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    One


    Huddle into yourself. Heft the blanket round you. Ice cracks in its folds, settles into silence. Frost ghosts the marsh grass. Nightjars are noiseless. Dark rises up from the land. It swallows the sky. No moon: it is neap tide. The sea is hussing behind the sea bank, safe, caged. Wind shivers hard reeds. They rattle like bones. Far off, a screech owl on the hunt. Black pools glitter with stars. The real stars are high above. They are singing inaudibly, endlessly, in the cosmos that stretches to infinity over the flat fens. Tonight, if you listen hard. Tonight, if you are patient. Huddle inside your whitening shroud. Settle yourself to wait.


    Two months after they showed off the Welsh prince’s head through the streets of London, my brother Ned sent me a token that told me I’d never see him again. I’d seen neither hide nor hair of him since we’d said our goodbyes one bleak morning of dismal rain. Now, four years almost to the day, here was Ralf back from the Welsh war with the stench of blood on him still. He’d come to give me the swan pipe, the pipe Ned always kept with him, ever since the day he was given the swan’s wing and told that the birds were fallen angels. Well, tell Ned that and he wasn’t going to rest until he turned that wing into a pipe. The sound of it was aching sweet. Don’t know if it was the voice of an angel – I never heard one – don’t think it sounded much like a swan, either. It was Ned’s soul that sang.


    Not a doubt it was Ned’s pipe. I recognised the marks on it. I knew how they got there.


    ‘Ned gave it to me,’ he said. ‘It’s for you. I’m sure he meant the pipe is for you.’


    He must have seen how I felt. The words were falling out of his mouth.


    ‘Listen, Will,’ he said, ‘if they find out I’ve done this, they’ll do for me for sure. They say he turned traitor. They were looking for him and that red-headed friend of his. Don’t tell nobody you’ve seen me, Will. I’ve my wife and bairns to think of.’


    I promised I wouldn’t but I wasn’t thinking about him, nor his wife and brats.


    ‘How was he?’ I asked. I sounded flat calm but I could barely get the words out, my jaw was that stiff. I could hardly breathe and my head was bursting. What I meant was, is he still alive? Or – God help him – taken? Better off dead than Edward’s prisoner—


    ‘He was just the same.’ Ralf looked amazed, as if he’d expected Ned to grow horns and a tail. ‘I knew him straight off, in spite of the robes. He was wearing the robes of the white monks. He’d a shaved bone house an’ all.’ He stopped. His eyes flickered away from mine and his voice wasn’t steady anymore. ‘Alive, Will, but after? I don’t know. I didn’t see him. We’d been given the order to go in and take the place. So that’s what we did. I didn’t lay a finger on him, Will, I swear to God. Don’t blame me.’


    I didn’t. That’s what happens in war. Nobody and nowhere is sacred.


    Maybe he’d got away. Miracles did happen. People talked about them happening. The priests told us about them. There was the story about the dead man coming alive again because Our Lord made it so. And the holy woman who had her head chopped off and then the saint put it back on her neck, all right and tight. Not like the poor, slaughtered prince. His head was up there on a spike on London’s walls. Maybe that was what had happened to Ned.


    Odd, this parleying with the enemy. Odd, too, that Ralf was the enemy when we’d grown up together. And Ned parting with the pipe; that was the oddest thing of all. He loved that pipe. That’s why I knew he was gone for good. And I wished again, as I’d done every day, every hour, for four whole years, that I’d never left him. I wanted to howl but I didn’t. What was the point? We’d made our choices four years back and there was no changing things now. I looked at it; a small length of yellowed bone, not even as big as my hand span, with a few holes bored in. Nothing much to look at. I tried to blow into it but there was nothing, no sound, except for the hiss of breath between my teeth. I knew it wouldn’t sing for me. It needed Ned to do that. Without him, there was no song. I squeezed back the sorrow that choked my throat. Ralf deserved a welcome.


    ‘Come and eat with us. Stay the night. The wind’s rising and by the look of those clouds there’s a rare storm on the way. It won’t be safe to cross the fen.’


    ‘It’s not safe here, Will. I’d best be on my way. I can make Boston before dark. If they knew I’d come to find you – I can’t risk it.’


