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THEIR ANGEL SUMMONS them. Three beak-strikes on the clapper of the orchard-bell mean that everyone nearby should set aside whatever tools they’re working with or end their prayers at once and hurry to the trees where he is waiting with that oddity, a corpse. Of course, they have encountered death before, with shrews and beetles, say, with worms and moths, with fish. Small creatures without souls cannot expect, as can the garden’s human habitants, to live eternally. But, still, a lifeless body is a jolt. It reminds the labourers what great fortunes they enjoy, fruitful and well-watered, if only they obey. They’ll breathe forever without cares, they’ll be provided for, they’ll have no fears – if only they obey.


The body is a bird’s, one of the many jacks that choose to gather in the nuttery’s branching domes at dusk to air and share their grievances. Nobody counts the jacks as friends, but they are at least companions, during both labour and devotions. They mark the start and end of day with their self-proclaiming cries – jack-chat, jack-chat – protesting when the sun comes up, protesting when it sinks. But now it’s just the middle of the afternoon in this high-growing corner of the lord’s estate and, as instructed by the angel in his tousled blue plumage, the gardeners stare down at the body of the jack and decide which one it is specifically, which malcontent. Isn’t this the bird whose wing never sat quite flat against its side but elbowed out, a gawky branch? They’ve noticed it was snagged and damaged, but how and where that damage came about they do not know.


How could they know? Like every flying creature in their realm – excepting angels, and probably the wrens, which are the garden’s timid stop-at-homes – it must have ranged beyond the walls into the world, with all its perilous varieties, too many times not to have discovered the habits of caution. Out there, a jack has many things to fear: the boys, their sticks, their catapults, the falcon and the hawk, netting traps and glue snares, poisoned bait, all sorts of cats, the cooking pot, the ticks and lice and feather mites that plague most birds, a drought, a fire, a pestilence, the arrow and the spear, weasels with their appetites for eggs or chicks, feather hunters, snakes. What is there not to fear out there? But often, in the orchard, in the age-protected shelter of their trees, the gardeners have noticed this one many times, burdened by its injury, clumsy to the view, and so unlike its neat and jaunty brethren. Unhappy jack, they think as they stoop closer to its corpse. It was too briefly cursed with life. How death has whitened its eyes. Just yesterday they were as quick and silver as a snake’s. Flies have already settled at its bloody beak. There is movement only in its feathers, which lift with the breeze, not greatly different from the feathers on the living angels’ wings, listless when they’re not reflecting light.


There is an angel they know – he oversees the stock pond, chirping out his orders to the fish – whose heart-side wing is damaged to the same degree as the jack’s. He’s a malcontent as well, though more so than any bird could ever be. That injured wing is punishment, he understands, for disobedience, for taking flight, for straying where he shouldn’t stray, beyond the girdle of their enclosures to where dwell those outcast vassals of the earth whose lives are fleeting. He meant simply to test the air and satisfy a yearning to encounter for himself – though from on high, the bird’s-eye view – their sorrows and their cares. It was to be the briefest of visits, in all innocence, and he always intended to observe the rules by keeping high and out of sight beyond the clouds. The lord instructs that angels are not to be seen by mortal eyes. At most they should appear as distant shimmers in the firmament, a mystifying flash of blue in blue. But the stock-pond angel was too beguiled by the busy world, the teeming to and fro outside of eden’s holy bounds. He was lured so low by curiosity that he almost became – like any fruit bat, any swift – too hefty for his span. And he forgot his weight, his width, his lack of practice in the air. He’d spent too many lazy days with fish.


