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CHAPTER ONE
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I wish to tell the legend of my life and hope its telling will not be unprofitable to any soul as one day might read it. Some folks will say it is extraordinary, some will say it cannot be true. But as God is my witness, this was the way of its happening.


Its history is begun by God’s grace in a time long ago when I was a youth, ever walking forwards through a landscape of gladness and opportunity. Now I am old and my skin wears the marks of many years lived, but my mind is free of wrinkles and for the sum of my days I have laid down my thoughts on wafers of paper. Now, as I review my chronicles, I know the length of my days has given me deeper understanding, and at last I am compelled to order my thoughts and lay before you the story of my life …


The start of my tale is on Saint Giles’s day in the fortieth year of the reign of our king Edward. We lived in a house on the land at Crown Croft, some dozen miles from the town of Badeswell, in the shire of Derby. The house was built with timbers from the Whittaker woods, many generations ago. Originally a two-roomed cottage, it now boasted a house-place, a solar, three bedchambers, a cooking shed and a pentice for the pigs. We owned the house and all the land about, as far as sight would allow.


We had twelve acres arable and twelve acres mead, and our ploughland was rich and in good heart; lands quenched for a thousand years by the majestic River Crown. There was no rod of land without its crop and no stretch of mead without its beast. Over summer, our fields and strips would gather up every slant of light cast down by the sun. Not a morsel was wasted; every beam to become an ear of corn or a blade of barley. And each year by the will of God, the soil restored itself, content to yield its bounty. It was a land created by the Good Lord so far back in time, that time itself could not recall its beginnings. The pasture was so fertile that in antique times, they used to call it the ‘Pure Land’ or the ‘White Acre’: now it is called Whittaker; and I am Alwin of Whittaker.


We lived a good life back then; Mother, Grandfather and me. At eighteen summers I had thriven well; healthy and sun-washed I was. I recall a dose of chin-cough as a young boy, as many had hereabouts, but nothing worse than that. And from height to sole I was above middling; Mother called me tall; Grandfather called me adequate. But although I was above middle stature in height, I was wanting in breadth of shoulder and power of arm, and not even the merest flaxen down graced my cheeks and covered my lips. But despite my lean build, and my youthful appearance, Mother had bred me up to be active and strong. When other lads were still charged with stone-picking and weeding, I was already at the plough from morning till dusk and I never shirked my toil. No fat lay on my bones. Of skin and muscle I was built, nothing more, nothing less. Hale and trim I was, which even Grandfather could not deny.


We lived in a routine of comfortable monotony; church every Sunday, seed time and reaping, labour and rest, day and night. We brewed our own ale and spun our own butter. Mother weaved and baked. Grandfather and I shouldered the heavy work, and of that I took the larger share. Sweet and fair the days were, sweet and fair the life, and it was all such great liking to my heart.


That particular Saint Giles’s day where I begin my tale, was one of those rare days that falls between the seasons, when the harvest is over but it is not yet time to lay up firewood for winter, when summer’s labouring is done and the morning is slack, no birds on the wing – some already gone to their nests underground to hibernate for winter – no motion to the air. The harvesting of our barley, oats and maslin, begun on Lammas, was now done; a tenth of our crop to be paid to the church. Grandfather would be taking the cart to the tithe-barn in Badeswell later that day to pay our dues and would not be back until the following afternoon, and Mother was resting up.


I suppose most folks would take such an opportunity to lie abed till noon, stay long in sleeping, rest awhile before the hardship began again. But I awoke just as the sun was up-rising, a feeling of anxiety stealing sleep from me, which I could not account for. I experienced a desire deep inside me to wander the lanes, walk the uplands and glades, climb to the heights where the hill-streams rushed, and walk alongside the River Crown where the waters, gliding fleet and clear, would be studded with gems of sunlight.


I dressed, washed my face, hands and feet, and slid the shutter open in my bedchamber. I sat on the sill for some moments and watched the daylight expanding on the horizon, its glow casting rods of yellow light across the fine Whittaker lands, the shadows long and reaching out towards the house-place below. I always loved to watch the old house at sunrise; the timbers drinking in the hue of daybreak, taking on the colour of the day.


My room looked out onto a small garden where peonies and gromwell grew, where the scent of honeysuckle and lavender wound upwards through the window all summer long. There was a narrow herb-bed beyond – awash with tansy, rosemary, thyme and sage – which then flowed down to the meadow with its grasses tawny and sere from the summer sun, and went on to meet with the River Crown, where dabchicks and moorfowls oared themselves through the waters, and widgeon and coot were busy about the river’s brink.


More than ever before, I felt as though I must be out there, I must walk along the September lanes and green glades, I must climb the hillsides raddled with the rising of the sun, tread the open pasture and feel the soil beneath my feet.


So, I stepped out into the morning, silver vapours drifting low above the meadow, and I fed forage and fodder to the oxen and milch cow. Then I made my way to the ewes and lambs; made sure they were all in good plight. But all the time there was a feeling of apprehension accompanying me, like a day that bodes rain but it never sets in, or a song you know but you cannot call the tune; always there but just out of reach.


It stayed with me all day: when I sharpened the coulter on the plough; when I repaired the furrow-board, and even when I walked through the far meadow, where three weeks since the whole field was tall and upright, stippled with purples and yellows, crimsons and blues, the entire meadow ornamented with wink-a-peeps and cornflowers. Mother always said it was where once a rainbow fell and left its colours in the grass. Now its grasses were withering on the stem, burdened by dew.


Despite my anxieties, I felt such an abiding love of the land on which I dwelt and also sensed more keenly the changing of the season and sadness of summer’s end. But even with that melancholy feeling inside me, I had such a love of life that I knew I could have no complaint come the day the Good Lord called on me to quit it.


Strange and rare the day continued as I walked along the sheep-tracks and strolled through the woods, until at last I sat down and rested on a rock. Mother said the boulders thereabouts were as old as time itself, placed here and there by the hand of God to offer up a place for the weary to rest, a reward when toil and strife were done. From that vantage point, I could see for miles and look down on land and tracks that stretched away to the horizon. I had never spent a deal of thought upon the world that lived outside my own domain, and hardly a stranger crossed our doorsill from one year to the next, except for pedlars and tinkers. The ones that did stop by for ale and bread only told of the calamities that had befallen them, so it seemed to me the lands beyond the Whittaker woods were surely a fearful, brutal place.


