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            CHAPTER ONE

            
        Great Harwood 1523
      

         

         ‘Where is my brother?’ demanded the grim looking woman as she swept in through the main entrance door of the hall, ignoring the small servant boy who was staggering past with an armful of logs.

         ‘My lord is in his private chamber,’ replied an older man, hurrying forward.

         ‘Inform him that I am here,’ the lady said, drawing off thick leather gloves and thrusting them into the hands of the man.

         ‘I understand that he does not wish to be disturbed.’ The steward of the household, for that is who the man was, knew that his lord would not welcome an intrusion at this time, especially from this lady.

         She drew herself up to her full height, which was not very much, even in the thick soled boots that she always wore when travelling in winter, and looked at him with steely eyes.

         ‘Do you know who I am?’ she demanded.

         ‘Of course, my Lady Kighley, and he will see you I am sure, when he has completed the business he is engaged in. May I offer you refreshment whilst you wait?’ He bowed and indicated the entrance to the Great Hall of the house.

         ‘What ‘business’ can be more important than receiving his sister, his eldest sister?’

         The steward coughed nervously, smiled and went on, ‘He has his priest with him.’

         ‘Why should that be an impediment? I can wait in another room until his prayers are finished, unless the priest is taking his confession. Come, take me to him.’

         ‘I really must insist …’

         ‘Insist? Insist! How dare you? I will see my brother now. You forget yourself, John Assheton. I could have you thrown out for this, this … insolence.’ She made as though to sweep past him but he stood in her way again and she raised an imperious eyebrow at his temerity.

         ‘They are not alone,’ persevered the steward. She looked suspiciously at him.

         ‘What are you hiding? Who is with my brother and the priest that I cannot go to them?’

         John looked decidedly uncomfortable.

         ‘It is a young … gentleman.’

         ‘What gentleman? Out with it, man.’

         ‘It is his … his son, my lady.’

         ‘His son! He has no son.’

         ‘It is his son, Robert.’

         The lady went so red in the face that John feared she would have a fit. She spluttered and fumed, unable for the moment to speak, then her hand flew out and caught John a resounding smack across his left cheek and ear that made him stagger back.

         ‘How dare you call that bastard my brother’s son?’ she hissed through clenched teeth. ‘How dare you? His name is never to be mentioned in this house. Do you hear? Do you?’

         ‘Yes, my lady,’ replied the steward, holding a hand to his stinging face.

         ‘I will go to my brother’s chamber and I will see him … alone, and that … imposter will be thrown from the house, never to be permitted entrance again. Is that understood?’

         ‘If my lord wishes to see …’ began the poor man.

         ‘Is that understood or do you wish me to speak to my brother about your further employment here?’

         ‘No, my lady, I mean, yes.’

         With a snort of annoyance she swept past him and across the entrance hall to the private chambers of the family. The steward followed, wishing he could warn his master of his unwelcome visitor. Lady Margery was a fierce opponent, used to getting her own way and a mere steward was not going to stop her now. There was going to be trouble and he wished he could spare his master at a time like this. He was far from well and the physician did not expect him to recover from his malady. Having his domineering sister descend on him in a temper was not going to be at all welcome but there was nothing that poor John could do.

         Lady Kighley burst into her brother’s private rooms and stood in the doorway glaring across the room at the three men there. All three were looking at her with surprise at the sudden intrusion. The priest was the first to recover and came across the room towards her with the benign smile on his face that he habitually wore when faced with possible trouble. He may be as tall and thin as a reed but he had a core as strong as oak and would not be cowed by this fearsome woman with her mean face and sharp eyes. He sensed a smouldering anger that would burst into full fury if provoked.

         ‘Lady Kighley,’ he began, but got no further. She swept past him and made straight for the chair where her brother was sitting, smothered in fur rugs and covers, his feet raised on a stool, his thin hands plucking at the blanket across his lap. Even she could not fail to be moved at the sight of him. She had not seen him since the Christmas celebrations and a distinct change had come over him. He had been ill then with a racking cough but he had still been the devastatingly handsome man he had always been. Now here was an old, old man, thin and wasted, his skin grey and wrinkled as though all the life was being sucked out of him. His eyes were bloodshot and sunken into his skull with dark shadows beneath. His glorious head of hair was thin and straggled across his cheeks from beneath the cap he wore on his head. What she could see of his neck was scrawny, like a chicken’s, looking hardly strong enough to hold that once noble head upright. He looked ancient, yet he was not yet even sixty.

         ‘Thomas,’ she said, bending down to look into those blue eyes now dulled with pain and weariness. ‘What is this? You, ill and no word to me? Who is caring for you?’

         ‘Margery,’ he said, his voice thin and rasping from a throat sore from coughing. ‘I am well enough. I have faithful retainers. I lack for nothing.’ He began to cough and his frail body shook with the effort, a cloth held to his mouth as he tried to clear the irritation that plagued him constantly. When, at last, it ceased, he was gasping for breath, one hand to his chest as though by sheer effort he could still his racing heart. His brow was wet with fever.

         ‘You should be in your bed,’ said Margery, taking the thin hand in her own. It was cold as ice. ‘Have you seen the physician? He should bleed you immediately. I will send for my own physician. He can treat you better than this.’

         ‘I have been bled regularly but it has no effect. I have had leeches applied, I have been purged and taken draughts and potions until I am sick with them. I have nothing left to fight with, nothing left that can be taken out of me for the curing. I am dying and there is an end to it, Margery. I have made all arrangements necessary and you will comply with them.’

         ‘At least go to your bed. You will be more comfortable.’