So, before he had a chance to witness anything or anyone close up, he snagged a wing on unkempt branches which stretched beyond the walls. If it can happen to a jack, it can happen to any feathered cousins. Angels included. He should have rested on the ground and caught his breath. But any master landing out of eden, just touching unblessed ground even for an instant, has sinned beyond the lord’s forgiveness. He laboured heavily to stay aloft and damaged himself a second time, in his attempts to retreat across the battlement. The wing that tangled in the branches struck the holy masonry as well. He fears his clumsiness has damaged him beyond repair. Beyond salvation too. He struggles if he ever needs to fly within the garden. He’s heavier than air – this broken angel called Jamin – and even when he is aloft, he is a quail rather than a lark. His flights are slow and arduous and comic to behold. Certainly, he no longer has the body to be a distant shimmering of blue in blue, let alone to gain the arch of heaven. Nowadays, he is hardly any value to the lord who, as everybody knows full well, did not create his angels to be earthbound or fashioned out of clay like men. The stories say they are the airborne outcome of an eagle and a dove, both magisterial and modest, powerful and meek, soaring and domestic, forbidding and forbearing, communal and divine. The lord has made them in the image of a bird, so that he can command them to do anything by flight, so that the sky and what’s beyond the sky is water to their wings just as the volumes and the currents in the stock pond are wind and air for fish. A creature that can penetrate the sky can serve his lord and his masters anywhere.


Nevertheless, it is, at times, a curse to be an angel, those labourers must think, for, even if an angel’s wings are trim and have dominion in the skies, they are a hindrance on the ground. No wonder angels have so often prayed for hands instead of feathers. They conceal themselves to pray, closing their wing-tips level with their beaks and cloaking their ingratitude in the very plumes from which they are pleading for release. They have been refused, as yet. The lord allows four limbs – no more – for angels. He has allowed the same for birds and all the warmer beasts. Six limbs have been allotted for his beetles, wasps and ants. Eight are for spiders, scorpions and ticks, a copious allowance. Excessive, possibly. It’s no surprise there are no limbs to spare for worms and snakes or for those creatures that are composed of light and smell and vapour. The gathered congregation at the jack’s dull corpse are thankful they were not called upon to serve eternity as worms and snakes, and also glad not to be angels, despite the skies being out of reach for them, despite the distances to heaven. No, given any choice, they’d say that hands and arms are preferable to wings. Two thumbs are better than a beak. There are days, though, when – just as angels want for nimbler limbs – those unfeathered toilers in the gardens and the glebes would be grateful if the air could thin for them – not so that they could float above the earth or even fly but rather that their labours might be easier, their burdens weigh a little less, their shoulders, feet and fingers not ache so unforgivingly at night. Their never-ending lives are never-easing too.


See here, their angel tells the gardeners. His sentences are short when he is bringing messages. He is brisk and dutiful. Angels are not gifted in their speech. They’re taciturn and best at giving orders or making their annunciations or providing sermons by rote. Two words – See here – suffice. His listeners will be reminded of the lesson of the jack, that this is what awaits them if they attempt what Adam did, and Eve, those countless times ago, and disrespect the congregation rules, only then to be expelled beyond the wall enclosing their broad gardens. That tainted couple took their shame into the world and died, as everybody out there must. What fools they were to sacrifice their lives for liberty. Their mouths were bloody and their eyes went white, just like this bird’s. Flies and fleas settled on their wounds too.


The group of gardeners nod their heads a little wearily. They know this story all too well. They also mean to acknowledge the fresher warning he is giving them. Their angel is referring to what occurred just days ago and fears might happen again if this fever is allowed to spread, this vaunting curiosity and dangerous desire, this thirst for novelty. A sister from the orchard, a friend and companion everyone has worked, eaten, prayed and slept alongside for seasons beyond count, has disappeared and left her fellows puzzled and uneasy. Unless she is hiding like an animal in some dark hollow of the lord’s estate, she must have made a passage through the undergrowth and violated the sacred rampart or else devised a secret channel of her own to take her from this blessed life to one that’s doomed. By some reports – there are no witnesses, just hearsays – she connived to pass unnoticed through the great timber gates at the barbican, though they are opened only briefly once a week for alms and, every now and then, for oiling. By others, she squeezed through badger tunnels, blindly, underground. Rumour says there are a dozen ways of getting out, at least for anyone as spirited as her or anyone who is foolhardy enough to breech the limits of the lord. They call her Tabi – a tribute to her watchfulness and restiveness, a tabitha, a deer, though there is nothing doe-like in her boldness. She wanted to discover for herself, she’s often said, cloaked and hidden by the night but talking to the darkness round her bed and to any sleepless ears. Discover what else there is other than eden’s sublime uniformity. Find out what happens on the far side of the high, forbidden wall. Be elsewhere and beyond. Be out of bounds. Be gone, if only for a day. A single day of that seemed to her so much more tantalizing and extravagant than the everlasting days of this, the boredom and the certainty, those orchards laden year on year with their unfailing fruits, everything repeated and familiar, the domesticity, the blameless life she is ordained to lead.


