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				“Has the pen or pencil dipped so deep in the blood of the human race as the needle?”

				—Olive Schreiner, From Man to Man

				“What shall I say of Odo, Bishop of Bayeux?…In this man, it seems to me, vices were mingled with virtues, but he was more given to worldly affairs than to spiritual contemplation.”

				—Orderic Vitalis, Ecclesiastical History, Book IV

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Epiphany

				14th October 1066

				The voice doesn’t sound like his, though he can feel its vibrations in his throat. It sobs and growls, bellows and screeches like a cacophony of demons. My name is Legion for we are many. Odo is afraid he’s lost his reason, but if the rumours are true, and William is dead, it might be better to be out of his mind. If Godwinson finds him.

				“You said this couldn’t happen,” he yells, in this voice like a cracked bell. The air is thick with smoke where fire-tipped arrows have set the grass smouldering. “You were the Wrath of God. How could you die?”

				He has let the reins go, one hand trails the borrowed sword, the other is clasped around the amulet he wears, the Tear of the Virgin, William’s gift. He has lost his shield. Fool. Lost his shield? What sort of soldier is he? God’s soldier, he is God’s soldier.

				His horse plunges down the ridge, shouldering its way past crowds of men on foot, stumbling over corpses and hummocks of maram grass, slipping on churned earth, slimy with blood and spilt guts. Disorientated in the pall of dust and smoke, the animal rears to avoid a kneeling peasant trying to prise a severed hand from the hilt of a sword. Norman? Saxon? Which side of the line is he? Doesn’t matter. The main thing is to stay in the saddle, clear of the melee of men on foot hacking and pulping one another. Heels down, weight forward, squeeze with the thighs, at one with the animal.

				Perhaps he is dead, not William, and the din battering his hearing, the sting of tar and horse sweat and burning fat in his nostrils, the eerie sense of being both in the thick of it yet watching himself from somewhere else, perhaps this is hell. He is a prince of the Church, which is inclined to make a man assume he is immune from hell, but he knows now that he has never truly believed it. Nothing is certain but uncertainty.

				His eyes smart, full of tears, or sweat, or blood, he cannot tell. His helmet is a vice, branding the rings of the chain mail hood beneath it into his temples and the tonsured crown of his head. It’s possible he has been wounded, he can’t remember, but there is such a pain in his heart. Yet it is still beating. He can hear it, feel its rhythmic rush and suck. Arrows drumming against leather shields. Silence. Reload. The whistle of quarrels from bowstrings. Instinctively he turns the horse broadside to the archers, to shield himself and ducks behind its neck. Screams of fallen men and horses. Other men and horses. So he is still alive. A voice in his head taunts him: Which is more than this horse will be if you don’t move. Horse, shield, what next?

				Over to his right he can hear the Saxon war cry: Goddemite, God Almighty. The men in the front line on top of the ridge shake their shields in time with the chanting. The sun is out now, burnishing blood and weapons, gilding the smoke pall. The iron rims and bosses of Saxon shields flash in the corner of his eye. To the left the Norman response, William’s motto: Dex aie, God aid us.

				Except that God is not helping them. God has taken William from them.

				“Why?” he shouts, raising his eyes heavenward. “Tell me, I’m Your anointed priest. Make me understand.”

				His horse stumbles to a halt among a group of young knights whose armour is as pristine as their white, beardless cheeks. He can measure their inexperience by the shock in their eyes as they look at him. Look to him, identifying him by the hauberk of woven leather he wears over his mail. Courting disaster, William had snorted. Being myself, he had thought.

				“Is it true, my lord?” asks one, scarcely audible above the din. “That the Saxons have broken through and Duke William is dead?”

				He blinks away the tears, the blood, whatever it is, brings his gaze into focus on the boy’s pleading face. He removes his helmet, pushes back his hood, and runs his hand through his hair, matted with sweat. He finds the odour of his own body reassuring as he raises his arms, familiar, human. Not the perfume of a soul mounting to heaven nor the reedy scent of a ghost. He smiles, he hopes, his parched lips cracking, his jaw aching. He only knows he has succeeded when he registers the effect of his smile on the young knights. It is a well-rehearsed smile, companionable, disarming. It usually serves him well. The young knights look relieved. They can trust him; he is the duke’s brother, his confidant: he will know what to do.