         ‘No, no. I cannot breathe unless I sit upright. I live here in this chair now that the coughing is worse. I do well enough though I know my days are numbered.’

         ‘Nonsense,’ said Margery, conveying a cheerfulness she did not feel. ‘With proper care you will soon be back to your old self, riding out to the hunt, visiting your tenants and dear, dear family.’ She put special emphasis on the last word. ‘Why, I came to invite you to come to stay awhile with Henry and me. It is long since we spent time together.’

         ‘It was the Festive Season,’ replied Thomas, ‘and you and that husband of yours could not wait to get away from here. Your attempts to match me up to some woman young enough to be my granddaughter did not go well with me, sister dear. No, do not deny it. Ever since Grace died thirteen years ago, you have been trying to marry me to someone or other. I tell you, I am happy with my Alice.’

         ‘Then why do you not marry her?’ blazed his sister, all pretence of concern gone.

         ‘We are happy as we are. We have three fine children who are strong and healthy.’

         ‘Unlike that weakly son your Grace managed to bear you, I suppose. Hardly surprising he died.’

         ‘Yes,’ persisted Thomas, ‘strong and healthy, and the eldest stands there beside the fire.’

         He pointed to the youth watching this domestic scene from the far side of the great fire.

         Margery ignored him.

         ‘You have no legitimate heir,’ she shouted. ‘No one who can take the title when you are gone. No son to bear you sons.’

         ‘I have declared Robert my heir,’ Thomas said quietly, a new strength flooding through him as he tackled his sister. ‘Father Egbert here has drawn up the necessary papers and it is all recorded legally and rightly. Copies have been made and the papers will be lodged with my Lord Derby. When the time comes they will be read and accepted and there is nothing you can do to change that. Robert will inherit everything, he will be the next Lord Hesketh.’

         ‘Never! Never, never, never! As long as there is breath in my body I will defy your ridiculous claim. That … that boy will not inherit something he has no right to, no right to whatsoever. You have nephews who have precedence over a, a … bastard.’

         ‘Bastard he may be but he is a far better man than any of your sons or those of your sisters will ever be. I have watched them all grow and I do not like what I see. I would not entrust the Hesketh name and fortune to any of them. Your husbands are all wealthy men. They can provide for their sons and I will provide for mine, no matter which side of the blanket they were begot. Now, leave me sister, you tire me with your incessant arguing and pleading. Robert is my heir and nothing will change that.’

         ‘I will say that you were out of your mind when you drew up those papers, that you were mad. I will have what is rightly mine and my family’s.’

         ‘You will not. There are witnesses who will swear that I was of sound mind when the papers were written. Desist from this and leave me. I am weary.’

         Thomas glared at his sister with all the venom he could muster and with an impatient hiss of rage she swept from the room, knocking a servant boy out of her way as he carried a tray of food to tempt his master. The tray flew into the air and crashed to the ground, spilling food and wine across the floor. Lady Kighley struck out at the innocent youth and sent him to the floor amidst the mess with a hearty smack across his face then marched out of the house, snatching her gloves from the steward who was standing by the main door. In a welter of hooves and flying mud she tore down the drive, her manservant following in bewilderment.

         Back in Thomas’s room the priest was gently settling Thomas back against the cushions of his chair. The mess outside the door was being cleaned up and Thomas called the servant to his side.

         ‘Did she hurt you, boy?’ he asked kindly. The boy, a child of twelve years stood before his beloved master, his face scarlet from the blow and tears threatening in his huge dark eyes.

         ‘Not much,’ muttered the boy, his ears ringing.

         ‘Good boy.’ Thomas smiled weakly at him. ‘My sister has a temper. I have felt her anger more than once as a child, and she was younger than me. The hurt will go and I doubt she will be back. Go back to your work and put it behind you.’

         ‘Thank you,’ whispered the boy. He had had worse beatings from his drunken father before he had come to work for Lord Hesketh. Now he had a safe home, good food, a roof over his head and clothes on his back, more than his father had ever given him. He was devoted to his master and would do anything for him, even take a beating from his mad sister.

         As soon as the boy had gone Thomas leant back against the cushions and closed his eyes. Father Egbert gestured to Robert to follow him out of the room but Thomas heard the movement and without opening his eyes, called,

         ‘Robert, stay a moment.’

         Father Egbert left them alone. Robert went to his father’s side and sat on the low stool at his knee, waiting. Thomas opened his eyes and looked at this fine son of his. So young to leave to face the world, a world that would not accept him readily.

         ‘I know that you will have a struggle to claim what I say is yours but be strong. Names she may have called you but you are my recognised heir, you are the one I know will do this family proud, not those mealy-mouthed nephews of mine. It is all in writing, as I told her. With Lord Derby’s protection you will inherit. Make me proud of you Robert. If you have any trouble, go to my Lord Derby. His family have been good friends to this family and I have no reason to doubt that he will champion your cause. I talked to him about it before I had the documents drawn up. There is nothing any of my sisters can do about it.’

         ‘Thank you father, but surely, there will be years before …’

         ‘Robert, I am a sick man, a dying man. I know it and I believe, in your heart, that you know it too. When I am gone you must take your place in the world. It is time, I think, that we had a house that we can be proud of, somewhere where you can build a place that is yours, all yours, not something that you inherit and make do with. Build one to impress all these doubters who would deny you what I say is yours. Do not skimp on size or design. Find the best craftsmen you can, build something to be remembered by. Stamp your presence on our estates. But remember, treat well those who work for you and they will work the better. Always be fair and just. Live your life as well as you can for it is by our deeds in this life that we are judged in the next. I know that I have not perhaps treated your mother as well as I should by not marrying her but we loved each other and we were happy. Take care of her when I am gone. You and your brother and sister have never wanted for anything, have you?’

