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The setting is feudal Sussex in the
thirteenth century, a landscape and society that have changed
almost beyond recognition. The power of the Church is at its
zenith; yet the King, ruling by divine right, is sovereign, above
all.

Ralf Grigg is the young son of a master
carpenter whose business fails when Ralf is small. The family have
come to live in the seaside village of Mape, where Ralf’s mother
was born.

Ralf’s solitary evening walk along the
sea-wall is interrupted by the distant sight of someone – a boy of
about his own age – trapped in the mud of the saltmarshes. The tide
is flooding. There is no time to fetch help.

The decision Ralf makes in that moment has
profound and far-reaching consequences, not only for himself and
his whole family, but for the lord of the manor, his sovereign, and
the ruthless struggle for supremacy between Westminster and
Rome.

 


Some opinions of The
Tide Mill

 


The Tide Mill is an immaculately
crafted work of period fiction where love, pain, gritty daily
detail, natural beauty, and human ingenuity meld seamlessly into
something almost epic. The depth and richness of Herley’s language
is always a treat: through his writing, he constantly reminds the
reader that the perfect word for the situation is not always the
common or expected word. As terse and economical as his prose is,
he seems bent on selecting every word for maximum impact, and
succeeds over and over again, achieving an exhilarating mix of
fast-moving action and rich detail. Herley is one of the few
authors who can send me scrambling for the dictionary without
seeming as if he’s showing off.

Much like the other books of Herley’s that
I’ve read, The Tide Mill inspires not primarily because of
the ending – which is never uniformly sweet in his books – but
because of the characters’ personal journeys. Herley’s protagonists
are never static. They err, fail, learn, grow, and eventually
achieve a kind of personal redemption that is utterly believable,
and The Tide Mill’s Ralf Grigg is no exception to this
rule.

The Tide Mill is also a love letter to
England. Not the urban, tourist England of Big Ben and Buckingham
Palace, but a wild, unspoiled England that I’ve never seen but,
thanks to Herley’s powers of description, I feel I know. This is
another running theme in Herley’s books: in The Penal
Colony, the protagonist had to be exiled from civilization to
find and appreciate it; in Refuge, it took the death of
virtually every human on earth. Even in The Tide Mill, set
in a time when England was far more sparsely populated, there’s a
hint of mistrust of the city, and a naked affection for the flora,
fauna, and geography of the land.

As always, Herley’s level of detail and
knowledge of his setting and subject immerse the reader in the
world of the story, without ever resorting to didactic, 20 page
long “research dumps” – the exposition always propels the story
along, rather than slowing it down. Above all, Herley is a
craftsman: you feel that he knows his subject, his story, and his
characters perfectly, and that every sentence of every paragraph
has been meticulously honed. I was shocked to find out that The
Tide Mill and Refuge were self-edited, because the
pacing and continuity, normally the most obvious victims of
self-edited novels, are virtually flawless here. The word
“perfectionist” comes to mind.

This is my favorite book of all the ones I’ve
read this year, and given the assortment of #1 bestsellers, genre
essentials, and literary classics that that entails, I think that’s
the highest praise I could give it.

 


Benjamin Duffy, Goodreads.com

 


- - - - - - -

 


We have, in The Tide Mill, a
fascinating exploration of medieval theology and its conflict with
the secular administration. As well, we also have an extremely
detailed, and absolutely absorbing, foray into medieval
engineering. The design of the mill is described in some detail and
I must admit that I had absolutely no idea that medieval engineers
were so sophisticated. ...

We also get into medieval economics and law,
how a manor run, the relations of serfs, freemen and nobles,
clothing (did you know that a “dreadnought” is not only a
battleship but also a piece of English foul weather clothing made
of heavy woolen cloth?), etiquette, transportation, and everything
else that makes 13th century society run. I found it completely
absorbing.

 


Paul Biba, TeleRead.org

 


- - - - - - -

 


It is a wonderful book.

 


John Q. Hamhead
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THE TIDE MILL

 


It is not by chance that the word “grinding”
is associated with hardship and poverty. Among the curses heaped by
God on Adam, in the third chapter of Genesis, is this, the most
terrible of all: “In the sweat of thy face shalt thou eat bread,
till thou return unto the ground”.

Thus were we condemned, in the Garden of
Eden, to grind corn. The quern-stone is our eternal tyrant. No
sooner is one harvest made into flour than we must sow another, all
the years of our lives. Before the serpent tempted Eve, mankind
lived free of the sickle, of chaff, of dust and the grindstone. We
were not men, but children.

Now what manner of thing are men? And in
God’s name, why are we so cruel to one another?

— Stanislau

 



PART ONE
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Ralf turned to look at his sister and found
her still sleeping, curled up behind him in a bed their mother had
contrived from a fleece. Now that the shadows had lengthened,
Imogen’s hair, silver-blond like his own, was no longer catching
the sun. Her thumb had returned to her mouth. In the enclosed space
among all the furniture and baggage, her features had taken the
inward reflections and made them into a serene and private thing,
entirely her own.

That she, and not he, the son, the firstborn,
was his parents’ favourite seemed to Ralf not only proper, but
natural. So completely did he share their view that, aged nine, he
was fashioning himself into her third guardian.

He reached down and, being careful not to
wake her, pulled her hand and thumb away from her lips.

The cart, not very new, hired without driver,
was being drawn by two oxen, one white, the other roan-brown. The
motion of their broad, fly-pestered backs and horns, the containing
sides of the cart, the creaking of axles and felloes, the
occasional flick of his father’s switch: all these, like his
parents’ desultory conversation, produced for Ralf, who had never
yet been in one, the simulacrum of a passage by boat.

His ponderous land-vessel, following the
roads through open downs or woods full of birdsong, sometimes
passing another more or less like itself, or people on foot, and
making ever-deeper headway into his apprehension, left the trees
for good and crossed the furzy wastes of Mape Common.

The heavy perfume of the gorse, spreading on
the cloying, pollenous air, had at last succeeded in stupefying the
wayside grasshoppers, whose chorus had almost collapsed. The road
began to descend and the chirping stopped altogether. The cart
passed through an acre or two where the bushes had burned away, all
but their charcoal skeletons. The soil, the road itself, scorched
black, smelled like a hearth. As the road dipped further a view
opened up below: marshland spreading as far as a long bank of
shingle. Beyond that, glittering in the south-westerly light, Ralf
saw the sea.

Mape Marsh, salt and fresh, comprised vast
reedbeds and, in the drier parts, rough grazing for the hardy black
cattle of the village. The reeds were harvested in winter for
thatching, transported to Alincester and beyond. Thousands of
bundles were cut each year, but still the reeds kept enlarging
their kingdom, crowding upon the coast road and colonizing the
verge on the other side, the pond, the brackish banks of the river,
the front gardens of the lowest-lying cottages. In those days the
plumes in summer spread, purplish-brown, the whole mile from
village to beach.

As each reed ripens and grows heavier, the
curve of its stem increases and, in concert with the multitude,
changes most subtly the character of a marsh. With the frosts of
autumn the flower-heads turn silver-bronze. The leaves fall, the
stems dry out, and the ceaseless rustling becomes harsher,
louder.

A boy who has grown to manhood in Mape, an
observant and introspective boy who has spent his most important
years roaming there, if blindfolded and somehow transported back to
the marsh sixty years later and required on pain of forfeit to tell
the season: why, such a one, without any other sense to guide him,
could tell you the month and perhaps the very week from the
particular quality of reed-rustle that met his ears.

This southern coast seeps into the soul.
Flat, ever shifting, dazed and triturated by winter storms, it is
reduced by their onslaught to a delirium of heat-shimmered shingle,
lagoons, undertows. The gnarled oaks along the shore, the
wind-shrivelled holly and blackthorn, the gorse, the seablite and
the butcher’s-broom: all cringe before the subjection of the sea.
His breath, tainted with tar and rotting fish, hoars the furrows
and stunts the tender shoots. Sometimes, turning gigantically in
sleep, he puts out an elbow and the dike itself is breached.

Mape is awash not just with water, but light.
The sky merges with what lies below. Ripples, reflections, clods,
shingle, cloud-colours: these are of the same. In the least mist,
the least tremor of convected heat, the horizon dissolves away
altogether as with a motion of wings. Even the marsh birds are an
emblem of ambiguity. They own neither earth nor sky.

None of Mape’s birds is more ambiguous, or
strange, than the bittern: a kind of heron, patterned in brown and
darker brown to mimic the stems among which, standing erect with
bill pointing skywards, and swaying in time with any motion of the
reeds, it becomes invisible even to the practised eye. The bittern
feeds on eels and water-rats. It is resident, solitary, reluctant
to fly, and so elusive that even the marshmen rarely see it.

Stranger than the bird itself is its spring
call, a deep, ventriloquial, and almost disyllabic hwoomp,
not loud especially, but so carrying that one may hear it at a
great distance. The favoured time is evening: just such a warm,
sunny, late May evening as this, in which Ralf’s family and all
their remaining possessions came down from the common and reached
the coast road on the outskirts of the village.

The cart turned left. Beside it, the reeds
were vibrant with the song, jagged and flowing, of many warblers.
Then, from somewhere in the marsh, Ralf heard a sound as of thunder
suppressed by mud: infinitely mournful, wide-ranging,
desperate.

The landscape of his bleak home-to-be had
spoken. With this exuded cry it had simultaneously noted his
arrival and expressed the perfection of its indifference. His
anxiety for the future, which had begun even before he had learned
that he was to leave the city, and which had so greatly intensified
on the journey south, now crystallized into fear.

“What is it, Ralf?” said his mother, with a
hand to his shoulder.

“That noise.”

“It’s only a bittern.”

“What’s a bittern?”

“A bird,” his father said. “Even I know
that.” And he explained, with a single mild correction from Ralf’s
mother, what sort of bird it was.

As he spoke, Ralf looked up at him and felt a
little better. For his father he reserved a special kind of
worship. If his father could remain so calm and good humoured in
the very teeth of the calamity, then perhaps, after all, there
might not be so much to fear.

He had been indentured for fourteen years to
John Hampden, chief carpenter at the Cathedral. By the age of
twenty his skills had far outgone those of a mere artisan. Long
before his apprenticeship had ended, he had been one of those
chosen by the Bishop to work not only on the choir but also on the
rood screen. Ralf’s mother had shown him the most beautiful
carvings, some of which bore, among the intricacy of their design,
the small crescent moon which formed the signature of Linsell
Grigg.

For a time, therefore, Ralf’s father had
found himself among men of other crafts. The masons had
inadvertently taught him much about stone. He had been fascinated
by the groundworks in the precincts of the Bishop’s Palace, where
the river had been diverted with a series of culverts. Master
Hampden had been engaged on this project also, and he it was who
devised the rotatory sluices, the first of their kind, which still
regulate the water in the great carp pond beyond the city’s western
gate.

After his apprenticeship, Ralf’s father
established his own workshop. It did well: he was able at last to
free Ralf’s mother and marry, and Ralf and his sister were
conceived in a narrow house in Shawcross Street. Five years after
Imogen arrived, the family moved to more spacious premises just
inside the city walls. Ralf was enrolled in the cathedral school.
He learned to read and write, was taught some Latin and even a
little Greek. He was eager to learn. Had he stayed, his teachers
said, he might have won a scholarship to Dorley.

But then his father fell prey to bad debt and
his workshop failed. He was forced to sell up.

Ralf had made some good friends in the city.
It had been hard to leave them. And once the word “Dorley” had been
uttered in his presence, he had dreamt of little else: the
illustrious school, the finest in England, often led to the
University. He had felt himself, somehow, destined for a bigger
place than Alincester.

There was no school of any description in
Mape. The nearest was seven miles along the coast in the town of
Rushton, and that only had a few pupils and one master; and anyway,
no money could be spared for fees. This town, which Ralf had never
seen, had acquired in his imagination a hateful aspect. It was a
port, mainly for fishing, but also for trade. Mutton, wool and, he
supposed, live sheep, were taken there from the downs and sent to
the Low Countries. He envisioned the streets as cramped, cobbled,
covered in droppings where they led down to the quay, perennially
wreathed in greasy fog.

Mainly he disliked Rushton because it was
there that, six days a week, his father was to be exiled. Though
Linsell was no shipwright, the best work he could find anywhere
near Mape was in the town’s boatyard. He had to be near Mape
because he could afford nowhere else to live. Mape was the village
of Ralf’s mother, and they were to stay, with the permission of the
lord, in her father’s house.

Ralf had been there twice before, once as a
baby, and again at the age of five. He could remember his
grandfather only indistinctly. Ralf knew that he was not a freeman
like his father. He was a serf. His life was attached to the manor.
Unlike most of his kind he was not a labourer, bound to the land,
but a fisherman.

In a cathedral window Ralf had seen Simon
Peter and Andrew, adrift on a luminous Galilee, flinging high their
net. The beatific, interchangeable features of the two brothers, so
vividly impressed on his mind, had become confused with those of
his grandfather. He did recall that his grandfather’s beard was
white and that his face was ruddy, quite unlike those of the
disciples; and he recalled also that, in his speech and broad
frame, he could scarcely be less ethereal than the figures in the
window.

His grandmother he could remember no better.
She had died since his last visit. He had been considered too young
for a funeral, or to make a winter trip to Mape and its windswept
graveyard overlooking the marsh.

Attended by most of the village dwellings,
the church stood on an eminence bounded to the east by the river.
Behind it rose the Hall, the residence of the Baron, Gervase de
Maepe.

Most halls and castles elsewhere in this
diocese, the richest in the kingdom, had by now been reconstructed
in stone. Mape Hall was still framed of wood. As the cart drew
nearer Ralf could discern, emerging from the trees, more and more
of its tower. From it hung a cream and scarlet pennon which he did
not then know as the flag of the de Maepes.

“Hullo, Ralf,” Imogen said, placing her chin
on his shoulder and clasping her arms round his chest.

“Have you only just woken up?”

The cart rumbled across the boards of a
white-railed bridge. Looking down, Ralf glimpsed stagnant water
among the reeds.

A moment later his eye was drawn to movement
on the rising road ahead, where the first straggle of cottages
began. A boy, barely older than himself and shabbily dressed, was
evidently the first to have caught sight of the newcomers and was
now running towards them, shouting a greeting.

Ralf felt the heaviness returning to his
heart as he half turned and, almost whispering, said to his sister,
“We’re here.”
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Three years later, almost to the day, Ralf
set out on a certain evening for the beach. A hint of rain met his
cheek as he descended the path beside the churchyard and started
along the dike; the buffets of warm wind which had made the yews
and lime-trees sway now hit him with exhilarating force. Thunder
had been heard earlier. Perhaps there would be a storm.

Luckily his mother had not been at home to
prevent this excursion. He had been looking forward to it, and did
not care whether he got wet.

This morning there had been an exceptionally
high tide. All sorts of things might have been washed up since.

Ralf loved beachcombing. He was carrying his
usual accomplice, an old shoulder-bag. He always found driftwood,
often fishing-floats which he gave to his grandfather, and
sometimes unexpected objects such as a crushed pewter goblet or a
single boot with a tarnished buckle. Best of all he liked the
mysterious treasures of the sea itself: mermaids’ purses,
sea-urchins, starfish, sea-cucumbers, dead men’s fingers, the grey
cylinders of belemnites. The little shelf above his bed bore his
collection of stones and shells.

