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PART ONE



ONE

I saw a bird dead once. It looked perfect, just lying on the ground on its side, its little claws curled up, one eye slightly ajar, the inside white. I ran my finger over its fat, puffed wing and tried not to disturb it. It seemed the bird might wake at any time.

I picture my father this way.

We live on a stony track, up a hill, on a small croft father earned singing to the people. Father is choirmaster for the village church, but in the eyes of Frere Lanther, he’s a minister.

I haven’t seen my father for 8 months, 2 weeks, and 2 days.

The prefect and the beadle pick their way up the track to our cottage with the law in their hands. They want the croft, the cottage, the stable, and the field back, they say, since mother is not the choirmaster. The choirmaster has deserted us, they say; and worse than that, mother took Frere Lanther in, which makes her, in the eyes of the law, a wicked person.

In a low voice, mother says to them, “How many times do I have to tell you, I don’t know any Frere Lanther.” She shouts, “You take away my husband—now you wish to take the rest?”

The prefect’s straight white hair sticks out from under his red cap. “We do not know what happened to your husband,” he says, “that is your own business. All we know is you do not deserve to live on the baron’s holdings.” Crooked lines of sweat run through the white powder on his face. I smell the nervous humors of his body which twitches at mother’s every shout like Mistress Knapp’s lousey cur. For near this whole September month, these men and others have come by saying the same thing about the baron’s holdings and Frere Lanther. Some hit mother; one time they took her into the cottage and locked me outside. I ran to the woodland and stayed there till it got dark.

The beadle unravels the scroll of parchment in his hands and reads:

“‘Our Gracious Baron decrees that you’”—he looks up at mother, then brings his shiny face down to me and smiles with his rot-blackened teeth—“‘relinquish this property to the use of Our King’s proper servants.’”

The beadle is older than the prefect, and has stains where his legs push forth from his purple hose and his gut from his green doublet. He is too tall and spindly to be anything.

Mother draws me to her and stands with her arms crossed over my chest. She has done many things to rid us of these men—slammed the door on them, waved our knife at them—but that only angers them. Screaming is all she’ll allow herself now, that and doing what Frere Lanther suggests.

“Without field and shelter, how am I going to care for my girl?” She hugs me closer.

The prefect reaches out and pulls my hair, gently. “I could take her for you,” he says to mother.



She urges me round so I’m standing behind her. “No, you will not.”

“We could take both of you.” They smile at each other.

“If you try, I will cut your tongues out and feed them to the pigs. No, I’ll eat them myself, I’ll roast them and eat them for breakfast.”

Frere Lanther has suggested we curse straight out at the men if they won’t go away; he says this will confuse them, as we are believed to be far too pious for the common religious crowd. Mother says it is dangerous to provoke them, that we could easily be disemboweled and quartered for doing so, but it seems to work; the men look like someone has just poked them in their bungholes with a hot iron.

The beadle stands up straight and blows as though he’s been holding his breath under water. “You are vile,” he says.

Mother puts her hands to her hips.

The prefect says, “We have another offer, since you are such a stubborn woman.”

“And what is that?”

“To take passage on the Adonis to the New World.”

“And die like my husband?”

Yesterday, when Frere Lanther told us about the ship at the port, he asked mother to go, but she said those same words to him, so I know for sure my father is dead. Sleeping with white eyes like a bird.

“We know nothing of your husband.”

“Away with you,” mother orders them.

“The ship is leaving in one week. We exceedingly urge you to be on it. You will not have this cottage or croft for much longer, Mistress Applegate. We advise you heed this warning.”

“You just want to be rid of us! To kill us off in the sea!” Mother is shouting again. The men look at each other with smiles that make their chins double.

“A ship to the New World does not sail every day,” the prefect says.

Mother told Frere Lanther that she thinks the evil we know is better than the evil we don’t know. She has bad jeevees about it; that is why she does not want to go to the New World.

