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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          BOSHAM, SUSSEX, 1061

        

      

    

    
      It was one of those ice-fast days of deepest winter. My father looked down the broad estuary to the sullen grey mass of the sea and his weather-wise eyes narrowed. He was known as the craftiest fisherman in Bosham. If there was an unusually large shoal in the narrow seas he would be there first, and if he stayed on land, looking now and then skywards and shaking his head, it was thought to be a foolish man who put to sea. This was one of those days.

      He said nothing, but he brought out his nets from the cottage and began to spread them on the sand. My heart sank. I never thought to question his wisdom, but a day spent mending nets rather than heading seawards with a fair wind was hard to bear. For a moment I watched him. He seemed older today. He was limping slightly and his grey-streaked hair stirred in the quickening breeze. He worked slowly and silently, searching with care for rents in the nets.

      Soon, I knew, he would bellow my name like a thunderclap and call me a lazy daydreamer, so I went to the cottage for the second great needle. Nearly at the door, I turned on a sudden to look up the shore towards the great house by the strand. How long does it take to forget?

      Ten years ago, I would have seen a small figure racing towards me, shouting powerfully and struggling in vain to catch up with a huge black dog. I smiled. I would be so glad to see him, yet afraid of leaving my work. How many times in those youthful days did I run off with Wulfnoth to set traps, to play at war, to talk, to wander? Much too often, my father would say. I can see the boy now, the youngest son of Earl Godwin, the greatest man in the land after King Edward himself, and my best friend. He was strong and fair to look on and with as much energy as his dog. We had already been friends for most of our lives, though my father was uneasy about it. He said that mixing with high-born folk would put strange ideas into my head. Already, I left my work at every chance that came, and soon I would start saying that I did not want to be a fisherman.

      He was right, of course. Wulfnoth talked of mind-stirring matters. He spoke of the King as if he were a neighbour. Everything he said about his father told of the making of high policy in the land, and he chattered about the royal line of Denmark as my mother did about the village oldwives. He was colour in my life, great happenings, great farings, and the doings of kings. Without him, I was left drowning in the ocean of boring chores that make up the life of a cottar. He had been my lifeline to something greater.

      “Do you think to stand there all day?”

      So I had fallen foul of my father’s tongue after all. I took the needle and a battered old three-legged stool and joined him to work on the nets. The seabirds started to land on the shore and wander restlessly in the shallows as the sky darkened evilly. The whole estuary grew still.

      Less than an hour later the storm was upon us, and Father and I went inside to take some hot broth from the pot that we kept always heated. As the storm raged, my parents talked. They spoke of the salted meat and how some was already spoiled, they discussed the state of the nets, what the weather would do tomorrow, and how they thought the old man next-door was near to death. Their voices faded and slurred in my mind as I gazed into the fire.

      “Come on, Edwin, leave the nets. We can go to the river and do some real fishing. Your father won’t mind.”

      Wulfnoth was the son of an earl. He never understood that I was supposed to work from dawn to dusk. Father did mind, but he could not bring himself to shout at Wulfnoth. Child though he was, he was from a mighty family. So Wulfnoth and I had great adventurings, and he never knew that I was sorely beaten when I came back to the cottage by the shore.

      Sometimes Wulfnoth would take me to the great house. I loved those visits. We would go to the kitchens where servants would always be toiling amid a chaos of poultry, pots, strange spices, vegetables from local plots, and heaps of logs for the great ovens. They all liked Wulfnoth, and we would be scolded mildly but given tasty snacks. Most of them had worked in the great house all their lives and had watched the growing of all the Earl’s fine children. They were not afraid of Wulfnoth as my father was, and we would soon be chased off.

      It was a splendid house, built of stone as if it were a church. It had steps to the upper floor where the Earl’s family ate, with golden-threaded hangings on the walls and a hearth almost the size of our whole cottage. Wulfnoth rushed about with easy familiarity, but I was awed and eager to be outside again. Once, as we ran headlong down the steps, we crashed into Tostig, one of Wulfnoth’s older brothers. His hand grasped his sword-hilt instantly, but when he saw us in the dim light he laughed and pretended to give chase. I fled in panic, for Tostig’s eyes were fearsome.