The tide had let him study in detail the
plumage and dark webbed feet of auks, terns, scoters, gannets. He
had observed that the beak of the gannet, a seabird that made
spectacular plunges for fish, was equipped with inward-pointing
serrations to grip the prey. He had examined the nostrils, the
slopes of the head, the articulation in death of the neck and
wings; and at length felt he had begun to arrive at an
understanding of the bird’s design and the masterly way it had been
fitted for its hunting life. Now, whether from shore or sea,
whenever he saw gannets – huge, majestic, the adults pure white
with the outer wings black, the juveniles scaly and dark – he felt
the secret kinship that his knowledge had brought.

He could not pass a dead bird or animal
without at least turning it with a stick. Many times he had come
across seals or pups, more or less decomposed and crawling with
maggots. Once, alerted by the stench far upwind, he had discovered
a rotting porpoise and marvelled at its skull and the many teeth of
its jaws.

Such carcases smelled not just of
putrefaction but of the sea itself. Ralf had heard that there was
in the sea an equivalent for every creature of the land. Just as a
human body in the graveyard crumbled to earth, so did that of the
porpoise dissolve to brine. Brine was the essence of the sea. In
its most rarefied form it merely flavoured the air. At his whim,
God condensed it into the porpoise, the seal, the gannet, and all
the curious forms which Ralf and his grandfather, together with the
other fishermen and boys, daily brought ashore.

Ralf could not rid himself of a feeling that
people had no business on the sea. The catch seemed like plunder.
Yet, after nearly three years of fishing, he no longer felt he
belonged to the land. That was why he liked the tideline. Wandering
close to the surge, his ears full of its noise, he could believe
himself invisible. He was happiest between the sea and land,
indebted to neither.

The marshes formed part of this magic
kingdom. Here the boundary was less obvious, but existed
nonetheless. At one spot by the base of the dike the mud would take
your weight, and was, at a given moment, land; six inches further
out it wouldn’t. The mud there, malevolent, inscrutable,
gannet-billed, was of the sea.

The gurgling runnels and gullies of the
saltmarsh were like nothing on land. Even its plants, its samphire,
sea-lavender and sea-purslane, even they disdained the loam and
rain that ordinary plants held dear and throve on salt and
submersion.

Now the tide was flooding again, nearing its
height. Ralf paused to inspect the sky. When he looked north, back
towards the village, it appeared darker than over the sea. The wind
was from the south-east. He decided it would not rain heavily after
all.

The path along the top of the dike was well
worn but narrow, hemmed in by stems of milfoil and sea-aster which
hindered his legs as he passed. To his right, beyond the course of
the borrowdike at the base of the slope, the grazing had given way
to reed-scrub. To his left lay the broad saltmarsh which edged the
harbour; ahead rose the shingle of the beach.

A heron hoisted itself from the borrowdike,
laboured into the wind and out towards the water.

Had his gaze not idly followed it, Ralf might
never have noticed that someone was in the saltings. All that could
be seen was a head and a pair of slight shoulders, facing away,
just visible above the expanse of grey-green purslane, so far off
that he could make out little but the dark, collar-length hair. The
owner of the head had descended into a channel.

Ralf himself, like most people in the
village, had often been out there to dig bait or gather samphire.
At low tide, if you had companions, it was safe enough. But if you
were alone and the tide was swelling, the saltings were forbidden.
It was so easy to lose your way in the maze of channels, to get cut
off, to drown, that even the most confident marshmen never risked
it.

Ralf cupped his hands to his mouth.

“Hullo there! Hullo!”

Had he been heard? The shoulders were
agitated, moving as the unseen body struggled to get free.

“Hullo! Hullo!”

A mere boy’s voice could not compete with the
wind. Ralf clenched his fists in frustration, looking back once
more towards the distant village. There was no time to fetch
help.

From here, the victim was in line with the
top of Boling Down, ten miles away to the east. Ralf hurriedly
surveyed the pattern and course of the larger channels, trying to
fix them in his mind. He pulled the leather strap of his bag over
his head so that it no longer hung from one shoulder but crossed
his breast. Next he stamped down the vegetation on the top of the
dike, making a gap three or four feet across. And then, without
hesitation, his heart pounding, he scrambled down the slope.

At the bottom, as he was pushing through the
waist-high thickets of seablite, he knew that what he was doing was
foolish, dangerous, even mad. He knew that he should be afraid.
Perhaps he was. Perhaps he knew very well that he too would get
stuck and that, trapped by the ferocious suction of the mud, he too
would be overwhelmed by the sea; he knew all this, yet still he
kept on, forcing his pace, driven further and further from safety
by a rising excitement he had never known before.

The seablite dwindled and was left behind.
The firmest ground now was covered by a luxuriant growth of
samphire. He made several detours to keep to it, pausing only to
confirm his position using the line he had established between the
dike and Boling Down. From this elevation the victim was no longer
visible.

Ralf arrived at the first sizeable gully,
jumped across, leapt another, and a third. The next was too wide.
He turned left, realized he was being driven back on himself and
went the other way. The mud underfoot was becoming softer,
vibrating more and more readily with his weight. The sea-lavender
had begun.

By now he was two hundred yards into the
saltings. His shoes were already caked, his leggings already
spattered: it was not always possible to keep to the crowns of the
tummocks. Coming at speed to another gully, he misjudged its width
and fell, making himself filthy as he scrambled upright.

Without thinking, he dragged a hand across
his face.

He came to a halt, making a deliberate
attempt at calm. Only if he kept a clear head would all be well. He
did not know how much higher the sea had to come, but there was
still time, time enough, surely, to do what was needed.

A little further on he encountered a line of
deep footprints, leading out. Beside them, crossing them and there
obliterated, wavered the prints of a small dog. At once he guessed
the identity of his quarry and of the tan and white terrier, and
knew what must have happened. Guided towards the right by the
direction of the tracks, he now saw, almost hidden by sea-purslane,
the top of the head of a boy of about his own age and size, a boy
with whom, throughout his three years in the village, Ralf had not
exchanged so much as a single word: the Honourable Godric, youngest
son of Lord de Maepe.

When Ralf reached him, he was horrified to
see that he was already chest-deep in fast-flowing water, his arms
held level before him, his face, viewed from the side, a mask of
disbelief. He did not even see Ralf approaching.

“It’s all right!” Ralf cried, getting as
close as he dared and unhitching his bag. “It’s all right!” he
repeated, although he knew it most certainly was not.

The boy turned his head.

“How deep is the mud? Where does it come to?
Your knees?”

“Higher.”

“Your waist?”

“Nearly.”

“Take this!” Gripping the centre of the
strap, Ralf flung the bag towards him. It splashed just out of
reach. Ralf tried again, and a third time, before Godric, leaning
to the side, was able to grab it.

As soon as Ralf began to pull, two things
happened. He felt his feet being driven into the mud; and, almost
immediately, the strap broke. Unable to help himself, he fell
backwards in a heap.

The stitching had parted where one end of the
strap had been fixed to the bag. Ralf saw the advantage. They could
use the full length of the strap, so that he could stand further up
where the mud was firmer. They could wrap the ends round their
wrists, to get a better grip. As Ralf imparted this information,
the boy nodded blankly.

“Ready?”

“Yes.”

“Hold tight.”

“I will.”

“Point your feet if you can.”

“I will.”

“Now put your head under.”

“What?”

“You’ve got to let the water take your
weight. I can’t manage otherwise.”

To Ralf’s amazement, Godric understood him at
once. Ralf saw him take a deep breath, lean sideways, and his head
duly went below the swirling surface of the tide.

Ralf pulled with every ounce of his strength,
pulled ten times harder than ever he had pulled on the heaviest,
most bulging net, and was rewarded with nothing but his feet once
again sinking and the knowledge that Godric had absolutely and
terminally been claimed by the marsh.

It was no good. Godric spluttered for
air.

“Again!” Ralf shouted.

Again Ralf failed. The churned mud at his
feet showed how desperately he had tried.

The water was rising towards Godric’s throat.
Part of Ralf’s mind was aware that he also was at the mercy of the
tide: the gullies he had leapt, like this very channel, were now
filling, widening, becoming impassable; but mainly he was seized by
an appalled determination that no one should have to die in such a
stupid and horrible way. For a dog, a little yapping dog!

“Again!”

As he pulled, as his feet slithered and
floundered, as he realized he could never do it, Ralf remembered
God. He remembered he was supposed to pray for strength. But the
remote, all-knowing god of the village church or Alincester
Cathedral, the father on high, who had sent his only son to be
reviled and crucified, this god was just someone in a story. The
god Ralf knew, knew intimately, lived down here. His ruthlessness
and beneficence were of another kind. He made the weather and the
sky, the downs, the forests, the porpoise and the gannet. His
message, expressed everywhere, was clear. Self reliance.

These thoughts had consumed no more than a
moment. They produced a single idea that changed everything. It was
no longer a matter of trying, but deciding. Ralf decided. Not only
would Godric come free, but they would both get back to the dike
alive.

As he hauled anew, he could not be sure
whether he had become endowed with miraculous strength or whether
his previous strivings had served to loosen the mud’s grip. At
first so slight as to be no more credible than wishful thinking, a
sensation of yielding, of success, grew to the stage where he
accepted it was happening. His eyes, tight shut in the extreme
grimace of his effort, opened to see that he was dragging Godric
out.

 


* * *

 


It was not until they reached the seablite
that Ralf gave any thought to what might happen next. The uncertain
passage back, diverted again and again from the reassuring course
of his own outward footprints, conducted largely in silence, had
frightened him more than he cared to know. As for the other, he
remained distracted, disbelieving. He had been encased in slime
from the waist downwards. Ralf had helped him to scrape the
heaviest part of it off, but the mud, cracked, paling here and
there as it dried, still made a sort of strange and clinging
garment. Godric’s tunic, hands and face, like Ralf himself, were
hardly any better.

“We can’t go back like this,” Ralf said. His
mother would be so angry that he might be beaten, either when his
father returned from Rushton on Saturday afternoon, or sooner, by
Grandfather. To have fouled his clothes and ruined the bag would
have been bad enough, but to have ventured into the saltings, alone
and at high tide, would merit the most severe punishment. He had
been warned, most sternly, over and over again: all the village
children had.

“I agree,” Godric said, sounding, for the
first time, as though he might be capable of rational speech. “I’ll
be thrashed if he finds out.”

Ralf wondered if “he” was the Baron, the
holder of eleven thousand acres, lord of the manor and dispenser of
justice, who, it was said, counted the Bishop of Alincester, and
even the King himself, among his personal friends. Ralf had never
before considered the Baron as a father like his own: yet
indubitably he was. Did he not have two daughters and three sons,
the smallest of whom, here beside him, chilled to the bone, numb
with shock, and barely able to utter a coherent word, was already
conspiring with him to keep the adults at bay?

They started up the slope of the dike.

Over his shoulder, Ralf asked, “What will you
say about Letty?” That, he had just learned, was the name of the
dog.

“Don’t know.”

“Tell the truth. She ran off and got stuck.
Just don’t mention the rest.”

“Yes,” Godric said. “That’s what I’ll
do.”

The beach was not far away. Godric had lost
his boots. The shingle pained his feet and he trod gingerly. Ralf
crouched in the surf, washing his face and forearms, before
returning to dry land, where Godric was standing with arms clasped.
He had begun to shiver even more violently. “What’s it like?”

“Cold,” Ralf said.

“I thought as much.”

“You’ll have to go in.”

“I know.”

“I can rinse your clothes, if you like.”

“Thanks.” Godric looked at him. “What’s your
name?”

“Ralf Grigg.”

“How old are you?”

“Twelve.”

“I’m thirteen.” He unclasped his arms and
pulled off his mud-laden tunic, revealing a torso which to Ralf
seemed absurdly puny. “You live with old Jacob Farlow, don’t
you?”

“He’s my grandfather.”

“Your father’s the shipwright? A
freeman?”

“Yes. Hurry up. I’m getting cold myself.”

Godric removed the rest of his clothes. Ralf
took the bundle into the surf while Godric himself reluctantly
followed. Just as Ralf had done, he crouched down in the water,
splashing and washing himself all over, before moving further out
to immerse himself fully. He soon waded back to the stones,
squeezed his hair and did his best to brush away the water from his
skin, then sat down and embraced his legs in an effort to get
warm.

The clothes were of a quality Ralf had rarely
seen. He wrung them out again and again, and to his satisfaction
saw most, and then all, of the mud flowing away. “Clean as you
like,” he announced, returning the bundle to its owner. He
extracted the tunic. “Here. Take one end.”

By twisting the material between them as
tightly as they could and pulling, they rendered it no more than
damp. Ralf, having bathed, repeated the procedure with his own
clothes.

“When are you expected back?” he said.

“A long time ago,” Godric said.

“Will anyone come looking?”

“Not yet. I hope.” Godric stared at the
shingle. “I really liked that dog,” he said.

He had rather close, intense features and
dark eyebrows which almost joined in the middle. Ralf felt drawn to
him, though he did not know why. “Do you want to use my shoes? To
get back to the village. I don’t mind going barefoot. I work like
that in the boat. My feet are tough.”

“You’d lend me your shoes?”

“Why not? As long as I’ve got them on when I
get home.”

As they walked along the dike, Godric asked
Ralf more questions about his family. Against his own inclination,
Ralf found himself exaggerating the part his father had played in
building the Cathedral, the size of his workshop, and the scale of
the debt that had led to its downfall.

By the time they reached the village end of
the dike, the wind had dried their clothes further and their hair
completely. Still they had encountered no one. They climbed towards
the church, unlatched the stock-gate and, overhung by the restless
branches of the limes, hurried along the path beside the
graveyard.

They paused under the big yew, just before
the other gate. Godric removed the shoes and handed them back.
Except for his lateness and his missing boots, nothing remained to
get him into trouble. “You’re a good fellow, Ralf,” he said,
diffidently, and extended his hand. “What you did, I mean, I’ll
never forget.”

“You won’t tell anyone?”

“No.”

On the other side of the gate Godric turned
right, to skirt the north side of the church and head for the
Hall.

Ralf, having turned left, and walking along
the road beside the village green, found his mind dwelling hardly
at all on the terror he had experienced, or even on the far greater
terror felt by the one whose life he had saved. Rather, he could
not help thinking of the way his prayer – if that was what it had
been – had been so swiftly answered. Once his decision had been
reached, the rest had seemed inevitable: the safe return to the
dike, their words about the dog, the walk to the beach, his
affinity with Godric. Somehow, they had known each other already.
Thinking further, he remembered the way the heron had struggled
aloft, into the wind, guiding his eye. Could that really have been
chance?

Ralf pondered these matters for the rest of
the evening. And at last, as he drifted into sleep, becoming
oblivious of the mice in the thatch, his disjointed thoughts went
back to the place of chilly green water and seething foam where he
and Godric had washed their clothes and cleansed themselves, to the
place where their friendship had been baptized.
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When he was working, Ralf rarely got home at
the same time two days running: the boats usually launched on the
morning high tide and returned eight or nine hours later. His
grandfather might go out again, after dark, but never with
Ralf.