         ‘No, father. We were well loved always, but father, how can I build such a place. It will take a great deal of money, will it not? Do we have that much?’

         Thomas laughed and started another coughing bout but when he had recovered he smiled fondly at this beloved son of his, so young in some ways but so wise in others.

         ‘There will be money enough.’ He pointed at the strongbox on the table in the corner where Robert had seen the copies of the will deposited by Father Egbert. ‘In there, there is a paper which you must take to Father Abbot at the Abbey of Whalley. Father Egbert will advise you. I have put a little money away for you which will help you realise your house. Do not fear. All will be taken care of.’ He laid his thin hand on Robert’s head. ‘My son,’ he murmured. ‘I give you my blessing. I love you so much. Remember me when I am gone.’

         He felt a tremor pass through the boy.

         ‘Leave me now and send Father Egbert to me. Do not fear, I will see you again nearer the time. Go to your room and pray for my soul.’ He lifted Robert’s face to him and saw the tears lingering on the lashes. ‘Shed no tears. Not yet.’ Then he kissed the top of his head and lay back on the cushions, closing his eyes as Robert stumbled from the room.

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER TWO

            Chester 1528

         

         Nobody saw him fall. There was no cry of alarm, no scream of fear, no sound at all until the body landed with a heavy thud on the stone floor of the hall in the middle of the morning on a June day in 1528.

         For a moment there was a silence that was palpable, then everyone moved at once, as they converged on the distorted figure in their midst. It was obvious from the impossible angle of limbs and neck, the wide open but unseeing eyes and the growing halo of blood that was spreading about his head that Jethro Milton was dead. Even so, one man knelt by his body and laid his ear to Jethro’s chest, listening for sounds of life. Eventually he sat up.

         ‘He’s dead,’ he announced. ‘Couldn’t be deader, poor bugger. Neck’s broke, I reckon.’

         ‘That and every other bone in his body,’ said another. Several heads nodded in agreement. Accidents on a new building were common, especially on such a big building with its towering walls and huge wooden beams high up in the roof. Jethro wasn’t the first to die in the building of this Great Hall, nor would he be the last.

         ‘Best fetch the priest,’ someone suggested, and ran off, out into the sunlight, heading for the church.

         ‘Who’ll tell his wife?’ asked another.

         ‘Where’s Cuthbert? He should tell her,’ said a third.

         ‘Went to fetch a ladder. Said they needed a longer one.’

         ‘I’ll go and fetch him.’ A youth who was standing near one of the pillars turned towards the door. At the same moment a tall young man entered backwards carrying one end of a long wooden ladder. He was talking to someone outside.

         ‘Mind that pile of wood there. What fool left it in the doorway?’ He turned back as he manoeuvred the unwieldy ladder through the doorway and suddenly became aware of the group of people standing in the centre of the Hall. ‘What has happened here?’ he asked, for everyone was looking at him and there was a strange tension in the air. ‘What is it? What are you hiding?’ He lowered the ladder to the stone floor and stepped tentatively toward them.

         The group parted as Cuthbert approached and he saw the crumpled and broken body on the floor behind them. He instantly recognised the bloodstained tunic of his master.

         ‘No!’ he cried in a strangled voice, and flung himself down on his knees beside him. He made as though to touch him then drew back and looked into the face of the man he regarded as close as a father, as well as his master, the man who had taken him in, a bewildered child of eleven and raised him as his own after Cuthbert’s parents died. Tears stung his eyes and his face paled as he noted the blood and the awkward angle of the man, the ultimate stillness of death already on him. With a trembling hand he felt for the beat of his heart, held a finger to his lips to feel a breath that would not come. Only then did he put his hand over the face and gently close the eyes for the last time, eyes which had seen and recorded so much in his life, eyes which had watched him as a child and seen the potential in him then nurtured that skill to make him the man he was, the respected worker in wood that he now was. The finality of it all hit like a blow to the heart. Never again would they work together, plan and discuss what they were doing, laugh and joke and be together every day in their work and in the home they shared.

         Cuthbert looked up at the faces around him.

         ‘What happened? How did he fall?’ he demanded.

         ‘No one saw,’ said one of the group. ‘We heard the thud as he landed, nothing more.’

         ‘What was he doing?’ asked another, and a cold hand gripped Cuthbert’s heart.

         ‘It’s my fault,’ he whispered. ‘It’s all my fault. We were fixing the carvings in place at the top of the wall and we couldn’t quite reach. I told him to wait while I fetched a longer ladder but I met Thomas and talked to him instead of coming straight back. He must have got tired of waiting for me and tried to do it himself. If I had come he would not have fallen. It’s my fault he’s dead, all my fault.’

         ‘Nay, lad,’ said Ned, the old man who had first pronounced Jethro dead. ‘I saw you go and it’s not above a few minutes since. Jethro was not one to try to do something like that himself; he’d have waited for you. How do you think he reached the age he has if he took risks like that? He was always known for being careful particularly when he was working up high. What did he always teach you, lad? Be careful, especially up them ladders. No, summat else caused him to fall and we may never know what it was. All I can say is he died doing what he loved above all else. He said he’d work until his dying day and he’s got his wish. You must never take the blame on your shoulders, lad.’

         There was a murmur of agreement from those gathered round but Cuthbert still felt the loss like a physical pain.

         ‘There is summat he would have wanted you to do though,’ went on Ned, quietly. ‘Go and tell his Mildred what’s happened. He’d have wanted her to hear from your lips alone.’