      Outside, all was familiar again. We would race each other to the church, which stood on high ground amid stately trees. Wulfnoth could run forever with sheer joy in the open land, the lanes, and shorelines of Bosham. As the fire flickered, I wondered how he of all people could withstand being a prisoner.

      “You’re thinking of that boy again,” said my mother.

      “Yes, I am.” She had always called him “that boy”, but there was no real need to remind her that he was now ten years older.

      “There was a time when I envied Earl Godwin. Such a fine house, and only one among many. He had fine clothes, a proud ship, and servants to do the hard work of this life, but since that day when he had to give his youngest son as a hostage to the King, I’ve never more wished to be high-born. Thank God, no one would want my son as a hostage for anything.”

      I smiled. She made me feel of no worth to the world, but of great worth to her. I suppose on both counts I was lucky.

      “You think of him too much, son,” she said. “You can’t help him, and the memory of him dims your life.”

      “It dims mine too,” said my father. From those few words, I understood that he had loved Wulfnoth and grieved that he was a captive. I never heard him again come so close to showing the warmth that was in his heart.

      We all stared wordless at the fire, and I longed to be alone. Ten years ago, King Edward’s Norman friends had triumphed and got Earl Godwin and his family banished. The King’s head was full of his childhood in Normandy as his grip on the land’s affairs loosened. He was always somewhat of a stranger in his own kingdom and placed his trust and friendship in the hands of those he had known across the sea. They came in droves, smelling wealth and power, and the great men of England scowled to see the outlanders’ influence on the King. Godwin chafed and his sons grew sullen, but wherever there was power in the land, there was spoken the outlandish tongue of Normandy.

      The spark that lit the fire was a fight in Dover between Normans and English, and the King bade Godwin punish the townsfolk. When he refused, all England held its breath and there was talk of war. But Godwin saw that he was weak, since other earls were by no means his friends, and he came to an agreement with Edward whereby he would go into exile unharmed, and all his family with him. All except Wulfnoth. Edward took him as hostage for Godwin’s good behaviour, and so I found myself one rainy day saying farewell to him and to my childhood.

      “Father says it won’t be for long. He’s sure he can bring the King round, and return from Flanders before the winter.”

      He looked cheerful. He trusted in his father’s ability with all his heart, and he was yet too young to know that to be right is not always enough to win. I watched him walk back to the stone house by the shore, and the next day, while I was at sea fishing with Father, Earl Godwin left his fine house and sailed for Flanders, bidding a grim farewell to Wulfnoth, who was bound for London with a band of the King’s men as guard.

      For the Earl, matters went almost according to plan. He and his sons returned to England and by a clever mixing of friendship and force, he was taken back by the King. The people everywhere made it clear that they wanted him back, especially the London-folk who had seen enough of Normans, so when Godwin’s mighty ships sailed up the Thames, no-one moved to stop him. Many of the Normans fled, the King’s men did not defend the royal hall against him, and the Earl of Mercia, Godwin’s old enemy, joined with the people in shouting his name to the rooftops. The sound must have deafened Edward, alone and frightened in his hall, but when Godwin entered, he only asked for what had been his to be returned. Everything was returned, except Wulfnoth.

      While Godwin had been in Flanders, Edward had taken thought of what he should do. He must have reasoned that at least his life would be safe if his hostage were held outside of England, somewhere the Earl had no power. So it was that Wulfnoth was sent to Normandy, to Edward’s kinsman, Duke William, for safekeeping.

      All these things I learnt from the servants of the great house. I went there often to sell our fish and to ask for news of Wulfnoth. Earl Godwin kept nothing from them. Many of them wept openly as they spoke of Wulfnoth and of the gloom that had fallen on the family of Godwin. Then the Earl died at a royal feast, and it was rumoured that King Edward was well pleased. Harold Godwinson took his father’s title of Earl of Wessex, and he did everything in the King’s name. He defeated the unruly Welsh, wooed his father’s enemy, the Earl of Mercia, and ordered all things in the land with skill and efficiency, but on the matter of Wulfnoth’s return he could make no headway. As the years passed, our memory of Wulfnoth faded and it became almost as if he had died in childhood.
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      More seasons had come and gone since the day of the storm. We had caught fish and mended nets a thousand times more and, just as many times, I had been to the kitchens of the great house for news. This day was like many others. The cook was turning the fish over and over, and trying hard to pass me off with a lower price than I should get. She muttered about how fish seemed so much smaller now than when she had been young, and she was halfway through her sentence when Harold Godwinson entered the kitchen, still dusty from a long journey. They all fell silent and strove to look busy, but Harold’s face was the very image of happiness and I knew he had not come to see the chickens plucked.