“And if you don’t quit the barons property soon, he will come himself and remove you. I pledge you,” he adds.

“A plague on your house that rots your children’s eyes and makes you choke to death on your own swollen throat,” mother growls at them.

I look round her and say, “A black plague.”

“Go on, chase off. Away with you!” she cries and I echo. We say it as nastily as we can.

The two men’s mouths hang open and their faces redden as they stare at mother. “You …” The beadle’s sentence wisps away. The men back off. They will not kill us and they will not drag us afar. Not yet.

Frere Lanther has hidden his press in our stable, and most times he sleeps there beside it. We have two chickens and Maisy, our cow. We used to have eleven chickens, four goats, two cows, Maisy and Daisy, and a workhorse named Jaspar. Maisy has bluebottle flies that won’t leave her alone. We had more animals when father was here.

The press fills a corner of the stable, behind a daubing of manure and mud and straw, where no one can see. Manure covers the smell of ink, Frere Lanther says. He’s from the Rhineland and he works with mother to make pamphlets, which they give out to our neighbors who come to Mistress Grey’s to hear his word. Father used to read the frere’s writings aloud to us, and now Maister Blacksmith does. Frere Lanther sends his pamphlets with messengers to other villages. He’s very careful in the stable so no one will catch him. He goes behind the daubing anytime strange men climb the track to our cottage.

Last year, father spent many days by the fire scratching out a letter to the frere on precious paper from Black Mary’s prosperous father. When Frere Lanther received the letter, he came from the Rhineland to Myrthyr and made father a minister in his own secret church. Frere Lanther brings us bread and meat and tells us funny stories about the Rhineland. Mother understands German from when she lived in Saxony with grandma, but Frere Lanther speaks mostly English to us. Mother says he’s been excommunicated by the Pope of our Holy Roman Empire. That means he can never go back to the church again. Mother says he’s still the most pious man she’s ever met next to father.

They woke us up one night, the men in dark capes, and took father away. Through a burning fever, I heard the wood-bottoms of their boots on the dirt floor, stomping, heard mother crying, “no, leave him, leave him be.” I stumbled from my bed to see men, heads cloaked in hoods, carrying father by the arms, his legs dragging. As they bore father away, one man pushed me back so hard, I felt the imprint of his hand on my chest. I feel it still, as if he had pushed my heart out through me.

I have not felt warm since then.

Mother ran outside after the men fled. She stood clutching her open mouth in the stony track, looking for a long time to see if they would bring father back.



I sleep with mother in her and father’s bed now. Every night, she brushes the hair from my forehead and kisses me and holds me close to her. I watch her breath rise and fall in her chest till it is deep and steady. She is safe in fellow Sandman’s arms before I let my own eyes close to join her.

When people speak of the New World, I picture a dusty brown ball rolling away from me down a meadow. The boys play ball in the wildflower meadow, the one with the wood fence round it to keep out the cows, but they won’t let me play with them, even though I can kick as hard as they. My friend Red Mary says that boys think girls who play ball are secretly witches and would never want to marry such a one, but I don’t believe that’s true.

Frere Lanther works alone in the stable with the press. I love to watch him print with his large, stained hands, setting the letters, rolling on the ink, pressing down the damp paper and peeling it off, his two fingers holding up a real printed page. But he doesn’t much like to be disturbed while he is working, so I must wait for him to bid me.

“Lily,” he calls when he hears me talking to Maisy as I brush the flies from her eyelids. I go round the wall to him, and he moves to pick me up under my armpits, but then steps back with a smile and holds up his inky hands. I’m much too big for that anyway, as father would say. I was born in 1512 and I am 12. I have had one birthday, on 24 May 1524, since father left.

I perch on the wooden stall where Frere Lanther lays the pamphlets to dry. He looks seriously into my face as he wipes his fingers clean on a rag, then carefully lays the cloth aside. “Lily, what would you think about going traveling?” he asks me.