Well, all of them must think the same, once in a while, no matter if they labour in the trees, as Tabi did, or stoop amongst the vegetables, or plough, or gather timber for the fire-women or the carpenters, or spin or weave or sew, or test their elbows kneading bread, or are one of those unlucky dykers whose job it is to irrigate the fields. Certainly, when it’s their turn to endure the stinking task of slopping out the jordans and sluicing the latrines, they are allowed to hope for a better, sweeter, freer time, even if it is not endless or divine. Not one of them can say they’ve never dreamed of breaking out. Nobody dreams of always staying put, despite the perils and the torments of beyond. In bed at night, each of them is brave. The darkness is emboldening. But, in the light of day, they are as unlikely to try to cross the garden’s wall into the world as they are to burst out of their own skins. Only Tabi is the sort to test her daring. She certainly has not stayed put. She’s not been seen since they most recently ate fish, three evenings ago. Jamin was the last to spend much time with her. She has so often been his helpmate, feeding him and grooming him. That woman’s underneath his wing in more ways than bear thinking of, they joke. He says she was her normal restless, joyful self, though when he speaks of her he cannot help but close his body off with wings. He is ashamed of something or has a secret and must hide himself.


The gardeners cannot help but share his shame. They too have secrets they should hide. They dare not let their angel sense their jealousy or see how low and anxious they’ve become since Tabi vanished from their lives, and how vulnerable. In their shaped and patterned world, any upset is unnerving. But Tabi’s lonely exodus has been a blow. They feel unbalanced and unlaced, unravelled and exposed.


Their angel turns the jack with his taloned foot so that the group can clearly see the thoroughness of death, how it leaves nothing other than a shape, a weight, and then not even shape or weight when time has done its work. That bird will be as light and limbless as a stain or smell. Here, says the angel. You bury it. He is addressing a man known, for the gleaming darkness of his hair, as Ebon, though any of them there could just as easily turn over a wedge of soil at the edge of the nuttery and bury the corpse so it is out of sight and given back to the worms and grubs on which it has feasted for so long. But Ebon understands why he is chosen for this task. The angel knows that he and Tabi were tenacious friends, as close and intimate as doves. He has noticed, as has everybody else, how the man’s shoulders have sagged of late and how his smile is no longer as ready as it was. It cannot be a secret that Ebon sorely misses her, despite the custom – it’s a ruling, actually – that affections in the garden should be rationed equally, as must their food and water. Their beds were neighbours in the dormitory, they nearly always managed to pray and sing adjacently, and they spent their days together in the orchard and the nuttery, companions of the fruit. They shared the honour of that calling with pride. And so, of all the congregation, Tabi is – she was – the one whom Ebon cherishes the most. The angel does not doubt that if the woman’s mutinous contagion could leave its smudge on anyone, Ebon is the likeliest. That’s why he is the one required to bend and lift the body of the bird, to feel its hollow weight across his hands, and then to bury it. He’ll get as close as anybody can in that eternal and protected place to death. He’ll be less tempted to break out, once he has the body on his palm.


The jack is still warm to the touch, though that is mostly owing to the sun, which today has cleared the sky of any clouds and is providing what is called a ripener, or harvest heat. Ebon spreads his hands and lets the dead bird nestle there so that his brothers and his sisters can inspect the body closely, nose to feather, that’s to say, or eye to bone. It’s rare for them to get this near to animals. It’s more than black, they realize; close up, its crown and wings are glossed with green and blue, its cheeks and nape are silvery.


The angel opens out his wings, displaying the briefest crossfigill, and goes, a bird in everything but name. A stormy rush of air, that’s all. He has other tasks, further orders to impart, greater rulings to impose, and it is – in truth – uncomfortable for him to see the jack’s feathered cadaver. His blue becomes just a glimmer in the corner of their eyes. A trace of breast down, not quite as heavy as the air, takes its time to reach the ground.