         Cuthbert looked at him, horrified.

         ‘No! What do I say?’ he said. ‘I cannot find the words.’

         ‘You will, lad, you will, but you must go now before someone breaks the news to her sudden like.’

         Cuthbert got shakily to his feet. All he wanted to do was get away from this dreadful scene of death, somewhere where he would not see that broken body, the blood, the waste that was imprinted on his eye for ever. But Ned was right. He had to go. He had to be the one to tell her. It was what Jethro would have expected of him.

         He turned away, brushing his rough sleeve across his eyes. He would not cry. He was a man, not a child. He had cried bitter tears when his parents died and had vowed he would not do so again, but it was so hard. He went out into the sunlight, stepping over the fallen ladder which he had dropped when he entered just minutes ago. To his surprise the sun was still shining, people were walking about in the street, talking and laughing, unaware of the tragedy that had just occurred only yards away from them. A huge lump grew in his throat, threatening to choke him but he swallowed it down. He would not cry, he would not cry. He must be strong. He must be brave and go and do the hardest thing in his life so far. He had lost one set of parents; was he losing another couple who had become their substitute and whom he loved with all his heart?

         Cuthbert made his way with heavy footsteps and a heavier heart to the modest house just off the main street of the town of Chester that had been his home since Jethro and Mildred had taken him in. How was he to tell the woman who had been like a second mother to him that her husband was dead? How was she going to survive now? He knew a little of their personal affairs and he knew that Jethro worked hard and was well respected. They lived a comfortable life with few luxuries. They were never hungry or cold in the winter, their clothing, though plain was of good quality and Mildred kept it in good condition. The house was well furnished because he and Jethro made whatever was needed themselves, but could he and Mildred live on what he could earn? He had completed his apprenticeship but there was still so much to learn. The thought never crossed his mind that he may have to leave Mildred alone whilst he sought work.

         He turned the corner by the church and stopped to look across the street, unwilling to take the few steps across to the house and break the dreadful news. He imagined Mildred in the house, working with the young girl, Nell, who was her maid but was treated more like a granddaughter by the couple. What would happen to her now the master was dead? Was another life to be blighted by the tragedy?

         Cuthbert took a deep breath, wiped his sleeve across his eyes again, squared his shoulders and crossed the broad street, his heart pounding in his chest. He pushed open the heavy street door which he and Jethro had made together and only hung last winter to replace the old, broken one. It fitted snugly in its frame and swung open on well-oiled hinges. In the narrow passageway beyond he paused again until he heard the murmur of voices coming from the kitchen at the back of the house. Mildred was instructing Nell in the making of pastry, passing on her culinary skills to the girl and for some strange reason he envisaged them standing behind a market stall selling pies and bread to make a living. Jethro would never have permitted it but it may be a course she would have to take.

         He stood in the kitchen doorway for several minutes watching the two females. Mildred, a short, well-built woman in her late fifties, her thick grey hair pulled back into a coiled plait on the back of her head, and Nell, the slim thirteen-year-old girl with raven black hair that hung in a thick plait down her back. Mildred was showing the girl how to shape the pastry for the pies, how to put the meat and rich gravy into the shells and cap them before transferring them to the bread oven to bake. A domestic scene he had witnessed many times and which he loved for its peaceful tranquillity, something he was about to shatter for ever.

         Mildred suddenly became aware of his presence and turned with a beaming smile on her face, wiping her hands down the piece of sacking she wore about her ample waist to serve as an apron.

         ‘Cuthbert! What a surprise! I did not expect to see you at this hour. Have you forgotten something? A tool or a piece of timber?’

         Then she saw Cuthbert’s stricken face and paled, clutching the edge of the wooden table with one hand, the other going to her heart, as though the action itself would stop the sudden fear that clutched at it.

         ‘What has happened?’ she whispered. ‘It’s Jethro, isn’t it? What’s happened?’

         Cuthbert moved to her side and held her arms firmly.

         ‘Sit down, Mildred, here, on this stool,’ he said, pulling one out from under the table with his foot. ‘Nell, a cup of water for your mistress. Quickly!’ The white faced girl snatched a wooden cup from the shelf and ran to the bucket of water in the corner. Her hands were shaking as she carried it carefully back to Cuthbert.

         ‘It’s bad news, isn’t it?’ said Mildred. ‘Tell me, my boy, tell me quickly. Best that way. Say it quickly.’

         Cuthbert knelt on the hard floor and took both her gnarled hands in his and forced the words out through trembling lips.

         ‘There was an accident,’ he said. ‘Jethro was up the ladder fixing the carving at the top of the wall. He couldn’t quite reach so I said I’d fetch the big ladder and help him. I told him to come down, to wait until I came back, but he didn’t. He must have tried to do it on his own again and … and … he fell. I don’t know how it happened. I wasn’t there. Nobody saw. He didn’t cry out, the ladder must have shifted or … or he leaned too far, and … he fell. There was nothing anyone could do.’

         He felt a wetness on their joined hands and realised that tears were falling unbidden from his eyes. Mildred released one of her hands and laid it on his cheek, wiping the tears away with her thumb with a gentleness he had experienced once before, on the night his father died.

         ‘Don’t blame yourself,’ she said, gently. ‘You know Jethro, always feels he can do a job better himself. He wouldn’t blame you, it’s not your fault.’

         ‘But … he’s dead,’ stuttered Cuthbert, fighting for control. There was a tightening of the hand still holding his and a long pause before Mildred said,

         ‘I thought as much. You wouldn’t be so upset if he was only hurt. It is God’s will, hard though that is to understand. It was his time, he would have said.’ She smiled. ‘It’s the way he would have wanted it. Quickly, no suffering, doing the job he loved. It was quick, wasn’t it?’

