She pointed to a bird. “That wagtail’s building a nest with spider webs and small sticks. See how he’s rushing around. Must be time for birthing.”  

 I didn’t know one bird from another. “How do you know its name?” I ask as I sat down next to her.  

 “Vincent took me bird watching on Saturdays.”

 “Vincent?”

 “My betrothed.”  She paused.  “Killed in a battle in Wales last Christmas.”

 “Oh dear God, how awful.” 

“At first I was crushed, but now—and maybe I’m cold hearted—I’m wondering how long I have to wait until suitors call again.” She cocked her ear and a few moments later, two of the baron’s squires stopped their horses in front of us.  “Are you alone?” one of them asked Lette. 

Strange question I thought when I was in plain view. 

Lette’s face colored.  “Elena is gathering blueberries. She’ll be back any time.” 

The squires hesitated and took another look around before riding off.

   “We’ve got to find a different place to meet” She jumped up and waved to me to follow her. We hiked through gorse and brambles until we come to a place that truly seems secret, a small patch of clear land by the side of a narrow creek and  surrounded by thick growth.  We sat quietly, listening to the fresh splashing sounds of the creek trickling over rocks. After a while, Lette removed her wimple and shook her hair loose. It fell in soft waves below her shoulders. 

“Want me to braid it?” I hadn’t planned to say that; the words just tumbled out.   

She bobbed her head and her eyes grew soft so I know my offer meant something to her. . 

I closed my eyes and imagined I was plaiting Rivkah’s hair. I took my time to make the feeling last, but Lette said  something that brought me back. “Wish all my days were like this.”  

Again I felt sorry for her. She sounded so sad. 
“Sometimes my life feels as gloomy as mother’s, especially on days I don’t ride. Here’s what it’s like. Mornings go fast with chapel and lessons and fittings. But afternoons drag on and on.  Before mother’s accident, something was always going on—cooks making  blood puddings and shaping pastry dough into animals and flower for a festivity--hawking or hunting party or revels with masques, dancers, singers, jesters, and puppeteers.  Everyone came—neighboring barons, knights, squires, priests, stewards, and the women and girls draped in colorful gowns and jeweled wimples. But after mother shut herself away, father stopped all entertainment. None of our neighbors would have come anyhow after hearing that a witch lived in mother’s chamber.  

“So, here I am, dressed in my finery as if I’m going to a ball at the royal palace. And what do I do?  I wander the empty grounds like a ghost. Few greet me. Few look me in the eyes. No one plays with me.”

A small smile lifted the corners of her lips. “One day, at the edge of our grounds, I stop before a yew tree. It has a huge trunk with pitted and rugged bark, and its leafy green boughs pointing so high I can barely see the top make me think that tree is as old as the stars. Rachel, I swear it moved its furry arms toward me. I felt embraced, and without thinking, I poured out my heart, about being so alone.”  

“A tree?  You talked to a tree?”

“Trees have lives, you know. And if they’re alive, they must have hearts. And when I revealed my troubles to the yew tree, a song came into my heart.  Now, do you think I’m crazy?”

I shook my head. Didn’t I talk to the ghost of my sister? And for the same reason?

“Well, maybe you’ll think so when I tell you about the girl behind the yew tree.”

“A girl was listening?” 

“When I tired of talking to the tree, I had a vision of a girl peeking out at me from behind the tree. I told her things and I imagined her listening and I felt warm inside.  And that day when I saw you through a shrub at the creek, I thought you were that girl. Now you must surely think I’ve lost my mind.”

Ah, finally I understood  why she thought she’d seen me before and why she confided in me so soon after we met.  I tell her about how I had kept Rivkah  alive inside me by talking to her and how Rivkah had a pink mole on her forehead just like hers.

Lette’s lips curled into a smile again.  “Let me be her and you be the girl who peeked at me from behind the tree.”  

At that she jumped up. “Better go.  Father questioned me the last time I was gone so long.” 

 In silence, we walked to the main path; and, in silence, we parted, knowing nothing on earth would  keep us from meeting the following week. 

CHAPTER FIVE
 Walking home, I realized that my fears about seeing Lette were fading fast.  How could our visits be harmful when they flt so good. We talked  as if we’d known each other forever. Strange that when our lives were  so different, we had so many things in common.  Like our favorite foods--partridges and candied orange peel and goat cheese.  And story telling. Lette had never heard the tales I learned at synagogue, nor I hers about Jesus and Mary and Joseph and doomed lovers like Héloise and Abèlard.  Sometimes we confided our day dreams, a thing I never did with anyone but Rivkah.  Picturing our next meeting, I did a little skipping dance.   

As I neared home, I saw Shimon leaning against the door of my house, waiting for me. I had to get used to him he’d changed so much lately, the unexpected dips and rises in his voice, and his shooting up and becoming all angles--his elbows, shoulder blades, even the sharp lines of his nose and chin.   

“You’ve been gone most of the day,” he said.  An unexpected greeting, for usually he was too engrossed in his studies at synagogue to notice my comings and goings. 

“Been to Boike forest.”    

“By yourself?”

I nodded.

“Whatever for?” 

Should I tell him about Lette?  He never associated with Gentiles other than traders and merchants.  And he, along with others in our Quarter, scorned Gentiles as heathens and idolators. Still, he was soon to be my husband and I shouldn’t keep secrets from him. But what if he insisted  I stop seeing her?

“For ferns and alders.”     

 He squinted as if he was trying to figure out what I was talking about. 

 I told  him about the letter the rabbi read to Elfid and me, and its instructions for wives to clear their husband’s bedchamber of fleas and flies with fern and alder leaves. “You see, Shimon, I want to be a good wife.” 

His face colored. “So you consider alder leaves more important than…?” He stopped. .  

“Than what?” 

“Than embarrassing me--my betrothed running around alone in the forest like a wild thing.  What will the rabbi think? What will my brothers at synagogue say?” 

Suddenly the front door opened and Agnes poked her head out.     

“Your fathers are waiting for you in the office.”

Good Lord, it slipped my mind. We were to draw up our marriage contract today. Shimon had forgotten too. 

The office smelled of ink and parchment, and the air was musty, for the one small window was seldom open. It was a cramped  space with two writing tables at right angles from each other, four stools, and a brazier for heating. Wall shelves above the tables held wax tablets, stacks of folded parchment, quill pens, beakers of black ink, and two lock boxes for coins and pledges.      

Father and his partner Isaac were an odd-looking pair; father as big as a bear and nearly as hairy with a beard that fell to his waist, and Isaac, reedy and pale with a bald head, a wispy beard, and watery eyes. 

They were sitting cross-legged on the floor. Father held a quill pen in his hand and a wax tablet on his lap. I slid down in the space next to him and across from Shimon. Father snaped at me. “You’ve missed the chance to have your say. We’ve finished negotiations.” He read the terms of the ketuba from his tablet. Father was to give a town house for a dowry, and Isaac, a smaller house for a bride price. If Shimon divorced me or died, I was to have the dowry and bride price. But if I died during the first year of the marriage, father got  the dowry or, if in the second year, half the dowry. 

I was ready to accept the terms. I had never really thought about finances and Shimon never mentioned them. “Seems fine,” I said. 
Shimon noddded agreement. 

Then, thinking the business was done, we stood ready to leave.

Stay,” father barked at us.  

We sat down. 

Father’s shoulder was twitching which meant he had something unpleasant to say.  ”Money, it takes a pile of money to fill the larder and pay tithes and taxes.” His head jerked back and forth between Shimon and me. When we both remained silent, he said, “the plan, the plan, what is your plan?”

I flushed, for I had no answer. Shimon cleared his throat as if ready to say something, but instead of words, he turned pleading eyes on me. I looked away. If he was to be head of our house, he had to speak for himself.  Father and Isaac both stared  at him, waiting. Shimon sucked in and then blew out a long breath. “I trust God to guide me.”

“Well, has he done so?” father asked sharply.

“He has given me the gift of learning. Scholarship is my tree of life.”

Isaac frowned, not at Shimon but at father. “Hayyim, you’ve heard Rabbi Mordecai and Cantor Jacob boast of Shimon’s great promise. He’s the star scholar.”

 I knew father was  proud of Shimon’s scholarship. I’d heard him boast about it often enough.  And father knows scholars don’t have time for a trade. But he persisted in asking--“the plan, the plan?”

An idea came to me.  “The rent from the houses in our marriage gifts.”    

Father snorted.  “Maybe enough for your daily bread, but not for tithes and taxes and tallages.” 

“Then we’ll find another way. I just don’t know what it will be.” 

Father bunched his brows in thought, then said to Isaac, “She won’t be the first woman around here to take up our trade; a widow in Dinsford and another in Essex are money lenders.”

Isaac looked puzzled. “Are you suggesting…?”
“Rachel has a head for numbers,” father explained.  


I nearly swallowed my tongue. Father had always treated me like a nuisance, not someone worth training. If I wasn’t soon to be wed, I’d  have sung out. 
CHAPTER SIX
Dear God, did I wet my bed? I rolled off and stared at my blood-soaked mattress. I was a niddah, a woman. I laughed.  Then, seeing blood run down my legs and onto the floor, I shuddered. Was I mistaken? Was something else the matter? Was something broken inside me? Rivkah died soon after she became a niddah.  I called out for Agnes, who must have climbed the stairs like a monkey, for she appeared in moments.  I pointed to my bloodied legs and the bloodied mattress.  
Her shoulders shook with laughter. “Sweet baby Jesus, my lass is now a lady.” Without another word, she lifted my sleeping gown over my head, tossed it in a corner of the room, wiped my legs clean, and covered my shoulders with a wool shawl. Then, after tearing the stained cover and straw from my pallet, she hurried from the chamber with an empty pail to fill with heated water in the kitchen.    

I was still shivering when she returned with an armful of clean straw, a bucket of warm water, and materials to catch the blood. She quickly repaired my pallet and motioned me to lie on it. Then, as gently as if I was made from spun silk, she washed my arms, belly, legs, between my legs. After that, she handed me a small apron made of sturdy material. “Tie this between your legs. To hold rags that’ll sop up your blood.” I felt like I’d just grown six inches. I’m a niddah, a niddah! No more hiding behind trees watching others enter the bath house.  I’ll be going in with them. If only I didn’t have to wait seven days after my bleeding stopped for my first mikvah.   

I climbed down from the loft carefully to make sure the apron and rag didn’t slip out of place, then walked slowly over the rough oak floors, holding my thighs tight against each other for the same reason.  I eased myself onto the wooden bench in front of the trestle table, next to Comitissa. Father, cousin Yitzchak, and the apprentice Amiot, sat across from us.  Agnes set out a bowl of apples, chunks of brown bread wet with honey, and a tankard of ale.  I tried to swallow a piece of bread but it stuck in my throat.  As pleased as I was to be a niddah, I was embarrassed that everyone knew blood was running out of me. Father stared at me as if he’d not seen me before; Amiot stole sidelong glances at me; Yitzchak winked and smirked. I felt naked.  I wanted to be alone, to get used to niddah. I stood, and oh, oh, oh, my face must have turned as red as the huge spot I left on the bench. Agnes quickly pulled a rag from her sash to clean the bench as I  hurried up the ladder to my chamber. 

Once there, I couldn’t settle down. I wanted to tell Lette about the big event. She’d bled since she was ten so she knew all about it.  I was glad our next meeting was set for the following day. But wait a minute. I don’t want to leave a trail of blood across the forest floor. I can’t go. Only she’ll be there waiting, maybe thinking I no longer care about her. I had to get word to her. But how?  We’d been so careful about keeping our visits secret. Agnes was the only person who knew about them. But with her crippled leg, she couldn’t go in my place.  I might swear Yitzchak or Amiot to secrecy, but secrets have a way of slipping out. No, I couldn’t ask anyone in my Quarter for help.  I thought beyond, to Osanna the alewife, the friendliest Gentile in town, and Agnes’s close friend. Agnes had told me that Osanna’s cousin was a chambermaid at Babham.  She could carry the note to her cousin for delivery to Lette. Yes, I’ll ask her, I decided, and sat down right then and wrote a note.  

        Dear Lette, 

             I am so disappointed. I can’t see you tomorrow. Tell you more next 

       week. 

            Your friend Rachel.  

Agnes brought the note to Osanna who agreed to deliver it that evening. Two days later, I checked with Osanna for Lette’s reply.     

I seldom went into the alehouse so I looked around . A bright burning stove in the middle of the public room lit the faces of three men seated at a long timbered table that was scratched and carved with names and crude figures. “Fat Osanna, a refill, eh,” one of the men called out. Everyone called her Fat Osanna, but in an affectionate way.  She came in from the brewing kitchen carrying a large pitcher of brew.  While refilling the mugs, one of the men pinched her backside. She broke into laughter that sounded more like a series of snorts, and whacked the back of the man’s head with her hand. He stopped pinching her. 

I followed her to the brewing kitchen. There, she lifted a large pot of boiling water from the brazier and poured it into a vat holding grain and water. Then, using the weight of her body, she stirred the mash with a long piece of thick, sanded wood. When she was satisfied with the consistency, she turned to me. “Hear you’ll soon be wed, lass. Will you be wanting to learn how to brew?” 

“Someday, maybe,” I said, feeling downhearted. I had hoped for a different greeting. 

She chatted while she worked, telling me about her own wedding.  When she finished, I turned to leave. 
       “Wait, I have something for you.” She lifted several folded sheets of parchment from a pocket in her apron and handed them to me.  I bid a quick farewell and raced home to my chamber to read them.  

     Dear Rachel,

         Can you believe this? I couldn’t meet with you either.  Father forbid me

     to ride for a fortnight--my punishment for coming home late after our last 

     visit. But I cannot  hold my news any longer. It is bursting out of me at 

     this very moment. I am betrothed. 

         You are wondering why I didn’t mention it when we last met. Geoffrey

     had visited only twice and had talked mainly to father. I didn’t know I 

     was the subject of their conversation until a few days ago when Geoffrey

     and I were strolling in the park.    

         I can just hear you, impatient, begging for a description. Well, he’s very tall  

     and very handsome. And soon to be knighted. And one day will be very

     rich as the oldest son of  Baron Bullitt, overlord of Waderidge. That’s the 
     estate that borders ours  at the north end. Actually I don’t know a lot about 
     Geoffrey, but I know enough. I know that the way he looked at me on our 
     walk, the way he touched my cheek and called me his cherry blossom made
     me feel like a queen.  I know that he’s passionate about his mission. He told 
     me that the knightly code of  honor is his bible and when he’s dubbed, he’ll

     live and breathe his oath. Now I hear you asking me to describe that

     oath.  What I remember is this: he will swear loyalty to the king, obedience to 
     his overlord, protection of the weak and helpless, and fealty to God and Christ. 
     Oh, Rachel, he sounds so strong, so sure about everything that when I’m with

     him, my fears fly away and I feel as warm and  protected as a swaddled babe. 

       After his dubbing, we shall remove to Dinsford.  Geoffrey expects

   Baron Shelby, who is training him, to grant him a fief.  A manor of 

   my own. I can hardly breathe when I think of it. Me, the lady of a manor! 

   Me, giving parties and balls and hawking and hunting parties! Celebrate

  with me Rachel. Celebrate the end of my silent gloomy wanderings around 

  Babham; celebrate my having someone of my own, someone who will never

  desert me  as my mother has done, who will never fall upon me as my father 

  does.  I am so excited I could dance from one end of our grounds to the 

  other. 

I put the letter aside while I jumped up and did a little dance of my own . When I became short of breath, I sat down on my pallet to finish the letter. The ending did not make me feel like dancing.

   I know you, too, are soon to be wed. We will have so much to tell .But there is a 
  fly in the amber. Dinsford is halfway to London, too far for us to arrange a 

  meeting place, too far for you to reach by foot. That thought brings on a black

  mood.  I beg God for a solution.    

  Your friend forever. 
CHAPTER SEVEN
Comitissa had told me that the shomrot, the guardians of the mikvah, would instruct me at my first bath. But that didn’t stop the tugging at my heart as I opened the door to the bath. Elfid, and Zipporah, and Giza, wives of the rabbi and synagogue treasurer, were sitting side by side on a bench in the small entry room. They greeted me with a chant: “Rejoice, rejoice, Rachel has ripened; rejoice, rejoice, Rachel has come into leaf.” I felt my breasts swell. 

“Preparations over there.” Zipporah nodded her head at a corner of the room that contained a basin filled with water, brushes for teeth and hair, and cloths and towels.  “Just follow Elfid’s example and clean yourself thoroughly.”   

I was confused. I knew niddahs were considered to be unclean, too soiled to hug or kiss anyone or lay with husbands or enter the synagogue, but I thought the mikvah was for purifying our flesh after bleeding. I expressed that thought to the others.     

“The mikvah is to purify our souls,” Zippora replied. 

Too addled to form another question, I simply imitated Elfid—undressed and washed my teeth, body, and hair.  Then we entered the room with the bath.     

Zipporah and Giza slid down to the floor with their backs against the wall. I followed Elfid into the warmed water of the stone pool. It was shaped like an egg, about four feet wide and the same in depth. Water seeped into the bath through a siphon on the upper rim at a corner of the pool and drained at the opposite corner.  

“Now immerse yourselves,” Zipporah said. 

A smiling Elfid sank below the surface of the water and I went down after her.

When we bobbed back, Giza said,”Now, recite the purification blessing.” 

“Go on,” Elfid said, probably thinking I didn’t know it and she could shine. But Comitissa made me rehearse it just the night before. It was simple enough. “Blessed are you, O Lord, our God, King of the universe, who has sanctified us by his commandments and commanded us concerning immersion.”

Elfid bowed her head toward me and then mumbled the blessing. 

“Now immerse yourselves two more times,” Zipporah said. “And surrender yourselves completely—your will, your power, your strength, surrender everything you are to God.”

Elfid went under again, but I hesitated. Hadn’t Zipporah celebrated my ripening, my womanhood, and now she suggests I forget them and become as unformed and helpless as a newborn. 

Zipporah and Giza were waiting. I immersed myself two more times. Then I stood, hoping sparks would come to my eyes and my heart, but I felt no more than if I’d just rinsed my face in the basin in my bedchamber.

As I dressed, I wondered if something was missing in me. I’d always loved God. I hadn’t even thought much about Him. My love just happened. I felt close to Him without doing anything special. So if I felt close to God before, why didn’t I feel closer now as a niddah? My thoughts scattered. When I tried to collect them, I remembered something Rabbi Mordecai had read from the Torah: “To get closer to God is to know yourself.” But Zipporah told me to forget myself. Wouldn’t Zipporah agree with her rabbi husband? Oh, I was disappointed. I thought the mikvah would bring light to my spirit .  

I hadn’t expected Shimon to be waiting for me outside the mikvah, but there he was, a question in his eyes. “You look sad, Rachel. I expected to see you glow.”      

“What I am, Shimon, is troubled.”

“Troubled? I thought you would feel as I do when something I study travels from the back of my head to the front.” 

“That’s what I wished, but Shimon I simply can’t understand how to be a woman and an infant at the same time.” 

“I don’t understand..” 

“When you’re an infant, others see to you, but when you’re a woman, you see to yourself.  So how do I do both at the same time?” I told him about Zippora and Giza celebrating  my ripening and at the same time instructing me to surrender my whole self to God. “Which is it—ripening or surrender?” 

He rubbed his forefingers across the sides of his forehead as if trying to pull out an answer.  After a long lapse, he said, “Rachel, you must trust God.”

“I trust God has a reason.”

Shimon shook his head from side to side as if he was at a loss.  “I must consult the rabbi.”  At that, he turned his steps toward the synagogue.  

“I’m coming with you,” I said.

“You’re not supposed to.”

I tagged after him anyway.  

Rabbi Mordecai raised his eyes from a sheet of parchment on his writing table. Shimon and I eased down on the bench across from him.  “Good sir,” Shimon began, “I seek your wisdom. My betrothed asks a puzzling question.”   

The rabbi looked from Shimon to me.  I knew a good woman should lower her eyes, but then I would hear only the rabbi’s words and I wanted to watch his expression.  I couldn’t decide which to do, so I kept shifting my eyes from the floor to the rabbi’s face as I set forth my question.      

The rabbi bent his neck back and gazed at the ceiling. Then with an abruptness that startled me, he snapped it back into position. “Wonderful question, Rachel.”

Shimon looked as bewildered as I felt. 

“The answer strikes at the heart of our morality, the morality of our Torah and Talmud.”  He leaned toward me.  “Now that you are a niddah, Rachel, you feel bigger, greater, more important than you did before, eh?”  

I nodded.   

The rabbi rubbed the point of his trimmed beard with his thumb and forefinger. “And you would like to feel even bigger, more important, greater, eh?” 

“I hadn’t thought about that, but, yes, I would.”

His hand shot up in the air, as it did when he was giving a sermon. “Aha. Therein lies the crux!  If you strive for a greatness without limit, you are striving to reach the heights of our Lord, an impossible goal.”  

I wondered why he was saying something so obvious. 

His voice rose. “Impossible because you are not only great but”—he paused and pointed his forefinger at my chest—“you are also small, insignificant in comparison to His might, His power to make mountains quake and hills melt. Recognizing your smallness, or put in other words, your humility, is at he center  of our morality. Sooo”—he drew out the word—“this is the answer to your question: you are great and you are also small; you are both Rachel the niddah and Rachel the supplicant who surrenders her will to our mighty Lord; you both love our Lord and fear His might.”   

Shimon nodded agreement  and looked to me to do the same. The rabbi also waited for my  response.    

“Good sir, if I am to surrender to the Lord’s will, how...well, I don’t know just how to say this...how do I know what the Lord wants me to do?”

“Ask Him.”

“I probably go about it in the wrong way, but I have asked him many questions and never received an answer.”

“Then you must consult one of His representatives.”

This was a new thought. “You mean I should ask you?” 

He bobbed his head. “And when you are wed, your husband who studies God’s laws.” 
CHAPTER EIGHT
   I had intended to tell Shimon about Lette before the wedding, but time got away from me. And then there were only three days left, and Shimon and I weren’t allowed to see each other during that time. . 

I was too excited during those last days of preparation to think of anything serious anyhow. I ran from one place to another. In and out of the kitchen sniffing the heady smells of ginger, cinnamon, marjoram, sage, rosemary, mint, savory, fennel, basil, and saffron, and watching Agnes,  Elfid, and  Shimon’s mother soak pears, apples, and apricots, saltiherring, pluck  geese, and prepare syrup from choke cherries. When I dipped my fingers in the syrup, Agnes grinned at me. Before, she would have shooed me away like a fly.     

   From the kitchen to the yard in back where  Saul, Yitzchak, and Amiot  were building furniture for Shimon’s and my cottage--Saul, shining an oak writing table with a cloth seeped in beeswax; Amiot, attaching metal fasteners in the shape of  two-headed snakes on a beech wood chest; and  Yitzchak,engraving circle and petal-shaped designs on a matching wardrobe.  I felt like a princess watching the three of them sweat for Shimon and me. .   

   Then to the hall where Comitissa,  Zipporah and Giza, at the trestle table, were embroidering in petit point a green velvet canopy. Comitissa was stitching  the symbol of life, an almond tree, on one part of the huppah, and Giza and Zippora, Shimon’s and my name in Hebrew, on another part.  

The following day I watched them brocade gold and silver threads into my white veil. Comitissa touched the veil with great tenderness. “It was mine once,”  she said, “and before that, my mother’s, and her mother’s, and who knows how far back.”  A lump came into my throat, seeing them sew threads of love into my veil, threads that tied me to all the women who wore the veil before me, all the mothers who played a part in making me.      

 On my wedding morning, I woke up feeling as light as a bird on the wing.  I trailed Comitissa and Agnes to the kitchen where I basked in a warm tub after which Agnes massaged the full length of my body with sunflower and sweet almond oil and Comitissa’s hands combed kinks from my hair until it fell into soft ringlets.  I closed my eyes, lulled by the smooth pressure of their hands, the soft sound of their voices, and the sweet smell of almond. 
Suddenly, Comitissa pulled me upright and wrapped a large towel around my shoulders. “Now to the synagogue to dress.”  I slipped on a tunic and shoes and followed her to a small side room.  Shimon’s mother Almonda was there. She was sparse with words, responding to what was said with small gestures--a shrug, a quick movement of her eyes, a balling of her handkerchief. She blinked away tears when she saw how excited I was about my pale blue gown. It was made of the softest, finest linen and embroidered at the hem, neck, and wrists. After putting it on, I swirled around on my toes, imagining the “ohs” and “ahs” and “hallelujahs” greeting me when I glided down the aisle to the huppah. 

“Stand still,” Comitissa said, as she arranged and rearranged the folds in my skirt and sleeves. 

“But I feel like dancing, I must,” I said, afraid if I stopped I would lose that warm tingle in my chest. 

Comitissa  put her hands on my shoulders to hold me still while she draped the veil over my hair and shoulders and down my back. The others teased me about the delight that awaited me in the dark of this night.  

Shimon came in and looked at me in a way he had never done before. I twirled around again, feeling like a newly hatched butterfly. When I stopped, Shimon carried out his part of the ritual by pulling my veil down over my face. Everyone knew the story of Jacob expecting to marry Rachel when it was her older sister, Leah, behind the veil.  That’s why grooms check the faces of their brides before lowering their veils.   

I had to remain in this side room while Isaac and father led Shimon to the huppah, but I could hear Cantor Jacob greet Shimon with an air from the Song of Songs: “Behold, thou are fair my love, there is no spot to thee…”
I blushed. Will he see a spot in me after hearing my secret? A fleeting thought, for I was concentrating on the ceremony. Shimon offered a prayer to the unmarried men for their fortune in finding true partners in life. As he prayed, Almonda and Comitissa, one on each side of me, led me toward the huppah. But instead of going under it we circled Shimon seven times. Comitissa said that the circling was to protect the groom from evil spirits, but Zipporah told me it was to show that the groom was central in the bride’s thoughts. After the circling, Comitissa, Almonda, and I joined Shimon and Isaac and father under the canopy.  Rabbi Mordecai stood at the altar reciting a blessing over a silver goblet of wine:   “Thank you God for giving us laws of sanctity and morality and preserving the sanctity of  family life and of the Jewish people.”

Thoughts of Lette again intruded.  I wanted to honor the sanctity of my family life.  Would she stand in the way?  

I kept my eyes lowered while the rabbi spoke, but raised them when Shimon slipped a plain gold band on the fourth finger of my left hand, saying: “Behold, you are sanctified to me with this ring according to the law of Moses and Israel.” 

My leg fell asleep while Rabbi Mordecai read the seven marriage blessings. I was glad when he reached the end: “Blessed are you, Hashem , Who gladdens the groom with the bride.” He then handed a glass of wine to Shimon who took a sip before giving the glass to me. After I drank, Shimon recovered the glass, dropped it to the floor and stamped on it.  The rabbi had explained that crushing the glass was a reminder of the destruction of the temple of Israel, but Comitissa had told me it was meant to shatter the power of demons. I didn’t want to think about demons on this most perfect day of my life. 

As soon as the ceremony ended, the music started--a lute, drum, tambourine, and dulcimer. People pushed Shimon and me into the center of a circle of dancers singing and prancing around us. 

   Wake up, wake up.  For your light has come.  Rise up and shine. Awaken.

   Awaken. Utter a  song. The glory of God is revealed in you...Dance faster, 

   kick your legs higher. God has made you great; God has brought you  

   good fortune. Rejoice children all the night long.
After the dance, we joined the rest of the guests at a long trestle table set with pewter plates and stemmed pewter mugs. Every household in our Quarter had contributed something special to the feast. In addition to the tankards of wine and ale, there were platters of bread, geese, quail, lamb, smoked shad, salted herring, trenchers with sauces for the fish and meat, candied orange peels, and bowls of grapes and honey-soaked fruits. Comitissa on one side of me and Shimon on the other kept piling food on my plate, but I couldn’t swallow anything. My stomach was doing cartwheels. Rabbi Mordecai stood up and, holding a glass of wine in his hand, toasted Shimon and me as future pillars of the synagogue. Other toasts followed until my head swelled.

When the dancing resumed, Shimon locked his arm in mine and led me out of the synagogue to our cottage—our wedding gift from father and Isaac.  

I’d been disappointed in the small size of the cottage, but this night goose bumps tickled my arms when I went inside. It was like a nest with a bucket of coal and twigs stacked by the little brazier, beeswax candles flickering on the small writing table, and a soft wool cover on the straw pallet. We removed our cloaks and pegged them in the new wardrobe. I hesitated to ruin our wedding night by talking about Lette, but if I didn’t say something it would gnaw at me.  Shimon kept glancing at me as he built a fire in the brazier, anticipating what was to come.  I had often thought about what it would be like, but I couldn’t concentrate on it until I unloaded my secret.  I removed my veil and slipped out of my wedding gown. I took a long time carefully folding both before laying them in the new chest. I felt silly standing there in my chemise, watching him blow sparks into flame and at the same time sending sidelong glances at me.  I could wait no longer. I exchanged my chemise for a sleeping gown and sat down on a bench near him.  “A secret is a very heavy thing.”

He sat down beside me and clasped my hands between his, rubbing them as if I’d said they were cold.  But I went on. “I have a Gentile friend. Her name is Lette.” 

“Don’t be afraid, dear wife,” he said.  

“Shimon, do you object to my friend?”  

“Well, it is not kosher, that is for sure.” 

“I’m talking about a person not a side of pork.” 

“Must we talk about this now?”

“She’s on my mind.” 

“On this night, a Gentile is on your mind?” 

He was rubbing my hand so hard it hurt. I pulled it away. 

“We meet in Boike forest every week.  When I’m with her, it’s like being with Rivkah and I feel like singing. We do sing, and …”   

He buried his face in his hands and moaned. I was beginning to doubt the wisdom of  my confidence. He mumbled something.  I leaned close to better hear him. “Has anyone seen you?  Does anyone know?” 

“Is that what troubles you, that I’ll embarrass you?”  

He dropped his hands and glared at me. “How should I feel when you defy the rules.” 
“What rules? Isn’t it the Gentiles who want to keep us separate from them? Why should we help them?”

He rubbed his fingers across his temple and then, speaking slowly, said, “Why would you seek friendship with those who blaspheme our faith and our people?” 

“Lette respects me.” 

“And I want you to respect me.”  

I was about to object, but he kept talking. 

“I have a vision, Rachel, a vision formed against a memory of a nightmare. My father made bad decisions and when my mother opposed them, he beat her with a thick stick”—his voice shriveled—“until she submitted.  If I was near he’d kick me. So I’d  hide, but I could still hear her screams. Huddled there, I had a vision of myself as a  husband making decisions so wise my wife would never hesitate to honor and respect them. But tonight I see I am failing that vision. If I knew more, maybe then my decision would win your respect.  I must consult  Rabbi Mordecai about this friend of yours.”   

“I want to be there.”  

“That’s not the custom.”

“Then let us make it the custom. If the rabbi offers you words of wisdom, I want to hear them.” 

Shimon surprised me by agreeing. Then, in a quick shift, he began to undress, peeling off his tunic, shirt, and finally his baggy breeches, bunched with a pull cord around his waist. His thighs were taut and his knees bony. He moved toward the bed.  

I snuffed out the oil lamp, climbed in beside him, and lay quietly, waiting.  He turned towards me and I felt his sex rise. I’d felt it before on the banks of the river, but then he was dressed. Now, he was naked and breathing in short spurts.  He reached for the hem of my sleeping gown and lifted it up to my neck. Ripples of heat moved through me as he ran a finger back and forth over my nipple.  Then feeling bolder, he squeezed my nipple between his thumb and forefinger. The ripples of heat turned into waves. I moved closer to him. We were on our sides, face to face. He tried to enter me, but he couldn’t find my opening. The waves of heat had a life of their own. I rolled over on my back and parted my legs.  He climbed on top of me. I arched my back; my hips swayed. He plunged his hard cock into me. I shrieked--once, twice, three times--so loud I feared everyone in town could hear.  He kept on thrusting, harder and harder. The pain was so fierce I thought I would die. Finally, he squirted into me and went limp. “Why didn’t you stop?” I said between sobs. 

“I couldn’t stop.” He made a gargling sound in his throat as if he was choking and his sweat dripped onto my brow. “Oh Rachel, forgive me. The last thing I wanted was to hurt you.  I want only to make you happy.”

“I want the same, Shimon.” 

He rolled off of me.  Moments later he was breathing deeply, a low whistle accompanying each breath.  I stretched my body along the length of his back wondering if we would succeed? 
CHAPTER NINE
     When I woke, I felt a chill, not only because the room was cold but everything seemed strange--the furnishings, Shimon in his breeches feeding coal to the small brazier and warming wash water in a basin on the hearth, the soreness in my opening—oh, it was raw. I wanted to be home, to sleep in my chamber, to see Agnes rush in, her gray hair flying. 

Shimon came over and sat on the floor next to me. He placed his hand gently on my shoulder. “It will be better next time,” he said.

I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. It had been awful, yet I felt a new kind of closeness to him, one that was special, our secret alone. I smiled at him. He leaned over and touched his lips softly to mine. Then, in a sudden shift, he said, “Better hurry lest we be late for service.”  

He dressed quickly and set dark bread and ale on the table. The sisterhood women had filled our cupboard with a store of food. After eating, Shimon picked up his tefillin—two small leather pouches enclosing biblical verse—strapping one to his head, the other to his arm. Then he draped his prayer shawl aroundhis neck, a skull cap on his head, and prayed:  

The way he touched his shawl and tefillin, the glow in his eyes when he prayed  showed a devotion beyond anything I ever felt.   I attended services on holidays, mainly to hear the rabbi’s stories about our people’s heroic struggles. I felt good caring about things bigger than myself. But other services bored me. Besides, it was cold and damp and hard to hear at the back of the synagogue behind the curtain that separated the women from the men. Yet, now that I was the wife of a Talmudic scholar, I should  pay more attention and ttry to see our faith through his eyes.

 Shimon and I parted as we entered the synagogue, he to the men’s section, I to the women’s.  I was determined to be part of the service, but the curtain kept it hidden from me.  Once I asked the rabbi about the reason for the curtain. “The sight of women takes men’s minds from their prayers,” he explained. That made no sense. The men had no trouble praying in their homes. Yet, when I thought about it, I realized he must have meant women other than those in a man’s house. Still, it seemed unfair to blind us because of their weakness.  

I sat on the south end of a bench and opened the curtain two fingers wide. The room before me was simple—Hebrew letters decorated the walls, men’s benches lined them, a podium stood  in the center of the room, and an arched recession holding sacred books was off to the side. 

Rabbi Mordecai removed the Torah from the ark, and, surrounded by several readers, paraded it before the men.  Each man touched the embroidered cloth covering the Torah with his prayer shawl and then kissed the object that had touched the sacred scroll. The cantor returned the Torah to the ark, unwrapped it, and carried it to the podium where the rabbi read from it.  

I  leaned forward trying to hear against the din of women chattering and children running in and out.  I wanted to feel the intensity Shimon did, but nothing stirred inside me. How could I glow at blessing the Torah when I wasn’t allowed to be near it or touch it? How could I understand the readings from our great books when I could barely hear them?  Hidden behind the curtain, I was dismissed from every active part of the service. I was a fool to think I could ever become attached to the synagogue as  Shimon was.   

Usually Shimon began his studies or teaching immediately after the service, but this day, we went to see Rabbi Mordecai.  The rabbi was at his writing table, his eyes closed and his chin in his hands as if he was deep in thought.  Or sleeping. His face reddened and he blinked his eyes, so maybe he had been asleep. He blinked  his eyes  and said, “May the blessings of Abraham be upon you.” 

Shimon started right in. “Sir, I seek your advice on how to guide my wife.”

Rabbi Mordecai chuckled.  “Married one day and trouble already. Let it come forth slowly until you can see the full spectrum.” 

“It came forth before we married. I have just now come fully aware of its red flame.” Shimon tugged at his earlock, a thing he does when he’s upset.   

The rabbi laughed again, maybe thinking Shimon was referring to our bedtime activities. But Shimon’s next words caught the rabbi’s attention.

“Good sir, my wife befriends a Gentile girl. It does not seem fit.” 

I was relieved that the rabbi didn’t grimace. “Our law permits friendly relations with Gentiles, but under certain conditions.”

“What conditions?” I asked.

“For business or neighborliness or charity.” 

