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				The fool that will not when he may,
He shall not when he would.
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				The river ran slowly there, embraced the city in a single, casual curve, and moved on, unimpressed. It was a wide, idle river, basking like a serpent under the high sun that laid brazen scales along its back, and drew loops of black shadow beneath the bridges. On the water nothing moved but the shifting light and a young man in a rowing boat, drifting downstream at ease, from bridge to bridge. Now and again he lowered an oar, left or right, to steady his course; turned his head a little to see himself safely under a span.

				On his one side the banks were curtained by willow and chestnut that discreetly screened rich men’s houses from the curious gaze of the common herd in the city across the water. Over there the trees had been felled and trimmed and now stood again with their feet in the river, supporting catwalks and landing stages. He steered into the middle of the stream to avoid these obstructions that reached out to delay him, as they did at other times. Today the boat was empty, his work was done, and he was going home; to the other bank.

				Between Ram’s Bridge and Priest’s Bridge the great wall of the temple hung in a veil of shade above him. When the sun sank the veil was cast across the river like a net, but now, at late morning, midsummer, it hung straight and harmless. Nevertheless, he rowed more vigorously, to be away from it, resentful of anything that came between him and the light. Looking up, at the wall, he thought that it leaned a little, as he always did; each time a little more, and he bent his heavy shoulders over the oars until the boat slid under the centre span of the Priest’s Bridge and the wall was hidden by nearer walls.

				His father was in the temple at that moment, and his brother, and all but the most infirm of the servants. Perhaps all the city was inside the temple today, all but him. The river was deserted and the air silent except for the dip and slip of his oars in the stream. No matter how often men might turn their backs on the god throughout the year, at midsummer they went to the Festival and offered their homage as though they were bound by oath to do so, and they were not. They went with bad grace, for good luck. All but him. Then on the bank, beside a furtive bush that had escaped the massacre, he saw a bad girl playing truant from the Festival. She saw him too, and waved, and he waved. The world came to life again; he began to sing.

				He had a terrible voice. When he sang aloud, dogs looked reproachfully over their shoulders and hurried away. The girl put her hands to her ears in exaggerated agony, so he stopped singing and laughed instead. As the river carried him by he heard her laughing too and he rowed on, smiling. His name was Hanno.

				Beyond the Mill Bridge a white house stood by the river in a garden of lawns and terraces. Flowers trailed from leaden troughs and stone urns; here and there a statue looked blandly in at a window. Vines hung over the porches. Towards the river, however, the formal glory of lily and rose gave way to trees and fruit bushes and bean rows, enclosed by a fence of chestnut palings, and outside the fence grew the wilder grasses and the little flowers, long banished from the garden; sorrel and clover, daisy, mallow, loosestrife and spurge. Rude hemlock jostled against the palings and looked over the top; poppies stood up among thistles and died in a day; forget-me-nots lay in a blue haze with mint and cress among the rushes. An elder tree grew aslant the stream.

				Hanno directed his boat towards the elder and moored it with a rope thrown round the trunk. He was inclined to stay there, lounging under the leaves and watching the flowers fall like stars into the water, but it occurred to him that his arrival might have been observed and he felt he owed it to his family to appear as though he had come home in desperate haste—but too late, alas, to accompany them to the temple. He scrambled up the bank, hurried across the warm grass and made a show of leaping eagerly over the fence, although he could step over it without any effort, being long in the leg, and sinewy.

				As the younger son of the house he might have walked under the vine-draped porch and in at the front door, leaving the servants to mop up his muddy footprints, but as a working man himself, reluctant to make work for others, he went round to the backhouse and leaned over the half-door.

				‘Hulloa?’

				His voice, when he didn’t try to sing, was pleasant and penetrating. It rolled round the backhouse, into the kitchen, and the infirm servant came out to him; once his nurse, now an old woman, nurtured on country tales, who chose to believe that because he was the younger son he was necessarily an idiot too.

				‘You’re late,’ she said. ‘It’s almost noon.’

				‘I know I’m late,’ said Hanno, patiently. ‘I’m always late. When was I ever on time?’

				‘When you was young enough to be thrashed,’ she said, looking as though she would set about him now, given half the chance.

				‘Yes, but no one ever did thrash me,’ said Hanno. ‘That’s why I went to the bad. Is there anything to eat?’

				‘They waited and waited, till the last minute, but you never came.’

				‘Oh, what a shame,’ Hanno said, gleefully. ‘Oh, what a pity. I shall miss the Festival. Oh dear. Is there anything to eat?’

				‘You have missed the Festival,’ said Nurse, duty bound to sound severe. ‘They’ll be home again in an hour.’

				‘Eat,’ said Hanno. ‘Food.’

				Hanno had gone to the bad in a boat. The boat had caused his father sorrow and shame in his old age and had given his brother Ivo an undeserved reputation for keeping low company. The knowledge that he himself was the low company saved Hanno from feeling too much remorse at the livelihood he had chosen. Two years ago, with his formal education complete and his tutor departed, he had been offered various inducements to take up an academic career. His family was a respected one and many generations separated Hanno from the last low ancestor who had eaten his bread in the sweat of his face. Hanno had declined all the inducements for equally various and well-published reasons, and for one which he kept to himself.

				Ivo, who superintended the family business, offered to take him into the pottery, for ceramics was a gentleman’s craft and would conveniently camouflage Hanno’s predilection for mud and water. While his elders debated the matter Hanno completed a private deal and turned up one afternoon with the boat, whereupon he advertised himself as a waterman and earned a small but adequate income by ferrying travellers and freight up and down the river. Being honest and amenable he soon became well-liked and trusted—among his customers. At home, his father no longer argued that a gentleman should come and go by the front door, not the back, and Ivo’s business associates were allowed to remain ignorant of the fact that the amiable lout loafing about in the kitchen yard was one of the family and not one of the servants. Old enemies smirked at the sight of gentry turned tradesman, and old friends sighed at the thought of such a good mind going to waste. Covertly or openly they commiserated with Ivo and his father. Relatives called him an ingrate or, worse, a throw-back. Hanno knew that he had hurt them badly, and if he in his turn were hurt he felt that he deserved it. But he kept the boat.