I had not been there long before I saw Grandfather in the distance on the road to Badeswell, walking alongside the loaded cart, prodding the shoulder of the nearside ox with his goad. As he was intending to remain overnight in Badeswell and I would not see him until the next day, I might have troubled the air with a shout and had him turn to me, but I was disinclined to do so. For the whole of my life the man had been all grutch and grumble with me; it was always sour weather with him as far as I was concerned, and however much I pondered on the matter, there was never any good reason for him to be so, at least not as I could come to.


In the interests of equity, I cannot lie; he worked as hard as I did on the land and always acknowledged the contribution I made. But he was not a friend to me; he was cold and distant. Yes, he cultivated within me a rich knowledge of all farming matters, but he offered no tenderness to me, nor gentle kindness. In the deeps of my mind, I half suspected he might know of my deformity; but Mother always assured me the secret of it remained between just me and her.


You see, I was born in the year the Great Plague came on very violent in our county, when purple and blotch stained the skin of all England and corruption of the air was all about. Distemper spread its rage on the land and an abundance of folk did perish. Doomed souls were dying at a rate quicker than they could be laid to rest. Once the tokens of the disease showed themselves on their bodies, by a single turn of the sun and the moon, they would succumb to the pestilence and be dead. My mother’s brother and their own mother fell in such a manner, and before the last heat of plague had cooled its wrath, it cast its eye in my direction and the violence fell on my tiny body.


A grain arrived in my groin with the stealth of black smoke and within a week it had grown to the size of a pigeon’s egg, its malignant intent to destroy the organs that marked me out as a boy; the ones God gives to all sons of Adam. Once emasculated, then it would surely have carried me off to death. But it had not reckoned on my desire for life, nor my will to dwell on the Whittaker lands and be a fine son. It may have left me as an incomplete man, but it could not take my life.


Whenever I asked Mother if my deformity were the reason why Grandfather could never skim off the bitterness of his temper towards me, she told me no and said I must not take it to heart, and that a young man like me should not shoulder the burden of such sadness. Of course, she was right; especially at that time of year. Our harvest was as good as any. Our barley crop in August stood as tall and full-headed with grain as any I have ever witnessed. And soon I would be out there with my oxen again, the clink of the ploughshare biting into the ground, earthy scents rising about me. Why, any man should have been as glad as a pie.


But I was not glad and at first I could not place the feeling. It had been with me all day. In fact it had been shadowing me since Mother’s health first declined; for her haleness fell away after springtime and by midsummer’s day she was no better than middling. Since then, there had been a gradual decline in her soundness.


Daily she reported to me a list of her infirmities. She could no longer tend the geese, nor walk the pigs. I began to pay a penny a week for our neighbour’s daughter, Alice of the cornfield, to tend to the fowls, but she could not come after Michaelmas. And at that time of year, Mother would usually be filling the storeroom with fruits, and drying lavender on the rafters, but she was not even able to fettle the homestead.


Now she said she must abide in bed and so she was mewed up in her bedchamber from daybreak till night. She bore the distemper with dignity, but it despised all physic and I began to wonder if there were venom in the pipes of her skin.


I convinced myself she would gain strength as soon as the harvest was in. And I treated her well; I always told her of the gains I had made during the day, told her what a fine son she had, just as I had been brought up to do. And I never cost her pain by vices or profanities.


When first she took ill, I asked Grandfather what might be ailing her and he told me women are the weaker of our species and they succumb to distemper more readily than men. He also told me women are made frailer still by the dog days. I had not heard of such a thing, so he went on to explain that from the onset of July to the middle of August, when the Dog Star rises and sets with the sun, it makes women more feeble than they naturally are. It makes the dogs unsettled, too, and can also bring pestilence, and make maladies more virulent.


But the dog days were over, so I was certain Mother should start to acquire more strength. In fact, I prayed to God that it would be so. Right there and then, as I sat upon that rock, inside my head I sent up a silent prayer to God, to ask that if Mother’s flesh were made ill from the planets in the sky, then it was high time for the planets to move on and leave her be; let her go back to weaving hazel skeps for the bees; let her return to the vigour of her youth.


At the end of my prayer, I did not find solace. In point of fact, guilt burned hot inside me, and I recognised that the dread I had carried with me all day was neither apprehension nor anxiety; it was selfishness; it was fear. It grieved me sore to look at Mother and so I had run away, pretended to myself the land needed me more than she did.


I rose to my feet and turned, pressing forward in all haste. Then I was away through the woods, the breeze building in strength around me. I pushed on at a swift rate over meads and pasture, the grass greyed by the gathering clouds, the day fast changing to twilight. The skies had forgotten all remembrance of summer brightness, and the darkling hour came early that day.


As I neared our homestead, the winds continued to stir up, the air as cold as Janiveer, and before my eyes the glow of a storm slid above the horizon, the clouds the colour of mustard and pitch, the air swollen and heavy.


I was mightily relieved to put my hand to the latch on the door and close it safely behind me. For a moment, I stood, leaning my back against the timbers, breathing long and deep. The shutters were pulled to already, clean napery and plate had been placed in the cupboard, the floor litter was freshly rushed and herbed and the logs were burning orange in the hearth. In fact, the whole room was clean and all in fit order: the girl Alice must have seen to it.


I took up a knife with the intent of cutting some bread from the loaf that Alice had left on the table, but my own appetite had decayed of late, and Mother could no longer suffer victuals to come near her. I laid down the knife and looked about the room. Everything looked the same, but it was different. It was all so still, that is what it was. It was Mother’s vigour and activity that was missing. She was always busy as a bird, ever glowing with rays of kindness. No chick was small enough for Mother not to care for, no lamb frail enough for Mother not to feed. Now, the house and the land all about seemed so still and quiet, as though holding its breath.