“This friendship is more than that,” Shimon said.

The rabbi sat up straighter. “Close or intimate relations, such as those we have with people in our Quarter, are perilous.”  

“Why? I asked.  

He pinned a piercing gaze on me.  “We honor our Lord; they blaspheme him by making Jesus, a mere man, equal to Him. We are commanded to preserve the life of the Torah; they profane it. Our laws forbid idolatry; they worship relics and graven images. We abide by the laws of morality; they attack and murder our people. You see Rachel, close association with those people can corrupt our faith and undermine the integrity of our community.  We are as one entity, one family, responsible for each other. Our unity has been our salvation throughout the ages.” 

“My friend isn’t like that. She doesn’t blaspheme me or our people.”  

“But you must be wary. That danger always exists.”  

I breathed easier.  He had given me a warning, not a ban.  

The rabbi turned to Shimon.  “And you brother must  always remember that  the privilege of being master of your household is of little use without wisdom.”

Shimon flinched.  “Have I been unwise, Rabbi?”

“As you study the sages, you will learn that a wise man is not hasty in making decisions; a wise man is quick to acknowledge when he doesn’t understand something. The opposite is the mark of a clod.”

“Have I been a clod, Rabbi?”

The rabbi reached out and touched Shimon’s shoulder.  “I have given my opinion. Now I am expressing my heartfelt wish for your wedded future.”  

I felt relieved on leaving the rabbi’s study, but  I felt sorry for Shimon who,  so eager for the rabbi’s approval, gained the opposite.
CHAPTER TEN
On days Shimon left for synagogue before I was dressed, I took early meal at father’s house. On this day, I felt alarmed the moment I entered the hall.  Father and Isaac were talking in low tones and scowling as they walked toward the door. Without a word or nod of greeting, father opened the door and spit three times—ptu, ptu, ptu, his way of warding off evil spirits. Returning to the hall, he issued orders to Agnes and Comitissa.  “Pack food and clothes for a long trip. Don’t forget boots and waxed cloaks. We expect bad weather. We’re leaving shortly for Worcester. Isaac and I have already arranged for horses.” I hated seeing father treat Comitissa like a servant. I knew it bothered her when I saw  the muscles in her cheeks twitch. But she was old and wasn’t even a blood relative, so she did his bidding. I wished she’d shake a fist at him instead.  

“When do you return?” Agnes asked.

“I’ll miss two Shabbats.”

I huddled on the bench next to the hearth trying to warm the chill in my veins. I wished someone would tell me what was happening. I knew the sheriff had appointed father and Isaac as the two Jewish chirographers in Dornfield. They and the two Christian chirographers kept the archae, the chests holding the financial records of every Jew.  But being chirographers didn’t explain why father and Isaac had to travel to Worcester. 

As soon as father and Isaac left, Comitissa sat down beside me. She was clenching her fists to stop the trembling in her knobby hands. I reached over and tucked a loose strand of her hair into the bun at the nape of her neck. Then she explained.  “The king’s treasury. Empty again. So another tallage so large the king called a parliament of Jews to organize it.”

I knew a tallage was a special tax levied against all the Jews in the realm. But I didn’t understand why we were singled out. I asked Comitissa.   

“It’s our special relationship. You know  the church forbids money lending. Well, the king makes an exception for us in exchange for taxing us whenever he pleases and for any reason, any whim—a war,  royal wedding,  new palace, another cathedral, his safe return from a journey, the queen in childbed.

“What would he do if we stopped lending money?”

“Where else would we find lucrative jobs? We can’t be landlords with serfs and obligations to the king. We can’t join a guild. Both require taking a Christian oath.  And so, dear girl, we’re like the king’s serfs. We can’t even move from one place to another without his permission.”

I must have looked scared for Comitissa put a hand on my shoulder and said,  “Don’t fret. Our life could be worse. We do have the king’s protection for our loan contracts and he has ordered sheriffs to protect us from harm.  That’s the reason you can wander around by yourself, except, of course, during Easter week when we can’t leave our houses. . Now come to the hall with me. I smell Agnes’ raspberry tarts.”       

Father returned from the parliament looking weary. While I pulled off his boots and washed his feet in a warm basin, I asked about the parliament.  His nostrils flared. “A nightmare! King Pig ordered us, the delegates, to raise 20,000 marks—20,000—and to do it within a single year. And that wasn’t the end of it. He said we must also set the amount of everyone’s tax and then help the sheriff collect the damn things.” 

Beads of sweat broke out on father’s brow and neck. “Rachel, this tallage will nearly wipe me out.  I must cut back on expenses. So I’m sending Saul to Uncle Moshe in London for training as a goldsmith, and Yitzchak,to his uncle in Lincoln to learn the wool trade, and Amiot,  as apprentice to Shlomo, the butcher.”   

I wasn’t prepared for this.  And Amiot, he was already apprenticed to father. . “Why are you sending Amiot away?” 
“Ah, training you gives me a reason to shake off that faint-hearted sop.  He puts me on edge, so meek, so quiet, while underneath I think he hates me.”  

I wondered if I too would put father on edge.  But how could I avoid it? If I was quiet and meek like Amiot or even bold like a breachy boy, father would trounce me. . Then I thought of a way to protect myself. I’ll become so good at the job father would will depend on me no matter my attitude. 

The following morning, I paused when I neared father’s house. Did my eyes deceive me?  Was that Baron Wickler and his steward, Master Jehan climbing out of a hackney in front of father’s office? Yes! I recognized them, for Osanna had pointed them out to me at the market place. The baron wore a cloak trimmed with fox fur, an ankle length tunic, and shoes made of the softest leather. The biggest diamond I ever saw glittered on the third finger of his right hand. The steward was dressed in knee-length breeches, woolen stockings, and a leather belt with a long dagger hanging from it.  

Father had never mentioned loaning money to barons. Of course, father never mentioned many things about his business. But if Baron Wickler was a debtor, father might be pressuring him for repayment. My throat went dry. I didn’t want trouble between my family and Lette’s.    

Without knocking, the baron and his steward pushed the door to father’s office open and stalked in. I ran over and peered in the window, only a few feet from where they stood. The baron had a carefully trimmed beard and cheeks with ugly red pock marks. The steward’s face looked punched in like bread dough, with a weak chin and a nose no more than a bump between his cheeks. 

Father and Isaac jumped up and offered their seats. The baron waved a paper in father’s face and motioned him back to his stool.  The baron must have enjoyed standing over father and watching him crane his neck. I felt like rushing in and telling father to stand up and face the baron, but he would scold me for being unruly.  Besides, he and Isaac had already reseated themselves. 

I dashed into the house, and pressed my ear against a crack in the thin wall dividing the hall from the office.  The men’s voices were loud enough for me to hear nearly every word. “By St. John’s bald scalp,” the baron said, “In our time of need, we bring our business, not to Abraham of Dinsford or Elias of Essex, but to you, my good man, to you. And you have the bad taste to reward my loyalty with a demand for repayment at a time that’s damned inconvenient for me?”


Father must have opened an account sheet on his desk, for I heard him say, “Your lordship, look here and you will see how the king’s recent tallage has emptied our coffers. So, good  sir,  I have a dilemma. Even though your loan is past due, I would never recall it, never, if the king hadn’t stripped me of my resources.  You’ve heard of the parliament of Jews?” 

The baron lowered his voice so I had to strain to hear. “Yes, I heard about your parliament. Now, I want you to understand my dilemma. Listen carefully. You think you are the only ones burdened by royal taxes. I had just increased the size of my stable and cattle herd when the king imposed an unexpected tax.  For what?  To build  a shrine to his confessor, Saint Edward, made of pure gold and costly jewels. On top of that, a call came for military service at a time I could not spare my knights, nor did I have the resources to hire replacements.  So I was forced to pay a large fine.  Do you think I would have borrowed from you had I not been desperate?”   

I pictured father’s mouth twitching to hide a smile with his next words: “My lord, I regret your burden. And I pray your income from rents, fees, fines, and produce from your peasants will ease it.” 

I expected the baron to shout at father, but his voice sounded as if it was coated with oil.  “Good neighbor, if you will agree to postpone your collection, I will pay an even higher rate of interest than the 43 percent you now charge. An additional seven percent. Think about that. You will gain; I will gain. Now let us shake hands on it.”

Father answered in a muted voice. “A generous offer, indeed. I would accept it at this very moment if it weren’t that I, along with my family, could be sent to prison for failing to pay my share of the tallage. Your lordship, I beg your understanding.”    

The baron’s voice rose. “Christ’s bear, pay the foul maggot, Jehan.”   

I sat down on a bench, my heart racing.  Was the baron mad enough to stir up his peasants against us?  Comitissa had told me often enough about peasants joining raids on Jewish settlements. And what will the baron do if he discovers Lette’s friendship with me? He’s sure to forbid it. And Lette. Will she hate me when she learns that my father squeezed hers for money?  I must go to her and explain before others turn her  against us.  

CHAPTER ELEVEN
I’d never been to Babham or the nearby village of Belton where Babham peasants lived. So I jabbed at my memory for clues. I remembered Lette mentioning a verge and a bridge.  No sign of them  long after I passed the old fallen oak where Lette and I first met. The path curved this way and that and the trees grew denser and I was beginning to fear I was lost. I paused to consider turning back, but was distracted by the calling of geese. I watched them fly in perfect formation, unwavering, and thought if they can find their way to some distant location, surely I can find my way to Babham.  I continued on until the trees thinned and I came to a grassy verge that led into Belton. 

I knew I shouldn’t linger there.  I’d heard too many stories about peasants hating Jews. But I was curious, so I covered my badge with a fold of my cloak and looked around. I counted eighteen wattle and daub houses with thatched roofs. Each had a small vegetable garden at the front, side, or back. The houses were smaller than ours and had no windows or chimneys.  The doors were left open so children and animals could run in and out.  Peeking into one house, I saw a small room with a mud floor, a straw pallet, a table, three stools, a baby tied into a cradle, and chickens, a pig, and a goat. 

The wide muddy street drained into gutters that looked deep enough to drown a small child. Two boys on opposite sides of the street were playing tug of war, pulling on a thick rope with all their might. The loser fell into the gutter, but an old woman quickly hauled him out.   

I kept on, dodging dogs, cats, pigs, goats, geese, and mud thrown up by ox carts. At the village green several women dressed in sack cloth were filling wooden buckets from a stone well. They glanced at me and then turned their eyes away. A stone church, tavern, and smithy shop were on one side of the green, a path that sloped down through a thicket of alders, on the other side. I followed the path to a river where a stout woman was rinsing clothes and a girl  half my size was spreading them out on the ground to dry. “I’m looking for the path to Babham,” I said to the woman.  Without lifting her eyes, she muttered: “Past east field.”   

“May the sun shine on you,” I said.  

I approached a vast field, bordered on the west by a woodland, and on the east, by a meadow and pasture. The field was divided into strips of farm land separated by ditches. The ditches must mark the boundary of each serf’s land, I thought. I knew serfs didn’t really own their land and houses. Comitissa had explained that the lord loaned it to them during their lifetimes.  In return, the serfs owed the lord over half of what they produced as well as gifts from their personal gardens. She also told me that serfs had to pay the lord fees for things like marriage, death, using the manor mill and bake ovens, and taking grievances to the manor court; as well as  fines for things like hunting and picking berries in off limit places. With these all these expenses, most serfs were paupers, and when the harvest was bad, some were destitute.   

I walked toward the pasture where peasant men, women, and children, dressed in  make shift tunics or old rags, harvested hay. Using scythes and reaping hooks, the men cut and bundled the hay. The women and children tied and stacked the bundles, and  carried them to rickety wagons, which the men loaded.  I held my breath watching a man climb a tall wobbly ladder to load bundles into one of the wagons.   

A tall man on horseback, who must have been the bailiff, rode back and forth across the field giving directions. He stopped suddenly. There was a racket. A stocky peasant with bulging muscles and tangled black hair and beard was kicking an old man he’d knocked to the ground. The bailiff dropped from his horse, lifted the old man to a standing position, and wagged a finger in the face of the trouble maker. “There goes Eudo, again,” said a woman standing near me. Even though I was distant from the man, the way he stood, with his feet wide apart and his elbows crooked, sent shivers through me. 

The bailiff rode over to me.  “How there?”  His small, close-set eyes and red bulb of a nose reminded me of a jester’s mask.    

“On my way to Babham,” 

He pointed to a path on the east side of the pasture. At that moment, we both spun  around, startled by a noise as loud as thunder. A wheel had fallen off a wagon. The wagon fell over and toppled a man loading hay from the top rung of a ladder. It was crushing him. A girl, who looked to be my age, knelt beside him. She was skinny but muscular, and her face was a mask of freckles.        

The bailiff and a gang of peasants lifted the wagon while others pulled the man free. His tunic was coated with blood; his face was gray as stone; and his mouth, awry and oozing blood. Four peasants made a litter from a piece of burlap. Four others lifted the injured man onto the litter and carried him to the village. The girl with the freckles, called Greta, walked behind the injured man. Her hands were trembling.  Others followed, their lips drawn in. 

I had an urge to trail after them and see  if the man was alive, but I knew I was in the way and turned my steps toward Babham. I hadn’t gone far when I heard the sounds of mourning--people crying and moaning, a baby and a pig shrieking, a goat bleating, and chickens wildly clucking. 

I set thoughts of the tragedy aside when I crossed a bridge  to Babham. Lette had never described the manor. It was huge—acres and acres of land—and beautiful. To the west, gravel paths edged with large stones led to a pond surrounded by statues, bird feeders, and wooden benches. To the east, a vast expanse of clipped grass was surrounded with hedges, clusters of yew trees, and gardens of roses, sunflowers, and freesias. This must be the place where Babham festivities once took place—the hunting, hawking, tennis, ninepin games, and archery contests Lette described. 

I didn’t want to be seen, so I didn’t enter the main gate. But I was able to look beyond it anyway, to dove cotes, hen houses, pig sties, a dairy, mill, granary, and the manor house, like a palace with three stories, a pitched roof, tall narrow windows rounded at the top, and a large arched doorway. Three stone structures with separate roofs connected by passageways to the main house. Later I learned that there was a buttery and kitchen in one, a chapel in another, and offices in the third.  

After walking around the perimeter of the demesne(the land for the private use of the baron), I realized I’d been a fool to think I could find Lette.  I was about to head back when I came face to face with a woman carrying a basket full of black berries. Though she was large and raw boned, she moved with the swift light step of a dancer. “Are you looking for someone?” she asked me. 

“I’m a friend of Lette’s.” 

Her eyebrows arched. “Rachel?” 

She must be Albreda, for she and Lette’s guardians were the only Babham people who knew I existed. “Albreda?”  

She moved closer to me and smiled, her large teeth separated by wide spaces. “What brings you here, Rachel?” 

“I must see Lette.”

She took my arm and led me behind a dense shrub.  “You best leave quickly,” she whispered. “I have no wish to darken your spirits, but you should know that the baron paced the hall half the night cursing your father and your people. I fear he would send Lette to the turret if he discovered her playing with the money lender’s daughter.” 

I rubbed my eyes with my knuckles trying to keep tears in check. “Does Lette feel the same as her father?”

“I haven’t spoken to her about it.”

“Will you speak to her for me?”

“To say what?” 

“Tell her I can explain. She must find a way to meet me next Wednesday at the creek.”  

“I shall relay your message, you can be sure. Now begone.” 

My heart flopped around like jumping beans on my way to the creek, afraid Lette wouldn’t show up, afraid I might never see her again. But there she was, astride an old warped log. I called her name, but she wouldn’t look at me. I sat down next to her,  

“I had to see you, to explain.”   

Her voice sounded distant. “To explain why you didn’t do something to you’re your father? Didn’t you care?”  

“Of course I cared.”  

“But you did nothing.”

“What could I have done?”

She turned unforgiving eyes toward mine. “You could have asked him to postpone the collection. You could have told him that I am your friend. You could have cautioned him against insulting the baron, the overlord.” 

I opened my mouth to retort but she went on. “Don’t you realize that when he reduces my father’s worth, he reduces mine.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Don’t you see, he reduces the size of my dowry. And oh, how Geoffrey needs it. That’s why we have scheduled an early wedding. After his dubbing, he faces huge expenses--funds for men-at-arms and attendants, horses, armor, equipment, and celebrations after tournaments.”

Blood rushed to my face. Was she comparing a celebration of a game to my people’s hardship?  Our difference was greater than I’d realized, so great it  could  crush our friendship. “Lette, part of me feels like begging your forgiveness, telling you this trouble isn’t big enough to come between us.  But another part wants to shake understanding into your bones. You must have heard about the parliament of Jews.”

“I know that King Henry called the rich Jews together to arrange a loan.”

“It wasn’t like that. My father was a delegate. He was there.”

“Your father a delegate?”

My face grew hot. Did she think she was the only girl whose father had standing. But I didn’t say anything about that. I wanted her to understand why father had to recall the baron’s pledge. “The parliament wasn’t to arrange a loan but to impose a very large tax on all the Jews in the realm. My father’s share b eggared him. He had to call in overdue loans.” 

I watched her face for a sign of sympathy, but she glared at me.  “We suffer from royal taxes, too. Why else would my father borrow money?”

“That’s unfair. You don’t have a Jew tax or tallages like the one at the parliament.”

“I never heard of a Jew tax.” 

“Special taxes if we move or change our name or start a business or give a loan, even to support the Domus Conversorum, the king’s house for converted Jews. Imagine that, forcing us to support our own traitors. And if we don’t pay, we can be exiled or imprisoned and lose our possessions.”

“The king wouldn’t do things like that without a good reason.” 

“He has a good reason all right. It’s because we’re money lenders.”

Lette suddenly stood up and walked away and then walked back toward me.  “Rachel, if that’s his reason, why don’t your people take up farming or a trade and then be taxed like the rest of us?” 

“Impossible!”

“I have heard your people were stubborn.” 

My voice rose. “It’s not about stubborn.”

“What then?” Lette, too, spoke sharply.

“We can’t hold land the way you do; we can’t join a guild.”

“In God’s name, why not?” 

“We’d have to take a Christian oath.”

“Is that so terrible?”

“A false oath! Denouncing our divine faith! Yes, it’s terrible. And even if we converted, all our property and possessions would go to the king, and our families would be left in want.”

“Your men could join the king’s guard.”

“You didn’t know Jews aren’t permitted to carry arms?”

After a long lapse, she said , “In other words, as long as you’re Jews…”

Ah, she did understand.  

“If Albreda were here, I fear she’d accuse me of babbling, of repeating things I had heard without thinking about them. But I do think about them. It is that I didn’t know the things you’ve told me today. Forgive me, Rachel.” 

We both rose and walked in silence to the main path. Once there, Lette told me that she and Albreda would be leaving for London in the morning. She was to be fitted for new gowns, including one for her wedding.  “And when we return, it will be time to remove to Geoffrey’s father’s manor at Wadebridge, and soon after that , to Dinsford.”  

I walked home content that we’d restored our bond, but afraid that her move from Babham would sunder it.   

CHAPTER TWELVE
Coming out of the forest after my visit with Lette, I caught a glimpse of Agnes scurrying behind the alehouse. Where was she going in such a hurry?  And what was in the sack she carried?  I followed her to the rear of the alehouse, a vacant patch except for weeds and gorse and a broken-down shed partly hidden in a tangle of dogwood. I heard the creak of rusty hinges as Agnes hurried into the shed. I  put my ear against the wall. Someone inside was weeping.    

I opened the door.  The weeping stopped. The room was dark. “Who comes?” I recognized Osanna’s voice. 

“Rachel.”

Osanna lit two tallow candles that threw huge shadows on the wall, making the people loom like monsters. My first reaction was to flee, but I wanted to know what was gong on.      

A girl lying on a sack of straw looked as if she’d been run over by a plow, her   swollen face covered with bruises; her neck, by deep red gashes. Osanna knelt beside her and placed a Communion wafer on her throat. “Wards off infection,” she explained.

There was something familiar about the girl’s face.  The freckles, clusters of them in the clear spaces between welts.  Ah,  the Belton girl at the scene of the wagon accident.   

“St. Martin’s bones, what are you doing here?” Agnes said.     

“There’s a mystery and I want to know.” 

“If you know too much, your head will grow big as a Gargoyle’s.”   

“You know and you don’t look like a gargoyle.”   

Osanna spoke to me in a gentler tone. “We’ll tell you if you take an oath of silence.  You see, Greta here escaped from Babham and if she’s found—oh dear, I hate to think what they’ll do to her.”  

An escaped serf—that sounded like something in one of Agnes’s stories. But this wasn’t a story; it was real and if I behaved I could be part of an  adventure instead of just hearing about it. “What might they do to her?”  

“Never mind. Do you promise to keep the secret?”

“I do, I do.” I slid down on the floor beside the girl, and asked why she ran away.  

Greta didn’t answer, but gazed at me with eyes as blue as a pond in the midday sun.  I held her gaze until she spoke.  “I saw you the day my father was killed, I did.” Her voice had the mournful sound of a loon.  

“I remember that day. What happened afterwards?”

She drew in a deep breath.  “What happened afterwards is why I’m here.” She lay back. “Oh, I am tired, so tired.” 


“Rest,” Osanna said.  

I asked Greta if I could come again.

She nodded before closing her eyes.    

“Why did she run off?” I asked Osanna. 

“She’ll tell you if she wants to.” 

“Must she hide forever?” 

“Until she’s free.”

I blushed for my ignorance. “How long is that?”

“A year and a day. And curse his soul, the baron will snatch Greta up in the tic of an eye if he catches her before the year is out.”   

“But someone’s bound to see her.”

“We’ll keep her safe,” Osanna said. “We’ve hidden peasants before.”  

“We? You mean Agnes, too?” 

Osanna smiled, and I looked at my caretaker in a new light.  “I want to help.”  

“You’d best leave here and forget everything you saw,” Agnes warned. 

“But a trouble-maker like Ralf is sure to snoop around if he sees you in town every day carrying sacks to Osanna. We could take turns, you and me.”  

 Osanna smiled. “A good plan.” . 

I  was proud to be included, but I shivered with fear. This was dangerous business.  .     

Next morning Agnes came to my chamber with a parcel tied to a stick. “For Greta,” she said.  
I forgot my fear, so involved was I in plotting a route where I was less likely to be seen. I took the river path that arced around the back of the town. I saw only two women, both  washing clothes in the river, and a fisherman waving from his boat. They took no notice of me, probably thinking my sack was filled with dirty clothes. Still I was relieved when I arrived at the shed.    

Greta was slouched against the wall shivering with only a thin cover for protection. I was glad I’d brought another.  She wrapped it around herself, propped herself up on her elbows, and gazed at my sack.  I handed her two honey buns.  She made the sign of the cross, and then stuffed them into her mouth so fast I wondered if she’d swallowed them whole.  She sighed, wiped her mouth with her hand, and then whispered, “I don’t want anyone to hear me.” 

I moved closer, close enough to smell her honeyed breath.  

“You asked why I ran off. Best you know all.” She paused to catch her breath which was coming in quick, short gasps.  “It’s holy cross day. My papa is dead a fortnight. I’m picking hazel nuts in the woodland. Master Jehan, the steward, comes up to me.  I am to marry Warin, he says, Warin who’s big as a bull but can’t hear or talk. Mumbles and hums—his only sounds.”  She sucked in a great gust of air.  “’Never Sir,’ I say. He gives me a look that makes my poor insides shake like leaves in a storm. Then all at once he smiles. ‘Well, Missy, you come to the bursar’s office after complines tomorrow and we’ll figure out what to do about this.’”

“You went?”

She turned her face from me. “He puts his hand under my tunic. Laughs, mean like. Says, ‘well, if Miss Fussy won’t take Warin, she’ll have to take me.’ He grabs me, he does. I push at him. He’s strong like an ox. ‘Look Miss Fussy, what will it be—Warin or double duty in the field until the bones in your back snap or me? What will it be? What will it be?’ While he talks, he pins my arms and yanks my tunic up to my neck...he’s breathing like a hound on the chase...he pinches me and hits me...then digs into me...all the way into me.” 

“He should roast over coals,” I declared. “What did you do? Tell the baron?  He must protect his serfs against such monsters.”    

“Hah! Who in his lordship’s court will take the word of a poor peasant? Who will? So I must hide until I’m free.”

“For a whole year.” 

“Albreda told me there’s another way, but it’s not for me.”

“Albreda knows?” 

“I stumble out of bursar’s office and there she is—Albreda—just outside the door. Looks this way and that to make sure no one can hear. Then, out of the blue, says, ‘Sometimes the baron lets his serfs buy their freedom for three marks.’ More money than I could gather in two lives.” 

Three marks, a fortune to her, but easy to hand for Lette. Should I ask her? I dismissed the thought as quickly as it came.  I couldn’t ask Lette to help her father’s serf  escape?  Besides, she was away and when she returned her mind would be filled  with the wedding and her new life.  Forget about finding three marks for Greta, I told myself. Still, I felt sad picturing myself in Greta’s plalce, having to live huddled and cramped in a tiny, chilly, smelly place, unable to feel the sun on my face or walk around for a whole year.  

CHAPTER THIRTEEN
“I’ve packed food, you fill the rest,” Agnes said as she handed me a sack to take to Greta.   What would I want if I was pent up in that tiny dark shack? I asked myself.  An answer came instantly—scripted pages of stories. But that wouldn’t suit Greta. Peasants didn’t know how to read.  My brothers and Amiot, what did they do after supper? Games always cheered them.  Maybe they’d do the same for Greta. I dug around in the game box, and selected two fistfuls of colorful marbles and two clown puppets that Rivkah and I had made. 

 Greta was prone on her straw mat looking glum when I arrived. I tried to cheer her with the spiced fruits and goat cheese Agnes had packed. She ate them slowly, pausing to lick her lips and sigh.  When she finished, I opened a small purse and offered her the marbles. She shook her head.   I felt sure she’d delight with the clown  puppets. But she refused them, too.  “Winter’s coming. Joce has no clothes,” she said. 

“Joce?”

“Baby brother. Mother died a fortnight after his birth. He had no one but me. Now he has no one but godmother. He’s with her now, in the house next to mine.”   

“I’ll bring materials on Friday.”   

She put her hands in the air as if warding off something unseen. “No, no. Not on bad luck day.” 

I had heard stories about peasants being ruled by superstition. For a moment, I considered educating her, telling her that superstitions were bad, that they kept us from thinking about things. But I decided to keep my mouth shut. After all, hadn’t Comitissa tried to confuse the angel of death by changing  mother’s name when she lay dying?  And hadn’t our healer called on spirits to keep Lillith away during birthings?. Lillith was a wild-haired, winged demon who killed newborns. The rabbi himself gave a confusing message when he cautioned us against believing in superstitions, but urged us to be heedful of them anyway.  “I’ll bring the materials tomorrow, Thursday,” I said.

That afternoon, I gathered sackcloth, undyed wool, scissors, a measuring stick, a marking pencil, needles and threads from Comitissa, Elie the tailor,  and Levi, now his apprentice. None of them asked questions, but I suspect they knew my purpose.

Greta carefully examined the supplies,  then pinned her eyes on mine. “You’re different than I thought you’d be.”

What did you think I’d be like?”
”I thought you’d act like…like I didn’t count.”  

She grinned, and as she measured and cut a piece of wool for mittens, she confided personal things.  “After mother passed on, father was as a mute.  Not mean or nothing, but as someone nursing an emptied heart. Maybe that’s why he didn’t pay attention when he was on top of that shivery ladder.”       

Her nose quivered as she fought tears.  “After he died, everything turns black. Only not all black.  Every day neighbors bring  food, barley water, dark bread, water from the well, wood for the fire. They sweep the floor, carry my clothes to the river for a wash, tend my croft.” She choked up again. “Will I ever see them again? What will happen to me, Rachel?”

How sad, I thought, when I compared her troubled life to my easy one.  I tried to cheer her.  “After you’re free, you can make anything happen?”

“Anything? Back to Belton?  Steward Jehan will eat me alive. Besides, I have no house. When father died, the house went back to his lordship. Where’ll  I go?  How’ll I live? Who’ll want me, a peasant with no place to put my shoes?” 

Her misery swept through me like an icy wind.  I couldn’t think of a single useful thing to say, but I sat quietly with her until I left. On the way home, I asked myself what I had done to ease my grief over Rivkah. I dreamed, that’s what I did.

On my next visit, I told Greta how my dreams lifted my grief about Rivkah.     

“Dreams make my blood run cold,” she said. “It’s like...like the night before mother dies...I’m dreaming about a dog howling, sure sign death is near. When I wake, I know she’s gone before anyone tells me.  No, I don’t want dreams.” 

“But day dreams...”

She stifled a laugh, sucking in the sound between her broken front teeth lest someone hear. “I had day dreams once, about Eudo.”

That was the name of the man who caused trouble in the field at Babham, the one who frightened me. . 

“He’s a forester. Big and strong like an ox and  eyes as black as night. When he fixes those black eyes on me, the sun shines inside me.  I catch him watching me all the time and I smile.”  She paused. “Now it’s Sunday. A chicken fight. Men howling. Most everyone drunk. Eudo, too. Me, only a little.  He comes close to me, so close I smell his beery breath.  Takes my arm, he does. Steers me to his house. My heart thumps but I go with him anyway.  He lights a fire. Lays a blanket on the dirt floor in front of it. Pulls me down next to him.  I’m hot all over, maybe from the fire, maybe from excitement, maybe both. Then he peels off my clothes  and touches me all over. My whole body starts to beat like a heart. I never done it before and here I am welcoming him. Doesn’t matter that it hurt. Matters that we’re close.”  

She paused, and then: “After that night I begin sewing my wedding gown. Not the finest wool, but dyed the color of marigolds.  Cousin Clarice from Haverwood comes to visit. Helps me finish the gown. Eudo comes to watch us. But he stops taking me to his house. He takes Clarice. Then they marry.”

After a fit of coughing, she said, “godmother told me  she heard Milo say he didn’t want to be bothered with my baby brother and old father. That’s why he married Clarice. So, I stop day dreaming.”    

“That devil, you’re lucky to be rid of him.”  

“Will anyone ever want me, Rachel?” she said, her voice sounding as weary as an old woman’s. 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN
On my way to the October fair at the town square, I stopped in front of the ale shop to visit with Osanna. I knew right off something was wrong for she didn’t smile a greeting and her eyes were dark. I didn’t have to wait long for an explanation.
“Greta’s gone.”   

“Gone?”  

“Ralf found her hideout last night, barged in on her. I was near when I heard his raspy voice demanding to know who she was and where she came from.  Greta managed to sidle past him out the door and then ran hell for fire into the woods. Thank the Holy Virgin, he didn’t follow her.” 

  “Do you think he’ll tell the baron?”

  “That’s the thing, Rachel. He’s a naysayer. Hates dogs and Jews and serfs.  As soon turn Greta in for two pence as not.”

“Where do you think she’s headed?”

“God knows.” 

“We must find her.”

“Rachel, if we can find her, so can his lordship. He’d make her life a hell on earth. No, we must wait until she sends word.” 

“And if she doesn’t? If she can’t?”  I remembered Comitissa’s stories about destitute women having to whore for a meal. “What’s to become of her?” 

Osanna’s eyes teared. “Better get back to work,” she mumbled as she went into her shop.    

I was attacked by a fit of shivering that wouldn’t stop. I considered forgetting about the fair and returning home, but no, I realized I would feel worse there; better to mingle with people.. Besides I wanted to buy Comitissa some herring.       

Folks from Dornfield and nearby towns and villages were milling everywhere. Noise filled the air, traders hawking their wares, buyers bargaining or screaming at their tots to stay away from lepers, children screeching and squealing as they dodged caretakers and ran from show to show. There were midgets standing on each other’s shoulders, jugglers balancing eight balls at a time, monkeys on  ropes banging cymbals and turning cartwheels, and a tumbler wearing a blouse with wide billowing sleeves and a mask with asses ears. 

Beyond the tumbler, a gang of men stood in a circle pushing and shoving and making bets as cocks tore each other to pieces. I recognized two of the men, the two I least wanted to see—Ralf, and Hugo, the tanner’s son. Hugo had often joined Ralph in teasing and taunting Rivkah and me. They didn’t notice me; they were too busy rooting for one of the cocks.  

I moved on as quickly as I could, but stopped when I saw a leper sitting against a rock at the edge of the square.  His frail body was deformed, his bony left shoulder sticking up farther than his right; his gaunt face covered with slimy sores; and his right ear missing.  I felt like turning away from him as others were doing. But remembering how I felt when Ralf taunted me and Gentile girls whispered behind my back, I pulled a bun from my pocket and offered it to him.  He had trouble lifting his arm to receive it, as if his muscles had turned to mush. I leaned over and put the bun into his crippled hand before moving away.

 At the south side of the square, carts and stalls were set up in neat rows. Most of them were nothing more than planks of wood on trestles. A few had signboards with pictures of their wares.  A sadness welled up inside me when I stopped at a stall displaying ginger cakes, Rivkah’s favorite treat.  Suddenly, a hand grasped my shoulder. I spun around. “Lette!”  

She spoke fast. She does that when she’s excited. “I hoped I would find you here. Where can we go to talk?” Albreda, who had been standing next to Lette, arched her brows when she heard Lette suggest going off with me. “I’ll be back shortly,” she assured Albreda. 

I looked around. Zippora and Elfid, at a nearby stall, were watching us.  “Follow me,” I whispered, and then walked in front of Lette, as if we weren’t together. I led her to the shed Greta had so recently occupied.     

“Ugh, what an ugly, smelly place,” she said, once inside.   

“At least it’s private.” .   

She sighed, then slid down in a corner of the shed and started talking.  “I have been wed for more than a fortnight and I’m bursting with things to tell you and I don’t know when we will have another chance for we’re  moving to Dinsford in a few days.” Her nose crinkled as if she was about to cry.  “Oh Rachel, if only Geoffrey…” She stopped.

“If only Geoffrey what?”

“He thinks every Jew is his enemy. I told him about you, that you weren’t like a regular Jew.”   

My back stiffened.   “Regular Jews—what are they like?” 

“Geoffrey says they’re Godless infidels and Christ killers. But I told him you’re not like that.  He just tightened his lips. Rachel, help me find the right words to make him understand.”        

 I felt like saying , tell him to go straight to hell.  But that wouldn’t help her.  Yet, what would? Knights were trained to hate and fight non-Christians, and Jews were high on their list.   “I can’t think of anything.” 

“You’re never at a loss for words when you argue with me. Let’s pretend that I’m Geoffrey, that I’m accusing you of being Godless, what would you answer?” 

I thought immediately of Shimon studying the Lord’s laws, of everyone in our Quarter, no matter how frail their resources, sending money to our brothers and sisters in the holy land, of Rabbi Mordecai’s prayers exalting our Lord.  “Lette, I’d say, we believe in God the same as you.”  

“Albreda said that same thing to him, but he snapped at her: “Impossible for Jews to believe in the son’s father when they deny the father’s son.” 

I closed my eyes and tried to think of something more convincing. An image of the empty seat at our Passover service came to me.  “I”d say, Geoffrey, do you believe that Christ was God’s messenger?”

“He’d say, “of course.”

“Then I’d say, my people believe in God’s messenger, too. We just don’t believe he’s come yet.”  I spoke of the empty chair and the plate set out for the Messiah at our Passover feast. “That’s our way of inviting God’s messenger to come to us.”

Lette cocked her head. “I never heard about that. Maybe Geoffrey hasn’t either. I must tell him. But no, it won’t do any good. He’ll only repeat what he always says—‘never believe a word that comes from the foul mouths of those who murder Christian babies and drink their blood at ceremonies.”   

I put my hands behind my back to hide their trembling. “Lette, do you believe we murder Christian babies?”

“I don’t know. I’ve heard so many stories, from my father and priest and neighbors, everyone I know but Albreda. ”

Blood rushed to my head. “Our Torah forbids the sacrifice of children and the drinking of blood?  It considers murder a crime as bad as adultery and idol worship? Still, throughout the ages, Christians have used those lies to raid our settlements and banish us from their lands.”

Lette  put her hand in the air as if to stop me, but I went on.  

“Before my grandmother was born, Spain and Italy expelled the Jews. When she was a tot, Paris did the same. She and her family moved to Leiscester. Then Leicester cast out the Jews, including my parents and me. Our Quarter is filled with folks who have been banned from other towns in the realm.” 