         ‘Yes,’ gulped Cuthbert. ‘Old Ned was there, said he broke his neck in the fall, it would have been quick.’

         ‘It wasn’t the fall that killed him,’ said Mildred, unexpectedly, and Cuthbert looked up in surprise. ‘No, lad. My Jethro knew he hadn’t got long for this world. It was the pains, you see, the pains in his chest. They had been getting much worse recently and he said to me only last week, ‘I’m not long for this world, my love. Soon it will be over.”

         ‘He never said anything to me.’

         ‘No, he wouldn’t. You see, he didn’t want you to worry, to fuss over him. He wanted to carry on as usual for as long as he could. His old father died the same way, pains in the chest for months beforehand, gradually getting worse and more frequent until one day he dropped down dead in the street. Jethro has been having the same pains for nearly a year now, but he hid them from everyone but me, I knew. He had a bad one last night, in bed, and he said he couldn’t take many more like it. Well, it seems he didn’t have to. It was his heart that killed him, not the fall. I reckon he was probably dead before he fell.’

         ‘That’s why he didn’t cry out!’ Cuthbert had wondered how that could be. It was the natural thing to do for a man in peril, to shout out. Knowing that was what had happened did not help the pain of grief though and he bowed his head over Mildred’s hand as the tears came again. Nell was standing by the table still, sobbing quietly and it was Mildred who seemed the strongest of them all. She laid her hand on Cuthbert’s head and stroked his hair as he wept, murmuring soft, comforting words.

         When his first grief was spent Cuthbert pulled himself upright and looked up at her as she sat quietly and calmly on the stool.

         ‘I am sorry,’ he whispered, not trusting his voice to speak clearly. ‘If there was anything I could have done, anything …’

         ‘There was nothing you could have done to save him but there is plenty to do now,’ said Mildred. ‘We must send for the priest and arrange for Jethro to be laid to his rest. The monks will prepare his body.’

         ‘Somebody went to fetch him,’ said Cuthbert, ‘before I came here. He will be with him now.’

         ‘Then come with me now, Cuthbert.’

         Mildred pushed herself to her feet and took off the sacking apron. She reached for the shawl on the peg behind the door and threw it around her shoulders before going to Nell and taking the child in her arms and comforting her. ‘Now, come on lass. No need to take on so. You stay here and mind the pies. Don’t let them burn, will you? We won’t be long. Meanwhile, you clear up all these things, make all nice and tidy, just the way we like it, right? That’s it, wipe your eyes. Good girl. We’ll talk when I come back.’ With a motherly squeeze she left the girl and followed Cuthbert out of the house, closing the door quietly behind her.

         They reached the hall just as Jethro’s body was about to be laid on a board to be carried to the church. The priest had brought four of the lay brothers with him to carry him and he told them to wait when he saw Mildred and Cuthbert enter. He rose from his knees beside the body and went immediately to Mildred.

         ‘What happened here was a terrible accident,’ the priest said.

         ‘Aye, an accident,’ repeated Ned, ‘nowt more. An accident.’

         ‘It was his heart,’ said Mildred, quietly. ‘Just like his father. He knew it was bad. Pains, bad pains, but only I knew of them. He must have had them again up the ladder. No one’s to blame.’

         The priest took Mildred’s hands in his and bowed his head to utter a quiet prayer. All those standing by crossed themselves at the familiar words, their heads also bared and bowed in respect.

         ‘Have no fear for him, mistress. We will bear his body to the abbey and prepare him for burial. I will send for you when all is ready and he is fit for you to see again.’

         Mildred nodded her head in thanks, unable to speak as she watched the lay brothers gently lift the twisted and broken body of her husband onto the board they had brought with them. Slowly they carried him away and Mildred turned to Ned, whom she had known all her life.

         ‘He was a good man,’ he muttered, ‘a good man.’

         ‘As you are, Ned. At least he was among friends at the end. He would have liked that.’ She turned to Cuthbert. ‘Come back to the house when you are ready. You must finish the tasks Jethro was doing. He would not like any job to be unfinished because of him. No, lad,’ she hurried on when she saw him about to protest, ‘you must do it. For Jethro.’ She squeezed his arm and smiled encouragingly at him, then turned to leave. Cuthbert watched her walk firmly out of the hall, back straight, head up, proudly, he felt, for proud of her husband and his work she had been all the time he had known her. She would grieve in private, as was her way.

         Completing the work they had been engaged in was the hardest task Cuthbert had ever been asked to do. Jethro had been a perfectionist never satisfied until the last piece of work was in place and of the highest quality he could produce. It was something that he had always instilled in Cuthbert. ‘Never accept shoddy work,’ he used to say. ‘If it is not of your best, you are letting yourself down above anything else. Only the best should ever be allowed for we work to God’s glory and praise. Even a simple wooden peg must be worked to perfection for the whole piece could rely on it in the end, just as God relies on every one of us and our place in His great plan. Who knows what the consequences might be if a peg should fail and the joint it holds fall apart. So must we live our lives for we are all part of the lives of those around us and if one fails, we all suffer. No, lad, never ever accept second best, even if it means starting again to get it right.’

         As Cuthbert worked with a heavy heart over the following days, those words echoed in his mind time and again. They had worked together for so long now that he knew exactly what Jethro would be saying to him as he completed the carved frieze they had made for the upper walls. Even though it was barely visible from the floor of the hall Jethro would say ‘God knows it’s here,’ and would treat it in the same way he did every job. Somehow Cuthbert got through those difficult early days, the work filling his mind and his time but the day after Jethro was laid to rest he realised he finally had to face up to his future.