				He looks around the battlefield, seeing it suddenly as though he were a bird flying overhead, mapped out below him like a diagram in a text on military strategy. He sees foot soldiers from Harold Godwinson’s right flank pouring down the ridge like water from a broken dam. They are in pursuit of the panicking Bretons who were supposed to hold the Norman left. Fucking Bretons, maids and milksops the lot of them; they’ll pay for this. A low hillock rises some way to the west. Gathering the reins and coaxing his horse into the center of the group of boys, he beckons them closer, so they will be able to hear him above the noise of the battle. The horses stamp and snort and jostle one another, fighting for space. One thing they never tell you is how crowded a battlefield is.

				“Look.” He points at the Bretons and the pursuing Saxon fyrd, hoping the boys cannot see their faces from here. “See the Bretons over there, the ones who look as though they’re retreating. They’re not. They don’t listen to rumours. They’re leading Godwinson’s men right into a trap. They’re going to drive them up that rise and surround them. You men go to their aid. Quick as you can.”

				The young knights look where he points. They pause, nerving themselves for the fray, then one of them shouts, “Bishop Odo,” his voice lurching up the scale from adolescent croak to childish falsetto, “it’s the duke!”

				Odo looks. The sun glances off swords, shields, armour, harness, arrowheads. Blinded by gold and iron, he raises one hand to shield his eyes. The gesture seems to take forever, as though the gulf between will and action is unbridgeable.

				Then he sees a knight on a black war horse, bareheaded, his hair glowing like a firebrand as the wind catches it. William. And behind him, the Frenchman, Eustace of Boulogne, flamboyantly moustached, bearing the Papal standard. Odo catches his breath, realising as he does so that he has been holding it for several seconds. The sudden rush of air makes him dizzy.

				William laughs as he draws rein and leans forward in the saddle to punch his brother’s shoulder. Odo prays he will not feel him shaking. He clenches his hands, one over the other around the pommel of his saddle, to steady them, afraid he might revive the demons if he tries to speak. That if he does not cling to his saddle, he will find himself on his knees in the mud, clutching at William’s stirrup, whimpering like a child unable to throw off a nightmare.

				“You’ve a face like curds, little brother. Did you think I was dead too? They shot my horse out from under me, that’s all. They can’t touch me. I told you, God won’t allow it.” William pauses. The smile vanishes, and his mouth forms an obstinate line. The gaze he fixes on Odo is as blue and unstoppable as a glacier. “I am His Vengeance. Never forget it.”

				“No, Your Grace. I thank God you are unhurt.”

				“Time enough for that later, Odo. Shall we get on? I should like to put an end to this business before nightfall.”

				And he is the no-nonsense general again, a bulky, reassuring figure on his tall horse, trusting God but reliant on no one but himself.

				The young knights ride after the Saxon fyrd, whose pursuit of the Bretons is already unravelling as Odo has predicted. Dex aie, they chant, Dex aie, Dex aie, Dex aie. Watching them, Odo has an idea. To begin with it seems too simple so he says nothing, but tests it in his mind for weaknesses. And finds none.

				William and Eustace gallop on down the Norman line. The gold cross on the Papal banner glitters as the flag snaps in their wake. William waves his helmet in the air as though he has already won a famous victory. When he reaches a spot directly opposite the apple tree up on the ridge where Godwinson’s personal standard flutters, the Fighting Man looking more like a dancer, he draws rein and bows. The unmistakable red hair falls over his forehead, catching the autumn sunlight.

				For a measure of time that might be a second or might be forever, there is neither sound nor movement among the Saxons on the ridge. Their shield wall traces the contours of the high ground and behind it they are invisible. Then a single javelin thuds into the churned earth, yards short of William but close enough to unsteady his horse. The spell is broken. William crams his helmet back on his head, raises his sword and begins the charge up the hill, Eustace at his shoulder.

				Odo gives certain puzzling instructions to units of cavalry under his command, but all are men who have been promised much in exchange for their support and they do not question him. Twice during the remainder of the day, they feign retreat as he has ordered, drawing off troops from the Saxon side and then surrounding them and so crucially weakening their force.