“Geoffrey says the Jews are a menace, that’s why we banish them.” She squeezed her head between the palms of her hands. “Oh Rachel, I don’t know what to believe.”

If things were bad between Lette and me now, they could only get worse the longer she was under Geoffrey’s thumb. She already wonders if we don’t deserve  to be banished. Isn’t that proof the rabbi and Shimon are right, that Lette and I can’t be friends?  I started for the door. Lette bolted after me. “Rachel, don’t leave me.” 

“I thought you’d want me to.”

She moved close to me, so close our brows nearly touched. “Don’t hate me.”

Now I was confused. I should hate her after what she said about my people, but the thought of never seeing her again left me feeling as empty as air.  “I can’t hate you.” .

She grabbed my hand. “Remember when we hid from a rabid fox.”

I nodded.

“If we can survive a rabid fox, we can survive this difference.”

 “How?” 

 “For a start, erase this conversation. I should never have asked you to help me do the impossible.  I’m blaming you because Geoffrey’s ideas are as fixed as the pope’s. But mine aren’t. Knowing you is changing them.”  

She laid her cheek against mine, and I felt the tears of a Jew and Gentile mingle.  

CHAPTER FIFTEEN
I awakened abruptly. Shimon was squeezing my breasts and it hurt.  “Stop,” I said sharply. He pulled his hand away. Then I ran my fingertips over them, and oh, were they tender.  I recalled Giza telling Zipporah about her sore breasts when she was with child. I sat bolt upright.  When did I have my last bleeding? It was such a new thing, I hadn’t paid attention. “Shimon, how many full moons since our wedding?”

“Two, maybe three,” he said, sitting up beside me. 

“But I remember going to mikvah only once.”   

A smile slowly spread across his face.  He tilted his eyes skyward. “Thank you, God.”      

I always knew children would be part of my life someday, but it had seemed so far off.  Now, the image of a baby at my breast felt as real as my fingers. 

Shimon and I began to talk at the same time. 

I said, “she’ll be born around Shavuot.” That was the holiday celebrating the giving of the Torah at Mt. Sinai.  “Miriam, we’ll name her Miriam, after Moses’s sister.” 

“No. Levi, the name that stands for unity.  Ah, what music to my ears when I hear him called Levi ben Shimon.” 

“Agnes will dance a carol.  She once promised to live long enough to care for my children.”

Suddenly, I felt a stab of fear.  “Shimon, my mother died giving birth.” 

“You won’t die, dear wife.”

“Maybe I won’t die, but the baby could be born dead or missing a limb.”   

“Bad thoughts make bad things happen. Think about all the women you know who didn’t die giving birth; think of all the surviving children; dwell on the joy that lies ahead.” 

“You’re right.  I am young and healthy, and Sarah knows everything about birthing.”  

At that, Shimon rose, dressed, started a fire, picked up a handful of dried apples, and started for the door. “I must see the rabbi. I will say, ‘another scholar on the way.’ He will catch my meaning.” 

Later that morning, at father’s table, I blurted out my news.  

Agnes started to hiccup, something that happens when she’s excited. 

Comitissa breathed deeply and said, ‘if only I can be here.” 

“You’ll be here,” I said, wondering why I suddenly felt as wise as God.

Isaac was at the table, too.  He was usually like a shadow, but he surprised me by leaning over and touching his lips to my forehead. Well, it was his grandchild. 

Father remained silent for the longest time, then said, “Esther, you’ll call her Esther?  My mother’s name.”
“Her name is Miriam,” I said. 

He arched an eyebrow but said no more on the subject.     

I was too wound up to concentrate on my work. At mid-day, I left the office for home. There, I lit the brazier and had just put a pot of water on the stove for tea when Shimon came in.  He moved slowly, his shoulders sagging, his eyes bloodshot. He slumped down on a bench without saying a word. 

“Are you sick?” 

He pulled in his lips and stared at the wall. 

I became alarmed.  “Tell me or I’ll scream loud enough to wake the angels.”   

He spoke hesitantly. “I was about to tell the rabbi about the baby. But he spoke first. Four short words: “Rein in your wife.’”

“What?”

“Baruch was there and he agreed.”  Baruch was the son of Meier, the synagogue treasurer.  

“What did Baruch say?”

“That you were seen running off with the baron’s daughter at the fair. It’s on everyone’s lips.”  

“Is it a crime to talk to Lette at the fair? I talk to total strangers there.” 

“You didn’t even mention seeing her.  Do you see her often? Have you forgotten the rabbi’s warning?” He dropped his head into his hands. “Oh, Rachel, I am so ashamed--my wife showing her defiance in front of everyone.”

  My blood sizzled.  “Why should the rabbi and Baruch judge you by something I do?” 

He began to rock his body. “Wise men don’t have unruly wives. Rabbi’s right. I’m a clod. If I had explained things better you wouldn’t be making a public spectacle of yourself.”

I was his wife; I shouldn’t make him suffer. “Shimon, Lette’s moving to Dinsford. I may never set eyes on her again. And if I do, I promise it will be in an out of the way place where no one will see us.”  

He drew a deep breath, whether in relief or resignation, and then buried his face in a tractate about Shavuot.

I lay awake for hours that night. I couldn’t stop feeling my belly and picturing my daughter inside it.  But scary images intruded. I’d see a baby with an outsized head or with two noses. I didn’t want to burden Shimon with my fears. But I felt I’d burst if I didn’t tell someone. Lette!  How quickly I forgot my assurance to Shimon.  As soon as he left for synagogue next morning, I wrote to her.  “I have big news. I cannot meet you at my market.  Name another place.”

Immediately after early meal, I carried the note to Osanna.  She was in the kitchen making mash. When she saw t he address on the letter in the air, she said, “My cousin what delivers your letters says Dinsford’s too far to walk and he has no horse.”

My heart skipped beats until Osanna, a glint in her eye, added, “but another cousin has a horse. He’ll deliver your message.”  

“Tell him it’s best if Geoffrey doesn’t know about this.”    

“Never fear,” she said. “Elena told me Sir Geoffrey is a rotten egg. I’ll make sure my cousin understands.”   

“You are so good to me, Osanna.”

Her face puckered. “Once, long ago, I had a friend like your Lette. Died, she did, before her twentieth year.” 

I wrapped my arms around Osanna’s ample waist.

“Get on with you now, my mash needs tending.”    

Several dawns after sending my note, Elena brought me a small fold of parchment tied with a narrow, blue ribbon.  Lette had  written just a few words: “Your  graveyard. Early Thursday morning.”  She must have known we don’t hold funerals in the early hours.  

I arrived at dawn, and waited so long I wondered if I was mistaken about the day or if some misfortune had befallen Lette. Ah, finally, the sound of horses nickering.  Lette dismounted in a hurry, gave Elena the reins, and ran to me. I grabbed her hand and led her to a thicket of beech trees that hid us.  “Your big news,” Lette said, as we slid down to the base of a tree. But before I could answer, she said, “A baby. Is it not?” She peered at my stomach, but nothing showed. My laugh was an answer.  She clapped her hands. “Double joy. I’ve missed my monthly, too. And Rachel, I can feel it in there.”  She thrust out her arms as if to embrace the sky. 

“I’m so afraid that something will go wrong.”  

She dismissed my comment with a wave of her hand. “Nothing can go wrong. lf  this were not to be I wouldn’t be having visions of our children, yours and mine, playing together in the forest. We’re on a good luck journey, Rachel. Take my marriage.”  Her eyes glistened.  “Remember the story of Abèlard, the pious scholar who had passion only for his work until he met Hèloise?”

I nodded.

“Well, the man I married has a passion for me like Abèlard’s for Héloise. He  loves me so completely he can’t bear to have me out of  his sight. He says when he must be gone, he wants me to stay inside the manor grounds so he can picture me there.” 

“But you left the manor today.” 

Geoffrey is at a jousting match. I intended to stay home, but I started to choke with the need to celebrate my news with you, so just this once I took a chance.”  

I didn’t feel like celebrating after hearing about Geoffrey’s strange demand. Confining her to the grounds sounded more like the act of a sheriff than a lover.  I glanced at her. She was smiling as if she’d been touched by an angel.  I didn’t want to dampen her spirits, so I said nothing about that subject, or about the other one bothering me. How were we ever to meet if Geoffrey watched her every move? 

She must have read my mind.  “Rachel, we’re now living in a chamber in the manor house, but once we have our own fief, Geoffrey will be too busy managing things to give a thought to what I do and where I go. I know I’ll be able to get away then.” 

“I thought you already had a fief.” 

“We expect the baron to grant us one any day. Oh goodness, time goes so fast when I’m with you. Geoffrey is due home soon.”  

And in a wing beat, she was gone. 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN
“Today, you’ll handle your first transaction,” father declared on my thirteenth birthday.  Isaac, a man of few words, encouraged me with vigorous nods.

I was on edge. I knew I could handle the paper work, but I wasn’t sure about estimating the value of pledges. I asked father to be at hand in case I ran into trouble. 
He arched his brow. “We learn from our errors, but I hope you will make none.”

A tap on the outside door. I jumped up to open it. Farmer Gandy scraped his boots against a stone to remove the snow clinging to the bottoms. Once inside, he removed his patched and unadorned surcote, and waited for an invitation to be seated.  Eager as I was to learn the trade, I was nervous about starting and was relieved when father motioned the farmer to the stool near his desk instead of to the one near my seat.     

His head slightly bowed, the farmer mumbled: “Need an ox. Thirteen shillings the price.” 

“That can be arranged.” Father paused, then added, “With sufficient security.” 

Gandy lifted a package hanging from his rope belt and slowly unwrapped a dozen short-handled silver spoons. “How many?” he asked. 

Father picked up a spoon, held it close to his eyes, examined it carefully, and inspected the others. He stroked his beard for a short while before saying, “Six.”  

Gandy started counting out six spoons, but stopped when father interrupted to tell a joke about a bareheaded boy standing under a window when a servant dumped the contents of a chamber pot on his head. Gandy nodded instead of laughing or smiling and continued counting spoons. Again father interrupted, this time with chatter about the town crier having lost his voice and riding through town making signs to convey the news—fingers stretched out like spikes for a royal crown, a slit across his neck for a hanging. Gandy was half listening to father and half attending to his spoons.  Father went on to say, “Heard you added some acres to your pasture.” The farmer nodded again. Father’s idle chatter must have affected Gandy’s memory, for he handed father seven spoons. Father counted them, then bowed his head. “I rely solely on your calculation, good sir.”  

“Father, you made a mistake,” I said immediately after the farmer left. “He pledged six spoons, but gave you seven.”  

I didn’t like the crafty gleam in father’s eyes. “I simply accepted the man’s reckoning.”    

I always spoke to my father with respect, but I had to question him.  “But sir, our commandments forbid stealing and cheating.”

“If you study the Talmud, you will learn that we are not accountable for cheating Gentiles.”

“Does that mean we should cheat them?”

“Haven’t you heard Rabbi Mordecai tell us never to honor idolators except for personal gain?” 

He threw his hand in the air, a sign the conversation was over. But I knew  I’d never cheat a borrower. I wanted my dealings to bring us honor, not scorn.     

The farmer had been gone from the office only a short time when Osbert, the ostler, arrived. He walked with a bowlegged gait peculiar to those who had been astride since they were tots.  Osbert had a merry face, red and round as an apple, framed by ragged red hair and beard.   

 After bowing a greeting, father stood and said, “Isaac and I have an errand.  My daughter will handle your business.” So here it was. My test! I filled my lungs with air.    

Osbert’s blue eyes lit up when he sat on a stool facing me. “I’m proud to do business with you, Mistress Rachel.”

“And I’m proud to be able to help you.” 

“Had to shoot my rouncy.  Strangles. Got so bad he could hardly catch a breath.” Osbert sniffed and gasped for air as if he were the one strangling. “The horse I want--no fine rider, but he’ll serve for around here and pulling my cart.  Costs one mark six shillings.”   

“What security do you offer?” 

He lifted from his pocket a gold ring with a ruby stone. “Belonged to my mother.”  

I had no idea of its worth.  I’d never seen father estimate the value of a ring. I considered postponing my decision until I consulted father. Only I could hear him bark at me for being a baby.        

Osbert seemed to understand my hesitation. “The deal, it’s fair.” 

I trusted his judgment. Like Osanna, Osbert was a friend to all the Jews. 

I picked up the account book and turned to a new page. There was space on the left side for describing the transaction; and on the right, two narrow columns for dates and other details. I started to write: Osbert, the ostler, MCCII/X, has given Igold ring with I ruby stone to—I hesitated. Whose name should I use, mine or father’s? Father would scold me for naming myself as money lender. After all, this was just practice. I continued—to Hayyim ben Zoma as security against a II year loan of I mark VI shillings. Osbert, the ostler, shall give I mark VI shillings plus a yearly interest of XXXXIII percent to Hayyim ben Zoma for a period of II years. 

Father and Isaac must have been able to see through the wall, for they came in the moment  I finished filling in the last two columns. They looked over my shoulder to read my entry. I heard no words of praise, but they grinned at each other. Then, after giving Osbert silver coins in the amount he requested, father suggested we go to town for signatures of the Gentile chirographers.      

The wind was high and the ground covered with snow so I scooted up to the loft for boots and a cloak.  The men bundled up, too. Our boots squishing, we sloshed through slush all the way to the chirography office.  There, after the two Christian chirographers signed the contract, Lambert, the clerk, set to work making three copies—one each for a Christian and Jewish chirographer and one for the archa.  The original stayed with father.

Walking beside father through Gentile town, I was aware of sneers and grimaces directed at father. But in our Quarter, folks greeted him with smiles, handclasps, and embraces. I smiled. I liked my trade. 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
Alone in my office, I felt as dreary as the sound of the rain hitting my window. I, along with everyone else in the Quarter, was reeling from news of the book burning.  The pope had ordered clerics in Paris and London to examine the Talmud for signs of the devil.  And they quickly found them, citing as evidence that our holy books called Mary a whore, Jesus a sorcerer and non-human animal, and farming the lowest of all occupations. After their findings became known,  mobs in Paris carried cartloads of our holy books to the Place de Greve where they burned them. When our English clerics joined the chorus of accusations, we feared the same fate here. Burning our books--that would be like burning our souls. Our synagogues would echo a wail of barrenness. 

I never thought anything could sap my grandmother’s strength, but the book burning broke her spirit. She took to her bed and she, who had taught me never to close my eyes to what was going on around me, sealed her eyelids, tightened her lips against food and liquid, and closed her ears against every entreaty.   

I left my office to sit beside her.  “Comitissa,  look at me, please.”  

Her lids didn’t flicker. 

Don’t go away, don’t go away, you want to see Miriam.” I pleaded in vain. 

“Let her be. She wants to go,” said Zippora, who seldom left Comitissa’s side.  

“But she wanted to greet my baby.” 

“That was before her fire flickered out. Nothing’s left but embers. Let her go, Rachel.”

 “No, no, no,” I protested.  I crawled into Comitissa’s bed to feel her still warm skin against mine.  

Slowly she turned toward me and put her mouth to my ear.  I strained to hear: “Tell Miriam about me.” Then she turned away and became as still and silent as a tomb. 

I laid next to her, I don’t know how long, until I heard Sarah say, “she’s gone.” My stomach pitched and rolled as if it was drunk. I jumped up, ran to the privy and spewed out my insides. 

Agnes came after me. “Think of the baby. You must take care of yourself.” She wiped my face with her kerchief, then took my arm and steered me to the loft stairs and up into my old chamber. As if I were a tot, she undressed me, covered me, and ordered me to sleep.   

I didn’t need urging. Sleep was a blessing compared to watching the life seep out of  the woman who had been a mother and teacher. 

Agnes awakened me in late afternoon. Her voice was flat. “Get ready. We’re going to the graveyard.” 
We trudged along the muddy path to the cemetery in waxed cloaks and boots, our arms covering our heads against buffeting gusts of rain. Was this a dream—my grandmother lying inside that wooden box next to a burial plot? But I knew it was real as soon as I heard the rabbi pray: “The Lord is my shepherd, he shall not want…”As he recited the psalm, others lowered the coffin into the ground and began to shovel dirt on the lid. Elfid handed me the shovel. I turned away from her. The thought of throwing mud on top of Comitissa made my stomach rise to my throat.  But when I heard the rabbi say—“the flame of her candle will light another”—I took the shovel and as I dropped dirt onto the casket, I sent Comitissa a silent message: Let the flame of your candle light the spirit of my first born. 

Next morning, Shimon rubbed my shoulders to wake me. “Arise, good wife. It’s time to sit shiva at your father’s  house.”  Shiva was the first seven days of our thirty day mourning period. 

I rolled off the bed and went to the basin to wash.  

Shimon yanked my hand away from the water. “What are you doing? You can’t wash during shiva.” 

I was in a daze and reminded myself of other shiva bans--on working and coupling. I rubbed sleep from the corners of my eyes, pinched my cheeks to get blood flowing, and untangled my hair with my fingers before dressing and going to father’s house.   

Near the hearth, Meier and his son, Baruch, were building low stools and benches needed for sitting shivah. Agnes was serving lentils, bread, and hardboiled eggs, the traditional shiva foods that symbolize life. Shimon put a hard boiled egg in my hand, but I couldn’t eat. Elfid and Amiot had already arrived. Married just the Sunday before, they had to quickly douse the sparkle from their hearts to mourn for Comitissa.  Giza and Zipporah came in carrying a large supply of candles, enough to light one for every mourner.  Others soon arrived, milled around, wept, consoled father and me, and waited to hear Kaddish, the prayer for the dead. Kaddish required a quorum of ten men, and when the tenth arrived, the men began to sway and pray. “Help us, O Lord, to rise above our sorrow and face the trials of life with courage in our hearts. We bear our sorrow in trustful hearts, and knowing Thou art near, I shall not despair...”
Shall not despair! Those words gave me pause. I had certainly felt despair, but it lifted when I pictured a spiral of pink mist floating in the air, waiting for the moment to plant itself inside Miriam.

I was so caught up in my own imaginings, I didn’t notice father’s condition until Agnes started to fuss over him.  He was sitting bunched up on a stool, his chin in his neck, his knees tucked into his chest, as if trying to fold in his grief. Even though Comitissa had not been a blood relative, she had been mistress of his house for many years. 

On the last day of shiva, father became so dizzy he fell off his stool. Splayed out on the floor, I noticed a large red swelling on his neck. Jacob and Meier helped father stand and led him to his bed. 

After shiva ended, aside  from saying Kaddish and lighting candles, we resumed normal activities. Mine included taking care of father, who became weaker every day. One morning, he urged Shimon and me to move back permanently. “This house will soon be needing a mistress,” he said, his eyes looking sadder than those of a caged hound. We readily accepted his offer. I loved the house, especially my chamber. Only I wish his gift had come under different circumstances.  

Sarah visited father twice every day and fed him tea laced with herbs for healing the lung. But he continued to decline, vomiting everything he ate and afterwards lying in bed as limp as a rag. Please dear God, give him strength. Don’t take him, not now when we’re still mourning Comitissa. 

It was bed sores that finally killed him, big ugly cankers that oozed thick yellow pus and spread from his arms and chest and back to his nose and mouth. Agnes and I took turns sitting with him through the night. I was with him at the end. He was breathing quietly when suddenly he shuddered so violently the timbers shook, and then a ringing silence closed in on me. 

At dawn the next day, alone at the trestle table, my eyes roamed along the empty benches. I was flooded with images of Saul, Yitzchak, Amiot, Comitissa, father, mother, and  Rivkah sitting on them. I wished I had taken time to appreciate their presence.  But I never dreamed that one day I would be here by myself.  The images began to drift away, like clouds after a storm. Then sobs broke from me, my shoulders twitched, and a river of pee soaked my undergarments, ran down my legs, and made a pool on the floor.  

While helping Agnes prepare food for father’s shiva, I fainted. When I came to, I was in my bed, Shimon and Agnes sitting next to me, their brows creased.  I grunted.  My insides were cramped like a fist. After a short time, the cramp left me, only to come back a while later, stronger, more intense. Another lapse was followed by a cramp so severe, I cried out. Again it stopped.  I’d heard enough about birthing pains from women in our Quarter. “It can’t be,” I said to Agnes and Shimon. The baby’s not expected until sometime in the hot season.”

“The seed could have been planted before your wedding.” Agnes cautiously suggested.

“No, no,” Shimon and I both replied. 

But we all knew that I hadn’t peed on myself; my water bag had broken.  The cramps turned into contractions that wrenched my body and made me swear I would never have another child. The spasms became so bad, I started to scream.  At that, Agnes fetched Sarah.

First thing, Sarah sent Shimon from my chamber. Men were not allowed to watch birthings. Then she told Agnes to fetch hot water, clean sheets, blankets, and cloths for washing.  

Time lost its boundaries, but I became aware of a murmuring sound in the hall, probably men sitting with Shimon praying for me and the baby.  

Sarah tied a thick piece of rope to a beam in the ceiling and motioned me to sit on a stool under it. “Pull on the cord when the pain comes,” she said. I followed her direction, but it didn’t ease the searing pain that split my body in two. “Push, push,” Sarah said again and again. I tried. Nothing happened other than one wrenching contraction after another.  They lasted all day and night and into the next day.  Sarah fed me cup after cup of raspberry tea to open my womb.  But that didn’t speed things along. On the evening of the second day, my strength ran out and I prepared to die. 

Sarah let out a long, deep sigh. “No wonder you’ve had to work so hard. The baby is coming bottom first.” I don’t know how I gathered the strength to give one last hard push. “You have a boy,” Sarah exclaimed.  And a moment later, she moaned: “Oh dear God!” I strained my neck to see what upset her. She was blowing air into the baby’s mouth.  “Is he breathing? Is he breathing?” I asked. She continued to blow, then stopped and put her head to his chest, then blew air into him again. Finally she stopped blowing and began chanting: “out Lillith, out Lilith.” Lilith was the wild demon who killed infants.  

“No, no,” I screamed.  “Levi’s not dead. Give him to me.”  My bones felt like sawdust, but I stretched out my arms, and Sarah laid a tiny, limp motionless, mucous-covered Levi into them.  She continued to cry—“Out Lillith.”  Everytime she did, I chanted to myself—In Comitissa. In Comitissa. Let your flame light his life, let  your flame light his life. I chanted silently as I gently rocked the tiny bundle in my arms. Suddenly, his little body began to twitch. His tiny hands and feet began to curl.  He gasped for air.  I held him close to my chest until his breathing became regular.  I couldn’t touch or see Comitissa’s spirit, but I knew it was there breathing life into my child.

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN                 

 Levi’s survival was as miraculous as his birth.  Born before he was ready, he was too weak to suckle more than a few seconds at a time. As the days passed, he seemed to shrivel. I grew desperate, afraid he’d die unless I found another way to nourish him.  I found a solution, to pump milk from my breasts into a cup, soak straws in the milk, and dribble milk on the straws into Levi’s mouth.  Sometimes Agnes relieved me, and between the two of us, we managed to sustain him. 

My belly was already bulging with my second child by the time Levi gained enough strength to feed on his own. His cheeks began to fill out; his hands grew pudgy and dimpled; and he laughed, a gurgling sound like water going over stones in a creek. I had an urge, more like an itch, to celebrate his survival with Lette.  I had just learned from Osanna that Lette, too, had just given birth to a son, Gervase.  So finding myself alone one evening, I penned a letter, telling her first about the miracle of Levi’s birth and then about the remarkable bond between us.  
I swear, Lette, there’s magic in Levi’s heart. Like this morning. He’s 
on my lap and we’re staring into each other’s eyes. I start to cry, 
tears of  thanks for the bloom in his cheeks. He touches my wet 
cheeks, then snuggles his head into my neck and stays there until my 
eyes are dry, at which time he gurgles and chuckles. Maybe moments 
like that are common.
 Do they happen with Gervase? 

              Oh, how I crave news of you.  

              Your friend, Rachel 

A reply came a week later.

         Dear Rachel,

             When I read about Levi’s love for you, I wept with grief and envy

          and everything else I have felt since Gervase was wrenched from 

           my arms. My birth was not difficult like yours, but it was still magic, 

           to hold that bundle of warmth that was as much a part of me as my 

           fingers and toes. He resembled me, too, his straw colored hair and 

           eyes tinted with green. But Geoffrey arranged for him to be sent to a 

           wet nurse in Essex just two days after his birth. Women like me don’t

            nurse, but I wasn’t ready for this sudden rupture.  A black despair 

            wrapped itself around me and I shut myself away from everything 

            and everyone, or I tried to. Geoffrey stopped me. He sat on the edge 

            of my bed and shook my shoulders and when I remained limp, he 

            called me a sloth, a mother who treats her baby like a toy for her own 

            pleasure. He insisted I rise and behave like a knight’s lady.  I didn’t 

            want to upset the man I’ve pledged to live and die beside. So I 

            dressed, but was too weary to do more than roam aimlessly around 

            the grounds. My mind was a blank, and then I thought of your 

            courage in facing all the woes that have befallen you with strength.  So I 
             told myself I should be strong like you, decide what to do with myself

             other than wander around.  I was, after all, a knight’s lady.  I busied 

             myself gathering alms and delivering them to three old, sick women in
             Haverwood,  the nearby peasant village, and left the village feeling 

             buoyed  up. But the feeling lasted only until the dark of the night when 
            Gervase invaded my dreams, as he does most nights.  
            Your friend forever

My second son, Asher, was born before I heard from Lette again. 

           Dear Rachel,

              I have wanted to write to you many times, but Geoffrey keeps a 

          close watch on me, and I don’t know what he’d do if he knew I 

          was still in touch with you. The risk is greater since he replaced 

          Albreda as my chambermaid.  A servant, Magota, now tends me as  

          well  as spies on me, for Geoffrey seems to know every thing I do. 

             You may think I have a weak spine, but since Geoffrey’s recent

         streak of bad luck, I have taken great pains not to vex him. We have 

         lost any chance of a fief at Dinsford. We are now back at Wadebridge, 
         in Geoffrey’s father’s house, though we shall soon have our own land 
         here. 

            I see your eyes alight with questions. Where shall I start? Let me take 

         you back a few months to the events that led up to this bollix. 

            Geoffrey’s overlord, Baron Shelby, has a mission in life—the

        noblemen’s rebellion, dedicated to curbing the king’s absolute power.  

        The baron urged, maybe commanded is a better word, Geoffrey to join

         his mission.  Poor Geoffrey was like a man with two heads, for he had 

         sworn  fidelity to both his overlord and the king. His loyalty to the king

         won out, for, he said, “The king rules by divine right.”  So, though it 

         was dangerous to displease his overlord, Geoffrey refused his invitation.

              After that the baron stopped inviting him to hunting, hawking, and 

        other events. He snubbed him in passing. We waited, hoping the 

        baron’s mood would change, but after a month, it was clear that we 

        were on the outside and likely to remain there. That’s when we decided 

        to return to Wadebridge. 

            Are you wondering if we felt disgraced and humiliated? We walked 

        around with heads bent, looking askance at people, and when alone 

        together, we hardly spoke. But recently, good fortune has smiled at us. 

        Geoffrey has become high in the king’s favor. Now you are about to ask 

        how this came about.  Have I told you that Geoffrey never loses a 

        jousting match?  I doubt you have seen one.  Picture two mounted 

        knights charging each other at full speed, their lances drawn. The 

        purpose is not to kill but to unhorse your opponent, though the outcome 

        is often fatal.  King Henry never misses Geoffrey’s matches, which is not 

        surprising—he has made a fortune betting on him. Geoffrey has made a 

        bundle, too. And listen to this. The king was so impressed with 

        Geoffrey’s skill and courage, he invited us to a royal ball. 

             The ball! A dream. An enormous hall with blazing torches, tall 

       windows with carved moldings, brightly painted walls decorated with

       gold-threaded tapestries. I wish you’d seen their clothes-- flowing silk 

       gowns in the brightest colors, adorned with jeweled brooches and clasps. 

       And the music. And best of all, Geoffrey, the tallest, most handsome man 

       there, whirling me around and around the dance floor like a princess in a 

       story book. 

            That, of course, will be the last dance I shall attend for a while, for I 

        am again with child.  And I have heard that you are, too. Oh, how I wish 

        we could celebrate together. But Geoffrey still confines me to the manor. 

        When I first met you and whistled for my guardians, you asked me if I 

        was a prisoner. I can hear you ask the same question now.  I want you to 

        understand, Rachel.  At first I stood up to him. “You’re treating me 

        like one of your steeds or men-at-arms,” I said, regarding his rule that I 

        not leave the manor.  

           He clucked his tongue against the roof of his mouth as if I were slow-

        witted.  “My dear lady, any man can be a knight, but I am a 

        knight of excellence, which requires strict control, not only of my urges 

        and impulses, but those of everyone under my command, including my 

        wife.” 

              I could have argued, told him his reasoning didn’t take into 

        account the soul of those under his command. But it would have just 

        convinced him to keep a closer watch on me. So I kept my opinion to 

        myself, just as I keep our friendship from him. I used to feel guilty about 

        that, but no longer, not since I realized that not all secrets are bad; some 

        are worth keeping. And so, although I cannot risk seeing you yet, I shall 

        continue to find ways to write to you as I am doing now while Geoffrey 

        is in London with the king’s guard and Magota is away nursing an ailing 

        aunt. 

        Your friend forever

I wrote to Lette several times after reading that letter, but received not a single reply until after we had both given birth a third time, she to Juliana, and I, to my twins Licia and Hannah. 

              Dear Rachel,  

                     I was sure Geoffrey would become less watchful of me after we moved to 

              our own land, but the opposite has happened, which explains why I have not 

              written lately.  Yet today, I had to write to you or go mad with fear and uncertainty. Before Geoffrey’s last jousting match, he complained of being short of breath. “Stay home,” I begged him. He gave me a look that made me feel small, very small, and I said no more. 
                  He went to the match. For the first time, he was unhorsed and returned home with a broken arm, leg, wrist, and rib, and a face swollen with festering sores. He can do nothing but lie in bed and glare as if the knight who unhorsed him were standing before him. Sometimes, he cries out in pain. Rachel, I am so frightened. Going to war is one thing—after all, he is a soldier—but risking his life in a game is something else. I asked, then begged him to promise never to fight another tournament.  He just stared at me as if I were speaking in a foreign tongue.  But this time I refused to be cowed and continued asking for his promise. His good arm shot out and knocked me to the floor. My body was sore with bruises, and my back so twisted I could barely move, but I rose on unsteady feet. 
                  Geoffrey had shocked himself.  “Forgive me. That was unworthy of a knight.” And then after a long pause, he said, “But you made me lose control. You must promise never to do that again. Understand?” 
                  I didn’t answer.  His voice took on that strained sound.  “Lette, if I can’t win a dueling match, how can I slay our enemies?  Who will respect me?” And then he groaned and  said, “If I can’t stand out, I’d just as well be dead.”  
                   My first thought—I should understand him, comfort him. But he was unreasonable, and I was angry. Again the thought of your boldness gave me the strength.  I walked away from him without a word or a glance. Still, that didn’t settle the turmoil inside of me.  I can’t ask him for another promise without risking my bones. Besides it would do no good. He lives for victory with his sword. Yet, if I remain silent, I sentence myself to a permanent state of dread that he will be maimed or killed in a game and that I shall be trapped forever in my inner darkness. 

 Your (uncertain) friend


I trembled for Lette, for I could see no way out for her. Flee to Babham, to the house of another tyrant? Go to a nunnery? Lette had once told me she would rather die than live in the tomb-like silence of a convent. But there had to be a solution. If neither of us could think of one separately, we might try searching for one together. Risky as it was for her, I sent a message urging her to meet me at the Jewish cemetery on a Thursday morning.  “I’ll be waitng every Thursday morning until you can get away.”    


And, indeed, I kept my word through a full cycle of the moon. Then, on the first Thursday of the new cycle, Albreda appeared at the cemetery on foot. She was short of breath and wheezed her message.  “Lette wants you to promise never to write to her again.”


I gasped. 
Albreda explained.  “Geoffrey found your last message. Went on a rampage. Socked Lette in the jaw. Swelled to the size of a pumpkin.  Said there’d be more of same if she had anything to do with you. Then he roared at her: “Have you forgotten that you are the wife of a knight who has pledged his life to war against Christ killers without pause or mercy.”    


“Oh, no!” I exclaimed. 


“Rachel, do I hear your promise?”  


My lips quivered when I whispered, “yes.” 
CHAPTER NINETEEN
Four years passed before I saw Lette again, and her letters were sparse. All the same, she was often in my thoughts as well as in my dreams. I woke from one on this chill autumn morning in the year 1251.  In the dream, I was chasing Lette through woods and pastures when she tripped and fell into a deep pit. I raced to the edge of the hole and stretched my hand toward hers.  Her finger tips touched mine, then slipped from my grasp as if they were greased.  I screamed her name as she hurtled into the darkness below.  The scream woke me.  

But the cause was not the dream.  It was Asher, now eight-years-old, shrieking and shrinking into a corner of the room after nine-year-old Levi wrested a toy from his hand—a carving of a small knight sitting a mare. “If you want it bad enough, fight back, go ahead,” I said to Asher. He winced and paled but took no action, and I felt a wave of guilt for being so easily irritated with him.  I seldom felt that way about Levi. I’d felt a special bond with him since his birth when he and I looked into the eyeball of death and conquered it. I also appreciated his kindness, which eventually won out in his disputes with Asher. He not only returned Asher’s toy, but gave him one of his own. 

Seven-year old Hannah was sitting against the wall of the loft combing her fingers through her black curly hair, as untamed as mine. There were deep dimples in Hannah’s cheeks when she laughed, something she rarely does since her twin, Licia, died a year ago. I relived that death scene again and again as if absorbing it into my body would reduce its grip on me. Both girls had colds, but Licia’s was more stubborn.  It worsened from one dawn to the next until she could barely catch a breath, and finally she couldn’t.  When her heart stopped, I thought mine would, too.  Or maybe there were moments when I wanted it to.  I had suffered tragedies before, but none matched the numbing despair I felt when I shoveled dirt over my daughter’s coffin.  I didn’t want to see anyone, talk to anyone; I wanted to shut myself off in a space as dark and quiet as the one Licie dwelt in.  But I had to keep going for Hannah’s sake. She had fallen into a stupor so deep I feared she’d die, too. She sat curled in a ball in a corner of the hall as silent as her sister’s tomb.  Nothing I did seemed to help.  When I reached for her hand, she thrust it behind her back. I talked to her anyway. I told her that I had hidden away from everyone when my twin, Rivkah, died until I realized that the isolation made me as dead as my sister.  I told her I became so morbid I could see nothing but images of Rivkah lying in a box under the ground, and that I might have died, too, if I hadn’t found a way to push memories of Rivkah from the front of my mind.  I waited for Hannah to ask how I did that, but she shifted her body and head away from me, making me feel as if I’d lost two daughters instead of one. 

That’s the way I felt on this day when Hannah again refused my overtures. But I didn’t need to say anything because Agnes, who’d come into the room, was railing at Hannah. “You’re turning yourself into a corpse.  Better beware lest someone seal you in a wooden box.” A shiver traveled the length of Hannah’s arms and back. Agnes pulled her upright and led her, along with her brothers, to the kitchen for their morning wash.  

After they left I wanted to curl up in bed and forget Hannah’s misery. But I had to dress; customers could show up at any time. 

Except for a colorful wall hanging, the loan shop hadn’t changed over the years-- the same stools and writing tables, wax tablets, parchment, and lock boxes for coins and jewels. 

I was checking yesterday’s transactions when I heard a light tap on the outside door. I’d never before set eyes on the stranger before me. He was dressed like a cleric in a dark, unadorned gown that reached to the middle of his calf and had slits for his arms. He had a faded look with sunken eyes that were the color of dead leaves, a skimpy reddish beard, and thin quivering lips. What tragedy brought this poor man to my door?  He opened his mouth to speak and then abruptly closed it. I waved him inside and pointed to the stool near me. He sat in a stiff posture, and I tried to gentle his unease with a wide smile.  

“St. John,” he muttered, crossing himself; and then, to me: “I’m Walter Wulward, priest of St. Joseph’s church at Haverwood.” My pulse quickened.  Haverwood was the village near Wadebridge; he might have news of Lette. But this was business and I curbed my curiosity.      