“To the New World?”



His head drops like an animal’s caught by the scruff, and his words begin again. “Lily, your baron is providing passage for certain people to go to the New World …”

“So he can kill us like father?” I ask Frere Lanther. I don’t understand. I turn away from him like mother does with the men the baron sends. He holds my shoulders and puts his arms round me. I don’t hug him back, and he lets me go.

“I do not think your father is dead, Lily.” He makes me look at his wide, solemn face, then steps away and shakes his head. “I say that so often.”

“Would you come with us?”

“I have to stay here. I must return soon—”

“But we can all be together.”

“There are more people here who need my help than we could possibly take with us, Lily.”

“Why do you want me and mother to go, then? Why don’t you want us to stay and help? Or go to the Rhineland with you?”

Frere Lanther picks up his rag and studies it. “I want you and your mother to carry the word of God like babies in your bellies that you will give birth to when you arrive,” he says slowly.

“Like Maisy and the calf?” I ask.

He begins to wipe off the roller.

“Like Maisy. And I want you to see your father again.”

He has gone back to work and is not looking at me anymore. He’s put his thinking face on, like when he writes and thinks at the same time.

“My father is dead,” I whisper. It rings wrong, like a singing voice out of harmony. I jump down from the stall and run out of the stable. He calls my name, but I ignore him.



Round the croft from the stable, at the front of the cottage, I peek through the kitchen shutter to see if mother is there, or if I have time alone to think. She is standing inside by the fire pit with her arms round her stomach, wearing father’s old wool tunic. It hangs on her strangely. My chest swells with a soreness like when father went away. Mother appears smaller, as if she’s vanishing. The way she stands frightens me; I want to fly away, to never see her like that.

I run down to the fields and slip beneath the fence into the woodland, under the woven bowers of pine where I have my hidey place. One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight; I try to count each needle, each branch, each tree in my woodland. I trace the numbers on my face, the Os of my eyes and nostrils, the 11’s of my brows. I count the breaths I take, the notes to my favorite hymn, the ravens I see.

I pray mother will be better when I return, for today is spinning day.

I think of mother’s nimble fingers at the wheel as she twists the threads out long and whole for the weaving. On spinning day, mother tells me of her life in Saxony before grandma and grandpa brought her to Myrthyr. She talks of her sisters and brothers who died in the foreign land from a plague which bloated their tongues in their throats. Mother says she can hardly remember their faces anymore. When she gets to that part, she starts crying.

The stories of her family always lead her round to father.

She clutches me to her when she talks of father and whispers how they met at the village well, and how the chore of carrying water became a joy when she did it with him. “He was so stern,” she says, “not like the other boys. He would take the water jug from my hands, leaving his at the well till he’d seen me home.” She laughs inside her tears and hugs me. “Oh, Lily, we shall see him again, one day we shall, even if we have to wait till we are in Heaven.”

I stay in my woodlands thinking of father and mother, counting needles and trees till God slowly begins to pull the sun back out of the sky.

We sold the calf soon after her birthing. Frere Lanther let me stand near Maisy’s head while he pulled the baby from her bum with ropes and pincers. A miracle, the way the smaller animal came from the larger. When father birthed Daisy’s calf with Maister Blacksmith, he had me hold the pungent charmed herbs to her shivering forehead so her baby would come out alive.

Maisy’s calf was wet and bloody, and Frere Lanther said every birth was a portent. He took me outside when we were done; we knelt down to the dirt, and he scooped up some soil and rubbed it between his fingers. I rubbed a pinch too. Frere Lanther said we hold our breath waiting to see what the young creature will become. He said, “God is everywhere,” looking at the dirt in his hand, “He is inside of us, He is a part of us.” I asked him what he meant, and he smiled and laced his fingers together as if in prayer. “You and God are like this,” he said, “and if you are quiet enough, you can hear Him making His way through your heart.”

