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Chapter One


Tuesday, 16 December 1348


The first thing you need to understand is what it means to sell your soul. It is not a matter of shaking hands with a shadowy figure, or bartering promises with a burning bush. What do you have to sell? You don’t know. To whom are you going to sell it? Again, you don’t know. All you know is that your very desire to offer it up is accompanied by the most overwhelming urge to scream. You want to scream so much that you will empty your bones of time.


This is what I feel now – and have felt every day since I first saw the deadly work of the plague. When I look along the road into the distance and see no one, the desire to yell burns within me. When I look up towards the hills where once there was peace and tranquillity, I think of a horrific silence: abandoned farms and cottages, the carcasses of animals and the bodies of children and their parents. The absence of kindness. An eye without life. Now, as we approach the leafless oak on the edge of Honyton, and the inn beside it, the urge to cry out is overwhelming.


There were musicians playing when I was last here, three days before Michaelmas. That was just eleven weeks ago. I stop and let my travelling sack fall to the ground, and put my face in the hollow of my cupped hands; I whisper the names of my dead mother and father. My brother William turns and tells me to hurry, and makes a joke about me being slower than the dead. I take my hands away from my face, and stare at him, then pick up my sack and start walking again. But inside I am still yelling. I can do nothing to tell the world how I feel because everything is dying around us. And dying inside us.


I glance back at the leafless oak and remember the scene that day: the music and the gaiety. We were travellers passing through the town, watching the women and girls dance with the men, their hair let down, naturally flowing. They all had their favourites: you could see their loves in their eyes as they skipped past them. They were smiling at us too, as if they understood that we strangers, by watching their smiles, knew the secrets of their hearts. I remember slopping my ale cup and singing lustily, even though William and I had been intending to leave earlier, on our journey to Salisbury. Now, looking at that tree, I wonder how many of those women are dead. It seems that winter has twice fallen. Firstly, it has come upon us with the chill of December: in the bare branches stark against the sky, and the short days and the frozen puddles in the ruts of the roads. And secondly it is here in the crow-cry of cold despair, and the feeling that, unlike any previous year, there never will be another spring. Winter is a point of reckoning now, not a pause.


Time there was when the marketplace in Honyton was all colour and movement. On market days you’d see the russets, browns, greys and reds of tunics, and a whole gamut of hoods and hats. If you blurred your eyes for a moment, you’d see it like the movement of a hive, as if all the little twitches of the crowd were bees. There’d always be a still point in the human storm: a crier calling the news or a black-cassocked friar haranguing a group of youths about their souls’ struggle to reach Heaven. Today there are no criers, friars or tormented souls. There are no market traders either – no nodding hoods as a butcher or piemaker passes over his wares and holds out a hand for the silver pennies, turning immediately to greet the next customer. Dead leaves blow across the mud and gravel of the square. A broken trestle from a stall lies on its side, commemorating the last market to be held here. It looks like an old tilted grave marker where someone who has already been forgotten lies buried.


William and I continue along the street through the town. It’s still early, the third hour after prime, but both of us are tired after a restless night under the dripping trees. House after house has its shutters closed, as if the townspeople are still in bed.


‘How many corpses do you think we’ll see today?’ asks William, adjusting the travelling sack on his shoulder. ‘I’ll hold you, it’ll be more than yesterday. What do you say, John, more than six? A kiss of Elizabeth Tapper’s honeyed lips and a jug of her best ale, for he who counts the most this side of Whymple.’


I look at my brother but I do not reply. I see the gold ring with the garnet that he always wears, his most prized possession. He seems to think that, apart from the unfortunate victims, life is the same as ever.


‘Oh, come now, brother,’ he says, ‘I pray, speak! You’re not dead yet. The heaviness of your mood is such that anyone might mistake you for Noah on his Ark, in the moment of realising that he’s forgotten the cows.’


‘Jest not, William. This is a second Flood. God is clearing the land. Not with water but with pestilence. Can you not see it?’


‘Don’t be a cut farthing, John. What I see is what you see. No more, no less. But your mind is closed. This pestilence is no work of God’s. We’ve seen young children, babes even, lying by the road with black blotches on their necks, arms and thighs. Why would God be punishing them? They cannot have sinned. This is no divine clearance of iniquity. This is the work of the Devil, and I’ll not be awestruck by it.’


I take a deep breath. ‘William, the Devil is God’s vassal, and the Devil shall do what the Lord Almighty commands him to do. If God wills the land be cleared of sinners, then the Devil shall do the clearing. Those who fail to attend church are . . .’


But William, looking ahead, raises his hand.


The body is that of a grey-bearded man in his fifties, lying face down on the hard earth and stones of the highway, with his head turned to one side. There is a sagging black swelling on the lower side of his neck, the size of two fists clasped together, clutching at his throat. His mouth is open slightly; the whiteness of his teeth only draws attention to the fact that at least two are missing. William presses his foot against the man’s cloak: it is frozen stiff. One knee is dirty where he fell. His purse has already been cut from his belt and the moistness of his eyes has frozen, glazing his expression into an opaque whiteness.


Normally, on finding a dead man, we would go to the constable. But today we remain quiet.


‘He’s nothing of beauty, that’s for sure,’ says William, turning away.


‘He was one of the lucky ones,’ I reply as we walk on. I scratch an itch under my arm.


‘Lucky? Listen, brother, if that man’s fate be fair good fortune, my horse speaks Latin. By what token was he lucky?’


‘He fell face down. He did not spend days suffering, sweating and frenzied. He was able to walk until finally he collapsed. He used a cuttlefish to whiten his teeth; therefore he must have been a man of some prosperity. As for his cloak, even you would be proud of such a garment. Last, look at where his purse was. Clearly, the man who cut it from his belt opened it and saw not one or two coins but many – enough that he decided to take the risk and cut the whole purse, even though it might be carrying the infection. So, brother of mine, I say to you that this wealthy man, suddenly taken ill with the disease, choking on his pain and stumbling to a quick death, was most fortunate.’


William shakes his head. ‘You should not attend so closely to the death throes of every stranger, John. Let some of the dead suffer on their own account.’