    We clasped hands. We were friends once, before the wars. Then Ralf was gone, striding out along the fen path. I never did know what happened to him. He didn’t deserve to die, even if he had the blood of God’s men on his hands. But that was the night of the great gale when the sea covered the land and killed so many. Boston was hit hard. The abbey at Spalding was wrecked and many churches where folk took shelter, poor devils. Our whole world was in danger. I saw my mother and sisters swept away in front of my eyes, and I couldn’t do a thing to stop it happening. Why was I left to linger? I’ve asked myself that many a time. Maybe God knew it was more punishment for me to live than to die. Or maybe He offered me the chance of redemption. See. I’ve learned long words, living here.


    That day, long after Ralf was lost to sight along the fen track, I gripped Ned’s swan pipe tight in my hand and I could see him plain as if he was standing in front of me: tall, thin, gawky, with bright black eyes in a bony face and a thatch of black hair. When he walked, it was sideways on, like a crab, a bit bent over. His hand kept coming up to push the hair off his face or he’d scratch his eyebrow or the back of his neck with bony fingers. Once, he forgot about the knife he was holding and the point just missed his eye. He didn’t even know. We didn’t look like brothers. In those days, I was a mouth on short, skinny legs, spouting like a gargoyle in a rainstorm, always ready with a tale to tell to get us out of the mire Ned landed us in. Not that he meant to.


    


    I’ve told a bagful of stories in my time; some of them downright lies. Folk are ready and willing to believe anything, if you tell it right. I’ve made enough out of it to keep me snug in my old age. But this one, this story, there’s not one word of it a lie and not one word of it spoken until today. Still, you’ve only got my word for that, haven’t you? And what are words, when all’s said and done? Where do they get us, in the end? Ned didn’t need words. He had his own way of talking.


    For four years, I kept a hope. But that day I knew he’d never be back and I’d never see him again. Well, there it is. All washed away, you might say.


    Can’t do any harm, now, to tell this story.


    But where do I start? Wait. I’ll build up the fire. There’ll be frost tonight. And these rooms might be built out of good stone but they’re cold. Like a tomb. My bones ache in winter.


    That summer’s journey. That will do well on a night like this. If I cross back and forth and in and out, bear with me. This story’s as full of twists as those carvings you see on the old crosses.


    Listen.


    


    


    It was that hot, dry summer of ’77. Out of the thirty of us, only two were glad to be leaving – three, if you count me. The rest were glum. They didn’t want to go to war, and not at Lammas. But Peter Long was nabbed one night with at least two sticks of eels filched from the Abbot’s own fishery. Not an easy matter, hiding fifty writhing eels. Besides, the Abbot’s men were on the watch for him. It meant a heavy punishment, so for him this journey was deliverance as miraculous as his namesake’s. Or so he said. Long words and long winded, that was Peter. Long everything, so he said. Small wonder we called him Peter Long. He liked it. Called it his creed. He’d a broad smirk when he said that, broader still when some called him Godless. And Ned, he was all smiles, thinking he was going to find Ieuan ap y Gof. I ask you; there we are, setting off from our homes for an unknown land to fight the Welsh and Ned thinks he’s going to meet up with his own Welshman that he hardly knows, just like that. But then, Ned always was an odd one.


    He was my brother. That summer he’d have been near seventeen and that made me near eleven. Something like that. Ned was the one who knew about numbers. Some folk said he was daft but they didn’t know nothing. They were the daft ones. Ned knew everything, more than anybody I’ve ever known, then or since. It’s just that he didn’t talk and if he tried it came out slurred, like he was drunk, and nobody could make out what he said. Except for me. I knew.


    So we were at Boston Haven, the day after Lammas, boarding the boat that would take us up the Witham to Lincoln. We’d heard talk of Lincoln and what a fine town it was. From there we’d be marched to Chester, wherever that was. I’d no idea, then. And from there, well, God help us all. And what had we done to deserve it? We were fen men used to making land out of sea. King Edward reckoned we were just the men he needed and what Edward wanted, Edward got. He’d forgotten we were the men he’d tried to slaughter, ten years back. I was a bairn, it’s true, when they’d drifted into our village for shelter but I heard talk. They’d been fighting old King Henry and Edward his son who they called ‘the Leopard’, but only behind his back. Even as a young man he had a violent temper. Everybody knows the tale about the young squire they say he quarrelled with. Ears cut off. Folk don’t forget. He’s done far worse, since. Far worse.