The sky reddens with evening blushes as I come back from my hidey place in the woodland. I hear voices in the stable: Frere Lanther talking to mother. Often, from behind the wall, I can hear Frere Lanther and mother talking in hard whispers that sound like Angels arguing. Sometimes, I can even hear them from inside the cottage. I don’t always understand what they are saying.



“Volunteer, or they will take you away. They are coming for you, I see it. It is not safe for you here, Sarah.”

“They can’t take me away, they won’t take a woman with a child.”

“You underestimate them. You know that. They will take you, or they will kill you.”

“I don’t want to go.”

“If you go now, you’ll be able to bring some belongings. You’ll be able to get a little money from the village church for this croft and the fields.”

“I don’t want those people to have it!”

“Sell the rights to your own people.”

“Pah! They are poor. They are like me. The baron would never give it to them.”

“Sarah, think for a moment. Do you want to be dragged off against your will? It’s coming to that. How many times do you think they will come here and be turned away? And by a woman!”

“I want to go to the New World, to look for father,” I whisper to myself. I step in front of the wall to tell her.

“Lily!” Mother has on her kirtle, and not father’s tunic.

“I want to go, mother, I want to go to the New World to look for father. To bring God’s words.”

Mother looks at Frere Lanther. He returns her gaze. In her pale face, her eyes look like rainclouds. Her long brown hair is tightly bunned; everything else on her looks like it’s crumbling apart.

“I want to go, mother.”

Her eyes wander down to me. She stares.

“Please, mother.”

Her lips curl in tight, her eyes well, she covers her mouth with her hand.



She shakes her head and sits.

Her shaking head becomes a nod.

Every year during the St. Sebastian Day fair, I’d sit atop the wagon of spirits with my straw cherub wings as we wheeled through the village to the old abbey, where people danced the bowhop and the minstrels played the lutes and drums and sang and we drank from the baron’s barrels. If we had a chicken to trade at the fair, and some grain or cloth, we’d load Jaspar’s panniers and bring them. We ate fried dough and apple slices and blood pudding. I danced with my three friends Mary; we all danced with boys. Father and mother drank from Maister Johansen’s hogsheads and danced with all our neighbors.

On the evening after the last St. Sebastian Day fest, we went home and father fetched Frere Lanther from a special place outside our village where he’d been hiding and brought him home for the first time. It was late and they thought I was asleep, but I listened to their talk. From a crack in my eyelids, I looked at the strange blond man who spoke with an accent.

“It is a pagan Bacchus fest, Eric Applegate. It is not what God wants. You are not truly celebrating the saints this way.”

I wondered what Bacchus was and how Frere Lanther knew about the festival.

“I agree,” father said. “I studied the pamphlet you wrote until it fell apart in my hands. But I must participate to protect my family and our beliefs. The baron would know something was wrong if I did not.”

“But have you ever found reason for these activities in the Scriptures?”



“No. I never have. That was why I wrote to you.”

“Do you believe they are truly Christian?”

“No, no, I don’t. They are merely an excuse for the church to take our earnings. I see that.”

“Do you think you should conceal your beliefs?”

“They will find us out otherwise.”

“Don’t be afraid of that. People will start to change if just one of you joins me to fight against the old ways. Eric Applegate, you can read, and that is rare; you will bring my word to your people. You will be my first minister in Myrthyr.”

Father was quiet. I could hear the stool legs moving on the floor as he shifted before the table stump. After a time, father said, “For many months now, I’ve felt the methods of the church wrong, yet haven’t had the strength to fight them. I am honored by your offer, but I don’t wish to put my family in danger, Frere Lanther.”

“Have faith, Eric. Together we can create a more truthful belief.”

Father shifted again upon his stool, turning the pages of the torn and broken Bible which lay on the table.

“Forsake festivals, then,” father said quietly.

“I think so, Eric. We must start somewhere.”

