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THE
WHITE SHIP


Nicholas Salaman


Based on a true story, this tale of passion and revenge brings the past vividly to life.


Normandy in 1118 is a hotbed of malcontent barons kept in fragile order by their duke, Henry I, King of England. Fresh from early years in a monastery, Bertold - the bastard son of one of these barons - meets Juliana, a countess and daughter of the King.


He falls in love, or lust (he isn’t sure), but sees that his chance could come with work in her small court. Soon, though, he finds himself caught up in a ruthless feud between Juliana and her father. Juliana's daughters are offered as hostages for a strategic castle, and even love is not enough to allay a tragedy that will change the course of history.




For Lyndsay




I


I opened the huge oak door of the barn, stepped quickly inside, and looked back to check that no one was watching.


The only thing that moved was the barn-smell which danced in the dust as I shut out the early sunlight behind me.


If you are interested in smells (and who cannot be), I can tell you it was a complex one. It was a dark, fusty, slightly gingery odour in which you could distinguish hay, rust, damp, horse, old wood, fungus, mouse droppings, rats, axle grease, and (if you sniffed very carefully) sex – and oranges. Oranges? I questioned my sense of the faint aroma – rare in these parts – but put it aside, distracted by a further aromatic seasoning from the moat, stirred by the morning breeze.


The oranges should have alerted me. Everything else was as usual, but I was tired that morning. It seemed anyway that I was safe; there was nobody about, not even a groom or a scullion. Everyone was late rising after the revels of last night.


The barn was a huge wooden affair on the other side of the grassy bailey from the castle itself, over against the marshalsea where they kept the horses. It was one of the favourite places for those wishing to make what the French call the beast with two backs – though usually not before dinnertime. Normally, I would not have been there at all (well, only after dinner and then hardly ever), but it is almost impossible to find a quiet place in a castle. Everyone’s on top of you everywhere, even when you’re having a piss.


All I wanted, intensely, that morning was somewhere to snatch a bit of sleep. There had been this great Feast of Easter celebration the night before, rejoicing at the princely presence and of course Jesus’s Resurrection. After dinner, there was foolery, drollery, buffoonery, revelry and rudery.


You know how it is. The feasting went on late, there was too much wine, the Prince’s fool told too many good jokes, and what with one thing and another and little Marianne, one of the Comtesse’s maids, I didn’t get to sleep in my own bed until well past midnight, the hour when the Brothers at the abbey would be saying Matins. I had a bed in one of the knights’ wooden halls that had sprouted in the bailey next to the stone of the castle, but my father, the Comte, had developed a habit of summoning me at all hours just to see if I was behaving myself, or out of sheer malice. Last night was no problem because he was drunk and wouldn’t stir; but this morning it would be a different matter, and I knew he would be coming for me, rooting me out of bed and on parade before I was ready.


I had contrived to wake early because I knew that I still needed a good long sleep, undisturbed, somewhere my father wouldn’t immediately find me. That was the first essential, to keep out of his reach – because he’s a crusty old bugger, to be honest, especially after a night’s carousing. He thinks he can still carouse, but if you ask me he’s well past it, even if he has got a young wife. A man should stop carousing after forty and fix his mind on prayer and sweetmeats. Carousing is for younger men like myself – when we can get it.


So I had dragged on my clothes as soon as I woke, thought immediately of the barn as a suitable location, and sidled across the bailey, not for a moment imagining that I would stumble on a secret that, if divulged, would probably cost me my life. I entered, quiet as a harvest mouse in case a sneaking groom was skulking somewhere, and made my way towards the stacks of hay piled up like a house against the back wall.


Oranges! That was where it came from. The scent filled the corridor between the hay stacks. It was then that I heard them; a low whisper, a little cry. I crept nearer because there is a pleasure in secret discovery.


‘Darling,’ I heard a voice cry, a man’s voice. ‘Darling, darling.’


What I saw made me choke with surprise. It was the English Prince and he was embracing – I like to use that word because anything else would be gross and although I am a bastard, at least I am the bastard of a Comte – he was embracing the Comtesse, my father’s second wife, bastard daughter of the Duke who was also King Henry of England; the most beautiful woman you ever saw; blonde as an angel, middle to tall, with a skin the colour of late spring honey infused with a drop or two of very pale medlar jelly. Her mother had been a beauty before her, a lady called Ede, daughter of an English lord, it was said…


No, I have to tell you this in riper words, the situation is too strong for delicacy. The Prince William, known as ‘the Atheling’, in whom resided the hopes of all the English, son of King Henry and of the half-Scots, half-Saxon Queen Matilda, was fornicating with his half-sister, two years older than he was. He was fucking my stepmother and because this was not the sort of thing you do in public with your host’s wife, they had found a quiet place removed from the hubbub of the castle, just as I had done, to make the beast with eight legs, as we say in Normandy. Of course, I had noticed before now my stepmother’s predilection for the oils of orange that she used about her body, and here it was, heating up nicely.


I tell you, men have lost their lives for witnessing less. Do you think I gave a discreet cough and a ‘good morning, Prince’? The hell I did. I moved out so quietly God himself didn’t notice.


But perhaps I should explain myself and my life, which was precious to me at the time.




II


I am the son of Rotrou, Lord of Mortagne and Comte de Perche, a small county but important because of its central position towards the southern end of the Duchy of Normandy. My name is Bertold. I am a good-looking bastard, though I say it myself, or I was in those days, but the emphasis is very much on bastard. I am illegitimate. I don’t mind making jokes about bastards, but I would rather you didn’t.


Duke Henry is master of Normandy, or most of it – the Normans are a troublesome lot. It is the season of spring, in the year of Our Lord 1118.


A fortnight or so before, on my twenty-first birthday, I had been summoned to my father’s castle. I had been in an abbey for eight years, learning Latin (it is the lingua franca of advancement) and other useful things, like avoiding the groping hands of certain monks. I had almost, but not quite, become accustomed to thinking that a monastic life was for me. It had its advantages, and there was no other comfortable alternative. I could become a soldier, but that was a desperate calling and I was ambitious. I wanted to turn my learning to some use; but what, and how?


The summons, which solved my problem, had surprised me. I had had no idea that the old Comte thought of me in any way at all, least of all remembered my birthday, since I was his bastard, not his legal son. It soon turned out that it was my dead mother’s husband, my stepfather, the castle cellarer, who had put him up to it. He had urged the Comte to summon me home. At Mortagne, the cellarer was more important than in many such places because here the butler was old and infirm, and leant on him heavily. My stepfather was, in fact, his deputy and aspired to that title, but he needed someone to help him with his duties, and thought he could use me and pay me nothing. He was a mean man and never forgot a debt of any kind, and he considered that I owed him something for having been given his shelter as a child. No wonder my mother had succumbed to the temporary advances of the Comte de Perche who – though he, God knows, was no great shakes – at least appreciated a beautiful woman.


On my return to the castle, I had found the place in a state of some excitement, as sometimes happens when Lent draws to a close and the girls and boys start looking at each other in that way they have. It was particularly the case this year, however, because William, son of Duke Henry, was due to arrive with his retinue on Easter Saturday. The sixteen-year-old Prince was accompanying his father for the first time at the start of the year’s campaigning in Normandy, knocking the barons’ heads together, but he had taken leave from his military duties to celebrate the feast of Easter with his half-sister, my little stepmother the Comtesse Matilda, my father’s bride of a couple of years. The Prince had been very close to her, apparently, when they were in England, but until today I had had no idea quite how close they had been.


The old Comte, my father, had married this Matilda, Duke Henry’s illegitimate daughter, when she was just sixteen because his first wife had died. The Comte was feeling cold in bed, and the Duke wanted an ally, so it suited them both. Admittedly the girl was a bastard but still a daughter of a Duke – a Duke who was also King of England. It was an honour of a kind, even though Henry has more bastards than any King of England before him, and that is saying something. I don’t blame him. If I were a king and a duke, I would have plenty myself, but somehow the same opportunities do not come my way. Lovely blonde Saxon girls are not two a penny in the county of Perche, where the local specialities are big handsome draught horses, sometimes dapple-grey, or thick-waisted Norman girls with hair like a rope-trick and a laugh like a saw-blade.