				Odo himself fights beside his brothers, as he has been taught, with the club that is the weapon of priests, having no cutting edge. He stands in his stirrups to make best use of his height and lays about him, twisting his upper body this way and that, throwing its weight behind the blows. He is aware of nothing but the working of his body, the linkage of muscles from groin to waist to shoulders and arms, the flexing of joints in wrists and elbows, sweat running between his shoulder blades, the flow of the horse between his thighs. He splits skulls, cracks open breastbones, splinters vertebrae. A fragment of memory comes to him later, a strange and shaming impression that he was thinking, not of the lives of the men he killed and maimed, nor even of his own life, but of Tacitus’ Agricola: “…atque ubi solitudinem faciunt, pacem appellant.”

				He is everywhere in the battle, yet he is off the field, changing horses behind the lines, when news reaches him of the death of Godwinson.

				“Shot in the eye, my lord,” says the page with relish, eyes shining in his grubby face. What is he? Ten, eleven maybe? Shortly to become a squire, dying to be a knight.

				“In the eye, eh?” Good, fitting, though surprising it should be fatal. Blinding is how poachers are punished. Odo winks at the boy. “Thank you for your news, boy. Go safely. No, wait.” He wants to give the boy something, out of gratitude for his good tidings. He feels he has not shown sufficient elation. The fact is, he is worn out. All he feels is relief, and a desire to sleep.

				“My lord,” says the boy. Odo fishes inside his hauberk and unclasps the brooch fastening the neck of his shirt. It is silver and amethyst, Celtic workmanship. He hands it to the boy, noting how warm it is to the touch. The boy beams as he takes the bishop’s gift, a little too quickly perhaps, afraid that it might be withdrawn.

				“For your pains, boy. Now off you go with your news.”

				The boy runs off, grinning, and is soon lost to view among the tents.

				Odo mounts, takes helmet and shield from his squire and a mouthful of gritty water from the skin the young man offers him, and rides off westward at an easy canter. It is almost sunset, and the dead cast long shadows on the trampled ground. The last residue of fighting has moved away from the Norman lines to the far side of the ridge so the shouting, the clash of arms, are muffled by distance. Crows flap lazily into the air as he passes. Camp fires are beginning to flare, their glow competing with the bloody remains of the sun pushing between the horizon and the canopy of cloud stretched above it. The homely scent of woodsmoke overlays the stench of carrion.

				It’s over, he thinks. We’ve won. William and Robert and I have won. I’ve won. I’ve won. He tries to savour the moment, but his mind runs on. This is only the beginning. There will be so much to be done. Roads must be laid, fortifications built. There must be churches and abbeys, laws and inventories. Forests must be cleared and wildernesses claimed. The might of Christ will drive out wood sprites and water nymphs; His light will shine in the darkness. There will be order. Today they have dug a foundation only.

				And now he is thinking of home, of his palace in Bayeux, of the plans for his great new cathedral of Notre Dame spread on the table in his dark, empty hall, weighted down with an assortment of plates and goblets, and a mottled pink stone Adeliza found on the seashore, years ago. Now he will be able to complete it, once William has kept his promises.

				He finds William, together with Robert and several other lords, close to the tree where Godwinson had raised his standard at the beginning of the day. How long ago? Six, seven hours at least, to judge by the sun. Feels like more, feels like less. The men are staring at the ground, contemplating something. A corpse, naked, recently mutilated. Only now does he notice the shockingly intimate, meaty smell of butchered men. His gorge rises as he approaches. Sweat breaks on his top lip, and saliva floods his mouth. He removes his helmet, pushes back the hood beneath it, and wipes his mouth with the back of his hand, noting he needs a shave, hoping he isn’t going to throw up.

				“Shot in the eye, I was told,” he says, drawing rein. His horse, unnerved by the stench, tosses its head and dances beneath him. He pulls its ears and talks nonsense to it until it settles.

				“Might have been. We haven’t found the head yet,” says William.

				“How do we know it’s him, then?”

				“She says it is.” William nods toward the tree. Now he notices the women standing in the shade of its gnarled branches. There are four of them, Saxons, two ladies of high rank from their dress, and two others he supposes to be ladies in waiting.

				“She?”

				“Godwinson’s whore. The young one. You know her, don’t you? The other’s his mother for God’s sake.”

				Odo gives a grim laugh. “How does she know? The part she’s most familiar with is missing, as far as I can see.”

				William shakes his head. “Marks on the body known only to her, she says. How would I know? But that’s his standard lying beside him. That’ll do for me. The women want him for burial.”

				“Will you let them?”

				“No.”

