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			The Monastery at Redestone

		

	
		
			There came a mighty wind, so strong it tore the mountains and shattered the rocks before Yahweh. But Yahweh was not in the wind. After the wind came an earthquake. But Yahweh was not in the earthquake. After the earthquake came a fire. But Yahweh was not in the fire. And after the fire there came the sound of a gentle breeze. And when Elijah heard this, he covered his face with his cloak and went out and stood at the entrance of the cave.

			1st Kings 19: 11-13
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			The snow makes a sound as it falls. It is a slight sound, as if the air the snow is falling through were muttering to itself, but it is a sound. And there is something else too, another sound, muffled, distant. Practice? Are they practicing? But it is gone now. Whatever it was, the sound is gone now, the cloister silent. Except for the snow. The snow falls and falls. Like sleep it settles around the figure of a man and holds him there, as in a dream, silent, still. It is Father Dagan. Father Dagan. Father Dagan is standing in the middle of the cloister, hood up, arms at his sides, a gray and silent figure surrounded by falling snow.
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			There was a door. I remember that. A large door—big, dark, and, as I recall it now, new I think, the smell of fresh-cut oak creating a sort of refuge, a place into which I just fit. I was crying. The men were gone. The dark men in their dark clothes had marched off somewhere else, but I was still afraid. My father had left. It was almost nighttime and my father had left, and the dark men in their dark clothes said he wasn’t coming back. 

			But this man came back. He looked behind the door and there I was. He smiled at me. As if this were part of a game, as if his finding me behind the door had been part of some grand elaborate game, he smiled at me. He held a finger up before his lips which made me like him and made me want to laugh but I did not laugh. I wondered what he was going to do. He didn’t tell me a secret. He took me by the hand and, gently, he led me outside. 

			It was snowing. The air was soft with snow. It whispered in my ears and was cold and then wet on my face. I laughed. Again the man brought a finger to his lips. The smile made me shy. Why did he like me? He knelt down. Like a mother checking her little boy’s shoes, the man knelt down. Only he wasn’t a mother, he was a man, and he should have checked my shoes earlier, before, while we were still inside.

			I held my foot up for the man but, instead of checking the shoe as he should have, he began to scrape at the snow on the ground before him. With big red hands the man scraped at the snow, raking it into a pile. A part of me wanted to kneel down beside the man, play in the snow with him, but I didn’t. I was shy. I didn’t know the rules. When the pile of snow was big, the man gathered it up into his hands and, working quickly, crushed it into a ball. The man placed the ball on the ground between us. 

			A second time the man raked snow into a pile and a second time he crushed the snow together into a ball, set it on the ground between us. Then he stopped. Instead of making a third ball, the man stopped; he looked at me. I smiled. The two balls resting side by side were pretty. You could see where the man’s fingers had pressed into them. But he wanted something, I could tell. He pointed at the balls and then he looked at me, eyebrows raised. Why didn’t he just say what he wanted? Why was everyone so afraid to speak here? Had something happened? Had something really bad happened?

			The man’s eyes grew large. He smiled at me, shook his head. Like a mother he shook his head, forbade me to cry. Then he reached out as if to comfort me; but instead of patting me or pulling me toward him, he pulled my hand out as if checking to see if it were clean. With his other hand the man now picked up some snow and placed it in the hand he held. He looked at me, looked back at the snow in my hand. I looked at the snow. It was pretty, one or two loose flakes just catching the light. The man looked at me again. He brought his now empty hands together and pretended to make another ball. 

			I knew what he wanted! 

			I brought my hands together as the man had and crushed the little pile of snow into a ball like his. I was surprised by how cold it was. Something about packing the snow tight seemed to squeeze the cold from it. 

			The man took the ball I had made and laid it on the ground between us. My ball looked small next to the ones he had made. Then the man did something that surprised me. He pulled two sticks from his sleeve. Like an uncle pulling eggs from his ear, the man pulled two sticks from his sleeve. Sticks and not sticks: long and pointed like sticks but also shiny, polished, like overlarge needles. The man placed the two needle-stick things on the ground beside the balls. Again he looked at me. His eyelashes and beard were now white with snow but beneath the flakes I could see that he was smiling. I smiled too. He looked funny. 

			Gently, like someone stacking pots, the man placed one of his balls on top of the other. On either side of the uppermost ball the man inserted one of the stick-like things so that now they really did look like sticks, sticks sticking out of a tree whose trunk was made of two big balls of snow. 

			The man looked at what he had made, and then he looked at me. There was a question in his eyes but I didn’t say anything. I had no idea what he was doing. The man smiled. He raised a finger and I understood that he wanted me to be patient. Then carefully, very carefully, as though it were the most important thing in the world, he lifted my ball from the ground and held it in his hands. He looked at the ball and his face became serious. He looked at the two balls he had made, the one stacked on top of the other. He cocked his head. I was afraid he didn’t like my ball, that it was too small. Then the man leaned forward and, with infinite care, placed my ball on top of his. 

			It was a man. A little man. We had made a snow man.
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			I have no more memories of that night. Did we go into church afterwards? Was that where the other monks had gone? Did Father leave the little snowman standing as he had created it, out in the middle of the garth? Or did he knock it down? I don’t know. I don’t remember. All I remember is Father Dagan standing in the middle of the cloister, tall and silent, a gray figure with his hood up, snow falling all around him. At his side stands a tiny form, equally still and mute, white and simple—my first snowman.

		

	
		
			II
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			There are, of course, other memories from that first year at Redestone, though Father Dagan and the snowman remain my earliest. Working on this confession, trying to remember everything I can, I am sometimes surprised to find myself recalling what appears to be nothing more than a simple lump of wax, doubtless the trimmings from someone’s tabulum. The memory surfaces, when it surfaces, unattached to any other. I don’t know who would have given me such a thing or why the thought of it after all these years has the power to move me so, to make my mouth water as though I recalled not a useless bit of wax but a particularly choice piece of food. Perhaps, in the world of rules and obedience I had been dropped into, the thing’s magic lay in the fact that it was malleable, that warming it in the palm of my hand I could force it to adopt whatever shape I liked…though I think color played a part as well, the subtle changes in hue wax may undergo if you observe it closely in the light. At any rate, whatever the attraction—and though I know it would have been wrong of me—I think I must have kept the thing, hidden it away in my bed, for the memory is often accompanied by a dim recollection of the scent (old, familiar, comforting) of my first mattress, a smell replaced almost immediately by the lighter more volatile scent of the wax itself, a fragrance which, nowadays, I associate with words, tabula, the material upon which I scratch out this draft. 

			When I try to remember how the abbey itself looked in those first days, it is not at all as you would expect. When we picture Redestone, we see the cloister, don’t we, the green of the garth, the church on one side, the refectory, dortoir, and abbot’s lodge on the other? We create in our minds a clear, if simple, view of the place. But this is not the way a child sees it, or at least not a very small child. When I remember my first days at Redestone, I see not a grand plan of abbey and grounds, but, rather, a series of seemingly insignificant images (the view from a window I was just tall enough to reach, a mossy bit of flagstone walk, the place in the church’s south wall where, at mid-morning, the stones became warm and rosy), these were the reference points of my life, the little places that, in the aggregate, added up to my idea of the world. If the sun passed behind Modra nect each afternoon then as it does now, dousing the garth in shadow, I made no connection between the mountain and the change in light (if asked, I would have guessed, I suppose, that everywhere the world grew dim at the approach of Vespers). I must have been aware of the great terrace our monastery sits upon, must have seen the fields below, the village beyond, but I don’t remember ever looking at these things—at least not in that first year or two—certainly don’t remember ever thinking about them. I thought about food. I thought about the place at table where I sat. I thought about my bed. I thought about the spot along the church wall that on sunny mornings grew warm and rosy in the light. 

			As using a stylus to scratch out my tale upon this wax has reminded me of Father Dagan (the styli he used to make the arms on my first snowman), so, in a similar fashion, remembering my earliest images of Redestone brings Oftfor to mind, the absurd little tour I gave him the day we met, the things I said. As it happens, this is the same Oftfor that would eventually become so famous, though on the occasion I am remembering he was still just a boy like me, looking, as I recall it now, rather small and underfed. Though I can’t be sure, my guess is it was the day of his oblation. It makes sense. I have a vague memory of strangers having been at the abbey at that time, the intense interest I always felt in grown-ups that weren’t monks. And making it the day of Oftfor’s oblation would explain why the two of us were out there alone on the garth like that, unobserved by anyone but the young postulant set to watch over us. Doubtless everyone else was inside, in the church, participating in the rite of donation—something we would have been judged too young to understand. The postulant was, I believe…. Yes. Yes, of course it was. It was Dudda. 

			Dudda said we weren’t to run, which seemed unfair as we hadn’t been running, only walking fast. 