The fishing year began with potting for
whelks, lobsters and crabs. Now, in late spring, many of the men
were also setting drift-nets at night for mackerel and herring, and
then, during the day, shooting seines near the beach for sea-trout.
When the mackerel season ended, lining would begin for flounders
and skate, and, later yet, cod. In rough weather or when fishing
was bad, there were cockles to be raked and bait to be dug.

Jacob was required to fish two days a week
for the manor, which provided the shallop and gear. These he shared
with another serf. For the other four days a week – working on
Sundays was not permitted – Jacob and Edwin worked for
themselves.

Their haul on the two fief-days was judged by
the Steward, who compared it with those from the other boats. If he
deemed it short, they could be fined or made to give up a number of
free-days till the deficit was met. Though the manor was generally
fair, it expected there to be no consistent difference between
catches made on a fief-day and those on a free.

Edwin Maw was nearly twenty years younger
than Jacob, tall and strongly made; Jacob was acutely aware that he
could no longer contribute as once he had. Moreover, Edwin’s son, a
field-worker, sometimes gave a day to the enterprise. Jacob
disliked taking Ralf as much as Ralf’s parents disliked letting him
go, but the boat, and the family, needed the help. Even with
Linsell’s contribution, there was hardship in the house: most of
Linsell’s wage went perforce to his creditors.

Today had again been cloudy, with a warm
onshore wind. By late afternoon the Meg had visited all her
sixty crab-pots, each attached to a float bearing a wooden tag
branded with her mark. Most of the pots were close to the shore or
in the estuary mouth. Today’s catch had been average, with about
three pots in five yielding crabs, some too small to be worth
keeping, others extremely large.

The crabs, still alive, had been sorted by
size into baskets; three pots, two floats and a flag-buoy had been
brought back for repair; and now, as the shallop followed the
harbour channel in, little remained for Jacob and Edwin to do but
sit in the thwarts and talk.

While working, they remained largely silent,
sometimes issuing a grunt or a brief and superfluous request for
this object or that which was immediately granted. When they broke
for their bread and beer, they might speak of their families,
discuss matters of moment in the village, talk about people Ralf
had never known, or rehearse improbable stories they had told each
other a hundred times before. Young as he was, Ralf marvelled that
they never argued or showed signs of irritability, even when things
were going wrong.

He was at the tiller. From the very first,
his grandfather had taught him how to sail. One day, his
grandfather had said, he might be the only able-bodied hand left
aboard.

Ralf could feel in his grasp the rivalry
between the breeze, three-quarters astern, and the bubbling
resistance of the rudder and hull. His eye took pleasure from the
wind-filled curve of the reefed, tan-coloured sail: its shape was a
perfect expression of the tensions between the mast and boom.

This was the part of his working day he liked
best. Though they were both kindly, well meaning men, and their
occasional jokes at his expense were harmless enough – unlike some
of the pranks played on the other boys who went out – Ralf had no
understanding with them. He still remembered his days at the
cathedral school; he had, assisted by the village priest, tried to
keep on with his Latin; and, using precious sheets of parchment,
also provided by the priest, he had continued to take solace from
drawing.

He had always drawn, especially buildings and
tools, and now the more interesting things he found on the beach:
anything that seemed to him beautiful or well adapted to its
purpose. The more he drew, the more closely he needed to observe.
Drawing was observation made permanent. Since there was always
something else to be seen, however much you looked, the very nature
of a drawing made it obsolete, and Ralf was never satisfied, even
though the priest himself had called some of his efforts “very
like”.

He glanced to starboard, at an approaching
channel marker. Beyond it ran the village shoreline, saltings
backed by the tree-grown eastern dike, behind and below which lay
arable fields. Nearer the village, on the far side of the river,
the ground rose and the trees became thicker, culminating in the
stand of limes around the church and Hall. Ralf could already see,
by now in line with the church tower, the sheds and landing-stage
of the staith where, in a few minutes’ time, he would help to
unload the catch and wait for the Reeve to mark the ledger.

To port lay more saltmarsh, lined by
seablite, and the rise of the long shingle beach which, at its
shifting, scattered, incurved point, marked the entry to the
harbour.

Ralf glanced again at the channel marker.
“About,” he said.

Jacob and Edwin slightly raised their hands,
to show that they had heard, and, like Ralf himself, now ducked
under the boom as he put the tiller over and changed tack.

Theirs was the sixth boat to arrive. More
came in as they waited for the Reeve to assess their baskets. The
Meg was not dragged ashore, but left at anchor: Jacob and
Edwin, and Edwin’s son, would be sailing again this evening, going
far out, with lanterns, for mackerel.

The sun broke through the clouds; the
horse-drawn dray of the usual Alincester fishmonger emerged from
the trees, blocking the trackway from the village; but the crabs
had yet to be weighed, the ledger marked, or the damaged pots,
floats and buoy duly noted.

“Run along, Ralf,” Jacob said.

“What about the pots? Don’t you want me to
carry one?”

“We can manage. I’ll see you at home.”

No more than two hundred yards from the
staith, sitting on a stile, Ralf came upon Godric de Maepe.

Godric got down. “I hoped I might see you,”
he said. “I didn’t thank you properly.”

“No need for that. Please.”

“I wasn’t myself.” He gave an awkward smile.
“Are you walking home?”

“Yes.”

They set off. Ralf felt uneasy. Today he was
far more conscious of his place, and they walked for a time in
silence. The river, its banks much overgrown, was spanned here by a
wooden bridge with rough-hewn rails.

“Did you get into trouble?” Godric said, as
they crossed it.

“No. I think I can mend the bag.”

After a moment, Godric said, “They asked a
lot of questions about Letty. I let them think I gave up as soon as
I lost my boots. My father sent someone to look for her body. He
didn’t find it.”

“She’ll be on the Point by now,” Ralf
said.

“Really?”

“I expect so. That’s how the current
runs.”

Godric wordlessly yielded to Ralf’s knowledge
of the tides. “Then I’ve got to get my clothes rinsed in fresh
water without anyone knowing.”

Ralf said, “Can’t you do it yourself?”

“No. They’d find out. Besides, I’ve no way to
hang them up to dry.”

Ralf had never had cause to set foot inside
the Hall, but at second hand was quite familiar with its offices as
they pertained to regulating the manor. Perhaps even before the
church, the Hall was the most important building in Mape, and most
of the villagers thought nothing of going there to see the Steward,
to settle questions of pannage or strip-boundaries, or even to
petition the Baron for a ruling in some more thorny dispute.

Just as he had never considered the Baron to
be a father like his own, so Ralf had never before thought of the
Hall as a family dwelling, with private chambers the lowlier
vassals never saw.

It struck him as quaint that Godric, with so
much at his command, could not even arrange the private drying of a
suit of clothes. He was tempted to offer to do it himself, but then
saw that he, too, would be subjected to unwelcome questions at
home.

“I’ve got a tercel,” Godric said. “Have you
ever seen him?”

“I think so,” said Ralf. He had often noticed
the Baron and his retainers, with or without one or more of his
sons, setting forth on horseback, bent on hawking or hunting. “A
little one, isn’t he?”

“A hobby. He doesn’t catch much. A few
martins. Mostly he gets dragonflies.”

“Not much good for the table, then.”

“No. Unless you like dragonflies.”

“I’ve never had them.”

“Nor me.” Godric gave another smile, broader
this time, and without any trace of awkwardness.

They walked a few steps more. Ralf felt his
sense of inferiority diminishing. It seemed that Godric had, at
Ralf’s request, laid his gratitude aside.

“I’m flying him this evening,” Godric said.
“Would you like to come?”

“I don’t know,” Ralf said. The invitation had
taken him by surprise; and he was not sure whether he could be
spared. There would be chores at home, and the crab-pots needed
mending. “I’ll have to ask.”

Godric assented with a motion of his head in
which Ralf detected disappointment. He realized that he was being
offered what he most lacked, what he had not known since the
cathedral school: the companionship of one his own age. Last night,
and again today, he had recalled their easy, pleasant conversation
on the walk along the dike. Now it seemed that Godric might have
recalled it too.

“Where were you thinking of going?” Ralf
said.

“Out to the Severals.”

These reed-fringed lagoons, near the end of
the eastern dike, comprised one of the wildest places in the manor
and one of the best for birds. The ground there, falling away
towards the harbour mouth, was so low that the whole area sometimes
flooded, even if the dike did not give way, which, in winter, it
occasionally did.

“I may have to work,” Ralf said, “but I’ll do
my best.”

Almost imperceptibly, Godric brightened at
this, though, much like Ralf himself, he was trying to appear
indifferent.

So was it arranged that, when the evening
bell sounded, Godric would come to the north door of the Hall and
wait there for a few minutes in case Ralf was able, after all, to
be spared.

 


* * *

 


For Anna Grigg, having once been convinced
that she was escaping the drudgery of this damp and confining
cottage, her husband’s fall had been particularly hard. Not that
she disliked her father, or wished to be parted from him; not that
she disliked Mape itself or its lenient baron, or even its
backwardness and isolation; but for Linsell to have bought her
freedom, to have established her as the mistress of a household
inside the high flint walls of the finest city in the south, and
then for her, her husband, and their two beautiful children, to
return, penniless, to the place of her birth: this had not been
easy.

None of the girls she had grown up with, who
were now women like her, of middle age, with children of their own,
had found a freeman willing to pay their price. They had envied her
at the time, envied her good-looking bridegroom, her lavish wedding
at the village church. They had envied her at a distance, and
during her infrequent visits they had envied her still more. It was
not surprising that, behind their hands, some of them had expressed
satisfaction at her plight.

Their station was now better than hers. They
had the protection of the manor, and would never starve. Their
menfolk would never be at a loss for work, or a house, however
mean, in which to live. Because they had never left the place, they
and their children had been drawn ever more tightly into the
village. They knew what the future held.

The catastrophe had begun with deceptive
auguries of smoothness and ease. Linsell had won his biggest
contract yet, to build a dozen almshouses for the city beadle.

Linsell’s usual merchant had been unable to
supply at short notice the quantity of seasoned oak needed, so he
went to another, named Acklin. Six weeks into the contract, Acklin
was charged with stealing trees from royal land and all his stocks
– seasoned as well as green – were seized, including twenty prime
standards for which Linsell had already signed. All timber at the
site, some of which Linsell had supplied from his own yard, was
also seized.

His assumption that the Bishop would make
good the loss was soon dispelled by the Beadle’s masters on the
Diocesan Panel. Since Linsell’s tender had so notably undercut the
other contractors’, there was also a possibility that he would be
accused of conspiring with Acklin.

Linsell could not afford to sue the Bishop,
whose advocates were the best in the land. He could no longer raise
credit, even to buy more timber. He necessarily defaulted on the
contract, losing the value of the work already done, and was
prosecuted by the Panel in the county court. The fine and costs
amounted to over a hundred and twenty marks. Meanwhile Acklin’s
trial, to be held at Westminster since the Crown was the plaintiff,
was postponed and postponed yet again.

Orders at the yard had ceased. The men were
dismissed and the workshop closed. Anna’s husband was no longer
invited to the houses of other guildsmen and merchants. Some even
ignored him, and her, in the street.

The conspiracy charge was not made; Acklin
was found guilty and hanged, but not before his clerk had deposed
that Linsell had acted throughout in good faith. Linsell’s petition
to the Diocese for the value of his own timber was granted. He
eventually recovered most of his losses from Acklin’s estate. At
the end of the three years the whole affair had consumed, he was
left twenty-seven marks in debt.

This sum represented over a year’s wage for a
master in charge of carpentry at a major project such as Alincester
Cathedral. Linsell was a master: but until his debt was repaid his
guild, bound by its ancient ordinances, would withhold his master’s
licence.

He had at least been allowed to keep his
tools. As a skilled journeyman at the boatyard, he was receiving
six marks a year. Even by living rent-free and practising every
economy possible, it could take him another seven years before his
licence was restored.

Anna cared little for herself, but she could
not forgive the effect all this had had on her innocent husband,
daughter, and son; and on her children unborn who now, through
poverty, would never be. Her only Ralf, whose promise had shone
through from his earliest age, had been denied his schooling, his
future; without a miracle, in the form of a free apprenticeship,
what would he amount to? And what now of poor, sweet Imogen?

Anna blamed the Bishop. Linsell refused to
listen, but she blamed the Bishop nonetheless. This old man, rich
beyond imagining, richer even than the King, could have ended their
troubles with one slight pressure of his seal in warm wax. He lived
in remote splendour, so far above the cares of the people that he
might have been the Pope himself. The Cathedral, still unfinished,
had been forty years in construction; that, and his palace, were
devouring the Diocese.

As a child, Anna had listened with credulity
to the priest’s words about the downtrodden. According to the
Saviour, they would be exalted. The gospel said other things too,
just as subversive, about the rich: had he had not in righteous
rage overturned the tables in the temple?

Linsell was never moved to rage, righteous or
otherwise. She was impatient with him for his acceptance, but could
not in earnest be sorry for it. His mildness was one of the
qualities that had most attracted her when first they had met,
sixteen years ago, here in Mape. He had been sent by Master Hampden
among a party of cathedral-men choosing wind-formed oak, the best
of which grew near the sea.

He was not only mild, but exasperatingly
impartial. Sometimes Anna could not help herself. In the extremity
of her frustration, disappointment and weariness, sometimes – but
never in the hearing of the children – she found herself reproving
him, or even trying to quarrel. That injustice, too, he bore
without complaint.

This afternoon she was so tired that she had
again been unable to suppress unreasoning resentment of his
absence. In Rushton, when his working day was over, Linsell had
nothing more to do. His lodgings, at the house of another workman,
never needed cleaning by him; he never had to fetch water or to
launder these threadbare clothes; he never had to cook, to grind
corn, to eke meals out of nothing, to nurse any who might be ill,
to sew, to mend, endlessly to mend. Her family never had anything
new, unless, received as alms, it inflicted yet more injury on her
pride. All this had to be endured under a roof that was not their
own.

Like most of those in Mape, her father’s
cottage was cramped and gloomy, with ceilings so low that one could
barely stand up. Linsell had done what he could, but the doors and
shutters, warped and in places even rotten, no longer fitted. Only
the tiny, smoke-filled kitchen had a pavement; the other floors
downstairs were of beaten earth. Damp came from below, from the
walls, and from the thatch, which was so old and black, so sodden
and leaky, that it should have been stripped ten years ago. The
manor had promised repairs, but they never came.

“I’m sorry, dearest, I can’t do much more
with this,” Anna told Imogen, as she tied off the thread on her
second shift: the split seam had already been mended two or three
times. Imogen, cleaning a bowl of parsnips in her lap, thanked her
and said she did not mind.

For a tender moment Anna gazed at her
daughter’s profile. They were sitting outside the front door,
making the most of this unexpected late-afternoon sun.

“Mother,” she said, “why aren’t … Mary says
we aren’t supposed to be here.”

Mary Ibbott was one of the little girls with
whom Imogen played.

“She says Father isn’t a serf, so we
shouldn’t be living here.”

Anna kept back the reply she wanted to make.
“The Seigneur decides who may occupy his houses.”

“The Baron?”

“That’s right.”

“Is he a good man?”

“Yes. He is.” Except, perhaps, for his
steward’s promise about the roof.