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER THREE

         

         ‘You must go,’ said Mildred, emphatically. ‘I will be perfectly all right. Jethro had plenty of money put aside for just such a time as this. Nell will stay with me and we will manage well enough. I have my health, this house and many friends. No, you must think of yourself now. You are young and have your future before you. You must not feel tied to me or to this place. It is time for you to set out on your journey and make your own way in life, but always remember this. If things do not work out there will always be a place for you here.’

         It was the same argument that Mildred had been putting forward for several days now, trying to persuade Cuthbert to go and seek work on his own, but she knew that he was torn between leaving her and staying. He felt a strong responsibility for this simple woman who had brought him up and meant so much to him. On the other hand he had heard that woodcarvers were being sought for new buildings being constructed in many parts of neighbouring shires and he was tempted. He was a craftsman after all.

         ‘One more thing,’ she said. ‘It was always Jethro’s intention that you should have his tools. I have no use for them and other craftsmen have their own. You must take what you will need. If there are more than you can carry, then leave them here, they will be perfectly safe until you either return for them, or send for them to be sent on to you, wherever you are.’

         Cuthbert was overwhelmed at this generosity. He knew that many of the best tools had belonged to Jethro’s father before him and were of the finest quality, as befitted a master craftsman. There was no great monetary value to them but there was incalculable sentimental value for both Jethro and for him. Just handling the fine wooden handles and imagining the hands that had held and worked them gave Cuthbert the greatest pleasure and he was eternally grateful to Jethro for his generosity.

         ‘I don’t know how to thank you,’ he said, shaking his head.

         ‘Tools are made to be used, not stored away in old boxes. Jethro recognised that you had a great talent. He said that one day you would make great things with them, you have a gift that must not be wasted, so take them. We had no son to follow in Jethro’s place but you are like a son to us and always will be. Take them. They are yours.’

         Cuthbert accepted the generous gift gratefully but was still undecided as to where he was going to go when two days later some visitors brought an offer that seemed too good to refuse. The year before Jethro had been asked to make a chest for the Abbey at Chester in which they could store certain precious relics. It had not been very large but he had lavished all his usual care to its making and had asked Cuthbert to decorate it, the wood carving being his special talent. Cuthbert had spent many hours at the work, carving the date onto the front along with the name of the saint in whose church it would be used, then covering the lid and sides with wonderful crisp images of trees and flowers intertwined with small animals and insects, the things of nature that he loved to observe whenever he could. Even Jethro had agreed that it was the best work he had ever done and people who saw it agreed.

         ‘It is truly a thing of beauty,’ Jethro had said. ‘This is where your future must lie. I have seen few who could better this. It is a rare talent but not always appreciated. People think that just because I can make a door or a window shutter or a milking stool I can also carve the wood like this. I can but not as well as this. You have a special talent, an eye for the detail that brings everything alive. Look at that butterfly. I can imagine it flying away any moment. I only hope that Father Anselm also appreciates it.’

         It was Father Anselm who came to them now with another monk who Cuthbert did not recognise. The distinguished looking monk greeted Mildred kindly and accepted refreshment from her on behalf of himself and his visitor. Cuthbert greeted them and then turned to leave them, thinking that it was Mildred that they had come to see.

         ‘Wait, Cuthbert,’ said Father Anselm, gently. ‘It is you that we have come to see.’

         Surprised, Cuthbert turned back to the group.

         ‘Cuthbert, this is one of our brothers from the Abbey at Whalley in the valley of the Ribble.’

         ‘I have heard of your house,’ said Cuthbert, wondering what they could possibly want with him.

         ‘My name is Brother John,’ said the second monk, so quietly that Cuthbert had to strain to catch the name. ‘I have been visiting our Benedictine brothers here at Chester and during that time I could not fail to notice a chest in the Abbey library, a chest so beautiful that it seems to be made from the living creatures which adorn it. The relics within are truly held in a thing of great beauty. Father Anselm tells me that it is you who created such a wondrous piece.’

         ‘I carved the decoration, yes, but my late master built the chest itself. I only adorned it in a way I felt fitting for its place in the Abbey’s great library.’ Cuthbert found himself speaking as quietly as Brother John. ‘I am glad that it gives you such pleasure.’

         ‘It does indeed,’ nodded Brother John. ‘Father Anselm also tells me that your master departed this life only recently and that you are now seeking your future. I may be able to help you. At Whalley we try to create works of great beauty with which to adorn our Holy church. Would you be willing to travel to our Cistercian house at Whalley with me and meet Abbot Paslew, our Holy Father, for whom we seek out only the best of craftsmen to work to the Glory of God? When I tell him of your work here I am sure he will be eager to employ your great skill in our Abbey.’

         Cuthbert was taken aback. Was this meant to be? Could this be the beginning of his work and life away from the town of Chester? It would certainly be the answer to his problem of where to go to seek work and if the life suited him and his work was accepted, it could lead to even greater things. He looked across at Mildred who was smiling broadly at him, her eyes alight and eager. She gave him a quiet nod.

         ‘I thank you, Brother John,’ he said, smiling. ‘It would give me great pleasure to accompany you.’

         When the brothers had departed Cuthbert sought out Old Ned, his father’s and Jethro’s most trusted fellow carpenter. He knew that the older man had worked at Whalley many years ago before coming to Chester and he was eager to hear what he knew of the Abbey at Whalley.