				The boat was called Anise, and Hanno knew her namesake better than his father might have liked. He draped himself over the door, eating bread and cheese and thinking of Anise, lovely Anise, great big lovely Anise; not much above the eyebrows, but so much below . . .

				‘You might at least go and meet them,’ said a complaining voice at his elbow.

				‘Dressed like this? I don’t think they’d care for that,’ he said.

				‘At least look as though you’d meant to go with them. You’ve plenty of time to change. Then you can run all the way and arrive out of breath. You don’t fool me but you might fool them,’ she said, gloomily. ‘You won’t get out of going tomorrow, I promise you.’

				He said, ‘I could be working tomorrow.’

				‘No.’ Her voice turned unexpectedly firm. ‘You can’t miss the Choosing. You’re of age, this year. They’ll have your name down, somewhere.’

				‘I dare say,’ said Hanno. ‘But they won’t choose me, so why go?’

				‘How do you know? It’s the god that chooses.’

				‘Yes, well, he’ll have more sense than to choose someone who doesn’t believe in him, won’t he? He’s got his pride like the rest of us,’ said Hanno.

				‘That’s beside the point. You cause enough grief in this house. Turning up tomorrow won’t be any skin off your nose.’

				At the mention of his nose Hanno began to tug at it, unconsciously self-conscious. Someone had once remarked unkindly that he looked like a sheep, and he did. A handsome sheep, but a sheep for all that; one of the long-faced marsh breed that walked through mire, impervious to foot-rot. No one who had seen Hanno wading along the river margin, preceded by the questing prow of his nose, could fail to note the resemblance.

				‘Well, get on with it, then,’ said Nurse, holding the door open for him.

				‘I didn’t say I was going.’

				‘You’re going.’

				He conceded defeat and went in, through the kitchen, past the little garlanded altar that the servants had set up in humble emulation of the household shrine in the hall, to the alcove in the passage where a ladder went up to the attic. Nurse waddled behind him.

				‘Your trollop was here this morning. Can’t you tell her to keep away?’

				‘Why?’

				‘Your father saw her. We said she’d come to help with the laundry. Some tale! That lass never did any work on her feet. She says to meet her tomorrow night, same place as usual.’

				‘Then I will. Don’t call her my trollop,’ said Hanno. Poor Anise. All flesh and no core.

				‘What is she then?’

				He hated to tell lies. ‘My doxy?’ he suggested, with what he hoped was a disarming smile, and sprang for the ladder which he climbed to his room under the roof.

				He slept there from choice, although not with Anise, since few people cared to hazard the ascent and follow him up. It was as he had left it, three days before, shuttered and cool. He dropped his gear on the bed, from which it slid to the floor where he let it lie, and went to open the low window in the gable. He threw back the shutters and immediately forgot what he was supposed to be doing. The window looked out over the garden to the river and he sat on the floor, his elbows on the sill, watching the water and drifting back the way he had come, upstream. He knew every tree along the bank, beginning with his own elder; then the limes, just now coming into flower, the willows, the chestnuts, the alders. He knew every crossing; first the Mill Bridge, then Priest’s Bridge, Ram’s Bridge, Cart Bridge, Horse Ferry; after the bridges the meadows, and then the villages; Goat Lees and Cow Lees, Alder Fen, Thorn Eye and Ram’s Eye. In every village a tavern, in every tavern a girl. Every day another village, another tavern, another girl, more girls than he wanted. The breeze off the water lifted his long hair, and the river dissolved into a bright and marvellous mist in which the only thing he could see with any clarity was the end of his nose. By squinting ferociously he could have brought it all back again, but he had been rowing since sunrise, and the volatile river light had exhausted his eyes. He cradled his head in his arms and looked inwards, to the restful, shapeless shades that swam in the dark.

				He had taken to the boat to save his sight. Much as he disliked to deceive, this was one secret he would never reveal to his family. Sitting with his tutor, day after day, surrounded by scrolls and books, he had discovered that each day seemed to bring his face closer to the manuscript, while other faces around him turned into approximate sketches. He could see his way about, clearly enough, but all the dear details of life began to escape him. He foresaw, with real terror, a day when the whole world melted before his eyes and he would be dependent thereafter on the eyes and hands of others; so when the tutor walked out of the house for the last time, he closed his books and began instantly to look round for a means of escape, and the river had offered him one. He missed reading more than he would admit, but since he had given it up his sight had become no worse and he reckoned that he was safe, for the time being at least. If anybody had once suspected his trouble he would have been seized and subjected to treatment; incantations, ointments, evil lotions, bandages round his eyes and hands to lead him where he did not want to go. He knew people who had died of being cured. As it was, his precaution of waving to anything that moved in case it recognized him was regarded as charmingly friendly, and his habit of poking his head forward as if peering over a high fence was thought to be simply one of his many eccentricities, along with his talent for tripping over and his manifest dislike of being handled.

				In the meantime he had found out an interesting fact. Having grown up in the belief that women sought perfection in a man, he was amazed to discover that while he strode about unhampered, in daylight, girls would only smile shyly at him; but when dusk fell, and he blundered uncertainly into unseen obstacles, they fell on him, wormed his secret out of him and proceeded to act as though he were not merely near-sighted but sand-blind, gravel-blind, stone-blind even. They advised him to lie down in order, they said, to rest his eyes. It was his weakness they were after, not his strength. The exception, the sweet exception, was Anise. If he were generally faithful to Anise it was because she was too stupid to notice what was wrong with him. When he fell over the furniture she assumed that he had been drinking, which was all she had ever learned to expect from young men. They were therefore quite comfortable together.