The gardeners blow the feathers of the corpse or touch the body with their fingertips. O, such an opportunity, beautiful and troubling, to be so close to the ashen, bloodless agonies from which they are themselves immune. They shake and nod their heads at death’s dull and distant mystery, beyond experience. They are a little thrilled by it. They take their turns and take their time. They gather round and reach and stroke, and smell their hands. And then they touch again, to make quite sure the heart has truly stopped. Theirs, they know, might pump unceasingly but perhaps a little faster and less steadily at such a time as this, in their uneasy mood. A cherished sister’s disappeared and that’s the worst thing that’s occurred in memory. And now this body of a bird. Misfortune often comes in threes, in legends anyway. Can they expect a third upheaval in their unvaried lives? They’ve heard the double boom of thunder. When will the lightning strike?


Ebon does his best to keep a steady hand and steady face for them, but, once he is alone again, he cannot stop himself imagining he is holding Tabi across his palms, that she is weightless, fading too, that somewhere on the far side of the barriers and palisades her body has begun to age and weaken, her time already ebbing out, that all too soon a slice of wormy soil will cover her. His stomach feels as tight as a wet knot, just from the thought of her. He even speaks her name out loud. He cocks his head to pay attention to the afternoon. He half expects to hear her voice. Her calling back. Her coming home. But all he notices, other than the normal chatter of the trees, is the unwelcome squeak of a barrow’s wooden wheel.


He buries the jack amongst the rotting apples that he and Tabi have raked up over the season into a sweet and sweating pile at the loamy end of the orchard and the nuttery. He has only to push the fruit aside with his foot to form a hollow, as soft and warm as any bed and just as full of bugs, and then to dig a little deeper with his spade. The smell is mellow, reasty, old. The jack has pecked at windfalls all its life and now is swallowed up in turn. It’s right to give the body to the earth, to let it rot and liquefy along with fallen fruit. The jack’s become a grubby feast for those with more limbs than the rest of us, and with none.


Rest well, Ebon says. He has covered the spading scar with windfalls. He knows he should say more, but there’ll be prayers enough this evening. A death amongst the animals is nearly always marked with sermons – Let that little body be a warning to you all – so long as the departed creature’s known to the congregation, as this jack is, or sweet enough, or simply gaily coloured and so lends itself to mourning. They’re bound to be reminded too, by some bright and fretting angel, how fortunate they are not to be either birds or beasts but everlasting habitants of paradise. For the time being, though, Ebon only shuckles silent verses with his shoulders and his chin, then lifts his head, as everybody does each day once work is done, to wonder at the far-flung, mortal distance of the sky. His jack has flown into it, beyond the garden, countless times in its short life. Even its footprints have been arrows to the outside world. That’s whence its bloody end derived. It takes only a moment and a toe, the warning goes, and death will sink its teeth into your foot, and death will syphon the blood from your veins, to satisfy its phantoms and its ghosts.


Yet Ebon almost relishes the thought of feeling death’s sharp teeth sink in, because Tabi must have relished it as well. The more he can be like her, the closer he will be to her, he thinks, wherever that might be, no matter how she’s suffering, whatever is in store. No, no, he can’t imagine it. That world beyond the wall’s a blank to him, a gap, a hollowness; thin air and idle dreams. He shakes his head but still the truth remains. The sister he has loved the most has departed for an empty space, a measureless chasm. She’s transitory now. Time is already paling her. If he could press his hand onto her breast, he thinks, he might not even feel a heart.