         ‘Whalley?’ said the old man, rubbing his bristly chin. ‘A fine place, by the river, a Cistercian house if I remember correctly. Abbot Paslew keeps a good house there, renowned for its wealth. There were many craftsmen of note employed in the great buildings and none more so than in the Church. I never saw such stone carving and woodwork, the floor tiles themselves must have cost a pretty penny, and the screen and altars, why, they were beautiful. There seemed to be no expense spared for the beautification of the whole building. It was a joy to behold, that it was.’

         ‘Do you think there would be work there for me?’ asked Cuthbert.

         ‘Why yes, there would. But why do you think of there? There are many other places where your work would be valued. Under this king there are many of the noble families who look to better themselves, and one way is to build finer and finer houses. There is plenty of work if you know where to look for it.’

         ‘I have been asked to go with one of the brothers to meet this Abbot Paslew. He thinks there may be work for me there, in the Abbey church. It could be a new start for me, a chance to visit other places. I have never travelled far from Chester. Perhaps it is time to widen my horizons, see more of the world.’

         ‘Then seize the opportunity,’ said Ned. ‘Perhaps it is a sign that God’s will is for you to serve Him in His place at Whalley.’

         So it was that a few days later, his work completed in this great town of Chester, Cuthbert set out with the gentle monk, carrying a few of the tools he now owned in a stout leather satchel. There were too many to carry them all but at least the basic few would help him in his new work, that and the fact that he had been apprentice to Jethro Milton. There were tearful farewells from Mildred and Nell and wishes of good luck from the men he had worked with under Jethro’s eye, and as he passed the graveyard where Jethro rested, he said a silent prayer of thanks for all the old man had done for him. He turned his face to the north, taking the road to the river and his future.

         Cuthbert was a fine looking young man. Twenty-three years of age, tall and lean, but strong. As a child he had often accompanied his father to the various buildings where he was a master carver, one of the best in the country. At his father’s side he had learned the basic skills of the trade he was to follow. By the time he was ten it was recognised that the boy had a real feel for the wood; he could see the finished piece in his head when he looked at a piece of rough timber, imagining the curves and shapes as he carved it. He was a quick learner too; his mother had taught him to read his letters from an early age for unlike most people of the time, she saw the value of it. Her mother had been a maid to a rich widow who had encouraged her servants to read, recognising it as an advantage to them and not a threat to their masters as many saw it. It was not unknown for a master to flog a servant he discovered could read, or dismiss them to find other work. His father had shown him how to measure and calculate for the work he was doing. Accuracy was needed to construct the framework of the wooden buildings he helped to design and build. Only by measuring to the tiniest quarter inch could a strong building be built that would last for generations. Cuthbert used to make little models of the buildings they worked on, using discarded odds and ends he found. That way he had learned what his father was always telling him, only perfection will last.

         Then tragedy struck. His mother fell ill with a fever and died within a few days. Cuthbert was just short of his twelfth birthday. His father had been devastated, distraught over the loss of his only love and his work began to suffer. He made mistakes, he could not concentrate, he neglected himself and his son, until one day he walked under a beam that was being hoisted into position, something he was always telling Cuthbert he must never do. The ropes slipped and the beam fell, pinning his father to the ground. When the men lifted it from him it was found his back was broken and he was paralysed from the chest down. He lived a mere three weeks, dying slowly and leaving a bewildered child without a home or means of support. If it hadn’t been for Jethro Milton taking him in he would have been destitute. Jethro and his wife, Mildred, had no family of their own and they had been close friends of Cuthbert’s parents. Jethro also saw the huge potential in the boy so he apprenticed him as soon as he was able and taught him everything he knew. It was to be a legacy he would value for the rest of his life and something he must draw on now as he set out alone.

         As he walked north he at first enjoyed his freedom but he soon realised that work was what he needed to sustain the basic essentials of life. Even the simplest of food cost money and he did not want to have to beg for it. The few coins he carried at his belt would not last for ever.

         He and Brother John were sitting in a roadside tavern enjoying a meal of fresh baked bread and a wedge of cheese when the landlord started to chat to them. The tavern was quiet and the man was of a garrulous nature so he was soon questioning Cuthbert about his work and where he was travelling from and why. Cuthbert gave him the bare essentials, not wishing to divulge personal matters.

         ‘A worker in wood, eh?’ said the landlord, scratching his beard as if in thought. ‘The blacksmith was looking for a bit of an ’and with some of his work. He might be able to put a bit of work your way. Why don’t you go and ask him?’

         ‘I am travelling with Brother John here to Whalley Abbey where work awaits me,’ explained Cuthbert.

         ‘It would only take a day or two to do what the blacksmith needs,’ said the landlord. ‘Surely Brother John, and God, could spare you for that to help a good Christian man.’

         Cuthbert looked at the monk who nodded slowly and smiled.

         ‘There is no reason for us to hasten. I have been many days on my journey already. A few more will not matter and the Good Book tells us to help those who need our aid.’ Brother John put the last of the cheese into his mouth. ‘Besides,’ he said round the mouthful, ‘with victuals as good as this it will be no hardship.’

         Cuthbert laughed. In the few days he had known Brother John he had noticed how much he appreciated the simple but good food they had found along the way. His gentle manner endeared the monk to those they met and he had carried out several simple tasks for fellow travellers or those in the humble lodgings they had used. There was something very endearing about the man that made people like him instantly. He finished his own meal before standing up and asking,

         ‘Which way?’

         ‘Carry on the way you were going. The forge is at the end of the village. Can’t miss it. P’raps I’ll see you back here later.’