				***

				The head is found. Some joker has stuffed the penis into its mouth, but the eyes are intact. Darkness has fallen when William gives orders for the remains to be taken to the beach and buried. Odo does not accompany the burial party. Godwinson has no need of a priest, William tells him, and Odo does not argue with him. Godwinson swore to uphold William’s claim to the English throne, swore on holy relics from Odo’s own church, fought alongside William against Conan of Brittany, and then grabbed the Confessor’s crown before the old man was cold in his grave. The thought of his oath, his raw boned hands resting on the delicate reliquary shrines, makes Odo feel defiled. Of course Godwinson has forfeited his right to Christian burial.

				Odo sleeps soundly in his tent pitched on the battlefield beside those of his brothers. When his servant removes the mail shirt that shields his body from neck to knee, he feels as though he is floating on a cushion of air as he slips into unconsciousness. The moans of the wounded and dying do not disturb him, nor the cold seeping into his bones. The blood dries on his face and beneath his fingernails. Corn gold stubble grows along the sweep of his jaw. He does not remember his dreams.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Odo’s Smile

				All Souls 1066

				Tomorrow,” says the messenger, on one knee before the great chair beside the hearth where King Harold used to sit, his voice a little unsteady. The word ripples around the hall. Heads bend toward one another, a swing of plaits, a brush of sleeves, as the women murmur together, round eyed with fear and fascination. Tomorrow. Tomorrow. Tomorrow. They hand the word along, one to the next, like a hot coal. Trudy lets out a little shriek and collapses onto the bench alongside the oak table running down the center of the hall. One of the others pours wine for her from a chased silver jug, but she dashes the cup aside with the back of her hand.

				“I’m not drinking that,” she says. “It’s French.”

				“French, my dear, not Norman.” It is the first rational remark Lady Edith has made in two weeks. “Drink up,” she continues, her words sounding hollow from the depths of the king’s chair, falling into the tense hush that has descended on the hall like pebbles into water, “and bring a cup for this man here. He looks in need of it. Where is Gytha?”

				“Here, madam.” Gytha steps from behind her mistress’s chair, set apart from the Saxon women by her small bones and raven’s wing hair, though they all turn expectantly toward her like flowers to the sun. It’s a miracle, thinks Gytha, smiling at Lady Edith. It must be. A sign. They will stop the Bastard here, in Winchester, the seat of the old kings.

				The messenger rises and bows, then drifts toward the table where Trudy holds out a cup of wine with her usual dimpling and eyelash batting. Edith Swan Neck leans forward in her lord’s chair and grasps Gytha’s hands in her own, the skin still with a rusty tinge, black crescents of blood congealed beneath the nails.

				“You must go to the gate for me,” she says, then, addressing herself to the messenger, adds, “Where will the duke enter?”

				“By the West Gate, I believe, madam.”

				Edith nods. “Yes, that is the way from Hastings. We came that way ourselves when…after…” Her high, pale brow knits in a bewildered frown. Taking her hands from Gytha’s, she holds them up in front of her face and examines them, twisting them slowly palm to back, as though the end of her sentence might be written there.

				There is the end of everything, thinks Gytha, stabbed by despair as Lady Edith’s face seems to close up again, the spark of reason extinguished as she contemplates her beloved lord’s blood still staining her hands. There are no able-bodied men left in the city, and what could a mob of women, children, old men, and cripples hope to achieve against William of Normandy’s army? She has seen what it is capable of, on the ridge between Caldbec Hill and Telham Hill, which the Bastard’s men now call Senlac, the Lake of Blood. In that at least, Gytha agrees with them. You could not imagine such butchery if you had not seen it, and as there are no words adequate to describe the smell, or the slip and squelch of their feet among blood and offal, or the clamminess of dead flesh on a damp autumn evening as they turned over corpses in an attempt to identify the king and his brothers, she and Lady Edith are bound by a conspiracy of silence.

				“Send someone else, madam,” she pleads. “You need me to take care of you.” No one who was not there can possibly understand Lady Edith’s retreat into madness, her absolute refusal to wash Harold’s blood from her hands or change the gown whose hem is stiff with gore. It is all she has left, not even a grave to put flowers on, thanks to William Bastard.

				Edith shakes her head. “You must bear witness, Gytha; you must see it through. You will not be afraid?”