Each week, as I throw rubbish and dirty water into the ditch in the track and watch it run down toward the village, I listen to the pipes and drums playing to celebrate the holy days or saint’s days we have forsaken.





TWO

Frere Lanther says Father Leeman’s church is pagan Christian and we are true Christian. Mother says we are fighting each other when we should all be fighting the Pope. It’s fear, she says, which keeps the village apart; fear of a thing bigger—the wrath of God, she says, or the baron.

But they all make visits to our cottage, neighbors and church members alike, offering what little they have for our journey. They bring us herb medicines: hops for pain; poison ivy to cure ringworm; belladonna to bleed a wound. The Marys come and bring me patches for my quilt. Frere Lanther says not to pack too many clothes. “Fill your sacks with food instead, for you dont know what they’ll give you on the sailing ship.” He knows because he sailed from the Rhineland to Brighton. He travels far and talks to the captain of the ship for us, gives him our two chickens, cleaned and dressed, so he will treat us well.

“Put what clothes you can on your bodies,” Frere Lanther tells us. I think he is worried for mother. He gives me a folded quill knife with a carved wooden handle to keep in my kirtle at all times. “Even hen you’re sleeping, keep your hand near it, and use it to protect yourself and your mother.” Father protected me and mother. Frere Lanther tells me to have faith I will see my father again. Eight months, 3 weeks, and 5 days, he’s been gone.

At dawn, Frere Lanther rides us to the port. I’ve only been to Bysby and Nottingshyre, never very far out of our village. We ride in the back of Maister Johansen’s old ale wagon; his bony horse pulls us. As Frere Lanther drives, the sun gets bigger and the world gets lighter. I lie at the bottom of the wagon on our sacks, my head against the small trunk where we have food and our knitting and sewing, our precious Bible, and a stack of Frere Lanther’s pamphlets.

I watch the sunlight rising through the leaves of the trees along the road. Cows dot the rusty green hills, horses too, and some pigs and lambs. I wave and shout to the animals, and mother hushes me and tells me it’s too early, that I’m disturbing the morning. So I just wave, and some of the animals turn their heads to me as we go by. We ride down a hill that folds into other hills, cottages tucked into their valleys.

At the bottom of a hill, the road turns to mud. Our wheels sink into a deep pit. Frere Lanther tells mother to take the reins as he jumps down and pushes, rocking the wagon with every push. I hold my breath and try to make myself lighter so I wont weigh us down, but he cannot get us out. I jump into the muck after him and help him collect wood to throw under the wheels. My kirtle becomes heavy with dew and mud.

Mother whips at the bony horse. “We will be late,” she cries, and we push and shove till we are sweating in the chilly morning. We can’t go forward, we can’t go back. The wheels are deeply sunk, and will not catch on the slimy wood. We unload the wagon of our sacks and trunk and try again, but it seems to be sinking deeper. We don’t know what to do; we should have been there; the ship will leave without us. “It’s a sign,” mother says, “it’s a sign we’re not supposed to go.”

“Are you still doubting, Sarah?” Frere Lanther asks her.

“I will doubt till I arrive. Till I get to the New World and step on its soil with my own feet …”

“Faith, Sarah, is like a sword that you must use to cut through doubt.”

“I don’t wish to talk about faith right now. Lily, come up here.”

I climb onto the wagon and stand behind her. She is still holding the whip and the reins. Frere Lanther’s robes are filthy; he climbs up and sits next to mother. The horse tries to walk again, but he gets nowhere. The wheels will not budge. I feel tired suddenly. Birds sing and bob in the branches—the sparrow, the martin. I feel as though I am somewhere else. I float there for a long time, leaning on mother’s shoulders; we are quiet, listening to the birds.

A noise behind us startles us. Two farmers who are very fat stop with a wagon full of wood, their oxen snorting and sneezing. One farmer calls, “’Allo there,” and Frere Lanther answers, “Hello, my friends.” They cannot get by us, so they help us. They put the heads of the two front oxen to the rear of our wagon and push us forward with one great heave, up and out of the muddy ditch.