What can I say to that? This dead man was one of the few for whom I have not felt sorry. It is the living who tear the scream out of me, for whom I weep. I thought that the last mass grave that I would ever see would be on the battlefields of France – so many rigid arms and legs covered in dried blood and flies in the pit. But death is all around us here too. I see it in the windows whose shutters remain open when dusk comes, and in the shutters that remain closed of a morning. I see it also in the unguided progress of a boat that floats down a river with its occupant slumped over the side, bumping into banks and quays. Passing a church in Somerset, where a father and a mother were burying their child, I even heard the sound of death. It rang out in the silence of the bells that did not acknowledge the dead boy. Even the tolling of a funeral bell is an act of life. Today, our private thoughts are the only chimes that send the dead on their way. And then we move on, and leave them – and even the silent bells of our thoughts cease to toll.


Six miles on from Honyton we stop to have a dinner of hard bread and cheese. We eat in silence. I notice a second dead man, about fifty yards from the road. He is wearing a russet tunic and lying crumpled in a fallow field. His figure blends in with the earth so that at first neither of us notices him. It is only when a crow lands on his torso that I pay attention to the lump on the soil, and glimpse the flesh of his lower leg and the shape of his shoulder.


William wipes his face and lifts his bag. ‘Coming?’


I watch the crow fly away. The landscape of cold red earth, grey sky and corpse make me wonder whether this man’s fate will be ours too. After all, who will eventually bury that man when the plague comes to an end? His corpse will lie there, slowly soaking back into the soil as the rains fall and the wild pigs and other beasts find the bones and gnaw on them. If a fox carries away the skull, the next farmer to till the ground might look at the scattered remains and be uncertain whether they belonged to a man or a beast.


I pick up my sack and join William.


Who was that man in the field? Nothing but a nameless object. I feel as if my head is in my hands – except that it is not my hands on which my cheeks are resting but two weeks of constant fear. Maybe I am not in my right mind. But how could anyone these days be in their right mind? The only way I can control myself is by thinking that I must not let my wife, Catherine, see me like this. I tell myself that I must walk faster, and breathe in the air that God has given me, and return to her.


In Salisbury there was another stone carver called John – John of Combe. He was one of the first in the city to catch the plague. He was very talkative before he fell ill, always spinning his chisel in his hand and catching it. But a week or so before they called a halt to the repairs, he failed to show up for work. When he did come back, two days later, he was sombre and distracted. He would strike his chisel three or four times, and then stare at the stone. One day, working on the same pinnacle as him, I saw him gazing into nothingness. I asked him what was bothering him. After a while he told me that, several days earlier, he had felt a painful swelling beneath his right arm, which he knew was the pestilence. Straight away he had left the cathedral and walked north to the Giant’s Circle. When he arrived it was almost dark. He walked around the stones and prayed to God or the Devil or anyone who was listening to save him. And as he stood there he suddenly felt a powerful figure seize him from behind and put his hand over his mouth to stop him crying out, and he heard a deep voice whisper in his ear, asking him would he offer his eternal soul in return for his mortal recovery, and live many years yet? Or would he prefer to die on the roadside on his return that night to Salisbury? John said he would offer his soul. And he felt the figure release its grip. Two days after our conversation, he slipped on the wet wooden scaffolding and fell eighty feet. I myself saw the accident from the ground. His flailing body hit the poles twice on the way down and he struck the ground heavily. I was sure that the impact had killed him but he only broke his right arm and a rib. The bonesetter said he could do nothing about John’s rib but that it would not threaten his life. As for his arm, that would recover quickly, for it was a clean break. Everyone said it was a miracle that he was alive.


William, who is still ahead of me, turns and calls back. ‘Let’s call on Elizabeth Tapper anyway. A taste of her posset will be most welcome.’


My eyes follow the movement of his shoulders, his beard and his purposeful I’ll-do-what-I-want gait. I’m not keen to see the woman. She has two children yet has never had a husband, and they say that sinners are more likely to be infected with the pestilence. I am sure William is as kind to her as he is to every woman. To be fair to him, he is generous to everyone, not only women. But I don’t understand why he gives in to his wickedness, and invites damnation into our lives.


Oh, I know, I know. William will say that that is the difference between us: he believes men choose the laws, not God, and that it is no sin in the eyes of God to break the law of mankind, for the law is an earthly, earthy thing. He says even the Bible was written by men and is interpreted by men, and that to break the law laid down therein is no crime against God. And in the Old Testament it is written that many great and holy men had many wives. He says that the sinner who knows he has done wrong believes he will go to Hell, and the hell is in the believing; the man who accidentally sins but whose intentions are pure will have no stain on his soul.


I cannot agree. I believe that God created the world to be as He wanted it, and if a man pollutes God’s world through sin, then it stands polluted, whether or not the sinner meant to deviate from the path of righteousness. I can see that Elizabeth Tapper is still an attractive woman, even though she must be more than thirty years old now. But if God preserves her thus, it is for the husband that He intends her to embrace, not the travellers who pass this way with a few coins in their purses. An honest man should be caring for her and her children, not a string of ragrowsterers.


But I say nothing. I am not innocent myself. A few years ago, when I was working on the cathedral parapet, William came into Exeter and took me to the Bear Inn near the South Gate. What followed that night was much ale drinking and, afterwards, in the hall by candlelight, an act of shallow physical love that I have always regretted. For me, that night was like a flower of time. It grew from green innocence to a bud of desire and fulfilment in a few hours, and then quickly withered into a decrepit past that stank and disgusted me.


The truth is that I want nothing more than to be at home with my Catherine, by our hearth, talking together in the firelight. I want to tell her of what I feel when I see the world in the grip of the plague, and share it with her. I want to hear her tell me what she feels. I want our wounded hearts to comfort one another, to embrace. I want to face our greatest challenge together, not apart.


Elizabeth Tapper’s cottage is a furlong off the highway and built in the old style: two crucks leaning together at either end. As you approach you can see the rot at the base of the walls, where the timbers go into the soil. The whitewash needs renewing too. In places the thatch has sunk inwards; in others, moss has grown across it. I am sure that the building leaks. Most people in this part of Devon would have pulled it down by now and started again, with a square timber framework and cob infill set on a stone plinth. But Elizabeth has no money and the bailiff no kindness. The very reason why she is here, on the extreme edge of the manor, is that she is not wanted in the village.