So it was a marriage of convenience, the Duke wanted powerful allies in Normandy, and the Comte de Perche, who was not universally popular – though who is in Normandy? – could bask in the ducal favour and all it entailed. Perche was useful to the Duke, who had given another beautiful daughter in marriage to the neighbouring Comte de Breteuil, a man with a face like a suet pudding whose favourite occupations were fighting and drink. The Comte de Breteuil and his Comtesse, half-sister to our Matilda, were also guests at Mortagne this Easter, on the occasion of the Prince, their half-brother’s, visit.


No one had asked either of the girls whether they wanted to be married to these Norman gargoyles. The Pope had now declared it sinful for anyone to force a girl to marry, but when you are a princess there are other considerations, and the Pope was always ready to listen to reason from a king. When I think of what it must be like to be married to the Comte de Breteuil or to my father, I am pleased to be an unimportant bastard. Not that I think bastards are unimportant, please don’t get that idea. As bastards go, I give a pretty good account of myself.


I am just under six foot tall (six foot on a good day). I have dark hair (with a Norman tendency to unruliness), clean features, a fresh face, clear, blue eye, and a ready smile. Too ready, my father – who values seriousness – would say, but I would rather disarm with a smile than fight. However, if it comes to fighting, then I am the man for it. In Normandy all the barons have their own little armies and love to use them. And one thing I learned at the monastery – well, I learned many things, but one thing I learned which may surprise you – was wrestling. I don’t want you to think of me as a pale shrimp of a clerk. The monks loved a wrestle, a useful art in those dangerous days, though they would not necessarily have liked the world to know it, and some of them were very proficient at it, but I was abbey champion. The other thing we were good at was music. The Abbot saw no contradiction in that. Mens sana in corpore sano was his creed – or one of them.


Back to the barn, then, and on with the bastard’s tale – a better one, you may find, than many a story told by a man born between lawful sheets.




III


I walked back across the bailey in some confusion; shocked, yes – not at the act of fucking, but at the enormous danger I had put myself in, and at them too. From what I had seen of him, I thought the Prince not a bad sort for an Englishman: arrogant of course; spoilt – that goes without saying – but you couldn’t blame him because the whole world treated him as if the sun rose out of his arse and never set. And as for the Comtesse, I had been half in love with her myself.


My concerns must have made me careless, because a voice boomed out:


‘You.’


I knew immediately that it was I who was being addressed. I really don’t think my father knew my name. ‘You’ was what he habitually called me.


I stopped and adopted a low, subservient, watchful expression. I had found that usually worked best with my father.


‘Where do you think you’re sneaking off to?’


It was a shame, really, being a bastard. For one thing, you weren’t called Comte like your father, you were called ‘bastard’ by your equals or ‘you’ by your father. You didn’t inherit the castle, or anything at all if you were unlucky or didn’t look appreciative when you were called ‘you’. There was no dignity in bastardy (unless you were called William the Conqueror). That’s why I say I am a nobody even though my father is a powerful man. I am nothing to him and nothing to the world, but quite a lot to myself, as you may have gathered.


Ever since I can remember I have had the peculiar sensation that I am an onlooker, not exactly part of the life that I am leading. It is like being accompanied always by your image in a glass that follows you everywhere. Perhaps other people feel like this. I do not know. There is nothing I can do about it. Once or twice, I feel I have been warned by my shadow self about something, and the warning has usually been right. Sometimes I seem to know things that I should not know and people look at me strangely, so I have learned to keep such things to myself. Someone is looking after me and, I tell you, we bastards can do with all the help we can get. Perhaps it is an angel and God really does look after us.


Of course, it depends whose bastard you are. Duke Henry or, as the English call him, King Henry, made many with those fair Saxon girls, sometimes high-born, sometimes little villeinesses. And, to be fair to him – which one should be because he has sharp ears and a long memory – he made sure that all his children married well, mostly (as I say) to powerful Norman barons whose allegiance or loyalty he wanted. That was why the daughter of his lovely blonde English mistress, Ede, had been made to marry the crabbed old Comte de Perche, my father.


My God, Matilda was a lovely girl: the sun seemed to have spun the strands of her hair. How she could endure mottled old father Perche was a mystery. He looked like one of his old dappled Percheron horses, only less shapely and bigger round the girth. But then it turned out she found comfort with her sweet half-brother; a bit of a prick maybe, but there was no doubt he loved her. I picked up a lot of gossip at the bottom of my lord’s table because I always kept my ears open, though the discovery of just how much sweet William loved his half-sister was my own. If I valued my life (which I did), I would have to keep it to myself, because princes – even princes as young and spoilt as William – have a long reach.


‘I was just going to put in some practice at the quintain.’


I knew my father approved of that kind of thing. The quintain was a sort of swivelling-iron device which presented you, as you approached, with a heavy image of a man with a helmet on. It swivelled towards you, and you were supposed to hit it with your mace in order to send it round again. Sometimes it had a sort of flailing attachment which sneaked round with an erratic motion and caught you on the head if you weren’t looking, very painful too. My father’s quintain had that attachment.


‘Don’t give me that shit, boy.’


Being a bastard was much better than being a serf, I suppose, never knowing where you stood and liable to be sold along with the fields you worked on. In fact, quite a lot of respectable people were bastards these days. Making them was an honourable trade long before the reign of King Henry, but he had made it more fashionable than before, almost de rigueur as you might say, among those at court.


‘It isn’t shit, sir.’


It is actually. I dislike all that hacking and hewing. My father’s fault, in point of fact. When my mother, who was a nice woman – a reeve’s daughter, nicely brought up – came to him to tell him she was with child, he told her, if I were a boy I would never be a knight. He wanted to punish her because her news made him feel inconvenienced, embarrassed, guilty or maybe he just had a bad hangover. At any rate, she was pleased because she didn’t want me to be a knight. She wanted me to be a priest. Priests had much better lives, were safer and better fed. My mother never wanted glory for me, only a soft bed, a full belly, and a nice little girl to cuddle, all of which a priest could have in those days.


The upshot was I was sent to an abbey to pray and learn Latin. It struck me as unfair that my father should expect me to be proficient with shield and mace on my return.


‘You are a disgrace to the Perches.’


‘Yes, sir. What would you like me to do, sir?’


‘Get out of my sight.’


Bastard children, if they are men, are called ‘fils’ or ‘son’ of whoever the lucky father might be: Fils Robert, or Fils William, or Fils Gerald, but the English, who find it hard to say ‘fils’, call them Fitz. Almost every other person you meet in England is called FitzSomething, I am told. It’s because the English drink so much – always have done, something to do with the weather – and the English women are promiscuous, the lot of them, as we have just seen (something to do with the weather). I met a Dane once and the only thing he would say about England was ‘English women have dirty feet’. So there you have it. Anyway, if we were in England, I would be called FitzRotrou because that is my father’s name.


‘I came to tell you how I was doing in the world, sir.’


But he had turned away to talk to his falconer. This was more like it. Perhaps I could get some shut-eye somewhere now.


My mother died of a fever when I was away at the monastery. She had caught a chill and had not looked after herself – as I would have made her do – but she was never one for being ill. Indeed she wasn’t ill for long, and she died before they could fetch me to say goodbye to her. My father had thought it wasn’t worth disturbing my education. She was a good mother and I was stricken with grief, but when you are fourteen years old and already half a man, nothing lasts for long, not even sorrow. I knew now that whatever life held for me, it was up to me to make it happen. I could depend on no one else. That is the bastard creed. Use or be used – and do both with a smile.