				‘Are you going, or ain’t you?’ demanded Nurse, at the foot of the ladder.

				‘Come up and get me, why don’t you?’ said Hanno, drowsily, with good-natured malice. Of all the people in the house she was the least able to attempt it, if also the most willing.

				‘Have you yet changed your clothes? Because if you haven’t, there’s no time. Get down here now and get out.’

				‘It won’t take a moment.’

				‘Yes it will. I know you. You’ll fall asleep on your feet while you’re thinking about it.’

				He had intended to change his coarse shirt and trousers for a tunic and hose, which was what everyone else would be wearing. ‘I’m doing it now. Listen, I’ve got the chest open already, I’m looking . . .’

				‘Well, you won’t find. I had the maid tidy that out while you was away. Rags, it was, most of it. Why you have to live like a rat in the roof I don’t know. I’ll keep your things down here in future, where I can see after them.’

				Nagged beyond even his considerable endurance he went down the ladder, and foraged about the backhouse for something to wear, perversely turning his back on Nurse who squelched behind him, waving clean linen about his head like banners. His work clothes hidden under an old black caftan, he changed his shoes for sandals, jammed the gardener’s wide-brimmed leather hat over his disordered hair and set off through the garden. Nurse leaned on the half-door and watched him go. The unfastened caftan flapped round his heels, snagging on rose thorns, and he lurched over the fence like a grounded fruit bat.

				‘Why not use the gate, for once?’ she shouted after him, but he was too far away to understand. He turned, stuck a finger in his ear, shrugged madly and plunged into the long grass. She sometimes wondered if he might be deaf as well as half-witted, and having known him from infancy, often marvelled at his reputation for intelligence. Intelligence, in her opinion, was the brake that gave you pause to think before you spoke, and as Hanno normally said the first thing that came into his head she had no reason to suppose that intelligence was part of his equipment.

				The gate, which he might have used for once, was not the imposing structure at the front of the house but a rickety wooden grid, held together with bindweed, at the vulgar end of the garden beyond the currant bushes, and the path that led from it to the Mill Bridge had been reclaimed by wilderness years before. Hanno was the only one who used it, and he stumbled through waist-high grass and burdock, to emerge on the steps by the mill befurred with pollen. Spearheaded seeds had tacked themselves into the caftan and a tendril of green briony was wound round his ankle like a pet snake. He fell up the steps on all fours, ran across the bridge and into the alley that led to the city.

				Across the empty market place he ran, along Potter’s Street where Ivo and his colleagues pursued their gentlemanly business, and thence through the lanes and hidden squares that lay between the commercial quarter and the temple. There were several good straight roads that would have taken him to it sooner, but he liked going round corners.

				When at last he could avoid the temple no longer, he slowed to a sedate walk, his disgraceful hat set uneasily at a respectable angle and his thumbs hooked into convenient rents in the caftan. On reaching the lane that led up to the gate he removed the hat altogether, fastened a string or two, and sat down on a mounting block to pick the vegetation out of his skirts. He was fond of his father and very fond of his brother, and privately agreed that he caused enough grief in the house. He knew that his appearance would occasion even further distress.

				A single chime of the temple bell spilled over the wall and rolled down the lane to the city, and at the same moment the two wings of the great gate swung inwards. The people came out.

				They did not look like people who had, a few minutes before, stood in the presence of the god. They strolled and sauntered, chatted, squabbled, snapped at their wives, hectored their husbands and clipped their children round the ear. One courting couple, so closely wrapped that they seemed to be encinctured with a single, endless arm, stood on Hanno’s feet and promised each other unimaginable joys until they realized that he was listening. Two men rolled by, locked in a savage fight while their women, ignoring each other superbly, sniped at the combatants with hairpins. Hanno recovered his feet, tucked them out of the way and sat back with folded arms to watch the mob go past; hundred upon hundred, thousand upon thousand; reflecting that if there were any honest men among them, he would not be sitting alone on the mounting block.

				When the spate had dwindled to a trickle, he stood up and moved into the open gateway to look for his family. The temple courtyard was wide, and the steps that led up to the colonnade were at the far side, beyond the fountain. He cocked his head, covered one eye, slitted the other and finally made out the figures of his father and brother, in conversation with friends, standing in shade at the head of the steps. The temple faced east, but even in the morning, when the sun shone full through the colonnade, the interior was dim and the roof seemed to be supported on pillars of shadow. Hanno felt no desire at all to go any closer and was about to resume his seat on the block when he noticed that on the other side of the lane other people were waiting; a man and a woman and three little children. They stood together, close, eager and apprehensive, on tiptoe and peering anxiously towards the steps as if expecting someone to appear. Hanno, frankly curious and a little lonely, crossed the lane and said, ‘Who are you waiting for?’

				They turned to him, surprised: surprised that he should intrude, and then surprised that they were not offended by the intrusion.

				‘We are waiting for my son,’ said the man among them, ‘who was the Shepherd. Today he comes home to us.’

				‘He was a lovely Shepherd,’ said the woman. ‘Well, you’ve seen him. You’d know.’

				‘No,’ said Hanno. ‘I don’t go to the temple. But I’m sure you’re right.’

				‘There you are then,’ said the woman, assuming that he had said what she expected him to say. ‘He was a good boy, and they took him for a whole year. It’s not right,’ she went on, feeling obliged to register a complaint in spite of her pride. ‘But you can’t refuse, can you? It wouldn’t be good luck. You can’t say no.’

				‘Can’t you?’ said Hanno, who privately thought that someone should try saying no.