				“No, madam.” Not of the Normans marching into Winchester, only of being separated from her mistress. And yet, she asks herself, what is there to fear? Everyone she has ever loved has been wrenched from her, and somehow, she has survived. Perhaps that is what she should fear. Survival.

				“Bring the children to me,” commands Edith suddenly. The women exchange doubtful glances, then look to Gytha, all at once, synchronised like mummers in a play.

				“The children are in Ireland, madam. Don’t you remember? King Harold sent them there, before he left for Yorkshire, to King Diarmait.”

				“Ah yes, yes, of course.” It is plain she remembers nothing, perhaps not even her children’s faces. She says these things from time to time, dredging up phrases from happier days without any sense of their meaning.

				***

				Gytha sleeps fitfully and wakes before dawn, though she can tell morning is close by the rustle of the doves and chickens roosting in the eaves of the hall. She sits up, rubbing the backs of her calves to drive out the hard cold of the earth floor. Since their return from Senlac, and Lady Edith’s refusal to leave the king’s chair, they have given up retiring to her bower, where they had mattresses of wool and straw to sleep on, and have made do with the hall. As her eyes adjust to the thinning darkness, she becomes aware of shapes moving toward the king’s chair, where Lady Edith dozes, slumped against one of its carved arms. She jumps to her feet to intercept them, her heart lurching into her throat as though it has been thrown free of her chest wall by the force of her movement.

				“Who’s there?” she demands in an urgent whisper. Have they come already, the Bastard sending some men stealthily ahead of his main force to take Edith and find out from her where Harold’s sons are hidden?

				“Just me,” replies Trudy.

				Gytha sighs with relief. “God, you gave me a shock. I thought you were a Norman.”

				“We thought we’d try and get her changed while she’s still half asleep,” says another voice. Malfrid. Always easily led.

				“What?”

				“Oh, don’t sound so shocked. That dress is beginning to stink.”

				“You won’t lay a hand on her. You thought I’d left already, didn’t you? You thought I’d be gone for good. Well, Trudy, I’ll tell you something. If you try to do anything against my lady’s wishes, I shall know about it. And if they kill me, I shall haunt you till your teeth turn black and your hair falls out.” She fingers her dark plait. “You know I’m a witch, don’t you? You know I mean what I say?”

				“All I know is you’re as mad as she is.” Trudy’s response is tart, but there is an uncertain note in her voice that reassures Gytha her threat has struck home.

				To be certain, though, before she leaves the house she wakes the slave, Skuli. Hunchback he may be, but he is strong and fiercely loyal to Lady Edith, who stopped his mother drowning him as a baby.

				“Stick to her as if you were in the same skin, Skuli,” she orders him. “Whatever happens.”

				***

				Rape. That’s what they all believe, the sullen crowd gathered before Winchester’s West Gate, in the square where the tax men usually collect the duty on beasts brought into the city for market. It’s clear from their faces, fear mixed with impotence and embarrassment, and the round eyed children, clinging to their mothers’ skirts, who don’t understand but just want to look at the soldiers. But Gytha, from her vantage point on the gate tower roof, sees something much worse.

				Did Lady Edith already know what the Queen Dowager intended, how easily she would give away Winchester, her home, seat of government of both her husband, Edward of blessed memory, and her brother, Harold? That she would turn out to be a greater whore by far than her brother’s concubine?

				Up here, Gytha is almost on a level with the queen where she stands on the walkway above the great gates, suspended between past and future, gazing down imperiously at the Bastard’s upturned face and upturned lance, her choice made. She looks every inch the queen, richly dressed, not a hair out of place beneath her jewelled coronet and sheer linen veil, though no one attends her but a couple of pages and a single lady-in-waiting, no one who might detract from the drama of this moment, this solitary moment in which she holds the keys of England in her perfectly white hand, the iron ring which binds them poised over the point of William Bastard’s lance.

				Behind her, the crowd in the square shifts and mumbles, malevolent, fearful, bored, and uncomfortable in the drizzle that clings to their clothes and hair. Before her the Bastard’s army, drawn up in motionless ranks, their faces lost beneath the helmets they wear with nose pieces angled down almost over their mouths. To Gytha they look like an army of skulls, more dead in their rigid immobility, their leather and mail blackened by the rain, than any blood bright Saxon corpse she saw that day on the field at Senlac. Three of which were the bodies of Queen Edith’s brothers, Gyrth, Leofwine, and Harold the King. As she leans out over the parapet and drops the great iron ring of keys over the point of the Bastard’s lance she looks as though she has forgotten that.