Mother had left me very little, only some old Norman silver. (Her father, the reeve, had a son to whom he had left his house and what little money he had.) But what she had done for me was to make me tall and well-featured, with eyes the colour of a speedwell flower (so they were described by the maid of my stepmother the Comtesse, and why argue?), and an expression that defaulted to a smile even when I didn’t feel like it. This smile disconcerted my enemies and enraptured my lovers. It was more valuable than money in many ways, though it was about to lead me into one hell of a lot of trouble.


The trouble showed itself as I slouched away from that encounter with my father, hugging the walls in case he should suddenly reappear. Hugging them so tight in fact that I almost bumped into someone coming from the opposite direction, someone who looked like a slightly more imperious version of my own father’s lovely Comtesse.


I was immediately assailed by her fragrance: rose, deep and passionate, a light touch of spice with something more troubling, the heart-quickening smell of wallflowers, with that appley-almondy smell of her skin …


I judged her to be some twenty-four years of age. She clutched at her bosom to draw breath. It struck me that she too had been anxious not to be seen.


‘My apologies!’ I gasped, thinking what a wonderful clutch that bosom made.


I had learned courtesy from my mother whose politeness had indeed, along with her beauty, so charmed the Comte my father that he had taken her into his bed, although alas she had not been able to teach him any. I had been furthered in the art of civilised conduct by an old Spanish Jew at my monastery, Saul Alfonsi. He had converted to Christianity and the monks called him Brother Paul because the apostle Paul was a Jew made good. His brother, a physician at court, had written Disciplina Clericalis drawing on the Mahomedan tradition of adab or courtesy.


‘One might almost have thought you did not want to be seen, coming round a corner like that,’ the beautiful girl remarked.


‘It is true,’ I said, feeling that honesty might be the most amusing course. ‘I was trying to escape my father.’


Now that I had a little time to compose my mind and observe the girl’s distinguishing features rather than her general impression, I saw that she was a tall young woman with a splendid head of red-gold hair, a fine full figure, green eyes and a flawlessly pale skin. That was how it struck me at the time, and I have not revised the impression since.


‘Your father? Who is he?’ she asked.


‘He is Comte Rotrou of Perche.’


She laughed.


‘There’s more to him than meets the eye,’ she said. ‘And your name?’


‘I am his bastard Bertold. May I ask who I had the honour of nearly knocking over?’


‘I am the Duke’s bastard daughter Juliana, Comtesse de Breteuil.’


I knew that the Duke was also the King of England, and another of the Duke’s daughters was here to visit her sister at the castle, but I had not listened properly to any details. There were many pretty women at dinner last night, but I must have been blind or drunk – or both – not to notice this lady. The King’s daughter! A phrase from the Psalms swam into my mind: ‘Kings’ daughters shall be among thy honourable women.’ Oh yes, indeed, she could be among my honourable women any time. I was a lusty scoundrel in those days.


‘We bastards must stick together,’ I said, rather cheekily.


It seemed to me in my impudence that this encounter might offer opportunities for Bertold’s advancement. I could see that the idea amused her.


‘Oh yes,’ she said, ‘perhaps we should …’


There was the tiniest pause between ‘perhaps’ and ‘we should’, as I believe she intended. She was too much a lady to say anything more obvious, but I noticed it. All you want when you are young is a fuck and a furtherance. Better and better, Bertold.


She prepared to move on. I thought I could not let her go without some furthering; we must pick apples when we see them ripe and there was a smell of apples about her – and an airy spice, and the faint smell of a spark just after the flint has been struck.


‘When shall I see you again…?’ I started to blurt in a desperate manner that my old Jewish mentor at the monastery would have deplored.


‘Not so fast, my young Fitz. All in good time.’


She was almost gone, poised on that soft little bit of foot behind the toes.


‘Who were you hiding from?’ I asked.


‘My husband, of course.’


And then she walked on. I stood, deep in thought because I had met a wonderful girl who might just, conceivably, be the way ahead for a young man without prospects. The next moment, a bucket of water was poured over me. I looked round, somewhat irritated, not wanting to appear ridiculous in case the Comtesse should come back, and ready to put the blame roundly on my father because it was just the sort of thing he would do. But it was not the Comte, it was that prick of a son of his, Robert, the son and heir legitimate. Fifteen years old and already a complete arsehole.


‘Thought you were getting a bit hot,’ he smirked. ‘Thought you needed to cool down.’


‘I’m going to kill you,’ I said.


But he kept his distance and snivelled.


‘Bastard,’ he said. ‘You bastard. You touch me and I’ll tell my father. Anyway, you shouldn’t go talking like that to your betters. I can talk to a comtesse because I am going to be a comte. But you’re always going to be a bastard.’


I wasn’t going to take this, Comte or no Comte. I made a grab for Robert and he ran off like the cowardly little twerp he was, and I couldn’t be bothered to chase him. Instead I fixed my mind on Juliana. She was hardly older than me and I could sense that she liked me. She was a spirited girl that was for sure. She wasn’t going to hide from me the way she hid from her husband. But why was she hiding from him?


I watched the man in hall that evening and the reasons were all too clear. He was another boring old fart. He picked his nose, which is absolutely counter to the advice in Divina Clericalis which Brother Paul had shown me, and when this Comte belched he did not look up at the ceiling which everyone knows is the thing to do. He was simply beyond the bounds of custom and duty.




IV


I hope you will bear with me if I take you again for a little ride into my past, because it has some bearing on the extraordinary tale that I am going to unfold for you, and also because I have an affection for what has been. I am not the only one. Does it not say in Ecclesiastes 3.15: ‘For that which is past is now, and that which is to be hath already been, and God requireth that which is past’? It seems to me the past is the only thing that assures you that you really do exist. The present is all too self-consuming. It eats time and never gets any fatter.


I could recite nearly the whole of the Bible once, in Latin. When I was sent away to the monastery I wanted to go because I had an interest in medicine at the time, still have to some extent, and I had a mind to learn. I had heard that an abbey beyond L’Aigle on the road to Montreuil, about thirty miles from my home, was a place where the new teaching brought by the Jews from Spain had filtered through. It was the best place in Normandy for mathematics as well as doctoring and had a strong connection with the medical school in Montpellier. These were the weapons – mathematics and medicine, rather than the sword and the lance – that were going to make my fortune, and of course there was Latin to be learned, the language of scholars and men on the make. I was precocious in those days. Now my future is all behind me.


I was persistent enough to bring the Abbey of Saint-Sulpice to my mother’s attention. She brought it to my father’s, so in the end they sent me there, though my mother wept when I left, as did I. It was a hard place in many ways. The endless round of services – from Lauds starting before first light, to Matins at midnight, said as we kneeled in front of our beds in the dormitory – seemed designed to put a boy off a life of holiness rather than encourage it. Not that I was interested in a life of holiness at the time; the blood ran warm in those cold days.


The food for novices was anything the Brothers didn’t want to eat themselves, often gristle and slops. Later, I made friends with Brother Gilbert, the cook, who also came from my county of Perche and didn’t need bribing with a feel up my tunic. I don’t pretend to be perfect. I would have let him have a grope for a loaf and a slice of bacon. It isn’t so bad if you don’t make a habit of it. That is a monk joke. We used to have a number of those. The trouble with masturbation is that it can get out of hand. And so on, and so on.


The bone-chipping cold in my stone cell, the beatings when I transgressed or was idle, the advances of some of the too-friendly brothers (especially Brother Thomas), were all tribulations, but on the positive side, I was taught to read. And what made my stay at Saint-Sulpice even more useful than literacy and Latin, music and medicine, was the new mathematics.


The old Jew, who taught me good manners, had brought knowledge up from the south, and was also a mathematician. It was he who showed me the new numerals of the Arabs which he had learnt in Castile and which made the Roman numbers seem cumbersome and slow – and what’s more he taught me how to use them. Brother Paul made me put one set of the old Roman numbers on top of a lesser one, told me to take away the lesser from the larger, and then when I had juggled all those Vs and Xs and Cs and Ds and Ms, he showed how much simpler it was to do it with the new Arabic numbers. After that we did addition, and I discovered how to put the Arab numbers together to make a larger sum in half the time. And so on with multiplication and division. Multiplication I had previously found a graveyard littered with those Roman letters which passed for numbers. And division had been even worse.