Softly, I ascended the narrow stairs and drew aside the curtain that gave on to Mother’s bedchamber. There she lay as quiet as a daisy, overcome with fatigue, pale of skin, her hair unbound and let loose about her shoulders. I paused a few paces from her bed, looked at her face, and such sorrow it fetched to my heart to see her brought so low.


As to her exact age, I could not know; past the middle of life was all she would ever tell. But she must have been old – beyond the age of forty – because she could remember the years when the harvests failed and folks all around took their subsistence from leached acorns and groundsel.


It was a worn and sorrowful face she wore that evening, her youthfulness grown drawn with the passing of years and torment of her disease, her likeness softened and lengthened with pliant skin. Then her eyes opened slowly and from that tired, soft face, came tired, soft words: ‘Alwin, lad? Is it you?’


Her voice was hoarse. The fevers scorched her so, and of late the slightest chills seeped into her chest and made her breath weak, her body at last yielding up to the malady. Those last two weeks, the distemper hollowed her eyes and puckered her skin as never before. It ravaged her frame from the inside, scoured her, discarded all that made her human and alive, until all that was left was an ashen husk of a woman.


‘Mother,’ I said, then I walked across the chamber to greet her. I knelt beside the bed, the candle on the table shivering as I moved.


With breath no louder than the rubbing of grass stalks, she began to speak.


‘You are a handsome lad now, Alwin, and so tall and strong. You always grew like barley; stinted at first then a rush towards the sky come summer. And now look at you; my boy, my pride and joy.’


There was a thick silence after she stopped speaking, then in the distance a grumble of thunder sounded. I stood, with the intention of unbinding the rope and letting the shutter down on the window, but Mother said, ‘Let it be, Alwin. A tempest is coming and there is nothing we can do to stop it. Time out of mind the rafters of this house have stood firm between a Whittaker and God’s elements. The storm will pass over and you will be safe, lad. But soon, my time and eternity will become one.’


‘What are you saying, Mother?’


I knelt beside her again and took her hand, pale and cold as clay, into my own, red chaps on my fingers, grown rough through dint of exposure to the weather. She frowned, as though from far in the background of her recollection memories were coming forth, scant and obscure at first, then growing larger and clearer.


‘There are secrets, Alwin,’ she said. ‘I have kept them for many years, but now they will not let me rest and—’


‘Mother. You are gravely ill. Grandfather will not be home until tomorrow, so let me fetch Father Oswald—’


‘No … no. Father Oswald cannot help me now … there’s no time—’


‘Mother. You must rest.’


At first her eyes made a gesture of acquiescence and a shallow sigh escaped her lips. Then she stared at me as though I were an obscure speck at the end of a very long path. Her head lay deep in her pillow, her clouded eye searching the rafters in the roof, and she seemed to be at peace.


Then, from the heavens above, the bark of a thunder-dint cut through the air and the skies burned bright with thunder-light. For many a heartbeat the clouds fought a battle, exchanged many flashes and rumbles. The disturbance roused Mother and, when the storm at last held its breath, her eyes opened wide, and she held my hand as tightly as her weakness would allow.


‘Alwin. This night I shall die.’


‘No, Mother. The dog days are over, you shall recover—’


‘This night I shall die,’ she persisted. ‘And once I am dead, I cannot protect you. I am certain he purposes to … harm you.’


‘Mother. Lie easy now. The distemper is inside your head, you know not what you say—’


‘Alwin. If he knows I am dead and he finds you still here tomorrow, he will not allow you to stay.’


‘Who, Mother?’


‘Your grandfather.’


At that moment, a thunderclap ruptured the air and rain began to fall so heavily that it blurred all other sounds, hissing as it fell, rapid and sharp. Over and again the clouds swelled then burst, and huge blots of rain fell hard and heavy.


All I could do was look at Mother; see the pity and sorrow in her eyes; know that what she spoke must be the truth, for she could talk but sparely, each word costing her a power of pain. The air was suddenly stagnant about us, a swollen sigh between thunderclaps.


‘But why, Mother? What did I do?’


‘You did nothing, my boy. All blame must lie with me … and with your father.’


‘But he died before I was born. How could—’


‘Alwin, your father is not dead.’ Her words came broken and fast, their meaning compressed and sudden. She coughed, her skin now withered with the furrowed lines of bodily distress. ‘There is not enough time for me to explain. You must trust me, Alwin.’


As I looked at her ailing frame and pleading eyes, I thought back on the manner in which she had nurtured and directed me throughout my life. She had a story for every vice to deter my young mind, and the taint of her characters’ misdemeanours was more than enough to set me on the right path. How frequently I had been grateful for her wisdom. So, ignoring the torrent of questions and doubts that flooded my mind, I took a deep breath and, believing her word as I had always done so before, I said, ‘I trust you, Mother. What shall I do?’


That credence had a calming effect on her, her grip grew slack and she was easy again.


‘The answers lie in a village faraway, Alwin,’ she began in a whisper, the words clear and practised in her mind. ‘In Walsingham, in the county of Norfolk.’


‘You mean where the Holy House is, Mother?’ I said. ‘The shrine of Our Lady of Walsingham, of which Father Oswald has spoken? The place where the pilgrims go?’


I waited for Mother to answer, but the effort of speaking had robbed her of vitality and she could do no more than stare at me with vacant eyes, as though her mind had begun to sleep.


‘Do you mean for me to go to Walsingham, Mother?’ I tried. But she was too tired to reply. I sat in the silence and thought about the implications of such a journey; all I could do was think how many miles must lie between Crown Croft and the county of Norfolk.


The thought of Grandfather wishing me gone was somehow not entirely unexpected, as vile a thought as it was. And the word ‘father’ to me was no more important than the word ‘tomorrow’ or ‘yesterday’; it was indefinable, distant and elusive. My mind was entirely dominated with the thought of a land wholly strange to the one upon which my soul had been nourished. And the prospect of leaving Mother, the house and the land I loved so well, caused me to blench and quiver.