The only certainty is this: his loss, her absence, has left Ebon as dry and brittle as a blown egg. He will condemn her sudden flight, if asked, and he has prayed already, many times, for her return and the lord’s forgiveness for her trespasses. She has transgressed. There’s no denying that. But Ebon cannot help but be as much in awe of the risks she has taken as he is fearful of them for himself. He envies her for that. How bold a woman she has proved to be. What utter recklessness, to force gates, to scale a sacred and forbidden wall, to tunnel underneath the ground. He wonders if he can ever be that bold himself, unwise enough, to dip his toe just once, like her, to test the danger and the pain, to glean the orchards of the finite world, and know the difference, to see its towers and its roofs, to tell its beacons and its chimney pots, to witness people on the ground pursuing their short lives. The most that Ebon has ever seen from his rooted legs, or even from the branches of the trees he tends, are high and skybound marks of life beyond the gardens, the odd and lonely heavy swan, its shoulders set against the wind, the flocking residents of roosts and rookeries, the scarves of starlings and the ducking flights of wheezers, taking such delight in dusk. And he has seen as well the distant smoke of fires and heard the sound of bells and even caught the faintest chatter of the far-flung world when voices have been lifted by the wind and carried in, along with airborne seeds and feathers. The moon, the sun, the stars, of course; the moon, the sun, the stars that everybody shares, no matter where they are. But everything he knows about the outside world is airborne or celestial. He has never seen that solid ground that takes your life for only stepping on it lightly, for only pressing in a toe.


In these closing moments of the afternoon, standing in the apple pile, the buried jack beneath his toes, his head thrown back to look freely at the dimming sky, Ebon finds himself more restless than he’s ever been before. The death of birds, his missing woman, his snapped and wounded heart, the sheer and endless distance of the firmaments, are shaking him. They’re prodding him between the shoulder blades. Go forward, Ebon. Go up to the garden’s barbican and test your strength against the gates. Step out. It takes only a moment and – remember – just a toe, and then you’ll be as free as she is free, for being free to die is also surely being free to live as well. He makes a promise there and then. He will be bolder. He’ll see if he can summon up the sap to slip away and follow her. He has an image of them working side by side again, loading baskets with garden fruit, but where that garden is, in time or out of it, he cannot tell and does not, for the moment, want to care.


Now their angel summons them once more, though distantly this time and with the clapper on the kitchen bell. Six strikes. It’s time for darkness to descend, for bats and stars, for singing, supper, prayers and sleep. Rest well, he says again. It’s for the jack, the fruiting trees and for himself; it’s for the woman who’s lost to him, her dying day that ends again, and ends again, and ends.
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SO THIS AWKWARD and unnerving day subsides, although briefly on a calmer note. The masters can’t have helped but smell the unease in the air – for everyone, not just the orchardman – since Tabi disappeared. The ground beneath even the angels’ feet has quaked with the shock and disrespect of her departure and the fear of having to explain it all to the garden’s lord when they next dare to visit him. They understand their workers, now fewer than fifty, are bereaved and must be reassured at once, before the imp of disobedience takes hold like some fast-growing tare; and first one, then another, then a crowd grow bold enough to think that, possibly, the world is more enticing than eternity. Then what of eden? Those tares will multiply. Those fields and gardens will grow wild. The masters cannot tend them on their own. Those walls and barns and sacred roosts will age and crack like trees, weighed down by ivy, moss and vines, brought down by wind and time. And what of angels? Where will they take wing?


The order is sent, therefore, that once they have eaten, the gardeners must walk beyond the dormitory and the vegetable cloisters into the holier pavilions, a privilege more usually reserved for solstices and festivals, though, sometimes, for a lecture and a knuckle-rapping. That they are ill at ease is evident in how they walk. They go in single file, and, instead of striding shoulder to shoulder as they would between the gardens, they take measured and respectful steps. Their hands are either clasped behind their backs or hanging at their sides, as limp as tassels on a coat. Their lips are pursed. Only their eyes are busy, looking out for clues to why it is that they have been summoned at this hour and on this day when normally they could be digesting and relaxing by their beds. They are expecting chastenings – and cautions. They are expecting to be uncomfortable. It’s all to do with Tabi, that’s for sure. Their eden’s felt untethered since she left. How fragile and how brittle they have all become.