    We had padded jerkins that the women made for us and we’d made weapons for ourselves, long staffs topped with little spearheads that wouldn’t land a dab, let alone a man. It was the best we could do in the time. Our ditching tools looked more use. It was muddling, what with folk yelling and grabbing and shoving and the deck heaving and dipping under our feet and the sails spreading out and cracking in the wind. They said that the wind blowing around Boston was the devil struggling with the saint but I don’t know about that. Still, the wharf was bobbing up and down and, above it, the great flat sky over the fen was bright blue. As far as you could see was blue sky and white sheep grazing on the green salt marsh, where there’d be sea in winter, and the birds were everywhere. The air was full of their din. The sea banks were sound, we’d made sure of that, but even so it was taking a risk. August, then September, then the storms. We looked after each other in the fen villages but there’d be only women and bairns and old men left with us digging men gone. The fighting men had left months back. Ralf was one of them. He was sixteen and a man, not a squibbling like me, he said, and I knew he meant it. We hadn’t been friends that last year. He hadn’t time for me anymore. Besides, I had our Ned to look out for. That’s why I was going now, on the last boat – to look out for Ned, though I was but ten. There was no choosing, then; we were always together. And with me and Ned gone, there was only Mam and my three sisters. It didn’t seem right. Dad was long gone, one fierce winter past. We didn’t talk about him. As for me, I suppose I was gripped by it all. I didn’t know any better. I didn’t know what it meant. I was only ten and only knew the marshes and fens and now I was going out into the world, even if it was to war. So that made three of us glad to be going.


    


    


    The winter had seemed endless the year he died and the seas rolled over the banks, threatening them all with destruction. They’d been repairing the bank when a freak wave caught the man unawares. They brought him back half drowned and frozen through. He caught a fever and shivered and shook for three days and nights. Then he died. The ground was so frozen they could hardly dig deep enough for a grave. Better wait for the thaw, someone said, but it seemed ungodly. Afterwards, his youngest son couldn’t sleep. He lay listening, night after night, to the rumble and thud of the pounding tide and the wind – if it was the wind – wailing over the salt marsh. He thought of his father lying stiff in his shroud and wondered if a corpse felt the cold. And where was his soul? Brother John said he was a good father and a good husband and he deserved a place in heaven, but Mam always said he was bound for hellfire. Mam never lied. The boy could hardly breathe in the thick black night and he sat up, suffocating. Ned was there, next to him, tucking the blanket round him and stroking his hair. He lay down and fell asleep.


    


    


    It was cramped on the boat. We sat huddled together, trying not to mind the pitching about. We might live with the sea at our door but we weren’t used to being on it, except maybe for Harold Edmundson. The Northman had been blown in on one of the storms six winters ago, the only man found alive when the boat smashed on the sea wall. They thought he was a ghost at first, with his white hair and lashes and pale blue eyes and pale skin. He didn’t speak our tongue and had never quite got the hang of it, even six years on. Never spoke a word about the shipwreck. There were eight of us from our village: as well as me and Ned and Peter Long and Harold Edmundson, there was John Thatcher and his son Dick, Walter Reed and Gilbert Allbone. I was wary of John Thatcher’s sharp tongue, and sorry for Dick, a brawny young man who still had to bear the weight of his dad’s tongue lashing, even though he was old enough to be wed, and had a mind to, but his mam was dead and there was no girl willing to wed the son because it meant looking after the father as well. That’s what they said, anyway.


    We were land men. We walked across water on stilts and went in flat-bottomed craft or we used the tracks that outsiders never knew about or could never find. That was how we’d kept safe, down the years. Not on a pitching boat. Ned, though, he was sat up, his black hair blown about in the wind and that beaky nose of his snuffing up the sea smells and his bright eyes watching the last of the loading and his ears soaking up the sounds. Then he was on his feet, pointing and smiling, and we heard the stamping of horse hooves and whinnying, and a voice we knew well. ‘It’s the young master,’ the word went round, and we were glad because the squire’s son was a good man, fair and just, even if he was still half grown. Well, that’s what they said though he seemed manly to me; he must have been in his twenties, then. His boy was trying to lead the squire’s horse up the boards and on to the boat, but the beast wasn’t budging. It dug its front feet hard against the edge of the boards and reared back. Squire Phillip took hold of the bridle and pulled hard but it made no odds, though the horse threw up its head and rolled its eyes in pain. Squire Phillip was red in the face and bothered; then he must have caught sight of Ned’s grinning face because he shouted up to him.