With agony of mind and my voice uncertain, I blurted like a child: ‘But what of our tillage season? The lambs must be weaned before the feast of Blessed Mary. And who will feed the oxen when I am gone?’


For the first time in my life, those silent words no man should ever speak broke forth from my eyes, and I wept long and hard into my upturned hands. Till that point, my thoughts and actions were like a character in one of Mother’s stories; somehow a little flatter than reality and missing the raw feelings of a human being. Suddenly, I was immersed in the cold realisation of how matters truly stood and it grieved me sore.


Mother regained her lucidity, studied me for a moment, then said, ‘We cannot stop the will of God, Alwin. I have laid up a store of silver coins for you. They are in a purse beneath my bed. And have my pearl ring. You will know what to do with it when the time comes. You must go to Father Oswald and—’


Her breath failed her and she fought to draw air in and expel it again. A shiver engulfed her. I pulled the coverlid over her, but it made no difference; pale beneath the shadow of death she was. I knew at last she was beyond all aid and cure, and time’s fatal wrack was on her. For a while she fell to slumbering, but I believe she slept to no purpose.


Then in a broken whisper, she said, ‘Alwin. I cannot help but recall your deformity, the one that did strike you as a babe. The image of it haunts me.’


‘Forget about times past, Mother. Rest yourself, now. Let sleep come.’


At last, her features grew slack, as though she had been disburdened of a heavy weight and all her cares had been blunted. I abided with her all the night, but she barely moved again, so shrunken and infirm she had become, her whole frame depleted. Just once she spoke and the words did not make sense to me: ‘I did bear false witness against you … I lied,’ she said. ‘It was not the plague, dear boy … I … I brought it all about … and great harm will grow from what I did … forgive me—’


It stung to the quick of my heart to hear her so confused.


‘You could never harm me, Mother,’ I said, gentle, emphatic. ‘Have no worries. I shall leave at sunrise and go to Walsingham. Have no cares.’


She looked at me in confusion and issued her last thoughts in a whisper: ‘Forgive me—’ was all she could reply. She spoke those last words with great compunction and then her voice was to be heard no more on this earth.


Her breath loitered briefly and her features foretold of her final deliverance. She looked at me one last time, then her eyes grew dark and her lids slowly closed, all toils softened, all pains relieved, her life’s labours done. After all she had suffered, that final parting agony came and went in silence. And so, in the mid of night, she went out of this world, quick as a dream. Just as the season had slipped away, so had her life and at last she was gathered in the arms of Christ, her soul surrendered to God. I stayed with her, but nothing was left, everything was gone; her warmth, her voice, all stolen away in a moment, her name now only to be spoken in sad reminiscence.


The aspect of my world had changed forever and the ache of it did bind me sore. Much rain fell that night and the winds never ceased. But time was not one for waiting and it hastened away till morning, the clouds weeping their might on the roof until dawn. I outwore them all with my sorrow and at morning, with the blend of darkness and day, I prepared for my journey.


I looked out of the window. Summer had drawn her final breath and where before green foliage clung thick to every branch, and grasses stood tall and swaying, now the verdure was slack with dew, the leaves already beginning to yellow and curl. Since the crops were in, even the fields looked sad, all bereaved of their bounty, left to mourn the loss of those long summer days. The morn was bleak, the sky much darked even after sunrise, and mist hovered above the skin of the river, the waters below deathly black.


I wearily rigged myself out in my best outfit; Mother always said I cut such a fine dash in my tunic and chausses, but, of course, she was no longer there to say so. Such ruth it was that I must leave her alone after death, but Mother was so certain I should go before Grandfather returned. I determined to seek out Father Oswald immediately and have him attend to Mother’s burial, that she would not lie alone for long. I packed a bag of wearing clothes and some provisions. Then I gathered up my knife, sword, candles, flask and bedsheet.


After that, I stood by the gleeds of the fire, just staring and thinking. I wondered if it might all be a misunderstanding. Perhaps the fever made Mother’s mind rave. Perhaps she had slept and gained her strength. I climbed the steps, at once saw her cold, colourless shape, and knew for certain Mother had gone away for good and left the house all grey and drear in her wake.


‘Dominus be with you, Mother,’ I whispered, then I turned, collected up the bag of silver coins, the pearl ring and my parcel of belongings, and I took my sorrow with me and departed with it.


I tacked and saddled up the larger of our two palfrey-horses and filled two bags of oats for the mare’s forage. Then, in silence, with no mother to bind me to careful regard, I left our lands and would not return for many a while. With no real care as to whether I travelled to Tartary or Persia or to the man on the moon, I rode one last time to the water’s brink.


I stood tall in my stirrups and stared down at the mighty River Crown. The waters were in commotion; last night’s storm had defaced the surface, the strong rains had goaded a roar from the old watercourse, and it raged as it frothed over boulders and rocks. I turned, drenched in my grief, and took one last look at the house as it sank gently into the mists, then I left, to begin a journey that would reshape my life, alter my world forever, change my very soul.




CHAPTER TWO
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As the morning blanched around me, I rode along the river’s verge, the waters rising and falling against the fraying banks. A wren issued a cast of notes into the silence, but no answer came, and the muteness rendered my situation even more lonesome. I took comfort to think of Mother in her youth, and in my mind’s eye I saw her in such radiant tones as a character from the page of a priest’s Psalter; clear and defined. But her image was stark against a vague background and she was alone in time, unmoored to any particular place or circumstance. Evermore in my life, that image would lend a fountain of tears to my eyes.


I followed as the river cut its course through the land and I made my way to the little settlement that bordered the Whittaker woods; the hamlet of Giolgrave. To reach it, I had to pass through a tract of land where the old plague village stood, a place Mother said once a cluster of farm cots and a smithy had thriven, the inhabitants of which were taken by the same pestilence that changed my own life. There the river first lapsed then lulled. The waters were wide and deep at that point and rarely spoke, which for me always provoked the image of haunted spectres, eternally trapped in their silent world.