“He won’t make us leave?”

“You mustn’t listen to Mary,” Anna said,
gently. “His Lordship has always been kind to us. Even when your
grandmother was alive. Especially then.”

The Baron need not have permitted Anna’s
purchase; nor need he have set the price so low. He could even, on
the wedding-night, have insisted that she attend him instead of her
groom. He had been generous to Jacob, allowing him to continue
alone in a cottage which might have housed a whole family, or even
two.

The manor encompassed part of another village
besides Mape, and, at some remove along the coast, land which was
rented by a neighbouring, ecclesiastical, manor. The Baron farmed
about a third of the total, his demesne, for himself. He had five
other tenants, and the rest was villein land. Each family of
glebe-serfs, bound to the soil, had its own strips in the communal
fields, widely separated and interspersed with demesne strips,
usually handed on from father to son. The Baron controlled all
buildings except the church, and could move his serfs around at
will.

Imogen was about to frame another question,
but her attention was drawn away, as Anna now saw for herself, by
Ralf’s appearance in the gap in the hedge which served as the
gateway between the long, narrow front garden and the village
green.

 


* * *

 


The evening meal, rabbit stew, was ready soon
after Grandfather got home. Ralf sat down to eat without having
broached the subject of Godric or the Severals.

Even as grace was being said, Ralf, eyes
closed and hands clasped, was still wondering what to do. Last
night, the main reason he had omitted mention of Godric was a fear
of questioning that might have exposed what had happened in the
saltings.

Ralf was innately truthful and disliked even
prevarication. He preferred to avoid, if he could, venturing into
any territory where he might wish to tell a lie. Besides, he was so
little accomplished at deception that he usually got found out,
especially by his mother, whose powers of penetration were so much
greater than those of his father.

But Ralf had also failed to mention Godric
for another reason. The Baron’s family was so far above his own
that he could not predict the reaction of his mother and
grandfather, whether they would disapprove, or even feel
slighted.

“Amen,” he murmured, opened his eyes, and,
while waiting for his turn with the parsnips and attending to
Imogen’s questions about his day, could not help listening out for
the evening bell.

There was only one big bell in Mape, in the
church, rung on Sundays to mark the seven canonical hours, and as a
tocsin when a boat was in trouble or a house had caught fire.
During each weekday the Doorward’s boy came over from the Hall six
times, at three-hourly intervals, to ring the sequent which
regulated work in the fields and in the village. Ralf had heard the
afternoon sequent, faintly across the water, as he had helped Edwin
to haul in the last of the pots.

It could not be much longer before the
evening sequent sounded and he was due to meet Godric. If he did
not bring the subject into the open well beforehand, it would by
then be too late to speak. For Ralf had now admitted to himself
that he wanted very much to visit the Severals this evening, not
just for the sake of his new acquaintance, but also to see the
hobby.

Everyone was served. Ralf swallowed his first
spoonful.

“May I go out after supper?” he said to his
mother, and then, before anyone could speak, he turned to his
grandfather with: “I haven’t forgotten the broken pots, but I’ve a
chance to see a hobby.”

“A hobby?” Jacob said.

“It’s a hawk,” Anna said.

No: a falcon, or, to be really strict, a
tercel, but Ralf, waiting for the next question, forbore.

“Whose is it?” Anna said.

“Godric de Maepe’s. He was on the
staith-track just now. He asked if I could come.”

Anna looked at her father with a significance
Ralf did not understand. “I didn’t know you knew him,” she
said.

“We met yesterday.”

“Beachcombing?”

“He lost his dog in the marsh.”

“I heard something about that.”

Jacob said, “Are you quite sure he asked
you?”

“Yes. He’ll be at the Hall when the evening
bell sounds. He’s going out to the Severals.”

“Them old pots can wait,” Jacob said,
readdressing himself to his stew. “I see no harm in it.”

“Nor me,” said Anna.

“I can go, then?”

“If you’re back well before dark.”

Imogen now piped up, taking Ralf by surprise.
“Can I come?” When informed by her mother that she could not, she
rejoined with a drawn-out “Please” that made even Ralf smile.

“It’s not fair,” Imogen said.

“Mr Godric only asked your brother,” Anna
told her. “Anyway, even if he’d asked you as well, I wouldn’t let
you go. You’re too little.”

“That’s what I mean about it not being
fair.”

Ralf saw that his mother was studying him.
“Is anyone else going?” she said. “His brothers?”

“I don’t know. I didn’t think to ask.”

“Remember who they are, Ralf. We depend on
the Seigneur. Do you understand?”

“Yes. But he’s not at all stuck up.”

Her expression had become even more dubious.
Ralf glanced at her uneasily. She seemed to be weighing, for the
first time, his maturity, his judgement. Was she reflecting that
she had given her permission too readily? Was she, contrary to all
his experience, about to change her mind?

Jacob, oblivious, asked Imogen to pass the
greens.

When, a moment later, Ralf dared to look at
his mother again she gave a slight, curious smile and engaged his
eyes. She knew what he had been thinking.

“Don’t forget,” she said. “Not too late
back.”
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From then on, Ralf and Godric became firm
friends. Two or three times a week, when Ralf had finished work,
they would set out for the beach, lagoons, woods, or gorse. A pair
of the Baron’s deerhounds might go with them, or, more often, the
hobby, which, neat, compact, and indescribably graceful, had
captivated Ralf from the start. As time went on Godric showed him
how to carry the bird, to remove its leather hood, to let it fly
and then bring it back, elegantly panting, to the glove. The hobby
was Godric’s first falcon. If he treated it properly, if he learned
all it could teach him, his father had said, he would, when he was
older, have a man’s bird: a saker, a lanner, or, if he really
showed ability, a peregrine or gyr.

Ralf discovered that, like himself, Godric
was wont to spend much time on his own, whether physically, on his
solitary expeditions, or, which was less tolerable, mentally, in
the presence of those who did not understand him. His two elder
brothers, seventeen and twenty-two, were far too exalted to
consider him worthy of notice. His elder sister, at nineteen, was
already married and living elsewhere. With the other sister, a year
younger than himself, Godric felt he had nothing in common.

All this had emerged by degrees. Their
conversation was usually light, even joshing, but Ralf realized
early on that Godric not only retained everything that he heard
said, but also thought about it later, as one or two of his remarks
made plain.

No further mention, however oblique, was made
of the rescue. He had understood that Ralf did not wish him to feel
beholden: that Ralf had acted instinctively, or impulsively, and
without any reference to Godric’s identity; and that a sense of
obligation would raise a barrier between them by implying that
Godric’s condescension derived solely from gratitude.

Their social difference he treated with the
utmost delicacy. At no time did he attempt to play down his own
father’s wealth or eminence, but he also spoke of Ralf’s family
with due respect, and managed to convey his sympathetic conviction
that their straits were as temporary as they were undeserved.

He wanted to know about daily life in
Alincester and the cathedral school. He himself was being tutored
by his father’s clerk, and could already read and write Latin with
some fluency. As the youngest son, he was destined for the Church,
and at the age of fourteen would begin the course of training
which, at twenty-one, would lead him into holy orders.

Perceptive as he was, Godric did not seem
conscious of the price Ralf paid for his friendship. There were ten
or twelve other boys in the village of similar age, the sons of
serfs, by whom Ralf had always been equably regarded, even if he
was a freeman’s son. Now their manner towards him had become
cautious, and it was spreading to their fathers and uncles. At the
staith or games of football on the village green, Ralf felt himself
becoming marginalized. He had trespassed on nothing that was
theirs, but they resented him as if he had and at first he did not
know how to respond. His pride would not let him curry favour; and
anyway he did not see why he should. Then, one Sunday at the end of
August, he realized that he did not care.

The morning service proceeded as usual. The
church was full. Standing between his mother and sister in a lowly
place far from the altar, Ralf was letting his mind roam free. He
liked the smell of incense and the meaningless sound of the mass,
but that was all. He was surreptitiously studying the congregation
and the garishly decorated interior of the building, wondering how
the trusses of the roof had been put together and how many men it
had taken to shape the stone blocks of the walls. There was a
single stained-glass window, showing St Nicholas, the patron saint
of mariners, to whom the church was dedicated. Compared with the
windows at Alincester, it was crude indeed, just as the whole
church was crudely made. It held communicants to match. Besides
their senior retainers – the Steward, the Doorward, and the rest –
only the de Maepes themselves would not have looked out of place in
the Cathedral.

A pillar blocked Ralf’s view of that family,
but he had seen them going in: Godric, his parents, his sister, and
two unmarried aunts. During the singing Ralf had heard the Baron’s
voice, enthusiastically raised above all others. The contrast with
Ralf’s own lacklustre efforts always made him smile.

He had never met the Baron or any of Godric’s
family. Nor had Godric ever called for him at Grandfather’s
cottage. They always started from the Hall, where Godric would be
waiting at the north door.

When the service finished and Ralf, just
behind Imogen, filed past the priest and emerged in the sunshine,
he saw that Godric, the Baron, and the others of his family
happened to be nearby, among the throng of people standing about in
the churchyard. Godric saw him and waved. Ralf waved back. The
Baron, noticing, looked at Ralf and then, inclining his head
somewhat to be closer to his son, seemed to ask a question during
which his hand, while not exactly pointing, indicated Ralf. A
moment later, to Ralf’s consternation, and in full view of the
whole village, Godric and his father were approaching.

Linsell’s hat, which he had only just donned,
was snatched off.

“Good day to you, Master Grigg,” said the
Baron, and smilingly acknowledged Anna and Jacob. Even Imogen, who,
following her mother’s example, gave a deep curtsy, received an
indulgent beam. “A splendid sermon, I thought. ‘The voice of the
Lord is upon the waters.’ One always comes back to the Psalms.” He
was of middle height, burly, grey beginning to appear in his hair.
A gold ring with a brilliant green stone encircled his right
forefinger; above his tunic of rust-coloured velvet he wore a say
robe in cream, decorated along its edges with a wreathing, abstract
pattern, like ivy.

His brown eyes settled on Ralf. “So this is
Godric’s friend. Ralf, I believe?”

Ralf managed a passable bow. “Yes, my
lord.”

“Godric tells me you are skilled in drawing,
Ralf. Father Pickard says the same, do you not?”

Ralf turned to see that the priest had left
the porch and joined them.

“Skilled he is, sire,” said Father Pickard,
and Ralf, as a proprietorial hand alighted on his shoulder, felt
his cheeks and ears ablaze and wondered how much worse his
embarrassment could get. Involuntarily he gave Godric a pleading
look.

“May Ralf come to the Hall this afternoon,
Papa?”

“Of course. Why shouldn’t he?”

“Ralf, will you be able?”

When the Baron and his son had returned to
their own party, Ralf wanted nothing more than to flee. All eyes
had been upon him. Yet, when he eventually followed his parents and
grandfather through the churchyard, he knew that he was not sorry
to have met the Baron or to have been asked to the Hall. More than
that, he was excited by the prospect of taking his drawings for
inspection, as the Baron, in parting, had requested.

Holding Imogen’s hand, Ralf passed through
the lich-gate and started on the short walk home.

“Well, well,” said Linsell. “His Lordship
must like you, Ralf.”

“No doubt of that,” Jacob said. “Dun him for
a new roof, there’s a good lad.”

“You’ll do no such thing, Ralf,” said Anna,
playfully pushing at her father. “Just be yourself.”

That was not so easy. Before the noon meal
Ralf ascended the steep, narrow staircase to the little room he
shared with Imogen, opened the shutter so that he could see, and,
from under his cot, dragged out the shallow box in which he kept
his private things. He sat looking through the folder of drawings,
which by now comprised sixty or seventy half-sheets,
quarter-sheets, and even scraps of parchment and palimpsest. None
were as he remembered. All now seemed lazy or artificial. Slowly,
irresolutely, he chose the least bad and laid them out on the
counterpane. A place in the final selection was assured only for
two or three pages – including one covered with studies of the
hobby – which Godric had already seen and had presumably
recommended to his father.

Ralf’s indecision after the meal was equally
protracted. The only halfway presentable garments he owned were
those he wore to church. The Baron had seen them this morning. If
Ralf put them on again this afternoon it would not only make him
look affected, especially in front of Godric, but also emphasize,
even exaggerate, the poverty of his everyday clothes. But of these
he had none that had not at some time or other been drenched in
seawater, stained with fish-slime, or covered with burs or mud; and
hardly any that showed no sign of mending, darning, or
alteration.

Finally he just put on the cleanest he had.
He was poor; the people at the Hall were not to be competed
with.

In this frame of mind he arrived fifteen
minutes later at the west door, under the tower, and was admitted
by the ward.

 


* * *

 


Mape Hall was nearly two hundred years old,
dating from 1070, but the original structure had been so badly
damaged in a fire that the third baron had demolished most of it
and started again. His centrepiece was a spacious hall-house, on
two storeys, timber-framed, roofed with red tile. The buttery,
kitchen and pantry served the large central hall. Beyond lay the
solar, or accommodation for the lord and his family. This comprised
two ground-floor rooms, a parlour and dayroom, and three chambers
above, the largest of which was fitted with a garderobe, or privy,
connected by a wooden conduit to its cesspit.

Since then, the accommodation had been
extended upstairs and down, quarters for the Steward had been
attached to the north wall of the buttery, and some of the windows
on the first floor had been glazed. But the main changes had
occurred elsewhere. At the edge of the enclosure, outside the
palisade, a new farmhouse, milking-parlour and barns had been built
by the present baron’s father, the fifth Lord de Maepe. A cluster
of single-storey buildings incorporated the stables, kennels, hawk
mews, and offices for the Clerk and others of the staff.

Mape had never come under serious threat.
Gervase de Maepe’s military obligation to the King had long ago
been commuted into scutage, money paid in lieu of service, and the
garrison with its wooden tower had been left pretty well untouched
for nearly a hundred years. Repairs to the palisade had left it as
little more than an ornamental fence running through the shrubbery,
and the west gates, once fitted with great locking-beams, had
actually been removed as a nuisance and left leaning up behind a
barn.

Gervase’s obligations did not end with his
scutage, onerous as it was. He was required to contribute to the
dowry of the King’s eldest daughter on the occasion of her first
marriage; to join with other barons in ransoming His Grace should
he be captured by a foe; to attend court when required, and there
give counsel; to fund one week of the County Assizes; and to be
answerable to the Justiciar for the peace of the manor. And, even
today, he still undertook commissions for the Crown, both here and
abroad, to settle disputes or smooth ruffled feathers: at one time
there had been many of these.

His greatest burden remained a debt to the
Treasury of four hundred and twenty marks. According to custom, a
relief of one hundred pounds, or one hundred and fifty marks, was
due to the Crown whenever a baron succeeded his father. The King
effectively increased this amount by making his permission
contingent on a gift which amounted to nothing more than a bribe.
In the case of the present baron, four hundred pounds had been the
price of the Manor of Mape. Since his succession seventeen years
earlier, only a hundred and twenty had been paid back. The rents
and scutage which he could himself demand of his tenants were in
turn limited by their ability to pay. The price of wheat had been
falling for twenty years, and most of the other revenue-bearing
products of the manor also commanded lower prices than they had in
his father’s time.