      “My friends,” he said, “at last he has agreed. I have letters from the King ordering the release of Wulfnoth. I’ll take them to Duke William tomorrow if the winds are not contrary.”

      After a moment’s disbelief, they burst out in laughter and rejoicing. Harold ordered them to open a barrel of ale and he bade everyone drink and be joyful for his brother’s sake.

      It has to be said that that was a fine kitchen ale-feast. When the ale had sunk low in the barrel we were all still there and not a jot less merry than when we had first heard the news. Harold was still there too, singing the old country songs, and hanging on grimly to the shoulder of his reeve. He started to open a second barrel and I remember thinking how angry the reeve would be if he were only still sober, when Tostig appeared on the steps above.

      “In God’s name, what’s happening here? On whose orders was this barrel opened?”

      At that moment, the words died in his throat as he spied Harold sitting on the table and raising his ale-mug to his reeve, having abandoned the tricky task of opening another barrel. Tostig’s eyes blazed. I was not so deep-drunk that I could not see why. He thought his brother lowered himself to drink with servants and sing peasant songs in his own kitchens, but Harold was Earl of Wessex and Tostig was only a guest. Just the same, I knew this would occasion another of their far-famed rows once they were in private.

      Harold seemed to notice Tostig for the first time then. He raised the earthen mug to his brother and shouted,

      “Tostig, unbend this once, you mirthless creature, for Wulfnoth will soon be free.”

      Tostig raged. “Could you not pass this news to his mother and brothers, or was it so much more fitting for the cooks to know first?”

      Harold laughed, passed the half-emptied mug to me and said, “Edwin, friend of Wulfnoth, finish this ale for me, for I am called to the Great Council.” His reeve helped him up the steps, for Tostig had long since left, his face as grim as if the news had been bad.

      The next day, a short while before the first tide, I was there on the shore to watch the Earl leave. There were small, chattering groups of folk all around. All those who could leave their work for a few moments were on the shore to wave farewell and bring a small touch of excitement into the dull round of the working day. My eyes had been fixed on Harold’s ship for some time. It was matchless. The sail gleamed with painted mythical beasts, and bright pennants fluttered like exotic birds at the masthead. The great bulk of timber moved leisurely at anchor while the seamen busied themselves and men carried stores and oaken chests out to the ship. I cast a glance at our poor brown fishing boat pulled up on the beach, and struggled to imagine what it would be like to sail in a ship such as this before me.

      Laughter turned my head to the steps of the great house. Harold and Gyrth were coming down the steps from the upper floor. Gyrth was the quietest of the Godwinsons and his mind was his great strength. As they approached me, Gyrth was speaking, his voice tinged with worry.

      “I tell you, he can’t be trusted. He hasn’t removed all his enemies in Normandy by playing a game of generosity and honour.”

      So they were speaking of Duke William, or rather Gyrth was. Harold was almost childlike in his excitement at the coming voyage and the pleasure of bringing Wulfnoth home. Gyrth tried again.

      “Any one of us could go, but it shouldn’t be you. You know what we’ve spoken of. You’ll be the one they choose.”

      As they drew level with me, Gyrth lowered his voice but Harold stopped, took him by the arm, and said so all could hear,

      “You know it was I who persuaded our father to give up Wulfnoth and that this renewed the strife between myself and Tostig. All these long years of Wulfnoth’s captivity have been an agony for me, and worse, that our father died without seeing him freed. Now all my work for Edward has brought its payment and you ask me to let someone else carry the letters. I want to be the first to see his face when he knows he’s to come home, Gyrth, I must go. Besides, I’m under the King’s protection.”