				Couching his lance, the Bastard lets the keys slide to the ground, where they are retrieved and handed to him by a footsoldier stationed there for the purpose. Then, at a signal from one of their officers, the Normans commence a rhythmic beating of weapons on shields, accompanied by chanting in French. The massive thud of iron on leather shivers the air like the heartbeat of an angry god. It shudders through Gytha’s bones, making her wrap her arms around herself as though to hold her frame together. Dex aie, the Normans chant, Dex aie, Dex aie, Dex aie. From inside the walls a single voice is raised in defiance.

				“God help you go fuck yourselves!” shouts a man who understands their language. A fair few do. The Confessor himself had Norman blood in him after all, and the Channel, though treacherous, is not wide. Now, though, is not the time to advertise one’s Norman connections, and while the crowd obviously applaud the speaker’s sentiments, Gytha sees several doubtful looks cast in his direction. She wonders if the Bastard understands English. Not that he will have heard that single, reckless yell above the din of his triumphant army. So many of them. He must have emptied every house and hovel in Normandy of its able-bodied men to pack his ships and swarm across England like a plague of black ants.

				She longs to run back to Lady Edith’s house, to the comfort of its familiar rooms whose fine hangings will keep out the Normans as they keep out draughts. Even now Lady Edith’s power seems unassailable; seated in the king’s great chair before the hearthstone, still wearing the gown she wore as she knelt in the mud and gore on Senlac Ridge, she is all England’s defiance concentrated in one frail form.

				“Well?” the Bastard had asked, his voice harsh and unexpectedly thin for such a big, barrel-chested man.

				“Yes,” she had replied, stretching out her fingers to touch the bloodied torso just below the left nipple, her tone as cool as meltwater, “that is my lord the king. Here, you see, is the strawberry mark over his heart. He used to joke that it was his bull’s-eye. Perhaps your archers need a little more practice, Your Grace.” Forcing the Bastard to look, to take in his army’s handiwork, the head severed, one leg gone below the knee, the genitals hacked away to leave a mushy hollow surrounded by blood soaked hair. Even Countess Gytha, King Harold’s redoubtable mother, nearly vomited, and her lady-in-waiting fainted dead away. Even the men with the Bastard hung their heads and cleared their throats and broke a sweat despite the creeping cold of an October evening.

				Gytha herself felt as though her head had floated off her shoulders and her bowels turned to water. It was not so much the mutilation of King Harold as the sheer scale of the destruction, bodies and parts of bodies strewn everywhere, twisted, torn, open-mouthed as though they had been about to speak when they were struck down. A chorus of screams and groans from the wounded, the sad, exultant cawing of the crows circling in the bloodshot eye of the setting sun, awaiting their turn. She knows death—of course she does, who does not—but before this she knew only its quiet face, blue-lipped or sunken-cheeked on a pallet, turned to a wall, its mess hidden beneath the sheets. But this, well, this was so showy.

				Lady Edith, however, treated it all with lofty indifference, continuing to gaze at her lover as though he were still as he used to be, laughing and golden with eyes as blue as the sea in summer, leaving the Bastard no choice but to do likewise.

				Now the Bastard knocks three times on the gates with the tip of his lance. He has only to walk his horse forward with the lance pressed against them for the gates to swing open on their well-oiled hinges, the crowd inside dividing, stumbling back over their own feet to clear a space in the center of the square. As the queen turns to watch, William of Normandy, distinguishable by the gold coronet encircling his helmet, flanked by two of his senior officers and their standard bearers, rides into the city of Winchester, the great hooves of his war horse dancing nervously over the earth where lie the bones of generations of the kings of Wessex. The horse knows the power of their ghosts even if its rider cannot feel it.

				His soldiers have stopped their chanting now, as they form up to follow their lord into the city, and his entrance is greeted by a silence as pervasive as the drizzle blurring the grey November sky, that sings in Gytha’s ears like an echo of the chanting and shield-beating. Waiting until his advance guard are through the gate and deployed in a cordon around the citizens who have turned out to witness his arrival, the Bastard raises his right hand to command their attention. Peering down into the square, Gytha sees the fair, ruddy-faced English behind the cordon like a rich, lively tapestry drained of its vibrancy by a dark frame.