Twenty-three folks perished in that one, dreadful night, so went the tale; cursed were they with the shilling in their armpit and no one to give them aid or cure. With no one to feed forage to the animals, the sheep and oxen were all left to starve, their bones picked clean by the rooks and corbies. How those ravens and crows grew in number, Mother said, the sky turning black with their feathered bodies, and all sounds stolen by their cawing and screeching. All that remained now were fallen bricks and scattered flagstones lying in the grass. Roofless walls and un-shuttered windows stood derelict and weed-choked. The goose-houses were empty, the hen-houses deserted, and all around was unworked land, scrub overgrown with rose-brier, where once fine pasture had prospered. I urged the mare into a trot and at last came to Giolgrave.


Beyond the east of the village stood the church, where each and every Sabbath for all the days of my youth, I had accompanied Mother and Grandfather, knelt my knees to the hassock, and offered up a prayer to God. As I neared the lychgate, a shape approached me along the lane and I recognised Father Oswald in an instant; an apparent infirmity of the haunch bones caused him to walk with a stoop, leaning always slightly to the left. I pulled rein and dismounted, dropping the straps over the mare’s neck and letting her crop the grass.


Always pleased to see the dear cleric, I cherished the sight of the priest more than I had ever done so before. Simply the sight of his threadbare cassock, his worn leather sandals and the satchel he always carried with his books and papers, gave me a comforting sense of familiarity, a feeling of stability in a world that had changed so much for me and all in a single day. With his breviary in his hand, he raised it to greet me, then reading the look I wore on my features, he received me with questioning eyes and an enquiring expression.


‘Father Oswald,’ I began. My voice was reedy, my breath short. I fought to hold back the weeping that rose from within my chest; I knew Father Oswald would reprove me if I wept. He told me when I was a boy that there was no worse a plague than a man who succumbed to tear-shed, and that such a weakness was a sign of ungodliness. I evaded his gaze and cleared my throat before beginning again with, ‘Father Oswald. It is Mother. She … passed away last night.’


‘Your mother is dead?’


I nodded and Father Oswald turned away from me. There was a shadow of incredulity in his voice and his stooped frame seemed to deplete for a moment before my eyes. He fronted me again, searched my features and I felt his scrutiny.


‘There was no time,’ I uttered in defence. ‘I told her I must fetch you for the last rites, but she said there was no time.’


The priest recovered himself, ordered his faculties and said gently, ‘Alwin, my lad. I am so sorry. I saw your mother two days since and she said she was gaining strength. I am so sorry, Alwin,’ he repeated, his thoughts seemingly scattered. ‘Did she talk to you before she died?’ he asked, his question rushed, abrupt.


‘Yes.’


That confirmation gave him a degree of relief and he ventured, more calmly, ‘What did she say, Alwin?’


‘That … my grandfather harbours an intent to cause me harm and that I must leave our croft and take the path to the east; to the county of Norfolk and the shrine of Our Lady at Walsingham.’


‘Are you certain, Alwin?’ he asked. ‘She said you must go to Walsingham?’


I thought back to Mother’s jumbled words, her muddled vagueness, and of course I could not be sure what she was trying to say. But I was always keen to prove myself to the world; make up for my deformity, so I replied, ‘Yes, Father. I am certain that is what she meant.’


‘And was that everything?’ the priest said.


I pondered on that point, too; recalled Mother’s sudden exposition of my father’s vitality and the strange and troubling words that were to be her last. How vexed she was when she thought she had brought about the harm that came to me. I knew it was a sin to give false testimony, especially to a priest, but Mother was so confused at the end, her mind possessed by the malady.


‘Yes, Father Oswald,’ I replied at last, ‘that was all she said.’


Those falsehoods stung me inside my ribs at first, but then the heat went away and so I judged I was right to withhold what I knew. Father Oswald seemed satisfied and he nodded, but behind his eyes he was clearly troubled. He turned away from me briefly, and when he faced me again his eyes had a sheen about them; just like when a troutling looks up at you through the flood-pools of the Crown.


‘Alwin,’ he began, his voice sounding different, frailer. ‘Your mother spoke to me in the past of her concerns around your grandfather’s treatment of you. I am not saying I agree with her foreboding, but I do know the man treated you hard. Why not come and stay with me, here in the village, just until—’


‘But, Father Oswald, I did bind me to a promise. I shall leave the shire this day and journey to Walsingham.’


‘Alwin, you have no experience of the road. You are just a willowy lad, you are so young, and there’s such peril.’


‘You cannot gainsay me, Father. I have to do it.’


He studied my face, then touching his right hand to the crucifix about his neck, he leaned towards me and folded his left arm about me. I hugged him to me and I confess to God here and now, a mort of tears fell from my eyes. I dried them as best I could before I faced him and said, ‘Thank you for the comfort, Father.’


He collected himself and clapped me on the back, and I did the same to him.


‘Listen, lad,’ he said. ‘You cannot journey on pilgrimage alone. And you cannot go without a letter of commendation from the abbot. Let me go to Crown Croft, see to the burial of your mother and make good the mass-penny, then I shall go to the abbot; obtain a mandate for you to become a pilgrim. Then I shall journey with you to Walsingham, Alwin. I am certain it is what your mother would have wished. But I have business to attend to before I can join you. So, let me write a letter of ingress for you, to present to the prioress of Winfeld. The priory is some fourteen miles from here, so you should be there before nightfall. Stay one night under her protection, then make your way to the township of Alfricstowe. Meet me at the tavern at the sign of the chequers, and we will go on together, Alwin. I cannot let you go on such a journey alone.


‘According to the abbot,’ he went on, ‘when last I spoke to him, a group of pilgrims was scheduled to set off from that hostelry in two days’ time; their destination Norfolk: Walsingham Parva and Bromholme. It will be the last pilgrimage to go from these parts before the season changes and the roads become too mired to travel. I do not know who the pilgrims are, but the abbot said they are a mix of gentlefolk and maidens. The roads of England and the foreign counties of this land are dangerous places, Alwin. Christ might have reduced the efficacy of demons, but they do still exist. By travelling in numbers, safety is improved for all concerned. So, I will meet you at The Chequers tomorrow at eventide.’