Gervase tried to dwell not on the magnitude
of his debts, but on the advantages of his rank. In return for his
fealty to the King, he received political favour and military
protection. His sons were entitled to knightly or ecclesiastical
education with its promise of future preferment. And, despite the
fact that his eldest daughter’s dowry – and the cost of her
marriage licence, granted by the King – had worsened his position
most gravely, Gervase had succeeded through her in allying himself,
and thereby his faction at court, to the Earl of Warwick. He had
similar hopes for her sister. In sixteen months’ time, at fourteen,
Eloise would reach marriageable age.

A baron was a vassal of the King. The King
was a vassal of God. The archbishops who had presided at his
coronation derived their authority from the Pope.

The King was sovereign, above all. His court,
his treasury, and his army were the visible symbols of his might;
but the wealth and power of the Church, more shrewdly exercised,
were no less. The revenues of the Alincester diocese alone were
rumoured to be greater than the King’s.

Eloise was thinking of its bishop as she
heard Godric and his village friend approaching. According to
Godric, the boy’s father, a craftsman, had worked on the Cathedral.
She had been in Alincester earlier in the month, for the first time
in nearly three years. The scaffolding was coming down now from the
west front: the great window was in place; the soaring stonework,
with statues of the saints, had been completed; and at the apex, so
high up that it had made her dizzy just to bend her neck to look,
the benign figure of St Oswin now gazed out over the densely packed
city roofs to the walls, over the Broad Pond and onwards, all
across the shire.

A new flagstone walk approached the west
front squarely across the cathedral precincts, leading in from
Minster Street. Following it with her mother, looking up and yet
further up as the Cathedral drew near, Eloise had felt herself not
just marvelling, but awestruck. This, the building
proclaimed, this is what Bishop William, through God’s
grace, can do!

The new cathedral replaced the minster where
the relics of St Oswin had been housed. Since the tenth century
Alincester had been a place of pilgrimage and miracle: the walls of
the Minster had been hung with hundreds of abandoned crutches. The
priceless gold and silver feretory enshrining the saint’s bones,
donated by King Edwald in 967, still drew the sick and halt from
all over the realm.

The Benedictine monastery had also been
rebuilt. Its scriptorium had produced the Alincester Bible,
reputedly the most valuable book in the known world, made under the
patronage of William of Briouze by a single scribe and six artists
over a period of nineteen years. The skins of two hundred and fifty
calves were said to have gone into its vellum pages. The decoration
incorporated gold leaf and, even more costly, lapis lazuli,
imported from the east. But the magnificent Bible, like all the
other treasures, paled before the achievement of the building
itself.

Five hundred and thirty feet from east to
west, in the plan of a cross with transepts to north and south,
comprising tens of thousands of tons of stone, wood, iron, tile and
lead, it rose from reclaimed water-meadows in the heart of a
settlement which even under the Romans had been among the most
prosperous in Britain. The structure was visible for miles around.
It dominated the landscape and the city.

Yet even this had left Eloise defenceless,
unprepared for what lay behind the massive west doors. She had
never been inside them before. During her previous visit, her
first, at the age of nine, the Cathedral had been closed to all
visitors while the vault of the nave was being finished.

There were no words for it. Gaping,
wondering, stunned, she had indeed been rendered speechless. And
still the interior was incomplete. What would it be like when at
last the workmen withdrew?

Since then she had thought often about the
Cathedral. It was worship made manifest, her father had said. They
were not so much workmen as divines. To have one in the village was
intriguing. She had seen him at a distance, mostly at church, with
his wife and two children. The younger was a girl, quiet and very
pretty. The elder, Godric’s friend, had the same fair hair, though
he took more after the father. He also was well favoured, she
thought: they all were.

Godric had been showing him the grounds,
probably lingering at the hawk mews or kennels. She had watched the
two of them from her chamber window. Since then she had come
downstairs and was now seated with her embroidery on a bench
outside the parlour. Even here, out of the sun, she felt too warm,
but indoors it had been stifling.

The bench was almost touching the wall. On
either side of it, between the house and the shingle path, lay a
bed of flowers and low shrubs. Looking along it as the crunch of
footfalls grew louder, she saw Godric and his friend turn the
corner and come fully into view.

They stopped in front of her.

“Eloise, may I present Mr Ralf Grigg? Ralf,
this is my sister, the Honourable Mademoiselle, Eloise de
Maepe.”

“How do you do,” she said.

The boy made a bow, as befitted, not quite as
formal as the one he had given her father, this morning, in the
churchyard.

“Have you been with the hawks?” she asked,
for want of something to say.

“Yes,” Godric said. “We have. Where’s
Papa?”

“He and Mr Caffyn have ridden out. To Eyton.”
This was the other village in the manor, part of which her father
held.

“Ridden out?”

“What of it?”

“He said he wanted to see Mr Grigg’s
drawings.”

She had already noticed the half-sheet
portfolio under his arm, made of two pieces of thin board tied with
ribbon. “Well, I’m sorry for that,” she said.



“When will he be back?” Godric said.

“I don’t know. Late, I think.”

“Never mind, Ralf.”

The boy’s sunburned face showed no change of
emotion, except perhaps a tightening of his lips. His eyes were
neither blue nor grey, but something in between. For a moment they
held her own.

“I can leave them for him, if you think … if
you think he really wants to …”

“I’m sure he does,” Godric said. “He wouldn’t
have asked you, otherwise.”

Eloise heard herself saying, “May I
look?”

“By all means.” The boy untied three of the
ribbon bows and proffered the folder. She laid her frame aside to
take it. With that, Godric sat down next to her. The boy remained
respectfully standing.

“That’s the well-head on the green,” Godric
said, as she examined the uppermost sheet.

“Yes, I can see,” she said. The drawing, in
intensely black ink, perhaps coprinus, had been most deftly done.
The following few pages, some bearing only one image, others
covered in studies in various stages of completion, depicted a
medley of equally mundane objects. What a curious taste he had for
the trivial! An axe from three angles, another stuck in a log; an
outhouse; a ploughshare; a mallet; an oar; a reed-cutter’s
punt.

“Good, aren’t they?” Godric said.

“Do you never draw people?” she asked,
looking up.

He was unable to reply before Godric said,
while reaching over to turn the page, “Look, he’s drawn my
bird.”

This sheet Eloise picked up and studied. The
other drawings had been lifeless, mere exercises in technique, but
the animation in these was striking. In one the hobby sat on a
sketchy gauntlet; in another it skimmed the reeds with winnowing
wingbeats; in others, across the top of the page, it made a series
of tiny silhouettes, each different, each capturing its character
in the sky; and, larger now, having brought forward a clutched
dragonfly, it bent its head to nibble in mid air.

“He did all those from memory.”

She set the page face-down. The next showed a
bird’s webbed foot, open, half open, and closed.

“What’s this?” she said.

“A wigeon’s foot,” Godric said.

“What’s a wigeon? A duck?”

“Yes,” he said. “There are lots of them on
the marsh in winter.” He turned his head again and pointed at the
drawing. “See, this shows you how it works. When a wigeon pushes
the water, his toes open and spread the skin. When he pulls back to
make another stroke, the toes come together and save effort.
Moorhens can’t do that. Their feet aren’t webbed. That’s why
moorhens can’t swim as fast as ducks.”

The remaining drawings showed more evidence
of this strange boy’s way of seeing. As she leafed through them,
she began to understand. He was fascinated by utility. Where a
courtly artist might profess to find beauty, he saw none. For him,
beauty lay in function. She almost felt amused, but his manner was
so solemn and his obsession with detail so remarkable that she did
not dare to risk a flippant remark. Instead, having herself tied
the ribbons in neater bows than they had had before, she merely
gave the folder back.

“I’m sure my father would like to see your
drawings,” she said. “They’re very good.”

“Thank you.”

“I mean it,” she said. He was talented, in
the way that the cathedral-men were talented, though as yet
undeveloped; and she saw that he must take after his father in that
way too, just as Godric, in his complaisance and imperturbability,
took after his own.

Since no subject for conversation remained,
the two boys departed, and Eloise, having watched them go, and
feeling oddly unsettled, turned to pick up her frame.
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The next day, Ralf and his grandfather joined
Edwin and most of the other villagers in the fields. On Saturday
also they had left the boat beached: this was harvest-time, and
Jacob wished to quit, or repay, the debt he owed to Cebert, Edwin’s
son.

Like his father, like Jacob, like all the
fishermen, Cebert was a villein regardant, tied only to the manor.
Below him were the villeins in gross, belonging body and soul to
the lord. The lowliest of these, bordars, laboured merely in lieu
of rent. Above them were the cottars, whose families worked no more
than a few acres of land.

Cebert’s acres had been harvested on
Saturday. Now the harvesters had moved on, and were cutting demesne
as well as villein corn. Here Cebert was discharging his
obligations to his neighbours, and to the lord. Jacob had already
paid him in coin for much of his contribution in the past year. By
working today, with Ralf’s help, Jacob’s quit would be fully
made.

The village arable consisted of a dozen large
fields, some as much as two hundred acres in extent. Each was
divided into narrow strips, measured according to the pole, five
and a half yards long: the Steward kept the manor’s standard pole
at the Hall.

Strips were four poles wide and twenty or
forty poles long. A forty-pole strip covered an area of one acre.
Its length, two hundred and twenty yards, made a furrow’s-length or
furlong, and it was the ridges left by the ploughboard itself which
divided one man’s strip from his neighbours’.

Today they were harvesting the largest field
in the manor, stretching all the way from the staith-track to the
edge of the Severals. The Baron’s demesne strips were mixed in with
his serfs’. Some of the strips lay fallow, and a few held other
crops, but most had been sown with wheat. In inland manors, the
heads of wheat alone were cut, with sickles, leaving the stalks to
stand till the first frosts, when they became brittle and could be
broken off and used as thatching straw. But here, as in other
places yielding reeds, the stalks were cut as close as possible to
the ground and, after threshing, used only as fodder. In this way,
ploughing and a new sowing could proceed as soon as the stubble had
been burnt.

Nearly every serf, of every class,
participated in the harvest. The men and older boys cut the corn;
the women and children gathered the cut stalks and tied them into
sheaves. Twelve sheaves, set on end and supporting each other,
formed a shock. The shocks from each strip were assessed by the
Steward and, while the weather remained fine, would be left where
they stood. As soon as rain threatened, the shocks would be
collected by cart and taken for threshing.

Last year Ralf had done no more than help
with the gathering, but this year, now that he was thirteen, he was
expected to cut.

The reapers started once the dew had dried.
Ralf felt the muscles of his arms and shoulders, which had been
aching since Saturday, becoming looser, freer. He soon picked up
the swing again, and by the time the sun had burned off the
freshness of the morning he was engrossed in the rhythm of the
line.

The Steward, on horseback, came down once.
There was a short water-break at the mid-morning sequent, and then
the cutting resumed.

The blue above and behind, turning ever
deeper and darker, sparkled with bits of straw, rising, drifting,
settling. White dust rose from the ground. Ralf’s ears were filled
with the swish of blades, his own the loudest. Those without
scythes, raking, making sheaves and shocks, might have been dumb
for all he knew.

As he worked, his mind was wandering as if in
a dream, coloured by yesterday’s visit to the Hall. He had seen the
Baron’s hawks and hounds and horses. Godric had shown him the
formal garden with its low, clipped hedges of yew and box, and
plucked a leaf or two from the aromatic herbs in the physic garden
where, he said, his mother the Baroness herself cultivated many of
the plants. They had explored the house, the high, smoke-blackened
hall, the buttery, kitchen and pantry, and Godric had taken him up
the tower to see the view.

The more time Ralf spent with Godric, the
better he liked him. He had never had such a close friend
before.

Godric had been right about his sister,
Eloise: he and she had nothing in common. Where he was open and
enthusiastic, she was cool and withdrawn, standing upon ceremony.
“Do you never draw people?” she had asked, a remark which had cut
Ralf deeply, for it revealed the loneliness behind his drawing and
the reason why he found it so soothing.

He had sensed her opinion of his threadbare
clothes and clumsy manners; and in the end, when she had handed the
drawings back, her praise had been as sterile as it had been
conventional. It would have been better if she had said
nothing.

Since yesterday he had wavered somewhat in
his judgement of her. He wondered if he might have been influenced
by her dark eyes and darker hair, by her trim figure, or the
ladylike way she spoke and moved. Godric had told him about her
elder sister, now a countess. That sister could hardly be more
beautiful: so what would the younger become when, in due course,
her father married her off?

She was high born, destined for a higher
place yet. He was destined for – nothing. Not even an
apprenticeship. Perhaps, he thought, he had been too quick to take
offence. Then he remembered the amusement in her eyes and slashed
with renewed violence at the standing crop.

The reapers on either hand were grown men,
practised by years of harvest, and Ralf, as on Saturday, was
finding it increasingly hard to keep up with them. For him it was
punishing work, heavier than anything in the boat. For them it
would be easier, and he suspected they were not driving themselves
too hard. They would be cutting for at least ten days more.

“Break,” the Reeve told him. He dropped back
while another boy took his place, and joined those making sheaves.
Then he was brought forward again.

When at last the noon bell chimed and Ralf,
straightening up with all the others, found he could legitimately
stop work, he stood mopping his brow and staring without
comprehension at the ground they had made. He tried to count the
number of strips laid bare, but sweat ran into his eyes.

What little breeze there was, coming in off
the harbour, was being blocked by the dike and the trees at its
base. The sun was so strong that the harvesters walked over there
to sprawl in the shade and take their meal.

His mother and sister were at the far end of
the group, among the other women and children, partly obscured by
an outgrowth of holly and butcher’s-broom. Ralf sat down with his
grandfather.

The air smelled of seaweed. He could hear the
piping of oystercatchers in the estuary behind him, and for a
hopeless moment longed to be wandering the shore.

In a haze of fatigue, his throat parched,
Ralf ate his bread and mutton, munched a green apple, and took
draughts of musty water, poured from leather bags. Saturday had
been bad enough: he had been exhausted by this stage then, but
somehow today was far worse. He was dreading the afternoon, the
expanse of time before the evening bell. Compared with that, this
morning had been nothing.

Next to him, Jacob was already stretched at
full length, a forearm across his eyes. His food remained
untouched.

“Grandfather?” Ralf said, feeling his first
stab of alarm.

Silence.

“Are you all right?”

“I’m all right.”

“Don’t you want your dinner?”

“Let me rest, Ralf.”

“Shall I get Mr Kenway?”

Jacob sat up. Even in the dim light under the
trees, he looked awful. Until now Ralf had forgotten how old he
was.

“Please, Grandfather, I want you to go home.
Your quit doesn’t matter. I’ll cut again tomorrow. Edwin will
understand.”

Eaton Rendell, just beyond Jacob, leaning on
one elbow, was watching. About thirty, with red hair and beard, he
lived in one of the adjoining cottages. “Jacob,” he said.

“What do you want?”

“Listen to the boy. You’re done up. Anyone
can see that.”

Ralf felt his heart swell with gratitude. He
had never much liked Eaton; or Eaton had never much liked him. He
was grumpy, and sometimes shouted at his wife and children.

Jacob said, “Mind your own business,
Eaton.”

“Don’t be an arse.” Eaton got to his feet.
“Ralf, see if you can make him drink some water.” With that he went
to speak to the Reeve, who returned with him half a minute
later.