I will say this for her, though: she has a neatly tended garden, with many cabbages, leeks and the dead stalks of onions and beans. It is a safeguard we all must undertake in these times, when harvests might dwindle rapidly at the end of summer and winters can be so hard. Gardens can be the saving of a family.


William enters the house ahead of me. I pause to look at the garden, and hear him cry out.


It has been many months since I have heard him utter a sound like that – not since he found the corpse of a friend after our victory at Crécy. He is the sort of man who does not want anyone – least of all his younger brother – to know he is in pain.


I cross myself and go into the cottage. Inside, it is dark and smells of smoke, old ale, onions and bacon – and dried lavender, which has been used to scent the floor rushes. When my eyes adjust I see the wicker partition at one end of the hall, with a doorway leading to the inner chamber. William is standing there, quite still. There is a woman beside him, almost the same height. I do not recall Elizabeth being so tall. But then I see that she is not moving. She is utterly motionless, with her hands by her sides and her head at an angle to her shoulders.


Her feet are four inches off the ground. Four inches. The width of a hand is the gulf between life and death.


My first thought is that she has been set upon, raped or robbed, and killed by being strung up over the beam of her own home. But she had precious little to steal and was a common woman, and so no one would have needed to kill her. And then I ask myself: where are her children?


I walk closer. Her eyes are open, staring at eternity, which is here in the house with her. I cross myself again and say a prayer for her soul, and then one more for the safety of my own wife and children.


A gust of wind catches the door: it creaks and partially closes, and a broom leaning against the wall falls over. I turn and go to the door, prop up the broom and place a block of wood to hold the door open, allowing in the light.


William is almost as still as the corpse. As I go back to him, I pass the hearth in the middle of the hall floor and bend down to feel the ashes: they are still vaguely warm. I hear him say, ‘Benedicat vos omnipotens Deus Pater et Filius et Spiritus Sanctus.’ Those are the words that we were taught by the priest in our parish. William crosses himself. I do likewise, and join with him in saying, ‘Amen.’


For the first time in days, I feel we are together. We might be on the edge of a cliff at night, staring at the same eternal darkness that Elizabeth Tapper now sees, but we are together.


He moves away from the doorway to the inner chamber. There I see her two children, who are about five and seven, lying side by side on an old straw mattress. The chinks in the shutter allow in enough light to reveal that their faces are blotched, their eyes closed. Their limbs have been straightened by the mother, who obviously stayed with them until the end and then took her own life. There is a pot of oaten broth, half-eaten, still beside the mattress.


I withdraw to the fresher air of the hall. My thoughts run to my own family, still more than a day’s walk away. What will I find when I open the door to my own house? Will Catherine be hanging from a beam, like poor Elizabeth here? Her white neck pulled long by the rope, her hands, eyes and heart utterly empty? In my mind’s eye, I see her body hanging in mid-air, like a sack of flesh. Will I find my sons, William, John and James, lying with blotched faces, dead in their beds? I imagine their hair, their eyes, and recall their voices, one by one. If they are dead will I too not take a rope and end my own life?


My attention is only snatched away from this thought by the sight of William moving a bench. He stands on it and unhooks a hefty flitch of bacon hanging from a beam. He steps back down and puts it into his travelling sack.


‘In God’s name, William, have you no respect?’


‘Someone else’ll have it if I don’t,’ he says. ‘Good food is for the living, not thieves or worms.’ He fastens his travelling sack again and places it beside the door. ‘Besides, if you think me disrespectful, what about the pestilence? What respect did God show Elizabeth and her children? Is not God more disrespectful?’


‘That’s blasphemy.’


‘Cease your pious moaning, John. I’m sick of it. Help me lift her down.’


From the way he looks at her, I realise that he did not care for her because she was a whore. He cared for her despite that fact.


I go over and place my arms around her corpse and lift it while William unhitches the noose. It is a sad weight. Her limbs are stiff and her skin unyielding, like cold wax. As William steps down from the bench I lower her to the floor; then we carry her through to the inner chamber, her hair cascading over my arms. We place her on the floor beside her children, and stand side by side at the foot of the mattress, saying our quiet prayers.


After a while he says, ‘It’ll be dark in less than three hours. There’s another six miles to Exeter.’


I stare at the corpses, my mind numbed by death.


‘John, I’d bury all three of them, if I could. But . . .’


I know. In Christ’s name, I know.


I leave the house and stand outside, breathing the air. He comes out after me. I look up at the sky, and speak my mind. ‘We want to do the right thing. But. But. BUT. That short, unfinished expression says everything. Life shall carry on – but. The pure man has nothing to fear – but . . . You shall not steal, but . . . You shall honour your father and mother unless they be dying of plague. You shall bury the dead with honour – but not if they’ve black swellings erupting from their armpits and necks, or be self-drowned or hanged because their children are dead of plague.’


I feel tears welling up. Angry with myself, I wipe my face with alternate sweeps of my sleeves.


‘It is good to let the grief flow out, brother.’


I take a deep breath, and look away. ‘I met a mariner once. He told me that he’d been on a ship that was swept out to sea in a storm, beyond sight of land. The ship had lost her mast. For three weeks she was drifting. One by one the crew fell away. He told me that what killed them was not starvation or the waves but an idea: the thought that they’d never see land again. It fastened on them, and sank its teeth in, and it gradually sucked the will to live out of them. It loosened their grip on life. That’s how I feel now.’


William puts his arms around my shoulders and rests his forehead against mine. ‘Do you remember our father, on his deathbed?’


I nod. I was young at the time, perhaps only twelve, but I can still see him there, coughing and rattling in the chamber of the mill house at Cranbrook, which our older brother now inhabits. His final act, after the priest had administered the last rites, was to push off his bedclothes and declare he was going for a walk. He started laughing, and then fell back, dead.


‘Sometimes I find myself saying things as if I be doiled or crazed. Like asking how many corpses we’ll see. We put those things we cannot face into the basket of madness. It’s like his final laughter.’


I dwell on this, and lay the thought carefully to rest.


‘Come,’ he says, picking up his travelling sack again. ‘She does not need us any more.’