				“Unhelm,” says the Bastard to the group of men surrounding him. “Let these people see we are men like them.”

				The Bastard’s companions appear to doubt the wisdom of his order. Gytha sees heads turn, toward each other, toward the crowd from which a few ragged jeers escape in response to the Bastard’s words. Only one man follows his lord’s example without a moment’s hesitation, raising his arms to lift the helmet from his head and hand it to his squire, pushing back his mail hood and running a hand over his tonsured crown. His movements are deliberate, exaggerated, like those of a mummer, whose every gesture has some precise and particular meaning. He smiles, turning this way and that so everyone can see his smile, broad, sensual, with his mouth turned down slightly at the corners so he seems to mock himself. Don’t worry, says his smile. All this is only for a moment, for a day. We are players on the stage for an hour or two. The blood is not real; the corpses will get up and walk off between scenes; you will find Death in the ale house later, with a mug and a plate of cheese, his mask hung around his neck like a hood.

				People smile back, as though they cannot help themselves. At once the atmosphere becomes more relaxed. The rest of the Bastard’s lieutenants remove their helmets, though none of them has a smile as disarming as that of the bold cleric. Their expressions veer from the supercilious to the faintly embarrassed. Even as the Bastard, who does not even attempt to smile beneath his shock of hair as red as Judas’, addresses the people, their eyes remain drawn to the man with the tonsure and the curls almost as fair as an Englishman’s.

				Gytha is not impressed; she has seen that smile before, and like a survivor of the smallpox, she is proof against its charm. At dinner, in Lady Edith’s great hall, softened by wine and candlelight, its warmth flowing into Lady Edith’s eyes as he listened to her craft some witticism. Later, when he cast away his lute saying he was too drunk to play, and played ill enough when sober, and Earl Harold must finish his song without accompaniment. Broadening as Lady Edith retorted that if Earl Harold must finish so bawdy a song, she would withdraw her ladies to her bower, as some were maids and should not be encouraged to set their sights on so merry a widowhood, lest no man would then be brave or foolish enough to marry them.

				On the battlefield, as he glanced across to where she stood beneath the dead apple tree with Lady Edith and Countess Gytha, leaning to exchange words with the Bastard, ugly, guttural French words, then bursting into laughter.

				The smile of Odo of Bayeux, the Bastard’s brother.

				“I wish you to know I come in peace,” says the Bastard in his disappointing voice, his English heavily accented. Bishop Odo nods for emphasis. “This city was the seat of my revered and beloved kinsman, King Edward, may he rest with God.” The Bastard crosses himself. His lieutenants do likewise, though the bishop also contrives to bow his head in an instant of prayer. “Generations of your kings lie buried here, guardians of a fine system of government which I swear now, before you all, as the latest in that line, to uphold and protect, and to build on as God grants me power.”  The Bastard exchanges a glance with his brother, almost as though looking to him for approval, then backs his horse up a little, leaving the stage to him.

				Bishop Odo uses no fine words, though his English is far more fluent than his brother’s, but confines himself to facts, to the dull, administrative business of an occupation. A curfew will be imposed at dusk, he tells the crowd. No citizens will be allowed beyond the walls for any purpose, though the country people will be allowed in on two days of the week to sell their beasts and produce. A governor will be appointed who will fix prices and tariffs and take responsibility for law and order. He does not expect the people to notice many changes to their everyday lives— some subdued jeering at this, ignored by the bishop—but two important alterations to the laws of the Witan will take effect immediately. All slaves will consider themselves free forthwith and King William has further decreed that, as he respects God as the sole arbiter of life and death, there can no longer be recourse to capital punishment in England.

				“We are not ogres,” he concludes after a pause, turning his horse so people on all sides can see his face, candid, sincere, perhaps the merest trace of irony in the white lines scored by sun and laughter at the corners of his eyes, “but we believe a society can only flourish if it has just laws, properly upheld. As the pretender Godwinson was punished for his treason, so will those be punished who transgress the law.”

				He looks as though he is about to say more, but at that moment a small child, apparently attracted by the gold and silver discs decorating his horse’s harness, darts out between the soldiers in the cordon and lunges for the largest, brightest roundel at the center of the chest strap. The startled animal rears, and though the bishop quickly regains control of it, trying to force it back on its hind legs before the flailing front hooves can come down on the child, he is hampered by the men behind him. In the crowded square, there is no space into which he can safely manoeuvre the thrashing animal. The little boy, intent on the shiny ornaments, leaping to reach them, stretching out his arms, blinded by their glamour, has no idea of the danger he is in.