After shifting his weight from one side of the stool to the other, he said, “Mistress, a terrible misfortune. A terrible misfortune.”  After a sharp intake of breath, he continued.  “I’m obliged to pay an amercement of seven shillings.  I have nothing put by. I humbly seek a loan.”

I wondered what he’d done to warrant such a steep fine? Again I felt like asking, and again I reminded myself to stick to business.  

“Good sir, what security do you offer?” 

With great care, he opened his hand to reveal a gem that made my eyes widen. It was an intricately carved gold brooch edged with filigree and had a large diamond in its center. The brooch was worth at least three times the amount he requested.  His vulnerability touched something in me. I wanted to protect him.  “Do you have anything less precious to pledge?” 

“By the body of St. Mark, it’s my sole valuable.”

I was in a quandary. This was a windfall. I could make a hefty profit if he became delinquent in reclaiming his pledge. Having used nearly my entire surplus to pay my share of King Henry’s recent tallage of 10,000 marks, I was tempted.  But a memory of  father cheating farmer Gandy came to me and curdled my stomach.  I would hate myself for taking advantage of this unfortunate man. “Your pledge is worth more than the loan,” I said.

“Mistress, I’m desperate.”

He was really piquing my curiosity. “And what makes you desperate, good sir?”  

He bowed his head, fumbled with his rosary, and mumbled, “The church court has ordered me to pay a fine on the morrow.”

“May I ask your crime?” 

He paused, probably trying to decide how much he had to reveal to get the loan. Finally, he said, “The Bishop discovered my hearth mate, and held a hearing.” 

I was aware of the church’s position on clerical celibacy. But I’d also heard stories about some clergymen taking hearth mates, or priest’s mares as the vulgar called them, women with whom they lived in secret, often producing many children. I’d always thought the celibacy rule was harsh.  Once I asked Agnes, a devout churchgoer, the reason behind it. 

She gazed at me as if I’d suddenly gone stupid. “To get closer to God, to better serve him,” she said.  

That made no sense to me then or now. We Jews had no such rule and our clergy were as close to God as any in the Christian faith. I wondered how Father Walter felt about violating his chastity. I remember Lette telling me how often her priest declared  gluttony one of  worst of the Seven Sins.  Did Father Walter despise himself as a glutton? as a sinner?  And the woman? I had heard that hearth mates suffered worse punishment than the clerics. Father Walter had enough despair without  pressing him for details, but my curiosity got the best of me.  “And your hearth mate, what sentence did she receive?” 

His eyes rolled as if he was about to faint. I touched his arm to steady him. He pulled away, sucked in gusts of air, and said, “I am fined and I must live on bread and water every Sabbath until All Saints Day. But Greta, dear Greta, was publicly disgraced--given eighteen birchings and denied Christian burial. And the local folks jeered, calling her ‘priest’s mare, fornicator, whore, harlot until shame drove her from our midst. She stumbled out of town, clutching the hand of our young son, Branwen.

“Where did she go?”

“London. Where she knows no soul. “What is to become of her? What is to become of her?”  

I once used those very words in relation to another Greta. Could it be the same person? “Your Greta, is her face covered with freckles?”

His mouth fell open.   

“And does she have a brother called Joce?“

“Joce died soon after I met her.”

I didn’t think of Greta often, but once in a while memories of her erupted with the force of our early association.  Father Walter’s confession brought back a sharp image of that heroic girl.  

“Greta and I were friends when she was hiding out in Dornfield. I helped her.”  

“Ah, now I make the connection. She never mentioned a name, but spoke of a  girl with soft brown eyes and a heart that would melt a rock. She said she often called on your courage when she thought she couldn’t go on any longer.” 

“Is it fit to ask what happened to her after she fled Dornfield many winters ago?” 

“I am pleased to do so.”  He paused and looked off in the distance before continuing.  “I’m sawing wood one morning when I hear the low murmuring sound of someone praying.  “Our father who art in heaven, hallowed be the name…” I follow the sound to a broken-down shed overgrown with weeds and gorse. 

“I enter through an opening that had once been a door. The shed reeks of rotted wood and animal droppings. Then I see her--thin as my finger, pale as woodsmoke, shivering.  Hearing my step, she turns sharply around, her eyes wide with fear. 

“’Who are you?’ she asks

“’An agent of the Lord, the priest here at Haverwood, and I can see that you’re in need of salvation.’ I try to reassure her by citing our two great commandments: Thou  shall love the Lord with all your heart, all  your soul, all your mind, and all your strength.  And thou shall love your neighbor as yourself

“Finally, she relaxes her weary bones and confides her plight. She had escaped from Babham and had to hide out for a year and a day to win her freedom. She concealed herself in a vacant shed in Dornfield until a mean-hearted lad discovered her. She fled. Wandered in the forest. Slept in barns and abandoned sheds. Ate grass when she couldn’t find berries or a fish to catch by hand or a stray chicken to strangle or chicken eggs. Cooked at isolated spots on river banks. Rubbed stones together to start a fire. I am awed  by her ingenuity and determination. I repeat my offer to help her. 

“She says she had fled Babham at Epiphany and didn’t know how much time had passed since then. 

“‘Seven months,’ I say. What little color she has left drains away. ‘Only seven months.’ She fights tears as did I.   

“After that first encounter, I come to her every day with wash water, food, warm clothes and blankets. I clean her shed, inside and out. We pray together. And our lives, hers and mine, are changed irreversibly.”  He paused.  

“There’s more. When she is finally free, I invite her to live in my house. I need a housekeeper, I tell her. And then...and then that starving lamb with eyes like lapis, a heart warm as a brazier, and a brain full of wisdom turns my shabby life into heaven on earth. But I am a priest, and when I take her in my arms, I fear I’m cheating on God. Still, I can’t let her go. God will favor my protecting the weak and helpless, I tell myself.

“We are careful. We assume everyone believes her to be my housekeeper. When her belly swells, she wears overlarge tunics. Branwen’s time comes. We struggle with a terrible dilemma.  Keeping our secret means violating the rule banning men from the birthing room. But she needs my help.  To seek help elsewhere exposes both of us to disgrace. We choose the path of secrecy. I feel like the luckiest man alive, to behold the miracle of birth. Together we bring the child forth. She knows how, for she had helped the midwife in Belton. My heroic Greta, biting her lips bloody to keep from screaming, instructs me every step of the way. Afterwards, we tell folks the baby was abandoned at my door, not an uncommon event for a priest.  

“The years go by. In one sense, our life together is glory; in another, guilt clutches my heart like the claws of a crab. I fight it, remind myself that I stand for goodness, and Greta embodied goodness. Then...then, I’m called before the Bishop.” 

At that, his lips began to twitch and he buried his head in his arms. 

I lifted a sheet of parchment from a shelf above my writing table, scripted a contract, and placed the gem in a lock box. After handing him the contract to sign, I emptied silver coins worth seven shillings into his purse. He rose and mumbled a blessing on his way out the door.  

CHAPTER TWENTY
I thought about Greta long after Father Walter left, troubled by images of her as ill-clad, sleeping in ditches by the side of the road with rats biting her, and whoring for food. I had an urge to rush to London to find her and bring her back to safety. Silly me, I thought, blowing myself up as a hero,  savoir of the downtrodden. It would be a different matter if she was kin or neighbor or Lette, but I hardly knew Greta and hadn’t seen her since I was a girl. I tried to forget about her, yet thoughts of her constantly poked into awareness.  At each intrusion, I made myself think about something more immediate, like our broken bake oven. We had no bread, and I put my accounts aside and set out for the bake shop.

The day was warm and the sun bright, luring shop keepers outdoors.  Ralf, now working in his father’s jewelry business, was bending his burly body nearly in half to catch the ear of Hugo, the tanner, hardly taller than a dwarf. They were a comical looking pair all right, but they didn’t act like jesters. They were trouble-makers, especially when it came to stirring up hatred against my people. Recently, the two of them appealed to the town council to expel the lot of us. Osbert, a member of the council, told me that the petition was denied, not because the councilmen favored us, but because they depended on our loan business and our trade in their shops. Still, I wasn’t appeased, remembering expulsions from other towns in the realm. 

Ralph and Hugo started walking toward our end of town. I wondered where they were headed, but quickly forget about them as my mind drifted again to Greta, to dreams of rescuing her and bringing her…bringing her where?  Not to Belton as long as Master Jehan was there. Not to Haverwood where she’d been disgraced. Not to my house either, for we couldn’t afford a second servant. Besides Shimon would have a fit.  Osanna! She might take her in, or at least arrange something with one of her cousins.  I was near her shop and decided to visit her.  

She was alone in the main room of the ale house, stoking the fire.  Her grin of greeting felt like a warm hug.  She brought two mugs of foaming beer to the table, and we sat quietly drinking. When we finished, I told her what I’d learned about Greta. 

“Strange you should mention Greta. Just yesterday, a letter came from a cousin who, passing through London,  saw Greta in front of St. Paul’s cathedral.  She was begging.”

“Oh dear, How I wish she could return to our neighborhood.  Say, is it possible you’d have a place for her?”  

“Thought about that very thing .  But see, I can’t pay her now. With another ale house in town, I can barely pay my rent and tithe. Don’t even know if I could afford to feed her and the child.”       

“Agnes and I could bring food and anything else they needed.” 

She put her forefinger across her lips, looking thoughtful. “Bet a keg of ale she’ll find work here in Dornfield—sweeping stables, cleaning houses. I could put her up until she does. But then I have no way of getting word to her.”   


“Do you ever go to London?” 

“Never been.”

“If I paid for your travel?”
”Ha, and leave my shop?”  

“Agnes and I could watch your shop.” 

A sparkle came into Osanna’s eyes, so I knew I’d caught her interest.  But she hesitated.   “Where would I sleep? Where would I find her? Where would I…”  

Suddenly she stopped talking and moved toward the door. I had been dimly aware of a steady rise in the volume of noise outside, but now I heard the swirling bustle of crowds in motion. I nearly tripped on a stack of kindling as I rushed outside. People were running toward our end of town and waving their arms and shouting. I raced after them. Dark clouds of smoke billowed toward me. The synagogue! It was on fire. I began to weep and cough. I tried to scream, but all that came out were hoarse gasps.  Rabbi Mordecai and Shimon ran out of the synagogue, their arms loaded with our precious books. Meier, on their heels, was hugging the eternal lamp that lighted the ark. They dropped the books on the ground, handed the lamp to Elfid , and started back to the building for more valuables. I leaped toward them and was able to grab the rabbi by the arm. My lungs were so smoke-filled I couldn’t talk, but I pointed to flames licking a window of the synagogue. 

The three of them stared at the flames, their mouths open in disbelief. Rabbi Mordecai’s legs buckled under him. He curled up on the ground and bawled. Shimon and Meier knelt beside him, too stunned to speak or act. 

Giza and Zipporah  tried to smother the flames with blankets. The fire raced past them to the north side of the synagogue. A chain of people passed  buckets of water along a line from the river to the synagogue. In vain they hurled water at the smoke and flame. Levi helped Agnes organize the children to collect and distribute pots and bowls and any containers that could hold water.  

I grabbed a pitcher and joined the others rushing from the fire to the creek and back again to try to douse flames.  The line of firefighters lengthened, and in spite of the terror in my heart, I felt a moment of elation to see Gentiles pitch in.  I recognized two Babham knights and their squires, Father John and his deacon, Edric the coroner, his brother Phillip the alderman, Sheriff Wyman, Hubert the chandler, Ernaldus the town crier, farmer Gandy,  men from the baker’s, cobbler’s, mason’s, and carpenter’s guilds, and many of their wives. It was a rare moment when Jew and Gentile joined against a common enemy. But there was no time to dwell on that thought.      

Despite our efforts, fingers of flame began to explode into balls of fire. The synagogue roof was going and a side wall collapsed. The flames leaped across timbers to the mikvah, butcher shop, and bake house, as well as to Meier’s house next to the bake house. In God’s name, who inflicted this scourge on us? Was it our own doing? Had the rabbi or a student accidentally dropped a lighted candle on a book or piece of parchment? No, there was no need for candlelight on a bright day. Was it the knights?  How often I heard reports of crusading knights saying they would rather fight the Christ killers at home than do battle in Jerusalem. But if the knights were responsible for this foul deed, why were they risking their lives fighting our fire? Ralf and Hugo were nowhere in sight. Had they shot fire bombs or fire tipped arrows into our synagogue? Was that their way of ridding the town of Jews, by destroying our Quarter? Were they hiding? Had they fled? If they committed this outrage, let them be torn to shreds by mad dogs.

After dousing the flame at Meier’s house, the men tore it down with axes and bare hands and then soused the ground to break the fire.  The rest of us doubled our pace, running back and forth with river water to control the raging synagogue fire. Another wall had collapsed into a pile of rubble. The smoke wafted upwards, darkening the sky.  But I realized that smoke wasn’t the only cause of the dark sky; fast moving black clouds were moving in. They cracked overhead. I opened my arms in greeting. God was spilling His blessing on us. We stopped our race to the river and watched the storm swallow the smoke and flames.  

In the aftermath, seeing the knights and their squires ride off and the Dornfield Gentiles trudge away, I felt a deep sadness. But I quickly turned my attention to my people who stared in stunned silence at the charred ruins of the synagogue and mikvah. We still had our hearths, but without a synagogue and mikvah, we’d lost our Jewish heart. I felt as if the blood had been sucked from my veins.  I looked around at the others and saw faces with pale skin and slack jaws and anguished eyes. Misery had glued everyone to the spot in a state of helplessness. 

I wanted to rouse them, to do something to get them into motion. I looked around. My eyes rested on the rabbi and Meier. They and their families would need shelter. I approached Rabbi Mordecai and Zipporah, both sitting on the ground, their arms around their knees, rocking and moaning. “You’ll stay at our place, I said. “They nodded slowly, as if the effort to talk was beyond them. I heard Elfid and Amiot make the same offer to Meier and Giza; and others, to the butcher.  

I was growing cross-eyed with exhaustion and feared my legs would give out, but I moved from one cluster of people to another, saying “clothes and blankets for the homeless.” Everyone I approached nodded, and in a silent vigil, shuffled toward their homes for supplies. 

Once home, I felt like burrowing down under my bed covers, but mud spattered, sopping wet, shivering children straggled in. Levi hustled Asher and Hannah into a corner of the hall near the hearth where Shimon and Rabbi Mordecai were building a fire. I hurried to the loft for towels and blankets and dry clothes.  Agnes served mugs of hot ale. After warming ourselves with the brew and sending the children to bed, I drew in a deep breath, again anticipating flight to the dark under my covers. It was not to be.  The men were holding a meeting.

First, Cantor Jacob arrived, his dense brows arched in bewilderment as if he was still gazing at the fire. Meier turned up next, his mouth set hard and his eyes flashing with anger. His son Baruch followed, his face expressionless except for a spasm that made a corner of his lip twitch. Shortly, the two Beth din dyans, Gershom and Natan, appeared; Natan’s face drained of color, and Gershom’s bloodshot eyes ringed by dark circles. The men folded the trestle table, placed it against a far wall and set benches on either side of the hearth.  

I shook my head and shoulders to shed my exhaustion. I was determined to remain in the hall and pick up what information I could. True, I couldn’t sit in on the meeting, but I could listen in. Our people were in crisis and I might be needed. There were times at the mikvah when, if we women disagreed with a synagogue or Beth din decision, we would bandy about ideas for changing the minds of our men, and often succeed.   

I busied myself at Comitissa’s loom, weaving a red and blue cover for Elfid’s baby.

Rabbi Mordecai opened the meeting: “We all know the culprits.” 

“The evidence is strong,” said Meier, his voice rising.  “The fire was set just a week after Ralph and Hugo petitioned the town council to expel us, and those two dogs were noticeably absent during the fire fighting.”  

He paused. The only sound in the room came from the thump thump of my treadle.

Meier wiped sweat from his brow with the back of his hand, and said, “Justice must be done.” 

Heads wagged in agreement. 

“Charges against these hounds from hell must be filed.”  

“Charges?” said Gershom in a shrill voice. “We’re not allowed to try Gentiles in our court. And if we sue in the royal court, what evidence do we have? Did we see them do it? Did anyone? And will a Gentile testify against one of his own?”

“Truly spoken,” said Jacob.  “But we do have Christian friends—the alewife, the ostler, the sheriff. We must sound them out, hear what they know, what they’ve seen.”  

“Rabbi Mordecai held his hand in the air.  ”Our women are gifted in talking to our Gentile neighbors.” 

I was perched on a seat perpendicular to the men, but I felt their eyes on me. I spun around and sent them a vigorous nod. So, it came to pass that wordlessly I was assigned the task.
Meier’s face was splotchy and pinched and his voice agitated. “Even if we succeed in suing those two, even if the court banishes them, we’ll still face the wrath of their followers. Who knows how many they have? Who knows what they may do to retaliate? It’s no longer safe here in Dornfield.” 

Shimon looked startled. “Are you advising us to pack up and move someplace else?” 

“Lord’s teeth, Shimon, do you ever want to go through anything like this again?” an angry Meier said.

“And would you have us crawl away like worms?” Shimon replied in a steady voice. 

In spite of the solemn occasion, I had to turn my back to the men to hide my smile. My timid Shimon was, indeed, becoming a leader, demonstrating the very boldness he so often scorned in me.          

Rabbi Mordecai supported Shimon. “Remember, brothers and sisters, wherever we live, eventually we are cast out—Spain, Italy, Paris, towns right here in our realm. Remember brothers and sisters, wherever we live we have to wear badges that make us easy targets for the infidels. Remember, wherever we live we are raided, murdered, our women raped, our archae stolen. Remember, wherever we live we are assailed by false charges of blood sacrifices. Remember, wherever we live, we are fined and imprisoned for failing to pay the king’s extortionate tallages.  Tell me brothers and sisters, where have we ever known peace and safety in the land of Gentiles? This is our home. We stay.”  

A dark silence fell on the room, broken when Baruch suggested another advantage to remaining.  “At least here our enemies are known and we can avenge ourselves.” 

“And what is your plan of vengeance?” the rabbi asked.

“A simple one. Recall their loans.” Baruch and his father had become money lenders after my father died, though their business was on a smaller scale than mine. 

The nods of agreement made me feel prickly. So many times I heard and resented Gentiles accusing us of being sly and greedy. I didn’t want to feed their antagonism by using our loan businesses for vengeance.  On the other hand, if we remained silent, passive, did nothing, wasn’t that a statement of weakness?

Had Rabbi Mordecai read my thoughts? “We want to fight, but only God’s fools would deny our helplessness in a land of idolators.”  He raised his voice, as he did at the climax of a sermon. “Our show of strength will come later when our people return to Israel.”   

A flush traveled from Meier’s pate to his neck. “Calling in a few pledges will not give us a synagogue or mikvah. So, sir, where does the money to rebuild come from? Will the good Lord pour it down from the heavens as He did the rain?”

“We need figures,” father said. He asked me to fetch a wax tablet and after I did, the men stood in a circle around him waiting for the results of his calculation.  He worked quickly. “These are rough estimates: eight marks for the synagogue, rabbi’s quarters and furnishings, three marks for the mikvah, two marks for Jacob’s house and furnishings, one mark for the bake house and butcher shop. A total of fourteen marks.” 

“We must levy a special tax,” Dyan Natan spoke for the first time.  

Meier shook his head from side to side. “We haven’t yet recovered from the last royal tallage of 10,000 marks.”   

On hearing the final sum, my mind went into a whirl—fourteen marks, the precise amount of Baron’s Wickler’s loan, which he had secured with deeds to four cottages. As the debt was now delinquent, I could recover it and offer the money to the community, interest free of course. My chest heaved with excitement that I, a woman, had the means to rekindle my community’s spirit. But what if the baron refused to repay the loan? I would have to wait a year and a day to foreclose. I could administer the property myself and try to recoup my loss in rents, but that would take a number of years. It wouldn’t help us now. Ah, there was an alternative. I could sell the deeds to another landowner, something the baron would hate, for it would reduce his standing while strengthening that of another.  Suddenly, I was seized by an image of an angry Lette, angry as she’d been when my father recalled her father’s loan many winters ago. I shuddered at the thought of creating yet another barrier between us. But why was I thinking of her at a time like this?  l felt  the men’s eyes on me. “I have a delinquent pledge in that very amount,” I said, in a barely discernible voice.

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
Suddenly to be cast as rescuer of my people made me dizzy with doubt.  Was I up to the challenge?  I was no stranger to handling debts and property foreclosures. I could do that easily with the baron if I wouldn’t alienate Lette. That fear immobilized me.   And my inaction caused nightmares and night sweats and nights when I couldn’t sleep at all while my mind swung back and forth: Should I? But Lette.  Lette doesn’t count. Think of your people.

I don’t know how many nights I tossed and turned with these mental acrobatics. Then at dawn one morning, while everyone was still in bed, I didn’t think about what I was doing, I just rose, dressed, put a piece of herb bread in my pocket, and set out for Babham. On the way to the forest, I noticed that Hugo’s shop was shuttered. I went into the alehouse for information. Osanna was heating mash on the stove in her kitchen. “Have you seen Ralf and Hugo about?” I asked.

“Disappeared the very day of the fire. Working as deck hands on a fishing boat in Essex, they say.” She shook her fist in the air.  “If I was judge, I’d rule—‘guilty.’” 

“We’ll never catch them now. There’ll be no justice at all,” I said.  

Osanna smiled. “Maybe justice has already been done, Rachel. They have exiled themselves.”  

“A lot of good that does my people.” 

“Forgive me Rachel. I spoke without thinking. Ouch, this vat is too hot now.”

My cheeks felt hot, too, not from the stove but from anger at their escape. 

My anger faded in the enchantment of the forest--the stillness around me, the scent of honeysuckle, and the freshness of dew dripping from leaves onto my forehead. I sat down on the old fallen oak and was soon lost in memories--Lette singing,  laughing, confiding, arguing, and clasping my hand and whispering,  I love you.    

The crunching sound of squirrels scampering in the brush snatched me back. A painful reality, for after learning of my demands on her father, Lette was more likely to say, I hate you. Those imaginary words gripped me with such intensity  I turned my steps toward home. I had traveled only a few feet when  I heard voices. Moments later, Levi, Asher, and Hannah came into view. 

Asher looked frightened. “We were at the bake shop when we saw you go into this place. No one comes here. Why did you?  

“I have business with Baron Wickler at Babham.”

“But you were heading for Dornfield,” Levi said.   

I didn’t know how to explain so I relied on a familiar trick of distracting them. “Come, I’ll show you a secret place by the river.” They followed me on a path that Lette and I had often taken. Aach—dead salmon lined the banks and floated in the water. Hannah began to gag and soon bent over the creek and wretched. I knew she was thinking about Licia. This morbid scene called up an image for me, too, of our people lying dead in the lane in our Quarter. The vision settled my uncertainty. I knew I’d continue on to Babham. 

Hannah glared at me as if I’d planned this excursion to upset her. “Why did you bring us to this place?” 

“A mistake, Hannah. I forgot it was spawning season.” I reached for her hand, but she pulled away.   

Back at the main path, Levi again asked why I was headed for home when I had business at Babham. 

“Did you ever want to do something and not want to do it at the same time? I was of two minds but now I am of one and I must be off.”  

Asher and Hannah looked bewildered by my explanation, but the faint smile at the corner of Levi’s mouth convinced me he understood.    

Babham was a bustle of activity--men unloading carts of grain, dairy maids toting buckets of fresh milk, laborers repairing a broken fence, a stable boy rubbing down a palfrey, and several girls gathering beans and peasecod in the croft.  Some of them looked up from their work, but none sent a nod of greeting. I went directly to the door of the manor house, lifted the bronze handle shaped like a winged horse, and knocked lightly. Part of me hoped no one heard; another part was eager to get this task behind me.    

Steward Jehan opened the door. His face had grown fat, which made his features recede even farther. He didn’t greet me but waited for me to explain my purpose.
“Good sir, I have business with the baron.”

You’d think I’d just drawn a sword. He drew back several steps.  “Mistress, I take care of the baron’s affairs. State your business.” 

I was uncomfortable standing at the door like a beggar. “May we talk in your office?” 

“Kindly state your business.” 

All right, if this was the way he wanted to receive the blow, so be it. “Our synagogue and mikvah and other buildings have burned to the ground. We desperately need funds to rebuild. I am here to recall Baron Wickler’s delinquent loan of fourteen marks.”  

Steward Jehan’s nostrils flared. “What say you?”

I repeated the message.

He swallowed twice. “My good woman, Baron Wickler has been stricken with the ague. He’s in no condition to see anyone.”   

“How long has he been ill?” 

“Too long.” 

“Is he mending?”

“I pray for his recovery,” he said, crossing himself. His eyes moistened. 

 Seeing this soft side of Jehan confused my purpose. I felt like a worm pressing my claim at a time like this. “Will you send me word of his condition?” 

Jehan nodded, bowed his head in a gesture of farewell, and closed the door.  

After leaving the manor house, I stopped and leaned against the dairy wall. Something nagged at me. Wasn’t I a fool to believe the steward’s story? He was the man who had raped Greta. How could I trust anything he said? I approached a dairy maid hurrying by with a bucket of milk. “I’m sorry to learn your lordship is ailing.”

She stared at me as if she was deaf and quickly moved on. I repeated my words to another woman coming out of the dairy. 

“I’m dairy maid, not house servant, Mistress.”  

I ambled over to the stable where a red haired, freckle-faced groom was shoveling snow. “Good neighbor, I hear sad news about your lordship’s illness.” 

“And who might you be, Mistress?” 

“I do business with your lordship.”

“I beg to understand why you’re asking me rather than him about his health.”  

I couldn’t muster a plausible answer so I blurted out the truth, hoping he didn’t favor the steward. “Master Jehan forbade me entrance. Said the baron was too ill to see me.”

“And serious it is. The baron’s daughter who seldom visits has been here twice in the last fortnight.” 

Ah, I had my answer, not one I desired for sure. “Thank you neighbor,” I said.

I wasn’t used to seeing Rabbi Mordecai every time I entered the house. But there he was, on a bench near the hearth. “And how is the good Baron Wickler?” he asked.  

“Rabbi, the baron ails; he could not see me.” 

He shook his head. “Rachel, Rachel. My wife ails, too.” 

I was alarmed. “I didn’t know.”

“Hasn’t been out of bed all day. Hasn’t spoken either. Not like her. Not like her. See for yourself.”  

I went over to her bed on the dais at the far end of the hall. The rabbi was by my side. Zipporah lay flayed out on her stomach like a crab, but I couldn’t tell if she was asleep. Softly I called her name. She lay motionless. I turned to the rabbi. “Has Sarah seen her?”

“Sarah just left.”

“Did she name a cause?”
       “Indeed. Called it a disease of sorrow--sorrow for me, sorrow for our synagogue, sorrow for our mikvah, sorrow for our people, a sorrow so large it is destroying her will to live.” His voice cracked and tears spilled from his eyes. I had never seen the rabbi cry and I was sick with shame for having considered the baron’s health before my people’s.  “Good rabbi, advise me.”

He sniffled and looked upward as if consulting the Lord.  “And who manages the baron’s affairs when he’s indisposed?”

“His steward.” 

“Then approach him.”

“I did. He wouldn’t talk to me or let me enter the house.” 

“Sister, he may act as if he’s above you, but it is your hands that hold the property deeds. You need only tell him-- in your most courteous voice, of course-- that   you will be forced to take action.”   

“I could, yes I could. I’ll do just that first thing tomorrow.”   

“This day hasn’t yet grown a beard.”

Weary as I was, I stood again at the main door to the manor house that afternoon. I was relieved when Albreda appeared. She arched her brow. “What brings you here, Rachel?”  

“I must speak to Steward Jehan.”

“He’s with the baron. You know the baron ails.”

“Yes. I hate to bother the baron when he’s sick, but my people are struggling with a catastrophe.” 

 She clenched her fists, and her voice was raspy.  “Rachel, I know. Everyone knows. A dreadful thing it is.”

“We need money to rebuild and no pledge but the baron’s is sufficient to cover our costs. I have no choice but to recall his loan.”

“I don’t mean to doubt you, but can’t others in your community provide?”   

I sighed. “We’re still paying off a royal tallage of 10,000 marks.”  

She wrung her hands. “Rachel, the baron can barely find strength to breathe.”

“Then I should like to speak to Master Jehan.”  

“He won’t see you.” 

“Will you be kind enough to tell him that if he won’t see me, I’ll be forced to take action.”  

“Oh, Rachel, isn’t one tragedy enough?” 

“I’m sorry, Albreda. Try to understand. My people are in despair, the rabbi’s wife is dying from grief.” 

“I wish there was something I could do,” she said as she slowly closed the door.     

On the way home, watching a flock of swallows whoosh by I wished my life was as simple as theirs. 

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 I will visit Babham again. I will find a way to gain entry to the house. I will see Master Jehan and insist upon a response.After all, I was not the baron’s serf; I held deeds to four of his cottages. These were the promises I made to myself as I dressed in preparation for another visit to Babham.  But just as I was about to leave, Agnes announced Lette’s presence in the office.    

She was facing a window, tapping the frame with gloved fingers, but hearing my steps, she turned slowly around. 

I didn’t expect a few years to bring about such a drastic change in appearance. The skin on her face was so tight I could see the outline of her cheek bones, her eyes had lost their green glitter, and lines creased sides of her nose and mouth.   

I reached out to touch her. She stepped back. I swallowed hard to melt the lump in my throat. Then I sat down and motioned her to sit next to me. 

She eased herself onto a stool and removed her gloves, finger by finger. Then she raised her eyes to mine. “I have no wish to upset you, but, as Geoffrey says, only a Godless, heartless woman would prey for money at a man’s death bed.”   

I didn’t give a damn what Geoffrey said, only what Lette thought. “Do you believe I’m heartless?”

“Are you not aware of my troubles. My  mother choked to death on her spittle.  My brother Stephen died in a battle at Gascony. My brother Gilbert took vows and seldom leaves the abbey? And now my father on the edge of death.” She turned her eyes from me, and in a hushed voice, said, “During the years, when trouble came at me like sword blows, I’d imagine what you’d do.  And those images gave me strength, not enough always to stand up for myself, but enough to survive. And now when I need your steady arm more than ever, you pressure my ailing father for money. You have betrayed me, Rachel.”     

Each of her words felt like stab wounds.  I went to the window, my back to her, waiting for my pulse to slow down. One moment I felt like weeping and begging her forgiveness; another, like screaming:  why doesn’t that dog of a husband pay your father’s debt or give you the money to do it instead of reviling me for doing what I must? Why do you let him twist your mind?  But I didn’t want to hurt her; what I wanted was her understanding of my people’s ordeal.       

I turned around and gazed at her. 
Her face was as white as bone and she was breathing hard.

“Lette, do you know about our fire? Do you know that it destroyed our holy buildings?  Do you know that our synagogue and mikvah are to us like icons and statues of Mary and Jesus are to you? My people despair without them. The rabbi’s wife may be dying from sorrow. Never would I ask your father for payment now if my people weren’t desperate.” 

She looked bewildered, as if she’d been unaware of our situation.  At that moment, Agnes appeared with cups of strong mint tea. She handed us both a mug and quickly left the office. We sat quietly, sipping tea. The hot beverage seemed to renew Lette.  She straightened her shoulders and color tinted her cheeks.  Her next words stunned me. “I hate my father. I wish he’d die. Ah, I see  you’re shocked. Geoffrey was when I told him how I felt. ‘Destroy those thoughts before they destroy you,’ he warned, ‘before Satan sucks you into the bowels of the earth.’  He frightened me, Rachel.  I vowed to rid myself of my sinful thoughts. And I could think only of one way—instead of wishing father dead, I had to fight for his life. That’s the reason I’m here. I beg your help.”   

Dear God what was I to do?  I couldn’t grant her request without betraying my people. And I couldn’t protect them without betraying Lette.  There had to be another way.  “Lette, if you could gather just one or two marks, enough for us to start a foundation for the synagogue, I might be able to convince my people to wait.” 

“I thought of that. I even asked Geoffrey for two marks. But he is deeply in debt. Even if he weren’t”—she flushed—“he’s very cautious with money and gives me only a few shillings now and then.  Sometimes Steward Jehan gives me money, but he wouldn’t give me a penny if it involved you.  He hates Jews as intensely as my father and Geoffrey.”  She twisted her gloves in her hands.  “Father’s debt will be repaid, I promise, if you will also promise to wait.”   

“Lette, let’s change places. Pretend you’re me.  Say the rabbi’s wife dies. How are you feeling?”

“Like a murderer. And you, if my father dies?”
       “The same.”

At that her eyes began to roll. I feared she was having a fit. After a while, her voice trembling, she said, “Rachel, I have chosen. Now it is your turn. You can be a Jew first or my friend first.”

An impossible choice. I remained silent.

She rose and without a word or glance, left the office.   

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
Sorrow can be as deadly a disease as leprosy. It was killing Zippora.  She lay on her mat as silent and limp as a string, her eyes open, but glazed and unfocused.        

Our hall was larger than most others in our Quarter, but it seemed tiny when crowded with so many people—those who lived with us plus the constant round of visitors. We had converted the space in front of the dais into a sanctuary with a makeshift platform and reading stand for the rabbi, an ark for the Torah, and a lamp and candles. There was no space for separating the men and women; we just bunched together around the platform.  

The dais where Zipporah and the rabbi slept was opposite my loft.  During the night, I could hear the rabbi moan. I doubt that he slept at all.  Yet, he managed to conduct every service.  Standing on wobbly legs on the platform, his kippot perched on the back of his head, his prayer shawl draped over his shoulders, he expressed anguish in prayer. “O Lord heal me for my bones are vexed. My soul is also sore vexed, but thou O Lord, how long my God, why hast thou forsaken me?  Oh my God, I cry in the daytime, but thou hearest not…”
Sometimes his voice wore thin, and cantor Jacob finished the service. 

The rest of us, also in a state of melancholy, responded to the rabbi’s and Jacob’s chanting in hoarse whispers.   

A steady stream of people kept watch over Zippora. Some sat or kneeled by her pallet, praying with the rabbi. One day, sitting with Hannah against the wall near Zippora, I became keenly aware of how my anguish for her set off every other grievous loss in my life.  I glanced at Hannah and the agony on her face suggested she was experiencing the same thing. She bit her lip, and a few minutes later, clenched her fist until it bled.  After I wiped the blood away with my kerchief, she dropped her head on my shoulder. I wrapped her in my arms and rocked her until she became quiet. Then a ringing silence saturated the air. No one had to tell me that Zippora had left us.  

We buried her a few hours later, two days before Rosh Hashana, our New Years holiday.  

In spite of our persistent pleas to rest, Rabbi Mordecai insisted on leading the Rosh Hashana Service.  He started by nodding at Jacob. “Cantor will usher in the new year by sounding the shofar.” 

Jacob put the ram’s horn to his lips and blew until his cheeks swelled and turned red. The horn’s hollow wail, like the cries of an animal being slaughtered, made my muscles twitch.  

Rabbi Mordecai went on with the service. “Rosh Hashana is not only the beginning of our new year but a day of judgment, a day to inspect our souls and ask ourselves if we could have been better Jews since last Rosh Hashana,  if we could have given more to the synagogue and to our unfortunates, if we could have attended service and said our prayers more often? We ask these questions, not to shame ourselves, but to set our sights higher for the coming year.” He kneaded his brows as if he’d lost his train of thought. After a lengthy lapse, he continued. “Rosh Hashana is more than the first day of our new year, more than a day of judgment; Rosh Hashana is a day of remembrance, a day to honor our age-old struggle against those who would stain our faith and destroy us. We bow our heads to give thanks to our courageous brothers in Jerusalem.” He paused to clear his throat and wipe moisture from his eyes. His voice spiraled.  “Rosh Hashana is also a day of celebration. Now, you might wonder, my brothers and sisters, how I can speak of celebration when our beloved Zipporah has just passed on, when enemies among our neighbors have destroyed our synagogue and mikvah, the blood of our lives. The answer is this: Rosh Hashana is a day to celebrate, not yesterday, but tomorrow. We celebrate...celebrate...celebrate”--his voice grew faint. I heard a loud whomp—he had fallen to the floor.