Two hours later, the air turns colder, presaging rain. The light is beginning to fail. But a late gleam is breaking through the clouds too, creating small patches of brightness shifting across the darkening landscape. Momentarily it shines on the stones of a nearby grass-covered earth bank, and highlights two more dead bodies.


The man lying by the side of the road looks as though he was kneeling until the moment of his death. He is wearing a fur-trimmed black robe and black fur-edged cap. The red tunic beneath his robe is not dyed with plain madder root such as we common folk use but with some type of brighter red. His hosen too are expensive: true black, not dark grey. I wonder why he was on his knees, doing obeisance to every passer-by.


His young wife’s body is curled against the bank, about ten feet away. Her white tunic with green and gold braid, her blonde hair and her black travelling cloak all strike the eye with their quality and cleanness, contrasting so strongly with the dark swellings and red streaks of blood vessels in her pale skin. In her last moments she must have thrown her head back, offering her neck to the sky and the crows. I marvel that someone so beautiful could be so marked with such hideous disfigurements. Her mouth is open; her eyes have not yet frozen. There is something in the emptiness of her expression that makes me think of a woman in ecstasy. Such is her beauty that I think I should try to remember her, to use her face in my carving. But why did she die at the same place as her husband? Why did she not walk on? Or, if she died first, why did he stay here?


Not far from her hand is a silver crucifix attached to a necklace of amber rosary beads. There is a small book too, its long leather thread still attached to her belt.


I am searching for answers when I see her arm move.


I jump back, repulsed. This woman is as dead as anyone suffused by the plague. I glance at William but he looks at me, not understanding.


That is when we hear the baby cry.


Now I understand. The merchant, hunched over his knees, must have known that his dead body would be mute, and that only his final posture would speak for him. So he died kneeling, begging for help from future travellers – not for himself or even for his wife but for his infant. The woman died near to her husband because she had not sought to leave him. Quite the opposite. She too had known she was dying and all she hoped for at the end was that their two forms would draw attention to the child, which I now realise is beneath her arm, kept warm by her dying body.


I use a stick to pull back the edge of the dead woman’s cloak. The child is dark-haired like its father, about three months old, and strapped to a swaddling board and engulfed in yards of white linen. It is hungry, moving its head, searching at its mother’s clothed breast for milk.


‘Leave it!’ shouts William. His face is angry and frightened at once. I have seen him look like this before; it was when the captains lost control of the army and we broke into Caen, in a mad struggle with the frantic citizens. ‘Leave it be.’


I feel strangely calm, despite the child’s screaming and my brother’s anxiety. ‘It’s innocent, William. It will die if we leave it.’


‘Yes, it shall die!’ he shouts. ‘And if you touch it, you too shall die, as surely as its mother and father are dead.’


I shake my head. ‘William, no.’


‘In Christ’s name, John, you saw the pits in Salisbury. Piles of bodies flung into the earth – so many they were uncountable. You’ve smelled the overwhelming stink of decay. These folk will be like that in two days, their bodies rotting like discarded meat. Do you want to resemble them?’


‘You would leave it?’ I say, searching my brother’s face. ‘You would let another Christian soul die on the highway? An innocent child. What kind of man are you? How can you stand there and judge the weak?’


The wind rises in the branches. William says nothing.


‘Where is the pikeman who fought with the king in France?’ I ask him. ‘That man – I was proud to call him my brother. But now . . . Look at yourself: what courage do you have, in the face of this disease?’


As I speak I hear the screams of the child again. ‘In sweet Jesus’s name, William, folk used to care for one another in their darkest hour. Now they run from their fellow mortal souls.’


William points to the child under its dead mother’s arm. ‘Touch that and I’ll be your brother in name only.’


‘Damn your hypocrisy, William. You and I both handled Elizabeth Tapper’s corpse. You took her flitch. You and I let her down from her hanging place together.’


‘She hanged herself. She wasn’t infected.’


‘How do you know? She’d nursed her sons – and they were infected. She may have been as sickly as her children when she died. Or maybe she was as clean as you think, and this child is too. All I know is that she saw nothing in the world to live for. But this child has a chance. You and me – we are that chance. If you are cold-hearted now, this child will die – and we will have been his killers.’


I look back towards the woman’s body. I decide. I step closer and reach out for the crying infant.


‘No, John! Leave it!’


I ignore him. I take hold of the swaddling board with both hands and carefully draw it and the baby away from its mother. Her corpse slumps down on the grass, as if relieved to be freed from the responsibility. Bound against the board, all the child can do is move its head and cry. It is aching for food and warmth and yet, at the same time, it implores kindness. That sound is exactly what I want to offer. This noise, not words, is the true sound of humanity – as native to us as a song is to a bird. I remember the cries of my own children at birth – the two that died young as well as the three who, God willing, are still alive, and I rejoice in the sound of the cry. I look into this child’s deep eyes. It is squinting through its tears at the world. I know that if I put it down now I will be setting aside everything that makes me believe in myself as a father, and as a man.


Still holding the child, I walk away from the dead mother, giving it as much warmth as I can with my own body.


‘You are a curse on me, John,’ says my brother.


For a short while there is silence. The only sounds are those of the wind and the child’s urgent crying – a regular rasping followed by a choking, and then a more urgent cry, forced out to express his intense hunger and pain.


‘In Christ’s name, John. This is madness. But maybe you are mad. Our elder brother inherited our father’s land. I inherited his strength, his sense of humour and his mercery skill. You know me: I never overpay for anything, whether it be a fleece or a mug of ale. But you – what did you inherit? Nothing. You are soft-limbed and soft-witted, peevish, and altogether too trusting in God. These rich dead city folk, they would not have given a farthing for your soul in life; why risk your neck for their child? God made them rich. He did not make you rich. All he gave you was the skill to knock stones into divine shapes with your chisel. Now the pestilence is here, there’ll be no more work on the cathedral. Nor on the church in Salisbury. As for me, no one needs wool-fells now. Or wool. We’ll be nothing but two hungry bodies amid the bones. You are willing to stuff your mouth with contagion and embrace a mortal fever. I cannot risk being near you.’