			I looked back at the little boy. He looked happy. His cheeks were red, either from the cold or the exertion, and, if he wasn’t smiling, at least he wasn’t actively crying anymore either. I wished he would wipe his nose. He could get into trouble for that if Brother Baldwin saw him. But there was so much the boy could get into trouble for; he was really quite hopeless. And loud! The brothers were always complaining about how loud I was, but until today I hadn’t realized just how loud and noisy a little boy could be. I pointed at the refectory. 

			Oftfor looked at the building and then took two quick excited steps toward it. He stopped, looked back at me.

			I shook my head.

			He frowned, looked once more at the refectory, then back at me. 

			Again I pointed at the building; then, flexing my hand at the knuckles while keeping my fingers straight, I made the first of the two signs. It looked more like a roof when Father Dagan did it. 

			Oftfor’s forehead grew surprisingly wrinkled, like an old man’s. 

			I frowned, shook my head: Pay attention! Again I made the roof-shape Father Dagan had taught me, then I brought my fingers to my lips, opening my mouth wide to make it clear what I was doing. 

			Oftfor’s eyes grew large. “What have you got?” he asked, the question booming off the cloister walls. 

			I tossed a quick glance over at Dudda and was relieved to see he was no longer watching us, was, instead, peering in at the church door. I looked back at Oftfor, shook my head. “No!” I whispered. “It’s how we’re supposed to talk.”

			Puzzlement.

			“With our hands!” 

			Oftfor looked at me as if I’d told him hot was cold, cold hot. 

			“Because of the silence!” I said aloud, wishing Dudda would look over here now, see how hard this was, how hard I was working to bring the new boy into line. 

			“The silence?”

			I smiled, a teacher proud of his pupil’s first success. “Yes. The silence.” I began to whisper again. “We can’t talk because of the silence, so we have to use our fingers.”

			The boy frowned. “Why can’t we talk?” he asked, whispering himself now. “Have we done something wrong?”

			“No, of course not. Unless we talk.”

			Oftfor looked suddenly frightened, as if I’d said something mad. 

			“No, no, it’s all right!” Why was this so difficult? Why did it make perfect sense when Father Dagan said it and none at all when I did? “We can’t talk because we’re monks, because monks don’t talk, they chant. It’s what monks are for.” 

			“We’re not monks. We’re little…”

			“No, no I know. I mean I know we’re not monks, we’re oblates.”

			“We’re…?”

			“Oblates,” I said, proud of the ease with which I now pronounced the word. 

			“What’s a…an….”

			But I hurried on before Oftfor could finish that question (let Father Dagan answer that one). “Monks don’t talk because they chant instead. That’s what monks are for.”

			“Monks are for chanting,” Oftfor said dubiously, a child repeating his lessons. 

			“Chanting and praying.”

			The boy cast a wide-eyed glance over at Dudda. “That’s all they do!?” 

			“Well no, of course not. I mean they work too. Listen, do you want to learn this or not?”

			“What?”

			“The signs!” I said, “The way we talk with our hands!” I indicated the cloister with what seemed to me a particularly grown-up sweep of the arm. 

			Oftfor flinched as if from a blow. 

			“What? Did you think I was going to hit you?!”

			Oftfor just looked at me, chin thrust forward bravely but dimpled now, quivering. 

			“No, it’s all right,” I said, confused by this, the unexpected feelings it engendered (Father had said I was to look after this boy, that he was now, in a sense, my little brother). “Look, it’s simple. The way you make a building’s name is by making first the sign for roof, and then the sign for whatever you do in that building.”

			Still on the verge of tears but trying hard to be a good little boy, Oftfor gave me a bit of a nod. 

			“We eat in the refectory,” I said, watching him closely now, not at all sure he was following this. “So the way you say ‘refectory’ is….” I made the roof-shape again, then, careful to make the movement seem non-threatening, brought my fingers to my lips. “See…? Like someone eating?” 

			Oftfor looked from my hand to my mouth and then back at my hand again, utterly bewildered. 

			“So this,” I said, repeating the signs a second time, “means ‘refectory’!” 

			Oftfor watched my hand a moment longer, as one might a snake, then, frowning, looked back at the refectory. “The reflectory,” he said thoughtfully. 

			What could you do? 

			But I didn’t give up, wouldn’t give up (Father expected this of me!). Since the boy was clearly slow, I’d have to start with something a little easier. I pointed at the church. “You know what that is, don’t you?”

			Oftfor looked at the great stone building, the breathy sound of the chant just then rising from its interior. “The church?” he said.

			“Right. The church. So the sign for it is…. Remember? First you make the sign for roof….” I did so. “Then you make the sign for what you do beneath that roof….” I brought my hands together, palm-to-palm, before my lips. By my calculation even the dullest of boys must know the sign for prayer. 

			For the first time, Oftfor smiled. “The church!” he said with a little laugh. 

			I held a finger up but smiled too. “Yes,” I whispered, more sure of myself now, “the church.” 

			Once more I made the two signs and, this time, Oftfor repeated them for me. The boy’s roof looked more like a turtle than a roof, but, still…Father Dagan was going to be so proud of me! 

			“All right, now look back at the refectory,” I said, thinking it was time to try something a little more difficult.

			Oftfor turned and looked. 

			“See the building next to it?”

			Oftfor glanced from the refectory to the dortoir and then, uncertainly, back at the refectory. I had never noticed before how much the two buildings resembled each other. 

			“The refectory’s the one on the right, the one on the left’s the one I’m talking about. It’s the dortoir.”

			“The….”

			“The dortoir.”

			For a moment or two Oftfor studied the dortoir’s simple earthen façade as one might a great mystery, then, apparently growing tired of this, let his attention wander to the diggings next-door. “Why’s there that hole?” he asked. 

			“Oh, that,” I said, pleased to show off my newfound knowledge. “That’s where they’re going to put the abbot’s lodgings.”

			“What are those?” 

			Truth be told, I hadn’t a clue. When I’d first heard the phrase, something about the way it had been said made me think of hurdles (then, as now, no one liked making hurdles), but since they’d dug this surprisingly square and shallow hole I’d begun to wonder if “lodgings” might not mean something else, a kind of food maybe, something only abbots got to eat, a category of nourishment so delicate and delicious it had to be stored, like grain, in its own special pit. “Wouldn’t you like to know,” I said. “But it’s the building next to the hole that we’re talking about.”

			“The reflectory.”

			“No, the reflec…the refectory is the other building, the building on the right. The building on the left is the dortoir.”

			“The….”

			“The dortoir’s where we sleep. So the sign for dortoir is…. Remember? First we make the sign for roof….” I did so. “Then we make the sign for what we do beneath the roof….” Once more I brought my hands together palm-to-palm; then, making sure Oftfor could see what I was doing, I placed the sign for prayer against my right ear, turning it into the sign for sleep. 

			Oftfor nodded as if impatient now with any and all instruction. “Why’s it called that?” he asked.

			“Why’s it called that?”

			“The door place. Why’s it called that?” 

			“Because that’s what dortoir means. It’s the building where you sleep.”

			“But I mean, why? If it’s where you sleep, why don’t they call it the bedchamber? I mean, that’s what it is, isn’t it? There’re beds in there, aren’t there?”

			“Well, yes.”

			“Then it’s the bedchamber, right?”

			“Look, you want to see something else?”

			And so it was that Oftfor and I, grown tired of playing pupil and pedant, became again what in fact of course we had been all along, just two little boys trying hard to entertain themselves in a world entirely not of their making. Naturally enough, I showed him all my secret places straightaway: the spot by the refectory door that had been damaged when they carried the table in, the stain on the base of the lavabo which looked, if you stood in just the right place, rather like a cow, the treasures to be found in Brother Kitchens’ rubbish heap, and, of course, the place along the church’s south wall where, in the early spring, it was nice to sit in the sun and feel the stones warm at your back. 

			As I remember it, Oftfor enjoyed our little tour. Though it seems hard to believe now, he was in those days a boy like any other, small for his age and a little timid, but otherwise perfectly willing to accept and even enjoy whatever circumstances the world presented. I remember he particularly liked the west walk. To this day I can see the look of delight that spread over his face as he stood on its flags and, for the first time, realized what he was feeling through the soles of his feet. Later I showed him a place where, if you put your eye close to an opening between two of the stones, you could see, as well as feel and hear, the dark rush of the water beneath you. It was as we knelt at this spot, the fresh smell of the race scenting the air around us, that Oftfor, in all seriousness, asked if someday we might catch fish there; and, child that I was, for a moment I remember I allowed myself to think we might. 
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			There is of course, or at least there was, another story told from that day. Funny I should remember it after all these years. I didn’t care for the thing at the time, didn’t care for the way it made us look, Oftfor and me. The brothers who repeated the story were known to chuckle among themselves as they made the signs. Truth be told, I can’t even promise it is true; certainly I have no memory of the exchange it pretends to describe. But I write under obedience, so let me record here, simply and without qualification, what was said. The postulant Dudda (who—it should be pointed out—was young himself then and therefore quite possibly prone to exaggeration) claimed afterwards to have overheard a portion of the instructions I gave Oftfor that day. According to this Dudda, I was saying something like “Father Dagan is Father Prior, Father Agatho is Father Abbot, Brother Baldwin is Brother Sacristan, Father Cuthwine is Father Cellarer…” when, supposedly, Oftfor interrupted me. “Are there any mothers?” he asked. 