I sit backwards in the wagon and watch the men and their oxen clomp behind us till they disappear round a bend.

At the port, more people than I have ever seen together roam upon wide tracks made of smooth, square rocks fitted together like a quilt. Geese and horses and pigs are for sale; pigeons, pheasants, and rabbits, caged and free, honk and snort at the crowd. Baskets of herbs and wild fruits and vegetables sit upon the ground, women behind them hawking as at market. Wooden boxes are piled high against rounded pillars of manors—such a row of grand houses made of long white stones bigger than my whole body. Dogs run about leaving their scent. Men with torn hose shout at each other and spit and scramble round upon the enormous sailing ships tied to metal rings. The ships creak and sway in the water, their poles pointy like spears, like trees growing from their very centers. Dirty, busy people knock into me as Frere Lanther leads us, mother holding tight to my hand, her other hand and her back weighed down with food and clothing and small things. My heavy sack is filled with beets, cabbage, lard, and my arm feels as though it’ll break off like a stick. Frere Lanther carries the trunk, the sun is quarter-sky; we are very late, we are running. I am out of breath. We stop far down on the port.

“Your ship,” Frere Lanther says. It is shaped like a huge wooden smile. A rot-black smile like the beadle’s.

Many people lean over the edges of it, some in the middle and some on the two higher parts where the smile turns up. They lean with their arms out toward the port where we are, looking and looking without words. I think they are like my father, brought to the ship without wanting.

Pennants and squarely knotted rope ladders are tied to the ship. Sailors climb the ropes and shout to each other. Frere Lanther takes us up onto a board leading to the ship. Two sailormen who are so big they make Frere Lanther look tiny stop him. Frere Lanther puts down the trunk.

“Where ye goin’, mate?” one of them asks.



“Bringing these two ladies aboard.”

“And yerself? Ye got papers?”

“No, not for me—I am only bringing the ladies and then leaving.”

“Let’s see them papers.”

Frere Lanther shows them our parchment marked with the baron’s red-wax seal.

“Awright. Cap’n Carta, ’e’s up the deck fore. On wid ye.”

They let us pass. Sailors run about shoving crates and barrels into holes in the ship’s belly. Frere Lanther leaves our trunk by a doorway at one side of the ship. We cross to the other side, pushing past many people, and follow the frere up the stairs to a higher part where a room is built. A man in the small, dark room is bent over a large sheet of paper. The room is crowded with spiky tools. An over-stuffed chair is pushed against a wall with scrolls and books stacked about it.

“Captain Carter, here’s the woman and girl, Mistress Eric Applegate and her daughter, Lily. Please take care of them,” Frere Lanther says to him. The captain looks us over. We look funny in all our shawls on this balmy September day. His face is dark from sun, covered with wrinkles and folds. He wears no cap, but has his hair tied in a long queue. His shirt is made of coarse linen that buttons up his neck. Mother says the merchants’ linen is so cheap because it’s uncomfortable. She makes a better linen out of her own flax; we did not bring any flax with us, nor do we have a spinning wheel. The captain leans down to me and asks me if I’m a strong girl. He doesn’t smile. I tell him of course. He nods at me and mother. “Bunk 13,” he says, and goes back to his paper.

The square, dank room with our bunk is downstairs on the other side of the ship from the captains room. Bunks above and below are fixed against every wall of the airless room, and some stand fastened to the center. The folk on the ship have scattered the beds with their things. Our bed, too, is scattered, but not with our things. People crowd the room we are in, most lying down. I hear Frere Lanther whisper to mother, “These are our people,” but I don’t see any of our church members.