The child is still crying, stopping only momentarily to search for milk in the warmth of my chest before opening its soul again. My brother shakes his head and turns away. He takes a few steps along the road before suddenly turning to say something else. But I speak first. ‘Has it not occurred to you how little you’ve done to earn the reward of Heaven? Even now you are preoccupied with money, with what things are worth. Is that your true understanding? For my part, I wonder what you are worth as a man. What good act have you done to gain eternal bliss? I’ve worshipped God through my chisels. I’ve done my best as a husband and as a father, and to be a good brother to you and Simon. But in the Gospels it says that Jesus went among the sick and the dying – not just the healthy. He was not afraid.’


‘He was the Son of God.’


‘He was a man too, was He not? And He came to set us an example, did He not?’ I gesture back at the dead couple. ‘Imagine this man and woman were Joseph and the Blessed Virgin Mary, on their way to Egypt, and this was their infant. Would you still say that we should leave their child to die?’


‘If Joseph and Mary were lying here in front of us, which they are not, still I would say yes. Leave the babe be.’


‘You would rather kill Christ, and deny all the hundreds of thousands of innocents a path to Heaven, than risk your own neck? How miserable and cowardly is that! How contemptible in the eyes of the Lord! And yet you’ve the nerve to say to me that I’ve inherited nothing from our father? In God’s name, I know this. I inherited his goodness. When he sired me I got his moral courage and his love of his fellow countrymen. I’d not exchange such virtues for all your business sense, all your fleeces, all your fond widows. And more, if you were holding this child, and not me, I would not shy away from you as you do now from me. I would say, “William, I understand your vocation. I might not be able to hear your calling but I will help you answer it.” And I would help you too, to the ends of the Earth – not because I want you to help me now but because you are my brother. And you will always be my brother.’


I start to walk. After about twenty steps I hear him call my name. I walk on.


He calls again. Still I continue on my way.


He comes after me, still calling.


Eventually, after several hundred yards, I give in. I turn back and watch him as he strides up to me, with his travelling sack in one hand and something else in the other.


‘The child is heir to his father’s money,’ says William. ‘You may as well take it too. The child will need it.’ William hands me the man’s purse, together with the woman’s book and the crucifix and rosary beads. ‘If this plague is the will of God, John, then God bless you. You have worked the stones of God’s house; your prayers have a stronger moral power than mine. But I cannot believe God will spare this child, and I fear for you. It’s not that I don’t love you as my brother.’


I nod my thanks.


‘Maybe one day the child will read it,’ he adds, looking at the book. ‘I could help him.’


‘That would be good.’


‘And the book is valuable anyway. In Oxford, you would pay five shillings for one like that.’


Five shillings – sixty pence – that would take me ten days to earn when paid at my very best rate. And statuary work does not come along that often; most of the time it is plain masonry or vaulting, at fourpence a day. I set the babe on the ground, open my travelling bag, and place the purse, the crucifix and the book inside. Then I draw the ties tight and lift it over my shoulder again, and pick up the infant.


I glance at the darkening grey sky. ‘Where do we find a wetnurse?’ I ask, trying to soothe the child by putting my finger in its mouth. It sucks for a few moments and then starts to wail in its cycle of compulsive sobs.


‘Susannah, the daughter of Richard the blacksmith, in the parish of Saint Bartholomew. She lives not far from the priory. But I know not whether she and her son are still alive, after these two months.’


The cries of the child grow more intense. ‘Will you come with me?’


‘It would be foolish.’


‘Does God spare the wise? The dead folk we’ve seen today – were they all fools?’


‘Who knows?’ William closes his eyes, throws his head back, and shouts, looking at the sky. ‘Christ, be my guide!’


‘If you are in doubt, William, and you cannot find the right way in your own mind, you should not ask Christ what you should do, you should do what you believe He would do.’


He looks at me. And we start walking.


I marvel at the child’s determination to keep crying, and at how it makes me feel sympathetic, so desperate to find some food. But I can no longer keep referring to ‘it’ in that way. He or she is not an ‘it’. I decide it is a boy, and wonder what name would suit him. Immediately I hear the word Lazarus in my mind, for this child has been lifted out of the arms of death. And today is the eve of the feast of Saint Lazarus. But little Lazarus is still repeating his cycle of forcing his rasping scream into the world, then choking on it and swallowing and forcing through the next scream. How I wish I could soothe him.


When my eldest son cried desperately, Catherine gave him pieces of bread soaked in warm cow’s milk to satiate his appetite. Although I have no milk, I decide to try the same. I stop on the side of the road and set the baby down, leaning the board against the trunk of an oak. I take some bread from my travelling bag and break some fragments into the palm of my hand. Carefully I tip ale from my flask into my hand and wet the bread. I then push this into Lazarus’s mouth – but he sucks on air, and does not swallow it, and cries even more desperately when it fails to satisfy him.


‘More is coming out than going in,’ observes William, looking over my shoulder.


‘Do you have a better plan?’


‘No. Between the two of us, you are definitely the more expert in the matter of children.’


A final attempt to push food into Lazarus’s mouth only makes him scream with greater desperation, and more hoarsely. Even offering more ale does not help. Clearly Lazarus needs milk and there is none here – not without knocking on a stranger’s door, and no stranger will welcome a man with a baby. I lift him up again, set the board back on my hip, and start walking.


‘Well, at least you tried,’ says William. ‘I do not know if it is a curse or a blessing but truly you do not recognise your own limitations. What other man would try to feed a screaming baby?’


The undulating fields stretch away on each side of the road, their different strips and furlongs noticeable by the various shades of the stubble. In a few areas the crops lie unharvested, crumpled and black, but in most places the disease struck after the grain was taken in. Less reassuringly, the fields are empty, devoid of workers. The handful of travellers we see step off the road to avoid us. Nearer to the city, we see a family on the move: the wife aboard a pony-drawn cart with two chests of possessions and a baby. The eldest boy is leading the pony by hand and four other children are walking behind: there is no sign of the father. As we approach, the eldest boy barks a warning at the children and they all cover their faces. The mother sees Lazarus and makes the sign of the cross.


At dusk we are still a mile from Exeter. More travellers approach – dark characters in ones and twos, shielding their faces with their hoods. A couple more carts come towards us. All these people are like shadows fleeing the city: wraiths of traders and merchants. But none of them are what you would call the naked poor, travelling on foot. The impoverished are staying behind – either to loot the houses of the rich or because they have nowhere else to go.