Best of all, since I was acquiring a strong persuasion that the way to be happy was to be rich, Brother Paul showed me how these new numerals made tallying much easier. I could see a future in that.


‘Do not call it tallying, that is for peasants and those who still use the abacus,’ said the old Jew. ‘You keep these figures on a slate or, if you are rich, on vellum. You write everything down. One side of beef … three silver pennies. You must have a record of transactions if you are to control your trade and your life. And when you are rich don’t forget old Saul who taught you that.’


‘I shall not forget you, Brother,’ I told him, and I meant it.


My head was astir with the possibilities of these new numbers which were so strange and yet so simple compared with the old Roman way. He talked about using these new numbers in a science the Greeks know as geometry and in an even stranger invention of the Arabs, a science hardly known in this country, called al-gebra which in time he would show me.


That said, he looked me solemnly in the eye.


‘And now,’ he said, ‘I am going to show you a wonder.’


‘What is it?’ I asked him. ‘Is it a trick with powder and fire? Or a way to turn iron into gold?


He took a piece of charcoal and drew a circle on the table.


‘There,’ he said. ‘This is what you need to make the heavens themselves seem small.’


‘A circle?’ I exclaimed. ‘Is it a magic circle into which you can lure spirits?’


‘It is a magic circle, certainly, though I cannot speak for the spirits. But you yourself can perform miracles with it.’


‘What is it?’ I asked again, wishing to be great very soon.


‘It is nothing,’ he told me, gravely. ‘It is naught. It is zero. It is the greatest invention of the Arabs. But it is truly not even theirs – they borrowed it from the Indians.’


‘Nothing? I can’t see what use nothing can be. You are joking. Or perhaps you have been hoodwinked. I have heard naught like it.’


‘Naught with an a is a word but nought with an o is a figure – a circle with nothing inside it,’ he told me. ‘It is not just nothing – though it is the symbol for nothing which neither the Romans nor the Greeks had thought of. It is also the symbol of magnitude, of increasing any given figure by the power of ten if it is written behind it. Thus 6, the new Arabic number for the Roman VI, becomes 60 if we put a zero after it.’


I began to see what he was driving at.


‘And 3 becomes 30…’ I said, writing the figures down as he had shown me.


‘And what if I put a nought after the nought?’ he asked.


I was puzzled by that. I had never seen figures of this kind.


‘If these were Roman numerals,’ he said, ‘it would be like multiplying by X every time you put 0 behind a number.’


‘Why,’ I exclaimed, ‘30 multiplied by ten becomes 300. And 300 times ten is 3000. And...’


My head was spinning with the size of these figures.


‘He drew a few random figures to show me, announcing their quantities as he went.


‘Copy these new numbers out,’ he continued ‘1 to 9, and play with them, sprinkle the noughts around and see what figures you make! And the only one you cannot make is infinity. That is God’s number.’


We had been able to calculate before but never with such simple means! I felt the power of the new knowledge surging through me; I was sure it had been looking for me as its vessel, not this scrawny old Jew, decent man and scholar that he was. Where would I be without him? But if I wasn’t careful, he would go and blurt it out to the world.


‘Don’t tell anyone about this,’ I urged him. ‘We should keep it to ourselves. Magic stops being magic if everyone knows it.’


‘You cannot hold back the spread of knowledge,’ the old man told me, gravely. ‘You might as well try to stop the Eure with a shrimping net. With these Arab numbers and the Hindu one for zero, any number can be written and the universe is within man’s grasp. Keep it to yourself? It would be like keeping the secret of perfect proportion. No, no. This method is for mankind, not just for you.


‘And do not be condescending or proud about nothing, for nothing is an absence of something and pregnant with possibility. Something itself can be dull, boring, flat and lumpen, but nothing is the creative state from which all things arose. Try to get back to it sometimes.’


Eccentric as I thought he was, I promised that I would do so if I could, and he went on to tell me more about the Arabs, how they had built castles all over Spain, in stone, when the French were still building with wood and earth. It was said that they had learned the art from the Byzantines.


‘I hope you are not going to ask me to build a castle with you,’ I asked him.


He chuckled. ‘I would do it,’ he said, ‘if we had the time and the implements. I have an idea about rounding off the edges of castle towers to make them less vulnerable, but we will have to sit on that for a while. The Normans love their square towers … Oh, and there is another thing I have to show you. Something the Arabs do with wine. They heat it and distil it in a retort over fire until a pure essence comes out of it which they call alcohol. See! Smell this.’


He reached across and put a small glass bottle into my hand. I took the stopper out and sniffed. A sweet and volatile aroma came out unlike anything I had smelt before.


‘Taste it,’ he said.


I put a little on my finger which I raised to my mouth. It stung my tongue and lips, and tasted fiery.


‘Ouch. Mmm. What do they use it for?’ I asked.


‘For fragrant attars and essences of flowers; for anything that needs to be perfectly clean; for medicine; for preserving small animals or anything that is to be kept; and of course it can make you, very quickly, perfectly inebriated.’


‘But you told me the Mussulmen do not drink wine…’


‘They use this liquor for other purposes.’


‘Did you make it yourself?’ I asked. ‘Is this the fire-water?’


‘Yes, but you must not talk about it yet. There is a time for things. I have used it several times on injuries in the sickroom, to clean the wounds. It is a powerful thing, and needs to be kept carefully.’


‘But you told me knowledge was to be shared?’ I said, impertinently.


‘Not if it can also do harm and make men sick,’ he told me, reprovingly.


I promised him that I would not speak of any of this unless he wished it. He was a good man and a good friend to me, and he had given me much to think about. Time passed pleasantly enough in the abbey infirmary where I worked with Brother Paul. We were excused everything but the major services which usually amounted to three a day, and those during the hours of daylight and evening, not in the shivering midnight of Matins and the early morning Lauds. While we were not tending the ill or infirm, we spoke of mathematics and medicine and distillation and siege engines but never of women, which was a subject I also wanted to investigate. I managed to find a girl in the village when I was sent out to take a nostrum to the sick. She showed me the rudiments – and very rudiment they were – but I could see that Brother Paul disapproved. I was ready for the world, chafing at the predictability of abbey life, but there seemed to be no way out of it, until the message from my father arrived on the eve of my twenty-first birthday.


The Abbot wished me well and gave me a little silver for my journey, and some useful precepts which I am sorry to say I have forgotten. Then I went to say goodbye to Brother Paul. He embraced me and presented me with a portable chest into which he had placed sundry dried herbs and several unguents in sealed bottles, along with a leather-bound missal he had made and inscribed. I quickly established it to be a medicinal missal not a religious one: notes, ingredients and decoctions in al-cohol to help cure common ailments and one or two more complicated ones.


‘Pray God you never have to bore into a man’s skull,’ he said, ‘but if you do, you will find instructions here. It is an operation more frequently needed than you might think in these days of war.’


Enclosed among its pages was a single piece of vellum on which he had written various calculations – everything I needed to practise the new mathematics. I embraced the old man and thanked him for his teaching and his friendship. I believe I may have noticed a tear in his eye for we had grown close in the last months and I had come to look forward to his conversation, and his wisdom drawn from a long life and from encountering many hazards in lands whose names I did not even know. All this I had now to put behind me, and it pained us both that it should be so.


‘Look after yourself,’ the old Jew told me. ‘You have a rare quality. That is, you see too much. What is good is that you have already learned to be careful with it. Don’t seem too clever, or speak too much. Listen and watch, and all will become clear – if you are lucky.’


‘And if I am not?’


‘Then you will have to go forward in a fog like the rest of us,’ he said with a twinkle, although he was the least foggy man I have ever met.


I embraced him and he gave me a small silver object which he said was an amulet. He told me always to keep it about my person and in the last resort to pray to the gods on it.