      Silently, Gyrth accepted defeat. I imagined he had argued vainly against his brother many times, for he was cautious and wary while Harold was bold and trusting. Harold reached the water’s edge, then stopped as if a thought had struck him. He turned and beckoned in my direction. I looked behind me, thinking to see one of his housecarls there, but that part of the shore was empty save for a couple of dogs. When I looked back, he was laughing, and then his great voice rang out above the chattering villagers,

      “Well, fisherman, is this ship not good enough for you?”

      I was turned into an idiot. I started to run to ask my father if I could go, then stopped in my tracks when I realised he would say no. Then again, I had not answered the Earl yet and the ship, with all those folk on board, was waiting for me. With one of those life-turning decisions, I seized the chance of an adventure beyond my dreams and ran to the ship as if the fiends of Hell were at my heels.

      With the raising of the anchor and the shouts of the seamen we moved off and began a stately progress to the open sea. The people cheered and waved and the children ran along the shore, trying to keep up with us. They ran over my father’s nets spread out on the sand and I saw him shake a fist at them. Then my blood froze in my veins. My father was not putting to sea. I told myself he could be wrong. The sky was blue and untroubled and, besides, a ship of this size was safe, especially with Harold’s skilled men to sail her. But my blood still ran cold.

      I watched Earl Harold as he leant on the side-rail and laughed at the village children who had by now collapsed in a heap on the sand, panting and squabbling. He grew quiet and gazed down at the water. The edges of his cloak fluttered in the breeze and the smile died on his lips. He turned his wind-brown face into the mild spray and closed his eyes. It occurred to me then that he must be under strain, for he was both our war-leader on land and sea and our chief minister in London. In all but name and privilege he had been our king for several years.

      The ship moved forward strongly as I tried to imagine what Normandy would be like. The coast of England dimmed behind us and faded into mist as the bright sky darkened and the wind grew forceful. When the captain came to speak to Harold, I knew what he was saying. I knew my father’s instinct had been true yet again and a storm was building against us. The seamen ceased their songs and laughter and a grim silence settled on them. We were in the middle of the narrow seas, so it was no help to turn back. We fled onwards as a horse does that heads for home, but we were outrun.

      The storm burst upon us with heart-stopping speed. Dark waves filled and towered like the death-shades of the old stories and while the lovely ship dipped and turned in an agonised effort to escape, again and again it was shocked immobile in flashes of pallid light from the skies. The creaking of the timbers grew to an appalling shrieking, and the deep drumming of the wind-strained sail filled our ears until it stopped in an instant as the tinted canvas split and the tatters flew wildly in the gale like giant pennants. The seamen had worked like driven slaves but, with the sail burst, we could only ride the storm and pray. It was a day when the old gods were about again and I fancied I heard the deep laugh of Thor beyond the black clouds of death. We all knew that the ship was well off course now, but we had no enemies in Flanders or in the pale, flat Frisian islands, if we should be blown that far. If the ship held together, we might yet all live to see the shores of Wessex once more.

      Hope grew stronger as the skies lightened and the wind’s fury lessened. A feeble ray of sunshine set the waves shimmering and the ship’s screaming calmed to groaning. The mist thinned into faint streaks, then parted to reveal the long, low coastline of a foreign land. I was disappointed. Our coast was so bold, gleaming at incoming seamen like the walls of a newly built stronghold, but this coast before us was simply a grey-green line behind a yellow beach. This was no time, however, to complain about seeing land. We took the oars, though several were broken or lost, and with far less dignity and pride than we had displayed leaving Bosham, we painfully approached that pallid shore.

      With no further mishap we beached the ship and lost no time in getting our feet onto dry land. I must admit that I was feeling seasick and was faintly glad that my father could not see me. Harold was discussing the damage with his captain and he seemed well pleased that the structure was good, for only the beautiful sail was a total loss. Sitting on the sand, feeling wretched, I was the first to see riders approaching. I managed to leap up and shout to Harold, for I had in my mind pleasant visions of food and dry clothes.

      Harold went forward to meet the first rider, who was richly clothed and had a haughty look to him. They spoke in French, which I had heard on occasion from Normans in Bosham. I understood nothing, but I could see that matters were not going well. Harold had started in a quiet tone with a cheery smile on his face, but the smile soon fled and his voice grew stern, then angry. Then two men dismounted and ran to Harold to seize him. He drew a short-sword in overwhelming anger, but a few words from the haughty rider stayed his hand. The folk from our ship were standing, ready to fight, but somewhat confused. The Earl ended our confusion then, and his words shattered my dreams of care and comfort.