‘The child’s screams are like a war cry for the plague,’ mutters William.


‘We’ll find a wetnurse soon.’


‘The gates will be closed. We’d be better off staying elsewhere tonight. Either that or leaving the child somewhere while we arrange our accommodation.’


‘In this cold? William, no.’


‘Then what’s our story? We cannot walk up to the gates and plainly ask to be let in with it squealing like a pig being bled.’


‘We’ll say that my wife died on the highway.’


‘Do you think the city gatekeepers are fools?’


At that moment Lazarus’s crying subsides. The instinctive choking on his own screams has exhausted his tiny frame, and within a minute he is silent, asleep.


‘Is it dead?’ asks William.


I am about to reply but I look ahead in the gloom and see several carts parked near what appears to be an enormously long pit beside the road. It is about four hundred feet long and ten feet wide. It looks like the foundation trench for a new cathedral.


‘That is even bigger than the one in Salisbury. It could bury a thousand,’ I declare.


‘Three thousand, if they bury them three deep, as they did in Salisbury.’


Then the stench rises, like the smell of a stagnant pond that has dried out with the deaths of the plants, weeds and many of the fish, frogs, eels and smaller creatures that lived within its waters. But this is worse. This is the most terrible stink there is: the decaying flesh of a thousand men, women and children – a rotting smell that rides on the blended air of their sore-crusted bodies, of their excrement and urine, of their unclean clothes and of their death-sweat.


In the dimness the pit labourers look like ghosts. Their faces are swathed, their hands wrapped in old cloth. Each cart that arrives is laden with ten or twelve victims. Two men climb up and stand unsteadily on the lower corpses as they lift down the topmost ones to the waiting men on the ground. These men then drag them to the pit, where they pass them down to those arranging them in rows. For a moment I am touched by the neatness with which they lay out the dead – but then I remember why. After the blood-letting at Caen, we had to arrange the corpses carefully because we did not have time to dig a larger pit. The care has nothing to do with respect for the dead.


No one speaks to us or comes near. I feel sick with the insistence of the smell of decay, yet I cannot look away as bodies are laid on bodies. I see a naked young woman passed from the cart to the awaiting burial party and hear the men make some lewd comments about her. And I wonder where her father lies, and if he is in the pit too, and if she will be laid beside him or on top of some stranger. The next corpse is purposefully dropped on the ground while one of the men tries to remove a ring. He draws a knife, cuts the finger and snaps the joint, then pulls the ring off and tosses the finger into the pit. Who is buried with whom does not matter here. The wishes we express in life – such as asking that our bodies be buried in the corner of our parish churchyard, where our ancestors are all laid out – are like leaves in a great wind.


William and I move on in silence. It is nearly dark now. We come to the crossroads at Saint Sativola’s, outside the East Gate of the city. The temperature has fallen further. Ice is forming in the cold air. Ahead, the silhouettes of the gatehouse crenellations are visible against the dark blue of the sky, and just before them, the city gallows. It is chilling to see them empty: normally we would see at least one thief left hanging as a warning to others. At the same time, there is a welcoming familiarity in the stench rising from the city ditch. Things that had once been nauseating are now comforting vestiges of normality.


‘Give me your fardel,’ says William. ‘And cover the stubble on your face with your hood. It’s dark enough. I’ll pretend that you are my wife.’


‘Damn your muxy breeches, William; I’ll be doing no such thing.’


‘We have to persuade a gatekeeper to admit us. You’ll not persuade anyone that I am your wife. So this is your choice: either you accept my plan or you find a woman willing to play the role for you. Good luck in that, outside the city walls, in the cold, at dusk. Near a plague pit.’


I pass him my travelling sack, and take the long liripipe of my hood and wrap it around my face, covering my rough chin.


At the gate, William hammers heavily and shouts, ‘Open, master gatekeeper, open!’ No answer comes. He keeps hammering and calling. ‘Open, if you are not deaf to the world, you cloth-headed, nun-nuzzling jade! Open this damned gate!’


‘Whoever you are, you will not gain admittance here. The mayor has given orders. Citizens may only go out and reenter by the North Gate.’


‘I thank you, my good man,’ calls William back a moment later. ‘May the Lord in His infinite mercy spare you. Goodnight.’


William and I set off in the darkness around the city walls. We hear our footsteps crunching on the frozen ground, the whiffling and intermittent cries of the half-sleeping baby, and the hooting of the occasional owl. At moments, however, another sound can be heard: an eerie lament inside the city. At the North Gate too we hear souls breaking with grief over the dead bodies of family members.


‘What’s that noise?’ I whisper.


‘Keening. A city grieving.’


‘If our bones could sing, that is the noise they would make.’


The baby wakes and renews its cries.


‘Shush, Lazarus,’ I say.


‘You have given the child a name?’ hisses William.


‘After Saint Lazarus, who was raised from the dead. It is his feast day tomorrow.’


‘Why did you do that?’


‘It seemed the right thing to do.’


‘In Christ’s love, John. The right thing would have been to leave the child, and let God decide its fate.’


William again draws his knife and bashes with the hilt on the solid oak. ‘Good gateman, please, for the love of God, I am a mercer who has often done good business in Exeter. Now I’m on foot with my wife . . . Johanna . . . and my son Lazarus. We’ve walked from Salisbury, my horse having fallen lame since I departed the city. Please open up, for pity’s sake.’


We wait for an answer. ‘Why are we seeking entry to this godforsaken gaol of souls?’ he asks in a low voice. ‘If it weren’t for the child, I’d press on for home, walk through the night.’ But then he calls out again. ‘Good gateman! I hope to stay at the house of Richard the blacksmith, close to the priory of Saint Nicholas—’


‘All right, I hear you,’ comes the reply. ‘I’m coming, damn your eyes. And stop that child from bawling so.’


A door to the side of the main gate swings open to reveal a scrawny, half-bald man. He is holding a flaming torch that has mostly burned itself out. Red embers are falling to the ground. ‘What did you say your name was?’


‘William Beard, a mercer, from Moreton. You’d recognise my face if you were to shine a light on it.’