				‘He was a lovely Shepherd.’

				‘He did what he had to do,’ said the father.

				‘A whole year!’

				‘The Shepherd serves for a year always. Always has. You’d think our lad was the only one, to hear her run on.’

				‘I cried all night when they chose him.’

				‘You went out and told all the neighbours.’

				‘And tomorrow, some other boy . . .’

				‘It’s a soft option, if you ask me, cooling your heels in there for a year. All right for some . . .’

				‘He was serving the god . . .’

				‘He could have been earning his living. I had to pay someone to take his place in the market . . .’

				‘A whole year!’

				Hanno stood before them and smiled. To address him they had turned their backs on the gateway, and could not see what he saw; a youth of about his own age, or a little older as he must be, crossing the courtyard with the faltering steps of one who had only just learned to walk. He was a country boy, with ingenuous eyes, dressed to his obvious discomfort in a white linen tunic with full sleeves, and white trousers, cross-gartered to the knee with fine leather thongs. Hanno sympathized with anyone who disliked new clothes and raised his hand to the boy before bending down to the agitated little mother and saying, ‘I think your son is here.’

				She turned, with the whole family behind her, and engulfed her lad single-handed. The father reached over her head and shook hands with him as best he could.

				She cried, ‘Those aren’t the clothes you left in!’

				‘No, Mam; they give the Shepherd new clothes for the Festival.’

				‘But you ain’t Shepherd any more.’

				‘They let me keep them,’ he said.

				‘But where are yours? I spun the wool myself.’

				‘These are better, Mam.’

				‘How can you say that? My own hands . . . Is this how you come home? Finding fault with everything . . .’

				Hanno felt that he had no place in this emotional moment and retired to his perch on the mounting block. After a while the family moved off, taking their lad with them. As they went by he turned back and looked, wistfully as it seemed to Hanno, towards the temple. There went one Ritual Shepherd who simply must have enjoyed his term of office. It was probably the only holiday he had ever had, or would have.

				For that whole year, so grudgingly spared him, he had been of consequence, the ceremonial link between the god and the people. Clad in the ritual vestments he had stood, three times a day, as the living bond between heaven and earth, surety for the god’s attention to his people. Tomorrow he would be back at his stall in the market and another Shepherd would be chosen in his place.

				Hanno remembered that this year he was supposed to present himself as a candidate. If he did not, his family would be liable to a substantial fine, which they could easily afford although that would be poor consolation for having a son who would put the city’s good luck at risk in order to suit himself. He would have to go. The Shepherd was chosen by divination, and he wondered from time to time how the process was rigged so that the right person was selected. Clearly it would not do if someone like himself turned up as Shepherd; there must be a loophole of some kind, through which the more unsuitable candidates could be dispatched. A matter of such importance surely could not be left to the caprices of an unseen god. Those who Dwelt in the Temple were professionals. They would know their business. He decided to pay careful attention to tomorrow’s performance, since he couldn’t get out of it, to see how it was done.

				Across the courtyard two men were walking; another father and another son. Hanno stood up and went to meet them, bowing to his parent and wrapping an affectionate arm around his brother. Owing to the irregular hours of his work he had not seen Ivo for several weeks. Ivo returned the embrace, his father took his arm, and there was no word of reproach that he had failed to come back in time for the Festival. Ashamed of his habits they might be, but they loved him. He knew that should the impossible happen and he were chosen as Shepherd, a year later they would be waiting at the gate to welcome him home.
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				In the city the Festival was celebrated with riot and abandon in street and market place, and scandalous stories circulated for weeks afterwards. In common with others of their class, Hanno’s family confined its rejoicing at Midsummer to a quiet dinner at home, inviting any relatives who happened to be unoccupied that evening. In Hanno’s opinion, far too many relatives were unoccupied. Every year he intended to make his excuses and leave, to go out and investigate the riot and abandon for himself as soon as the meal was over, but every year, somehow, he failed to escape and sat dozing over the cheese and wine, eyes swollen with fatigue, while little known cousins and uncles talked of even lesser known cousins and uncles, and made acceptably sententious pronouncements on the season of the year. Tonight there were three heavy uncles disposed about the table, with aunts and progeny in full throat. The sunset bathed the company in a misleadingly rosy glow and lit on the glazed lip of a big-bellied pot in the centre of the board.

				‘A new vase?’ said Ivo, and up-ended it between his spatulate thumbs. Being a potter himself he had a habit of turning everything upside-down to see who had made it. He examined the legend with an experienced eye, stood the vase on the table and rang it with his fingernail. It chimed. ‘It’s beautiful work.’

				‘It looks as if it might farrow at any moment,’ said Hanno, who was sitting beside him. ‘Lots of little vases, all over the table.’ Ivo sighed and Hanno petted the vase contritely, to placate him. It seemed that his every comment so far had been punctuated by sighs from one side or the other.

				‘It’s a gift from your great-aunt,’ said his father.

				‘Isn’t it the one we gave her last year?’ said Hanno, blinking at it.

				‘I doubt that very much,’ said his father, with considerable restraint.

				‘Will you be quiet,’ Ivo muttered. ‘She’s here.’

				‘What?’

				‘She’s here tonight. Three seats along, next to Uncle Olaf.’

				‘Oh.’ Hanno stood up and looked down the table among distant and indistinct kindred. ‘God’s greeting Great Graunt—Aunt. A fruitful Midsummer to you.’ He caught his foot under a trestle, put a hand on the table to steady himself and knocked a flagon to the floor. ‘Aaaach, goddam it . . .’

				‘Oh, sit down; sit down,’ said Ivo, tugging at his belt, and Hanno dropped back into his seat, waving affably at the outraged aunt. Across the table an ancient cousin who fancied herself as a diplomat remarked loudly, ‘Has he not grown?’ as though that were the one thing that could be honestly said in his favour. She beamed benignly at the brothers and addressed their father. ‘Boys to be proud of: and so alike!’