      “This is Guy, Count of Ponthieu, on whose shores we’ve landed. He says there are bowmen behind the dunes and, whether that’s true or not, there are certainly more men-at-arms approaching. It seems we’re arrested for landing without permission and I can tell you, it does no good to argue the point. Since we can hardly fight our way across the lands of Ponthieu, I propose caution until we know more.”

      So far, my great adventure had proved unpromising. It was not going at all like the heroic sagas that Wulfnoth and I had acted out as boys in the leafy surrounds of Bosham. The bright unknown lands of my day-dreams, beckoning from across the narrow seas, had become in reality a featureless shore and dark, cantering columns of faceless soldiers. Perhaps there was, after all, enough excitement in fishing the offshore waters of Sussex. As if to complete our misery, it began to rain as we were marched from the beach and the sand became dotted with tiny dimples like a sallow, pock-marked face.
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      Under still sullen skies we were brought to a stronghold. It stood dark and wet in the after-storm quiet and its walls curled round the low hill like a black cat asleep. It looked like the end of hope. I knew we would be prisoners but nothing in my short life prepared me for this. We were taken inside the stronghold where servants gave us no more than a glance, and taken down steps, away from the light, the air, and the trees. They put us into a cell with a tiny window high up in the dank wall and I later learnt that this was not the worst they had to offer.

      We were silent for some time. Harold paced a while in useless fury but finally even he lay down to sleep for it had been a heavy day. I was so cold I could not sleep. I strove to stop my teeth chattering but failed now and then. The straw was damp, my clothes were soaked from the storm, and the massive stone walls kept out any warmth from the outside world. As I turned for the hundredth time, a cloak was thrown over me in the darkness and, little by little, my body warmed and I slept at last.

      When I woke, a thin beam of sunshine was lancing down from the high window and making a patch of the damp wall shimmer. I sat up and looked at the cloak. There was embroidery of gold thread along the hem and I knew it belonged to the Earl. I turned to thank him but he was not there and he never asked for the cloak back. The others told me he had been taken away at first light and I prayed that he could make an agreement with Count Guy. A sparrow landed at our window. He chirped merrily and bobbed his head in curiosity. I could see the bright sky beyond him and my heart ached with jealousy when he hopped and was gone. Then I saw that each one of us had been staring fixedly at the little free creature.

      Harold returned soon after. He raged and paced. Guy wanted a huge ransom from England which Harold had refused to send for. I thought of the way that countless seamen had been dealt with at Bosham when they had run into our harbour before a storm. They were fed and cared for at Earl Godwin’s great house so well that many had been loath to leave. Yet now Harold, far from receiving the honour due to one of his rank, was not given the kindness which a common seaman would expect. When I saw the marks on his face and understood how little Guy cared for rank, I began to lose hope.

      The captain said, “Guy is a vassal of Duke William. There may be some way we can get word to him.”

      “No matter,” said Harold. “William has spies everywhere. I’d be willing to bet that he already knows of our fate but why should he hurry? It’s in my mind that he could take any ransom from Guy or he could even use his vassal to rid himself of me. Why do I never listen to Gyrth?”

      “Is there any chance of escape?” asked one of the housecarls.

      “I see none,” said Harold curtly. Then he told us more. They had shown him cells far worse than ours, some with no light at all and some with no door since those prisoners were walled up and left to die. They had also shown him a special place where instruments of torture were kept, and a man there who had no other task but to inflict pain. The nightmare was closing in.

      The damp days came and went. For most of us there was no relief from the smelly straw, the unspeakable food, and the constant horror of the scuttling rats but Harold was taken to speak with Guy every now and then. Guy had sent to England for ransom although, without the letter that the Earl refused to write, he could not expect a speedy reply.

      But there came a day when the sheepish jailer beckoned us all out of the cell, and we found Count Guy waiting in the courtyard with horses. Duke William had heard of Guy’s plots and had sent messengers with harsh words of command to him. The seamen were to repair the ship and then sail her along the coast into Normandy while Harold and his housecarls were to be taken to Eu, where William himself would meet them with all honour.