In an instant, we surrounded our prone rabbi. Sarah told us to move away and give him air. She knelt down next to him and drew her hand across his lips to check his breathing, then put her head on his chest to listen for a heart beat. Tears were streaming down her face when she looked up.  “Rabbi lives.”  After a few gulps of air, she began issuing instructions. “Find a litter.” 

Jacob and Baruch, both large men, lifted the rabbi a foot off the ground while Meier and Gershom placed a blanket under his body and carried him to his bed.  

While feeding the rabbi valerian-laced tea, Sarah asked Shimon and me to fetch water from the hot springs in the hills beyond the cemetery.  When we returned, the rabbi was resting on his elbows and looking around as if he had been gone a long while.  Sarah sent everyone but me from away from the dais.  As she bathed the rabbi in the spring water, the tension seeped from his body. When she finished he fell into a deep sleep.    

Light turned into dark and dark into light while we took turns watching  the rabbi. During Shimon’s shift one morning, the rabbi rose, dressed himself, and joined the rest of us at early meal. He smiled to ease the concern he saw in every eye, but his lips quivered and his hands trembled.  Then, suddenly, he clutched a fold of material at the neck of his tunic. I was afraid he was going to crumble.  He breathed deeply for a while, then smiled again, this time no quiver.

Later, he approached me at the loom. After a fit of coughing, he said, “About the baron’s debt?”

I had been hoping to hear news of the baron’s recovery, but I had heard nothing, and Zipporah was dead, and my people were grieving, and I was a louse from hell if I didn’t take immediate action.

“I’ll visit Babham this very day.”

But there was no need, for before I had donned my cloak, Agnes told me the baron was waiting in the office.  He was upright, jiggling his foot. Master Jehan, beside him, tipped his nose in the air when I came in, as if he smelled fresh cow dung.

They declined my invitation to have a seat, even though it was a padded stool. The baron hastened to say, “I have good news.”

Ah, the fourteen marks! My imagination took off picturing a new and larger synagogue and a mikvah with a stone bath.

The baron placed a leather pouch on my writing table and my thoughts leaped to Lette.  Now that the baron is recovered and the debt will be paid, Lette will no longer have reason to feel betrayed by me.  

“Seven marks,” the baron proclaimed, as if he had just handed me the keys to the king’s castle.  

I was abashed, for I had whipped myself into a frenzy of belief in full payment. True, I had suggested a part payment to Lette.  But that was when we thought the baron was dying.  He was well now. Why did he offer only a partial payment? Was he bargaining?  “I am pleased to see your recovery, your Lordship, but may I be so bold as to ask about the rest of the money?“


Mistress, my daughter has led me to believe that you are a reasonable woman. She has also told me that you are eager to rebuild your religious house.” He tipped his head toward me.  “Now, the settlement I’m offering will give you the means.” 

Aha, he was bargaining, he who owned half the shire. “I appreciate your effort, sir, but I require full payment, if not today, within a fortnight.”

“My daughter tells me that you are not only reasonable, but also wise.”

I waited to hear what was coming next, for he was indeed a tricky customer.  

“My good woman, what choice do you have? If you foreclose on my property, you’ll have to wait a full year to secure your claim.”  

I nodded, for I was well acquainted with the law.

“One year. One year without your religious house. Is it not better to accept my generous settlement?”

My mind whipped back and forth. I felt like saying: You can fry in oil before I’ll let you cheat me or use Lette as a lever. But seven marks would enable us to make a good start on the synagogue and rabbi’s quarters. On the other hand, I thought of Zippora lying under dirt, the rabbi’s close encounter with death, and this crafty magnate trying to cheat me. “Your lordship, if my people were not in despair I might accept your offer, but I fear I must reject it and consider my option to administer the property and collect rents.”

“Then you and your people will wait a long while for your religious house.” 

“Or, possibly sell the deeds to another landowner.”

The baron stiffened. 
The steward said, “You, Mistress, are as greedy as a pen of hogs.”  

That righteous wretch, implying that I was a pig for refusing to settle for half of my due.  I ignored him and watched the baron’s face for a sign. 

He looked right through me rather than at me, and spoke as if he was straining words through his teeth. “My good woman, your cunning is beyond belief.”  With that, he and his steward left the office. 

Oh, Lette, please don’t hate me. 

Rabbi Mordecai, who’d been waiting for me on a bench outside my office, lifted an expectant eyebrow. 

“The baron offered to settle his debt by paying half. Not half now and the other half later, just half. I refused.  I promise you, I’ll find a way to recover the entire loan.”

He looked frightened. “The baron is a powerful man, high in the king’s favor.” 

A chill ran through me, recalling when, without warning, the king had placed a moratorium on all debt collections. I no longer remembered how long the moratorium lasted, but I felt the rabbi’s fear in my bones. Indeed, he’d been foreseeing. Just a fortnight later, the king declared a four-month moratorium on the collection of all debts in the realm. Four months!  Lines of anguish showed on every face in our Quarter. 

Unfortunately, their anguish turned into anger at me. No one was impolite. No one said anything nasty.  But their silences and averted eyes spoke blame. How unfair, to blame me for the baron’s stinginess. On the other hand, I wanted to ease their suffering.  I sat up most of one night trying to calculate the amount Meier, Baruch, and I could raise if we sold our unclaimed and overdue pledges. The result was discouraging. There had to be a better plan. The following night I had a dream about Father Walter’s brooch. On waking, my imagination took off. I could sell that brooch for two or three marks, enough to start the synagogue building. But no, that  brooch was a pledge, a security. I didn’t own it. Besides there was a moratorium, and even without one, the loan was not delinquent. Forget about the brooch, I told myself. But I had become obsessed. As soon as I dressed, I scooted down to the office and opened the lock box,   God’s truth, with a shaft of sunlight making the gold glow and the diamond glitter, it was dazzling.  

What was I doing? I asked myself on the way to Osbert’s to hire a horse for the ride to Haverwood,  four virgates (120 acres) from Dornfield.  The path, through a beech forest, was populated, so I was comfortable traveling alone. 

The day was overcast and after passing through the forest behind our cemetery, the sky grew even darker. A buffeting rain began to fall, soaking my surcote and making bumps rise on my skin. I was glad that at least I could feel the elements, for I couldn’t feel my brain. I couldn’t muster a single thought about how to approach Father Walter. I was like a stone being kicked along by someone’s foot.  

The rain stopped as I rode into Haverwood, but I couldn’t stop shivering, not only from the wet and cold, but from uncertainty. Why was I here? I went ahead and rapped on the door of the manse anyway. 

Father Walter paled. “I don’t have the money,” he said. Then, after seeing me drenched, he invited me inside.

The neatly ordered room was furnished with a crib, loom, two chests, a wardrobe, four stools, and two benches in front of a small table that served for eating and writing.  After hanging my surcote on a rack on the other side of the hearth, Father Walter wrapped a soft cotton shawl around my shoulders. Then we both sat down on pillows near the fire and I opened the conversation.  “I am not here to collect a debt.”  

He raised an eyebrow.   

“A different reason. Grief has befallen my people, a grief so deep I fear it won’t end unless we do something to restore our synagogue and mikvah.” I described the horror of the fire. “Our resources are depleted until the king ends the moratorium.” 

He bobbed his head, but continued to look mystified.    

My next words surprised both of us. “Sir, is it fitting for me to ask for the loan of your brooch?” 

His jaw fell open.

“My calculations suggest that your brooch will realize enough money to start rebuilding our synagogue.”  

He was about to object but I put my hand in the air to stop him.

“And in return for selling your brooch, when the moratorium is lifted and I can collect my pledges, I’ll give you the amount I realize for the brooch plus forty three percent interest.”

He cast a stern eye on me.  “Mistress, Christians may not charge interest on loans.”  And then, his voice softened.  “But I remember the grave risk you once took to help my Greta. And I would be an ingrate, indeed, not to take this opportunity to return your benevolence. I am honored to give you, not loan you, the brooch to use as you will, and may the good Lord be with you.”

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
“Let’s walk by the river,” Shimon suggested after service on a crisp fall evening.  The river had been a special place for both of us since we were children jumping in from high banks, fishing by hand, and lying on the edge exchanging our first kisses and hesitant explorations of each other’s bodies.  

As soon as we were seated on the bank, Shimon said, “dear wife, you’ll be pleased to learn of the excellent  arrangements I’ve made for our sons. Levi is to live with Elie to learn the tailoring business; and Asher, to  Saul’s house in London to train as a goldsmith.”

I gasped as if I’d been punched in the belly.  “How could you?”

He looked at me as if I’d lost my senses. “Are you displeased with the arrangements?”

“It’s not that.”
“Then what?”  
       I’d always encouraged Shimon to be strong and bold. I was proud when he took the lead in the discussion after the fire. But this was different.  His leadership didn’t grow out of an exchange of ideas, but was made by him alone.  “Why didn’t you discuss the decisions with me?”

“God was my guide. I heard Him say, Put no thorns and snares in the paths of your sons when opportunity beckons.  Are you suggesting I ignore the Lord’s guidance, ignore my own careful thinking?”

I didn’t intend my next words. “Perhaps you should follow your father’s example and beat me into submission.” 

His head jerked back. We weren’t in the habit of saying cruel things to each other.     “Forgive me. I shouldn’t have said that. It’s just that you dismissed me. Didn’t God give me a brain? He must have intended me to use it.” 

He yanked at his earlock, clearly agitated but he kept his voice calm. “God gave us brains to understand and accept our fate.”

“Our fate! What is our God-given fate?”

“Mine is to base my decisions on our history and laws, of which, you might remember, I am a scholar and teacher.” 


“And my fate?”

“To create life and gardens and charity. We both bear fruit, but of different kinds.”

“No crossing over?”

“God has ordered it thus to protect us from chaos. It is HIS way, HIS plan.”  

I had a sinking feeling.  Either I was a bad wife or he was unreasonable.  “Miriam,” I blurted out.

“What about Miriam?”

“She crossed over. She led the women of Egypt through the wilderness with song and dance. She opposed her brother Moses when he married a woman who wasn’t a Levite.”

“But God showed his disfavor by striking her with leprosy.”

“And then he showed his favor by healing her.” 
Shimon was speechless.
 I went on. “Did God in his wisdom create Miriam and other spirited women for a purpose? Or would you say HE had no purpose?”

“God always has a purpose.”

“Was creating bold women like Miriam part of his purpose?”
Shimon nodded. 
“Then isn’t it fitting to include your bold wife’s opinions in plans for our sons’ futures?”

Shimon frowned and bunched his shoulders. “So I’m asking, what is your opinion.” 
“Same as yours.  Tailors earn a good living. And the goldsmith trade is lucrative.” 

With the light from a half moon, I could see his face turn red and bloated. “Then what in God’s name are we talking about?”  His body stiffened; he rose and started for home without me. . 

 I sat a while longer watching moonbeams cut a path across the river. My anger melted away, replaced by fear. How deep was the rift between us?   

I heard footsteps.  Shimon stood over me, and reaching for my hand, said, “time to go home.”  On the way, he tightened his hold on my hand and I rested my head on his shoulder.  

Once in our chamber, a frenzy came over us. We kicked off our shoes and ripped off our clothes and fell together onto the hard floor. In moments, he plunged into me and my body rose to meet every one of his thrusts with one of my own.  Afterwards, we lay tangled in each other’s arms, too spent to move, and eager to prolong this affirmation of our bond.
CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
Blessed be thee, King of the universe, who brings forth the bread from the earth. How wonderful O Lord are the works of  your hands.
Everyone in our Quarter gathered on the new foundation of the synagogue to thank the Lord for its completion. We built it with money earned from the sale of Father Walter’s brooch to Baron Shelby.  

We also gave thanks for the end of the king’s moratorium on debt collections. I could now recall Baron Wickler’s loan, and at last we could complete our construction.    

We didn’t stand around in clusters after the service as we usually did, but followed the booming voice of Ernaldus, the town crier: “oyez, oyez, oyez.” St. Mary’s church service had ended at the same time as ours and the Gentiles, too, hustled to the town square to hear the news. Ernaldus dropped from his horse, climbed onto a platform at the far end of the square and bellowed:  “Hark thee, hark thee, the good Baron Wickler is dead. God save the king.” 

Dead? I had to escape the crowd and make sense of my jumbled thoughts. I hastened to the hills east of the village. A light snow was falling and I sloshed through the wet stubble, refreshed by the cool flakes falling tickling my face. Baron Wickler had been like a king to our region--overlord of Babham and Belton, master over scores of peasants and laborers. Now his holdings would revert to--I paused. Revert to whom? Gilbert, the baron’s only surviving son, was a monk and monks give up their right to inheritance. That left Lette. But her life was at Wadebridge. She would probably appoint Master Jehan to manage Babham for her. An unsettling thought. Yet, he would be obliged to carry out her orders.  And I felt sure she’d instruct him to honor her father’s debt to me. I decided to discuss the matter with her as soon as her mourning period ended. But first I had to learn how long Christian mourning lasted. I could have asked someone in Dornfield, but I wanted a reason to visit Father Walter, to thank him for helping us get a start on the new synagogue. 

He was repairing a window frame on the parish house when I arrived.  He put his tools aside and waved me inside where we sat on stools near the hearth. After relating our joy in restoring our synagogue, I asked if he’d heard from Greta.  

“In the name of all that is sacred, it’s a   blessing that I haven’t.” 

That was the last thing I expected to hear. Had he grown bitter toward her? “Your remark puzzles me.”    

His eye began to tic. “I misplaced my mind, I did, forgetting that I’m an agent of the Lord.  I tempted fate and brought on a malevolent force. And now I must erase every trace of her.” 

I could understand Father Walter’s regrets about his sin, but not his sudden  indifference to Greta’s plight?  “Father, I’m afraid that Greta and Branwen may be sleeping in gutters and eating garbage.” 

“Bless their poverty.” 

He had really misplaced his mind.  

Rubbing his rosary, he said, “In the Gospel, God says: Blessed are the poor for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.  You see, loyal friend, Greta may now be closer to God than I am. 

He stood and wandered around the room muttering and praying. A few minutes later, he sat down, closed his eyes, and rubbed the knuckles of his right hand over his forehead.    

After a lengthy silence, I asked if he’d heard about Baron Wickler’s death? 

He nodded. 

“I beg for your guidance. I’m a Jew and ignorant about the length of your mourning rites. You see, I am a creditor and...”

He interrupted me. “Novena. You know about Novena?” 

“I’ve heard of it.”

“It lasts nine days and during that time creditors are forbidden to trouble the bereaved.” He rose and went over to a shelf from which he lifted a Bible. He began to read aloud, directing his words to the wall rather than to me. 

I felt dismissed and after a few thin words of farewell, I slipped away.   

I waited nine days, and so as not to appear greedy, another nine. Then I visited Babham.  I expected the steward to receive me, but a servant girl who looked no older than Levi opened the door. “I have business with Master Jehan,” I said.

“He left the manor the day after the baron’s funeral.  Not seen him since. Disappeared, he has.”

“Then I shall speak to the person who has taken his place.”  

The servant girl came outside and led me to a small structure at the west side of the house, probably the same room in which Master Jehan had attacked Greta. The new steward was seated in a chair with wooden arms shaped like paddles. A tablet lay on one of the arms. He was the bailiff Pritchee I met on my first visit to Belton many winters ago, the man with the close set eyes crowning a bulbous red nose. He motioned me to a bench on the wall facing him.   

“Sir, I am saddened by your loss, but I have an urgent matter of business. Are you in charge now?” 

 Master Pritchee spoke in a voice so low I could barely make out his words. I thought he said, “Lady Lette is chatelaine.”  

“Lette? But she has a husband and children at Wadebridge.”

“Sweet Jesus, you don’t know, do you?  Well, it happened so fast.” 

“What happened?” 

“Just two days after the baron’s funeral, Lady Lette received word that her husband was killed in a jousting tournament.”  

My heart whacked my chest. How many losses could she bear?  I had to see her. Discussion of the loan could wait. “Lette is here, in the house?”

“Oh yes.  Could’ve stayed at Wadebridge for forty days, widow’s  rights, but she saw no purpose and returned here with her daughter.”

“And her sons?”

“One’s a page to his uncle at Wadebridge; the other to an earl in Essex.”   

“Please announce me.”   

“You will have to delay your visit. Lady Lette is overcome.”  He rose, took a tight hold of my elbow and shepherded me to the door.

At afternoon meal, I shifted in my seat and looked this way and that and still found it impossible to escape Rabbi Mordecai’s penetrating gaze. Once again I had returned from Babham empty handed. Once again I had disappointed my people. I explained to the rabbi that Lette, now in charge at Babham, had lost not only her father, but more recently, her husband. I hoped for sympathy, but Rabbi Mordecai sent me a chilling look and said, “Life goes on.” I knew he lived by that creed. Didn’t he conduct the Rosh Hashana service the day after he buried his wife?  But he was stronger and more sure of himself and his beliefs than was Lette. I considered pleading for Lette,  but second thoughts stopped me. He, the most  important person in our community, was still homeless, still boarding in a corner of our house. There was no way I could ask him to defer to Lette’s misfortunes.  But neither could I trouble her for money at this tragic time in her life. The rabbi continued to stare at me, waiting for a response. But I remained tight-lipped and silent.  

After prayers, I went to my office, and soon after, Shimon came in with an unexpected announcement.  “Rabbi’s called a meeting and invited you.” Me, a woman, invited to a meeting of our leaders. I was amazed. I combed my hair with my fingers and followed Shimon to the hall.  

The meeting had already started. While Rabbi Mordecai spoke to the men, his eyes rested on me. “We are all waiting to restore our community. But funds are uncertain. The question is this: do we sit and wait for something to happen or do we take action and make something happen?”  

“Can waiting harm us?” Shimon asked.

“Do you need the sorrowful death of Zippora  to convince you?” the rabbi asked. 

Shimon flushed. “Well then, action it must be.”  

“And what magical action do you have in mind, brother?” Baruch asked.  

“Mine is not the only skull in this hall, “ Shimon said, looking expectantly from one to the other of us, but the room fell silent. 

Meier suddenly stood and declared, “My wife Giza makes a fine ale.” 

“Brother, why do you tell us something we all know?” Rabbi Mordecai asked. 

“Giza makes ale for our use only; she could make enough to sell at market?”

The others leaned forward, their interest stirred, except for Baruch, always a naysayer.  “Threatening the alewifes’ businesses will beget resentment,” he said. “The merchants in town don’t want us competing with them.” 

“She can sell ale in Belton, Haverwood, Dinsford,”  Natan the judge suggested.  

“And so you want my mother to work like a pack horse to earn a few shillings?” Baruch again.   

The rabbi waved his hands in the air. “Brothers, stretch your minds. Others can follow Giza’s example.”


I looked around and saw sparks in people’s eyes.  One after another, even Baruch, volunteered to produce things for sale.  I offered to embroider wall hangings with Elfid; Baruch pledged candles made by his wife; Elie, braies and shirts. We organized a rousing business with a goal of earning five marks, enough to complete the synagogue..  

Elfid and I had never become good friends, though recently we started embroidering together. She had a fine eye for color, and I for design.  She was as enthusiastic as I about our project. We worked feverishly together every free moment. But I begged off one afternoon to make a call at Babham--not to collect the loan but  to see Lette. 

Albreda opened the door. She looked so worn, her eyes and cheeks sunken and her body so thin.  “I’m here to see Lette,”  I said.

Albreda stepped outside and closed the door. “She’s told me repeatedly-- ‘no visitors.’ I was used to her shutting herself away when she was troubled, but she always bounced back.  Now, there’s no bounce left. She just lays on her bed day after day, wilted and silent like her mother. I’m afraid, Rachel.”  

  I could feel Albreda’s fear in my bones. “Let me try to see her. I promise, if she fusses, I’ll leave immediately.” 

“A surprise visit could make things worse,” Albreda said.  She paused, her brows pinched in thought. “But come back tomorrow, Rachel after I’ve had a chance to prepare her.” Then Albreda,  who had never touched me, leaned over and planted a kiss on my brow. 

The following morning, Albreda again greeted me at the door. “When I asked her if she’d see you, she didn’t say ‘yes’, but she didn’t say ‘no’ either.” 

“Then lead me to her.” 

I’d never been inside the manor house, and my jaw  fell open as I walked into the great hall with oak ceilings, tall arched windows, and drapes and finely woven tapestries on the walls. A servant was stoking a huge stone fireplace in the center of the hall. Another was sweeping the timbered floor. A third was putting pewter plates and goblets on one of the trestle tables near the hearth.  I followed Albreda to the far end of the hall where an arched doorway opened to a spiral staircase that wound its way into the solar, the family’s private quarters. The solar was bright with light from tall south- facing windows. There were curtained doorways to sleeping chambers at opposite sides of the solar.  Albreda pointed the way to Lette’s chamber but didn’t go in with me.   

Lette’s bed in the center of the room was surrounded by an oak chest and wardrobe on one side,  a wooden tub and stone basin against another, and Albreda’s pallet  wedged in a corner of the room. I had never seen, or even imagined a bed like Lette’s. It was elevated on legs with green drapes on a pulley that stretched around a carved wooden frame.   

Lette was lying on her back with her eyes open. She stared at me blankly. I pulled a stool to her bedside, close to her head, and waited. She closed her eyes, but her lids fluttered.  When  I couldn’t bear the silence any longer, I began to talk. 

“Lette, when I was grieving for my twin, I felt too miserable to rise from my bed, but I made a discovery. I discovered that the misery didn’t leave me until I did rise.”

She opened her eyes and her mouth and spoke as if each word required enormous effort. “I have nothing to rise for.”

“Don’t say that.” 

She propped  herself up on her elbows. “When Geoffrey was alive, I had reason to get up in the morning and dress. I had to keep him company, make him comfortable, cheer him. I mattered. I was seen and heard. Now  I am no more than a ghost.”  

“You matter to me.” 

She drew in a long, sustaining breath. “Not enough, Rachel, not enough.  Remember I asked you to choose between being a Jew first or a friend first.  You made your choice. You spurned me. You squashed me like a bug.” 

My voice came out in a  screech. “Wrong! I never spurned you. I never shall.” 

Her voice softened. “When I saw you today, I thought back to the old Rachel, Rachel the angel with the steady knowing eyes.” Her voice changed, becoming crisp and curt. “Now, when you say I matter, my blood runs cold with the recent memory of you preying on my dying father for money. Rachel the angel  became Rachel the octopus with grasping tentacles.”  

 “Oh dear. What can I do to convince you that there was no other way out for me?  What would you do if you had to choose between Gervase and Athelard?”

“Stop it Rachel. You made your choice. Have the courage to stand by it.” Lette closed her eyes again.   
       “Do you want me to leave, Lette?” 

 “Yes.”

 I stood.

 “No.”

  I sat down again.

  “Oh go,” she said in a toneless voice.

 I walked slowly to the door, paused and turned around, hoping she had again changed her mind, but she had pulled the cover over her head.  

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
I thought about our visit for days afterwards, Lette’s  fragile body, her withdrawal, her contempt for my dilemma. She’d never scorned me before. Was she through with me once and for all? Good, I said to myself.  Then I recoiled in guilt, thinking about the quick series of misfortunes she’d just suffered. Where was my heart? My patience? She needed time to heal.  She’ll come around. She always does. Yet, waiting for her to heal meant an indefinite delay in collecting the baron’s debt. Is it fair to ask my people to wait for their synagogue and mikvah until Lette feels better? On the other hand, did I have a choice?  I’d fail anyhow if I tried to collect now when she was so raw.  

   I was jarred from my musing when Agnes rushed into my chamber. “God’s bones, still lazing in bed. Someone’s waiting in your office.”  

“I can’t see anyone this morning, Agnes.”

“You’ll want to see this one.” 

“Tell him to come back later.” 

“It’s not a him.”

“Elfid? Giza? Who?”

“Lette.”

My pulse stuttered.  Only a fortnight had passed since I’d last seen her. Why was she here?  Did she regret her harsh words? Did she come to repeat them? Or was it something else? I leapt from my bed, quickly washed and dressed, and scooted down the loft ladder to my office. 

She was standing by my writing table, her eyes resting on mine. “The steward informed me of father’s debt,” she said as she lifted a large velvet sack from her sash, untied the pink ribbon that cinched it and dribbled silver coins onto my writing table.  

I wanted to shout the news to everyone in the community: the waiting game is over; we can complete the synagogue and mikvah. We can release our women from drudging like field oxen to build our treasury.”

I studied Lette’s face, wondering if this repayment was a sign of regret for her last bitter words to me.  

She smiled. “It’s nearly the full amount, but I have deliberately withheld six shillings.”  She waited for my response, but I was too flustered to offer one. 

“Rachel, guess the reason?” 
       I shook my head. 

“You see, it’s best if we have unfinished business. Then, no one can accuse me of Judaizing when you visit me.

“Visit you? I thought you’d closed your heart against me.” 

“Oh Rachel, meeting Greta has changed all that.”  

“You know Greta, the freckle-faced girl who was once your father’s serf?”  

Lette bobbed her head. 

“How? Where?”

“It is a long story.”

“I love long stories.”

“It started when my second son Athelard was traveling from London to Babham with Sir Richard, the knight who trains him. They stopped to water their horses at a stream next to a beech forest when Athelard felt a tugging at the back of his cloak. He turned to see a bedraggled boy with grime and sweat on his face and red puffy eyes. ‘My mother is dying, please, please help me,’ the boy said. 

“‘Where is she?’ Athelard asked. 

“‘We’ve no time for beggars,’ Sir Richard said.

“‘Please, good Sir, let me just glance at the boy’s mother.’ 

 “The boy pulled Athelard into the woods, stopping at the foot of a large beech tree against which a pale, frail women slumped, so weak she could barely speak. Athelard learned that she was on her way to Belton, the village of her birth, and that her legs gave out after walking a great distance. He helped the woman stand and led her and the boy to the horses.  After mounting his horse, he motioned the woman to the space in front of him. Then, turning pleading eyes to Sir Richard, he said, “I know you won’t want to orphan this poor lad.” Sir Richard shrugged and lifted the boy onto his horse. 

“What a kind son you have,” I said.

“He  was born with a gentle heart. Not like Gervase, my oldest. I remember the time Gervase was trying to drown a cat in the river and Athelard pelted  him with stones until he stopped.”  

“Like the cat, Athelard may have saved Greta’s life.” 

“I do believe he did, and now he feels a special bond with her. It was he who urged Albreda and me to call on her in Belton, to see if she needed anything. . She was staying with her friends Clarice and Eudo, the hunter who keeps our forests cleared of wild animals. 

Albreda and I set out  for Eudo’s house the next morning. He and Branwen were gone. Clarice and Greta were on the floor brushing a bear skin. Albreda dropped down next to them while I sat on a stool so I wouldn’t soil my new gown.  Greta jumped up, and though I had never met her, she addressed me by name. 

“‘Have we met?’ I asked her. 

“’No, but I saw you at Babham when I was working in the fields, and at Haverwood when I lived with Father Walter. And I’ve heard such good things about you from your servants and Father Walter.’  She resumed her place on the floor and chatted with Clarice and Albreda, all the while sending sidelong glances in my direction. 

“When I stood, ready to leave, Greta surprised me with a personal confidence. She said she had to flee Babham because the steward attacked her. At first I didn’t believe her.  Steward Jehan has been like an uncle to me, attending my birthday celebrations, bringing me gifts, slipping me money after my marriage. But as Greta continued her tale, I knew that she would never have lived in abandoned sheds on the edge of starvation for a year without a very good reason. 

“She was wound up and couldn’t stop. She told me about Father Walter, a man who loved her as I once imagined Geoffrey loved me. And then her flight, living with her young son on the streets of London and begging for alms.” 

Lette’s face flushed. “I felt so low when I compared her courage in the face of tragedy with my self-pitying escape, her strength in tending her son, my disregard for everyone around me. I felt even smaller when Greta told me about your sacrifice in keeping her spirit, if not her body alive. As she talked about you, my vision of Rachel the octopus changed into Rachel the girl who climbed trees with me in Boike forest, the magic girl who made my troubles vanish, the confiding girl with whom I shared secrets on the banks of a creek.  Did you know that when I felt most helpless with Geoffrey, I would ask myself-- what  would Rachel do? And the memory of your strength helped me untangle my confusion about him.  Not that I always stood up to him--sometimes it was dangerous-- but that I managed to survive the worst of our troubles. Oh Rachel, when you recently visited me in my chamber, I was so wrapped up in my own miseries, I resented you having any of your own.  And in that resentment, I said cruel things to you, things I shall always regret. Unless you find it in your heart to forgive me.”

I was speechless, but Lette didn’t pause to notice so intent was she in finishing her story.   “Greta sent a message. She begs to see you.”

“I shall visit her soon. Does she plan to remain with Eudo and his wife?”

Lette shook her head. 

“Where then?”

A smile spread across her face.  “There was obviously no space for Greta in Eudo’s and Clarice’s one small room, and when she mentioned looking for work, I invited her to come to Babham as a chambermaid. Once she learned that she could bring Branwen, she readily accepted. She and Branwen remove to Babham in a fortnight.” She paused. “I do believe the good Lord sent Greta to me, for I now have reason to rise in the morning, to give Greta and Branwen a new start. And in giving them a new start I give myself one.”  

She paused, then said, “Let’s meet, the three of us, at the fallen oak on Wednesday.”  

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
     Lette and Greta were waiting for me on the stump of the old oak. I would have recognized Greta anywhere with that mass of freckles. She had grown thin as a blade of grass and her skin had a grayish hue, but her eyes were lively and her back as straight as a pin. She tilted her head and smiled shyly on seeing me. 

“I worried about you in London,” I said. 

“Hard, very hard, it was. Nearly starved.”  

“Did you have to...you know...sell yourself?”

Her face colored. “Begged in the streets and slept in doorways, I did, rather than foul the man who saved my life and sired my son. Sometimes we slept in the cob hovel of an old lady I met begging alms at St. Bartholomew’s. But poor thing died and rotted right there in that house.  When sheriff came for her, we returned to the street. But I was afraid they’d arrest me as a whore or take Branwen from me.  And then Osanna’s cousin tells me Master Jehan’s gone from Babham. And we set out for home.” She took a breath, then peered into my eyes and said, “I hear you visit my Walter.”        

I told her and Lette about Father Walter pledging the brooch and later giving me permission to sell it for our synagogue fund. “He’s truly a most kind man.”   

Tears dribbled down Greta’s cheeks. “That he is. That he is. Wouldn’t even let me trap a rat. Pray, how does he fare?” 

“He suffers.”

Greta wrung her hands. “What ails him?”  

“He looks...how to say it...drowsy like he just woke up and hasn’t gathered himself together.”  

 Greta leaned forward and a light flickered in her eyes. “If he sees Branwen, he’ll perk.” She gave me a searching look. “Rachel, you are kind, too. Will you take Branwen to visit him?” 

Lette supported Greta’s request. “Branwen’s now my ward and I’m pleased to see him visit his father.”  

I hated to hurt Greta, but I had to tell her the truth. “He’s changed.” 

Greta looked alarmed. 

“He’s tormented with guilt and remorse.”

“I have soothed his pain away before. He needs me. Rachel, can you arrange a secret meeting. Please.”  

“I fear he doesn’t want your help.” 

“He’s stopped loving me?”

“He never wants to see you again; he wants only forgiveness for his sins.” 

Greta  buried her head in her arms and moaned. Lette and I sat with her until she lifted her head and smiled. “I’m all right now.” 

I parted from the two of them, but hadn’t walked more than a few dozen steps when Lette ran up behind me, speaking breathlessly. “Athelard and Juliana are visiting Babham, and beg to meet  your children. Let us bring them together. Here. Next Wednesday.  Then she was off before I could answer. 

An exciting thought—our children meeting. Asher had already left for London, but Levi and Hannah were both at home. I tried to picture the scene, but Rabbi Mordecai’s warning intruded.  I wasn’t worried that my friendship with Gentiles would compromise my faith. But my children were not yet grown.  Was I asking for trouble bringing them into contact with children who might think of them as heathens? No, Lette would never have suggested a get-together if she had the slightest suspicion her children would naysay the Jews. I should trust her. Besides, my life was enriched by knowing someone so different from me. Why cheat my children of the same experience? If only I can convince Shimon. 

He was waiting for me in front of our house. “Ah, there you are. Let us walk by the river.” I followed him down the path we had trod so often together and eased down next to him on a mossy bank. “We have something to celebrate,” he said, dangling his legs over the water. ”Today, Rabbi Mordecai moved into his new quarters, and I am settled at my new study table in our new synagogue.” 

Finally our lives had returned to normal. I hoped Shimon’s high spirits about the restoration would make him receptive to my news about the children’s meeting.  But he gasped when I revealed the plan.  

“In God’s name, are you possessed? Why would you expose them to the blasphemy of infidels?”

“Lette would never poison her children’s minds against ours.”  

 “Let me remind you that her children are influenced by many others—tutors, their priest, their own father a Jew hater.” 

“Shimon, if the worst happens, if Lette’s children say a single word against our people, I’ll stop the visit on the spot, before any harm is done, and make sure another never occurs.” 

His voice rose. “And you expect me to bless something I do not understand?”   

“I don’t ask your understanding; I ask only your acceptance.” 

He pointed a finger at me.  “How can I accept something that defies and violates our history?”  
CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
The intensity of Shimon’s reaction gave me pause. Was I making a mistake? Yet, something in me balked at the thought of retreating.  I had to follow through. How else would I discover whether or not Shimon’s warning applied? Whatever the outcome, one or the other of us will learn something important.      

I held off inviting Levi and Hannah until the morning of the get-together. To put them in a pliant mood, I played Fox and Geese with them. To win, the thirteen geese must either surround the sole fox or the fox must remove all the geese. Hannah was usually passive but not in this game.  She insisted on being the fox and attacked Levi and me and the geese, with unexpected fervor.  I waited until she surrounded us before suggesting the visit to Boike forest, to play with my friend’s children.     

 “Oh yes, yes,” Levi exclaimed. But Hannah shrieked, ‘no,’ as if I’d asked her to jump into a pit of snakes.

“What frightens you, Hannah?” I asked.  

She rolled her eyes and said, “I just don’t want to go, that’s all.”     

“Hey clam, time to break out of your shell,” Levi teased. 

“Not going,” she said in a churlish voice.

“Are too,” Levi said, jabbing his elbow into her side. 

“You’re hurting me,” she cried out.   

“Sister, you’re betrothed. You’re supposed to grow up.”  

Shimon had announced Hannah’s engagement to Elazer, the rabbi’s son, on Passover, shortly after her ninth birthday. 

Hopping from foot to foot in his excitement about the visit, Levi continued to twit her. “Betrothed and bawling like a brat.” And then taking a softer tone, he said,   “Don’t be timid.  Think of this as an adventure, like one of Agnes’s eerie stories that you’re always asking for.”   

 “All right, I’ll go,” she said, but there’s wasn’t a hint of enthusiasm in her voice.   

Lette was there on the fallen oak watching a boy and a girl chase a squirrel.  She nodded in their direction: “My son Athelard, and daughter Juliana.”  

I introduced my children and then fastened my eyes on Athelard. His resemblance to Lette was striking--the green sparks in his eyes, the high cheek bones, the elegantly shaped nose. Juliana bore no resemblance to her mother; she had a round face with a pug nose and close-set, dark eyes.    

Levi joined Lette’s children in chasing the squirrel, but Hannah stayed close to me, biting her fingernails.  After a while,  Athelard ran up to her, lifted her finger from her mouth and took her by the hand.  “Come, Hannah, we’re watching those black and white pewits put on a show. They’re circling above us, round and round like jesters.” Hannah hesitated for only a moment before going with him.  

“I’m worried  about Albreda,” Lette said as soon as we were alone.  “She looks so old, her hair turning white, her hands with a constant tremor. And she’s so tired sometimes she’s in bed before supper.”   

“Comitissa’s old age came on all of a sudden, too, and I wasn’t prepared for her…” 

“Oh, don’t say it. I can’t bear the thought of losing Albreda.  She’s always been with me.   Even when Geoffrey dismissed her as my chamber maid, she found a way to see me every day. Oh no, no.” 

She cried until we were interrupted by the children who rushed over to us laughing and chattering. “Two big, dark furry beavers swishing around in the water are collecting twigs and sticks for a dam,” Hannah said, her eyes shining.     

“They’re like little people,” Athelard continued, “building a fortress by plastering the twigs with mud.”