				‘Like two fleas in one ear,’ said Hanno. Ivo ripped a chunk from the nearest loaf and slammed it on to Hanno’s plate.

				‘Eat that.’

				‘Why? I don’t want it.’

				‘Eat it, I said.’ Hanno gave him a puzzled look and sank his teeth into the bread. Seeing his brother safely silenced for the time being, Ivo turned his back and set about appeasing the rest of the party.

				In fact they were not much alike. Where Hanno leaned forwards and peered, Ivo stood back and regarded. In the warm evening light he seemed to have come fresh from one of his own kilns, unevenly fired, black and terracotta by turns. Hanno, also dark, was not so dark, sallow rather than ruddy, and although younger was very much taller so that he looked like a second impression of Ivo in which the colours had been diluted in order to go further.

				The meal had been a substantial one and the dry bread was going down with difficulty. In front of him was a flat wooden trencher bearing cheeses. The big mild ones were already laid waste by the depredations of the uncles, but round the edge, wrapped in vine leaves, were several small goat’s-milk cheeses, their pungency sealed inside white scabrous rinds. Hanno took one and pinched it a little to see if it were ripe. It was. The rind split, the fluid interior shot out like a comet, rose in the air and made landfall in the lap of an adjacent uncle. Hanno, who was very tired and more than slightly drunk, put his head on the table and laughed until his face ached, and fell asleep while he was laughing.

				He opened his eyes to candlelight. The party had broken up, the table was cleared, and on a nearby chair Ivo sat looking at him. Even in the subdued light Hanno could tell that Ivo’s face wore that terribly familiar look of despair.

				‘Isn’t it time you stopped playing with your food?’ he said, wearily. Hanno recalled the sweet trajectory of the cheese and began to grin. ‘It’s not funny. Hanno, you’re eighteen! Can’t you sit at a table for two hours without insulting someone? Every time you open your mouth . . .’

				‘Ah, god, I’m sorry,’ said Hanno. ‘Really, I’m sorry. I didn’t know the old—lady was here.’

				‘Exactly. You were too drunk to see who arrived.’ Hanno let that pass, as he had to. ‘But even if she hadn’t been, there was no need to say what you did about the vase. That kind of thing gets repeated—like what you said to Cousin Walafrid.’

				‘I can’t recollect saying anything to Cousin Walafrid.’

				‘I’m inclined to think that’s just as well,’ said Ivo, severely. ‘Let’s hope that no one else remembers, either.’

				Hanno tried to check his widening smile and winced.

				‘I’ve split my lip.’

				‘You probably hit it on the edge of the table when you passed out,’ said Ivo, intimating that this was no more than he deserved.

				‘I didn’t pass out, I was asleep,’ said Hanno, yawning self-righteously. ‘I was up at dawn, remember.’

				‘You slept very soundly then,’ said Ivo. He passed a hand over his face and smoothed away an incipient smile of his own. Hanno felt very sorry for him. Ivo had grown up assailed by cries of Don’t encourage the child, and although Hanno could no longer be regarded as a child and stood a whole head taller, Ivo still suffered from the burden of his responsibility. ‘It upsets Father,’ he said.

				‘He shouldn’t invite them here,’ said Hanno. ‘Down they come, every year, like buzzards. Is there any wine left?’

				‘There is, but you’re not having it,’ said Ivo. ‘He wanted especially to have a talk with you tonight, but I persuaded him to go to bed instead. He has his health to consider.’

				‘I suppose that means I’ll get it tomorrow.’

				‘It’s already tomorrow,’ said Ivo. ‘You ought to be in bed yourself. You’ve a long day coming.’

				‘And you haven’t?’

				‘I’m on holiday. You have to go to the Choosing.’

				‘Oh, I don’t, do I?’ said Hanno. ‘Will anyone care if I don’t go? They won’t notice, will they?’

				‘Stop wheedling,’ said Ivo. ‘You are of age to be chosen, your name’s on the list, and if the god wills it, you will be chosen.’

				Hanno was always taken aback on being reminded that Ivo did believe, sincerely, in the god and in the attendant rituals. His father’s faith struck him as eminently reasonable; old men have strange fancies; but Ivo was only six years older than he was. He laughed. ‘Think on it, Ivo. Can you see me in that sheepskin . . . with horns . . . ?’

				‘It was about that that Father wanted to speak,’ said Ivo. ‘On the whole, I think it’s a good thing he didn’t.’

				‘What was he going to say?’

				‘Advice on how to comport yourself if you were chosen.’

				‘Oh.’ He didn’t argue. ‘You’ve been at a Choosing, haven’t you? What happens?’

				‘I’m going to bed,’ said Ivo. ‘And I suggest you go too. You’ll see soon enough what happens.’

				‘But how—?’

				‘What?’

				‘How do they choose?’

				‘The god chooses,’ said Ivo. ‘He needs no help. He knows who will be his faithful servant for a year.’

				‘I’m glad to hear it,’ said Hanno.

				‘There has never yet been a Shepherd in the family,’ said his father, as they sat over a late breakfast. ‘It would give me great pleasure if you were to be the first.’

				Hanno kept quiet and fiddled with the wreath of ivy that Nurse had prepared for him, against his visit to the temple. Out in the country some of the old farmers still sacrificed a sheep at Midsummer, and the animal was led garlanded to the slaughter. He pulled the wreath down hard until it hung round his neck, and looked at his reflection in the silver bowl of roses on the window ledge.

				‘Baaaaa,’ he said, softly.

				Ivo’s head swung round.

				‘Stop that.’