		

	
		
			III
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			I have other memories from those first years. I could, I suppose, fill an entire book with such childish remembrances. But so could many others, and I write under obedience: Father Abbot has ordered me to give an account of the events that led up to my sin. And so I move now to a day, perhaps a year or two later, when I received my first inkling of the role I would someday be called to fill, the mission I would so basely abuse. By that time there were four of us. I came first. No one, not even Waldhere, would deny that. When we oblates marched into church, I stood at the head of our little line. But in truth, if not in precedence, Waldhere came first. He was the oldest among us and, at least for a while, the tallest as well. Not surprisingly then it was he who led us that day—all eyes and expectation—out onto the garth, pointed us toward the mystery that would, in time, lead to the writing of this account. Which is not to say that it was Waldhere’s fault. No. No of course it wasn’t. The fault was mine. I do not claim otherwise.

			I wonder now what he told us. It can’t have been much. Waldhere would have understood next to nothing of what he had seen. A secret then, a hint, the suggestion of something marvellous, and we would have followed him out to the edge of the terrace, followed him to the edge of the world for that matter, followed him because he was Waldhere and we always followed him, followed him because—though secrets may be common in a community that keeps the silence—few of any consequence are known to oblates. 

			Though I loved Waldhere, though I loved and revered and, at times, wanted to be Waldhere, still there was a part of me that resented Waldhere. I was first. I had lived at Redestone longer than any of them, could tell stories of a time before the abbot’s lodge, before the dortoir, before even the reredorter; and so, doubtless, a part of me would have resented that excursion as well, would have resented the ease with which Waldhere had taken command, the impertinence of it, the implied reproof. It would have been like me to have said something. It would have been like me to have—in this if nothing else—taken the lead, been first to break the silence.

			“Such a surprise—here it is morning and, behold, the sun rises!”

			Waldhere ignored me. Like a grown-up, like one of the exalted personages that ruled over our lives, Waldhere ignored me, leaned out over the edge of the terrace, cast a long self-important glance down toward the ditch. But there was nothing there—grassy banks, the abbey path—certainly nothing to warrant my attention.

			I looked back out at the fields, the village beyond. The sun had already reached the wheat, turning its surface into something soft, rosy, a gentle relief of the ground hidden beneath. Among the peas the sparrows had begun their day as well, bickering as they gleaned. But the village still lay in shadow, the sunny tops of the Far Wood rising from the haze of its cook-smoke like something in a dream, something conjured up, hardly real. 

			“Look!” 

			It was Ealhmund and he was pointing toward the village. 

			I shaded my eyes against the sun but at first could see nothing; then the figure of a man detached itself from the shadows, waded out into the wheat. I glanced over at Waldhere but was not surprised to find him uninterested. This was not the secret.

			With little else to do, I watched as the man made his way obliquely across the field. Twice he stopped and knelt down as if looking for something. When he did this, the surface of the wheat seemed to swallow him whole, only the dark line of his progress through the dew remaining to tell you where he had to be. Each time he reëmerged, head and shoulders rising suddenly into the light, I found myself pleased, as if I had both predicted, and then personally performed, something of a miracle.

			Presently the man worked his way over to the ditch. With an exaggerated step, he leapt to the other side. I expected him to turn back then toward the village, or maybe walk up toward the abbey, but he ignored the path altogether and continued on into the tall grass beyond. Which told me where he was going. Should someone run to the refectory? Should someone tell the brothers? Should I?

			Two ducks rose squawking from the nearer of the ponds and flew out over the village toward the river. The man seemed only mildly surprised by the ducks. He watched as they turned over the Meolch, flying east into the cover provided by the Far Wood. As if in some obscure way he approved of the course taken by the ducks, the man gave a quick nod in their direction, and then, turning back toward the pond, began a series of elaborate gestures that made him look like a monk talking with his hands. But of course he wasn’t a monk and he wasn’t talking with his hands: he was pulling a net from his blouse. The four of us stood up as tall as we could but it made no difference; the man knew perfectly well where the community was at that time of day, that he need not worry about the abbey. And of course we could not yell. 

			“Some secret, a poacher.”

			Waldhere shook his head but I could tell he was beginning to have doubts himself. Which disappointed me. Though I hadn’t wanted him to succeed, I also didn’t want him to fail. I wanted to see something I hadn’t seen before; I wanted to learn a secret. 

			I looked back toward the village. There were mothers in those houses. Mothers and fathers and their children. And somewhere south of here there was a house like these, a house that held my family. Or at least my father. I was Winwæd, son of Ceolwulf, and Waldhere couldn’t say that. Ealhmund and Oftfor couldn’t say that. No matter how many aunts and uncles they had, everyone knew they were really only orphans. Aunts and uncles didn’t count: I was the only real oblate. 

			“There he is!” said Waldhere, and even as he said it we saw him, saw the monk emerge from behind the terrace wall, continue on his way down the abbey path. Though he shaded his eyes against the sun, the man made no attempt to disguise his walk. 

			“Brother Ælfhelm,” said Oftfor gravely; then, apparently unsure of the importance of this, added, “He’s probably just going to work in the peas.”

			“During Chapter?”

			It was, of course, impossible. And immediately I loved Waldhere again. How had he found this out? How could anyone have discovered anything so wonderful?

			“Oh he’ll get a beating now,” said Ealhmund, who liked beatings. 

			“No he won’t. He goes every week.”

			I looked at Waldhere.

			“He does! Every Sabbath!”

			And for some reason I believed him. Not, I think, because Waldhere was believable or it made sense, but because it wasn’t, because it was impossible, incredible, and therefore in absolute keeping with what I watched. A grown man, one of the brothers, perfectly healthy and, so far as I knew, in complete possession of his faculties, was walking down the abbey path right in the middle of Chapter. And what was more he was doing so without subterfuge. When he crossed over the ditch bridge and turned back toward us, the sun behind him now, eyes raised, he made no attempt to pull his hood up or avert his face. Anyone could have seen him! Anyone could have known! 

			But, then again, they couldn’t, could they? They were all in Chapter. And would a villager report such a thing if he saw it? Would a villager even recognize such behavior as wrong? Villagers didn’t come to Faults. Villagers weren’t allowed in Chapter. How would anyone ever know? 

			Ælfhelm regained the terrace wall, threw a glance up at the abbot’s lodge, turned and began to walk along the base of the wall toward the river, toward us. 

			“It’s all right,” whispered Waldhere. “He doesn’t look up.” 

			We all held our breath. 

			Ælfhelm passed beneath us. 

			Without looking up, Ælfhelm passed beneath us and then, crossing himself absently, passed beneath the church. 

			We all breathed again. Then, just as we were beginning to feel comfortable, Ælfhelm did something completely unexpected. Instead of turning back east and following the river down toward the village, he stepped out onto Wilfrid’s bridge. 

			“He’s going for wood,” whispered Oftfor, and, just as quickly, Waldhere whispered back, “Without a cart?” 

			“But I like Brother Ælfhelm, I like his stories.”

			“Too bad,” said Waldhere, “he’s going anyway.”

			And he was. Without even stopping to think about it, Ælfhelm crossed the bridge and walked right into the belly of the great North Wood.

			Of course there was quite a debate after that. The four of us stood at the end of the garth and argued the case like four old farmers arguing over a cow—each of us sure he was right, sure he was the one who knew what Ælfhelm was up to. Not that it really mattered. Apostate or spy, the man had broken the Rule—one of the adults, one of the spotless ones, had a spot, a secret, and we all now knew it. 

			For weeks after that I thought about Ælfhelm, pictured him as he made his way down the abbey path, passed beneath the refectory window. I could imagine what it would be like, the sounds that would come from that window, the voices—maybe Prior Dagan asking a question, Father Abbot clearing his throat, saying something you couldn’t quite hear. It was pleasant lying in bed and thinking about that, picturing Brother Ælfhelm, secure in the knowledge that he (and he alone) would suffer the consequences of his actions. Many’s the night I drifted off dreaming of trespass and the great North Wood.

		

	
		
			IV
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			I suppose the bad times really began with the furnace master’s speech. I mean, when people think about the bad times—if they allow themselves to think about them at all—that is probably what they think of first, the speech, the fact that it was the furnace master who told them what was going to happen. Indeed, I sometimes wonder if that was the beginning of Victricius’s own personal bad times as well. It makes sense. No one likes to hear such news, and especially not from a foreigner. But I write under obedience. I must record only what I can attest to, and I cannot attest to this. I was still too young for Chapter then; I never heard the famous speech. No, when I remember the bad times, I think not of the furnace master but of the little one, of poor little Oftfor. And not for the reasons you think. I remember Oftfor not for what he became but for what he was, the boy I knew, the living breathing child.