‘The gods?’ I looked at him in astonishment.


‘Did I say that?’


There was a twinkle in his lizardy old eyes.


‘Remember, if you ever have to tally, use the Arab numerals for money-in and money-out. They are worth more than a bag of gold,’ he told me, ‘or even a bright sword to hang by your side.’


‘You have given me so much,’ I told him, ‘and I have given you so little.’


‘More than you think,’ he said.


I embraced him again, and took a last walk round the abbey, saying goodbye to my friends. I think the Brothers, though they lamented my departure and begged me to change my mind, were quite relieved to see the back of me – perhaps I was becoming a little wild. Brother Hubert who looked after the stables lent me a little black palfrey which I promised to send back to him, though he said I need not and it was a parting gift from the abbey.


So, in borrowed clothes from the abbey’s charity-chest, armed with a curious old sword which Brother Paul had saved from a dying veteran (for the roads were full of those who wished you no good whether you were English, French or Norman), and bolstered by the power of nought, I made my way on the little black nag which I named Blackberry. We ambled down daffodil lanes, through Rugles, L’Aigle and Notre-Dame D’Après, back towards the place where I had been born. It was the Ides of March.


And now I have brought us back to where I started and I can pick up the tale.




V


After my meeting with Juliana, Comtesse de Breteuil, by the curtain wall, I lived in a ferment of anxiety to see her again. My experience of women might have been slim, but instinct is everything, and sometimes you know that you have met the right person, one of the people in the world who carries a special secret only you can understand.


The feasting at the castle went on for days during which I glimpsed her several more times. I even spoke to her when I happened to brush past her in hall, formally and with a low voice as befitted my station, but there was no opportunity to rekindle the candour of our conversation by the castle wall. Perhaps it was best forgotten. There were many cautionary tales concerning young men who entertained thoughts of love towards high-born women, and they all ended disastrously.


Once Easter was over, the cellarman (my stepfather) began with all his customary charmlessness to instruct me in the mysteries of the wine trade which, I have to say, he knew backwards: the different types of wine, the best way to store the barrels, how to tell a bad wine from a good one (my untutored taste was for the sweeter wines like Malvasia), how long to keep a good one, what kind of bottle to use, how to veil flavour and add taste with herbs and how to mask a bad wine with spices, how much to pay and when to buy, how to account for every drop of wine drunk in the castle …


I liked wine but found little opportunity to drink much of it. Small instructive sips were all the old red-nose would allow. He guarded his barrels jealously, sometimes even sleeping down in the fragrant vaults. I think it was because of this tendency that the Comte was able to steal into the nuptial bed.


I have to confess that my stepfather was a sound teacher. If I had had six months of his tuition instead of several weeks I would have been able to take his place when he journeyed in October to the vineyards of Anjou – and give a good account of myself with my tally of wine out and in when he returned. I had already devised a way of using the Arabic numbers that was far quicker than the cumbersome method the old man used. In his tight-fisted and begrudging way he was almost grateful for my work, but I was careful to copy everything I wrote into the old tally system of notches on a stick. I was not going to give up my secret numbers and my nought yet.


However, my future in the wine trade was not to be. I was crossing the castle bailey one day, a couple of weeks after Easter, feeling sorry for myself because the excitements were over, the mood in the castle was flat, and I was in love. The Prince had already returned to his father, and the Comtesse Juliana and her husband had gone back to the castle of Breteuil. I was crossing, as I say, like a lovesick lamprey, when I felt a terrific blow between the shoulders. I staggered and nearly dropped the small firkin I was carrying. Brother Paul had taught me that it is dangerous to strike in that place unless it is in battle, for it can incapacitate a man.


‘Ha!’


It was my father, the Comte, smiling like an alchemist’s crocodile.


‘What are you doing carrying wine, boy?’


‘Helping the cellarer, sir.’


‘Is this what we educated you for? Did you learn Latin to carry wine?’


‘No, sir.’


‘My wife’s sister, the Comtesse de Breteuil, wants you to tutor her two girls. Is that rather more your métier, do you think?’


My heart leapt, this was the summit of all my wishes, something I had not even dared hope for, but I had to be careful not to show excitement or gratification. These things were so easily stamped upon.


‘I should think so, sir.’


I adjusted my face to resignation. A thought had struck me.


‘Sir?’


‘Try not to waste my time. I have a great deal on my mind.’


All he had on his mind was humping one of the laundrywomen – sturdy girls like the one who was William the Conqueror’s mother. Word was that my father’s Comtesse wouldn’t have him near the bedroom.


The favourite pastimes for a baron like my father were whoring, hunting and soldiering. Father enjoyed the hunt but wasn’t much of a one for soldiering, although occasionally he had to send a few knights with some Percheron cavalry to march with Duke Henry for his various struggles. The Duke was always struggling with someone – the King of France, for instance – and on the whole he seemed to win. Then again, at other times, he seemed to lose. He had friends and, then again, he had many enemies (including his brother, the previous Duke, a hopeless case, whom he had fought and imprisoned for life).


I became aware that my father was waiting for me to say something.


‘Your wife’s sister, sir?’ I asked, feigning stupidity.


‘The Comtesse de Breteuil. Try not to be as simple as you look. She met you and formed a good impression of you, God knows how, when she was here for the Prince’s feast. She is the Comtesse de Breteuil. Saddle up. Take a horse but not one of the big ones. That nag you brought from the abbey will do. Pack some decent clothes if you have any, and take the road to Verneuil and then on to Breteuil itself. Play it right and you may come back a better man.’


‘Right, sir.’


‘Don’t disappoint me now. She is not to be crossed.’


I was beside myself with joy. The beautiful Comtesse had asked for me. Of course, I was young in those days and easily excited. My arrogance at that time still takes my breath away.


‘I will do my best not to cross her, my lord. Nothing shall stand in the way.’


His face softened momentarily. Perhaps he was remembering my mother. Anyway, he threw me a purse with some silver in it.


‘Don’t spend it all on women, boy. It was your father’s little weakness, but he could afford it.’


It was the first time he had ever referred to his paternity, and I was too surprised to speak, but before I could recover myself he had turned and was gone.


Before I left, I looked for the pretty Comtesse, my stepmother, to say goodbye to her out of courtesy, but she could not be found. Probably she was hiding in a quiet corner of the castle, not easy to locate, thinking about her prince. I had always found the cheese-house another good place for a quiet cuddle, but it was scullion’s stuff and not suitable for the king’s daughter, although I did look in there too because I thought Matilde might have a message for her sister Juliana.


Juliana. A lovely name, don’t you think? A lady’s name. One not to be trifled with and smacking of Imperial Rome, about which I had learned at the monastery. Brother Paul had managed to find copies of Ovid and Virgil and even Horace and Livy in the library. And Sallust’s History of Rome, mustn’t forget Sallust, he said, and Suetonius. I had steeped myself in the grandeur of the eternal city and the foibles of its inhabitants. There was nothing they could not teach us about treachery, brutality, glory, honour and the game of love.


When I told the cellarer, my stepfather, of the Comte’s command, though he could not very well argue with it, he was considerably put out. I did not explain that, ever since I had come back to the castle, I had been intent on leaving it again. A world was out there full of new things, new ideas coming up from the Pays d’Oc, things I wanted to see. Now, though I would actually be going twenty miles to the north-east, it was a start; anywhere away from Mortagne seemed like a gate to the south.


As I was saddling up Blackberry, my little black nag – who greeted me with a whicker and a wag of the head as if to say ‘What? More trouble?’ – two people in succession came to see me off. The first was my half-brother Robert, who suggested that I had been sent away because no one wanted me around.


‘Be sure not to come back too soon, if at all,’ he said, and slunk off towards the kitchen (where they would give him cakes because he was the lord’s son) before I could kick his arse.


The second was the Comtesse Matilda with one of her maids, who was instructed to stand a little apart from us.


‘You are going to Breteuil?’


‘Yes, my lady.’