Our bed is underneath another bed where a man sits, his feet dangling over the side. When he sees us coming, he jumps down. “This your bunk?” he asks mother. She puts her sack on the floor and starts to take off the one from her back. The mans hair is like a beggar’s who doesn’t wash every Wednesday, and he smells like Mistress Grey’s pig stable. He says his name is Peter, and he grabs and kisses mother’s hand before she can say hey merry merry. She asks him to remove his things from our bed, which he does with smiles and compliments to her. Frere Lanther says that he doesn’t know why they put the women with the men; he slides our little trunk under the bed with angry glances at the man. I put down my sack and look round. There are only four women that I can see in the whole room besides us. I am the youngest one. The men are like bulls lying afield that rise and stare when a person walks past.

Frere Lanther looks at me to say good-bye. He bends and opens his arms, and I throw myself in. I wrap my arms tightly round his neck and squeeze till he laughs. He whispers in my ear that he will see me again. I make him promise. He crosses his heart that it’s true.

We hear the sailors shout, “Last call, all board.” It’s time for Frere Lanther to leave, to go back to our village and care for Maisy. We left her with Maister Blacksmith, a church member who’s been leading the service at Mistress Grey’s since father left. Maister Blacksmith also goes to Father Leeman’s church since the baron’s men watch him so closely. The baron’s men let mother give Maister Blacksmith the rights to our cottage, croft, fields, and Maisy for ten crowns and a bottle of dogskin oil when she told them she would sail the Adonis. We gave the oil to Mistress Grey for her rheums. Mother passed a crown to Frere Lanther and five to the baron and keeps the rest in a cloth tied to her kirtle. They made Maister Blacksmith the new choirmaster at Father Leemans church. Maister Blacksmith plays the harpsichord and the virginal. He is letting Frere Lanther use the stable for the press, and to live. Before we left, he told me he would always perform the service at Mistress Grey’s. “Don’t worry, I will be here when you get back,” he said.

I don’t wish to be without Frere Lanther. I cannot help crying. Mother, too, is crying. We hear the men moving the boards in front and calling for last people, on or off. Frere Lanther hurries away. We are left alone, with all the people on the beds.

Our bed is straw ticking covered with a rough blanket. Mother arranges our food sacks on the bed near the bottom and hides them with the ticking. Everyone is looking, so I don’t know what she hides them for, but I don’t say anything. I wish to hide myself in the skirts of her kirtle like I once did, but I’ve gotten too old and tall for that. I am embarrassed to hide when I told the captain I was strong, so I pretend to be strong.

We watch as the sailormen throw the ropes away, the sails catch on the wind, and the ship parts from the port.

I smell fish and water. I’ve never been near the sea, only to the stream or the well to fill jugs, and the pond to trap frogs.

People talk about faraway lands in our village; they say men there have dog’s heads. I’ve hated dogs ever since those brown and black strays attacked our chickens right in our croft.

The people and manors get smaller on the port like our village did when I rode backwards in Maister Johansen’s wagon. The ship moves rocky like the wagon, only worse, with water smashing into us.

People sit everywhere, on either stairs which lead up to the front and back heights, on the ground which the sailors trample and dirty, and on the rails which go round the whole ship. We push past folk up the stairs to the back of the ship to find a spot in the sunshine. The three big sails fill like two fat bellies front and back, with an even larger belly in the middle. Mother keeps close to me. I find us a place against the rail, where I can lean over to look at the water sparkle as it passes. Mother holds my shoulders so I don’t fall over, but she is looking too. We move swiftly.

Peter, the man on the bed above us, shoves his way next to us. Luckily, he is behind us, so the wind does not carry his stink to my nose. “You know, the sea ends in big waterfalls.” He glances over to make sure we are listening. We stare at the water; there is nowhere to go; we listen. “We’re going to fall right off the earth inside this blasted ship. This bloody waterfalls is going to take us right with it when it goes, and we’re not going to have a choice, no one’s going to ask us what to do.” He spits into the water.