“Those silly girls are trying to catch one in their hands,” Levi said. 

“We nearly did,” said a triumphant sounding Juliana, as she ran off again with the others. In no time, they were back.  ”We caught the little rascal,” said a grinning Hannah. Blood was dripping from her hand and soaking the sleeve of her tunic, but her eyes danced with excitement. “He bit her,” Levi said. “Athelard wrapped his kerchief around her hand, but the blood kept coming.”   

Lette and I both gasped when we saw the injury. I pulled loose the cord that held my cloak together at the neck and wound it around Hannah’s wrist to stanch the bleeding. Lette whipped off her cotton sash and told Juliana to soak it in the creek so she could wash the wound. Then she removed her wimple and, using her teeth, tore it into strips for a bandage.   

Athelard hovered over Hannah like a midwife. “The bleeding will stop and you will have only a tiny nip on your pretty hand.” 

Was he wooing my daughter? Silly thought.  He’s just playful. 

“He had the blackest eyes I ever saw,” Hannah said, “and he looked right into mine like I was his friend, and his fur was as soft as a feather pillow, and his feet were woven. Then he bit me and broke through my skin before jumping back into the water.”

Suddenly she paled and looked as if she was going to swoon. Lette ran over to her horse, mounted, and rode swiftly back to Hannah. “Climb on and wrap your arms around my waist.”  

“Go on home,” Athelard told Juliana before bringing me his pony to ride. Then he and Levi chased after Lette and me nearly fast enough to keep pace.  

Rabbi Mordecai, Jacob, and Shimon were standing in the lane near our house. They looked stunned on seeing us, as if we’d dropped from the sky.  I was afraid Shimon was going to pass out when he saw his blood-drenched daughter. Rabbi Mordecai put his hand under Shimon’s arm to prop him up. Meanwhile Jacob helped Hannah from the horse and quickly carried her into the house. Levi and I followed them, and I was surprised to see Athelard right behind us.  “We must leave now, son,” Lette called out to Athelard, who reluctantly mounted his pony and followed his mother.   

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
Hannah shook me awake. “Mother, it’s Boike forest day.” The fortnightly meetings with Lette’s children had become the high point of her life. Contrary to Shimon’s warning, they had a positive effect on Hannah, for she now hummed and sang and moved about the house with a light step.  

Although Shimon was pleased with the change, he still kept an anxious eye on Hannah, questioning her after every visit.  “So Hannah, what did you do in your wooded playground today?” 

With a shine in her eyes, she would say: “Juliana and I picked berries,” or “Juliana and I bandaged the wing of an injured bird.”  She never mentioned Athelard, even though he took part in the same activities. When I asked her about the omission, she said, ‘Father’s so touchy.”  And I, so pleased with the change in her, pressed her no farther.   

One balmy spring day in the forest, Hannah, Levi, and I waited restlessly for Lette and her children.  I paced; Levi and Hannah jumped from one thing to another--planting seeds that had fallen from trees, naming birds that flew by, climbing a twisted oak, the same one in which Lette and I once hid from a rabid fox. But whatever we did, our eyes continually shifted to the path from Babham.  The sun had been directly overhead when we arrived, but when it moved far to the west, I told the children it was time to leave. 

Hannah’s chin began to tremble. “Something horrible must have happened.”  

“Oh, you always blow things up.” Levi snapped at her, something he rarely did so I knew he was upset, too. He looked to me for an explanation.   

“I’ll check tomorrow morning. I’m sure it’s just a mix up,” I said, but I, too, was concerned.  

I expected Albreda to answer my knock on the door at Babham next morning, but Athelard stood before me looking grim. “Yesterday, we waited all afternoon for  you,” I said.  

He swallowed. “Three nights ago Albreda went to bed and …and…never again opened her eyes. She had been so alive, so alive…” 

Tears filled his eyes. Mine, too.  “Come in, come in,” he beckoned me. 

Once inside, I asked to see Lette. He paled and the corner of his lip twitched. “She’s shuttered herself in her chamber. Won’t talk to anyone but Greta.”  His lip trembled. “I fear she’ll end up like her mother.”    

 I was too addled to think of a single word of comfort .  I slouched down on a bench trying to let the news filter into my brain. After I regained my senses, I asked Athelard to try again. .  

He left and returned with Greta. She looked bedraggled. “She won’t see you. Rachel.  I can’t stay long. Don’t want to leave her alone. But I beg to know. Did you visit my Walter?” 

I hated piling another tragedy on her already sagging shoulders. A week before, when I visited Father Walter, a stranger, Father Theo, came to the door and explained what I now had to tell Greta. “Father Walter is cloistered at St. Paul’priory.” 

Greta put her hand on the wall to steady herself. “What reason?”

“Father Theo said your Walter walked around the church babbling in foreign tongues. He was taken to the priory where they’re treating him with bed rest, meditation, and the sacraments of penance.” 

“Sacraments of penance! Then they are punishing him for our carnal sin. Oh blessed virgin, what’s to become of him?” She covered her mouth with her hand.

“I’m so very sorry,” I said.

She dropped her hand and  straightened her shoulders.  “I must go. My lady  shouldn’t be alone.”  

I was about to leave when Athelard put a hand on my shoulder. “Tell Hannah and Levi I shall miss our visits in the forest. I shall soon be going with Sir Richard to Wales.”  


“When must you leave?”
      “Before the next Sabbath.  Same time Juliana goes to Essex to live with the family of her betrothed.”

“If only you could delay your departure until your mother is better. She counts on  you, Athelard.” 
       “I must follow my knight wherever he goes.”  And with that, he bit his lip and sucked in his breath.     
      I walked home slowly, trying to get used to the idea of Albreda’s death. It seemed so unreal. Someone I’d known most of my life suddenly blotted out as if she’d never existed. Poor Lette. If  it was hard for me to accept,  it must be torture for her, especially after  her other recent losses.  She won’t even have her son and daughter around to comfort her. And Hannah, poor Hannah. It has taken her so long to recover from Licia’s death.  And now to lose her visits with Juliana and Athelard, visits that awakened her love of life. Will she stop singing?  Will she again become a ghost? 

When I came to the old oak, I sat down and wept until I was drained of all feeling. There was a certain comfort in shutting myself down.  Nothing hurt. Yet, the numbness and indifference also frightened me. I wanted to care about others;   I wanted to help Lette and Hannah. The numbness lasted until I reached home when I was again seized with anxiety about Hannah. 


That evening, after Hannah was in bed, I sat on the floor next to her and spoke softly. “Hannah, our visits to Boike forest must end. Athelard and Juliana are leaving Babham before the Sabbath.”   

She bolted upright. “They’re not leaving. They’d have told me.”  

“I’m sure they planned to on their last visit, but they couldn’t make it because of Albreda’s death.”  

She flopped over on her belly, put her head under her cover, and lay as still as a rock.   

“Hannah, talk to me. Please talk to me.”

Silence surrounded me like a hex.

CHAPTER THIRTY   

When our visits to Boike forest ended, Anna reverted to her former silent, secretive self, even moreso. She now cuts herself off from our sight by stringing a curtain around the corner of the dais where she sleeps.  In rainy weather, she hides in that small space; on clear days, she usually leaves the house early and wanders until dusk.  On her return, if Shimon or I ask her where she’s been, she shrugs.  

Often, Shimon begs her to attend synagogue or study Aramaic with him.  

Always, she refuses.  

He was greeted with the same stubborn opposition when recently he suggested setting a wedding date. At his wit’s end, he shouted at her: “I’ll set the date with or without  your agreement.”  

“Impossible,” she replied, “for I am no longer betrothed.” 

Shimon seldom lost control, but he grabbed her shoulders and shook her. “You are bedeviled,” he said.

 Hannah glared at him, and in a tight voice, said, “what will you do, tie me with a rope and drag me to the altar?”  

“To hell with you, to hell,” he said as she retreated behind her curtain.  

I felt as helpless as Shimon, but I  was determined to bridge the gulf between us.   

The next day, I barged into Hannah’s hideout.  She quickly pushed some objects under her mattress, and, as if I were her servant, commanded me to announce myself  in the future.  

“This is my house. I give instructions here.” 

She didn’t argue with me. She just melted into her body like a turtle into its shell. Again that feeling of helplessness swept through me. When I ignored her, nothing changed, but reaching out to her seemed to drive a deeper wedge between us.  Still, there must  be a way out of this impasse.  

The next time she left the house, I sneaked into her corner to discover what she’d hidden. I was her mother. Wasn’t it my job to understand her, even if I had to steal the information?  I dug under her mattress and found four poppets, toy figures the size of a foot; and material to make them. The poppets were made of a cross of twigs rounded at the top for a head, padded with grass and vines, and wrapped in rags. She made two sets of twins, one of girls, the other of boys.  The boys she dressed  as knights with interlocking rings for chain mail made of parchment. She marked the folds and sashes of the girls’ gowns with hand sewn grooves and colored inks. My daughter was an artist and I had the pleasure of puffing up with pride rather than sinking into despair about her. If only I could tell her. But I couldn’t. She’d know I’d spied and might abandon her poppet making just to punish me.  But I could tell my friends at Babham. Lette and Greta always welcomed my confidences. 

With Greta by her side, Lette had recovered rapidly after Albreda’s death.  It was as if Greta had stepped into Albreda’s shoes and found a good fit.   Within a fortnight, Lette was busy remodeling her orchard. Shorlly after that, she began entertaining, lavish parties with music, dancing, jesters, and tumblers, just as she had dreamed when we were girls.

Though Greta was clearly Lette’s servant, the division between the two of them often blurred.  When Greta fell into gloom after Walter’s death, Lette tended her.  Walter’s death-- from a brain hemorrhage--followed  Albreda’s by just a few months.   Greta was so devastated, she could barely stay upright. She had to drag herself from one room to the next, one chore to the next. An alarmed Lette ordered Greta to stop working and concentrate on recovering. To this end, Lette taught Greta to ride and accompanied her on excursions through the Babham woodlands and Boike forest until  color returned to Greta’s face and strength  to her legs and arms. 

I shared in their bond, turning to them in my anguish about Hannah. The day after I found Hannah’s poppets, I sat with them in Lette’s orchard.  It was my favorite place in the manor, shaded by apple and pear trees and bordered with flower beds and herb gardens fragrant with the scents of mint, lavender, rosemary, sage, and rue. Lette and I were sitting on a padded bench in front of a small, three-legged table.  Greta  was standing between us serving  tea and tarts. After describing Hannah’s ingenuity in making the dolls, I said, “I have a vision of Hannah and me making dolls together, she designing, me cutting material, she sewing, us laughing together and giving the dolls to poor children. Oh, how I want that to happen. But she’s bound to reject my approaches. She always does.”

“Hard to understand what makes her so mean, hard to understand,” Greta said.

 Lette looked up at her.  “Was it meanness that kept me in my bedchamber after Albreda died? Was it meanness that sent you into a black pit after your Walter died?”

“Wish I could eat my words, I do,” Greta replied.  “Wasn’t meanness at all. Was hurt, hurt cut so deep stopped my breath.”

 “Yes, but you came back, both of you. Just as I did after I lost Rivkah and Comitissa and Licia.  Hannah doesn’t come back, no matter how many winters go by. Maybe she never will.”

“Rachel, what did you do to get past the death of your twin?” Lette asked.

“For one thing, I found you.” 

Greta and Lette laughed. “Same for me,” Greta said. 

“And me,” Lette chimed in. 

We fell silent then, all of us probably wondering if Hannah would ever find someone to revive her spirit.  I wanted to feel hopeful, but a shiver of fear ran down my spine—some ogre of grief was stalking my daughter. 

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
On my next visit to Babham, before I had even removed my surcote, Greta began talking.  “My Branwen’s come up. A servant to Sir Richard, he is. All thanks to Squire Athelard, who told Sir Richard he wanted Branwen by his side at all times. Who would ever have believed—my Branwen maybe someday a page, maybe someday even higher?”      

I clapped my hands. “What good fortune, Greta.”  

A frown creased her brow.  “If only all was rosy.”  She looked quickly at the entrance to the hall. “They’re coming now.”  A moment later, Lette, Athelard, and Gervase passed us on their way to the orchard. Lette motioned me to follow them.  

The men slid down onto a stone bench next to a fish pond. Lette and I sat on a bench at right angles to them.  I hadn’t seen Athelard for several years. Except for his height, he hadn’t changed--the same sparkle in his green eyes, the same radiant smile.  I had met Gervase only once several years before. He was big and burly and muscular, his lips a tight line, and the right side of his face scarred from his eye to his ear lobe—a memento of a battle in Wales. He was injured while delivering a replacement for his master’s broken sword in the middle of a battle. Unlike Athelard who wore a simple brown tunic, Gervase was dressed in a colorfully embroidered green tunic. Lette had once told me that rich squires distinguish themselves from poorer ones by wearing ornately embroidered colorful clothes. I, of course, knew nothing about her son’s worth except that, as the oldest, Gervase would inherit his mother’s estate.  

The three of them must be involved in a dispute judging by their bloodless lips and the tightness in their shoulders. 

“Perhaps I should come back another time,” I suggested.

Lette shook her head.  “What we’re discussing is troublesome, but not secret. You might shed light on the matter.”    

“Shed light? What does she know about royal matters,” a surly sounding Gervase said. .  

Lette’s face flushed.  “She’s no stranger to this subject. We talked about it years ago when Baron Shelby tried to enlist your father in the baron’s rebellion.  Besides Rachel reads in English, Latin, and French.” 

“And in usury,” Gervase mumbled as he slipped a long bladed dagger from a sheaf strapped to his belt, rubbed his hand over the hilt and then sent me a smile that sent chills down my spine.  

“Hey there, worthy brother, do not bedevil the mother of my maiden,” Athelard said.

My stomach turned somersaults. Had I misheard him?  Did he say, mother of a maiden or of my maiden?

“Sorry,” Gervase said, dipping his head in my direction, a mocking smile twisting his lips.  

Athelard looked at me as he spoke. “My brother and I have contention. Gervase is eternally loyal to the king and I support the reform barons and their leader, Simon de Montfort.”

I was aware that Simon de Montfort, the king’s brother-in-law and once trusted agent, had become a leader in the barons’ rebellion. But I was still unnerved by Athelard’s remark about the mother of his maiden.  Not knowing what to say, I went over to the apple tree, shook down a ripe fruit and bit into it.

. “You’re a squire, soon to be dubbed. You will take an oath of fealty to the king. In God’s name, how dare you support the king’s enemies?”  Gervase argued. 

 “We don’t want to replace the king, only curtail his excesses. Ah, I see you question my use of the word, ‘excesses.’  To name a few-- outrageous taxes to pay for vain wars in France and Wales, silk hangings and tapestried carpets as gifts to foreigners,  one new church and palace after another, sending builders to France for training by experts.. And don’t forget his contempt for commoners.”  Athelard extended his arms as if pleading for understanding. “All we ask is a council of peers to curtail the king’s absolute authority and provide protection for freemen.  Now tell me, brother, by what quirk of reason can you oppose such excellent aims?”

Gervase spoke sharply. “Everyone knows the king’s a fool.  But kings have successors and King Henry nears his end.  Then we’ll have Edward, a careful, thoughtful man.  And you propose chaining Edward to rules meant to curb his father’s excesses, rules that will make a mockery of the leader of our realm?” 

Suddenly the brothers became silent and gazed at their mother. “I’d be pleased to know your opinion, good mother,” Athelard said.

I wondered which side she’d support.  She often complained about her heavy tax burden. Would she then favor the reform barons? Yet, she and Geoffrey had lost their fief because of Baron Shelby’s involvement with the rebel barons. She might, indeed, support the king. 

 She looked at Athelard, then at Gervase, then at the ceiling before replying.  “The king’s extravagances must end else we’ll all be begging alms.”  

“Mother, think what you are saying about the man who gave this land to your father,” said Gervase. 

“And the same man may force me to sell it.”

Gervase scowled but turned away from her, toward me.  “Hey you, what do you people think on this subject?” 

I wished he hadn’t asked. I didn’t know where I stood. Neither did the men in my Quarter who often debated this issue.  The rabbi opposed de Montfort who, though spouting support for the common people, hated us with such intensity he expelled us from towns he controlled.  Meier, the synagogue treasurer, opposed the king, claiming he valued us only as a resource to prop up his treasury.  Shimon said he couldn’t make a choice between a king who claims to own us and de Montfort who  seeks to crush us.  Of course, we were spared from having to make a choice since the king’s law forbade us to carry arms.  

I tried to skirt Gervase’s question. “We’re not part of the realm as are you and your family.” 

“Do you mean to say that you people are not affected by what goes on in the kingdom?”

“We are affected all right.”

“How so?”

“The king protects us and de Montfort hates us.” 

“Aha! You see, Mother, your friend here is on my side.”

Lette’s face flushed. ”Rachel, I know your people have been mistreated and I know that makes you afraid. But think, Rachel, isn’t it possible that you may expect mistreatment even when it’s not threatening? Isn’t it possible that the other rebel barons who are so strongly committed to the common man will counteract de Montfort’s Jew hating?” 

I was rattled by Lette’s remark and was about to answer her when Athelard defended me.  “Mother you have known Rachel half your life. You must certainly understand how hard it is to be a Jew.”

I was warmed by his support. But his next words were like stab wounds.

“It’s better to convert.” 

Maybe I hadn’t misunderstood Athelard’s earlier remark after all..  
CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
At home, first thing, I looked for Hannah.  She was sitting on the floor next to her pallet, a board and writing paper on her lap. On seeing me, she quickly folded the paper and stuffed it into her sash. “I’ve just been to Babham,” I said.

She averted her eyes. 

“Athelard referred to me as mother of his maiden. What did he mean, Hannah?”

She lifted her arms in a gesture of helplessness. “I don’t know how to tell you.”

“Hannah, not knowing is worse than an ordeal by fire.”

“I can’t tell you. Yet I know I must. Oh mother, please don’t die. Athelard and I are going to wed.” 

 I felt the room swing from side to side. “Impossible. Impossible. Why would you say such a thing?”  

“We’ve been meeting in secret for four years.” 

“Why? Why? Why?” 

She paused, searching for words. “We didn’t intend it. We met by accident in the forest and played, as we did when we first met--chasing squirrels, watching birds and beavers and foxes. Soon it became a habit, meeting whenever he visited Babham. We’d laugh, oh how we’d  laugh as we wrestled and climbed trees and played hide and seek, and…and…started giving kisses to the winner. And…and the kisses got longer and sweeter.”

She wrapped her arms around her shoulders. “I’d come home, my chest swollen like a balloon.  I wanted to tell you, but I feared my balloon would collapse if I did.  So I put a curtain around my bed and hid behind it and relived our times together and dreamed about our next visit. Sometimes he didn’t show up when he was due and I’d fall into a black hole. But when he was there, the sun warmed my soul and I knew that I couldn’t live without him.” 

“Hannah, you are a Jew!” 

“He’s to be a knight and knights can’t be Jewish.”  

“What are you saying?” 

“That I must become a Christian.”

“You can’t.” 

“I shall convert.”  

I paused, trying to calm down both of us. “Surely, Hannah, you won’t marry until he’s knighted, and that’s a few years off.”

“We are to wed before the dark season.”  

I lost my ability to think; the words just rushed out. “Then you are no longer my daughter and you are no longer a member of this household and you are no longer a member of this community. Damn you.” 

 Her eyes grew so large I feared they’d pop out of their sockets and before I could take a breath, she ran outside. Good Lord, what have I done? Orphaned my daughter? I must find her, make her see reason.  

I sped through the hall screaming her name. I passed Shimon. He picked up my panic, jumped up from his writing table and put his hands on my shoulders to stop me. “What’s wrong? What makes you act like a madwoman?”

I yanked myself free from his hold. “If we ever want to see Hannah again, we must stop her. Now!”  

Without understanding what caused the commotion, he followed me. We raced outside, asking the first two people we saw if they’d seen Hannah. Dyan Natan said she ran toward the forest, but Baruch said he saw her heading north toward our cemetery. Shimon and I parted then, he to the graveyard and I to the woods. 

I ran all the way to Babham. Lette gasped when she saw me at her door, sweat and tears running down my cheeks and neck. She took my arm and led me to a bench in the hall. Greta was standing beside her, shivering, for who knew better the scent of terror? 

“Bring mulled ale and cheese,” Lette instructed Greta, who left reluctantly.

“Has someone died?” Lette asked.

“Have you seen Hannah?”

“Why no. What’s wrong?” 

“Athelard’s and Hannah’s secret engagement.”  

“What are you saying?”

“They plan to marry.” 

“They can’t,” she said. 

“Hannah is converting.”

Lette flopped down on a bench as if someone had sucked the wind out of her. “Athelard will not marry until he’s dubbed. Surely, we can make them come to their senses before then.”  

“Hannah says they plan to marry before the dark season.” 

“He can’t afford a family until he’s knighted. Unless they live here. And he’s not asked my permission.” 

She pulled a bell cord hanging on the wall. Greta appeared almost immediately. “It’s not ready,” she said, referring to the cheese and ale. “Forget the food and fetch Athelard. Hurry.”    

A short while later, Greta returned with a troubled-looking Athelard. Branwen was at his side. 

Lette sent Athelard a scathing look. “I have just learned your secret.” 

“Dear mother, Hannah and I were planning to apply to you this very day.  I’m expecting her any time now.” 

“Athelard, she’s disappeared,” I said.

He grabbed the back of a chair to steady himself. “Disappeared? When?”    

“We had words and she ran off and now I can’t find her. Someone saw her head to the south and someone else, to the north.” 

“We’ll find her, Branwen and I.” The two of them then hastened to the stable. 

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
Candles lighted every house in the Quarter, for no one could retire for the night without knowing if Hannah was safe.  Was she lost? Was she kidnapped by brigands? Shimon and Levi and Agnes tried to calm me.  “She knows her way around; she’s been going out by herself for years,” Shimon said.  “But not in this state of mind,” I replied. And from Levi: “she’s probably at Babham.” I shook my head: “they’d send a message.”  

Hearing the clatter of hooves the next morning,  Shimon and I rushed outside. Athelard dropped from his mount, breathless. “Found her.”    

“Where?” I asked. 

“Sitting on a twisted log on a twisted path in the forest near Haverwood, and cross-eyed with fear and cold. But she’s warn now and resting at Babham.”    

“Sir, when does she plan to return here where she belongs?” asked a frenzied Shimon.  

“She said you were aware of our plan to wed soon.”  

Shimon moaned. 

Athelard’s face colored and he quickly mounted his horse and rode off at a speed that scattered the cats and dogs along the lane.  

Later that day, I shuddered as I watched the rabbi and judges enter the synagogue to decide Hannah’s fate. People stood in knots in front of the synagogue waiting to hear the outcome. No one approached Shimon and me except Elfid’s five-year-old son, Yossi, who called us aunt and uncle. Elfid kept her distance, too. I glanced at her face, pinched with anger. Did she feel like strangling my daughter? Would the Beth din judges feel the same?  I recalled stories I’d heard about other converts. They were forgiven if the conversion resulted from threats of death or banishment. But if it was voluntary, they could be banished or exiled, or in an extreme case, executed. Yet, our judges weren’t vengeful; they were gentle men; they would never impose an extreme penalty. Nevertheless, whatever they decided, the fact remained--Hannah was disgraced, as were we, her parents. My chest felt like it was caving in, as if it couldn’t bear the weight of my guilt. Why hadn’t I heeded Rabbi Mordecai’s and Shimon’s warnings against mingling with Gentiles? I was responsible for putting Hannah on a path to temptation. Tears stung my eyes and self-hate battered my heart and twisted my stomach. 

The waiting seemed endless--babies cried, people came and left, neighbors cast secret glances at me or averted their eyes while they whispered in someone’s ear. Suddenly, the front door of the synagogue swung open. My pulse quickened. But it was not the judges who emerged. It was students who dashed past us toward the river to check their nets. 

Again, the synagogue door opened. Every eye was pinned on Rabbi Mordecai and the two dyans who strode immediately to Shimon and me. The others formed a circle around us. 

“Hannah’s a Jew,” Rabbi Mordecai declared.

Shimon was quick to respond. “Yes, yes, yes.”

“And she usually knows she’s a Jew.”

“Yes, yes, yes.” Shimon again. 

“And she’s had a lapse.”

Shimon continued with words of agreement.

“Then we, your judges, propose a period of forty days to help your young sprig regain her senses.”  

The rabbi and dyans turned abruptly toward the synagogue. I went after the rabbi and caught a fold of his sleeve in my hand.  “And after the forty days, Rabbi, if we don’t succeed?” 

Rabbi Mordecai arched his brow as if I’d asked a stupid question. “You must know the fate of a pariah.” 

Again he moved toward the synagogue and again I grabbed his sleeve. “I crave your advice.”

“Bring her to the judges and me and we shall restore her Jewish soul.”  And then, looking from Shimon’s anguished face to mine, he said, “Trust the lord.” 

It felt strange walking to Babham with Shimon by my side. It was a silent vigil, both of us wrestling with our own thoughts, undoubtedly the same--how to convince Hannah to meet with the Beth din?  

Greta opened the door at Babham, and the way she stared at Shimon made me realize they’d never met. Neither she nor Shimon smiled but they exchanged grave nods as I introduced them.  “We’ve come to fetch Hannah,” I said.

Greta waved us toward the orchard.  She left us then, probably to escape a woeful scene. Was that a forewarning?  My heart contracted. 

Hannah, Lette, and Athelard were lounging on benches next to the fish pond munching slices of apples and cheese. They looked startled at seeing us. I introduced Shimon. Then I faced Hannah. She bit her fingernail and looked away. “It’s time to come home,” I said.  Red splotches stained her cheeks and neck. She opened her mouth to reply, but her words withered on her tongue.      

Lette answered for her. “She’s with child.”

I felt the ground crumble and held tight to the edge of a nearby table.

Shimon shook his head as if there was water in his ears and he wasn’t hearing  correctly. When the truth finally registered, he offered a solution. “Elazer still wants you as wife. Let us arrange the date.” 

“Sir, I beg you to understand,” Hannah said.

“Eh? Understand apostasy!”

“Oh sir, would you be happy without mother?”

“There’s no good answer to a foolish question.” 

“You would say, ‘no,’ and I say ‘no,’ I cannot live without Athelard.” 

“You are as lost as a feather in a gale. But we can bring you back to your hearth. Just follow us.” She didn’t move. “I beg you.” .  

Hannah turned away; her hands trembling.  

I looked to Lette, hoping she would say something to help, but she sat as silent and still as a statue. 

Shimon came to me, pulled me to my feet, latched his arm through mine and drew me away.

CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
I thought people in our Quarter would be watching for our return, but they were caught up in listening to a man standing in front of the synagogue, his arms thrust out as he spoke. There was something familiar about the man, the intensity of his black eyes and the way he rubbed his hand along his jaw line. It was my cousin Yitzchak. Before he moved to Lincoln, I used to call him laughing boy, but this day his lips turned down at the corners. I moved closer, but could catch only a few words—“ninety one Jews arrested...ritual murder.” I pushed forward and shook Yitzchak by the shoulder. “Start from the beginning.” His eyes moistened on seeing me, but he raised  his voice and pivoted to make himself heard around the ever-widening circle of listeners. 

He was relating a tale of horror. “An eight-year-old Gentile boy, Hugh of Lincoln, while running after his ball, fell into a well and drowned. Twenty six days later his mother found the body. The well was located on the property of a Jew named Jopin. At the time the boy was lost, Jopin was hosting a marriage party. The cry of ritual murder rang from the lips of the Lincoln Gentiles. Jopin was seized and tortured, and finally promised his life in return for a confession. A terrified Jopin uttered these false words:  ‘This boy Hugh, our Jews crucified without mercy.’  The sheriffs hauled Jopin and ninety-one other Lincoln Jews in carts to London where they were imprisoned. King Henry took a keen interest in the affair, and, ignoring the promise made to Jopin, ordered him to be tied to the tail of a horse and dragged to the gallows where he was hung.” 

Voices in the crowd rang out—“no, no,” someone yelled—“what about the others?”  

Yitzchak’s voice dropped to a murmur. 

“Speak up,” a number of us called out.  

“There was a juridical inquisition that ordered a trial by a jury of twenty-four burgesses and twenty-four knights. Eighteen of the accused protested, asking for a jury that included some Jews.”  Yitzchak’s voice fell again and after shouts of--“what, what, what”--he again increased the volume.  ”The justices claimed that the prisoners’ demand for a mixed jury was positive proof of their guilt and...and hung them all without a trial...including my thirteen-year-old son, Aaron.” 

Cries, moans, wails filled the air. 

“The others, what happened to the others?” someone shouted. 

Yizchak breathed deeply to compose himself. “Richard, the earl of Cornwall—the man to whom the king had mortgaged all our people—joined by Franciscans, arranged a pardon for the rest by paying a ransom to the royal treasury.” 

Yitzchak’s knees buckled and he lowered himself to a sitting position on the ground. Everyone surrounded him. People shouted: “What can be done? What can be done?”

Sheriff Wyman, who seemed to appear out of nowhere grabbed the arm of Meier, one of the men who’d been yelling.  “Hey you, enough.  Else I’ll take you in for breaking the peace.”

“It’s the king and the London murderers who broke the peace,” Meier shouted.      

“Abusing the crown, are you?” the sheriff said, moving toward Meier. Giza grabbed Meier’s arm and pulled him away. The rest of us scattered, too. I was trembling. I knew about the Jew haters in Dornfield, but the sheriff had never been one of them. Would our other Gentile friends turn on us, too?   

At home, everyone bustled around Yitzchak trying to stop the tremor in his limbs. Agnes carried heated water to the loft and filled a tub for him, while Levi and Elie sat with him talking quietly. After Yitzchak’s bath, Levi and Eli wrapped him in a warm robe and led him to the hall where Shimon was stoking a fire. Agnes poured heated ale into mugs for everyone and set platters of salted fish and dried fruits on the trestle table.  

After eating a piece of fish, Yitzchak leaned against the wall and inquired about my children. He knew nothing about them other than their names and ages. After informing him about Levi’s and Asher’s apprenticeships, and Licia’s death, he looked around the room and said, “and Hannah, where is she?” 

Shimon and Levi shifted in their seats so it was up to me to burden him further. “It seems life goes in circles, worthy cousin. You see, I once substituted the Gentile Lette for my lost twin, Rivkah. I saw no harm in it. But now, looking back, my  friendship with Lette fostered one between Hannah and Lette’s son Athelard. Still, it seemed innocent enough, especially after Athelard left Babham to train as a knight.  But I fear history repeats itself. Unknown to any of us, Hannah chose Athelard as a balm for her grief about Licia’s death. She and Athelard have been meeting secretly for years, and are soon to be wed.”  

“Impossible,”Yitzchak exclaimed. 

“Hannah is pregnant and plans to convert.” 

Yitzchak straightened his shoulders. “She’ll never go through with it once she hears my story.” 

Of course, I thought. She’ll find it impossible to become one with those who slaughter us. “We must tell her at once.”  

“Yes, yes,” Shimon said. 

Greta grimaced on opening the door to Shimon, Yitzchak, and me. 

“This is my cousin from Lincoln, Greta. We must see Hannah at once,” I said.   

“She left instructions.  No visitors.”   

Greta looked stunned when I pushed myself past her into the hall and the men followed. I touched her shoulder. “Listen to Yitzchak’s story and then you’ll understand.”  Yitzchak looked surprised, probably wondering why I asked him to take time now to talk to a servant. 

“Greta’s my friend. She’ll help us.”  

I knew he felt uncomfortable, yet he related every detail of the story. When he saw Greta’s tears, I believe he understood my request.    

“You see why we must talk to Hannah,” I said.

“Her ladyship also left instructions,” Greta muttered in a strained voice. 

“And what may they be?”

“No visitors for Hannah.”

I felt sorry for Greta, caught between Lette and me.  But I couldn’t protect her. I had to push on. “I’ll speak to Lette,” I said moving toward the orchard.  The men and Greta were close behind me. 

Lette sputtered when she saw us. “I left instructions...”

“Lette, something dreadful has happened. Hannah would never forgive us for not telling her.” 

Hannah must have overheard the conversation, for at that moment, she emerged from a grove of pear trees. 

“Your cousin Yitzchak from Lincoln,” I said to Hannah. “He lived in our house before I married.” 

Hannah nodded at him. 

“There’s something he must tell you.”   

Hannah looked first at Yitzchak, then at Lette, and then at the orchard gate, as if she was contemplating escape. 

I had to catch her attention. “They hung Yitzchak’s son along with seventeen other Jews.” 

She slumped down on a bench next to Lette, across from Yitzchak and me, and once again, Yitzchak unfolded the brutal tale. 

Lette gasped for air. Greta  began massaging her shoulders and back until she was breathing regularly.  

Hannah sat as still as a stone, staring off in the distance. 

Yitzchak knelt beside her and ran his hand down the side of her arm until she finally turned her eyes to him.  “Do you understand, Hannah, that now as never before we Jews must cleave together.”  


Her words came out in a whisper. “My name is Helewise. I was christened yesterday. I embrace Jesus with all my heart.”  She rose and rushed into the house. 

 “Our daughter is dead,” Shimon declared in a muted voice. 

“She’s betrayed us,” I said.

A great sob broke from Lette. She quickly shifted from her bench to mine, lifted my hand in hers and spoke with a burning intensity. “I should have known, should have seen this coming, should have stopped it. But now, Rachel, what shall I do? You have driven out your daughter. Do you want me to do the same?”

“No, no, no.”  My voice pierced the air.

“Then do you want me to embrace her as my own? Is that what you want?”  

I thought I had reached the limit of misery when I walked into Lette’s house, but now I felt even worse, like a monster of a mother. Yet I reminded myself, I didn’t betray Hannah; she betrayed me, our household, our community, our people. “What I want, Lette, is for you to convince Hannah she has made a fatal error in cutting herself off from everything dear to her; convince her to return to her faith and her people.” 

Lette looked as if she was going to swoon, but she kept her eyes fixed on mine. “You think only of your daughter. What about my son and his wishes and his child?”  

I felt a mounting rage. “And if your son became an infidel, turned his back on you and every other Christian, would you ask me to embrace him, to care for him and his wife and child?”

Lette buried her face in her hands and wept. Shimon and I rose and made for the door to the sound of Lette’s muffled cries. “Rachel, Rachel, don’t leave. Is there no other way?” 

The last voice I heard was Greta’s: “I shall be as go-between, the messenger between friends, the messenger between daughter and mother.” 
Nearly every person in our Quarter was standing in front of the synagogue, waiting for the judges’ final decision on Hannah. I wasn’t surprised when Rabbi Mordecai  announced her banishment. .

Shimon struck the air with a folded fist. “We start shiva in the morning.”

I was awake for hours before dawn, but huddled under my covers to blot out this day.  

When Shimon woke, he pulled my cover off. “Mourners will be arriving soon.” 

I peered into his eyes, dull and glazed with sorrow. “Tell me, Shimon, how do I declare our live daughter dead?”

“We must lock our hearts against her, refuse to speak her name, strip her from our minds as if she never existed.”

“If I can.”

“You must.”

I went into the hall. Lighted candles lined the shelves. Mourners lined the benches. Dyan Natan was praying: “I am the Lord…I form the light and the darkness. I make peace and create evil…God has given and God has taken away.”
The room spun faster and faster and I fell to the floor.  God has taken away, taken away, taken away, taken my daughter, the last of my twins. Oh Lord in heaven, why have you cast this shame on us? I beg you, lift me from this pit of darkness.

Shimon laid down on the floor next to me, shaking and sobbing, and repeating: “Oh Lord, Lord, Lord, a curse has befallen us. Must I live forever with my eyes cast down?”
Others knelt beside us, wordlessly, trying to comfort us with their presence.

I don’t know how many days passed before Asher arrived. Later, looking back, I realized it was near the end of shiva. I hadn’t seen him in two years. He’d grown tall and burly like his grandfather. But what caught my attention was the anger snapping in his slitted eyes. Without an embrace or touch, he assailed me.  “I can still see that little girl trying to hold in a laugh when I tickled her toes. I can still see her dimpled cheeks when she couldn’t hold it in any longer. Her laugh was like a bell. What broke that bell?  Someone’s to blame? Why didn’t you stop her from this folly? And now you know nothing to do but sit shivah.” He shook his finger in my face. “If she is dead to me, then so are you.” 