‘Tell my sister, the Comtesse, how much I miss her. I feel quite dead without my family. Will you tell her that? She will understand.’


I understood, too, having seen something of her particular involvement with her family. I felt a little mouse of sympathy, scuttling away somewhere at the back of my mind, for my oaf of a father who could not know about her unsisterly interest in the prince. She held out her hand, and I kissed it.


Every window in the castle seemed to have someone watching as I pricked out on Blackberry towards the gatehouse and the road to adventure …




VI


My journey to Verneuil, the first stop on my itinerary, was comparatively uneventful, though nothing is completely uneventful for a young man on a fine spring day. The may blossom was out early, my horse was healthy and I was going to see the beautiful Comtesse Juliana. Along the track the trees were putting out leaves of astonishing, almost impudent, greenness, and larks were singing high overhead. Sometimes I would pass a shepherd leading sheep towards the pasture or a serf taking cows out to a water meadow. Once, near the village of St Anne, a pretty milkmaid crossed the road, carrying her pails from the farmyard to the dairy, and I gave her good day. I was tempted to stop and ask her for a bowl of milk, and tell her how beautiful she was, but I remembered my Comtesse who was waiting for me, and I kept myself from straying, though it pained me to feel the girl’s eyes following me down the road.


There is nothing wrong with admiring a pretty girl, just in case you think I was being disloyal. According to Plato, beauty in all its forms composes the spirit. And there is something fascinating about girls. Not just what you are thinking I’m thinking, but their entire otherness. You’d think the same if you’d been a mewed-up lad in a monastery from the age of fourteen to twenty-one.


I had to keep going because Verneuil was sixteen miles away, and I did not want to be late into town. I had been given the name of an inn there where I could pass the night, but I wanted to locate it by daylight and see the place. Everything was new that spring in 1118 anno Domini.


The road entered a forest, but it was fine and open, neither witches’ wood nor robbers’. There were other travellers on the road. It was a little early for the Duke’s campaigning season, but already there were signs of activities to come: supplies being moved and soldiers deployed to mount sieges on tactical castles. Occasionally I passed groups of men plodding along behind mounted knights bearing the colours of the Duke’s allies, although there was one band of crossbowmen – a better class of soldier, so it was said – who sported the crest of Bellême and who stopped me and asked me my business.


‘I am a Latiner,’ I told them.


This was the briefing I had had from Brother Paul when I questioned him about life on the road.


‘When in doubt, say you’re a Latiner. People respect that. It means you are more or less a priest.’


It seemed to work now, though they asked me to say something in Latin.


‘Timeo Danaos et dona ferentes,’ I said, falling back on good old Virgil.


‘What does that mean?’ asked a burly archer who seemed to be their leader.


‘I fear the Greeks even when they bring gifts,’ I said.


The monks had been mad about Virgil. They needed some alternative excitement in their lives – more than an occasional visit of the bishop could provide. They secretly loved Ovid and his Amores too but always said they preferred Virgil.


‘I don’t know about Greeks, but I do know about gifts. Got any?’


I was all at once very conscious of the purse which lay hidden under the sack containing my clothes and paltry possessions.


‘I certainly have,’ I told him, ‘the gift of benediction and God’s grace. Bless you, my sons. Deus vobiscum.’


I made the sign of the Cross at him. I would have made a good monk.


‘Hm,’ he said, not totally convinced. ‘Let’s see what’s in that sack of yours, Latiner.’


‘Look,’ I shouted, pointing back down the road, ‘My lord Perche’s soldiers!’


They all turned to look, and I spurred Blackberry in the opposite direction. She sprang forward like a trebuchet stone. I half expected a volley of arrows up our backsides, but I was told later by one of the castle guard at Breteuil that archers never shoot unless it is to kill. They do not waste arrows, nor do they like to waste time having to retrieve them – which they must do since arrows cost money and are made with skill and craft. Breteuil and Bellême were not officially enemies. They might have had some explaining to do to William Talvas (Bellême’s son and, like his father, a thorn in the Duke’s side) if they had killed a Latiner belonging to his neighbour. Besides, the road was a little too public for a daylight murder. You never knew who might come round the corner.


I was lucky. These were funny times: soldiers on the road and no one quite knew who was on which side.


I reached Verneuil as the church bell was tolling Vespers. I was sure I had been told to take the left fork of the road as I neared Verneuil but, as it turned out, that was the road to L’Aigle and I wasted half an hour before I discovered my mistake. I have a tendency to muddle left and right at moments of decision. Anyway, I still had an hour or so to spare before dark.


It seemed a prosperous little place as I rode into the square, larger than Mortagne, with a big church. The usual after-Easter fair was going on with stalls, swings, jugglers, fire-eaters, feats of strength and so forth. The place smelt clean, and was without much rubbish in the gutters considering the fair was on. It was good air with a tang of woodsmoke and baking and, yes, bacon as we neared the inn, which we found without great difficulty since the smell drew us there – or drew me at any rate.


The tavern was well frequented. Men sitting on the benches outside the inn drinking cider gazed at us curiously as I took Blackberry round to the stables at the back. I found an ostler who gave her a stall and some hay. He had a full stable, he said, for there were many in town for the fair. I went back to the front of the inn, and a red-headed, buxom girl in a smock shook her head when I asked for lodging, but finally showed me upstairs to a room with a large bed in it.


‘You’ll have to share,’ she told me. ‘Lucky we have a room at all.’


‘Share with you?’ I asked.


‘Go on,’ she said. ‘You can buy me a drink later if you like. No, your room-mate is Eliphas. He’s a player. In town for the fair.’


They had an Easter fair too in Mortagne when people, especially farming folk, let their hair down and look forward to May Day. I had been sorry to miss it.


‘Eliphas?’


‘Yes. You know. A jongleur.’


There was a bellow from downstairs. The girl made a sort of shooing motion in its direction.


‘Can’t stand here gossiping all day. Some people have work to do. There’s a fair on, you know.’


She made off down the stairs. Obviously this fair was a big event in the life of Verneuil. I learned later that they held a fair twice a year, spring and autumn, most important at the season when they celebrated the Feast of St George. The town’s name was supposed to have come from Ver meaning worm or dragon, and St George was the man, of course, who had slain the dragon. Any excuse for a feast! The priests latch onto it and the people grab it.


You will have observed by now that, though I spent some years as a novice in the abbey, my views of God and his Church are not always favourable. I preferred God to his Church because it seemed to me that, left alone, he had done an estimable job in creating the world (although there are areas of question, like the problem of pain which you might like to put to him if you met him at the inn). But the Church was always muddying the waters. The Kingdom of God was not of this earth, but the Church was very happy to stake its claim here and jump all over you. There was always a priest waiting round the corner, spying on you, checking that you had or had not been to the castle chapel at least twice a day and sometimes more, hearing your confession and then whispering to my lady about your tendencies whatever they might be, and that bastards were not to be trusted. The Church was everywhere and made its presence felt. My own view was that the God of the New Testament – in other words Jesus – was everywhere, but he was much more discreet. He didn’t condemn my sloth or my envy or my greed or my wrath, or even my lust which was considerable and at times insupportable. Sometimes he would give a little cough which I could almost hear, and I would know that I had failed him, and I would be sorry. Call me a bastard, but that was the kind of God I thought I could get on with, though I keep this kind of thought to myself. There are spies everywhere.


But enough of that. Back to the little room under the eaves of the inn, a great ramshackle bed, an ewer on a table, a broken chair, and a smell of old beer and piss coming all the way up from the bar. I lingered awhile, looking at the bed and deciding which side I was going to sleep on. I hoped that Eliphas, whatever he did, didn’t have brotherly inclinations like some of my previous monastic colleagues.


By now I was both thirsty and considerably hungry, and I went downstairs again, clutching my bag close to my side, in search of cider and a stew of some kind. It was a long while since I had stopped by a grassy bank in the sun and eaten my cold pie washed down with a draught of water from my bottle. I found my red-head friend, serving ale and cider in a long, low room where twenty or so people sat drinking and shouting at each other. Some were already eating; bowls of some kind of bacon and lentil stew were appearing and it smelt good to me. I asked her – for she came over and gave me a smile – if she would bring a flagon of ale and bowl of stew, whatever it was, with some bread.