			That was a wet year. The rains came early that spring and continued well into the haying. When it rained hard we knelt in church and prayed for better weather, and when it rained less hard, we pulled our hoods up, gave thanks to God, and marched out into the peas, our woolens still weighted with the previous day’s mud. By the end of that summer there were brothers whose feet were so swollen and white from the damp it was said they looked more like fish than feet. Brother Tunbert lost some toes. 

			Still, when I think of that year, the end of that summer, I think first not of bad weather but of good, of a day that dawned so bright and clear it seems now to mock all that came after. I remember colors—turf, lichen, moss—I remember a high blue almost winter sky. I remember Oftfor. Oftfor stands in the angle created by sanctuary and apse, russet walls steaming at his back, sunlight everywhere, sparkling. The boy raises an arm. He must have been wearing woolens too big for him for, in my memory, as he raises his arm, the opposite shoulder (frail, bony, white) always slips incongruously from the neck of his garment. He smiles. As if embarrassed, as if unsure of the importance of what he has to show me, Oftfor smiles. It’s a squirrel. A dead squirrel. Oftfor is standing in the angle created by sanctuary and apse and he is holding a dead squirrel up by its tail. The thing hangs in the air by Oftfor’s left ear, its eyes caked, useless, perfect little feet clutching at nothing. 

			And then, always, whether I like it or not, a second memory intrudes upon the first. This time we are in the reredorter and I am feeling disappointed. Despite myself, despite conscience, the horror of what Oftfor has shown me, I am thinking of myself, realizing that I’ve been tricked, betrayed, that this had nothing to do with food, that I shall not be gorging myself anytime soon on illicit food. 

			Not that it began in the reredorter. No. No, of course it didn’t. It began in the dortoir. 

			Which probably explains Waldhere and Ealhmund’s absence. I mean we must have left them in the dortoir. Doubtless I didn’t want to share, doubtless this too reflects an essential poverty of spirit. Still, if that is true, if they were there—convenient, handy—why choose me? Given Waldhere’s natural gifts, the obduracy that made Ealhmund as trustworthy a receptacle for secrets as a wooden box, why did Oftfor turn to me? Why burden me with this memory? I do not know. It makes no sense. Yet that is what happened. Even now I can see him standing there, back to the wall, hands behind him as if hiding something. I think I must have given him a look or signed something derisive because I remember his forehead crumpling—and that does make sense, does fit with my memory of the boy, Oftfor’s forehead having been, in its way, as supple an organ of expression as most people’s eyes or mouth. And on this occasion it crumpled uncertainly. He looked at me. Forehead crumpled, Oftfor looked at me, raised a hand, walked two fingers quickly through the air.

			I shook my head, No. Dudda had already explained that. The dead animals were a sign, he’d told us, an omen. They’d said so in Chapter. All the little corpses meant Death was coming, that Death was coming and it rode on the air like a horse. The part about the horse hadn’t made sense to me, but Dudda said he was just repeating what the furnace master had said. Dudda said the furnace master told them there were different kinds of airs, just as there are different kinds of horses, and that bad airs, like the one Death rode, were heavier than good airs. He said this was why Oftfor had found so many dead squirrels and mice, and why all the village dogs were dying. He said that, being smaller than people, living closer to the ground, these animals were more susceptible to heavy low-lying airs. But now that Death had killed all the little animals, it was going to rise. According to Dudda, the whole valley was filling up with Death like a bowl filling up with water. He said the bad air was at our knees now but soon would rise to our necks and then our heads. Waldhere had made a joke about this. He’d said that Oftfor would die first and then me and then Ealhmund. He said he would last the longest because he was the tallest. He laughed when he said it but you could tell he didn’t really think it was funny. Which was why I didn’t want to go to the reredorter. No! I shook my head, No!

			Oftfor closed his eyes, opened them again. He turned his head, looked down the length of the wall at his back. I looked down that way but there was nothing to see, just beds, a few windows, the gray and rainy light. Oftfor looked back at me, his expression different now, changed, a decision of some sort apparently made. He brought his hands from behind his back. He was holding a piece of bread.

			I glanced over at the door, made sure it was closed, then stood up, walked to the nearest window. The garth was reassuringly empty. I looked back at Oftfor, smiled. He entered the reredorter ahead of me.

			We’d been using the necessarium ever since Hlothberht caught us digging graves behind the lavabo. I had no idea why Oftfor took such pleasure in searching out and finding the dead animals, but, whatever the reason, the resulting funerals had provided something of a diversion. Or at least they had until now. Now that we knew what each of these deaths signified, how much closer they brought us to Dudda’s full bowl of water, I was—I think for understandable reasons—less interested in make-believe. A few brief words, maybe a priestly gesture or two, and then I was going to tip whatever bundle of fur and bones Oftfor had found this time down the nearest hole and eat that bread!

			Oftfor took up a position by the window, arms firmly at his sides, neither bread nor beast in evidence. Something about his posture made me think he was planning on being the priest, but—food or no food—I wasn’t going to let that happen. Heretofore Waldhere had filled that role; this time it was my turn.

			Oftfor raised an arm.

			Before I could stop him or object, Oftfor raised an arm and—his sleeve slipping down toward his shoulder—the little room filled suddenly with a bad smell. 

			“What’s that?!”

			The skin on Oftfor’s forehead drew taut like the skin of a drum. He pointed at the inside of his elbow. 

			I took a hesitant step closer (the smell was really quite offensive) and was able to see a small dark spot where Oftfor pointed. The thing looked too black to be part of his skin. 

			“Did you burn yourself?”

			Oftfor shook his head. 

			I came closer still, breathing through my mouth. “Did something bite you?”

			“I don’t think so.”

			“Well cover it up and we’ll show Father Prior.” 

			Oftfor pulled his sleeve down and I turned to go, the bread crowding once more into my thoughts, making me a little angry with Oftfor, this smell, the fact that now, hungry as I was, I was going to have to go without, help him with this. 

			“Wait.” 

			I turned around, ready to say something. 

			The skin on Oftfor’s forehead drew taut once more, then, abruptly, curdled. Looking at me, never taking his eyes off me, he reached down and jerked up his woolens.

			I turned away in disgust. 

			A small hand grasped my sleeve.

			More disgust, and, with it now, the first touch of horror. I jerked away. Was there something wrong with Oftfor? Did he think he needed me to stand guard while he made water? I jerked away, spun around, the look on my face daring him to try that again. 

			Oftfor appeared as shocked as I, eyebrows raised in a show of almost comic fright. 

			I stared at him.

			Oftfor glanced down and, despite myself, despite the fact I knew I didn’t want to, that I would do almost anything to avoid looking down there, I followed his gaze. Along the crease created where Oftfor’s left leg joined his body, a small line of welts stood out like the sting of a whip, rebuke to my curiosity.

			“A rash?” I asked, my voice sounding suddenly different, wrong, a voice belonging to someone else.

			“I don’t know. They weren’t there yesterday.”

			I shrugged, anxious now to leave, to get out of there, the room suddenly too small, its roof too close, the once pleasant sound of rain on thatch now become something else entirely, a mad irreligious chant.

			Oftfor looked back down at his groin, woolens held up around his chin like a bib. “I don’t know Winwæd,” he said, shaking his head like an old man shaking his head over an apple gone bad, “but I think I’m going to die.”

		

	
		
			V
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			In my memory of that night the moon makes a sound as it rises. I know that cannot be, that it’s impossible, but that is the way I remember it. The thing is big, too big, and it seems to make a sort of noise as it rises over the Far Wood. In a fever you can sometimes get a noise like the noise I am remembering. It is a steady sound, constant, irritating, as though someone were humming beneath his breath right behind you. But in a fever of course no one is really humming. You can stop your ears with your fingers but it will make no difference for the sound is not in your ears, it is in your head. This is the sort of sound I remember hearing that night as we came out of Vigil. I don’t think we really heard it. I don’t think it was possible we could have heard the sound that soon, that far away. But that is the way I remember it—the garth, the moon, the mindless sound of someone humming. 

			And then of course we entered the dortoir and whether or not we’d really heard the humming out on the garth we certainly heard it then. Though Eadnoth sat at the far end of the hall, there is no doubt in my mind that we heard the humming from the moment we first stepped through the door. And that nothing happened. For that is another strange thing about that night, the fact that, so far as I can recall, no one did anything about it. No one said anything or went down to where Eadnoth sat to remonstrate with him. No one even seemed upset by the fact that Brother had so clearly missed the Vigil. 