				Hanno worked the wreath back over his ears and settled it so that it encircled his head, but horribly snarled up with his hair, which he wore hanging almost to his shoulders. He glanced once more at the rose bowl, to ascertain that he looked as stupid as he felt, and returned to his breakfast.

				‘I’ll tidy you up afterwards,’ Ivo hissed, leaning across the table.

				Hanno glowered at him. When he was very small Ivo used to clean his teeth for him until the morning Hanno had bitten his finger to the bone. Ivo still fussed over him. They had lost their mother on the day that Hanno was born, already too large and untimely, and when he paused to think what Ivo had got in exchange he could have wept at the pity of it. He thought of it now and sat with bent head, unprotesting, while Ivo disentangled the ivy stems from his hair and removed sundry other foreign objects that were nestling in it.

				His father, with unusual empathy, looked up and said, ‘Your mother would have been so happy to see you now, my son.’ Hanno, very moved by this rare lie, smiled back at him.

				You cause enough grief in this house.

				The Rite of the Choosing of the Shepherd began at noon. Ivo offered to walk to the temple with him and Hanno, feeling miserably conspicuous with his Festival clothes and foliate head, accepted gratefully. While his brother was dressing he went about the house and garden making various arrangements for his return. With a trip downstream to the harbour commissioned for next morning he stowed his gear in the boat, sent a verbal message to illiterate Anise confirming their meeting and went down to the end of the kitchen plot to inspect and reset his mole traps.

				Ivo found him there, on hands and knees in the dirt.

				‘Why must you trap moles anyway?’ Ivo demanded, dusting him officiously. He made further repairs to the ivy. ‘This thing will look like a funeral wreath by the time you arrive.’

				‘Should I care? A friend of mine at Thorn Eye promised to pay for as many as I could get.’

				‘I can imagine,’ said Ivo. ‘What does he do with them?’

				‘He’s the village healer. They’re a sovereign remedy for something, he says. Thank god I don’t suffer from anything that can be cured with moles,’ said Hanno. ‘You know—he boils them.’

				‘It’s time we were going,’ said Ivo.

				‘Go on, then. I’m almost done here. I’ll catch you up.’ Ivo hesitated. ‘What’s the matter?’

				‘Do you think . . . perhaps you should go to the shrine first?’

				‘No, I don’t,’ said Hanno.

				‘It would please Father. He made an offering on your behalf, this morning.’

				‘He knows I don’t believe. What good would pretending do?’

				‘He still hopes. Would it hurt to keep him hopeful? He can’t understand how you could have lost your faith. No more can I. Now what are you doing?’

				‘There’s another run here; two more traps. I would think more of your god,’ said Hanno, ‘if he did something. Miracles; strange things in the sky; earthquakes even. But he does nothing. He takes your offerings and gives nothing in return. He accepts worship, and says nothing. He demands a Shepherd—and what does the Shepherd get? Nothing. Except a year off work,’ he added, thinking of the last Shepherd. ‘I suppose that’s worth having.’

				‘That’s not true,’ said Ivo. ‘He works in men’s minds.’

				‘Maybe, but he leaves no evidence. See here, if you told me there was a great treasure in that molehill I’d be a fool not to look, wouldn’t I? But if I didn’t find it I’d know it wasn’t there. I wouldn’t call you a liar, but I’d say you were mistaken. You tell me there’s a god in the temple. I look. I don’t find him.’

				‘Say that to yourself sometime, when you’re in a better temper, and you’ll see where the fault lies.’

				‘I never lose my temper,’ said Hanno, equably. ‘You know that. Well, that’s it. All empty.’

				‘A little anger might be good for you,’ said Ivo. With anyone but his brother he would have been on the verge of a quarrel. ‘Why should you always be happy, huh?’

				‘I’m not, as it happens,’ said Hanno. ‘But on the other hand, why shouldn’t I be? I work at it.’

				‘Time to go,’ said Ivo.

				‘No moles today—hurray, hurray, hurray,’ Hanno sang as they walked to the front gate.

				‘That’s not a very professional attitude,’ said Ivo.

				‘I don’t really like killing them,’ Hanno confessed, apologetically.

				‘Then why do it?’

				‘I need the money.’

				Ivo stopped with his hand on the gate, in the act of closing it behind them.

				‘Hanno, you don’t.’ He was very shocked.

				‘I do. Rowing a boat’s not the fastest way to the top of the tree.’

				‘It wouldn’t be.’

				‘You know what I mean.’

				‘Only too well. You could have all the money you wanted—you’ve only to ask.’

				‘From you and Father?’ Hanno looked him in the eye. ‘Do you really want to finance my affair with a stevedore’s daughter?’

				‘Hanno!’

				‘Yes. It sounds nasty coming from me, doesn’t it? But that’s just how you’d put it. Oh no. If I’m to live the way I want to live, I must pay for it.’

				They were walking down the paved road towards the Mill Bridge. Ivo touched his arm.

				‘Do you have to live that way? Have you ever seriously thought about doing anything else? I’d help you all I could.’

				They had this conversation fairly regularly and Hanno loathed it.

				‘I know you would, but it’s not worth the effort. I couldn’t be beholden to anyone; working at someone else’s bidding, always shut in, always having to guard my tongue—’

				‘That wouldn’t do you any harm.’

				‘I hate a closed door.’

				Ivo stopped in his tracks but Hanno, not noticing, walked on.

				‘Wait!’

				He turned and saw Ivo hurrying to catch up with him. He looked more than usually troubled.

				‘Hanno: had you considered . . . ?’

				‘What?’

				‘It could happen.’

				‘What could?’

				‘You could be chosen.’

				‘Ah, no. You can’t believe that.’ Hanno leaned against the parapet of the bridge and laughed. Ivo didn’t laugh.

				‘I’ll pray that you’re not.’

				‘In spite of Father?’