‘Whatever stew it is, it’s not just bacon,’ I said. ‘There’s something more in there.’


‘It’s bacon with a bit of venison, but don’t tell the Comte.’


I knew that poaching deer was punishable by death; better not to ask questions. It was a sign of the times, though, that barons and their followers and servants had other things – like fighting and pillaging – to take them away from strictly guarding their forests.


‘You all right upstairs?’


‘Fine, thank you. Is my room-mate here?’


‘He’ll be in later. He’s getting ready for the show.’


‘I’ll go and see him after supper.’


She was a cheerful girl, and I would have liked to have given her a cuddle, but she was busy and I was curious to see Eliphas at work, so when I had demolished the steaming bowl of stew, the rough bread, and the beaker of goat’s piss she called ale, I went out into the town square to see the show. Eliphas turned out to be a long, thin man with an amused, mobile countenance, a face on which expressions came and went like clouds on a windy day. He was sitting at the back of his covered wagon, his legs dangling over the side, addressing a small crowd of townees and visitors. I added myself to their number.


‘Why are you all here tonight?’ he asked us. ‘Not because of the fair, not because of the food, not because of the drink, but because of me. You have never seen anything like the things I am going to show you. And because we are celebrating a holy day today, I am going to show you something which concerns us all – the Fall of Adam.’


‘We have enough of all that in church,’ grumbled one swarthy bystander.


‘But it is not going to be all that,’ retorted Eliphas. ‘Here you are going to see the hero and the villain. The most beautiful woman in the world, and the vilest creature ever created. It is a story that concerns us all. But if you feel you have seen it all, I won’t show it to you.’


‘No, no,’ the crowd protested. ‘We want to see it. Show it to us.’


‘Very well,’ the man continued smoothly, ‘but you have to do some of the work. Imagine that this, where I am standing now, is Paradise. Look up at it. Isn’t it wonderful? Strange trees and groves, delicious woods and copses, sweet odours of flowers and ripening fruit. Look at me, now! That’s more like it. You are with me now in Paradise. You are surrounded by sweet-smelling flowers, and twined with leaves and soft tendrils. You are sitting on a grassy bank, and little creatures – hares and voles and little birds – are with you watching …’


The man seemed to have the people in a sort of trance. They were feeling Paradise inside themselves. They were there.


‘I am Adam,’ he continued, ‘and in here…’ He gestured towards the wagon’s canvas opening, just ajar, beside him. ‘This is my wife Eve. Isn’t she the most beautiful woman you ever saw in your life?’


We waited for this vision of loveliness to emerge, but nothing happened.


‘Come on, then,’ shouted someone in the crowd. ‘Show us your fucking wife.’


‘She’s shy,’ said Eliphas, reprovingly. ‘Do you think Eve, our mother, wants to show herself to a crowd of pot-swillers and pissheads like you, who can’t be patient for one minute without cackling like geese and shouting filth? No. She wants you to think of her. Your mother Eve … Yes, it is hard to think some of you had a beautiful mother, but you did. Be nice to her. Think of her. Imagine her when she was young and lovely, graceful, slender, nubile, coming out of a grove, adorned for her husband. There, yes, you can see her now. “Adam,” she says, “husband, how shall we spend the day? Shall we walk? Shall we feast on fruit? Shall we drink the sweet liquors of the flowers and the trees? Shall we talk to the birds and the beasts and converse with the fishes …? Shall we …?” and she shows herself to me in all her glorious, innocent nakedness, rejoicing in her body, “Shall we make love?”’


‘Oh yes,’ shouted the crowd, swollen now to a considerable size like Adam’s original member.


‘But it isn’t enough for you, is it? The loveliness of Eve, the perfect pleasures of Paradise? Oh no. Now I want you to imagine something unutterably loathsome, something so vile that you are going to have nightmares about it. What is it? Ssssssssssss. Long, sinuous, scaly, oozing, corrupt, with a vile stench coming out of its mouth and its eyes weeping foetor, like a grotesque and interminable penis, it has taken the opportunity provided by Adam’s exertions – he has fallen asleep – to address his wife and wind himself grossly about her, filling her with a strange and unfamiliar sense of … What? Excitement and … could it be curiosity? What is that foul thing saying to her? Listen. Can you hear it? “What are you doing, Eve?” “I am living here with great pleasure.” “Is all well with you?” “I know of nothing that troubles me.” “You could be even better.” “I don’t know how.” “Do you want to know?” “Yes. But I don’t think I should.” “Why not? You are the most beautiful creature in the garden, more beautiful than your husband, and cleverer too. Why does the Creator always speak to him first? You should have precedence, everyone thinks so …” “Everyone?” “I was speaking to the tiger only yesterday and he was saying exactly that.” “What should I do?” “Well now, my dear…”


And so Eliphas went on, with the audience hanging on his lips and the old familiar tale rendered completely new in his telling of it. He performed the parts of the Devil and Eve with a wonderful dexterity of voices: the Devil deep and foul and insidious; Eve so voluptuously, so gladsomely innocent, and yet slightly silly, but very human; and Adam mulish, stuffy, worthy but uxorious and biddable. All these, he performed, and more: a parrot for instance, which repeated the serpent’s sly reasonableness, and an owl, which urged Adam to refuse.


I swear the man was a magician or necromancer for he seemed to me to turn before my eyes into the most delectable naked woman you ever saw. Then he materialised again into the most revoltingly attractive and colossal serpent; before he appeared as Adam, muscular, honest and simple; and at last – huge, mighty, omnipotent and omnipresent – in the person of God.


I was hooked to that stage from beginning to end, but as he finished, admonishing us to attend tomorrow evening (for the fair was a two-day matter) when he would perform the mystery of St George and the Turkish Knight, I was overwhelmed with fatigue and could barely make my way to the inn. I had to brush off the red-haired girl who was waiting for the drink of ale I had promised her. I gave her a penny or two to buy it for herself – yes, it was ungracious, but I only just managed to clamber up to my chamber and throw myself on the bed where I expired (well, not literally, I am glad to say) into the sleep of the dead, and slept so soundly I might as well have been a corpse. I was woken, almost as into another dream, by an angel singing, very softly, ‘Come hither to me, my pretty dove’ in a high melodious voice.


‘You must have been in a monastery to sing like that,’ I said as I woke, expecting heaven.


But it wasn’t heaven at all, it was a small shuttered bedroom with a huge rank bed which took up almost the whole space, a bed into which I now perceived the man who played God as well as the Devil was proposing to introduce himself. I realized that at some point in my torpor, my legs must have strayed across the invisible dividing line, and they were now in his portion.


He picked up my legs and put them back where they belonged. I was suddenly wide awake.


‘By your leave,’ he said.


‘I am sorry my legs have strayed – like Mother Eve. They crossed the line,’ I told him.


‘So you have been in a monastery, my fine bedfellow,’ said the man.


‘Yes, for eight years, learning Latin and the meaning of cold,’ I said. ‘And other things.’


‘I too have been in a monastery … and other things,’ he said. ‘It is one of those necessary stages one has to go through, like circumcision.’


‘Circumcision? You are a Jew?’ I asked.


‘No, I was just using it as an example. There is much to be learnt from the Jews, as they have learnt from the Arabs. They both love a good story, for instance.’


‘Where did you learn to make a performance like that?’


‘Oh, here and there. The south. Italy. Spain. Moving around, keeping my eyes wide and my ears open.’


He was some kind of foreigner but he spoke French very well, almost faultlessly but with a slight accent that made his speech particularly attractive. He seemed indeed like a vital spark. There are a few people we meet who seem for some reason to be intrinsic to our life and whom we remember for ever.


‘I am Bertold FitzRotrou,’ I said.