         ‘Maybe,’ said Cuthbert, ‘and thank you.’

         ‘I shall visit the church over there and say a prayer for both of us,’ said Brother John.

         The village street ran in a slight curve down the gently sloping hill to the stream at the bottom. Just before the ford a low building on the left came into view, a plume of smoke drifting from the chimney at one side. The sound of hammering on metal could be clearly heard as he approached and the distinct smell of hot metal and burning hoof could be detected. To one side of the building was an open-sided shelter with a thatched roof, under which stood a patient horse. A man emerged from the inner building holding a horseshoe in tongs. He went to the animal and lifted a rear leg, holding it between his knees as he fitted the shoe to the hoof. Noting adjustments he let go of the leg again, patted the horse and disappeared inside once more. Cuthbert followed him and watched as the smith thrust the shoe into the fire again, sparks flying. A boy stood to one side working the bellows.

         ‘What do you want?’ shouted the smith above the roar of the fire.

         ‘The landlord at the inn said you were in need of a worker of wood. I am a carpenter and carver.’

         The smith drew out the glowing horseshoe and laid it on his anvil, took up his hammer and began to beat the hot metal. Cuthbert wondered whether he had heard his answer and was about to repeat it when the smith plunged the horseshoe into a bucket of water and above the sizzle and steam replied,

         ‘Worker in wood, eh? Can tha make wood handles?’

         ‘Yes,’ said Cuthbert, following him out to the horse again. The smith lifted the animal’s foot again and held it between his knees.

         ‘Nails,’ he shouted and the boy came running with a handful of nails. The smith selected what he needed and put them between his lips as he adjusted the shoe to fit the hoof.

         ‘Village woodman broke ’is leg a while back,’ he said through his lips. ‘I got more shovels and ploughs as I knows what to do with there in back o’ forge. People’s waiting for them tools and needs ’em. If tha can fettle ’em I’d be grateful.’

         Cuthbert translated the mumbled words with relief. It was a simple enough job and would only take a short while. He did not want to impose on Brother John’s generosity too much.

         The smith let the horse’s foot down and the beast stamped it, feeling the new weight on his hoof as strange and heavy, then shook his mane and nuzzled the man.

         ‘Get away with you!’ he exclaimed. ‘Don’t you go casting another shoe so quick.’ He slapped the horse on its rump and untied the halter, leading it back outside. A man was walking down the hill from the inn, took the rope from the smith and with a gruff nod of thanks led it away. ‘In here,’ said the smith, and took Cuthbert into the forge. In a dark corner was a heap of perhaps half a dozen spades of various sizes waiting for handles to be fitted. Some were clearly old ones repaired but at least two were newly made. Next to them was a small simple plough that a man would use on his strip of land. The smith pointed to a stack of wood in another corner. ‘Can you do ‘em?’ he asked.

         ‘Certainly,’ replied Cuthbert picking up a spade and feeling the weight of it in his hands. It was a strong sturdy tool and would need a strong handle. He turned to the wood stacked in another part of the building, looking for exactly the right piece. It needed to be long and straight, without any knots or splits that may weaken it, not too light either as it would be needed to work the ground whether it was wet and heavy, or dry and hard. At last he found a suitable piece and took it outside to work on it. Sitting in the sun he turned the wood over again and again as he examined it more closely then measured it against his own height. Too long and it would be unwieldy, too short and the user would have to bend over and gain an aching back if he worked for long. Cuthbert reached into his leather bag and brought out the tools he needed, then started to shape the handle, smoothing it so that there would be no splinters to catch in the hands, shaping one end to fit the spade blade and the other to accept a handle. When he was satisfied he took it back into the forge.

         The blacksmith put his hammer down and took the wood from him turning it over and over in his big hands. He took the spade from Cuthbert’s hand and fitted the handle to it.

         ‘Well, I’ll be …!’ he exclaimed. ‘I’ve never seen a better fit, and it’s just right length for Jacob. He’s about your height and you’ve got it perfect. Now, I just need to fix it in firmly.’ He turned to a box on the bench nearby, selected a nail and banged it in to hold the handle in place. Holding the finished tool up he grinned at Cuthbert. ‘Tha’s done a grand job, a grand job, lad. As good a job as ever I saw.’ He clapped Cuthbert on the back. ‘Will tha do them others for me?’

         ‘Willingly,’ said a relieved Cuthbert, ‘but can you tell me something about their owners, so as I’ll get them right too?’

         ‘Of course. I can see tha’s done this work afore,’ said the blacksmith, selecting a smaller spade from the pile. ‘Now, this ’un belongs to William down at the end cottage. He’s only short is William so he don’t need a long handle.’ He handed the spade to Cuthbert, nodded and went back to his work.

         Over the next two days Cuthbert continued working for the blacksmith, fitting new handles to the spades in the corner, mending or replacing damaged ones, repairing a good wooden stool with a new leg, fixing a squeaky door into the smith’s house. Seeing him working outside, farmers who brought their horses in for shoeing watched him at his work and suggested other small jobs they needed doing. Cuthbert was worried that he was taking work away from the injured woodsman but the smith assured him that was not the case.

         ‘There’s always work to be done around the village,’ he said. ‘When he gets back to working he’ll be glad to see there ain’t more work than he can cope with. He’ll be able to start afresh. Don’t you worry you’re taking his job. He knows abaht it any road. I told him what you was doing and ’e thanks yer.’

         Cuthbert was glad to be earning a few coins for his work. At least he could pay for his food and a decent bed at the end of the day, but at last it was time to be moving on and he and Brother John carried on their northward journey towards Whalley.
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