I felt like lashing back at him. He who hadn’t lived in this house for four years, he who had visited only twice in that time, he who hadn’t yet grown a beard, he was sitting in judgment of me.  He’d turned as mean as Saul.  I couldn’t recognize in that cold-hearted boy a son of mine. I was about to ask him if his aim in coming home was to trample the soul of a grieving mother. But I had no chance. 

Levi was already berating him. “Heartless dog, are you mad? Hannah’s grown. She’s responsible for her decisions. You should apologize.”

Asher looked upward. “I apologize God, for my mother.”

Others gasped, but Asher’s last words unleashed the block of  guilt that lay below my anger. My voice shook when I spoke. “I, too, apologize for your mother.” 

The room fell into a hush as if everyone had stopped breathing.

Levi broke the silence.  “Worthy mother, don’t take Hannah’s sin on yourself?”

I was so overcome I could hardly speak, but I forced the words out between breaths. “Asher, I sowed the seeds that gave birth to Hannah’s betrayal. I put my judgment above that of my rabbi and husband. They warned me of the dangers of intimacy with Gentiles. I wouldn’t listen; instead I led Hannah into temptation...I...I...” I passed out.  

I had hoped shiva would help me erase Hannah’s memory.  But images of her continued to haunt me, from her impish playfulness before Licia died to her brutal rejection of everything and everybody she knew. These memories gave rise to an agonizing self blame--if only I hadn’t befriended Lette; if only I hadn’t brought the children together; if only...if only...I thought my heart would explode in my chest. Then I felt the rumble of rebellion as I recalled Levi’s words. She, not I, was responsible for her defection. But it was a fleeting relief. Whoever was to blame, I still had to face the brutal truth that I would never see Hannah again, never see her children, never see them grow. But I must stop thinking of Hannah as alive. She is dead, dead, dead. I wept the words.   

My resolution to forget her was fragile, and one day before shiva ended, I found myself gazing intently at the corner of the dais where Hannah had slept and made poppets. The curtain was gone; her pallet was gone; the space was vacant, deserted.  Her poppets! Hannah would want them for her children. Where were they? Had Agnes taken them? I went to look for her. She was in the kitchen preparing a tray with lentils and hard boiled eggs. “Agnes, Hannah’s poppets? Someday she’ll want them.”

“I don’t understand your shiva. Is Hannah dead or is she not dead?  If she’s dead, she won’t need her poppets.” 

“Oh Agnes, I go up and down like a seesaw. She betrayed us, everything we believe in. She’s no longer a part of our lives, of our house, of our community. Yet, hard as I try, I cannot erase her. I cannot make her dead without deadening myself.” 

Agnes shook her head as if I was talking in another tongue.

On the last day of shiva, I again commanded myself to forget Hannah. But unbidden I’d drift off into daydreams. In one, Hannah regrets her decision, and holding the baby in her arms, begs Rabbi Mordecai’s forgiveness. He grants it. She returns to our house and resumes making poppets, but no curtain. In another, one I wasn’t proud of, Athelard is killed in battle. Hannah seeks absolution, and when it’s given, she marries Elazer and lives in the house next to mine. 

I stopped myself from having those foolish dreams. But my hunger for news of her never subsided. I went to the market place often hoping to see Greta, who had offered to be a messenger between mother and daughter. Several weeks passed before she appeared. “I expected you sooner than this,” I said in a mild reproach. 

“Trouble at Babham.”    

My heart stuttered in fear. “Don’t spare me.”

“Where to start?” After a long pause, she said, “Helewise’s ankles--swollen up like melons. Nearly kept her from her own wedding, they did. Branwen holding her under one arm and Master Pritchee, under the other, hoisted her down the aisle of the church. She managed to stand for the ceremony, but after, oh my, her legs so swollen and sore she took to bed.” 

“Has a healer seen her?”

“Oh, blood of Christ, too many healers. Each doing something different. Lette: hot compresses and beeswax; Father Alexander: prayer, all the time prayer; the physician from Haverwood:  bloodletting. And your poor girl with her belly grown large as a boulder bites her lips to keep from howling.”

Oh Lord, how I wanted to go to her. 

“That’s not all,” Greta said. “My lady has the melancholy again. Won’t leave her chamber. Athelard  says she’s acting just like her mother, hiding away from everyone.”  

I shuddered, for I too feared Lette’s disposition to melancholy. “What weakens her?” 

“Gervase has deserted her. He will not accept Helewise.  Insists she’s a pretender. ‘A Jew is a Jew,’ he shouts at his mother. ‘It will be a long time before I set foot in this stinkhole.’  

“My  lady had a fit of vapors. Athelard and I carried her to her chamber, and there she stays.” Greta paused and looked around to make sure no one was near.  “Rachel, a visit from you might bring her around.” 

“I can’t. I’m bound to meet Hannah and I can’t see her. You see, we sat shiva for her.”   

“Shiva?”  

“Our ceremony for the dead.”

Greta’s jaw fell. She looked heavenward and then directly at me. “Pray tell me, Rachel, do you visit your parents’ graves?”

“Yes, of course.”

“When you’re there, do you picture them in your mind?”

“Why yes, I even have conversations with them.” Ah, I saw where she was leading. If I could visit and converse with my dead parents why not with my daughter who has turned into Helewise?  Shimon’s voice echoed in my head. Our daughter is dead.  

“Greta, I cannot enter that house as long as Hannah lives there.”

“Oh sweet virgin,” she said, and then, shaking her head back and forth, took a hurried leave.   

I lay awake most of that night trying to accept the awful truth that to bury my daughter I must also bury Babham and Lette. Thereafter I avoided the market place for news of Hannah. I sent Agnes to shop in my place. As the weeks passed, the intensity of my longing ebbed, and my neighbors and the mikvah and the synagogue and the pastures began to feel like old friends.  

But the day came when forbidden reveries again invaded me.  A messenger delivered a rolled parchment tied with a yellow ribbon. As soon as I opened it, I recognized the handwriting. I should have fueled the fire with that letter, but I held it tightly as I read. 

    Dear Rachel,

        Pray excuse my boldness but Greta told me you  knew about Helewise’s 

    and my maladies and I feared you would worry yourself into one of your 

    own. So I am taking the liberty, even though I know you are trying to 

    forget us, to share our  good news. Helewise’s swelling in her ankles is gone 

    as is my gloom. I thought it would never end; it had such a tight hold on 

    me, I felt sure I was following  my mother’s path. I prayed to the Good 

    Lord to end my hell on  earth faster than He ended hers. The Good Lord 

    answered me one  evening while I was sitting with Athelard and Helewise 

    in the orchard, talking of the coming birth.  The anticipation and 

    excitement in their eyes and hearts entered me and flowed through me like

    a warm scented bath. I found myself thinking more about the gift of a new 

     life than the ending of my own. Guess what impulse overtook me?  Yes, 

     Rachel, to run to you and wrap my arms around your neck and tell you I 

     had escaped melancholy through you, through the gift of your daughter, 

     through the gift of your grandchild.  

         I wish my pleasure did not come from your sorrow, but is that not  

     better than  to have both of us live out our days in a cave of  

     darkness? 

         I had to write this and I promise you I shall try not to hope for a reply. I    

     shall try. 

     Your friend Lette  

CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

I felt like throwing Lette’s letter into the fire.  How dare she link her recovery to my grievous loss? How dare she refer to my banished daughter as her gift? But moments later, I realized Lette was actually giving me a gift, not only in welcoming my daughter as her own, but in keeping me informed about her life. I stopped myself with a rebuke—there I go again, thinking of Hannah as alive. But  I can’t  help it. Everytime I try to bury her, I drift into memories and fantasies of  her.  Ah, suddenly a weight lifted from my heart.  I can’t make Hannah dead when the truth is—she’s not dead.  She’s altered like the woman who changed into a fox in Agnes’s story. The truth is, the girl who was once my Jewish daughter has turned into the Christian wife of Athelard, the Christian daughter-in-law of Lette, the Christian mother of my soon-to-be born grandchild. And in that Christian form, though I may not communicate with or visit her or hold my grandchild in my arms, I can envision her as Helewise.  

This realization brought another in its wake. I had been convinced that I had to banish Babham and Lette along with Hannah, but now, though I wouldn’t visit Babham, Lette’s and my bond could still thrive, if only in letters. I sat down  and wrote to her.    

     Dear Lette

         I would need a heart as cold as Satan’s to ignore your good news, as if I 

     didn’t care about the health of the girl I once called daughter or whether

     you went mad or died or healed. I must admit, at first I hesitated writing, 

     for it brings Hannah to mind.  Then I came to understand that though 

     I must forget my daughter, Hannah, I can be interested in Helewise. And 

     though I can’t  visit Babham, you and I can foster our friendship in 

     written messages. 

         Agnes is ready to start for market to deliver this letter to Greta if she is

     at the market and I hope she is. 
     Your friend Rachel 

      Dear Rachel,

         You cannot see my arms but they are wide open in welcome.  I have 
     never stopped cherishing our friendship. Even during those years with 
     Geoffrey when he beat me with a rope or forbade me to leave the manor 
     or see Albreda,  I’d  think of you beside me at the creek or on 
     the stump of an oak and I knew I would survive. 

          Do I sound hard-hearted about my husband so recently dead? I do 
     sorrow for him. For good or bad, he was part of my life and father of my 
     children. Yet, I must confess to feeling a great sense of freedom, as if I had 
     been a caterpillar suddenly released as a butterfly. 

          My candle is fizzling. But before I close I want to say that even though I 
     love your letters, I know we’ll find a way to see each other. I don’t know 
     how or when,  but I know it will happen. 

     Your friend forever 

Two Months Later
     Dear Rachel,

         Are you wondering about my long silence? The ague knocked me out. The 
     healer tried everything—sorrel, barley water laced with honey, even made me 
     swallow a butter-soaked spider. Ugh, I can still feel it scratching its way down 
     my throat. But time passed and I didn’t heal  and I became convinced I’d die, 
     like father.   But you see, here I am. 

          Soon after my recovery, Roger and Alicia were born. They are not 

     identical. Alicia has your dark shimmering eyes and full lips tilted 

     upwards at the corners. I do believe God has given me those children as a 
     way of keeping you close to me. I swear I will love them as you would, and 
     I will paint word pictures for you so you can watch them grow. 

          I must go now. 

     Your friend forever
Two Days Later

     Dear Rachel,

         Are you surprised to hear from me so soon again?   Here’s the reason. 
     Greta  is betrothed and will be leaving me. I shall be losing not only a fine 
    servant,  but a fine friend. I wish I felt nothing but pleasure in her good 
    fortune, but I  resent it. I know I’m selfish, but my body is weak and I 
    don’t know how many losses it can bear. 

        Greta’s to marry Eudo, our forester. It was at the house of Eudo and his 
     late wife, Clarice that I first met Greta. After Clarice’s recent death, 
     Greta asked permission to bring salt pork and dried fruits to the 
     widower.  It seemed harmless enough for her to visit old friends in Belton. But  

     if I  had known I’d lose her, I might have responded differently.  

         The wedding takes place on Thursday next at Belton’s village green, 

     after which Greta will remove to Eudo’s house.   I understand why you 
     cannot come to Babham.  But Rachel I beg you to find your way to the 
     wedding. It will be a gift not only for Greta but for me, too, for seeing you 
     will ease my pain at losing her. 

          Helewise and the twins will not be with me. Promise you’ll come.

     Your friend forever 
CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

I knew Eudo.  He’d taken out a twelve shilling loan from me for which he pledged a small, delicately carved cherry wood chest with three tiny drawers. It had belonged to his mother. I thought of returning the chest and canceling the debt as a wedding gift. Yet, if I forgave Eudo’s loan, wouldn’t the other six Belton borrowers expect the same?  It was thoughts like this that sometimes made me hate my business. But forget the business. Rejoice in knowing that Greta will be at Belton where I can visit her without fear of seeing Hannah. Perhaps Greta and I can meet in the forest as we once did. Yes, I shall attend her wedding.  Yet, weddings last into the night and I won’t travel alone through Boike forest in the dark. Who can accompany me?  Shimon? Never! He and everyone else in our Quarter would object to my attending a Gentile wedding, everyone except Levi. He doesn’t bend to popular will.  For sure, he’d go with me. But is it fair to ask him to do something his father would probably disapprove? Well, he’s grown. He can always refuse.   

That evening, while Levi and I were planting seed potatoes in the croft, I asked him if he remembered meeting my friend Greta in the forest..  

“The freckle faced one? Didn’t she become a servant at Babham?” 

“She did. Now she’s to leave Babham, to wed Eudo, a hunter in Belton. I want to go to the wedding, but not by myself. You know your father. He’d never consider joining me.”  

Levi cupped his chin in his hand and remained silent. Ah, I had put him in a difficult position. I was about to apologize when he looked at me with unblinking eyes and a half smile. “I’m honored to escort you.”   

Levi was a blessing. I could always count on him. Before we left the garden, I sought his opinion about returning Eudo’s pledge as a wedding gift. He didn’t hesitate before offering to deliver it himself the day before the wedding. 

What a gala. Every one of the eighty residents of Belton must have been on the village green.  Men were drinking and telling tales that made listeners hold their sides in laughter. Near them, men and women held hands in a circle dance and sang carols. “It is the joyful season--O maidens! come you young men, rejoice! O! O! My heart is all a-flower.” And the refrain by the men: “Your consent comforts me, Your refusal exiles me. O! O! My heart is all a-flower.”  The women again: “The nightingale sings so sweetly; Men listen to her melody: my blood’s on fire. O! O! My heart is all a-flower.” And the refrain: “In winter a man can control himself, But in spring he’s passionate. O! O! My heart is all a-flower.”
Under a yew tree at the opposite end of the green, people began to gather around Greta and Eudo. Seeing Greta’s adornment raised goose bumps on my arms. Her flaxen hair fell in loose braids that were twined with small meadow flowers. Her ankle length gown, though made of uncombed wool, was dyed the color of the sky. A string of orange and yellow beads hung around her neck.  Eudo was also spruced up in a knee-length, beige tunic with matching worsted wool socks and leather shoes cleaned of mud. 

A drummer near the couple beat out three loud notes signaling the start of the ceremony.  Father Alexander stood at a distance from the bride and groom. There  was no need for him to offer the service, for marriage by consent was legal providing a priest watched and offered a blessing.  Eudo opened his mouth to speak. At that moment, all eyes turned to the thudding of hooves. Lette, her chambermaid Magota, and Master Pritchee rode up, followed by Gocelyn on a horse pulling a cartload of victuals.  I had never seen Magota before. She looked no older than Hannah and had a small, pointed face like a mouse. After dismounting, the Babham folks joined the group watching the ceremony.

Eudo and Greta were standing close enough to touch noses. Eudo’s eyes bored into Greta’s and his voice rang out: “My plum, will you be my wife?” 
“Yes,” Greta answered without hesitation. 
In a solemn voice, Eudo said: “I now pledge to marry you.” At that, he removed a white silk veil from a pocket in his belt and placed it around her head. He then leaned over, lifted a package from the ground, folded back the hemp wrapping, and gave her the hand-carved chest with the tiny drawers. Greta held it as carefully as if it were a petal from an orchid.  The ceremony ended. Father Alexander then blessed the couple. As he was leaving. he turned toward me and glared at my badge.

The crowd shifted to the other side of the green where peasant women were setting a trestle table with platters of fresh eel, trout, and perch, a steaming pot of lentil soup, a bucket filled with fern and leek salad, hard bread for trenchers, and tankards of beer. At the other end of the table, Magota  supervised the unloading of the food from Babham. A very different menu, indeed--jugs of wine, a platter of tarts, roasted shuttlecock, pheasant, partridge, and sauces with the scents of honey and vinegar, saffron, mint and cumin. The guests hovered first around the peasant foods, and then, as if it were dessert, filled trenchers with the food from Babham. Most of the guests, including some of the younger ones, were swilling beer and wine. Shortly, they began blabbering and some were so drunk they fell down.

After the feast, Levi and I sang and danced with the others. But Lette sat on a bench to the side, forcing a smile and refusing every invitation to join in. I kept glancing at her, wondering if she felt it was improper for a chatelaine to partake in peasant amusement.  But she didn’t look high and mighty. She looked distracted. I left the circle of dancers and went to her. 

“Are you alright?” 

She began to twist a lock of hair.   

I repeated my question.

She shuddered. 
“Is a mood coming on?”

“I’m afraid of one. Misfortune has again fallen on Babham.”

I was alarmed. Was something wrong with the twins? 

“My heart hurts,” Lette said. “I could get used to losing Greta, but not Athelard. He’s leaving for an indefinite service in Wales.”

“But his tour is only forty days.” 

She shook her head. “Sir Richard is determined to stay in Wales as long as needed. I begged Athelalrd to let me send two of our knights in his place, but he wouldn’t hear of it.   ‘Sir Richard counts on me by his side,’ he said.  Oh Rachel, the fatalities in Wales are very high.”   

She blinked her eyes against tears, but they spilled out in a rush.  Magota, who’d been keeping an eye on her, scooted over, wiped her face with a kerchief, rubbed her neck until her tears stopped, and then led Lette to her mount.  

Levi was by my side as I watched them depart. Then our attention was drawn to a gang of men chanting as they trailed Greta and Eudo from the village green to Eudo’s house. “Hurry, hurry, your bodies are burning, hurry hurry, you’re all aflame.” 

Greta lifted her tunic, pulled a garter from around her knee and threw it to the men. “Now away, you faint-hearted bawdies.”

Reluctantly, the men shuffled back to the village green. Several of them moved toward Levi and me, but we hurried away.  

CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
I was planning to visit Greta, but a letter from Lette convinced me otherwise.   

     Dear Rachel,

          I hate being the messenger of bad tidings. Wednesday, when Magota 
      and  I were delivering food and blankets to a poor widow in Belton, we 
      visited Greta. She looked awful, as if she hadn’t slept in days. If she    

       becomes any  thinner, she’ll blow away.

           She served us barley water but didn’t drink with us. Instead, she sat 
       on the floor scraping fat from the inside of a bear hide. She was silent 
       for ever so long and then startled me with an announcement. “Rachel 
       must never come here. Never.” 
          “Why?” I asked. 
          “Eudo and his drinking mates, they call her the money witch of 
       Dornfield. I thought it might be a passing thing until Sunday sermon 
       when Father Alexander fired up their fury to a pitch I never saw 
       before.” 


I tried to calm her nerves, telling her that Father Alexander often 
       rails against the Jews, that it’s more like a routine prayer than a call for
       action. But she wasn’t swayed. She said it didn’t sound routine and 

       quoted from his sermon. “He said about the Jews, their souls were 

       infected by the blood of the Christians they kill for sacrifice and the 
       blood of the Christian babies they crucify. Everyone, including Eudo, 

       cheered when he called the Jews agents of the devil.”

             That evening, there was an upheaval. Magota saw it all. It started at 
       dusk when a Jewish peddler with shaking hands set his cart filled with 
       pins, lotions, cloth, rags, and brooms in the village green. In no time, a 
       crowd formed, jeering, shouting curses at the old man, echoing some of 
       Father Alexander’s curses: “Begone agent of the devil, servant of Satan, 
       murderer of our children, killer of our lord Jesus.”  The peddler ran 
       toward the woods, leaving his cart behind. The townsfolk, Eudo in the 
       lead, went after him and overtook him. Eudo threw him to the ground 
       and kicked  him until Greta screamed at him to stop. Eudo knocked her to the 
       ground and sauntered off.

           Our peasants have gone too far; Eudo has gone too far; and our priest 
       has gone too far by rousing them to a dangerous fury, a fury that could 
       harm you, my closest friend. He’s well aware that when the peasants are 
       on the edge of starvation, as they now are, they have to blame someone 
       and he knows it’s easier for them to blame the Jews than the higher ups 
       on whom they depend for their lives.

           Yes, Rachel, we at the manor are the true cause of the peasants’ 
       present hardship.  We’ve had a very bad harvest this year and royal 
       taxes have never been so heavy. We had to make a choice between selling 
       some precious land or increasing our demands on our peasants—higher 
       fines for poaching, higher fees for using our mill and courts, and larger 
       portions of their time and produce. Reluctantly, we chose the latter 
       course, and our peasants are now reduced to living on the edge.  

           Our priest knows all this, yet, instead of pacifying the peasants, he 
       stokes the embers of their anger until it flares into a roaring fire.  I know 
       he hates Jews. What I didn’t know was that his hatred drove him

       to encouraging and inflaming false beliefs. I had to do something to stop 
       him. I do have some influence. After all, he depends on me for his parish 
       post. I told him that as a man of God I expected him to pacify not stir up 
       the peasants. He argued with me. I won’t go into detail, but I repeated 
       my warning and I intend to send him on his way if he continues to incite 
       the peasants. 

           In the meantime, I agree with Greta. Our peasants are a danger to you 
       and I beg you to stay away from Belton.  
       Your (worried) friend Lette


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

 Forced to sell a cherished section of her property, Lette fell into a melancholy so deep she stopped doing anything, including writing to me. How I missed her letters. Osanna, who had cousins in Belton and Babham, became my sole source for tidings about Lette, Hannah, and Greta.

From Osanna, I learned that Lette immediately dismissed Eudo after his mistreatment of Greta. But that only worsened Greta’s situation. With more free time, Eudo drank more. And the drink heated up his cruel streak. He forbade Greta to visit anyone without his consent, and, on discovering that she’d defied him and brought food to a sick friend, he held her hands in boiling water until her skin peeled.  

Why didn’t she run off? I wondered. She’d fled abuse before when she was just a girl. Yet, where could she go? She was all too familiar with the dangers in London.  Besides Branwen was her pride. She wouldn’t leave him. 

Some weeks after the warning, I was surprised to find Osanna at my  office door.. Her face was red and wet with sweat so I knew she’d been running. The words tumbled out before she’d even removed her shawl. “Another tragedy at Babham.” 

I gasped. “One of the children?” 

“Athelard has just returned from Wales. Blinded in both eyes, he is. Sir Richard’s sword broke in the midst of battle. When Athelard rushed to him with a replacement, an enemy’s lance slashed his eyes.”   

A silent scream rose from my stomach. My daughter was afloat in a strange world, now made stranger with a blind husband. I wanted to encase her in my arms, rock her, protect her, make all the demons in her life disappear. I wept helplessly. Later, when I was thoroughly drained, I thanked God for Lette, for she would do for Hannah what I couldn’t. I sent her a note expressing my sorrow and sympathy. 
A week later,  Athelard and Branwen brought word of still another tragedy.  Athelard spoke first. “I am here to make an appeal, but anger is closing my throat. How could you treat Helewise so cruelly--you, your husband, your community? I understand your distress, but to declare her dead is an outrage.”    

I was about to challenge him, tell him that it was he who lured Hannah away from everything dear to her. But I didn’t have a chance, for he didn’t pause. 

“But I must put my anger aside for Greta’s sake. She has desperate need of you.”  Athelard nodded at Branwen to go on. 

Branwen’s lip quivered. “Told to me by my godmother. Eudo attacked another Jewish peddler, knocked him down, stamped on him with his heel. My good mother threw herself between the peddler and Eudo and screamed at him to stop.  Eudo turned on her, beat her face and arms and chest until she fell to the ground broken and bloody. He kicked her so hard he mighta killed her but for several Belton men pulling him away. Stinking bastard. Oughta be fried in oil.”  

“Oh Lord, will she be all right?”  

“We rode to Belton as soon as we got word. The crowd was gone. My godmother and another woman were carrying my mother, one holding her by the arms, the other by the calves of her legs.  Sir Athelard and I followed to her cottage where the women washed her wounds and blew air into her mouth until she could breathe regular. I described the doings to my master. They tied skins around the wounds on her knees, packed a mustard and garlic paste over other wounds, and fed her dandelion tea until she fell asleep.”

“I wanted to take her back to Babham,” Athelard said, “but Branwen and I had only one horse between us. There was nothing to do but ride like fury for help.” 

“We stopped at Sir Humphrey’s fief,” Branwen resumed. “We told Sir Humphrey in a hurry what happened. He went and got Sir Leonard and both their squires. They set off  to fetch my mother.”

“Had they no fear of Eudo and his crazed followers?” I asked. 

Athelard shook his head. “The peasants won’t dare defy Babham knights. They are poor enough without risking fines from our court.” 

Athelard stood up and felt his way around the small space of my office. Then, coming close to me, he finished the story.  “By dawn, Greta was resting on a feather pallet in the hall at Babham, fussed over and comforted by Lette and Magota and my Helewise.”

“And now?” I asked. “How is she?”  

Branwen answered, his voice trembling. “One eye pasted shut by clotted blood, legs limp as wet hemp. Sometimes her breathing sounds scratchy. Sometimes she says, ‘I’m dying.’”  He turned his eyes fully on mine. “She begged me, ‘Send for Rachel.’   Please Mistress, honor her wish. It may be her last.”  

“I’ll make sure that Helewise and the children are visiting a neighbor when you come,” Athelard assured me. 

“I’m afraid of Eudo,”I said. 
“A disguise. Wear a disguise,” Athelard said.    

A shiver of fear ran from my neck to my tailbone, but I knew I would do it. “Branwen, what sort of disguise should I use?   Other than peddlers, who else passes through Belton?”

“Friars.” 

I laughed, rubbing my hand along my jaw.  “My face is bare.”

“Their cowls cover most of their face and you can travel with a bearded man,” Athelard said.  

Levi had the beginnings of a beard and I knew he’d be agreeable. But I hesitated. Did I want to involve him in a dangerous mission, and one that I’d have to keep secret from Shimon? Yet, Greta may be dying.  I couldn’t turn my back on her. At least I can sound Levi out, I decided.  

I had other uncertainties about the plan. “Athelard, I won’t know what to say if someone in Belton asks about our order, our mission, our destination?” 

“Masquerade as Carmelites. They’re known for their silences.”  

“Will silence make them suspicious?” 

“Oh, that is certain.  But keep in mind, when the Carmelites are not silent, they are praying.”  

“I have no knowledge of their prayers.” 

“I met a Carmelite on my return from Wales.”

“Did he pray?” 

“Yes. I remember him saying, ‘God is alive. God is present. Experience his love.’”

“Anything else?” 

“No. But you need only to keep mumbling and the peasants will take it for prayer. Now Mistress, when will you come?”  
“As soon as possible,” I said with a catch of my breath. 

As if he knew of my need for him, Levi showed up soon after Athelard and Branwen left. He studied my face. “Good mother, what ails you?” 

I related Greta’s misfortune and my decision to disguise myself as a friar and go to Babham to see her. “You know I hate secrets, but telling your father would be the same as foregoing the visit. Isn’t it better to live with regrets about secrets than to forsake a dying friend?  Oh Levi, I shouldn’t burden you so.” 

Levi twisted and turned on his stool. Shortly, he said, “Father would be ashamed of me if I failed to offer you protection. Count on it. I’ll be by your side, a fellow friar.”

I laughed with relief. “We’ll need costume,” I said.
He dropped his chin into his hand, thinking. In no time at all, he said, “after Elie leaves the shop tonight, I’ll start work on them.”   

Levi must have stayed awake all night, for he delivered the costumes to my office at dawn. 

He donned  his costume and looked to me for approval. When I smiled, he asked if we should wear our badges. 

“No need to ask for trouble, but we must hide them in a fold of our cloak.”  

“Do we ride or walk?”

“Mendicant friars are without resources for horses; they walk.”  

“Won’t the Belton folk be suspicious if they see us head for Babham?”

“I know the territory. We’ll creep along the path at the edge of the far field, distant from the houses and the village green.”  

We left in early afternoon, planning to return before the curfew bell rang. Gathering clouds darkened the sky and a rising wind waved the branches of trees, casting strange shadows along the way. We walked fast and close to each other.  

It was pouring by the time we reached Belton. Work in the fields had ceased. Only pigs, dogs and chickens were in view aside from two women hurrying to their huts and two besotted men lurching down the street. “She’s my wife. Belongs in my bed.” Those slurred words came from the very mouth of the person I most feared. 
We crouched behind some brush until he and his friend went into a house,  then crawled along the rim of the far field until Belton was no longer in sight. We were safe and I decided our good luck was an omen of more to follow. Greta would mend. 

Magota opened the door to the manor house.

“Friars,” she cried out in disbelief, for I doubt that traveling monks often stopped at Babham.  “Might you be needing victuals?”  
Levi and I doffed our hoods and introduced ourselves. “You’re expected, you are,” she said. She swung the door open, relieved us of our cloaks and led us to the rear of the hall where Greta lay asleep on a feathered mattress. Athelard sat near, his brow lined with worry.  

Magota knelt beside Greta, removed the cover from her face, and gently tapped her shoulder.  

 My heart stuttered in fright--gashes and welts on Greta’s face and neck, her nose awry, her shoulders bandaged. One eye was swollen shut and tears seeped out of the other one. 
Clad in a flannel gown, Lette came down from the solar to see who had arrived.  She looked haggard, but sighed in relief on seeing me.  “We must protect her, Rachel. Else, next time he will kill her.”    

Branwen clenched his fists.

Then Greta gargled some sounds. I squatted beside her and was able to make out her words. I repeated them to the others. ”I might not live through this, but if I don’t, you should know--I’m not his first prey and I won’t be his last. He’s mad as a rabid dog. At first, I refused to see. Mistook his confidences for affection. I should have noticed the madness behind his words, I should have noticed.” 

I stacked two pillows behind Greta’s head so she could speak more easily.  “Says he can’t kill unless he hates. He made himself see the bears and even the rats as demons from hell so he could destroy them. I was slow to catch on, I was, but finally I saw that he made people into demons, too.” 

“What people?” Levi asked, the hair on the back of his neck standing up.

“The Jews. ‘Dogs of Satan. They should die,’ he would say as he lifted his crossbow and took aim at the wall.”  Her voice became stronger with the power of those memories. “I dared not tell him about you, Rachel. I was shaking when I saw you at the wedding. But he didn’t notice you. Not until you were leaving. Then he yelled—“The devil’s witch.” Mighta gone after you if someone hadn’t put a mug of  beer in his hand.”   

She extended a thin wavering hand toward me. “I shouldn’t have asked you to come. I shouldn’t have. It was selfish. But I had to see you once more. And thanks to Him above, you made it safe through Belton.”  

“The rain drove nearly everyone there inside,” I said.  

She looked at the window at the rear of the hall. “Rain’s stopped,” she said. “When must you return?”

“Soon, but I’ll come again.”   

She lay back and closed her eyes. She looked even more pale than before and her breathing was raspy.  

Lette touched her arm.  “He won’t hurt anyone else, Greta.”

“Your court will stop him?” Greta asked.

“His crime is beyond our court, but I’ve filed a charge with the royal court and petitioned for gaol until his trial. I pray it will end with his banishment.”

“And if nothing puts him out of circulation?” Levi asked.

Athelard’s body stiffened. “We’ll hide Greta.”

Levi took my arm. “We must leave.”      

The rain had stopped, but it must have been meal time in Belton for the paths were deserted. Then two men suddenly  appeared out of nowhere, the same two sots we’d passed on our way to Babham. “Who goes there?” one of them said. It was Eudo. 

“Friar George, a Carmelite,” Levi answered in his deepest voice.

Steadying himself by holding onto the arm of his drinking friend Eudo came close to me, so close I smelled his foul breath. I backed away. He moved after me. My heart beat like a bird gone berserk. He yanked my hood from my head. “Gamel,” he said to his friend, ‘it’s the money witch of Dornfield.” He rushed over to Levi and pulled his hood off and examined the folds of his cloak until he discovered the badge. “Judes, whores from hell,” he roared. People came out of their houses and began cursing us and gathering stones. Levi and I ran toward the forest, but Eudo and Gamel were upon us and dragged us to the village green. The cache of stones had grown into a mighty pile.  The villagers started pelting us, repeating Eudo’s curses--“whores of Satan, agents from hell.” I felt a sharp sting in my chest and I cried out. Levi remained silent but doubled over until he was on his knees, his hands covering his head. By now we were surrounded. Off to the side, I glimpsed Father Alexander, watching. The hailstorm of stones hit my face and arms and back and chest. My arm felt as if it had exploded; blood ran down my throat. I started to cough, then choke. I fell to the ground. Though conscious, I pretended to have swooned. Levi followed my example. The stoning stopped then and slowly people returned to their houses.  Two old stooped women hesitated and looked back at us before going inside, maybe the same two who carried Greta to safety after Eudo beat her.  We lay on blood-soaked ground as silent as ghosts.  Soon we heard Eudo and Gamel tramp off, mumbling.

Once sure we were alone, we rose, and, holding each other up, hobbled toward home. We kept moaning and falling and lifting each other to our feet. By the time we reached Dornfield, we were crawling.  

Osbert was the first to see us. He hitched a horse to a cart in front of his shop, rode over to where we lay, half lifted and half dragged us into the wagon, and drove us home. 

CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

I opened my eye, the one I could open; swelling closed the other. I cocked my head to make out the soft voice from the side of my bed. It was Shimon praying. “God, hear me prayer. Let my cry come to you. Do not hide from me in the day of my distress. Turn to me and send healing to my dear wife’s eye, her arm, her whole body.” 

Sarah, crouching beside me, gently closed my eye and then dripped kiddush wine on my lids--a healing ritual.  I lay quietly until the moisture was absorbed and then blinked my good eye open again. “How long have I been lying here?” I asked Shimon.

He sighed like a man who has lived two lifetimes. “Two nights and a day.” 
“Am I broken?” 

 “Your arm.” 
  I lifted the cover and saw my arm secured with a splint of leather thongs, and my hand covered with deep purple bruises. 

 “How is Levi?”

 “A broken ankle bone and gashes and welts all over his body.” 

 Shimon spoke softly and gently. I realized that if we hadn’t been attacked he would never have known of our transgression. But the transgression didn’t matter to him now. He reached for my left hand and twined my fingers in his. “Dear wife, this outrageous assault is personal all right, but it’s also more than personal; it’s an assault against Jewry. So look on your broken and bruised body not only as your injury but as a symbol of our people’s suffering.”  

I wasn’t  sure I wanted to think of myself as a symbol, but I was too tired to say anything and soon dozed off. 

The next thing I remember. Agnes was nudging me awake to eat a trencher of porridge. My stomach was rolling and my mouth tasted like the bottom of a privy, but I knew I needed strength and managed to swallow a few spoonfuls before drowsing again. 


I have dim memories of visits from Rabbi Mordecai,  Elfid, Amiot, Giza, Elie, Meier, and a very distinct one of Asher sitting beside me, apologizing.
“I’m sorry I hurt you, mother.” 
My blood turned hot. Did he think a few words of apology would erase the anguish he caused me on his last visit? But when he took my hand in his, I melted and cast tender eyes on him.
He squared his shoulders. “Mother, you and everyone else in this house must come to London at once. You’re in grave danger here. The hunter and his gang tried to kill you and Levi. From what I’ve heard, they will seize the chance to finish the job. I’ve already propositioned Shimon.  At first, he protested: ‘Rachel and I were born here. And here we die.’ But when I reminded him of the danger, he said, ‘better talk to Rachel.’ So, what do you say?”  He waited for my answer and when it wasn’t forthcoming, he said, “Mother, if you make the move soon, you’ll be in London for the wedding.” 

“Whose wedding?” 

“You haven’t heard.  Rosa and I are to be wed during the high holidays.” 

“What a joyful prospect, to sing and dance at my son’s wedding.”    

 Asher laughed. He must have assumed I accepted his proposal.

 Listen, my son, I’ll attend your wedding as a visitor from Dornfield, not as a resident of London.”  

The smile fell from his face.  

I pointed to my arm. “It will heal when the bones stick together, right?”
He nodded.

“And the heaartache from the assault will heal because Levi and I and the people in our Quarter will stick together, as we did after the fire.”    

“But mother...”

I put my hand in the air.  “Running away won’t heal me; ridding this shire of that black-hearted scoundrel will. Then we’ll rejoice.” 