    ‘You there! Down here now!’ Ned scrambled down from his perch and edged across the crowded deck to where horse and master still battled. Beside me, I heard Peter groan and Walter’s pipsqueak: ‘Your Ned’s in for it now.’ Squire Phillip might be fair and just but he didn’t stand any rubbish. I didn’t answer. I just watched, wondering when I’d have to jump in and help.


    ‘Boy! If what Brother John tells me is true, you can whisper me this poor beast on board.’ Squire Phillip gave Ned the rein and he just stood there with it in his hands, not moving. We waited and watched. I don’t think any of us took a breath. And still Ned did not move. But neither did Squire Phillip. And neither did the horse.


    Now it was quiet, we realised what a bony beast it was, a bit of a nag, not a war horse at all, not a proper destrier. It put its head down and snorted and pawed the ground then just stood there, panting, its sides heaving. Ned waited. Slowly, he rested a hand on the horse’s nose. Bony fingers on a bony beast, I thought; they were well matched, both on the gawky side and black maned. I settled back then. I could see what was bound to happen, but the rest of the men were still taut, watching. They liked Ned, though he was odd. They didn’t want him to come to harm. He was cooing to the horse now, in the tongue that was his own, a sort of gurgling from his throat. The horse lifted its head and its ears pricked. Its nostrils flared and its eyes slid sideways and fixed on Ned. He left the snaffle well alone. He took a step on to the boards and the horse followed. We didn’t make a sound as the horse followed him up and on to the deck, bridle jingling and hooves clomping but as good as gold. Some of the sailors crossed themselves. We hutched up to make room for the beast. Nag or no, it had two strong back legs.


    Squire Phillip came up on to the deck behind them. He wasn’t a bit put out, like some of them would have been with their pride all mangled. He nodded at Ned. ‘Keep him quiet,’ was all he said. I wanted to laugh out loud, then, because I could see both their faces, horse and boy, and I swear they both nodded together, bright black eyes fixed on Squire Phillip, black manes blown back in the wind.


    Squire Phillip had four men-at-arms with him, all well past their youth and all that the manor could muster. There were six hounds that looked as bony as the nag. The hounds flopped on the deck, panting, red tongues lolling. We hutched up again to make what room we could. Hounds of war? Our village curs were fiercer. A boy older than me and as scrawny as the dogs flopped down with them and wriggled himself against the soft belly of one of them. It nuzzled his ear then both boy and hound fell to scratching at fleas. I wanted to laugh again but then I was thinking about the old squire left behind while his son, the child of his old age, went to war. His first wife had died childless. He’d married again, a young girl barely ripe for wedding and bedding. When the son was born there was feasting in the village, better than any holy day. That’s what they said. It happened long before I was born. The second bairn, a girl child, died before she took breath and the mother died with her. No more wives after that, and no more bairns. I wondered if the old squire had watched his one son walk away to war.


    Then there wasn’t time for wondering or for laughing because we’d slipped off from the wharf and were sailing up the river on the tide. There were onlookers on the wharf waving us off as they’d waved off boat after boat of men in the past months, all bound upriver for Lincoln. Ralf was one of them. He’d left early in spring and no one had had news of him. He was sixteen and well made. The girls loved him but he wanted Marie, a Gascon girl who had come by boat and stayed. She was a stranger to the village and the village girls didn’t like it. When Ralf left, Marie had a hard life. He came back for her after the first war and took her away from the village. That’s what they said. I wasn’t there at the time. By the time I did come back, everything had changed. Everybody had changed. Or maybe it was just me.


    Now there were three hundred of us fen men, they said, on our way to the Welsh war. Three hundred. I didn’t know there were so many of us living so close together. I’d not enough fingers to count that many. I could see Peter’s wench roaring into her apron and her belly swelled out like a wood pigeon stuffed full with food. ‘Another deliverance?’ I heard John Thatcher say. We all knew what he meant but only John would dare say so. He’d a tongue sharper than any of our ditching tools. Walter Reed’s skinny wife was there, next to Winifred Allbone: one was all bulging flesh, the other a tight shanks, just like their men, and both snuffling. Mam and my sisters were not there. They’d seen us off from the village. I looked back once. The girls were holding on to her skirt, the littlest one with her thumb stuffed in her mouth. Mam was staring after us, her face set like the skin on a two-day-old pudding. I didn’t know whether she was more worried for herself and the lasses or for Ned. It wasn’t for me. She’d only ever had a clout round the ear for me, if she could catch me. She said I ran her ragged, what with the fights I was in and the way I jawed at folk. And it was true, I did fight and I did have a mouth on me, just like her, but it was always because I was looking out for Ned. ‘Look out for your brother.’ It was almost the last thing she said to me but then, she’d been saying it all my life, ever since I could remember.