Nobody likes these high and holy chambers. Their ceilings are too distant from the floor and too draped in darkness. The eaves and rafters are not even visible. And these rooms are never welcoming but damp and hushed and cheerless. There is, though, still light enough squeezing through the slender casements for everyone to see and pick a place on the thinly cushioned benches. They mill around. Nobody wants to be the first to sit and therefore lose control of who is sitting next to them. They have their daily favourites and their foes. But mostly they’d prefer not to have Ebon at their side on this rare occasion. It’s only when he selects a place in the centre of the middle row that everyone else feels free to settle down. There’s hardly room enough for all of them but still the orchardman ends up alone, an empty space on either side. That’s where Tabi would have sat, in one of those two places, they tell themselves. They wouldn’t want to take her space. They know that Ebon’s crippled by her loss, so leaving him to sit alone is to offer him respect. But actually their choosiness this evening has more to do with fear. If Tabi’s disappearance is indeed the reason why they’ve been so sombrely convened, staying away from her orchard-brother is only sensible.


The two gaps on the bench and their cold-shouldered orchardman are what the chosen angel first notices when he enters from his loft. The spaces almost make Tabi seem more present than if she were sitting there in the flesh. He cannot help but nod and smile to himself. He will not even need to mention her name. His warnings can be subtle, undeclared almost. His audience have clearly understood his purposes and what they should expect. All that is required of them for now is silence and stillness while he preaches in his high-fluted and consoling voice. The only movement ought to be from candle flames, bucking slightly in the draughts. Their scent is lemon balm and lavender – that is the angels’ choice, for it disguises the day’s end smell of labourers. It also masks the musky niff of feathers.


There should be no need this evening, after the rich harvest we’ve enjoyed this season, to remind you of your blessings and how lucky you have been to be created servants of the lord, the master instructs, repeating what he has been told to say by his more priestly brethren. Instead let’s make a list of your misfortunes. Please have the confidence to stand and speak. The lord allows you to be meek but also wants you to be bold, when asked.


Now all but one lift their heads and show surprise. This is not something they have heard before. Nor are they used to such an invitation. To stand and speak, indeed. To offer their complaints. There is an excited silence as the habitants of eden, made sluggish by the heavy meal they’ve just enjoyed and by the failing light, the silence and the candle scents, perk up and twist around to see which of them responds while certain it will never be themselves. Most eyes have rested on Ebon. Amongst them all he is the one most likely at the moment to be so beset by doubts he cannot hold his tongue. He has misfortunes, certainly. But he sits still, much stiller than they can themselves, they think, as if he means to be as silent and unfeeling as the chamber’s marble tiles. His hands are trapped between his knees. His head is bent. The candlelight is gleaming off his hair.


It’s then that everybody hears the scuffing from above, though no one dares to tilt their eyes and peer into the darkness overhead. But they don’t need to look any further than the floor to know that what they’ve heard is real. Whatever’s scuffing has dislodged a shower of dust and timber smut which has descended in a glinting column to settle almost at their feet. One of the candles briefly flares. The angel sees and hears it too. There’s someone, something, shifting on the rafters out of sight and billowing the air. It weighs enough to make the timbers wheeze. No bat or pigeon is that large. The lord is, though. They’ve been told countless times in sermons and in homilies that, on the days of judgement, he will descend from his high palaces to sit with them and list their sins and draw an end to time. And then the never-ending days will radiate as everlasting stars. The seasons will be moons and suns. All breathing souls will turn to dust, just like the dust that’s falling on them and the candles now. Until those days, the lord will be forever watching, from on high, the habitants of his estate. So nothing they might do or say amongst themselves can remain unknown to him.


Some fine story, Tabi’s often said. The masters’ master is nothing more than hearsay. But creaking rafters can’t be argued with, nor can the heavy certainty, felt by everybody in the chamber, that they are being scrutinized. The lord is maybe only checking that they are attentive while the angel speaks. Or listening for grievances and mutiny. Or testing who’s been fool enough this evening to knock knees and elbows with Ebon. But certainly – whatever Tabi says or thinks – he’s close. The lord is on a rafter overhead and judging them. There’s not a person now who shares in Ebon’s muttered prayers that the creaking timbers and the billowing are evidence that Tabi’s tucked away up there, but nor is there a single one who doesn’t copy what he is already doing. That’s to say: they trap their hands between their thighs, they bow their heads towards the candlelight and sit as still as stone. Certainly, no one is fool enough to list misfortunes in the presence of the lord.