It was a relief to me that Father Oswald cared enough to see to Mother’s burying and blessing. And I was mightily comforted that not only was he arranging hospitality for me that night, giving me a destination, a firm direction in which to set my steps; but also, he was pledging to go on with me to Walsingham.


Of course, Father Oswald had schooled me well in logic and trained me to think for myself, so I did not agree to his plans immediately. I questioned him on the exact location of the priory and asked if there was a more direct route to be taken. He gave me a list of waymarks and asserted the importance of keeping to the main highway, once I had left the familiar tracks. I listened to his advice and conceded to his will. As soon as the letter to the Winfeld prioress had been penned, and safely packed in my saddlebag, I took leave of Father Oswald and I sallied on the first leg of my journey.


Once more, I flowed eastwards alongside the river. Then, when the waterway shallowed, I forded it and made towards the moors. I held my course eastwards and left many acres of land behind me. Miles came and went, long and weary in their passing, the fragrance of the house fading from my cloak with each stride the mare took, until at last I came to an oak tree turned about by the violence of last night’s winds, its head dashed to the earth, its roots flung high in the air.


That marked the place where the familiar cart-traces finished, and my knowledge of the paths and byways beyond the Whittaker lands ended. I did not pull rein or stop urging the mare forward with my heels, but still the horse halted. She became fresh with me, took a step or two backwards, fought for her head and gave a snort and a whicker. I sensed it too; a sudden coolness on the wind, a different flavour to the air.


Grandfather always taught me that a cudgel should be taken to a jibbing horse to beat out the demon from inside it. But I always found the opposite to be true. I used soft hands and a soft voice to coax the goodness from within, and thereby vanquish the devil that excited it. So that is what I did with the mare, Bracken. I slid down from the saddle, rubbed her neck and ran my fingers over her nose. With a loose leading rein, I walked before her, showed her the way.


We continued on in that like manner through a forest of ash trees and larch, until I remounted her when at last we came to the highway; a wide, flat road of smoothed mud, clay and cobblestones, the shrubs either side of it shorn away for many a breadth of yards. Father Oswald had explained to me that the roadside trees and herbs were cut back, to give clear passage for the traveller and ensure that parcels of robbers could not spring out from behind a tree or beyond a curve in surprise. But in truth, I felt exposed rather than protected, and wondered whether the brigands were better placed to plan their attack on a lonesome horseman riding the barren road, than if he were safeguarded by trees. Back at Crown Croft, I took little count of strangers, but there, alone on the road, I feared them for the strife they might bring to me.


By the time I rode past a waggoner – the first fellow I had seen since leaving Father Oswald – I was feeling anxious. I touched my left hip, to reassure myself my sword was still sitting in its leather scabbard. It was only a three-shilling blade with a pommel-topped hilt, but it was all I had. I gave good day to the waggoner and he confirmed I was on the right road to Winfeld. I made haste as I parted ways with him and pressed on as the sun started to fall lower in the sky, setting the hill-crests all aglow about me.


I stopped only briefly that day to let the mare Bracken drink from a brook, while I supped ale from my flask. A little further on, I rode past a sweep of barren land where wind-blasts had made the grass grow lean, then I came to an old clapper bridge that dipped its broken feet in the waters beneath it, just as Father Oswald had described to me. That was the place I was to turn and take the left-hand path, which ran through a sweep of forest and would lead me directly to the Winfeld Priory.


It was along that path, where rain-drenched leaves hung limp and dispirited and the birdcall was spare and thin, that thoughts entered my mind again about Mother’s muddled words. At first, I supposed she had been telling some sort of story, just like she always did. Perhaps, to her, my father had never died in her heart and she had kept her love for him alive all those years. So, to shrive herself of that avowal, what with her being so close to death and deficient of words and time, she could only say he was alive; meaning, of course, to her and not in actuality. And as far as her believing she once harmed me; well that could never be true. Perhaps over the years, she might have meditated on whether she could have taken me away from the pestilence and better protected me somehow. From that tiny grain of guilt, her heart and mind had become diseased with her perceived culpability, to the point she believed she brought harm to me.


Alongside those musings, other occasional visions and fancies entered my head. What if my father were actually alive? Would he be a carter or a miller, or perhaps a man of quality? Why did he abandon Mother and me, and why does he not seek out his son? It was through those absurd and capricious speculations that a noise entered my ears, mellow at first then growing to a rumble.


Upon a sudden, a clamour broke out, a terrifying sound surging forward from behind me. All manner of noise threaded the forest about me. The ground shook and the sound of snapping wood rent the air. The mare beneath me reared and bucked, then galloped forward, as though the noise itself carried her away. I took mastery of her head some paces on and turned her about, only to face a body of soldiers, all mounted on horseback, all clad in quilted jerkins and with steel helmets. They thundered towards me and, on seeing me, drew rein; the lead man calling out orders for the whole detachment to halt. Fierce they looked with their pikestaffs and glaives, with their swords and fist-shields glinting in the filtered daylight.


I bowed my head in an act of passivity and did bid them ride by. But through the cluster of horseflesh and men-at-arms, there appeared a nobleman astride a magnificent black horse, its scarlet belly-band straining against the animal’s broad flanks, a lymehound and a mastiff running close behind on the horse’s heels. The man sat tall in his saddle; the fine leather seat telling tales of his wealth. So rich he looked, with many a pan of brass to his name. How his horse shone; the furniture on it gleamed even brighter. He threw back the folds of his Flanders cape and loosed the clasp at his throat, cast off the garment and lay it across his horse’s withers. How fine and rich he looked attired in his noble array; his cloak alone must have cost many a coin. A curtain of thick hair cascaded over his neck and shoulders, and his beard was as black as moleskin.


‘God give you good day, young man,’ he said, his words spoken deep and slow.


‘May Our Lord give you good day, sir,’ I replied, not so very deep, not so very slow.


‘What do they call you?’


‘I am Alwin, sir. Alwin of Whittaker.’


‘And what do you do here, Alwin of Whittaker? On this maze of woodland paths, that threads itself from nowhere to somewhere and causes a fine detachment of militia men to lose their way?’