The gateman pushes his torch to William’s features. A cursory wave of the light in my direction, together with the sound of Lazarus’s cries, reassures him.


‘My orders are to admit only freemen of the city and their kinsmen. No journeymen, medicine traders, knife-grinders, tinkers, strollers, scullions, vagabonds, scoundrels, beggars or farriers.’


‘Do I look like a vagabond?’ William replies. ‘My wife and I set out before Michaelmas with four horses and a cart of wool-fells; now we find ourselves returning on foot with nothing. I was forced to sell my cart and horses for pennies at the market in Salisbury. Then my own mount fell lame . . .’


‘Where’s your lantern? Good men carry a lantern after dark.’


William shakes his head. He sets down the travelling bags and faces me. To my surprise, he opens the ties of my fardel and removes Lazarus’s purse. He feels inside and holds up a gold coin between his thumb and forefinger, in the light of the torch.


‘This is my lantern,’ he says.


The gatekeeper leans forward to look at it. I too stare. I have never seen a gold coin before.


‘Are you offering that to me?’


‘Are you offering to let us in?’


‘Your light shines brighter than mine, good sir,’ the gatekeeper replies, taking the coin. ‘I’m sorry to have delayed you. I’m sure the beadles of the watch will give you no problem. Go in peace, and may the Lord save us all.’


We climb the thoroughfare that leads from North Gate up into the heart of the city and turn right along a narrow lane towards Saint Bartholomew’s parish. We feel our way, stumbling through the muddy drains and scattered gravel of the alleys. Every so often, when Lazarus’s screams for food subside, we hear the keening as fathers and mothers come to terms with their loss. Occasionally an anguished scream breaks out. Or a cat fight ends in yowling.


Then it begins to rain.


I can barely see the rooflines of the houses against the dark sky. The raindrops splatter and splash into barrels left out to collect water for the houses in this impoverished quarter. Lazarus’s sobs are croaked and harsh now, after so much crying. He intermittently drifts in and out of sleep. The weight of the swaddling board is growing too heavy, and I ache to set it down. I long too for warmth and rest – in the way that Lazarus longs for a woman’s milk.


I slip in the mud of the road. Cold water enters my boots.


‘Here,’ says William in a low voice. He hammers on the door of what is, as far as I can make out, a low-roofed, single-storey house. ‘Richard,’ he calls, ‘it’s William Beard, from Moreton. I need to speak to you.’


No answer comes.


Several times William knocks and calls until the door is opened a fraction. The low arch is illuminated by a candle held to the crack, which gutters and splutters in the draught, shedding a little light on the black-bearded man within.


‘What brings you here after curfew?’ says the blacksmith.


‘This is my brother, John, from Wrayment, near Moreton. He and his wife, Catherine, and I were travelling with their newborn babe back from Salisbury when Catherine fell grievously ill. She died yesterday. We’ve walked day and night hoping that your Susannah is with milk and able to help feed the little one. He’ll surely die without help.’


‘Tell me truly, William Beard. Was it the plague?’


William looks his friend in the eye. ‘No, Richard. I assure you. Catherine did not die of plague.’


The blacksmith shuffles slightly, still holding the door.


‘Please,’ I say, feeling exhausted and frozen. ‘We’ve come so far. There’s precious little godliness in the world these days.’


Cold water drips down my neck and runs down my back.


‘We’ll pay your daughter for nursing the child,’ says William. He searches for another gold coin. ‘A fiorino d’oro, from Florence,’ he says, holding it out. ‘In London and Bristol they’re called florins.’


Richard takes the coin and holds it in the light, staring at the design. ‘What’s it worth?’


‘About forty pence.’


He lets us in and closes the heavy wooden door.


The hall in which we find ourselves is one part of an old merchant’s house. Smoke is rising from a blazing fire in the centre of the room and fumbling its way into the dark roof space. Around the fire are three stools and a bench. Richard’s candle throws light on a doorway, which I presume leads to a chamber. He hobbles over to it and shouts into the darkness, ‘Susannah!’ Then he picks up a stick, comes back towards us, and sits. He gestures to the stools with the stick. ‘Sit yourselves down.’


‘How do things fare in Exeter?’ asks William, warming his hands over the fire. ‘We saw the great grave by Saint Sativola’s.’


Richard grunts, resting his hands on his stick. ‘They’re digging another, beyond the walls, near the place on Crulditch where they used to hold the Lammas Fair. Your brother’s right. There is precious little godliness left in the world.’ He leans forward and pushes a log into the flames with his stick. ‘No one in this city goes to church these days. All the priests have departed, seeking refuge on their country manors. The markets are almost empty as no one wants to bring their grain to the city. Each morning those that’ve died overnight are left out in the streets to be collected by the carters. That is the last you see of your loved ones: their bodies lying in the street, flies crawling over them, waiting for the muxy gravediggers to haul them away.’


Susannah comes in. She is a plump young woman with hair that looks black in this light. Her dark tunic makes her flesh seem very white. I wonder where her husband is. These days it seems best not to ask questions of those left behind.


‘He’s asleep, at long last,’ she says to her father.


‘Good,’ says Richard. ‘This here infant is hungry. William has paid me in the hope that you can provide him with milk.’


‘Will I be seeing any of this money?’ she demands.


‘You shall, my flower. But it is a gold coin, worth forty pence. I’ll have it changed and give you a goodly portion.’


‘A goodly portion?’ she asks, looking at me and then at Lazarus.


‘Tenpence,’ says Richard.


‘Thief.’


‘Twenty,’ he says.


She nods. ‘Is it a boy or a girl?’ she asks me.


I hesitate. ‘Lazarus is his name,’ I reply over the sound of his crying.


‘He needs more than milk,’ she says, taking him from me, and uncovering her breast. ‘When did you last change his swaddling?’


‘This morning, in Honyton.’ Lazarus sucks on her – but not as hungrily as I thought he would. ‘There was a wetnurse at the inn where we stayed.’ I look at William but he is staring into the fire, avoiding catching my eye. Richard, however, is looking at me suspiciously.


‘When did you say your wife died?’ he asks.


‘Yesterday morning,’ I say.


‘And you are travelling alone with the child? With only William to help you?’