The shush of the sea passes, the flap of sails, then mother asks him, “What happens to us after we fall over the waterfalls?” Many people warned us about this before, but Frere Lanther told us to trust in God. To have faith that something would keep us attached to the world the way it does every day. “Do you think we’ll end up in the great fire?” mother asks Peter. That’s what some of our neighbors think happened to father—he sailed off the waterfalls and fell into the great fire. Frere Lanther says there’s only a great fire down in Hell after you die if you’re bad. Some of our neighbors think father is bad for bringing Frere Lanther to Myrthyr in the first place.

“Nay.” The man is eating sunflower seeds and spitting the husks. “I’ll tell you what’s going to happen. We’re going to die. Drown like. A watery grave.” Bits of husk stay on his mouth, but I don’t tell him. Neither does mother.

“Well, I’m glad you’re so sure of that,” mother says. “At least we won’t have to go to the New World, which could be worse. At least it will be over with soon. How long before we fall over the waterfalls?”

“My estimations are a fortnight and a week. Only a fortnight and a week.”

“And how do you figure a fortnight and a week?” mother asks. I look up into her face, and I see she is joking with the man. I take her hand from my shoulder and hold it to my cheek. Wisps of her dark hair have come loose from her bun, and in the sunshine, they look bright as copper. Her warm hand on my face gives off the sweet scent of earth and the beets we carry. The smell makes me hungry.

“My brother draws charts. He drew me a chart before they came to get me. He told me it would take a fortnight and a week before we fell over. He got word from other sailors who went and came back. There’s a way through it, round the waterfalls, they say. I saw it myself.”

Another man is listening. “If Noah could sail the world in his Ark, so can we,” he pipes in.

“The Spaniards have been about the world too, look at them, they live on the other side now, where we’re going, I heard,” another man adds. “We won’t fall off.”



Peter spits and says Noah didn’t sail round the world; he just survived the Flood. The fellows make a bet with him, each a pence, that we won’t go over. Peter says he wont bet.

“There’s a way, I tell you, and I aim to forewarn the captain and save us all. Anyway, I don’t have any coin. It all got taken from me. Only thing they left me with is a bagful of cloth and a handful of nuts.”

“They took all of mine too,” the Noah man says. His name, he says, is Jed and he’s from Brecknock. Our baron is the lord of Brecknook, as well as Myrthyr, our village. Jed’s soft, bearded face makes him look like a wee pip; he might be from our church. Maybe all these folks are from our church, and that’s why they’re here. Frere Lanther says people can be from our church if they believe the same things we do, even if they don’t live in our village. Frere Lanther has other churches, here in England and in the Rhineland, too. That was why the Pope didn’t want him, because he makes his own churches like the one at Mistress Grey’s. And, mother says, because he doesn’t think it’s right to pay the Pope money to believe in God. Mother hates the Pope as much as she hates King Harry and the baron. I think it’s better to give to Frere Lanther whom I know and love than to a Pope I’ve never seen who lives in a far-off city where I’ve never been.

“They came and got all my goats. What in the bloody harm were my goats doing, I ask you?” the Spaniard man says. He says his name is Thomas, and the baron owns his land too, in Tydfyl. His skin is very pale.

“Have you seen those folks fore?” the Noah man, Jed, asks. He points to the front of the ship. People crowd the rails between here and there; I cannot see well. “I didn’t get a good look, but seems like they’re rich folk. A dukedom, looks like. Who knows what they’re doing here. I took a gander below, and they have their own rooms, not bunks like us, and their own hearth with good food and—”

“When will we eat?” I ask. The men look down at me. Mother pinches my shoulder lightly. Nobody answers, and I am sorry the question slipped out.

“The captain said …,” Jed starts. He stops. The others shrug.

“Well, they can’t starve us,” mother says. I know she is thinking of our beets and lard and cheese. The food we brought.

“No. …” The men look at the water, or into the ship. Thomas walks away.
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