‘I am on an errand, a pilgrimage, sir. I have journeyed since prime this morning and am to go to the Winfeld Priory, where I will be given hospitality for the night.’


‘And do you know this land well enough to direct us to the settlement of Essover?’


‘I do not, sir. I, too, am a stranger hereabouts.’


‘What say you, then, to taking us as far as the priory, that we may seek direction from the incumbents of that house of God?’


‘I shall gladly ride with you, sir,’ I said.


I truly meant it. In every gesture, the nobleman carried dignity and there was honesty in his looks. He was obviously a man both wise and worthy and I considered him of great probity. How honoured I felt to be of service to him; a man whose eyes had witnessed a hundred battles and were set to hazard a hundred more.


He turned his horse’s head and communed with his sergeant in a whisper, which I could not hear. The point was taken by common assent and, with no further tarrying, we plied our course onward through the woodland glades.


The lord took up his position at the head of the troop and the men fell in line behind him; some riding two abreast, most in single file. I brought up the rear and trotted alongside an old warrior, whose horse was listless and dull, the animal’s jaw rather swollen and a sticky discharge issuing from its nostrils. The horse gave off an acrid smell, as though a distemper had crept beneath its skin, and his rider distilled a strong fragrance from his armpits, which I found to be offensive. My companion did not strike up in conversation and we rode on in silence, in contrast to his colleagues ahead of us who were in right and merry cheer.


Eventually the old soldier turned his face to me, his skin pitted and uneven like a gallnut, and in a low voice he said, ‘You seem a good lad. The men here; they are not from these parts, they are not like you. I am from the town of Bishop’s Lynn, some of the men are from as far away as the northern sea-coasts and our commander is from Walsingham. He is a powerful and wealthy lord and it is said he chambers great stores of coin. Some say his family has a hidden hoard of treasure that equals a king’s. And all these men have lived a life on the road, lad, seen things, done things that a yeanling like you cannot imagine. Young cocks learn what the old cock crows; you remember that. Do not forget who you are, lad. Keep your wits about you.’


No sooner had he finished his one-sided talk, than I was called to the head of the detachment to advise on the direction at a fork in the path. Just as Father Oswald had instructed, I led us to the left and told the lord we could be no more than two miles from the priory. I fell back in line, but that time I doubled with a younger man with a lively cast to his cheeks and nose – as though his belt were drawn too tight – and a fine outcrop of whiskers on his chin. At first, he sang a merry lay, loud and clear as we rode forth, then at length we fell into some talk.


‘Alwin, is it?’ he said with a flick of his head towards me.


‘Yes, sir.’


‘No need for sir-saying to the likes of me. John of Stanton Magna, that is who I am, lad.’


‘Pleased to make your acquaintance, John,’ I said, then added, ‘The old soldier tells me your lord and master is from Walsingham; to what family does he belong?’


‘One of the most rich and powerful in the land, lad. Never forget that.’


My enquiry seemed to irk John Stanton for a moment or two, then his merry mood returned and he said, ‘Left your good wife behind, have you?’


‘Oh, I am not wed,’ I said. ‘I live with my grandfather and … my mother; she died but yesterday.’


‘I am sorry to hear that,’ he said and his tone was respectful, his eyes lowered. But in a moment, his voice was bright and jolly again as he said, ‘All the more reason to find you a wife, to give comfort and to amuse you! The pleasure of love is a fine delicacy, Alwin; I do not mean of the heart, I mean of the flesh.’


‘Leave the boy alone, John Stanton,’ came a voice from behind. The old warrior from the back of the line had ridden alongside my new companion, and on we continued three abreast through a wide glade, stripped of shrub and tree.


‘What harm can it do, Ilbert?’ John asked his fellow soldier. ‘The boy must be sixteen if he is a day—’


‘I have eighteen summers,’ I said, defensive, indignant.


‘Well,’ John went on, ‘why the close-shaven lip and chin, lad? To grow a thicker crop on your face would suit you better; I would wager you might be handsome to any lady’s eye. And by-the-by, you do not have a care that we talk like men, do you?’


‘No,’ I said.


‘So, Alwin, tell our friend Ilbert here what you do think of women and their ways of amusing us.’


I had such little knowledge of the world and the folks that peopled it, that I did not truly understand what John meant by pleasures of the flesh and the heart; like they were two distinct and separate conditions. I could only suppose he wanted to know I had been brought up to be a man who knew the order of matters, so recalling what Father Oswald and Grandfather had taught me, I said, ‘I know that women are considered to be very different creatures to men, their natural position in the world to be subordinate to us.’


That statement, that declaration, did not only invoke approval and mirth from John, but also the whole detachment. How glad and blithe it made me feel; that endorsement from fellow-men. Not from a priest or an old man, but from real men, true men.


‘You are right in what you say, Alwin,’ John said, laughter still to be heard in his voice, ‘but the trouble is, women do not know it!’


There was a ripple of snorts and chuckles from the men, then Ilbert said, ‘Do not be so quick to censure. We all like to indulge in the pleasures a woman has to offer, and that I do not deny. But they must be treated fair and right, for a lonesome bee does not make a mickle of honey. My wife is a comfort to me and I love her for the companionship she brings me. She understands me and in the years of our marriage, she has taken time to study me, learn my needs by heart; and I have done the same for her, that I may please her. I will not join in with your name-calling.’


‘Your wife might be made of honey and cream, Ilbert. But some of us prefer them more sharply spiced.’


John’s words once more brought merriment to all, with the exception of Ilbert, who pulled rein and returned to his position at the rear of the band and spoke no more on the subject.


‘Take no notice of him,’ John said to me after the old soldier had moved away. ‘He likes to pretend he is a spotless man, Alwin. As though he has never sinned. He forgets I was with him when he put down more than a gallon of ale and visited the Flemish women in the London stews. Oh, yes; he was drawn to those harlots in their yellow hoods like a pike to maggots. Do not let him sway your opinion: some womenfolk are jangleresses, some are all grouch and groan, contrary and cruel, but all women are wicked at heart; so says Solomon. Never forget that, Alwin.’