				‘In spite of Father.’

				‘You really do mean it, don’t you,’ said Hanno, wonderingly. ‘Come on, let’s get this foolishness over.’

				Some people, for good luck, poured wine into their wells, hung a ram’s horn above the bed, buried iron beneath their doorsteps. For good luck, and without knowing why, they spat over their shoulders when the new moon rose, threw coins into the river at the time of spring tides, walled up a live toad in the foundations of a house. For good luck, and without knowing why, the city sent its sons to the temple, on the day after Midsummer, so that from among them the god might choose a Shepherd to serve him for a year. No one ever refused to go, or if he did, his family soon made sure that he changed his mind.

				It was for good luck.

				From all over the city the candidates converged upon the temple along the lanes and alleys and highways, under the flowering lime trees. As they all drew together in the lane that approached the gate Hanno looked them over, the pious and the profane, the most disparate among them alike in their formal dress, in their wreaths, in their age.

				‘I can’t come any further,’ said Ivo, halting in the gateway.

				‘But you’ll wait,’ said Hanno. ‘Won’t you wait?’

				‘Better not,’ said Ivo, unhappily.

				‘Oh. Well . . . I’ll see you when I get home,’ said Hanno, suddenly uneasy at finding himself abandoned in this company.

				‘I hope so.’ Ivo turned to go, then, to Hanno’s considerable disquiet, he came back and put his arms awkwardly round his towering young brother. ‘I hope so.’ This time he went, without looking back.

				Hanno entered the courtyard, shuddering. Even with the gates wide open he was uncomfortably aware of the oppressive wall that enclosed the place, forty feet high and continuous, with only that single exit, and that single exit almost always barred. On one side of the circling wall stood a second circle, the colonnade upholding the inverted saucer that was the roof; and inside that circle, a third; the sanctuary where very few might tread; only those that Dwelt in the Temple and one other: the Ritual Shepherd.

				Hanno climbed the steps to the colonnade and wondered which of his companions would be inside the sacred circle tonight. It was at least two years since he had last been here, but as a child he had attended services regularly, and he recalled the strange little lean-to in the sanctuary, thrown up against the rail, that was the hut of the Ritual Shepherd; the place where he lived and slept, a divinely appointed interloper in the precinct, daily and nightly in the sight of the god.

				The sanctuary was at the top of a further flight of steps. The well of the temple, between those steps and the colonnade, was the place where ordinary men might walk freely. Hanno, feeling very ordinary, walked about admiring the tiles on the floor. Each was moulded in relief to represent a flower and he moved from one to the next as though they were stepping-stones, rose, lily, mallow, clover, sorrel, aconite, spurge, but as more candidates came up the steps from the courtyard he turned shy and halted by a pillar, out of the way, where he might best see what was going on.

				It seemed to be a boom year for prospective Shepherds. He had never imagined that the city held so many people of his own age. That was one of the drawbacks to being educated at home—so many friends and enemies never made. He looked enviously at old mates greeting each other. No one knew him. He did not love crowds or pine for company, but here he did not want to be alone.

				Then he saw a face that he recognized. By each pillar in the colonnade stood a youth wearing splendidly elaborate, and elaborately useless, armour and carrying a long spear. They posed immobilized and rigid, as if it were they who supported the roof, and not the pillars. They were the Guardians of the Temple, holders of yet another ritual office, as opposed to the guards who wore rather more functional armour and stood at the gate; laymen, paid a wage for their services. Each Guardian faced outwards and the one by the next pillar to Hanno’s was profiled sharply against the stone beside him. Hanno knew that snub nose and premature jowl from long ago. He had first seen them on a pugnacious little boy who had appeared in the meadow on the far side of the garden fence and, by means of well-aimed taunts and gibes, invited Hanno to come out and fight him. Hanno, tall even then, had hopped over the fence and laid him out in less than thirty seconds and after that they had knocked each other about fairly regularly, wisely concealing their bellicose friendship from their respective parents. It was, of course, Ivo who had discovered the source of Hanno’s proliferating bruises and put a stop to their fun. Hanno often wondered what became of his sparring partner after that and now he knew: a temple Guardian, dedicated for life to the service of the god. Stranger things could happen, thought Hanno, without thinking very hard what they might be. He seemed to remember that the boy was called Dow, and hoped there would be an opportunity to speak to him on the way out.

				High in the roof a bell rang once and the crowd fell silent. Across the sanctuary, from behind the altar, came an old man tented in embroidered robes that brushed his unshod feet, and followed by a boot-faced acolyte who walked with the assertive air of the born subordinate. The priest was empty-handed. The acolyte carried a plain wooden staff, tipped with the curling horn of a ram. When they reached the open gateway that broke the ring of the sanctuary rail they stopped and looked down at the candidates waiting below. The priest motioned the acolyte to step forward and took from him the staff. Without preliminary greeting he said:

				‘This is the Staff of the Shepherd, which is his to hold for the god in the year to come. One among you will have that Staff in his hand an hour from now. See to it.’ The bell rang again. ‘The Rite of the Choosing of the Shepherd has begun.’

				The candidates looked at each other with uneasy smirks and solemn frowns. Among them came a youth wearing the armour of a temple Guardian, incongruously laden with a basket of dried beans. He returned their curious gaping with a self-conscious scowl and managed to look, Hanno thought, like a soldier caught looting by camp followers. They were about the same height and as the bean merchant passed Hanno he caught his eye, saw Hanno’s involuntary smile, and moved on with an ugly grimace that made Hanno profoundly thankful that they were unlikely to meet again.