“Farlow,” Mr Kenway said, “you’re finished
for today.” He looked over his shoulder and then down at Ralf.
“Fetch your mother.”

“Yes, sir.”

When Ralf and Anna and Imogen arrived, Jacob
was saying, “I tell you, I don’t want no fuss. There’s nothing
wrong with me.”

Mr Kenway ignored him. To Ralf he said, “No
fishing tomorrow. The day’s void for you and him. If he wants to
launch on Wednesday, he must come and see me first. Maw can cut
tomorrow. That’ll serve in your grandfather’s quit.” He dropped to
his haunches. Anna, an arm round her father’s shoulders, had been
trying to persuade him to return to the village. “You’ll have to go
with her, Farlow. I won’t let you work any more today. Mrs Grigg,
make sure he rests tomorrow as well.”

“I will.”

They retreated across the stubble. Ralf sat
down again. He felt cold. Those three people, and his beloved
father, were all he had in the world. If something happened to his
grandfather, if he died, Ralf did not know what he would do. Jacob
was sixty-five or sixty-six, one of the oldest people in Mape.
Never before, to Ralf’s knowledge, had he missed a moment’s work.
He sailed at all hours and in all but the worst weather. Yet he was
mortal. Like his wife, he too would eventually make a forlorn mound
in the churchyard.

Ralf’s eyes had filled with tears.

“Don’t you worry about old Jacob,” he heard
Eaton say. “Strong as an ox, that one. The heat got him, that’s
all. Could get any of us.”

Ralf hurriedly wiped his eyes.

“You want to watch it out there yourself,”
Eaton continued. “Keep your hat on. It gets sweaty, I know, but
you’ve got to keep your hat on all the same.”

Despite himself, Ralf smiled.

“That’s it, young ’un. Cheer up. If it gets
too hard this afternoon, you stop and tell Mr Kenway. Who’s the
quit for?”

“Cebert.”

“What, him?” Eaton turned his head. “Cebert!
Hey!”

“What d’you want?” Cebert shouted back.

“A word!”

“Please,” Ralf said. “I don’t mind. I’ll work
the quit.”

“You sound like your grandpa.” He tossed his
head at Cebert, who, having stepped over a number of legs and
bodies to reach them, now squatted on the ground.

“What is it you want?”

“A favour. You saw old Jacob go.”

“I did.”

“Your dad’s not fishing his day
tomorrow.”

“I know that. He’s to give it to me.”

“Ralf here still owes you this
afternoon.”

“That’s true.”

“Look at him. He’s broke.”

Examining Ralf, Cebert stroked his beard. His
eyes swivelled craftily back to Eaton. “He looks all right to
me.”

“I don’t mind working,” Ralf insisted, but he
had already been excluded from the conversation. He did not
understand what was passing between these two men.

The subtle system of obligation and quits was
central to the way the village worked. It was the basic currency of
the serfs. They might sell their free produce at market, or to the
dealers who came; some might even have a hidden hoard of coins, and
be reckoned rich; but all had to give part of their week to the
manor. Unless voided by the Steward or his reeve, a fief-day had to
be worked, no matter what. The same applied to the quits arranged
among themselves. If ever a man was so foolish as to renege on his
obligation to another, he would immediately find his life
impossible. No one would ever help him again.

“Let him stop at the afternoon bell,” Eaton
said. “He’s my neighbour. And yours, you stingy goat.” He jerked a
thumb towards the place where Edwin was sitting. “If you don’t know
it yourself, ask your old man how Ralf works in that tub.”

Cebert grunted. “His mother and sister have
walked off, too.”

“How long have I known you, Cebert?”

“Always.”

“Do I ever work short?”

Ralf wanted to protest again, but in truth he
did not even know whether he would be able to scythe as far as mid
afternoon, never mind the evening. He saw Cebert’s expression
change.

“The afternoon bell, you say?”

“As a favour to me.”

“All right.” To Ralf he said, “Work till
then, Ralf, and we’ll call it quits.”

 


* * *

 


Having taken their constitutional walk,
Eloise, her mother, and Aunt Matilde returned to the Hall and the
dayroom, to be served with barley-water and almond biscuits by the
pantry maid. Though they had all worn broad-brimmed hats and had
not walked far – just to the church and a little way along the dike
– the sky over the marshes was so glaring and the wind so hot that
Aunt Matilde, in particular, had soon felt faint and much in need
of refreshment.

As the maid filled her cup, Matilde noticed
the portfolio, left by her brother-in-law on a low oak table under
the window.

“What is that, Margaret?” she asked Eloise’s
mother.

“Some drawings, by a village boy. Gervase
wanted to see them.”

“Drawings? By a serf?”

“His mother was a serf, but his father is
freeborn. The shipwright. You know.”

“Do I?”

“Grigg.”

“Ah, yes.”

“It seems the son was in the cathedral
school. For a time.”

“Really?” Matilde looked again at the
portfolio. “Did the drawings please him?”

“Whom?”

“Gervase.”

“He didn’t say.”

“Eloise, would you mind?” said Matilde,
beckoning at the portfolio, indicating that she wished to see it.
Chin raised, lips pursed, she turned the first few pages, but soon
gave it back. “Have you seen them?”

“Yesterday, Aunt.”

“What do you think?”

“He shows skill, as Father Pickard told
Papa.”

“What sort of boy is he?”

“Godric’s new friend,” the Baroness
interjected. “Godric has these crazes. I expect he’ll be forgotten
next week.”

The conversation moved on. Eloise, having,
for the third time, tied the ribbons, slid the portfolio back on
the table, where, unmoving and silent, it gradually became so
reproachful that she consciously turned away. She had not informed
her mother, as she ought, that Godric’s friend was not some new
craze. She had not said, as she ought, that Godric spoke of him
with warmth and admiration; and she had not said, as she ought,
that she had examined his drawings again this morning, on her own,
at length, and found in them something wonderful.

As far as she could tell from the limited
extent of her education in such matters, his technical skill was
not yet especially great. His powers of composition seemed
instinctive, a matter of taste rather than learning. But his focus,
which at first she had found so eccentric, was of a piece with the
clarity of his vision. Each subject for his pen was equally valid,
or precious, or interesting, and his curiosity inquired into things
which most people never even saw.

This morning, lingering again over the
sketches of Godric’s bird, she thought she had discerned tenderness
as well: but the prime allure, the insidious charm, of his work lay
in his ability to expunge himself from it. Every painting she had
seen hitherto, every sculpture, had been as much about the artist,
or his patron, as its subject. These drawings told one nothing
about Ralf Grigg; or everything.

She was not too young to have felt the effect
of his eyes, or to have observed how well he filled his clothes,
and now, thinking back, she acknowledged that she had been noticing
him every Sunday in church. That was why, yesterday, she had paused
to watch him and Godric from her chamber window; and that was why,
as they had crossed the box walk, she had drawn back in case they
should look up and see.

“More barley-water, Miss?” the maid said,
with a certain insistence, and Eloise realized with a start that
the question had just been put to her for the second time.

 


* * *

 


Ralf remained with the harvesters until they
trudged back to the village. At the afternoon bell, instead of
leaving, he had given up reaping and worked at gathering instead.
Without mentioning it, Cebert, and those to whom Cebert owed Ralf’s
quit, had apparently noted this willingness: Ralf was not sure how
else to explain their change in behaviour towards him. Their
antagonism had vanished.

Puzzling about this while he raked, he
recalled Eaton’s kindly intercession and puzzled even further, for
at that time nothing had changed except his grandfather’s fitness
to go on. Had Eaton, had the rest of them, pitied Ralf’s tears? But
then why did Eaton, even before then, take such pains to get Jacob
excused? Until today Ralf had known Eaton only as a disagreeable
neighbour whose relations with Jacob had been far from cordial.

Whatever the reason, Ralf was surprised to
find how glad, and how grateful, he felt to be welcomed back into
the village fold. Two of the boys who had recently become hostile,
John Hollins and Aholiab Peake, shared a joke with him at the final
water-break and, despite his anxiety about Jacob, Ralf even found
himself laughing aloud.

When he got home, his grandfather was resting
upstairs. He felt much better, Anna said, and had slept. She told
Ralf that it was nothing serious, and he was not to worry.

“He shouldn’t be working in the fields,” she
said. “He’s not used to it. And neither are you. You especially
shouldn’t be in the fields.”

Ralf was sitting at the kitchen table while
his mother served his meal. Imogen, having already eaten, had gone
out to play.

He was still perplexed by the conversation
between Eaton and Cebert. He began to ask his mother what it had
meant. As he described what had happened, she seemed to forget what
she was doing and sat down heavily, staring across the table at him
in horror.

“Is that what he said? ‘As a favour’?”

“Yes. I think so.”

“Eaton said ‘as a favour’? Are you sure?”

“Yes.”

“O Ralf!”

“What is it?”

She leaned forward, elbows on the table, and
put her face in her hands. He heard an intake of breath and she
began to weep, quietly at first, and then, as he rose to his feet,
uncontrollably.

“Mother, what is it?”

“Ralf, Ralf!” she cried, accepting his
embrace, holding him close. Her softness, her smell, her warmth,
transported him back to his helpless days, to the time of
Alincester, of his fearful beginning at the school, and in his
anguish he began to cry too. “You weren’t to know,” she sobbed. “O
God I hate this village! O dear God!”

“What have I done?”

“Nothing. You’ve done nothing. Except living
here. Except being born under Bishop William. O Sweet Jesus! I
can’t bear it!”

She disengaged herself and with her apron
dabbed at her swollen eyes. “I’m so sorry, my darling. I’m so
sorry.”

“What is it? What’s happened?”

“You’ve put us under obligation to the
Rendells.”

“But —”

“Ralf, your father is a freeman. So are
you.”

“I don’t understand.”

“They’re bordars. Nothing. Less than
nothing.”

“But Grandfather —”

“Grandfather is a regardant. He’d never
accept favour from the Rendells. Never. Not unless he set the
terms.”

“I still don’t understand.”

“You can’t understand it, Ralf. I don’t want
you to understand it. You weren’t born a serf. And for that, and
that alone, I thank God.” She sniffed and tried to put her face to
rights, brushing back the hair from her forehead.

“What can I do?”

“Nothing. Yet. We’ll have to live it down.
Then I’ll take something to Eaton’s wife. Fish. Dressed crab.
Something. She’ll sneer, but she’ll have to accept.”

After supper he was too tired to do anything
but go to bed. Imogen was still downstairs, with her mother.
Grandfather had joined them, and Ralf could hear the muffled tones
of his voice. What were they talking about? The Rendells?

Ralf had never been so miserable. All
afternoon he had imagined that Eaton’s actions had sprung from
kindness. Why else would he have been so quick to speak to Mr
Kenway, if not actuated by selfless concern? Ralf now knew his real
motive: to get Jacob out of the way.

The thought was horrible. Ralf could not
believe anyone capable of such nastiness. And Cebert, too, with
whom Ralf had so many times worked in the boat! And all the others,
all who had smiled on him: were they too no better than Eaton? Did
they hate him because he was freeborn and they were not?

He would never forgive what they had done to
his mother.

For some minutes a bar of the setting sun,
admitted by the vertical gap at the edge of the shutter, had been
traversing the rough brown surface of the wall, rising and changing
shape as it passed across the things on Imogen’s shelves. It
reached the corner and turned, moving towards her bed; and slowly,
imperceptibly from moment to moment, grew fainter and more
slender.

If it got as far as the nearest bedpost, he
told himself, then he would be wrong about them. But that also
meant his mother would be wrong, and she had been born a serf.

Part of his mind was still questioning
Eaton’s motives for speaking to Mr Kenway. As it sought to explore
further, it uncovered an older and even more disturbing wound. What
if all this stemmed from his friendship with Godric? What if,
yesterday in the churchyard, they had marked the way the Baron had
singled him out?

There were no secrets in Mape. They would
know he had been to the Hall.

The strip of light became a sliver, a
trembling filament, straining to stay alive, still moving
rightwards. Ralf watched its final, melancholy moment of waning,
half an inch short of the top of the post.

He had no friends. He did not belong here. He
belonged in the city, with the craftsmen, the traders, the men of
free birth.

Only Godric. Godric was his friend. In the
cottages there was nobody. Nor, but for Godric, at the Hall. The
people there were worse than the serfs. Far from envying him, they
looked down their nose.

Ralf had his family, and, he thought, he
hoped, he had Godric. He needed no one else. He would have nothing
to do with Eaton and nothing to do with Cebert. He would rather die
than weaken; and he would rather die than, ever again, be made to
feel small by the likes of Eloise de Maepe.
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After a fitful night, Ralf fell deeply asleep
just before dawn. He awoke slowly, groggily, to the chirping of
sparrows. When he became conscious of the strength of the daylight
and saw his sister’s bed empty, he realized that he had overslept.
For a few seconds more his merciful memory withheld the reason.

He dressed and went downstairs. His mother
and Jacob, with Imogen, were weeding carrots in the back garden. By
the time Ralf had visited the privy and washed at the tub by the
back door, his breakfast of oatmeal and hazels was ready. Imogen
and his grandfather remained outside.

“Ralf,” his mother said, spooning honey into
his bowl, “why don’t you go out somewhere this morning? Get away
from the village. Go beachcombing.”

“Yes. I might.” He felt drained, listless,
but the idea had already occurred to him, not so much of
beachcombing, but of putting as much distance as he could between
himself and the Rendells’ cottage.

He poured more goat’s-milk from the
earthenware jug. His mother sat down opposite him, in her usual
place, the one she had occupied yesterday evening. “Take some
dinner. Make it a day. There’s nothing I need you to do.”

He turned, aware of movement in the open
front doorway: and was astonished by the sight of Godric hesitating
there, with the portfolio. At once Ralf felt all the squalor and
poverty of his home, and with this a twinge of fear that Jacob or
even Imogen might come in and say or do something to show him up.
His mother, wiping her hands on her apron, had already risen, and
Ralf too now rose to his feet.

“Please don’t get up, please,” Godric said,
in evident pain. “Mrs Grigg, please. I’ve only come to bring Ralf’s
drawings. I didn’t think I’d see you here, Ralf.”

“I’ve got a void.”

“Not harvesting, then?”

Ralf shook his head.

Anna said, “Won’t you come in, sir?”

“No, I won’t, Mrs Grigg, thank you all the
same.”

“Are you busy?” Ralf asked.

“No. Not really. I expect I’ll go for a ride
later.”

“I thought I might walk out to the
Point.”

Godric nodded his approbation. “I’ve never
been. Not right to the end.”

“Nor me. Well, we’ve landed there a few
times, in the spring.”

“For the gulls’ eggs?”

“Yes. But I’ve never done the walk.”

“It’s a long way.”

“Are you up to it?”

“Me? What, now?”

“Why not?”

Ralf could see him considering: and then he
had agreed, and come inside, into the kitchen, and was sitting at
the table while Ralf’s mother busied herself with the supplies they
must take to sustain themselves on such an expedition. Ralf and
Godric exchanged a glance replete with tolerance of their
respective mothers, and of mothers everywhere; and Ralf, half
turning, answered such questions as she fired at him. His
shoulder-bag became packed with cloth-wrapped bread, cheese, and
two slices of gammon – which he knew had been meant for supper
tonight; she added six plums, a stoppered jug of this morning’s
water, and some biscuits which, like the gammon, Ralf knew could
not really be spared. It was more than enough for both of them,
more than enough to requite Godric for the small-beer and
sweetmeats Ralf had tasted on Sunday.