    


    


    ‘Look out for him,’ she’d warned, but how could he? He was so much younger, with stubby little legs, and his brother’s legs were long, like a black-tailed godwit’s, and just as agile at wading. Wait for me! His voice couldn’t carry across that great, flat expanse of marshland. It was a gasp of air, breathless, piping like a curlew’s call. His toe caught in a fallen stump and he stumbled and fell flat on his face, and he bawled, a pathetic bundle of snot and tears and mud and sodden clothing. Echoing in his ears was her voice, always with that rasp of command: ‘Look out for him’. Above, clouds swirled black and blacker and the first fat drops of rain splashed on his face and plopped into the black pools of the marshes. A skulking snipe burst out from the sedge, rasping and sneezing its own warning. Look out! Look out! There was a shadow looming over him, tall and hunchbacked, like a heron, but it was his brother’s hand reaching down, his brother’s arms twining round him, sucking him up from the black marsh mud and holding him tight. It was the whole world in one face. He’d heard. He’d come back. Now they were both safe. And the sea could growl and prowl as much as it liked behind the wall. They were safe from the marsh devil, and she wouldn’t shout and hit him.


    


    


    We were quiet, watching the wharf, and our folk, fade out of sight. The sea wall lay behind us, and the thumping of sea waves. Now there was the growing heat of the sun and the hiss of the boat slicing through the river water and the slapping of little river waves against its sides. Fen gave way to marsh and marsh gave way to green fields and the long orchards of apple and pear trees, not planted too close together for fear of cutting off the breeze and doing harm to folks’ health.


    ‘They’ll ripen before we’re home,’ someone said.


    ‘If we come home at all.’


    Did anyone speak the words? Or were we just thinking them…


    


    


    A misty autumn morning before dawn; grass soaking wet and moisture dripping from the leaves of apple trees. He could hear it smacking from leaf to leaf and felt it splash cold on his forehead when he gazed up through the shadowy branches. The apples hung like small moons: round, plump, bound to be juicy, with that bite to them that the abbey apples always had. He imagined how they would taste in his mouth, then he hung back. This was how Eve was tempted.


    ‘Come on,’ Ralf whispered. ‘We have to hurry. There’ll be folk about soon.’


    ‘We can’t. It’s stealing from God.’


    ‘No it isn’t. It’s help from the Brothers. God doesn’t eat apples.’


    ‘Listen!’


    They froze like rabbits, ears twitching. The first birds were stirring into song and a cow in the next meadow coughed. The grass rustled behind them. The shadow shifted, attenuated, became a lanky shape. Ralf yelped.


    ‘It’s all right. It’s our Ned.’


    ‘I said he shouldn’t come.’


    ‘He won’t say nowt. You know he doesn’t.’


    ‘But I said.’


    ‘Well, it’s too late now.’


    ‘Aye well, let’s get on with it.’


    They didn’t take too many; just enough to carry back in one of Mam’s blankets. When it was his turn to carry it, the apples were hard and knobbly against his back. He was glad Ned was there. It made it all right with God if Ned was there but he didn’t say so to Ralf. Ralf wouldn’t have understood.


    


    


    We stared at our land sailing past us, glistening under the morning sun. Walter Reed coughed and worked on his throat, his Adam’s apple bobbing. He was the oldest of us. When he was a young man he could turn more turf than any man in any of the villages round Swineshead. That’s what they said. Now he did less and less but he knew his craft and there was many a man in our village taught by him. Even Peter Long said so. It didn’t make me like him any more than he liked me, fusty old stick.


    We sailed on into the afternoon, past abbey after abbey, lying on the banks of the broad Witham all looking peaceful and rich. Past Kirkstead, past the Priory of Stixwold, its iron works and its Prioress. Past Tupholme, the Isle of Sheep, and the canal that joined it to the Witham. The men who had dug the canal were joining us at Lincoln. They’d gone ahead of us that morning. That’s what the sailors said. We sailed on past Bardney, on its little island, and I thought about the wronged saint shut out from the abbey. He came here like a beggar, they said, and he was told he could not go in. It was only later they found out that he was a saint and that they had made a terrible choice. They had shut the saint out of the abbey and out of their lives and their souls were lost. Who knows where God walks, or when, or how he looks? Sometimes thinking doesn’t do you any good.