			Which, looking back on it now, makes a sort of sense. I mean, when you think about it, you can see how this could have happened. The older monks, all the senior monks, certainly all the obedientiaries, would have been keeping the long watch: they would still have been in church, praying. The community that marched with me across the garth that night would have been young, novices and postulants for the most part—children really, children unprepared for such a thing, children taught daily to do as they’d been told, to follow orders, not give them. 

			And so they went to bed. Despite the sound, despite the sound and the vision of what sat at the far end of our hall, the grown-ups did nothing, behaved as though all of this were perfectly normal, knelt, said final prayers, went to bed. I’ll never forget that. I’ll never forget what it was like to walk down that hall (longer then than at any other time in my life), dim figures on either side of me casually going about their business, moving in and out of the moonlight, the firelight, climbing into bed, pulling the covers up, while down at the end of the hall, down where all could surely see him, (down where I must go)—Brother Eadnoth sat covered with spots, humming to the moon. 

			Later that night others came down with the illness. I came down with the illness. At some point someone must finally have sent for the obedientiaries, or at least for Brother Sacristan, for I remember that, remember the sweet scent of incense blooming suddenly upon the air of that place. I think it was then that Brother Hewald stood on his bed, stretched his arms out like the Christ’s, began to pray aloud. I had never seen anyone pray like that before and so I remember it—the unsettling scent (wrong, out-of-place), Brother standing on his bed, back to the wall, legs and feet bathed in moonlight, upper parts vague, indistinct, something as much imagined as seen.

			I remember little else from that night. We must have gotten up for Matins, chanted, returned to bed—but I don’t remember doing so. At some point I slept. I know that for I remember waking, remember the odd sense of dislocation I experienced, the smell, the feeling that something was not right, that something was out-of-place, missing; and then the even stranger sensation when I realized what it was. Except for the sounds one expects to hear at the end of the interval (the rustling of bedclothes, the quiet tread of feet), the dortoir had returned to its normal state of silence; Eadnoth had stopped humming. I looked over at his place but was not surprised to find him gone. Father Abbot must have him. Father Abbot must have him and now everything would be all right. There would be punishments of course. There would have to be—punishments, expiation, Faults—but that was as it should be. And everything would be all right. Eadnoth would be well again. He had stopped humming. 

			It wasn’t till we were outside, lining up for Prime, that I saw what had really happened, saw the two bodies leaning up against the wall of the dortoir. It had begun to rain again. After the clear night, it had begun to rain again, and I remember how strange it was to see Eadnoth and Sigeberht sitting there like that, side by side, staring down at the water pouring off the roof onto their feet. I thought they might say something. To my childish mind it seemed likely they might speak. They looked that way. Their faces I mean, they looked as though they might say something, as if, after all those years of quiet forbearance, now, here, sitting with their feet in the rain, they might have something to say. 

			But it was Ealhmund who broke the silence. As if struck himself by the nature of the dead men’s predicament, Ealhmund—poor slow-witted Ealhmund—laughed. 

			And we turned on him. Anxious, wet, afraid—Waldhere, Oftfor, and I spun around there at the end of the line, glared at the most junior member of our company. But Ealhmund was unimpressed by our disapproval. Laughing shamelessly, he raised a finger, pointed it at me. 

			But I hadn’t done anything! I spun back around, faced the rest of the community: I didn’t do anything!

			A movement, a jostling further up the line, brothers stepping aside, making way for someone, heads bowing, whole bodies, monks stepping out into the rain, hoods up, heads down; and then Father Dagan was among us, looking from me to the corpses, to Ealhmund, then back to me again. 

			I started to raise my hands but before I could sign to him, make my lord prior understand that it wasn’t me, that I hadn’t done anything, he took hold of my chin as one might take hold of something that belongs to one and, not ungently, turned it to the side, exposing a portion of my neck. 

			I reached up. 

			Father flinched, but I reached up anyway, touched what he had exposed. There was a crust. There was a tumescence. I released it. Repelled, I released what I had touched and, even as I did so, felt it respond, resume some sort of loathsome shape. 

			Father smiled. Not looking at me, still studying that which he had found, Father smiled, acknowledged what we both now knew.

			I turned my eyes from him. Telling myself I did not care, that it was all right to have one’s head held like this, that Father knew what he was doing, that I could trust him, I turned my eyes from him, stared down at a puddle bubbling in the rain.

			But it wasn’t true; I did care. And for once I wasn’t entirely sure I could trust Father Prior. I was afraid he was going to tell me I must die. I was afraid he was going to make me go and sit next to Eadnoth and Sigeberht.

			Father released my chin. He looked at me, smiled in a way that did not seem quite right. “You’re going to be all right,” he said, pulling my hood up, smoothing it down around my face. “But I want you to go back to bed now.” He nodded as if in answer to some question I had not asked. “It’s all right,” he said, “we’ll say the office for you.” 

			I assumed custody of the eyes, bowed, turned, stepped back toward the door. Though I knew I shouldn’t, though I knew Father would think it an impertinence, I nevertheless glanced down one last time at Eadnoth as I passed over the threshold. On Brother’s neck lay a black and crusty-looking excrescence.

		

	
		
			VI
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			After that the memories become vague, confused, Vespers following Vigil, the Vigil Prime. I awoke at midday, again at dusk, slept through the night, perhaps the next day, only to awaken again in full dark, febrile colors, shapes, moving about the dortoir, the smell of incense mingling uneasily with that of disease. I saw things. I heard things. What dreams I had swam so far beneath the surface of sleep—and I had to rise through so many layers to escape them—they seemed upon waking more like memories than dreams, something that happened long ago in a world both wrong and, at the same time, somehow, moaning. 

			Still, the memories persist. The suggestion of a correspondence—a sound, the scent of incense detected in the wrong place at the wrong time—and I am back there again, the memories as fresh and vivid, as unavoidable, as the air one breathes, the sin one is born with. And some of them, surely some of them, are true. What happened to Oftfor for instance—other people saw that, other people were there, can, and readily will, attest to what I record here. But as for the rest, well, who’s to say? I think these things happened. At the time I was almost certain they were happening. But now…well, now all I can say for sure is that when I call them to mind, dredge them up from wherever it is such things live, they look like truth, bear, if not its conviction, at least a good imitation of that virtue’s manner and dress. I remember well, for instance, the way my eyes ached when I opened them that day, and how, more than anything, I wanted to close them again, to bathe them in sleep, forgetfulness, but that I couldn’t, couldn’t, because, it seemed, someone was there.

			But that was impossible.

			I opened my eyes again, forced myself to look. 

			And there did seem to be someone there.

			So maybe he was dying. Maybe Oftfor was dying and someone had already been sent to keep watch by his bed, to wait and see if he saw anything, reported anything, as he passed over. 

			I pulled myself up on an elbow and—though my head ached—I could see that it was true, that there really was someone lying on the floor by Oftfor’s bed. Though it couldn’t be, it looked like Brother Baldwin. 

			I lay back down, looked up at the ceiling, watched as, one by one, the rafters took flight, began to turn slowly in the air over my bed. I closed my eyes and the rafters were replaced by the spaces that lay between them, pale ghostly rafters that took up the dance precisely where their partners left off. 

			I opened my eyes again, tried to focus on the far wall. As if leveling my gaze also in some way leveled my spirit, the spinning came to a halt and my eyes rested on the figure of Oftfor. For some reason something about the way the boy lay on his bed touched me and I found myself subject to an unexpected emotion. I sat up a little, looked once more at the tiny body lying across from my own. Oftfor’s eyes were closed but I could tell by the way his lips were moving that he was saying his prayers. I remembered the time he had woken half the dortoir calling out for his mother in his sleep and I hoped that now, in his delirium, he wasn’t praying aloud. A part of me wondered if I should get up and go over there, warn him of the danger that lay listening on the floor by his bed. But the thought itself fatigued me. I lay back down, closed my eyes, was pleased to discover the spinning now entirely at an end. I told myself I would rest for a while, regain my strength, and then—then I promised myself—I would get up and go over there, warn and protect my fellow oblate.

			But the next time I awoke, I was surprised all over again to discover Brother Baldwin lying on the floor by Oftfor’s bed. 

			I don’t know how many times this happened, how many times I awoke to make such a discovery, but memory tells me it was often, a succession of like images repeating themselves down a long dark corridor. Of these, one in particular still haunts me, still holds the power after all these years to shock and, vaguely, to repel me. For I seem to have seen the skin at the back of Brother’s tonsure move. Now I know this is unlikely. Surely no one—not even a child whose senses have been enhanced by fever—could hope to have seen so fine a movement at so great a remove. Yet that is the way I remember it, the old man’s shoulders raised slightly as if bracing himself against some effort, the delicate muscles at the back of his tonsure causing his scalp to shift and wrinkle slightly. At the time it looked for all the world as if Brother were chewing on something. And though I knew such a notion preposterous, still I couldn’t help thinking I’d caught him in the act, that, even as I watched, the good brother was worrying at something he’d found on the floor there by Oftfor’s bed, trying to lap it up quickly, furtively, before anyone else could steal it away.
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			“You’re going to live! Oftfor says so, you and Ealhmund too!”