So nothing, then? the angel asks eventually, though now his voice has become more anxious and more stilted. He’s almost sure who’s in the rafters, wrapped in the darkness. It will be one of the priestly angels, checking up on him and everything he says, seeing that he does not deviate but preaches reverentially. He’s nervous now and starts to shift from foot to foot. He spreads his wings with all the drama he can muster as if he means to hug everybody to his chest but in doing so fans out a couple of the flames. Their wicks briefly wink and glow, then twist with smoke, then die. The shadows in the corners of the pavilion stretch closer to the congregation, enfolding them. It’s hard to tell one person from another now. May I enquire, the angel continues, but more quietly than before, hoping to recover from what has been his clumsiness, are you like candles, short of life and easy to put out? Like jacks, indeed. That life of squawks and squabbles is brief and brutal, isn’t it? As some of you have seen today. Does anybody here feel hunger like a jack? Please lift a hand if you have less to eat than is seemly and appropriate. Are you cold at night and have no pillow for your head? Is anybody here unloved? Unwell? Afraid? Do you enjoy the consolations of community? Is anybody here alone? He looks directly at Ebon’s head, almost daring him to speak. Are you required to take care of these grounds without a hat upon your head or shoes upon your feet? Still nothing? Then let us sit in silence and contemplate – with thanks – what eden gives to us.


And so they do. They sit upon their damp and cushioned benches in that sweet-smelling room in the shallows of that balmy evening at the end of harvest time, and contemplate the comforts they enjoy, and have enjoyed, and will enjoy for ever and a day unless they’re fool enough to try what Tabi’s evidently done and Ebon might, and turn their backs on paradise.


But once they’re in the open air again and heading through the moonlit cloisters to their beds, there’s not one amongst the habitants who doesn’t draw deep breaths and wonder what those restless rafters heavy with the lord might signify and what his falling dust might mean for them. They sniff the air and what they smell is mayhem, tumult, danger, change.
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ALUM WILL BE the only habitant to not attend the angel’s sermon in the candlelit pavilion. He’ll have other duties to perform and his own anxieties. It is his public, daily task to stock the larder for their communal meals. He carries produce – freshly lifted, cut or picked – from the vegetable beds, the orchards, the granges and the meadows to the kitchens. He ought to be more welcomed and more loved. His is an easy occupation, restful and unsupervised, and his reward for being useful to the lord’s estate. For this he has fashioned himself a barrow out of oak and a deep, spale trug with a rim and an arched handle made from hazel wands. He is no craftsman. They’re rough-hewn. The knots are dry; the laths warped and gaped within a season of their making. The wood is splintered at the handle’s curve. The barrow’s wheel is noisy and untrue. It squeaks a warning: Alum’s on his way, Beware, beware, Pretend he isn’t even there. But he is proud of his handiworks, and defensive, even of the squeak. They are the trappings of high status, he believes. They are his regalia and his company. It isn’t wise even to touch them, let alone reach in for something ripe and tempting when his back is turned. True order has to be observed or there is lawlessness, he’ll say. Obedience is harmony.


A day or so before she went missing, Alum caught Tabi leaning over his barrow with her fingers round the fruits of a newly cut tomato vine. Just plumping them, she claimed, but there were juices on her lips, and lies. He could not stop himself from wiping the back of his hand across her mouth, to rob her of the flavour. Still she clutched on to the vine. He had to bend her fingers back until they almost snapped before he could persuade her to let go. Anybody else would have let go at once, for fear of worse. Alum has the garden’s sharpest knife with which to harvest fruit and squashes and a long-handled trowel for the roots and tubers. He might well use them on a scrumper or a pick-pear, given half a chance. Certainly, he can be bruising with his fists. Ask anyone.