    Do you come from Bardney?


    Shut the door.


    Keep it open.


    It’s not easy, choosing, and I feel pity for the monks. It’s only afterwards that you can see the choice you should have made. It’s only then that you know you’ve shut out the saint and the hope of salvation. At the time, you did what you did for the best. God help us all.


    The lay brothers in the grain meadows waved at us and we waved back. They had hoisted up their gowns for coolness as much as for work and I could see a flash of flesh as they moved through the fields, scything the golden stalks. One of them had dropped his tunic from his shoulders and it hung from his waist. His skin was the nut brown of a man out in all weathers and he gleamed with sweat. Even his shaved head was shining. They were harvesting the first of the grain. Later, they would bind the stooks and stand them to dry, ready for winnowing. It was always a good crop here on the banks of the Witham; the summer had been hot and dry and the grain was fuller than it had ever been. Even on the boat I caught a snatch of its scent and my nose twitched.


    To me, the journey was like one of our holidays when we would all go off to the fair, except this was better. Peter had drawn out some dice and gathered a crowd about him. I listened to them laughing and shouting and laying their bets and the rattle of dice on the wooden deck of the boat. If I’d had pennies to bet, I’d have laid them on Peter. He knew every move there was. Even when he was caught – and he always was – he found a way out. I knew he’d fleece Gilbert Allbone who was big and broad and fleshy, not bone at all. He was a good ditcher, but he’d not much of a brain and was as trusting as a child. They said he was called Allbone because one dry summer, he’d found a body in one of the dried-up marsh pools: it was a man, his flesh blackened by the marsh mud, looking new dead but he had no bones. Plenty of hair and with fingernails and all, but no bones. He was nothing but a bag of wrinkled skin. Some said it was finding the boneless body that fuddled Gilbert Allbone’s brain but I don’t think so. We turned up stranger things than men’s bodies when we were ditching. Besides, his mother was odd. A bit of the witch in her, Mam used to say. Big Gilbert was called ‘Allbone’ after that as a joke. He didn’t seem to mind. I watched for a while until I saw pennies pass from Gil to Peter then I edged up to Ned and the nag.


    ‘Keeping him quiet, then?’


    He grinned at me and the horse blew down his shirt and nuzzled into his hand.


    ‘Where’s the snaffle?’


    He pointed to a heap on the deck. It said something for Squire Phillip, that he used a snaffle and not a curb. One more reason to be glad he was with us.


    We watched the land sliding by, and the brown water sloshing against the keel of the boat and rippling out behind us. The land was changing again and little rounded hills reared up in front of us now. Like the breasts of a young girl, Peter Long said, but then, that’s what he would say. He had women on the brain. If he wasn’t laying a bet, he was laying a woman, they said in the village. I’d heard them. They laughed like it was a joke but they kept their daughters well away from him. The girl on the wharf wasn’t from our village.


    I can’t remember what I was thinking. I was not quite eleven and it was a long time ago. Maybe I was thinking about Aelfwyn, my older sister’s friend. She was little and fair and smelled sweet as honey and I’d started thinking about her a lot, that spring. Maybe I was thinking about her when Peter said that about the hills. I wonder, now, what Ned was thinking. Maybe nothing.


    We sailed on, late into the afternoon. We passed a boat loaded with stone from one of the quarries. Some abbey would be waiting for it. They kept building and building, war or no war. There was even new building at our church. Ned and me, we’d crept in and seen it. All the fine carving, like it was real.


    


    


    Quietly, shifting like shadows on a wall in summer sunshine, they’d edged towards the opening. One was elongated, like a skeleton; the other shorter, closer knit.


    ‘Where?’


    The whisper echoed around the empty space and up to the vaulted ceiling. The skeleton beckoned and the squat shape followed. The pillars in the nave were long, slender stems and their tops, or capitals, were cushioned on carved heads. The squat shape stared: he recognised the faces. There was Harold Baker with his puffy cheeks; Eric Smith, eyebrows raised, all surprised, just like he did when he didn’t want to answer; Godwin Salter looking innocent when everyone knew he wasn’t. There were others. It was a miracle. He laughed and his laughter echoed in God’s space and, behind it, echoed the other’s laughter, a bit rusty, like a voice that wasn’t often used.