			I smiled. 

			“He did, Brother Baldwin told us.”

			I smiled, went back to sleep. 

			Someone shook me. “Did you hear me?” 

			It was Waldhere. Waldhere was sitting on my bed. He was talking about something. 

			“Did you hear me?” 

			I shook my head.

			“I said you’re going to live. Oftfor says you’re going to live.”

			I’m going to live.

			“Baldwin told us about it but Oftfor said it.”

			I just looked at Waldhere. He had said I was going to live.

			“Yes, Baldwin. He likes him now. I mean I think he likes him now. You can tell, because he spends all his time over there on the floor by his bed.”

			By his bed?

			“Like a supplicant.”

			“A supplicant?”

			Waldhere nodded and I knew immediately there was something wrong, that there was something wrong with everything he was telling me (including, perhaps, that I should live) for Baldwin couldn’t be a supplicant. Supplicants were bad monks. Supplicants had to crawl from table to table like babies and beg for their food. But not Brother Baldwin. Brother Baldwin never had to do anything he didn’t want to do.

			Still, there had been something like that once. A dream or something. I pulled myself up on an elbow, looked across the hall. The floor by Oftfor’s bed was empty. 

			Waldhere smiled. “Sext,” he said, as though he were used to people being unaware of the time. “I don’t have to go anymore.”

			I looked at him.

			“I don’t, Father Prior said so. Except for Mass. Someone’s got to look after things.” 

			The way Waldhere said this scared me. The way he looked down the hall as if he were Father Dagan when he said it scared me. For the hundredth time that day, I touched the lumps beneath my arm. “He says I’m going to live?”

			For a moment I thought Waldhere might be scared too, but then he smiled and nodded. “And he’s seen heaven. Baldwin says so. He says everyone’s there, everyone who’s died.”

			“But I’m going to live?”

			“Yes. Yes, you’re going to live but…” Waldhere looked across the hall. Oftfor was asleep, the shape of his arms just visible through the bedclothes. “But he’s going to die. Everyone else is going to live except Oftfor. He told Baldwin. He said he still has to die.”
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			I don’t really remember the viaticum. Waldhere says I was awake, but I don’t remember it. I do remember the monks. At the end, in my memory, Oftfor floats on a cloud of upturned faces, the entire community come to kneel by his bed. I also remember the light. Of course that’s impossible. Oftfor’s bed lay along the north wall, mine along the south, so I must have dreamt that, imagined that. Still, in my memory, the windows are open and there is a little light coming through the one over Oftfor’s bed.

			For a long time nothing happened; then there was the suggestion of a movement, as if all the monks closest to Oftfor had, in unison, taken a breath of air. Father Prior stood up. He leaned over the bed and, like a man who has dropped a stone to judge the depth of a well, he placed his ear over Oftfor’s mouth and listened. After a moment or two, he pulled back, looked over at Father Abbot, nodded. Father Abbot pursed his lips in that way he had, looked back at Oftfor. The boy’s forehead was smooth now, untroubled, his eyes focused on something distant. Father Prior leaned forward again. He kissed Oftfor and immediately, as if a flock of birds had broken into the hall, the air of the dortoir was filled with the sound of wings. We all looked up but it was too late; Oftfor was gone.

		

	
		
			VII
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			Nowadays everyone knows Oftfor’s story, how he saw heaven and predicted the future. We hear such tales all the time and accept them without thinking about them, though it’s not like that when the story itself takes place. When everyone told me I was going to live, that the little saint had said I would recover, I wanted to believe them. I wanted to believe them very much; but I didn’t. Not in my heart. I knew Oftfor; he was no saint: he was the little boy who slept across from me, the one who liked to play with dead animals, the one who once stole a piece of bread. 

			But of course I was wrong to think that way. Oftfor was a saint, must have been, for we did recover. All those infected but still living at the time of his death regained their strength; however haltingly, we returned to our duties, our lives, the Rule. I can still remember the first time I was able to get up, go to the reredorter by myself, what it felt like to sit in that place and look out the window, watch a breeze move across the southern slope of Modra nect. At the time even so simple a thing as the way the trees turned and changed in the path of that breeze, going from dark to light and then back to dark again, struck me as remarkable. 
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			We buried a little over half our community that year. All the able-bodied were needed to save what could be saved of the harvest, so we oblates had to help the older monks dig the graves. We didn’t have time to sew up the hoods. We carried the bodies out one by one and buried them on the garth. Their names were:

			Oslac, an old man.

			Fursa, who had been cellarer under Abbot Folian.

			Ælfwine, who sang well.

			Hlothberht, who had charge of Redestone’s oxen.

			Cuthwine, priest and cellarer.

			Cerdic, who had changed his name.

			Wihtred, who snored.

			Rædwald, who had a special devotion to the Blessed Mother.

			Guthere, who was lame.

			Eadbald, who had charge of Redestone’s kitchens.

			Osberht, said to have been among those baptized by St. Paulinus at the River Glen.

			Byrhtnoth, a priest.

			Eatta, another priest.

			Ceolwulf, who carried my father’s name.

			Leofgar, who suffered from earaches.

			Ælfhelm, poet and servant to Gwynedd.

			Hrothweard, who had a scar.

			Wulfred, whose name alone is now recalled.

			Wiglaf, who was a Mercian.

			Plegmund, whose spear and shield are buried in the abbey orchard.

			Eadnoth, who slept in the bed next but one to mine.

			Beornred, whom no one knew was ill.

			Torhtmund, who was Sigeberht’s brother.

			Dudda, who liked pancakes.

			Sigeberht, the first to die.

			Ceawlin, who had only just entered the monastery.

			Oftfor.

			I do not know the names of the people who died in the village but there were many. Father Cuthwine watched over them until he too became ill. After that, some probably died without a priest. There were so many dying then and there were not enough priests.

			That year, for lack of able-bodied men, most of our crop rotted in the field.

		

	
		
			VIII
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			The abbot’s lodge. The name alone signifies. Yet I who saw that building’s construction may now live long enough to see its name, possibly even the building itself, fall into disuse! Should Father Abbot actually follow through with his plans, move permanently into the dortoir with the rest of us, what do you suppose will become of it? Guesthouse, granary, storeroom, shed—it can never be the same. Still, so long as we live, we who remember what a summons thence could mean, memory must lodge there if nothing else…the dark, the cold, the fear, the smell. 

			The smell. 

			I knew what that was. 

			But I didn’t want to think about that. 

			I hugged myself. It was cold in here, colder than any of the other buildings. Where Father Abbot came from the Rule didn’t permit fires except for cooking; monks in that land were stronger than us, tougher. Father Abbot probably didn’t even need a fire. Which was why they stored the woolens in here, and the vestments, and, sometimes, a portion of the harvest, because it was cooler in the abbot’s lodge, drier, because things were less liable to rot.

			Which made me remember despite myself. I wondered if the smell would persist. Come the haying, when they handed out the fresh woolens, would the brothers remark upon it? Would they remember what had been stored here?

			A noise as of teeth being ripped from their sockets and my heart skipped.

			It was Father Dagan, hand still holding the curtain aside, eyes wide, questioning. 

			But he didn’t say anything. He didn’t ask if he’d frightened me. He looked at me, nodded once, and then, pressing the curtain further aside, the noise insignificant now, a commonplace, he indicated I should enter. 

			I stepped through, covered my eyes. 

			The figure of the abbot stood before an open window, light pouring in around it like cold air. 

			I knelt down and the floor was hard and cold but I could see better. No one said anything. The abbot’s feet were flat and the spaces between his toes too wide. I wondered if the furnace master (who was from the same country as Father Abbot) had feet this flat, toes spread this wide.

			“Do you know why you are here?”

			I nodded. Ealhmund had started it, but there was no point in making excuses now.

			Father Abbot said something I had trouble understanding for he spoke in the Roman tongue; but, thankfully, Father Prior replied in our own. “Winwæd,” he said, “has no idea why he is here.” You could tell from the way he said it that he was talking to me as much as to Father Abbot.

			Father Abbot’s attention returned to me. “You are called Winwæd?” 

			He didn’t pronounce it right but I nodded anyway.

			“A peculiar name.”

			I assumed custody of the eyes.

			“Were you there yesterday?”

			I nodded. The beggars, he meant the beggars. 

			“Someday they may not go so easily.”

			The beggars had appeared toward the end of winter. At first they’d seemed more spirits than men, hanging about the edge of the wood, shifting in and out among the trees. Then the villagers began to complain of them: a scythe went missing, a basket full of eggs. Yesterday, for the first time, they’d invaded the abbey precincts. By the time we oblates had gotten there most of the excitement was over, but you could still tell what had happened. A dun-colored spray of grain lay fanned out on the ground, one of Botulf’s pits open beside it, broken bits of seal scattered all around. A group of beggars stood by the gate, empty-handed, eyeing the grain. A slightly larger group of monks stood between them and the pit. You couldn’t really hear what the beggars said when they spoke to one another, but you couldn’t miss what they said to the monks. Of course the monks paid them no heed. They were monks. They kept the silence. After a while the beggars simply gave up and went away.