      “Send this peasant to the stables,” shouted Guy, and I realised with no little dismay that he was pointing at me.

      “Have a care, my Lord of Ponthieu,” said Harold. “This is my nephew and he’ll need a horse like the rest of us.”

      Guy stared at my tattered clothes but the Earl’s fine cloak that I was wearing made him hesitate. Harold cut in fiercely.

      “By the Almighty, Count Guy, he has been through a wild storm and a filthy imprisonment. Do you expect his clothes to be fit for the French court?”

      So I got a horse and found myself riding in the exalted company of an Earl and his companions. If only my father could have seen me as I rode proudly along the yellow coast road where clumps of tough sea-grass stirred in the wind. To my right was an endless expanse of grey, choppy water. I strained my eyes for a glimpse of England but it was as if no such land existed.

      We came at last to a crossroads beside the river which flows past Eu. In the distance I could see the smoke rising from the hearths of the town and hear the gentle lowing of cattle. Fording the river below us was a party of horsemen led by the Duke of Normandy. Guy, looking awkward, rode forward with Harold, and William joined them. When the three men met, it was as if Guy, with all his pride and finery, faded into the paleness of the river mist. For all of us watching, we saw only two men, the ones everyone knew to be unmatched in Christendom and rivals for the crown of England. If any one of us had ever been unsure as to who would contend for that crown, we understood with perfect clarity after that day.

      For an endless span they said nothing but simply studied the other. It was like the meeting between thunder and lightning, or between sword and shield, as if God had paused in horror at the workings of his eternal plan. The moment passed, and they broke into the well-practised formal phrases that people of rank use to cover their true thoughts.

      Guy was reprimanded like a dog which has stolen a bone, and sent back into Ponthieu with his men. I had the simplicity, I well remember, to think our troubles were over and the old dreams of good food and warm hall-fires floated before my eyes once again. Harold was laughing most cheerily as we rode into Normandy and away from that wind-skimmed shore of the borderlands.

      For the first time in a long while my thoughts turned to Wulfnoth. A little chill of uncertainty rushed up my spine. What would I say to him? Would I even know him? But again and again, I pictured how he would look when he heard he was to see Bosham again, and my heart yearned to be there soon.

      We came at twilight to the great town of Rouen. The marketplace was cold and empty and only the dogs remained, sniffing and pawing the rotten vegetables thrown aside by the day’s traders. Against the gentle golden light that streaked the sky, the houses looked like black figures huddled together, their blind eyes glowing and flickering from the hearth-fires within. The horses’ hooves clattered on the stones in the marketplace as we moved slowly on to the Duke’s residence.

      In his courtyard we halted. Servants rushed forward with torches and when one of them took my horse’s reins, I slithered to the ground rather inexpertly and paused for a while, leaning against the animal’s neck, for I was overcome with weariness. I was startled to hear an outburst of laughter from the servant.

      “By all that’s wonderful, but you don’t recognise me do you?”

      By the dancing flames of the torch, I saw his face clearly and it was Wulfnoth. It was thirteen years since we had bid each other a hurried farewell in the rain at Bosham, thinking to meet again the following spring. Earl Godwin had been alive, we had been children, and the world had been young. For all those years between, he had not seen England and had not been free. The tears came to my eyes as we clasped each other close. Then the words came in torrents like rain after the thunder as we asked question after question of each other. The tears fled and the laughter rose to a tumult.

      “Is there some small chance that I may greet my brother?” Harold was laughing too as he came forward to hug his young brother, his eyes shining with delight. Then the talk broke out louder than before.

      “You’re free, Wulfnoth,” Harold said. “I have the letters here from the King. It’s all over.”

      The chilly Norman courtyard rang with the Saxon tongue and the men-at-arms looked darkly at each other in disapproval of our open joy. William smiled and guided us to the great hall. We fed well but I remember little other than our excited chatter. Wulfnoth had been treated as an honoured guest and, apart from a searing homesickness, seemed to be cheerful.

      I had walked to the high table and sat between Wulfnoth and Harold as if that were my usual place. I took food from the servants and held up my goblet for wine as if I too were a Godwinson but my fantasy was soon to be shattered.