I had never called myself that before. It sounded good. He reached over and grasped my hand.


‘So you are a bastard’


I was not offended. It seemed the most natural thing in the world.


‘Yes.’


‘I bet your parents had a better time making you than they’d have done if they’d been married.’


‘I hadn’t thought of that.’


‘And tomorrow you are on the road again?’


‘Yes. To Breteuil. The Comtesse is my father’s sister-in-law.’


‘I have been there. It is a new castle with a fine moat. I did a Christmas show there. She is a beautiful woman, the Duke’s daughter, I hear. But Monsieur le Comte is a boor, a dangerous oaf. You want to watch out for him.’


‘Ah.’


I didn’t want to say too much to this magic man who could transform himself like Proteus, for fear I would tell him everything about me, and there would be nothing left.


‘And now we must sleep,’ he said. ‘Enough for one night. We shall speak again tomorrow if we are spared.’


‘If we are spared?’


‘Death is just a hair’s breadth away. I am always surprised to find I am still here in the morning. Good night,’ he said.


‘Good luck.’


‘To you too. And here’s a thought to go to sleep with.’


He sang in a soft, sweet high voice a song in Latin which I translate loosely:


Snake in the grass


She looked quite harmless


Virtually charmless


Until I made a pass


Doing her a favour –


Slinky little raver


Bit me on the arse.


He gave a little laugh, and in a minute he was gently, almost companionably, snoring.




VII


It had clouded over in the night and I woke to a grey dawn. It was later than I had planned. Eliphas was gone. I went downstairs to the pump and splashed water over my face and chest, and asked the girl for bread and meat. She didn’t look good in the morning, but who does? She brought me ale and the remains of a bird of some kind, and I picked it over moodily. The magic of the night before had vanished; there was no sign of Eliphas or of his cart outside. I asked for bread and water for my journey, was given a crust and found the water muddy. I asked for small ale and filled a bottle with it, paid the bill, collected my sack with its few belongings, rescued Blackberry from the stables where she was contentedly chewing hay from her nosebag, and threw a coin or two to the ostler. I was disappointed not to have said goodbye to the showman.


Verneuil was getting ready for the second and (I had been told) less respectable day of the fair. Two peasants were already lurching around in a sort of warming-up way under the disapproving eye of a priest who stood at the side of the square. As I rode slowly past, I caught sight of the player’s cart being impounded by a reeve and a constable, while the man himself argued with a priest who was standing by.


‘You mistake, sir priest,’ the player was saying. ‘I am showing the triumph of good over evil. The fact that I do it by showing people not telling them is rather to the good, don’t you think? They learn more. Perhaps you should profit by the technique yourselves.’


‘Don’t be impertinent,’ snapped the priest. ‘You are clearly nothing better than a vagabond. I have a good mind to have you impounded along with your cart.’


It was time for me to step in. I knew how to talk to clerical people.


‘I know this man,’ I said to the priest. ‘He is a good Christian and friend of the Comte de Breteuil.’


‘And who are you, sir?’


‘I am the Comte’s …’ I did a quick calculation ‘… nephew by marriage’.


It was near enough to be impressive though too complicated to be easily checkable. Even so, he had a stab at checking it.


‘Marriage to whom?’ he enquired.


‘My father is the Comte de Perche,’ I replied. ‘His wife the Comtesse is the Comtesse de Breteuil’s sister. They are both daughters of the Duke.’


There was rather a lot of illegitimacy in the roll-call, but enough comtes and comtesses to make him shut up. He would have known they were daughters of the Duke, but I thought it better to throw everything into the equation.


‘Oh, very well,’ he grumbled to Eliphas, ‘you may go and your cart too. But try not to cause a commotion.’


I waited while Eliphas retrieved his property and set it up again in the square.


‘They make a token appearance and then they make themselves scarce for fear the peasants will revolt,’ he said. ‘Last year one of the Brothers got thrown in the duck pond. Thank you for your help, though. Good connections!’


‘Not quite as good as they sound, actually.’


‘What is? Anyway, remind the Breteuils of my visit last year. Maybe I’ll turn up again and give them a new play.’


‘I’d like that.’


‘You’re an unusual traveller. Educated, I can tell, but not a priest, nor yet a knight nor a nobleman. You don’t quite fit in, do you?’


‘I suppose not.’


‘That is why I like you. If you can’t find anything that fits you, you can join me and become a jongleur.’


‘I should like that, too. But first I have to go to Breteuil and see my Comtesse. She is wonderful.’


‘Take care of yourself, little brother bastard. I am sure we shall meet again. At least I shall know where to find you.’


He embraced me warmly. I swung up into the saddle, gave Blackberry a little prod with my heels, and we were off. As I left the square and took the street at the end to the right (or should I have gone left?), I turned and waved, and the magician, walking away from me, seemed to know what I had done for he too paused, and turned as if I had tapped him on the shoulder, and waved back.




VIII


After a grey start, the sun came out as I left the town and it turned out to be another fine spring day. There’s something about spring, isn’t there? Horace has it somewhere: Diffugere nives and all that … When you are young and in good health, every day seems like an excitement, and as I rode out on little Blackberry, my palfrey, I felt like a knight riding forth on high commission, and Blackberry a great destrier, a true knight’s steed.


Verneuil straddled the main route to Paris from the west, but the road to Breteuil was only used regularly by farmers and peasants. Doubtless there would sometimes be other comings and goings – knights and castle folk, messengers on the Duke’s business or that of his enemies, strolling players – but there were none that day. Indeed, even the farmers and peasants were in short supply. There were sheep in the fields, deer and pigs foraging in the woods, and on the lakes and ponds I passed – for this was a country full of rivers and streams – there were duck, geese and swans for company.


I have always been fond of swans. It is said they only sing once in their lives, before they die. How useful it would be if we were only allowed to speak – once – at such a crucial time, and how pregnant our message to our friends and family would be. A lifetime of experience expressed in a sudden, brief outpouring of sense and melody. I made a mental note to tell Eliphas next time I saw him.


As I rode on my solitary way, I occupied my mind with these fancies, and with the thought of my lady Juliana, whose pretended favour – a sprig of cherry blossom – I wore now with the pride of one entering a tournament. The result was that I crossed a bridge and came upon Breteuil sooner than I had anticipated, while the sun was still high and only just beginning to decline towards the west. Breteuil appeared to be an undistinguished little town with an air of neglect about it that spoke of an indifferent lord or castellan. It was said you could always tell a town by its lord. Mortagne, for instance, was well maintained, its burgesses kept up to the mark by my father who, though I thought him decrepit and coarse, had old-fashioned views on keeping things in order, like the old soldier he was, which he transmitted to his tenants and leaseholders.


Little touches betrayed the neglect in this place. Grass or moss on too many roofs, doors and gates hung athwart, a gutter clogged in the middle of the street…


I needed no directions on the way to the castle because it stood on an eminence above a lake just beyond the little town, and was plain to see from five miles away. This was water country. The river Iton had split into two a couple of miles back, it bifurcated and the land within it became what was almost a huge island. The town was built on the northern side of this divided Iton, and all around were ponds and lakes, and streams that fed into the river.


On closer inspection, the château was a larger and newer building than many so-called castles of the time, which were little more than towers on an earthen mound with a wall around a bailey below. This was a modern stone castle such as ours at Mortagne with a moat and a drawbridge, a gatehouse, and an extensive curtain wall suggesting a substantial keep inside it. The Comtes de Breteuil – the FitzOsberns, and indeed the Comtes de Perche – had been important figures for more than a century and required the latest castles for the protection of their families and followers – which was why the King of England and Duke of Normandy had allowed his daughters to marry them. It may be said that Eustace, the current Comte de Breteuil, was a bastard too, though it was a black mark and a kicking at Breteuil for anyone who raised the little matter of the back stairs and the bar sinister. It was all right for him to be a bastard, apparently, because his father, William of Breteuil, was a bigwig, and his grandfather was a famous warrior and right-hand man of the Conqueror.
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