			“But of course you know about Ælfhelm.”

			I blinked, remembered myself, nodded emphatically. 

			“You helped with the digging didn’t you?”

			Again I nodded, trying to look like someone who’d been paying attention, wondering how Father had gotten onto this subject, wondering if he too was bothered by the smell.

			“Well at first we thought they both were dead. When Ælfhelm didn’t come back, it was…. Well it was only natural, wasn’t it, what with so many dying? But Brother Tatwine surprised us.” Father Abbot looked at me. “They brought only the one body down. Father Gwynedd’s still alive.”

			I smiled for Father Abbot—who clearly thought I should be pleased with this information—while casting a desperate glance up at Father Dagan: Father Gwynedd?

			Father Dagan frowned. “Have you been listening, Winwæd?”

			I nodded but my lord prior didn’t care. “Father Abbot,” he said, “you asked for someone dependable, a boy who would listen and do as he was told. Forgive me, I have failed.”

			I lay down on my face before Abbot Agatho and then, for a while, no one said anything. 

			It was Father Abbot who finally broke the silence. In the voice he used when someone coughed in choir, Father asked, “Is he always so…so inattentive?” 

			“Occasionally,” said Father Dagan. “It’s been worse lately.” 

			“Hunger.”

			“Yes. Yes, probably.”

			“Well I can’t spare Tatwine anymore. I need him every day now.”

			Father Prior didn’t say anything.

			“How about one of the others? What’s the tall one’s name…Wulfhere?”

			“Waldhere, but I think Winwæd would be best. If he’ll listen.”

			Nose flat against the floor, I smiled. 

			There was a sound as if someone had sat down and then Father Abbot said, “Well, I don’t know…it probably doesn’t matter that much either way.”

			Father Prior must have nodded because I didn’t hear him say anything.

			“Winwæd,” said the abbot.

			I tried to indicate attentiveness with my back.

			“Stand up and look at me when I’m talking to you.”

			I looked. It was Father Abbot who had moved. He was sitting on the bed now.

			“Go ahead,” he said, nodding. “You have permission.”

			I stood up.

			“Now look at me. I told you I wanted you to look at me.”

			I looked. Father’s eyes were blue. 

			“Good. That’s good. Now, will you listen to me?”

			I nodded, Yes.

			“Your life and the life of everyone in this monastery may depend upon it. Do you understand?”

			Everyone.

			“Fine. Now you tell him Father Prior, I’m tired of your ridiculous language.”

			Father Dagan smiled as if Father Abbot had said something amusing. He turned, looked out the window, eyes losing their color to the light. “What I’m going to tell you about took place a long time ago. Before you were born, before this building was built, before Father Abbot even came to Redestone….” Father stopped, looked back at me—eyes brown again, bright, commanding. “You must understand, this was a different place then. Different. It was Father Abbot who built the Redestone we know—the terrace, the refectory, the dortoir. But there was a time before you were born, before Father Abbot, when these things weren’t here. In those days there was only the church and even it was smaller. Of course it looked big. I mean from down in the fields it looked big. Because of the ridge. In those days a ridge extended out from the base of the mountain a little way into the fields and our church sat up on its lower end. So it could look big. From down in the village it looked quite large. But it wasn’t. Not really. Just a simple structure built of sticks and mud. We monks lived in a cave at the base of the ridge.”

			Father looked back out the window as if expecting to see the cave, that long-ago time. “Of course it’s gone now, the ridge I mean, buried, like Oslac and Cuthwine, beneath our garth. Seven times we climbed that ridge, seven times we climbed back down; every day: year-in, year-out. No dortoir, no refectory, no necessarium…. It’s hard to believe now. But we weren’t barbarians.” He looked at me. “You mustn’t think we were barbarians.”

			I didn’t.

			“We were monks. Monks. Life was hard but we kept our rule: we worked, we prayed. Every day. And on the sabbath we received our Lord. Those were good men back then, good men. We just didn’t have Father Agatho yet, that’s all.”

			I nodded and Father Abbot nodded with me. I had no idea what Father Dagan was talking about.

			“Then Penda came.” Father’s voice grew soft. “Have you heard of Penda? Did your mother frighten you with tales of Penda?”

			The suggestion of a fragrance, like flowers, and a face, like the Virgin’s. I shook my head. No, no I couldn’t remember any stories. 

			“Well she should have. Penda was a Mercian and a pagan, the cruelest, most wicked pagan of them all, and he joined forces with the Cumbrogi—not much better—to destroy our land. Many a morning we awakened to smoke on the horizon and, once, women and children spilling from the South Wood like frightened deer. Folian was abbot in those days, and Folian was afraid of Penda. He asked one of his monks, a man called Gwynedd, to climb Modra nect, keep watch from Dacca’s crag. You know the crag?”

			I nodded, amazed to discover there had been an abbot before Father Abbot.

			“Yes, good. But it’s different now. In those days it was an evil place, covered with runes and depictions of vile practices. Father Gwynedd was afraid of it. But he was a good monk. He climbed to Dacca’s crag because his abbot told him to; but he was afraid.”

			Father looked at me. “You know, when you leave the cloister you are entirely on your own. No one keeps you safe; no one cares about you; you have no friends. The monks here at Redestone are more than teachers and masters, Winwæd, we are your family. But out there….” Father’s eyes grew pale again as he looked toward the window. “Well…. And of course it was worse in those days, pagans everywhere, fighting, killing. Not that it’s much better now. Father’s right to send out his priests; the hill people remain a proud and stubborn race. But in those days they were also bold; we sometimes found dogs hanging from the rafters in our church, mare’s blood upon the door. Gwynedd’s fear was justified. Not only had the abbot sent him to live by himself in a forest full of heathen, but he had sent him to live upon one of their holiest sites, to sleep, eat, and relieve himself upon its ground. The first nights he must have had no rest at all. I remember, when the wind blew right, you could hear him up there, chanting, praying, beseeching God to protect him. It made everyone uneasy. All of us. Knowing he was up there, a goat staked out for wolves. But then a day came when we realized that, with or without the wind, we had not heard Gwynedd for some time. Of course we knew what had happened; something had killed him—pagan or wild animal, it made little difference, the result would be the same. So Abbot Folian sent a party up to retrieve the body. But the brothers came back empty-handed. Nothing was wrong, they said, Gwynedd was still alive. He had received them properly—washed their feet, begged for their prayers—but he had seemed just as pleased—content even—when they left. Very strange.” Father paused to think about this. He shook his head. “Of course no one knew what it meant. Then, well, time passed, and, after a while, it became obvious Penda wasn’t going to attack us that year. We’ve always been isolated up here, and there was no furnace then, no reason for him to take an interest in us.” Father Dagan stopped, glanced over at Father Abbot to make sure it was all right for him to continue. But Father Abbot wasn’t looking at Father Dagan just then, he was looking at the floor. 

			For a moment no one said anything. From the window came the sound of someone chopping wood. Then, as if Father Abbot had said it was all right, Father Dagan went on. “But I think it was more than our isolation that saved us; I think it was prayer. Prayer protected us then, and it will protect us now.”

			Father Abbot nodded at the floor. In church he sometimes called prayer “our buckler and shield.” 

			Father Prior went on. “So, once it became obvious that Redestone was safe, Father Gwynedd came back down to the monastery. Of course everyone was glad to see him—as we are glad to see any brother after a long absence—and Gwynedd was glad to see us. But, after a while, another strange thing happened. Father Gwynedd began to miss Dacca’s crag. I know it sounds incredible, to think that anyone could miss so wild and desolate a place, but Father did. And when we asked him why, he said that it was because it was wild and desolate.” 

			Again Father stopped, seemed to give thought to what he had said. “You know he never even lit a fire. Of course in part this was because fire was the signal he had agreed upon with Folian, but he was afraid too. Who knew what fire might attract? Kinsman or not, the Cumbrogi would have made a meal of him. And in those days our side of the mountain was just as bad as the other. But Father liked it. Or at least he missed it. The loneliness, the lack of companionship. For the first time in his life he had placed his trust entirely in God. Entirely in God. There was no one else. No friend, no brother. But he said that was good for him, the poverty, that it forced him to abandon all attachments, to turn his face toward his Maker alone.” 