    


    


    We were drowsy with sun and the dip and pull of the boat. Even the dice players had stopped. I watched the bank until it all blurred, and I slept – curled up on the deck like a brown rat, John Thatcher said later. Lucky, he added, the hounds hadn’t sniffed me out and gobbled me up. I looked at the hounds and their bony flanks and wondered when they had last been hunting and what they had fed on. Poor devils, our village dogs had a better life. Poor old squire, with little enough to live on and his son gone to war, duty bound to Edward. And John Thatcher was a halfwit if he thought to frighten me.


    It was almost dark. We were at the wharf-side and there were torches and a jumble of voices and folk on the move. It stank of rot and dung and things gone bad. There was a muddle of buildings. High above us, higher than anything I’d seen, was a great dark mass, heavy against the darkening sky and, even darker, on top of it was the outline of castle walls and bulky keep. It crowded us, used as we were to flat land and space. Even the dark seemed different. The others felt it too. I heard John Thatcher mutter, spade sharp, to his son: ‘Best wake up what wits you’ve got, lad, in a place like this.’


    We docked and suddenly it was like cold wind blowing in winter. Like I said, we were men used to making land from the sea and doing it our way. We weren’t used to taking orders. Now there was a sergeant-at-arms bellowing like a bull – a heifer, John muttered – and hurrying us off the boat, drilling us into rows.


    ‘Line up. Twos. Straighten up. Heads up. Chins up.’


    His chest heaved in a long sigh.


    ‘Try to look smart, you scum. King Edward wants an army, not a bunch of wankers, you Fenland pillocks.’


    We shuffled into a row, in twos. I had pins and needles from being curled up so long and I saw others stumble. The sergeant-at-arms stalked us, smirking. He could have saved himself the breath; we were Fenlanders and used to insults. We’d lived with them for years. Water off a shelduck’s back. Then he stopped at Ned.


    ‘God save us, a fen fucking idiot.’


    Ned grinned, his long body slopping into its usual hunched heron shape. I could feel myself bristling, just waiting for it, waiting to punch the pisspot right in his scabby face. Look out for our Ned? I’d been doing that all my life. I was gritting my teeth, getting my fists ready when Dick Thatcher nudged me in the ribs.


    ‘Say nowt, young Will. Best left.’


    Beyond him, John Thatcher muttered, ‘What a stench – fart breath.’


    Walter Reed sucked in his breath; he’d seen me take off before now and he didn’t like it, the sour mouth. In front of me, the Northman tripped over some coiled rope and staggered against big Gil. The sergeant-at-arms skipped up to them.


    ‘Clumsy pillocks. Stand up. Straight!’


    He moved on. Harold Edmundson turned and winked. I stretched my fingers and felt them crack. Next to me, Ned was still grinning his idiot’s grin and I wanted to yell at him. Can’t you see what they think? Can’t you try to look normal? Why are you making it so hard for us? But I didn’t. I never did.


    And then we were marching, one two, one two, from the wharf to a stretch of flat ground near the riverbank. ‘Camp here for the night. Up tomorrow at dawn. Wait here for orders.’ It’s all a blur, now, the camp, the bad food, the hard ground under canvas.


    That was the first night away from our village and I suppose I should remember it better but I can’t. Not now. Since then there have been too many hard beds and often no food and only the night sky and the star blanket for cover. I couldn’t think straight, then, what with the journey and being so worn out and the strangeness of it all. What I do remember is that dark mass looming above us, and Dick Thatcher saying in that quiet way of his: give us a song, Ned. Ned breathing into the swan pipe and the notes breathing back at us and it sounded like the marsh birds and the wind and the sea surge. I could almost see the waves shining in the dark with the stars and I was thinking that these were the same stars we had in the fens. Then Peter Long was grinning and pulling out a wad of stuff. ‘Want some?’ he asked. And we could smell dried eels, like home. And, since home seemed a far off land, we gulped down what he had.


    It wasn’t the first time I’d heard the dawn song. I was awake long before that and so was Ned. I could hear him breathing, like he was wide awake. Sometimes I wondered if he ever slept.


    I whispered. ‘Ned?’