As worldly a man as John Stanton was, I found he talked in riddles. I understood the basis of his argument, but some of the words I struggled to comprehend. Harlots I had heard from the bible, but yellow hoods, Flemish women and London stews were unknown to me. And as much as I respected his knowledge of the world, I could not hang a wicked deed on either Mother, Alice of the cornfield or any of the women in the whole town of Badeswell.


Pondering at my muteness, he said, ‘You have been fostered up too lax, my lad. Your thoughts are all fresh, on account of you living a lonesome life with your late departed mother and your grandfather. When you have lived another score of years and seen more of the world, then you will know I am right, eh lads?’


His question was answered by assenting cries and hollers from all the merry band of militia men. One man shouted from the front that his wife was so loud she had the voice of three.


‘Best place a staple through her jaws,’ came the reply from another.


‘It is not their volume you should worry about,’ shouted the next, ‘it is their slyness. My old father used to say that when cats practise physic, that is the day when you can trust a woman.’


A ripple of sniggers had already begun when, ‘Hear this,’ John called out, his voice louder than all the rest. ‘A woman, a dog and a walnut tree; the more you beat them, the better they will be!’


At that, we all fell into fits of laughter. Even old Ilbert must surely have had a simper on his lips. I thought of Father Oswald and how, when next I met him, I could tell him what I had learned. Women, I had begun to deduce, were not that different from horses. Some, like Alice and dear Mother, were naturally pliant in their tempers and could be trained to serve menfolk with hardly an ill-deed about them; just like Bracken, the old mare. Others, it appeared, might yet need Grandfather’s cudgel to drive out the demons from within them. How valuable that knowledge would be to me as I ventured out into the world. How grateful I was the soldiers crossed my path that day.


When I left Crown Croft that morning, sad farewells brimmed my heart and I wondered if sorrows would ever leave me. But however bruised I was inside, to talk and laugh with those soldier-men made me believe I may one day be mended. I would always be bereft of Mother’s presence, and I would never be able to reverse the effects of my deformity, but I would never stop trying to be the man she wanted me to be.


It was amidst those thoughts of past and future that I began to sense the close of day fast descending about us. The trees in the distance became fainter, the air tasted of earth and leaf-mould, and mist swirled about our horses’ fetlocks. With the colours of the day darkening from yellows to purples, the dew-quenched air had a sobering effect on the merriment of the cavalry-men.


We continued in quietude for half a mile further, then the nobleman sent an order for me to go to him. I threaded my way through the horses before me and, when I gained the front of the troop, the lord was a little way off the path, in muted talk with his sergeant. He signalled me forward with a gesture of his arm.


‘Alwin,’ he said. ‘Evening descends fast in this county. Night will be on us in no time at all and will steal all sight from us. Know you well the prioress? Can you, with good grace and blessing, obtain shelter for me and my men?’


‘Oh, I do not know the prioress at all, sir,’ I said apologetically.


‘Then how can you expect a guarantee of hospitality?’


‘I have a letter, sir. Our village priest, Father Oswald, knows the good lady and has written a letter of ingress.’


I rummaged in my saddlebag and presented my document to the lord. He took it, studied it, then turned the head of his horse away from me and resumed conference with his auxiliary. He placed the missive in the hands of the sergeant and sent him off to a clearing further ahead.


Turning again to me, he said, ‘The light is dim beneath these trees, Alwin, and my eyes do fail me. My man can better read the paper up yonder and report its contents back to me.’


I nodded and leaned in my saddle to follow the sergeant’s path with my eye, but he misheard his lord’s order, passed through the first clearing and went beyond and deeper into the woods. Some time he took, too, to seek enough light to read by. But on his return, the dispatch was safely reverted to my hands and the nobleman was assured by his officer that the letter was honest and true, just as I had described.


‘What do you know of fellowship, Alwin?’ the lord asked me, as he turned his horse back onto the path.


‘I have lived a lonesome life, sir. But many a friendly conversation I have had with my mother and our neighbours and—’


‘Fellowship is not conversation, lad; it is loyalty. And loyalty is as powerful as the sun; it dispels darkness and gives us light, places us all under its obligation, makes us all devoted to its unifying rays. But treat it without respect and your skin will be burned to a cinder. So, what say you to showing deference and constancy to these good men? How feel you about joining our fellowship, just for one night, and using your persuasion to gain harbourage and hospitality at the priory for all of us together?’


‘Without a doubt, sir. Gladly will I do it.’ And it was true what I said at the time and I was keen to obey his bidding; I had no doubts, no hesitations or misgivings. It was all as clear as grass-dew to me back then.


At last, we came to the Winfeld Priory, the candles from within the three arched windows sending a flickering, nervous light through the trees as we approached. Though twice the size of our own village church of the All Saints, the priory looked timid that night, flanked either side by oaks, surrounded by a forest of ash trees, elms and sycamores. Three storeys high it was, its panoply of stones nothing less than monoliths, the slates on its roof worn casque-tight like a helmet; but defenceless and exposed it seemed to me as it sat all alone in the midst of that wooded tract.


We broke out from under the canopy of trees and advanced past the west wing. How the winds did whip up against us, a sudden rain shower abounding slantwise in our faces. The good nobleman and I dismounted and walked on together to the oaken door, already bolted shut against the oncoming of darkness. Three times we rapped against that wooden portal before latches were lifted, locks were un-sprung, and an old woman presented herself to us, wimpled and wary of eye.


I removed my hood and said, ‘God give you good day, lady. I am Alwin of Whittaker and do request an audience with the prioress.’


‘I am she, young man,’ the woman answered, a question in her eyes.


I made my obeisance to her and said, ‘Then I would ask with good grace that I and my fellow travellers be lodged here this night.’


‘All of you?’ she asked, studying the men and horses behind us, suddenly vexed; her voice rising to a higher key. ‘It would be highly irregular and—’


‘I have a letter,’ I replied, ‘from Father Oswald of Giolgrave.’


I handed her the folded document and her fingers trembled as she took it. She stepped back behind the door to gain a better light in which to read. Troubled by the script, she put her hand to her pursed lips, as though in thought.
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