			Father Dagan paused, shook his head. “Lying on the ground at night, afraid to sleep, afraid to even close your eyes; every sound a footfall, every noise the approach of…something. And so alone.” Father looked at me. “If you cried out when they came for you they would find that amusing, entertaining, a proof of weakness. But otherwise there would be no one. No one to hold your hand. No one to kiss you good-bye. We all must die of course, but to die alone, unloved…. Well, we all thought him mad. And he looked terrible—skeletal, sun-burned, his tonsure grown in. But he said he wanted to return. He said he wanted nothing more in life than to leave it, to be left, like Isaac, on the mountaintop, alone with God.”

			“Careful Dagan.”

			Father was as surprised as I.

			“Lonely mountaintops, terrible odds…. Boys love that sort of thing.”

			Father Prior looked back at me, surprise becoming astonishment. “Do you?” he asked. 

			I shook my head but Father wasn’t looking at me anymore. “First it was hermits and now it’s monks. Half the beggars out there claim to be displaced brothers, women clinging to them, children at their feet!” Father looked back at me. “Recite Chapter One.”

			Here? In front of our lord abbot? 

			Father’s expression softened a little. “It will be all right, I’ll help.”

			I looked over at Father Abbot and he looked back at me so I assumed custody of the eyes. For a while no one said anything and my ears grew warm. Finally, hardly believing it myself, I began. 

			“Louder please.”

			I glanced up and was horrified to see Father Dagan nodding, exchanges between abbots and oblates apparently a commonplace in his life. 

			I began again, my voice funny and distant but, I hoped, a little louder.

			“The Holy Rule. ‘Chapter One. Of the Kinds or the Life of Monks.

			“‘It is well known that there are four kinds of monks. The first kind is that of Cenobites, that is, the monastic, who live under a rule and an Abbot. 

			“‘The second kind is that of Anchorites, or Hermits, that is, of those who, no longer in the first fervor of their conversion, but taught by long monastic practice and the help of many brethren, have already learned to fight against the devil; and going forth from the rank of their brethren well trained for single combat in the desert, they are able, with the help of God, to cope single-handed without the help of others, against the vices of the flesh and evil thoughts.

			“‘But a third and most vile class of monks is that of Sarabaites, who have been tried by no rule under the hand of a master, as gold is tried in the fire; but, soft as lead, and still keeping faith with the world by their works, they are known to belie God by their tonsure. Living in twos and threes, or even singly, without a shepherd, enclosed, not in the Lord’s sheepfold, but in their own, the gratification of their desires is law unto them; because what they choose to do they call holy, but what they dislike they hold to be unlawful.

			“‘But the fourth class of monks is that called Landlopers, who keep going their whole life long from one province to another, staying three or four days at a time in different cells as guests. Always roving and never settled, they indulge their passions and the cravings of their appetite, and are in every way worse than the Sarabaites. It is better to pass all these over in silence than to speak of their most wretched life.

			“‘Therefore, passing these over, let us go on with the help of God to lay down a rule for that most valiant kind of monks, the Cenobites.’”

			At first nothing happened. Then, with care—and what seemed to me infinite wisdom—our lord abbot lowered his eyelids and permitted his head to drop ever so slightly forward. Father Prior was going on about cenobites, about how much better they were than other monks, but I didn’t care. Father Abbot had nodded; he approved my recitation!

			“And anchorites, don’t talk to me about anchorites! If half Northumbria’s hermits were as holy as they are revered, we should all be saved. Small wonder everyone wants to be one—all honor, no rule, no work! But where would we be if Father Abbot let every brother who wanted to, wander off to live by himself among the trees? Who would plow our fields, sing the office, take care of you?” Father looked at me as if it were my fault he couldn’t be a hermit, then looked back out the window. The chopping had stopped. Down by the peas I could hear someone encouraging an ox. 

			“The vow of stability is so important,” Father said, “so very important. And Abbot Folian was no fool. He may have been wrong about some things, but he knew the importance of vows. So he tested Gwynedd. He told him that, in a year’s time, if he still wished to live as a hermit upon Modra nect, the subject could be discussed. But until the year was up, it was not to be mentioned again. And Gwynedd didn’t mention it. Not once. Not even subtly.” Father looked at me. “You know, Winwæd, we don’t leave all our faults at the monastery gate.”

			I nodded, it was one of Father’s favorite expressions.

			“Acts of piety aren’t always done for the love of Christ. There are monks who will walk on their knees all day long for no other reason than to draw attention to themselves. But not Gwynedd. No nettles beneath his woolens, no undue fasting—he lived as he had promised to live: simply, as a monk. It seems such an easy thing—the Rule to follow, your abbot to direct you—but it requires great humility. Many attempt it, few succeed. That Gwynedd did, told Father Abbot everything he needed to know about the man. When the year was up and Gwynedd admitted he did still long for the mountain, it was old Father Abbot himself that climbed up there with him, helped to put the place in order, prepare it for such a life.”

			Father Prior paused, straightened a sleeve, began again. “To cleanse the site they fasted for three days, said many prayers, chanted day and night. On the fourth day they received the Host, broke their fast. It would have been a sad little celebration: Father Abbot unlikely to ever climb back up, Gwynedd forsworn from climbing down. Still, they did what they could I suppose—blessings would have been exchanged—final blessings in a sense—the kiss of peace, then the two would have parted. I don’t think they ever saw each other again.”

			Once more Father looked out the window. “The years have come and gone since Father Gwynedd took that vow, and he has spent every single one of them by himself. Not once has he sat at our table or sung with us in choir.” Father turned, looked at me. “But that doesn’t mean he goes without. Though one could say he abandoned Redestone, Redestone has not abandoned him. The fraternal vow works both ways, Winwæd. Just as you have been given in perpetuity to us, so we have been given in perpetuity to you. Like Christ, nothing—not illness, not distance, not even sin—can keep us from loving and protecting you. And Father Gwynedd. Regardless of his status upon Modra nect, he remains a member of this community. Though he may be a hermit, he is our hermit and, so long as he lives, we will visit and care for him. And pray for him.” 

			Father closed his eyes, nodded to himself. “Yes. Yes that is how I should say it. We pray for Gwynedd, just as he prays for us.” The eyes sprang open again. “You mustn’t think that because he is a hermit, Gwynedd’s prayers are more effective than ours.”

			I didn’t. 

			Father’s eyes grew suspicious. “Because they aren’t. God honors all prayer, farmer’s or prophet’s. Did Christ prefer the rich man or the poor?”

			I looked at Father Prior.

			“Go ahead, you have permission.”

			“The poor man.” Twice now I had spoken in front of my lord abbot.

			“That’s right,” said Father Prior happily, “and Father Gwynedd is rich in prayer. Ora et labora—you know what this means?”

			I nodded.

			“Prayer and work, the monk’s simple call; but Gwynedd’s work is his prayer. That’s all he does up there, day and night. But does that make his prayer any better than ours?”

			I shook my head.

			“It’s his craft, that’s all. Does God love the mason more than the cobbler because he builds a better wall?”

			Of course not!

			“And so it is with Gwynedd’s prayer, don’t let anyone tell you differently.”

			I wouldn’t, the idea seemed suddenly disloyal. 

			“Good,” Father said, smiling as he did when I got my lessons right, “because simple people—people who don’t understand the meaning of ‘community’—can err in this way. They mistake the care we give our brother for evidence of his importance. He is excused from Chapter and allowed to live on his own. Though he neither sows nor reaps, he eats: we bring him food; in their eyes, we wait upon him. Simple people—rustics, fools—see this as proof the man is special. They think he is a holy man, some kind of saint.” Father looked at me. “Foolishness, vanity. Everyone wants to think they know a saint, it makes them feel important. But Gwynedd is no more likely to be a saint than you or I. You are to treat him with the same respect you owe everyone; nothing more. There is nothing special about Father Gwynedd.”

			I looked at Father Prior. Was I to meet the hermit?

			“Tell him Dagan.” Father Abbot sounded impatient. “You make everything so complicated.”

			Father Prior assumed custody of the eyes.

			Father Abbot shrugged, looked back at me. “Ælfhelm’s dead. You know that, you buried him. He was Gwynedd’s servant. Once a week on the Sabbath he visited the hermit, brought him supplies, prayer requests, what-have-you…. Since his death, we’ve sent Tatwine.” Father hesitated. His expression grew soft. “But I can’t send Tatwine anymore, you understand? I need him. I need him for the planting.” 

			Oh yes, I understood. The eyebrows, the changed voice, the way Father leaned toward me as he spoke. Things weren’t good. Things were so bad Father didn’t have enough people to do all the work that needed being done. It made me angry and it made me sad. I wanted to help. I wanted very much to do something, anything, to show Father how much I appreciated his speaking to me, how much I loved him for talking to me, to me a mere oblate, to show him that I understood, yes I knew, how deeply he cared for Redestone, how much he loved us all. I smiled at him, Yes, Father, whatever you wish, I, Winwæd, shall accomplish it for you.

			“Good,” said Father Abbot, smiling himself now, “because from now on I am sending you in Tatwine’s place. Tomorrow morning, after Prime, you will climb to Dacca’s crag.”
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