    I knew he could hear me. I knew he was awake. When I crawled out of my blanket, he was there. We walked out together. We were in an old camp, Roman, they said. Lincoln was a Roman camp. I don’t know. This was a square of land with bothies and bits of wall, well built at one time. One stretch was almost fifteen feet high, I guessed, with a clay mound banking it. Stone robbers would have a hard time taking pieces from it. But then I forgot all that and gaped open-mouthed, like a seagull, because there was Lincoln high on a steep crag. It was the black mass of last night. We could see the line of the castle clear now and, a throw away, the new church that they were building after fire ruined the old one. It was huge. I thought our abbey church was big enough but this was different. It looked like a ship sailing out over the hilltop, proud and free. It wasn’t even half-built then, but you could see straight away what it was going to look like when all the scaffolding was down and the tower was finished. I’ve seen it since and it’s a wonderful church in the making, but I feel different now I know it was bonded with the blood of men who died in the making of it, working men like us. But that morning, well, Ned and me thought it was wonderful, like something out of an old tale, and we were part of it. I felt like I was going to be a hero.


    


    By early morning, we were marching north. It was a steep climb up that great hill. We marched past houses built of heavy stone blocks, solid-looking houses, in the old style. I wouldn’t have taken note but Walter Reed piped up, ‘That’s where the Jews live.’


    ‘Not for much longer, if the Leopard has his way,’ John Thatcher’s voice was grim.


    ‘Time they were kicked out. Can’t trust ’em – never could,’ said one of the Axholme men. ‘Remember what happened? Murderers. Murder us all in our beds, they would.’


    ‘That was twenty years ago, man, and they were innocent. Everyone knows that.’ John Thatcher sounded edgier than ever then he added, oddly for him, ‘Poor devils’.


    I remembered John Thatcher’s words not many years after that, when Edward drove the Jews out of Lincoln and all England. But I didn’t know what he meant then and there was too much to take in.


    We were on the old straight road marching north out of the town. I remember there was a great arch ahead of us, curving over the road; part of an old wall. And there was a second, smaller arch for ordinary folk to walk through. We went through the great arch, marching two by two, like real men of war. I was swell-chested, what with all the townsfolk looking on. By now, we were three hundred and more and we had three pisspots ordering us about, all on horseback, and all of them devils-in-waiting. We couldn’t tell one from the other. They were all squat and broad with greasy hair and they talked bad English and worse Norman, so Peter Long said. They were angry with us, he said, because we were scum, riding on the tail of the fighting men. The hard work had been done over the spring and summer.


    ‘Just mopping up, now, that’s what they say,’ Peter told us. He was the only one on friendly terms.


    ‘We’ll not be shedding overmuch blood, then,’ said John Thatcher.


    Squire Phillip was nowhere to be seen and that was a blow. Instead, we were led by a man with the face of a kestrel, and a watchfulness to match.


    ‘That’s Master William of March,’ Peter Long said, but he didn’t tell us any more, which was odd for him, and I saw he kept his head down.


    ‘He’s the master fossatore,’ Dick Thatcher told me, and the Latin word sounded odd in his mouth, though I’d heard it before. It was the word the big men used when they needed the craft of us little men: the ones who knew how to dig ditches, keep the sea out, and make the land grow. Fossatore. Ditch digger. It was all the same to us. I’d heard tell of Master William, another big man, and a builder; he was the one rounding us up. He’d already been as far as Chester, so they said.


    ‘Then back he came to find more damned souls for his army of ditch diggers,’ John Thatcher said to anyone who was listening, and spat.


    We should have been mutinous but it was a sunny morning and the birds were singing and there was adventure in the air, in spite of the stench of rot and dung. I was young. My belly was full because of Peter’s eels and the gruel they’d fed us for breakfast and I was ready to go.


    We marched all morning under the high crag, heading north on the old road then west along a good road towards the great river, the one they called the Trent. We were headed for a town called Torksey, where the Trent met the Fossdyke and where there was a ferry that had been running many years and did a good trade in tolls. We learnt that much from some of the others who’d arrived before us. They came from Axholme Fenland, further north still, and they knew the Trent. When we stood on the edge of the river and saw how broad it was, and how it tumbled between its banks, we understood and were grateful for a safe crossing place even though there was some fun made about what we were worth. After all, like Peter said, this was our rival. If trade didn’t come through Boston, it came up the Trent and the Fossdyke.


    ‘Eight sheep a penny,’ someone snorted. ‘How much is that for three hundred?’


    And then we were truly into strange lands.
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