The tension from our conversation sapped my energy and I was soon asleep.I have vague memories of Asher by my side, but when I became fully awake the next day, he was gone. 
For the first time I felt strong enough to dress and go downstairs,  but not strong enough to do it alone. I asked my visitors, Elfid and Baruch’s wife  Melke, to help me. They gasped when they lifted off my sleeping gown. I did, too, when I saw the purple, rose, and brown colored lumps and welts and bruises on my body. “I could be mistaken for a wall hanging,” I said, trying to sound cheerful when I felt like weeping. They didn’t smile; they were concentrating on maneuvering a tunic over the splint on my arm. 

Descending the ladder with one arm was a challenge, but I was determined to see Levi in the hall. He was splayed out on a bench by the hearth, a cane propped beside him. I looked down at the leather thong wrapped around his ankle. Then at his face. It was discolored and distorted, a bulge as large as a fist on the right side of his cheek and a gash from his nose to his chin that twisted his mouth. 

           I touched his arm. “We made it.” 

           His eyes moistened.

          “Can you talk?” 

          He nodded. 

          “Any word from Babham?”

     “Branwen stopped by earlier. He said Greta blames herself for the assault on you.  ‘If only I hadn’t invited her here to Babham,’ she keeps saying.”

  “And Eudo? Have they put him in gaol?” 

  “Eudo’s gone. Branwen said he disappeared faster than a mote in a gale. Athelard and two of his vassals are searching for him.” Levi tried to smile but it only distorted his mouth. “Branwen told me about Athelard’s amazing ability to pick up a scent at a distance of six furlongs. He prepared himself well by going to Eudo’s house and sniffing the inside of his rooms, his clothes, and anything else that dog might have touched.”  With the help of his cane, Levi hoisted himself upright. “I’m tired,” he said as he hobbled over to a sleeping mat on the dais.   

 I was weary, too, and was about to return to the loft when Agnes came to me. “Lette is here.” 

Oh, dear God, was there another crisis? I dragged myself to the office.      

Perched on a stool, she began talking excitedly as soon as I walked in.  “I had to see you, to see for myself if you were healing. Are you?”

  “Well enough to move around.”   

   “Oh thank Jesus, thank Mary, thank your Abraham.” Her face reddened and her eyes looked fiery. “Oh, Rachel, that snake! But Athelard and Branwen will find him. If they don’t, when he’s indicted, the men in our shire will set up a hue and cry. And once he’s tried, the judge is sure to banish, maybe hang him.” She shook her fist in the air.  “If he were before me now, I would cut out his eyes, lop off his arms, bury a knife in his black heart.”  

 “Lette, I’ve never seen you fume like this. I like it.”  

 “Something strange has happened. It’s not that I bless the attack on you, but I do bless the rage it roused in me. Rachel, every bone in my body seethes. What’s strange is that I’m no longer afraid of it. I was, you know, afraid it would drive me into melancholy . But it is the other way around. My dark moods had left me as lifeless as a slug  while the anger whips me into action. When I learned that Father Alexander stood by without doing or saying anything while Eudo and his gang beat you and Levi, I didn’t fall into a gloom, I sent Father Alexander on his way. Should have done it long ago. . Now to find that dog Eudo, and see him banished or hanged, and better the latter.”

I felt a moment of cheer hearing that Lette wouldn’t rest until Eudo was captured. But seconds later, I felt dread. “Lette, the danger comes not only from Eudo. The others in Belton also hurled curses and stones at Levi and me; they, too, had murder in their hearts.”

“Dear friend, let us hope their rage will simmer down with the end of hard times. Soon, very soon, we shall restore the benefits we stripped from them. The endless  threat of unreasonable royal taxes is over.”   

   Had Lette replaced her melancholia with mania? “Are you dreaming?”   

  “The Provisions of Oxford are no dream.” 

   “I’ve heard mention of them. What do they provide?”

    “Simon de Montfort’s following grew so large and organized, the king feared civil war and agreed to the rebel’s demands.” She paused and ran her fingers over the sleeves of her tunic. “The skin in my arms tingles when I picture relief from those crushing taxes, relief for Babham, and for my laborers and serfs who will now see  better times.”

    “Lette, I still don’t know what the Provisions provide.”  

    “A parliament--a council of fifteen titled landholders representing both the king and the rebel barons, the council to appoint commissioners to oversee the king’s rule, including his treasury. In other words, the king will no longer be able to make assessments without the consent of the council. Can you believe this?” 

          “Lette, what do the provisions say about the Jews?”

She arched her brow. “Why nothing.”

“Rachel, you’ve gone pale. You’re trembling.”

“If this council can overrule the king, they can set aside his protection of our people, protection from harm, protection as money lenders; they can move us from place to place like pawns in a chess game. 

“Why think the worst?”

“Simon de Montfort hates us and some of the barons charge us with strengthening the king’s absolute power with the Jew tax. They could decide to get rid of the lot of us, as de Montfort has done in Leicester.”

“Have you forgotten that I am part of that circle and that I have some influence. Give us a chance before you jump to conclusions. Wait and see.”  

“I’d be glad to wait if there was a provision that removed the Christian oath of loyalty so we could join guilds and own land like you do.” 

Lette stammered. “But...but the fact is there is  a good reason. If you Jews were to live like Christians, yet remain Jewish, what’s to stop you from requiring your serfs and laborers to convert?And that would set off so much hatred it would make everything worse.  You see?”    

At that moment, the door opened and Levi limped in, perspiring and flushed. Branwen was with him. “Eudo’s dead. Master Pritchee found him lying on the edge of the forest bordering Babham, stabbed in the back.” 

CHAPTER FORTY

Osbert told a gang of us that Master Pritchee had stumbled over Eudo’s body in a beech grove only a few furlongs from the manor house. The cause of death seemed apparent to him, a stab wound, that, despite three layers of clothing, soaked the back of Eudo’s hunting jacket with blood. After taking Eudo’s pulse to make sure he wasn’t breathing, Master Pritchee hastened to Dornfield to alert Edric, the coroner, and Sheriff Wyman. 

By the time the coroner and sheriff arrived at the scene, Osbert said, a crowd had gathered.  Eudo was flayed out on the forest floor, his calloused hands clutching thorns as if he’d tried to grab onto something and pull himself away.  The coroner knelt beside Eudo, cut away his jacket and shirt and examined his wound, declaring it to be caused by a dagger or sharp kitchen knife. He checked the body, and, finding that rigor mortis hadn’t reached his extremities, estimated the time of death as the day before. He ruled out theft as a motive when he found three shillings in Eudo’s purse, a gold amulet on a chain around his neck, and his cross bow leaning against a nearby tree, He then swore in a jury of twelve men and instructed them to investigate the crime, find evidence for an indictment, and act speedily. 


I was familiar with only one of the jurors from Belton, Guy Sperling, the reeve. Every manor had a reeve who organized the work of the peasants.  Since the Babham reeve was chosen by the peasants and relied heavily on their cooperation, I wondered if he would be tempted to protect any suspects from Belton. 

I knew every juror from Babham and Dornfield--Master Pritchee, Osbert, Gabbi, deacon at St. Mary’s, Phillip, the council president,  and two council members--Ernaldus, the town crier, and Hubert, the chandler. Hubert was a cousin of Ralf, the man who, with  Hugo, had set fire to the synagogue. It was said that Hubert shared Ralf’s hatred of Jews. Osbert told me that after the murder was discovered, Father John of our Dornfield church  fanned this hatred by referring to Jews as pests from hell and declaring in a booming voice—“they are no strangers to murder; take heed, the devil is unchained.”  Osbert said a dozen members of the congregation gathered afterwards for a meeting to which he wasn’t invited. A chill curled my shoulders.   

Two days after the jury was appointed, Master Pritchee and Guy Sperling came to the house to question Shimon. I listened in.   Master Pritchee had a habit of laying his forefinger across his bulbous nose as if to hide it, though the gesture served to call attention to it. Guy attracted attention for a different reason--two full sets of teeth. I had heard that the barber pulled one set only to have them grow back again. Anyhow all those teeth blurred his words.   

 Shimon was in a state of disbelief when these two jurors asked him about his whereabouts on the day of the murder. “I was where I am every day, in synagogue.”  

“Can you produce witnesses?” Master Pritchee asked.

“Good sir, my mind is occupied with more important matters than remembering who I passed on the street that day.”

“We should be pleased to hear about these important matters.” Master Pritchee again. 

“Our good Lord in heaven is one.” 

“What about Him?”  Master Pritchee asked, his eyebrow arched in doubt.  

“Let me see. I might have been thinking about our insignificance as humans compared to God’s mighty power.”

Master Pritchee’s eye ticked. “You believe that the loss of a mere human is an insignificant matter?”

I don’t think Shimon realized he’d talked himself into a corner, but he quickly talked himself out of it. “Never, we are all God’s children.”

Guy Sperling was furiously cracking his knuckles. “Come out of the sky; we’re talking murder here.”

“I cheer your efforts,” Shimon replied, trying to lighten the mood of the inquiry. 

“You are one of our prime efforts,” Guy Sperling replied.  

Shimon’s face flushed scarlet. “You must know that the tablets God gave Moses on Mount Sinai forbid murder. Our Jewish law requires us to protect our fellows and help those whose lives are in danger. These commandments are the foundation of our life.”

“But they refer only to relations among Jews,” Guy Sperling said.

Shimon pointed a finger at Guy’s nose as he did with slow students. “On the contrary, our laws regarding the treatment of others apply not only to fellow Jews but to everyone, and in some cases, to animals. In fact, some laws instituted by our sages even extend kind treatment to inanimate objects. The bread on the Sabbath table is covered during the blessing over the wine so that its feelings aren’t hurt.”

Master Pritchee whooped with laughter. “That’s a good one. I tell tales, too, but I never thought of one that good. Ha ha.”

Shimon explained. “Of course we don’t believe that bread actually has feelings, but this practice helps to instill a great sensitivity to others. If we can show concern for a loaf of bread, how can we fail to show concern for our fellows?”

I covered my mouth to hide a smile.

Master Pritchee was shaking his head back and forth, and then said to Guy Sperling, “We can scratch this one.”

“What reason?” Guy asked.

“Eudo’s murderer is a man of action; Shimon here is a thinker and talker, not a doer.”  

Guy Sperling looked gravely disappointed. 

“Who’s next on your list of suspects?” I asked.

Master Pritchee answered. “We’re looking for someone with a motive, someone who wants to avenge Eudo’s victims. We have already checked at Babham. Nothing there.  Branwen, the top of our list of suspects, was with Sir Richard at a jousting match in Dinsford at the time of the murder. Athelard is blind. Gervase was away. Now we’re questioning your kin.” 

“What about the people in Belton?” I asked. “Eudo was a hateful fellow; he must have made many enemies there.”  

“Believe me, we’ve tried, Master Pritchee said, “but it was like prying words out of a block of wood. The people there, they know nothing, saw nothing, were nowhere near the scene of the crime, have no idea about who might have had it in for Eudo.”

“They’re afraid they’ll be blamed no matter what they say or don’t say,” Guy Sperling added. 

“Have you questioned Eudo’s friend, Gamel? 

The muscles in Guy’s arms tensed as he leaned toward me. “Gamel is so grieved he can hardly talk.  Hasn’t left his house since the murder, not even for the funeral. He’d die if  the women didn’t bring him food. Sometimes I hear a noise in the house that sounds like he’s banging his head against the wall.”

“Could be a trick to keep you off his trail.”

“You want us to pin the murder on Gamel, eh?” 
“Have you talked to Greta?” I asked.

“Oh yes. Hard to figure that one. Think she’d want to catch the killer, but she was as mum as the others in Belton.”

I felt protective of Greta. “Maybe she has nothing to reveal.”

Master Pritche scratched his brow. “Say, I hear you’re on close terms with Greta. She might tell you things she won’t tell us. How about talking to her? See if you can pick up any clues.”  

I was unprepared for his request. Greta wasn’t strong enough to leave Babham, so I would have to go and risk not only another attack in Belton but risk seeing Hannah.   Yet, wasn’t there a larger consideration?  If Greta could furnish information that would lead to an indictment, our people would be in the clear. Still I hesitated before agreeing. I had kept my recent trip to Babham a secret from everyone but Levi. If the rabbi and judges knew I visited the house where Hannah lives, they might penalize me; others might shun me.  But I shouldn’t be thinking only of myself when one or more of our people could be charged with murder?  Wasn’t it my duty to try to protect them whatever the personal risk?   It was. But first I needed an explanation the rabbi and judges could support. I’ll emphasize my purpose in finding clues that will lead to an indictment of the real murderer, and thus protect our people from blame.   

Master Pritchee and Guy Sperling stared at me, waiting for an answer.

“I must think about it,” I told them. 

As soon as they left, I visited the rabbi. After hearing my request, he rose, paced in the small space of his office, ran his hands along the edges of his beard, and finally said, “Sister, I cannot render a decision  without consulting the dyans.” 

I hadn’t expected the rabbi to join us for afternoon meal, but there he was. I tapped the tips of my impatient fingers together, waiting for him to finish his meal. He was eating slowly, savoring every bite of his serving of  roast lamb in apricot sauce. Finally, he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and tipped his head in my direction. “In considering that your purpose in visiting Babham is to seek information about the murder, not to see Hannah; in considering that you know your daughter Hannah is dead and that if you see her you will respond as you would to any stranger with a brief nod of your head, I bless your visit.”

CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

On my way to Boike forest the next morning, I stopped to see Osbert, my sole friend among the jurors.  He was on his knees examining an injury to the leg of a grey and white mare when I arrived.  “She nicked herself on the rim of a cart wheel. And you, how do you fare?” 

“On edge about the investigation. Afraid they’re concentrating on the Jews.”

“Hubert and Ernaldus and several others are convinced a Jew or Jews murdered Eudo. They’re asking everyone they interview if they’d seen any Jews near the crime scene the day of the murder.”

Having my suspicions confirmed so readily made me dizzy. “Have they found any evidence?” 

“Not a shred, not a shred,” he chuckled as if it was a personal victory.
Relieved, I went  on to Babham. 

Lette’s eyes snapped wide open when she saw me standing at the door. “Come in, come in,” she said hurriedly, assuming my visit was a secret.  

I explained immediately. “Our sages have given me permission to see Greta, not Hannah.”

She looked puzzled. 

“For information about Eudo’s murderer.”

“She has no idea who killed him. But she’ll be all smiles to see you,” she said as she ushered me through the entryway and hall to the orchard. Greta was alone, sitting on a bench by the fish pond.  She did, indeed, smile a greeting, as did I.  “You’re sitting upright and there’s color in your face,” I remarked.
“In truth, I’m coming along. Soon won’t even need this stick.” She pointed at the oak crutch beside her bench. 

I was about to explain my mission when, through the foliage of the pear trees, I saw Branwen and two tots with pudgy red cheeks crawling toward the apples he was shaking down.  My nerves began twanging like a bow string. Without thinking, I moved toward them, then stopped and reminded myself of the ban.    

”Greta, we’ve never talked about the murder.”   

“If I ever wished any soul dead, it would be that devil. Murder is wrong, but I can’t bring myself to believe his was a bad thing. It saved my life, maybe others, too.” 

“I feel the same. But I’m worried. If the jurors don’t find the real killer, I fear they’ll  blame one of my people. They’ve already questioned Shimon, and Osbert tells me that some of the jurors are convinced  a Jew or Jews killed  Eudo to avenge his attack against Levi and me.”  

“Oh no,” said both Greta and Lette.”    

“I asked the jurors about suspects in Belton.   They said no one there would give them any information. They’ve already decided that no one in Belton is guilty.”

“Well, that’s it, that’s it,” Greta said.  “No one is.”

“How do you know?”

“Living in Belton you know everything that happens to everyone, even though no one may talk about it, a deep-in-the-bone knowing, and our bones know the killer is not one of us. Maybe a brigand. Maybe someone else passing through.”  

My stomach started to roll. “If they can’t find the killer, they’re sure to blame us.” 

“But Rachel, they’d have to find evidence,” Lette said.

“They could invent evidence. Remember Hugh of Lincoln. The town folks didn’t need evidence; even the king didn’t. The Jews were found guilty and hung  from frenzy, not evidence.”

“The jurors, they’re upstanding citizens,” Lette said. “They’d not set up an innocent person. Maybe your fears are getting the better of you.”   

I shook my head vigorously. “Osbert told me that Father John’s hatred of our people is rubbing off on his flock.” 

“Oh, Rachel, you’re making too much of this. After all, our priests often stir up peasant’s hatred of Jews, but until recently no harm ever came to you or your people.”

I took quick breaths in my fear not only about the jurors but about Lette’s and my future.  She doesn’t understand. Maybe she never will. She doesn’t hear daily and weekly reminders about  the persecution and injustices done to my people through the ages. She hasn’t been  beaten up by a mob.. She hasn’t seen neighbors’ hate-filled eyes glaring at her.  Lette and I have always had differences, always settled them, but I was afraid this one was too big for us to mount, a wall too high to climb. I  stood, and without a word, stumbled through the orchard and the house. As I neared  the front door, I  heard Lette’s choked voice call my name.  
CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

The end was in sight. This afternoon the jurors would decide if they had enough evidence for an indictment.  I paced restlessly from the north to the south end of the town, each time passing the town hall where the deliberation was in progress.  Others in my Quarter exhibited the same restlessness, walking to and from the market place-- waiting, waiting, waiting. The Gentiles, standing in front of the town hall, cast hard looks at us as we sauntered by. As dusk approached, hope grew. Clearly, if the jurors were of one mind, they would have finished their business. Oh, how I wanted to listen in, but I could do nothing other than shorten the distance of my walk to make sure I was there when they emerged. 

Finally, they came out, and, without pause, headed for their homes. I waited beside the stable for Osbert.  As he neared, I noticed great dark circles under his eyes.  On seeing me, he took several deep breaths. “No indictment.”  

“Ah, then it is over.”

“Not for us. We agreed that we lacked evidence for an indictment. But we also agreed that the murderer is someone local who is likely to kill again, and that means we’ve failed to protect our citizens. How can we sleep nights when a murderer is in our midst?”   

My throat tightened. If the jurors believed the murderer was a local, they probably wouldn’t rest until they named someone, and we were their chief suspects.   “How do you know the murderer  wasn’t someone passing through, someone who fled the neighborhood long ago?” 

 Osbert shook his head. “A brigand, a stranger would have robbed him, but nothing was taken, not his knife, purse, or crossbow. No, this was a crime of passion, committed by someone with venom in his heart.” He started for his room above the stable, saying he was weary.   

I hurried home to spread the news. Shimon and Rabbi Mordecai were at the trestle table relishing salted herring. “It’s over,” I said. “No indictment.”

“No indictment?” The  rabbi said, dropping a bite of herring onto the table.    

Shimon turned to the rabbi. “Is this news good or bad for our people?”  

I told them what Osbert had said, about the jurors’ fear that a local murderer was at large. 

“Woe to us. Woe to us,” the rabbi said. “If they fear a local killer they won’t calm down until they name someone, evidence be damned.”  He shuddered and wrapped his arms around his shoulders.  “Oh mighty Lord, protect us.”    

Shimon began rocking and murmuring, whether in fear or prayer or both.
Rumors about a Jew having killed Eudo started well before the jurors voted against an indictment, and the rumors grew like weeds in the wild. Even if Osbert hadn’t alerted me to the widespread suspicion of Jews, I sensed it from the way my Gentile neighbors looked at us as if we were snakes hissing poison. My fear soared when Osbert told me that at Sunday service, Father John called the Jews the most infamous murderers in history.  After the service, Osbert saw a large group that included three members of the town council gather for a meeting.  He shuddered in the telling, and I shuddered in the hearing. 

CHAPTER FORTY-THREE
  A week passed. Nothing happened. My anxiety ballooned. Unable to sit still in my office, I spent the morning wandering in the pasture.  As I neared my Quarter on my return,  I felt a mounting disquiet. The day was warm and bright, but the sun shone on empty space and on a deadly stillness. The only sound came from a pair of swallows swishing past me, the rush of their wings cutting the air like a knife. Where was everyone? I saw no child jumping the gutters, no stooped servant carrying a sack of laundry, no student leaving the synagogue, no women pausing to exchange news. 

I opened the door of my house slowly, afraid of what awaited me. Agnes was on the floor playing a string game with Elfid’s son, Yossi.  No one else was about. I knew from her red, swollen eyes that something dreadful had happened. “Tell me,” I said before I even greeted her.

She gave the string to Yossi.  Her hands were trembling. 

“We have to go away from here,” Yossi said, gazing at me with an expectant look as if I could make sense out of something that baffled him. 

“Who has to go away from here?” 

“Everybody.”

I shifted my eyes to Agnes. 

She sent Yossi outside to play, and after taking two quick breaths, said, “town council met last night. Osbert came here right after you left this morning. Ernaldus and Hubert presented a petition to the council. A wordy thing, but Osbert has memory like a dragon.”

“What did he tell you?”  

“Here’s what I remember. ‘Since the jurors lacked evidence for an indictment, the council has decided to replace the rule of evidence with the rule of reason.’”

“That sounds promising.”

“Bless my soul, just the opposite. They decided that the rule of reason pointed directly to the Jews, that Jews murdered Eudo for revenge against the attacks on you and Levi, and then destroyed every bit of evidence.” The bib of Agnes’s gown was soaked with sweat.  

“Go on, go on,” I said, so choked up I could hardly speak. 

“They even described how the Jews carried out the crime. They said the Jews ambushed Eudo, held his nose and poured whiskey down his throat until he fell into a drunken stupor. Then they stabbed him to death with a butchering knife.” She held her head to stop the trembling. “God save us, Mistress, they voted to expel all the Jews from Dornfield. Osbert was the only one who voted against the petition.  You must be gone by the Feast of Assumption, just two fortnights away.”

“Osbert’s a great joker,” I said.

“Rachel, do you believe your people are meeting at the synagogue right now because of a joke?” 

I swooned, and woke up later on the floor, a cushion under my head, and Agnes sponging my brow with a cool cloth. My heart jumped into my throat with the return of memory. 

I looked around. Shimon, Levi, and Meier were sitting in a far corner of the hall, motionless and silent. I went over to them. “Is it true, is it?” 

Their silence was my answer. 

No, no, a voice inside my head screamed. Never again to see Lette or Greta or Alicia and Roger; never again to see my house, my loft, my croft; never again to smell the new leaves on the trees in the forest and hear the birds call; never again to go to market, to visit Osanna and Osbert, to hear the tradesmen hawk their wares and watch the singing minstrels and jesters at the fair. My world wiped out, erased as if it never existed.  This can’t be happening. Sobs broke from me and I couldn’t stop, not until Levi took hold of my hand.  

“Wise mother, I count on your strength.”

 I squared my shoulders. “What are we to do?” I asked, looking at the men.  

“Survive!”  Shimon said, his voice so weak I could barely hear him. 

“At the synagogue meeting—did you make a plan?” I asked.

Meier said, “Dyan Gershom and I are renting horses to ride to London and...”

“We’re to settle in London?”

Meier nodded. “We’ll round up places to bed us.”

“Until we buy our own houses?”

“We’ll have to get used to living with others.”

“But after we sell our houses here, we’ll have money for houses in London.”  
       “True, if anyone will buy our houses, but people know they can seize them after we leave,” Meier said, looking woeful. 

“But we have deeds; the king has always stood behind them.”

Meier reminded me of the success of the barons’ revolt. “Since then,” he said, the king’s become lax about everything including protecting our possessions and pledges.”   

“If no one will buy our houses or repay their loans, how will we fund our resettlement?” My voice spiraled. “How are we to buy horses and mules, wood for carts, supplies for the journey, places to lay our heads after we arrive in London?” 

Shimon steadied his eye on me. “That is the lot that has befallen our ancestors  throughout time. Ousted from place to place, stripped of their chattels, sometimes reduced to eating dandelions. Yet they always survived and so shall we.”  

His acceptance of our fate inflamed me. “Then are we to sit here and do nothing, knowing that our babies and old people and cripples may die on the road; knowing the rest of us will sleep in ditches with rats crawling over us until illness spreads like flies on a summer night. There must be something we can do, something.” 

 “Yes, there’s much to do,” Meier said. “Not every Dornfield Gentile lacks scruples. You and Baruch will reclaim what pledges you can.”

“And we’ll send for Saul and Asher and Yitzchak,” Levi said. “ We four will build  enough carts to carry food, clothes, and anything else we need for the journey.” At that, Levi jumped up and said, “I’ll ride to Lincoln to fetch Yitzchak this very day.”    

 Levi’s energy revived me.  It’s time to get going, I told myself as I left the house to find Baruch.  

He was as eager as I to discover the extent or limits of our financial prospects. We sat together making a list of those most likely to honor their debts or buy our houses, and then we set out.  

We called first at the house of William, the smithy. For a loan of two shillings from Baruch, he had pledged his late wife’s loom. He didn’t invite us into his house, but stood in front of his door and waited for Baruch to speak. In two quick sentences, Baruch stated his business. “You may keep my pledge, my good man.”  William’s voice was tight. 

“But I have no use for your pledge, sir.”

“Nor do I,” he said stiffly, and closed the door.  

Next, we called on Sheriff Wyman, who was usually friendly to our people.  After opening the door, the sheriff peered around to see if anyone was watching, and seeing no one, he motioned us inside. He had borrowed seven shillings secured with two wax candles, four sheets, four pillows, and four blankets. We could have used those items in our new settlement, but we had a more urgent need for coins. He left us standing in the entryway while he hurried to his loft, returning quickly with the money.   

 We were encouraged by the sheriff’s positive response, but we received few others like it.  By nightfall, we’d retrieved only one mark six pence of the six marks we attempted to collect.  Our efforts in Belton and Haberwood were no more successful. We had collected less than two marks, enough to buy some food supplies, and material to build carts, but not enough for animals to pull our carts. We would have to act as oxen for the four or five day journey to London. 

Our luck was no better when we tried to sell our houses and possessions. The Gentiles seemed well aware that they could simply lay claim to our property after we left.  There was nothing to do but help with preparations for the move.  

I turned first to securing meat and fish for salting and drying. As I was leaving the butcher shop, I saw Athelard and Branwen talking to Sheriff Wyman. Branwen said something to Athelard, undoubtedly telling him I was standing near.  A few minutes later, Branwen led Athelard to me. After touching my shoulder in greeting, Athelard said, “I’m sorry, so sorry.” He went on to tell me that his mother was devastated by the council action. “She can’t forgive herself for having ignored your warnings.” He paused to wipe sweat from his brow with a hemmed kerchief.  “I feel responsible too,” he said. “I should have spoken up.”  

Tears sprouted from my eyes, which, of course, he didn’t see. He continued talking. “We are not asking your forgiveness, Rachel. But we shall try to redeem ourselves by doing everything in our power to stop the eviction.  Mother has sent me here to intervene in her behalf with the council.”   

“You were talking to the sheriff. What can he do?” I asked.  

“He agreed to urge the council to reconsider the expulsion, at the request of the chatelaine of Babham. That should carry considerable weight. Some on the council are merchants who rely on mother to keep their taxes and rents reasonable. Surely, they won’t dismiss her request.” 

After Athelard and Branwen left, I felt like racing back to my Quarter and shouting the news. But I hesitated. Was it fair to raise everyone’s hopes when they could be dashed so easily?  I began to doubt the hope myself. Lette certainly occupied a position of power, but it was far less than that of her father, not only because she was a woman, but also because, as a supporter of de Montfort, she was out of favor with the king. Besides, Osbert told me that some of the council members’ hatred was like that of a mad dog, beyond reason. No, I would hold my tongue for the time.    

 Our hall had become a workshop. Sawdust filled the air while Amiot and Elazer built packing boxes from chestnut planks. As boxes became available, we women carefully packed our precious manuscripts and valuables—our holy books, the ark that holds the Torah scrolls, the curtain for the ark, the candelabra, and a supply of candles. 

 When we weren’t packing boxes, we were busy preparing food—baking flat bread, pounding dried wheat grains between flat stones, packing coarse flour into skin sacs, and picking berries which we then dried on bark.

After four days without word of a council meeting, I cast hope aside. Then, at market on the morning of the fifth day, I saw Lette talking to Phillip, the council president.    Her face was flushed and Phillip kept shaking his head from side to side as she talked. I hid behind a stall watching them. My heart dropped like a rock into my stomach when Phillip abruptly turned  from Lette and made way for his shop. I went over to greet Lette. Her hands were shaking. 
“He is as dark as Judas’s heart,” she exclaimed. “Sly dog. He would come around if I were in favor with the king like Gervase. And Gervase, it breaks my heart to say this, he applauds the expulsion.” Tears rolled down her cheeks but she kept talking.  “What a fool I’ve been, closing my ears to your warnings. After dismissing Father Alexander, I should have gone after Father John. He’s just as vicious.  But I shall not give up.  I shall talk the ears off every council member until I convince them.” 

After she mounted her steed and rode off, I wiped my own tears, shed in appreciation of her support and also in dread for my future, for every trace of hope vanished when I saw Phillip turn his back on the chatelaine. Day followed day with no word of a council meeting. 

After we emptied the synagogue, our house became a center for services and meetings, and our table was always crowded with guests. We were about to sit down to a meal one day when I heard the rumble of horses and the rising hum of voices outside. I ran to the door. Saul and Asher were tethering two brown rouncys to a post. Wordlessly, they followed us inside. Asher was the first to speak. “Dear mother, don’t look so sad; perhaps you should celebrate the chance to leave this den of hell.”  

“Better  if those false-hearted devils were the ones to leave?” I said in a sharp voice. Why was I snapping at him? He was only trying to cheer me. “Come,” I said, “you’ll need sustenance for the work that awaits you. We need carts for our belongings and the young and old.”  

Meier and Giza were already at the table eating cabbage and herring.  Saul and Asher, who hadn’t eaten this day, refilled their trenchers three times. Then Saul, speaking to no one in particular, said, “What are the plans? How will you travel?”

“You wouldn’t believe what’s going on,” I said  People we’ve lived beside forever, traded with, loaned money, sometimes visited, who, refuse to pay their debts, rents, or buy our houses. They turn away when we try to sell them our valuables, as if our things were poisoned.  We don’t even know if Father John will accept what we can’t sell as alms.  Their hearts have turned to stone while they wait for us to be gone so they can steal what we leave behind.” 

“But the king…”

“He no longer protects us. I fear we’ll have to rely on the little we have, and make the journey by foot, many of us yoked to the carts.” 

Meier tried to inject a note of optimism.  “Brothers, we must not forget to count our blessings, our abundance of tools, clothes, blankets, pots and kettles, and a community of people strong enough to handle the journey by foot, except the old and sick.”  

Saul broke in, impatience in his voice. “Be practical, good sir. We need to know how many carts to build, how much lumber we have, how much money is at hand. Doesn’t the synagogue have savings?”  

Our nerves were already raw without Saul’s condescending tone. We shifted in our seats and looked away from him. Asher apologized for his uncle. “He gets quarrlesome  when he’s frightened, don’t you uncle?”

Saul calmed down after that. The next day, when Levi and Yitzchak arrived from Lincoln, the men went immediately to work building more carts.  

Other men were busy catching fish or drying meat from cows and sheep. 
Time was growing short and there was still so much to do.  At a meeting of both women and men, we agreed to limit each household to one crate of food and two crates of possessions-only two crates for a lifetime collection of clothes and blankets and cushions and wall hangings and dishes and kettles and candles, to say nothing of the children’s games and toys. The crates measured about one perth (six feet) by one-half perth. 

The next day, Elfid and I were packing a crate with carefully selected clothes, keeping in mind the need for warmth and comfort. Yossi came to us, carrying  Hannah’s four poppets; Agnes must have given them to him. “My family,” he said, as he showed me the toys.  

“You can take only one poppet,” Elfid said.

 Yossi shook his head.  

“We have only two crates for everything,” Elfid explained. 

He continued shaking his head.

“Shall I choose one for you?”  Elfid asked. 

Yossi pushed past her and began to stuff all four poppets  into the crate. Elfid lifted them out and took Yossi’s hands in hers. “Remember the story I told you about the lad who ran off in his tunic, no surcote, no scarf, no mittens, and at night it got so cold he froze to death, remember?” 

“My poppets will warm me,” Yossi said.

Then maybe only your mother and father will freeze to death.” 

At that, Yossi  put a single poppet in the crate.   

It was one thing to anticipate spending four or five days traveling on foot, but nearly impossible to imagine having to pull carts along the way, as if we were mules. We owned two mules and one horse, but we had to haul fourteen carts. We couldn’t  to buy horses, and renting them was out of the question, for we had no way to return them.   

My despair grew as the time for departure neared. Sometimes when I  passed Comitissa’s loom or the chest her father  brought from Paris or the wardrobe and chest Saul, Yitzchak, and Amiot built for my wedding gift,  I’d lose control and throw myself onto my bed and draw a cover over my head to muffle the sounds of my sobs. When up and about, I would walk around in a daze, like a shadow, my movements slow and silent, fearing I’d crack any minute and race off screaming like a wild turkey.  

Two days before our departure,  Agnes told me she’d decided to remain behind and live with Osanna.  I fainted.  When I opened my eyes, Shimon was sitting beside me.  I looked at his thin, gaunt face, his eyes dark and haunted.  I sat up and ran my hand down his cheeks.  He spoke brokenly, as if he had to force the words through his windpipe. “A strange synagogue.  A strange rabbi.  Strange dyans.  Strange teachers. No place for Rabbi Mordecai or the dyans or me.  What will I do there, Rachel? What will I do?” He  curled up on the floor and his shoulders shook with sobs.  I regretted every mean and angry word I’d ever said to him, every pain I ever caused him.  I sat with him until Levi came to ask me to help him and Baruch in a final accounting of our resources, which were so scant I wondered why we bothered. 


In the middle of the night before our departure, I woke shrieking from a dream I hope will never repeat itself.  Someone or something with sharp iron claws was coming at me, at my face, at my eyes--closer, closer. Blood spurted from my face like a cloud burst.   I shrieked.  Shimon moved close and rubbed the back of my neck. “A dream, dear wife, only a dream.”

His touch soothed me and I soon fell back to sleep, this time to dream that I was on a soft feather bed surrounded by Lette, Greta, Hannah, Alicia, and Roger. Greta was soothing my skin with body oil and Lette was soothing my brain with soft words: “I shall love you forever,” she said. This dream also woke me, not with screams—just despair.    

I had just climbed down the ladder from the loft when I heard horses neighing beside my house. I ran to the door.  There was Branwen and Athelard on one horse, and Lette, Greta, and Sir Richard astride three others. Each rider was pulling another horse by the reins. After they dismounted, Lette and Greta lifted heavy slings from their backs, one sling holding Alicia, the other, Roger. 

Lette handed Alicia to me. Greta did the same with Roger.   Holding a child in each arm, I pressed them close to my breast and inhaled the fruity scent of their sweat. They’d never seen me before, but must have sensed the importance of the moment, for they nestled their heads into my neck.  Tears spurted from my eyes.  Lette tried to tell me something, but I was weeping too hard to make out her words.  She moved closer until I could hear her. “Hannah wants you to hold their memory in your heart.” 

“Tell her this moment is etched there forever,” I said as I handed the children back. Then my knees turned to jelly and I sank to the ground. Did my ears deceive me? I dimly heard Rabbi Mordecai ask Lette about the four riderless horses. 

“For your journey,” she said. “And there shall be five horses, for I shall leave mine with you and ride back on Greta’s.”

No words could express my feeling. Now we would have horses for those who couldn’t make the journey on foot or withstand being jostled in rickety carts, and the horses they rode could also tow the lighter carts.  The rest of us could take turns pulling the remaining carts. I sighed and cried at the same time.   

Lette and Greta came to me, one on either side. Between sobs, Lette managed to say, “This hatred, this abominable hatred that’s now wrecked your life has also poisoned mine.” As she talked, Greta chanted: “London’s not far from here.”  
And then the two of them touched their hot, wet cheeks to mine, and we parted with the taste of their tears on my tongue. 

     AUTHOR’S NOTE

The burning of the Jewish quarter of Dornfield in 1251 is based on an actual burning of the Jewish Quarter in Canterbury in 1261. 

The expulsion of the Jews from Dornfield reflects  the actual expulsion of Jews from many English towns  in that period—Newcastle, Wycombe, Warwick, parts of East Anglia, Southhampton, Northhamptonshire, Berkhamsted, Newbury, and Leiscester—ending with the final expulsion of all Jews from England in 1290. 
Although I have invented the characters and the names of most locations,  the book is based on historical facts with minor changes in dates to accommodate the flow of the story.
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