‘What choice do I have? The Good Lord in His wisdom has left me in this plight.’


There is a long silence. Still William does not look at me.


‘It’s only half a day to Moreton,’ says Susannah, looking down on the child, who is alternately feeding and breaking off to cry. ‘He’ll have a good feed now and another when he wakes, and another before you leave in the morning, and I dare say he’ll be asleep all the way. Your motion will be like a lullaby.’


I nod gratefully. She answers with a smile. Her generosity to the child is uplifting.


‘Richard!’ William exclaims suddenly, turning to our host. ‘In times past you had a barrel of ale on the go continually. Don’t tell me that fine tradition has fallen victim to the plague too?’


Richard pushes himself up with his stick. ‘You should understand, we’re saving our barley for bread. But I can offer you good cider. Apples from my own trees, outside the walls.’


‘I’ll be honoured.’


Richard lifts a ladle from the cider barrel in a dark corner of the hall and carefully fills a large, two-handled wooden cup. I listen as he pours the liquid slowly. As he comes back to the fire he says, ‘A woman nearby lost her husband a year ago and gave the trees to me in return for making a pair of new locks for her house. She was worried, being there all alone. When I saw the orchard, there were rotting apples ripe for pressing all around.’ He takes a swig of the cider, passes William the cup, and sits down. ‘If I was not a cautious man, I could make a small fortune from making locks these days.’


‘And breaking them?’ I ask. ‘What about those who die in locked houses, who’ve no one to place their body in the street?’


Richard says nothing.


William hands the cup to me without a word and resumes looking into the fire. I take it, lift the cider to my mouth and taste its sweetness. I offer it to Susannah, who is still trying to feed the child. ‘When I’ve got him settled,’ she says to me, and lifts up the swaddling board and starts to unwrap the bands.


‘No doubt you are hungry too,’ says Richard. ‘There’s the rest of some pottage.’


‘We’ve got some bacon to add to the supper,’ William says. ‘And a little . . .’


But before he can utter another word, Susannah lets forth a terrifying scream. One moment she is holding Lazarus; the next, she throws him down and her hands move to her mouth, and she is staring at him in his tumble of swaddling bands. She glares at William and me. ‘How could you? Damn you! Damn you!’


As she turns to me I am still looking down at Lazarus, who is screaming again, and at the excrement-soaked bands and the black blotches on the thighs and arms. I try to get up but before I can, a blow from Susannah strikes me across the face. The candle suddenly goes out and there is only the glow of the fire by which to see. The next thing I know, a stick hits my skull. Then, to my horror, I see the sudden blaze as the swaddling bands catch alight. Susannah has kicked Lazarus into the fire. With shouts and screams filling my ears, I reach for the child and burn my hands, tearing away the flaming linen to see the boiling ruptures of his skin and the fat seeping from his scorched thighs. A hard object strikes me across the back and I stumble forward, only narrowly avoiding the fire myself. I turn and roll out of the way, and take refuge in a corner of the hall.


‘Get out! Get out now!’ shouts Richard. ‘Get out, both of you!’


‘Richard,’ pleads William, ‘there has been a terrible . . .’


‘Get out!’ screams Susannah. ‘You heard my father – get out now, or I shall kill you both.’


Richard has stopped. He is not shouting. He is standing still, torn apart by the realisation that he let his daughter put a plague-infected child to her breast. And in that moment I am filled with remorse. I do not even pick up my travelling sack. I reach for the door, fumble for the drawbar, yank it open, and run out into the rain and the darkness.


I cannot see where I am going, and trip on the uneven surface. I kneel in the pouring rain as the water soaks my face and my hair. The smells of the streets – the dung and the mud – rise up to choke me. I should go now, and throw myself into the plague pit with the dead, and wait for God’s judgement.


The thought of my wife and children makes me raise my face. I spit out the grime that I taste on my lips and kneel there, as the rain pours on to my soaked back and through my hair. I get to my feet and start stumbling again, with no idea where I am in the darkness. My cloak is soon soaked through, and my tunic and shirt too. I see the lanterns of the city watchmen and stand still waiting for them to see me, but with the rain keeping their heads down, they do not.


In the street leading to the South Gate, not far from the Bear Inn, I stop beneath the overhanging gate of a large mansion. I am so alone. All I want is to see a friendly face – but the only ones in this city now are those I carved myself.


There is a high stone wall around the cathedral. It runs along one side of the cathedral precinct: you can climb up on to the parapet, down by South Gate, where the cottages are built right against the old walls. All you need to do is find a barrel to reach the roof of one of the cottages, and you can climb over the wooden shingles and from there to the wall. Once up on the parapet you can follow it around and jump down into the grounds of the bishop’s palace.


It takes me ages to find the way. By the time I have reached the west front of the cathedral, it has stopped raining. I walk up to the screen of sculptures and reach forward to touch the lowest tier of angels, one by one, in the darkness. I run my hands over the wet stones, remembering when I carved this arm and that face. William Joy was my master then. He told me that my sculptures would be better if I loved them. ‘Let the figures themselves do the work,’ he would say. ‘Let them smile, if they want. Let them embrace; let them dance; let them have their own secrets.’ I cannot see them now yet I know they are there, still dancing, still whispering. I step up on to the plinth and reach up to feel the lower parts of the Old Testament kings that I carved above the angels: I cling to their legs – like a condemned man in the time of the Bible must have clung to the ankles of real kings, begging for mercy. The figure on the buttress to the right of the great west door was modelled on a drawing of King Henry the Third. Beneath him I carved an angel with her wing outstretched, protecting the columns on which the king stood. Another figure, higher up, I based on the old canon treasurer: he always said hello to us as we chipped away at the stones in the cathedral yard. One of the corbels is modelled on my father. It was so high up I thought no one would see it. No one, that is, except God. All of the masons created a part of the cathedral in the image of a loved one. If you were to pull it apart and examine it stone by stone you’d see the whole edifice is constructed out of our daily needs and aspirations – the loves of a hundred ordinary men. So it is with every great church. From the outside it appears huge, impersonal, dignified and mighty, but come up close enough to hear the heartbeat of the past and you realise it is made up of a thousand faces of lovers, mothers, fathers and friends – the little miracles we dream of while we work.
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