      “Your nephew is the son of Swein, I suppose,” William asked of Harold. The Earl hesitated, his goblet half-way to his lips, but Wulfnoth collapsed in merciless laughter.

      “Not unless Swein lived out his days as a peaceful fisherman,” he gasped, and slapped me on the back so that I choked. We both knew that Swein’s life of scandal had been far from peaceful.

      After that, the whole matter had to be explained to William. He smiled at last, somewhat puzzled by the strange behaviour of Englishmen, but I saw his eyes before that smile and he was angry that a peasant sat at his table. If I had known him better then, I would have been uneasy that he forced himself to overlook what he saw as an affront to his rank.

      We three English at the high table were excited by our reunion and by the endless flowing of the wine. As I look back now, I wish we had been more sober, quieter, more diplomatic. The Normans watched us strangely. They drank too but tended to sullenness. I became dimly aware of rows of crop-haired soldiers staring at us and muttering to each other with expressions of scorn.

      I had gained a small store of French by then so that I understood most of what Harold said when he stood (I would not have dared to trust my legs at that stage) and took from his tunic a roll of vellum.

      “Duke William,” he said, “I bring greetings from my Lord, King Edward, and mighty thanks to you that you have cared for his hostage, Wulfnoth Godwinson, for these many years past. He has now seen fit to free his hostage into my charge, and sends you this document with his signature that you may know the truth of my words.”

      William took the vellum and, after reading it, stood to announce that Wulfnoth was free as of that moment but that he hoped he and his honoured brother (pause) and their (pause) kinsman, Edwin, would remain a while in Rouen as his guests.

      I looked at Wulfnoth. His face was flushed with wine and, from his bright eyes of joy, a single tear coursed down his face.

      The days that followed passed in blissful pleasure. There was hunting, feasting, riding, and the endless wine. I missed our Saxon songs for I found the Norman tunes heavy and the words without mystery but, songs apart, the days take on a golden glow in my memory. I realised then that Harold had been tense and worried in Ponthieu, for he had mostly ignored me but, in those days in Normandy, he was a great companion. He was as reckless as a youth in the hunt and quick to laugh. He teased Wulfnoth and myself without mercy but took it in good part when we played tricks on him in return. He treated us as if we had both been his brothers and I wore his beautiful cloak with pride.

      In the excitement of reunion I paid little heed to Duke William. He was a generous host and often in our company but he was always struggling to understand. Even when French was spoken, he seemed at a loss to know whether we were serious or not. In the stupidity of youth I thought he was quiet and rather dull but he was learning more with every day that passed, and I learnt nothing until the trap was sprung.

      One day as we were riding back from the hunt, Harold spoke to William of leaving soon for England. The remark was not well received and the Duke changed the talk back to hunting.

      “William, I must leave soon,” Harold said. “Our mother has not seen her youngest son for thirteen years. I gave her my word there would be no delay in returning.”

      “My Lord of Wessex, for one thing, your ship is not yet ready and, for another, I had hoped that you would join me on my campaign against the Bretons which must be brought to a conclusion very soon.”

      Harold turned sharply to face William and I saw that only the honour due to a good host kept him from harsh words. The ship had been some time in Normandy and we had all understood that it had been repaired in Ponthieu. As for campaigns in Brittany, who could guess how long they would take? Harold now had his anger under control.

      “There are troubles in my land too, Duke William. I cannot be long away.”

      “You were glad to tarry here when I asked no more of you than to take your pleasure. Has my hospitality been so poor that you’re not willing to repay some of the debt?”

      William’s voice had changed. The tone was hard and contained a hint of command. In that single moment, Harold understood. The relief of escape from Ponthieu, the joy of seeing Wulfnoth again, and then the pleasures of the court away from the heavy tasks of government had all combined to cloud his mind. William had known this and had bided his time. Harold now saw that he was as much a prisoner as ever he had been in Ponthieu, and now he had a jailer who played for greater prizes than a ransom. His face did not change but his mood turned mind-heavy as he answered,

      “If you offer hospitality as a merchant in the marketplace then the goods must be paid for. I shall be honoured to come with you against the Bretons.”

      We rode back in silence and there was an end to laughter and childish jokes.
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