Ralf’s listlessness was forgotten. Nothing
untoward took place when Imogen and her grandfather were drawn into
the kitchen by the sound of an unfamiliar voice and, by the time
the two boys set out for the Hall, Ralf felt ashamed of ever having
doubted them.

It was decided that the deerhounds should be
left behind. The hobby, which both knew would dislike the beach,
was not even mooted. Godric went inside to inform his mother and
change his clothes, leaving Ralf sitting on the bench by the west
door.

No one came in or out. The village was
unnaturally quiet. Nearly everybody was at the harvest. Ralf
savoured the satisfaction of having been noticed in Godric’s
company by Mrs Ibbott and Mrs Creech, who, left in charge of the
harvesters’ smaller children, had gathered them for games on the
green. What Mrs Creech knew in the morning, the whole of Mape knew
by eventide.

Leaving his shoulder-bag on the bench, he got
up and crossed the few yards to the gateway, where he had noticed
the rusty tholes from which the fortified gates had once been hung.
The pins were at least three times the size of any he had ever
seen. Horizontal grooves showed where the iron eyelets had worn
them away. The bracket section was fluted, either to give it
greater rigidity or to allow it to be driven more easily into the
oak of the post. Or, he thought, perhaps that shape would make it
more stable, reduce its tendency to twist. He now wondered whether
the bracket had been hammered in at all: whether an exact mortise
had been cut, using a gouge specially shaped for the job. Surely
such a simple profile could not support the tremendous weight of
the gates, still less withstand a battering-ram. The outer side of
the post gave no clue. He went to the other post and palpated the
wood opposite the middle thole. Despite its great age and the
weathering that had taken place, that surface also seemed perfectly
flat. He squatted to examine the bottom one.

Behind him and to the side, he now heard an
imperious female voice. “Have you lost something, young man?”

He turned to see four women; no: three women
and a girl: the Baroness, her daughter Eloise, and two of Godric’s
many aunts. They had emerged from the open doorway in silence. For
all he knew, they had been standing there watching him.

It was the Baroness who had spoken. Ralf
stammered an explanation in which she evinced no interest. He had
been introduced to her on Sunday, but she gave no sign of
remembering him. At mention of Godric’s name she appeared to place
him, to connect him with the outing she had obviously just
sanctioned for her son.

“Very well,” she said, vaguely, as if giving
him permission to be alive.

The women proceeded through the gateway.
Ralf, standing aside, bent his head as they passed, but could not
resist looking up when he deemed it safe: and for an instant met
the eye of the daughter, who, on the left of an aunt, and walking
behind her mother, happened to be closest. Before she turned away
he was certain he had seen her features forming into a supercilious
smile. She addressed some unheard remark to her companion, no doubt
at his expense, and the four of them disappeared in the direction
of the green.

Ralf was determined not to let her affect
him.

“I don’t think your sister likes me,” he
said, when Godric had reappeared and heard about the meeting.

“Take no notice of her,” Godric said.

 


* * *

 


Gervase leaned back in Walter Caffyn’s seat,
which was now facing inwards, away from the writing slope, while
the Steward himself sat down on Kenway’s. Stephen Tysoe, the Clerk,
was still reading the letter.

“There’s no mistake,” he told Gervase,
looking up. “That’s what it says, all right.”

The document had arrived this morning with
others, by horse, from Alincester. Gervase, having waded through
the long-winded, sanctimonious expressions of salutation and
regard, had lost patience with the contorted Latin of the final
paragraphs, those concealing the nub of the letter. He had given
the thing to the Steward to decipher. Walter had then called upon
the Clerk to confirm what he thought he had understood.

“Is there no end to it?” Walter said.

“No,” said Gervase. “Apparently not.”

The letter, from the Molarius, or diocesan
officer in charge of mills, outlined changes in the way grain was
to be reckoned. Whereas previously it had been charged by volume,
now it was to be charged by weight: a fairer system to all, the
Molarius declared, having due regard to the new and harder strains
of wheat which many of his esteemed customers were now producing by
virtue of their most excellent management and ingenious husbandry,
et cetera, as also having due regard to the advances in drying
achieved by many of his esteemed customers, through their most
excellent foresight and ingenious industry, and so on and so forth;
in consequence of which, petitions from the slightly less ingenious
and excellent of his esteemed customers, having been placed before
his lord, the Right Reverend and Most Noble Willelmus Briousensis,
by the grace of God bishop of Alincester, et cetera, et cetera, had
moved His Lordship in his compassion to give ear to their pleas,
and accordingly command his panel, and through that august body his
humble servant, the undersigned Molarius, to attend to this
injustice without delay, wherefore the new tariff was to be
observed as from a. d. III Kal. Oct., Anno D. MCCLIII.

All of which, translated, meant that, in one
month’s time, at Michaelmas, the milling charge would again be
going up.

Last year, the charge had been one shilling
and threepence a bushel. Now it was to be two and sevenpence a
hundredweight.

The density of grain varied with the variety
and the dryness, but a bushel, eight gallons, weighed about
sixty-two pounds. There were a hundred and twelve pounds in a
hundredweight. Sixty-two divided by a hundred and twelve,
multiplied by two and sevenpence, made one and fivepence. The
charge per bushel had therefore gone up to one and fivepence: an
increase of twopence.

“Yes,” said Stephen, having examined his
arithmetic again. “Tuppence on the bushel. More if the wheat is
dense.”

Wheat was traded by the quarter, twenty-eight
pounds. The latest price of unmilled wheat, at Alincester, was six
shillings and eightpence-farthing a quarter. First grade flour
fetched eight shillings a quarter, so the difference between the
prices of grain and flour was one and threepence-threefarthings a
quarter. Of that, the Church now wanted sevenpence-threefarthings –
nearly half.

“Eightpence, then,” Walter said. “That’s the
best His Lordship will allow us.”

“It’s hardly worth it,” Gervase said, because
from the eightpence had to come the cost of carting the stuff to
and from a mill, of sacking and certification for adulteration,
dryness and weight. “We might as well use our own mill.”

But the manor’s pushmill, worked by oxen or
horses, was inefficient and kept breaking down. Moreover it took
the animals, and their attendant, away from the ploughing where, in
autumn, they were most needed.

The pushmill was classed by the Diocese as a
molendinium profanum, using neither wind nor water to drive its
stones. If a baron wished to build a molendinium sacrum – a mill
driven by the divine forces of wind or water – he would first need
to obtain an annual licence from the Church. The cost of this began
at three marks and increased steeply, according to the capacity of
the mill.

Next, such a baron would be assessed on the
profits made by his mill. A tithe, one tenth, would be payable to
the diocese in which his manor lay. The assessment would apply to
the value of the milling to his own manor, and to any profits he
made by working for others. He would further be bound by the
Molarius to adhere to the standard scale of charges, so that mills
in ecclesiastical manors were not undercut. While negligible
compared with its other tithes, milling provided a source of
revenue for every diocese. The laws dealing with it were extremely
detailed and enforced with the maximum zeal.

Few barons could afford a molendinium sacrum.
Most sacred mills were sited in ecclesiastical manors where,
besides grinding corn, they were used for wood-turning and sawing
or driving the bellows and hammers in iron-working.

Windmills on the coast were at particular
risk of storm damage, and were otherwise problematical, but Gervase
de Maepe had in the past toyed with the idea of a watermill. His
river had sufficient flow. Upstream, outside the manor, there was
as yet no other wheel: if his were the first, its licence would be
cheaper, and would reduce in price if subsequent mills were built.
He had gone so far as to have his clerk reckon it all out. Even if
the cost of building and manning were taken into account, the
advantages of owning a watermill were real enough. What Stephen
could not forecast, however, were the caprices of the Bishop. From
what Gervase had heard, the cost of the Cathedral was proving so
ruinous that even William of Briouze was feeling the strain. Unless
he had a long-term guarantee of the liabilities, Gervase could not
risk the capital needed to erect a mill. The project had remained
as nothing more than a sheaf of optimistic calculations, buried
somewhere among all the other optimistic manuscripts in this
room.

This year’s harvest was already looking lean.
That might hold the price up a little, provided the harvest were
equally bad elsewhere. That in turn would reduce his milling
costs.

“We need more serfs,” Walter said.

“You know my feelings on that,” said Gervase.
There were exceptions, but most of his people were idle and
fractious. He upheld his compact with them: he gave them housing,
protection, and certainty. In return he received insolence,
indolence, sullen intransigence.

This morning, the letter from the Molarius
was not Gervase’s only worry. The contract with the reed-merchant
had not yet been signed. The fellow was still muttering about
terms, and Walter had reported that the church dike might need
repairs this winter, which would divert labour from the
reed-harvest. Early next month Gervase had to travel to Westminster
and spend time at court. And, to cap everything, he had received
new tidings of the extravagance of his eldest and self-named son,
Gervase.

Of all his children, he supposed that only
Godric gave him no trouble. Gervase and Henry, in the army, between
them spent more on horses and drink than the manor itself. Adela’s
marriage had cost him so dear that he did not even want to think
about it. The next wedding, of Eloise, was his new preoccupation.
He and Margaret had begun to scatter groundbait; among others now
assembling, the satisfactory shape of a certain duke’s son could be
seen through the ripples.

Eloise was a worry in herself. For all her
outward obedience, he never could tell what she was thinking. Who
knew what was going on beneath that demure exterior, or how she
would react to her chosen husband? In every way, he feared, she was
quite the opposite of Adela.

But Godric was different. Gervase was
reminded of himself at that age, except that Godric was more
thoughtful. He asked for nothing, was acceptably studious – as
Stephen, who was schooling him, would attest – and, in short,
caused no difficulty at all. He found it hard to make friends, at
least among noblemen’s sons, a trait which would soon disappear
once he had started at the Abbey. A favourable portent might be his
recent friendship with that rather impressive Grigg boy. If Godric
were to get on in the world, and especially in the Church, he would
have to learn how to cultivate goodwill and turn it to his
advantage.

Goodwill, suitors, the King: all had to be
cultivated, like the soil of this manor, manured if necessary with
flattery, money, or obsequiousness, with hints and half-promises of
favour and allegiance, and with compliance when unavoidable.

Gervase always recognized the unavoidable. It
frequently took the form of the Church.

He gave Walter a wry smile. The milling
charge had been most cunningly set. A fraction more and the Diocese
would have lost revenue; a fraction less and the greed of Bishop
William would not, for now, have been satisfied.

“We have no choice,” he said. “We’ll have to
pay.”

 


* * *

 


On the walk out to the beach, Ralf told
Godric about the trick Eaton Rendell had played. Godric, listening
intently, made little comment, but when Ralf said that he was going
to ignore Eaton and Cebert in future, Godric said, “Don’t do
that.”

“Why not?”

“It’s not worthy of you.”

“I hate them.”

“They’re serfs, Ralf.”

“So is my grandfather.”

“You must allow for them.”

“They know not what they do. Is that it?”

Godric said nothing.

It had just slipped out. Ralf had not meant
to cheapen the gospel. “I’m sorry,” he said. He was walking behind,
on the narrow path along the top of the church dike. The bare part
was hidden by vegetation: the yarrow and sea-aster, the lyme-grass
and docks, were now as thick as they would ever be.

Godric said, “Can you imagine what it’s like
to be born in servitude? To know you’ll never be free?”

“No.”

“Neither can I. My father taught me that.
He’s always complaining about the serfs, but he tries to understand
them. He loves them. All of them. Including Eaton Rendell.”

Ralf looked at Godric’s back in surprise. He
said, “What should I do, then?”

“Read the Sermon on the Mount.”

“I don’t have a Bible.”

“There’s a New Testament in the church. Ask
Father Pickard.”

“It’s in Latin.”

“‘Do good to those who hate you’,” Godric
said, over his shoulder. “That should keep you going for now.”

Ralf was assailed by contrary feelings. He
had never suspected that Godric’s belief ran quite so deep, or that
it governed his daily life. He still hated Eaton and Cebert. He
still hated them for what they had done, yesterday evening, to his
mother. But, for Godric’s sake, he would try not to ignore
them.

During the night the wind had increased and
changed to a fresher direction, north-east. Great waves of motion
rippled across the reeds. Ralf breathed clean morning air and
looked up at a flawless sky. Godric was right. This was freedom. A
mile away, hidden behind the eastern dike, the harvesters were
still submerged in their suffering, still toiling their way through
dust and sweat across the two-hundred-acre field.

The path ended at the beach. They climbed the
rise of shingle to its crest: and stood facing the sea.

“Rough today!” Godric yelled.

And blue. “Eiders!” Ralf cried, pointing at a
small, heaving raft of sea-ducks two hundred yards offshore.

“I meant to ask you, how do you know all the
birds?”

“My mother taught me.” Most of them, anyway.
She could identify any dead ones he brought home; and on their
walks together, when he and Imogen had been younger, she had always
named the birds, their songs and calls.

Godric grinned for no discernible reason and
ran, slithering and crunching, down the slope towards the surf.
Ralf followed.

Low water would come this afternoon. The ebb,
three hours old, was uncovering an irregular strip of sand halfway
down the beach. This strip, smooth, firm, still gleaming, and
sparsely studded with pebbles and the occasional shell, formed an
almost unbroken pavement three miles long, all the way out to the
end of the Point. Ralf had often seen it from the boat; he had
walked part of it, both to east and west.

From the Hall Godric had brought a game-bag
and an earthenware bottle of small-beer. He had insisted on
unpacking Ralf’s bag and sharing the weight.

Ralf removed his shoes, brushed away the sand
as best he could, thrust them into his bag, and rolled his leggings
up his calves. Godric did the same.

Turning their faces to the east, with waves
crashing on their right and the wall of shingle concealing the
saltings, the village, and even the downs, they set forth on that
unprinted highway left by the sea.
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Mape’s river rises from chalk springs in the
downs. By the time it reaches the coast it has gathered water from
three tributaries. Twelve thousand years of forest silt have been
discharged into its estuary.

The coastal current trends eastwards,
churning, grinding and grading the chalk and flint which make the
sea-bed. Trapped between the sea and the estuary, deposited shingle
and sand have extended the beach into a spit. Its long body remains
more or less constant from year to year, but the broad, ragged
point, curving inward, is always changing. The limit to growth is
set by the river. As the estuary widens, its flow can no longer
compete with the waves.

A titanic struggle is waged here between land
and sea, between fresh water and salt. Mape Point is a
battleground, a desert of dunes and spindrift, hardly visited
except for birds’-eggs. A single storm can wash out a third of its
area. Rebuilding instantly resumes and might last unchecked for
years.

To seaward, low tide reveals spacious
sandflats, and on the furthest edge of these is the place where the
seals haul out to bask and digest.

“How many, do you think?” Ralf said, shading
his eyes.

“Two hundred. At least.”

He and Godric, sitting on the shingle near
the top of the beach, had completed much of the outward walk: the
sand stretched below them and away to the left.