He is also the angels’ go-between, their hither and their thither, and that – more than his bruising ways – is why he is not loved and cannot truly like himself. He carries evidence and chatter to the superior angels – not to Jamin, that one’s disloyal, as Alum knows too well and has reported it; nor to any of the lesser-winged taskmasters whose only purpose is to light and guard, to rule and guide the workers and the gardeners, and be waited on – but to the five or six angels, the archest and most priestly ones, who are themselves the greater go-betweens, who speak and listen to the lord. In his time he has observed habitants concealing food, or spoiling work completed by another, or beating their tough hands against a tabletop or the trunk of a tree to vent their anger at some petty slight or inconvenience. He’s seen his fellows hurt themselves, even tugging at their own hair so forcibly that blood is drawn, or – once – taking red-hot embers from the fire and holding them between three fingertips just for the ecstasy and oddity of having scars. He’s caught people sleeping during prayer, faking illnesses when they’re fit, stopping work before the bell, taking short cuts like a fox instead of sticking to the designated paths. If Alum ever doubts his usefulness, it is incidents like those – conveyed to the angels, while both the blood and embers of the offences are still warm – that can persuade him what he does is honourable, while what he witnesses and then reports is rarely so. Anything beyond the pale is worth the telling in his view. The proudest boast for Alum – other than his trug and his barrow – is that his reports might wing up to the heavens, that his name is known and mentioned there. What higher purpose or what greater honour can there be?


Alum’s severity and his impatience, he tells himself more than once a day, is in the service of the lord and, therefore – though they might not acknowledge it – in the interests of everyone who dwells beneath the canopy and so is blessed with everlasting life and with the garden’s never-ending benefits. He’s sacrificed his local popularity, perhaps, by how he earns his crust and by the unforgiving way he employs his thorny eyes and even sharper tongue. That is the hard and bitter truth. Yet that is how he daily proves his loyalty and diligence to the winged nobility. They, surely, are the only ones that count. An angel matters more than any labourer.


It is a fiercely lonely life. Alum might never be hugged or kissed as others are. There are times – such as the harvest feast or the solstice revels – when grievances are normally set aside, but still he is not trusted or embraced but is regarded as the banquet’s skull, to be at best ignored. At mealtimes, he has grown used to sitting like a stranger at the table, sharing no one’s bread and rubbing no one’s thighs. If he shifts along the bench to help himself to salt or spice or water and to better overhear the talk, all chatter ends and his fellows finish up and hurry off to sleep. Then silence falls as soon as his broad face is spotted in the dormitory. His bed, he notices, is often pushed a little closer to the wall and further from his neighbour’s than when he left it in the morning. Nobody wants to share with him the air they breathe communally, it seems, even when they’re dreaming. The man can spot temptation in their souls before they’ve even fantasized the sin.


So, in the mornings, if he chooses, he can sit with his back to all his brothers and sisters while he pulls on his boots and burrows into his clothes. He does not have to meet their eyes or hope to join in any chatter. He prefers it that way – or so he tells himself – despite the solitude, for if he faces them, they might turn away. Besides, although his back is turned, his ears are pricked and finely tuned. Everyone is careful of what they say and what they do. For fear of being caught by him. For fear of being in his debt. And those that lapse? Perhaps there is no need to bother angels with a report of this, he’ll say. In return, he might expect some gratitude. He’ll let them know, when the need arises, what form their gratitude should take. No good will come of breaking rules or breaking free, except the benefits that come to him. No wonder they avoid him when they can.


But Alum is hardened to their lack of friendliness. It is the price he has to pay. Their iciness is understandable. It’s envy. He’s closer to the angels than any of them can ever hope to be. It is as if he’s sprouted wings himself. No, what he wants – demands, in fact – is not false warmth from his so-called equals but deference. If the angels will not tolerate disrespect, nor should he. He’s asked them for permission to judge and punish any insult, any lack of due regard, that’s offered him. He’d like, if only they’d allow it, a fenced-off corner of some barn to be his prison-house. A hungry day or two of darkness and damp straw would surely cure anyone of disrespect. A sister could be shut in there for stealing from his trug, he suggests. There’d be no call to let her go until she prayed – until she wept, indeed – for the lord’s mercy. A brother could be locked away for sleeping too late. Or gluttony. Or being careless in his speech. But, no, you’re not the one to judge, he has been told countless times by his masters, but just the one to see and tell: load your barrow with any secrets and deceits or any spoken discontents that are produced amongst your siblings and bring them here to us.
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