				He mounted the steps and turned to face the candidates. ‘Make a circle and sit,’ he said shortly. Hanno found a place on the tiles and sat, between two others, cross-legged and alert. There was a certain amount of shuffling and muttering as the circle swelled and shrank, formed and reformed. Hanno, who was sitting in a relatively stable section, glanced over his shoulder and noticed two things. The gates of the temple were closed and barred; and the Guardians, with their spears held out before them, were now facing inwards to the waiting circle in the well of the temple. There was no more smiling or quiet comment, no shuffling. The temple was silent. Hanno recalled that not long ago he had described the Rite of the Choosing as foolishness. He had laughed and Ivo had not laughed. Ivo had known what was coming.

				The priest turned his back and walked to the altar. It was hidden from the candidates by the rise of the steps, but Hanno could see where it must be by the red shaded lamp that hung above it, suspended on a brass chain. The priest raised his arms and demanded, in a voice that would brook no refusal, ‘O god, guide the hand of your servant and be pleased to choose, through him, your Shepherd.’

				The boot-faced acolyte took the basket of beans from the Guardian and advanced into the circle. He cleared his throat and looked all round him, as if expecting a threat to his person from behind.

				‘It is written,’ he said, ‘in the Book of the Ritual, that the god shall choose his Shepherd by the Rite of Three: by the Bean and by the Horn and by the Lamb.’ He contrived to invest each workaday word with a sense of mystery, as if only thus could he bring himself to pronounce it. ‘By these Three shall the Choice of the god be made known to us.’

				‘Why?’ said Hanno. ‘Why a bean?’

				‘Because the Book says so,’ said the nearby Guardian, sharply, and clearly astounded that anyone should dare to ask.

				‘Does it say why?’

				‘Never question the Book,’ said the Guardian. He leaned towards Hanno and added an informal threat of his own. ‘If you open your mouth again you’ll be sorry.’

				Hanno subsided. Beans? Ivo maintained that parts of the Ritual were so old that they had existed before men could write, and were so obscure that even the Book, ancient though it was, could not explain them rationally. This was evidently one of the obscure parts. All right, then; bring on the oracular Bean.

				‘In this basket,’ said the acolyte, ‘there are as many Beans as there are of you. Some are white and some are red and you will each be given one. You will bow your heads and hold up your right hands and a Bean will be placed in each. Those who receive a white Bean will leave this place immediately, and the god will remember them kindly. Those who receive a red Bean will stay. On no account will you speak. On no account will you raise your heads or open your hands until you have been told which you have.’

				Why? In case we try to change it? He did not care to risk asking out loud.

				The acolyte began to pass round the circle, doling out beans like an almoner distributing relief rations during a famine. Hands were extended as he approached, some eagerly, some fearfully. Hanno was disappointed; it was all so easy, and all so obvious. A red bean for the good boys and a white bean for the bad ones; who could imagine that the god had a hand in it? If that were my god, thought Hanno, he would scatter the beans and fell that posturing fool with a thunderbolt and choose his Shepherd with a shaft of lightning, and then we should all know he had chosen. What pride can there be in being chosen like this?

				An impatient foot tapped the tiles in front of him and he raised his hand, palm up, above his head. He felt something hard and cool pressed into it and his fingers curled in reflex.

				Hanno was one of the last to be served and by the time the acolyte had stepped out of the circle the Guardian had stepped in. Moving from one candidate to the next he opened their hands. Some he dismissed with a jerk of his spear, and some he detained by laying the spear across their shoulders. It was as simple as that. Hanno, head bowed as instructed, felt him coming closer and gazed at the tiles in front of him. He wondered if Ivo’s hand had ever touched any of these, clover, sorrel, woodbine, windflower . . . someone took his own hand and prised the fingers apart. Hanno looked up, startled, realized that it was his turn to be examined and waited for the gesture of dismissal. Instead, the spear came down sharply upon his shoulder and the Guardian moved on. Hanno lowered his hand and stared at it. He was holding a red bean.

				The Guardian completed his circuit, waited to watch the last of the rejected hurry down the steps to the courtyard, and then said, ‘Close the circle.’

				Quietly, awe-stricken now, they slithered together. Hanno wanted to go up to the Guardian and say, Look, haven’t you made a mistake? He wanted to get out now, as fast as possible; wanted to follow the last of the rejected down the steps, across the courtyard, out of the gate. He looked behind him and saw that the gate, which had opened for a moment to let them through, was closing once more. When he turned back, the acolyte was carrying a capstan into the centre of the circle.

				A capstan?

				Hanno, whose work took him often to the harbour, knew what a capstan was for. He had assisted in turning one on occasion, he and three others, straining every muscle. This thing in front of him was an effete apology for a capstan. It was made of bronze and stood about a foot high, squatting like a cat on daintily clawed toes. The Guardian came forward with the staff, thrust it through the hole in the head of the capstan and pushed it. It spun easily: no muscle required here. It reminded Hanno of a little device that was very popular in the gambling hall at the end of the Flax Market, and then he realized that this was exactly how they intended to use it.

				‘There are now sixty of you,’ said the acolyte. ‘And thirty times we shall spin the Staff. Those to whom the Horn is turned will arise and stand outside the circle. Begin,’ he said to the Guardian.

				The Guardian stooped to the capstan and the staff began its first revolution. Hanno watched it go round, with growing contempt. He had thought these people professional; a gaming table! Why not toss a coin? Why not throw dice? Why not throw loaded dice?

				One after the other the candidates left the circle. When the curling horn came round to Hanno he scrambled up with nervous haste to join the second circle that was coming round the first; and when the staff had spun for the thirtieth time he turned quickly towards the colonnade and the gate, which was now open again. The Guardian addressed the candidates who were still seated on the floor.

				‘Return to your homes,’ he said, ‘and the god will remember you kindly.’

				Those who were seated rose and scattered. Those who were standing looked at each other, wide-eyed, convinced that in some way they had been tricked; Hanno as convinced as anyone.
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