The seals were so far off that it was not
easy to count them, and so far off that they had as yet shown no
reaction to the intruders. At their leisure, as soon as they felt
threatened, they would hitch themselves across the few yards to the
sea, slip into the water, and disappear. Though Ralf himself had
never participated, his grandfather’s boat was one of those which
converged to kill seals each autumn: for their skins and fat, but
mostly for the quantity of fish they ate and the pots they
ruined.

The hides fetched a good price in the city.
They were used to make rainproof hats and clothes, and things that
had to be soft as well as durable, like gaskets, washers, glaziers’
mats, and the kneepads worn aloft by masons. The kneepads worn
also, Ralf now remembered, by thatchers.

“Godric,” he said, after a moment. “I’ve got
something to ask you.” And he began to recount the story of his
grandfather’s roof: what happened every time it rained, the eternal
dampness of the bedding, Imogen’s chesty cough which, last winter,
had so worried their mother.

Almost as soon as he had started, Ralf
regretted raising the subject. He faltered.

“Has your grandfather spoken to the
Steward?”

“Yes, but I don’t want you to —”

“What did he say?”

“This was two years ago.”

“Did he say he’d mend the roof?”

“Yes. Several times.”

“I’ll speak to my father.”

“Godric, I didn’t mean —”

“You were right to mention it. It’s not a
favour. You’re entitled to be dry. After all, we’re not short of
reeds.”

The Rendells’ roof, and the Whitlocks’, while
not so bad, also needed thatching. Ralf suddenly saw how it would
look if only Jacob’s were renewed. He wished more than ever that he
had held his peace.

“What is it?”

“Nothing.”

“Tell me.”

“Ours isn’t the only one.”

Godric smiled, the sun above him and to the
right, and in that instant Ralf felt more than ever that he had
known him before, at some other time, long before Mape. “Don’t
worry, Ralf. My father isn’t a fool.” To put an end to the
conversation, and Ralf’s discomfort, he raised a hand to his brow
and squinted again at the seals.

The highest parts of the sandflats had
already dried out. Just above the surface swirling patterns of
blown grains were being driven before the wind, like mist.
Elsewhere pools of seawater remained trapped. On the far side, to
the right of the seals, a loose flock of gulls faced into the
breeze; and to the right of them, much further right, at the
water’s edge, stood four gull-like birds, smaller, but
heavier-looking, and very dark.

“What are those?” Godric said, pointing, at
the moment of Ralf’s seeing them.

“I don’t know.”

First one and then the other three dark gulls
launched. With powerful beats they flew low towards the seals, on
wings long and narrow. There was something languid as well as
purposeful, almost sinister, about their flight, and as they
approached it the entire white flock of gulls swirled and scattered
in terror. The four continued south-eastwards, gaining altitude,
and were lost to the glare.

“Demons,” Godric said: and with that word
fixed the amorphous feelings rising in Ralf’s breast. The unknown
birds belonged to the vastness of the creation, or its underside.
They belonged to the sea.

“Come on,” Godric said, “let’s go.”

A few small clouds, very white, had appeared.
The wind had grown stronger and, despite the sun, felt cold.

The shingle gave way entirely to sand. From
the summit of a dune the whole harbour was visible. Along the base
of the eastern dike the mud and marsh-plants lay exposed. Along its
top, broken here and there, the billowing foliage of the windbreak
trees stretched towards the lagoons. Under one of those oaks, this
time yesterday, Ralf had sat by his grandfather and yearned to be
here.

It was hot in the dunes, out of the wind.
They returned to the shore. A few minutes later, near the furthest
reach of the Point, they came across a bleached and eroded
framework of timbers about four yards long, half buried in the
sand. At first they could not make it out.

“It’s a ship,” Ralf said. “Part of a ship. On
its side.”

“A wreck,” Godric said. “Do you think anyone
was killed?”

“Bound to have been.”

“I expect it broke up. In a huge storm.”

To judge from the shallow curve of the main
bearer, the vessel must have been at least sixty feet long. The
beams had been halved, drilled and treenailed, just as Ralf had
seen his father do. “It’s beautiful,” he said. “The way it’s made.
The way it’s weathering.”

“How long has it been here?”

“Ages.”

“How big do you think it was?”

“A sixty footer. Perhaps more.”

“A navy ship, then.”

“Or a transport.”

“I wouldn’t be a sailor for anything,” Godric
said.

Ralf was not so sure. Walking round these
timbers, he had already wondered what it would be like to put to
sea. Not just for the day, not just to collect crabs or to fish for
flounders, but really to set sail. Beyond the horizon, on the open
ocean, you would depend utterly on the men who had built your ship.
But even their care and science, and even the bravest crew, could
be overwhelmed by the fury of the sea.

He thought of his father in the boatyard at
Rushton. They built crabbers, mainly, but also bigger vessels, like
smacks, and even coasters.

Ralf had never seen it before, but there was
heroism in the shipwright’s craft. Better to build something real,
something for a purpose, than a saintly statue or the arches of a
cathedral. A church was supposed to glorify God: but what glorified
him more? Could a church spare anyone from labour or hardship?
Could it carry wool across the Channel or goods along the
coast?

At thirteen, Ralf knew such thoughts to be
heretical and wrong. He had never breathed a word of them to
anyone, even his own mother. At Sunday service when the
congregation prayed, when, with everyone else, Ralf shut tight his
eyes and tried to speak to God, he encountered only silence. While
Father Pickard spoke of Moses or the Virgin, Ralf tried to listen,
to maintain an interest, but soon was thinking of other things.
Boredom: that was what he found in church. He feared the presence
in himself of grievous sin. He constantly resolved to do better,
though he never could.

That was why he had been so struck by
Godric’s certainty. As they walked away from the wreck, Ralf wanted
to ask him more but was unable to find the right words; and then
the moment, and with it the impulse, had passed.

To get out of the wind, they sat in the dunes
to eat. High in the marram-grass, overlooking the sea, they tore
the bread apart and swigged their beer. No sails were visible.
Fishing had been all but suspended during harvest, and the sight of
larger vessels was rare. In any case, they steered well clear of
the Point and the shoals beyond.

With Jacob and Edwin, Ralf had seen most of
the ships that passed. Eastbound for Dover or London, westbound for
Portsmouth, Southampton, Bristol, and perhaps even more exotic
places, the most usual were heavy merchant barks, square-rigged and
two-masted, or smaller, single-masted cogs and barges plying the
local ports. None, now, ever came up to the staith: the channel was
too choked. Occasionally the castles and full sails of a navy ship
could be seen.

But today nothing whatever interrupted the
horizon. Ralf felt as though he and Godric were masters of some
undiscovered island. The stretch of barren shingle between the
dunes and the church dike might have been a gulf a hundred miles
across; and indeed, thinking of how far they had already walked, he
did not know how he was to get home. His lack of sleep was catching
up with him.

Their conversation about the roof was still
on his mind. It seemed unresolved, but was not. Ordinarily he would
have felt the need to explain further, to seek reassurance that
Jacob Farlow’s would not be rethatched alone; yet the matter was
settled. “My father’s not a fool,” Godric had said. Neither was his
son. A few words were all it took for him to understand. “Demons,”
he had called them, those dark birds, not just reading Ralf’s
thoughts but leaping ahead. Almost from the first moment of their
meeting, and certainly during their leave-taking under the
churchyard yew, Ralf had been aware of this unaccountable
familiarity, a sympathy of outlook which should have come only
after long acquaintance. He had liked Godric immediately. Now he
was learning to respect him too.

All this would have been strange enough on
its own, but there was more. Godric was the son of Lord de Maepe,
inheritor and ruler of this manor. The Baron controlled his serfs
in the same way that he controlled his fields and boats. He had
controlled Ralf’s mother, too, until the moment when he had chosen,
on a whim, to let the manor part with her.

Ralf had been born free, but from necessity
was almost becoming a serf himself. “We depend on the Seigneur,”
his mother had told him, and it was so. Hauling up crab-pots, Ralf
was as much a serf as his grandfather.

In the flux of the city, rank might be less
rigidly observed than was considered proper. Sometimes the
guildsmen at his father’s yard had called each other by their
unadorned forenames, instead of “Brother This” or “Brother That”;
sometimes, while working, when accidental touch had been made of
his father’s hand or arm, no apology to the master had been made or
even expected; and sometimes, when his father had passed, not every
man had stood aside and lowered his head. It had been the same in
the street, and in the houses of Ralf’s schoolfriends. He had heard
the loss of distinction deplored, denounced as an indecent and
sorry sign of the times.

In the country, though, nothing had changed,
which made it all the harder to understand why Godric’s father
permitted his son such licence. Ralf could ascribe it only to the
former status of his own father. The Baron addressed him as
“Master”, even though his licence was in abeyance; and he had
addressed Ralf not as “Grigg”, but by his Christian name. Godric’s
mother, it was true, treated Ralf in the expected way. So did his
sister. Surely she had been offended by the form of Godric’s
introduction on Sunday. Her scorn had followed Mr Grigg along the
shingle path; had rested, for a moment, upon him again today. How
clownish he must have seemed, crouching there, pondering over
gate-hinges!

“Take no notice of her.” Sound advice from
one who knew, from one inside her family, impervious to her
dark-eyed snares.

The biscuits were eaten, and the cheese. They
ate the plums, and vied with each other to see who could spit the
farthest stone. Godric won.

He took a drink of water and said, “I don’t
suppose I’ll ever come here again.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Once I’m at Leckbourne, that’ll be the end
of it.”

The Abbey was at least twenty miles away.
Godric was due there in November, on his fourteenth birthday. He
would be allowed home for four days a month, and for two weeks at
both Christmas and Easter. Ralf had clung to the idea of these
visits and tried not to think of the truth of the matter. As Godric
grew older, his studies and contemplation would become more and
more demanding. When he was twenty-one he would be absorbed into
the Church and might be sent anywhere, even to Rome.

Godric pulled a face, expressing wistfulness,
resignation. For the first time since that grey, windy evening in
the saltings, Ralf felt sorry for him.

“Don’t you want to go?”

At first he did not answer, or even look at
Ralf, but stared out to sea. Nothing could be heard but the wind
and the distant surf.

“I know you don’t want me to talk about it,”
he began, “but I must say this. When we first met … when I got
stuck, I was so frightened I can’t tell you. I prayed and pleaded.
But, however much I begged God, the water kept on rising. When it
reached my chest I knew I was going to die. I tried to prepare. I
tried to abandon this life and give myself to him. Even though he
hadn’t done what I’d asked.” He plucked a blade of marram and
twisted it in his fingers. “Suddenly I thought of Christ on the
cross, when he shouted out, ‘Why have you forsaken me?’ I couldn’t
help myself. It only lasted a second. Then I begged God’s
forgiveness. I promised him anything if he’d forgive me. I didn’t
mind dying, as long as he didn’t send me to hell.” He glanced at
Ralf. “I’d stopped praying for my life. It no longer seemed to
matter. I’d left it behind. Then you arrived.”

Ralf remembered his rigid arms and
distracted, mask-like face, and his own certainty that Godric was
going to drown.

“I already belonged to God, but you went and
pulled me out anyway.”

“Would you rather I’d left you?”

“No, of course not.”

“Then I don’t understand.”

“I’ve got no right to be alive. The hardest
thing is how sweet it is. Every moment now. It’s quite
different.”

“You think you’ve cheated God?”

“Yes. But not just that. Once you’ve had that
thought, about being forsaken, really had it, I mean, it never goes
away.”

Every hour at the Abbey, from lauds to
compline, Godric would have to make proof of his faith. Only faith
would see him through the religious and lay studies whose extent
and complexity Ralf had glimpsed at the cathedral school. Only
faith would sustain him each night, alone in his bed and far from
home. Only faith would convince him of his vows, reward him for his
abstinence and crown his ordination. Without faith he would be
lost.

Ralf’s recollection of the saltmarsh was the
clearest of his life. He said, “When I first tried to pull you out
I couldn’t. Do you remember?”

“O yes, I remember.”

“Then I prayed for strength.”

“You did?”

“I did,” Ralf wanted say: but to tell only
half of it would be a terrible lie. As best he could, he described
what he had felt.

“So you don’t really believe,” Godric said,
when he had finished. “Except in your own god.”

“The two are the same. Yours and mine. The
one up there and the one down here. If he created the world, they
must be the same. He’s everywhere, in everything. If you’ve got
doubts,” Ralf went on, hoping that this also applied to him, “if
you’re not sure, then that’s his doing too.”

“Do you believe in the Resurrection?”

“All I’m saying is that, if you got out of
the mud, which you did, it must have been God’s will. If he hadn’t
wanted you to, you wouldn’t have lived. There’s no need for you to
feel guilty.” He remembered then how he had first noticed Godric’s
head, and told him about the way the heron had risen from the
borrowdike. “I’d never have seen you, otherwise. Why else did he
fly into the wind?”

“You’re saying God gave you a sign?”

“If you like. That’s one way to put it.”

“What’s the other way?”

“He’s in the heron. He is the heron.”

Godric expelled his breath.

“Whether or not I hold every article of
faith, I believe in God. I pulled you out, but I couldn’t have done
it without him.”

“He made you his instrument?”

“No.”

“What, then?”

“He made me.”
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On the way back to the village, for the sake
of easy walking, they retraced their footprints in the strip of
sand.

The tide had turned. Its diagonal swash was
stretching further and further up the beach: with almost every
collapse, every fumbled retreat, the drag of froth and gravel
gained half an inch from the flood behind. The wind, backing
north-west, had grown stronger, the sea rougher, with white horses.
The cloud had thickened. Now and then the sun went in. It was
beginning to look like rain: as if the harvest might be
disrupted.

They talked of boyish, inconsequential
things, but a division had appeared between them. Ralf had sensed
it in the dunes. He could not regret what he had said, only the
effect it had produced. He had spoken truthfully, brutally so, but
for Godric’s sake, and to give him comfort. In that, at least, he
thought he had succeeded.

Ralf was very tired. Twice he asked if they
might sit and rest. While they did so, Godric searched about them
for unusual stones, or threw round ones, at intervals, into the
waves.

“This one’s like a sheep,” he said, holding
it out for Ralf’s inspection. “That’s the head.”

Ralf conceded the likeness, as he had with
others.

Without ado the sheep was discarded; Godric
uncovered a piece of basalt, smoothed almost to a sphere. Instead
of showing or throwing it, he kept the pebble to himself and,
between his palms, continued the work of the sea.

The silence grew. Ralf watched him. “What’s
wrong?”

Godric shrugged.

“You’re angry.”

“I’m not angry.” He paused. “But you
shouldn’t have said that about the heron. About its being God.
That’s blasphemy. And what you said afterwards. It’s like saying
you yourself are God. As if there’s no need for the Church.”

“I didn’t mean it that way.”

“I know. I know what you meant.” He turned to
look into Ralf’s face. “Aren’t you afraid of what’ll happen to your
immortal soul?”

Ralf thought of all his resolutions to become
devout. He thought of his inability to stand in church without
regretting the loss of time; of his wandering attention during the
lesson; and even of his suppressed smirk as the Baron’s singing led
the rest. His impiety was incorrigible and deep-seated. He had
always felt the same.

“These ideas are wicked, Ralf,” Godric said.
“I hope you haven’t spoken of them to anyone else.”
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