				A hoof strikes the side of his head. Gytha hears a soft, sickening thud, though she knows it is impossible; the sound of a child’s skull cracking is too small to be heard above the shuffling and murmuring of the crowd. The boy crumples, bare, skinny legs folding like broken sticks beneath his body. For a split second it looks as though the bishop is about to fling himself out of the saddle in person in an attempt to drag the child to safety.

				Then, as those close by realise what is happening and surge toward the child, pushing out a bulge in the cordon, the soldiers caught off guard, staggering against the wave of fury and panic behind them, he thinks better of it. Instead, he and the rest of the Bastard’s officers bunch protectively around their lord. Perhaps, if he had dismounted, made some attempt to save the boy, however futile, he might have won them over, shown them he was a man like the rest of them, moved by the instinct to protect a child. If he had put them before the safety of his brother. But it is too late.

				A woman breaks from the crowd, screaming, wailing like a wood sprite fleeing the tree fellers. The soldiers push her back. She stumbles, but collects herself and tries again.

				“My baby!” she cries, “my baby!” over and over again. The words slice through Gytha, colder than the rain; tears stand scalding in her eyes. My babies, cries her heart in unison, my babies. She slumps against the parapet, gouging her nails into the lip of the wall until the remembered pain in her womb is driven out by the rough stone grazing her hands. The mother hurls herself again and again at the cordon, arms raised, fists clenched, her mouth gaping open, reckless in her grief and desperation. Her child lies quietly, on his side, his knees drawn up to his chest as if he is asleep.

				Bishop Odo, breaking from the group of men surrounding the Bastard, begins to shout orders above the rising din, the crowd roaring and boiling behind the cordon. More men run into position to reinforce it, but it is clear they cannot hold the mob back for long. Their anger swells and binds them, transforming them into a single, raging force against which the bishop’s smooth words will break as easily as the child’s skull. For a brief, exhilarating moment Gytha thinks, They’ll do it, we’ll do it, we’ll throw them out.

				Then suddenly, a Norman pikeman loses his nerve and runs his weapon through the woman, who clutches at her belly before doubling over, casting one last look of reproachful astonishment at the bishop before she falls. The crowd stills, the roar dies away as hundreds of lungs swell with sucked-in breaths, hundreds of hearts miss their beats with shock, hundreds of eyes, round and brimming with disbelief, turn to their neighbours and then to the bishop, grim and white faced as the marble faces of long dead Romans still sometimes turned up from the soil during ploughing. The child, they understand, was an accident, but this is murder.

				Gytha, still gripping the parapet, its stones digging into her palms, mortar crumbling under her fingernails, looks to Queen Edith. Surely she must do something, say something, remonstrate with the red haired savage on his black horse, impassively watching his brother lose control. But she does not move, it is as though she is tied to the spot by invisible bonds, silent as if the Bastard had personally strapped a scold’s bridle to her head. Her expression, moulded by years of training and rigid restraint, gives nothing away, yet, as Gytha watches, she stoops slightly to wipe the tears from the cheeks of one of her pages with her immaculate sleeve. It is all that is left to her as the history her surrender has set in train starts to unwind in the square below.

				Norman soldiers are now pouring through the gate, but far from intimidating the citizens, their arrival seems to reignite the flame of rebellion temporarily doused by the cold horror of the grieving mother’s murder. Gytha’s human tapestry begins to unravel as the crowd finally bursts through the Norman cordon and turns on the soldiers, pitting fists and walking sticks, stones and dinner knives against the Bastard’s army, love and rage against implacable efficiency. Women gather up their children and flee back down the main thoroughfare, to seek sanctuary in the priory whose precinct faces the square at the opposite end of the street. The old and infirm, and the early wounded trailing a slime of blood, struggle away down the many narrow alleys and passageways winding between the jumble of buildings bordering the square. The Bastard’s men will not pursue them among their own shadows and secret shortcuts.

				Bishop Odo, still conspicuous by the fatal flamboyance of his horse’s harness, still bareheaded, though his brother and the rest of his officers have by now retrieved their helmets from their squires, glances up at Queen Edith, exchanges brief words with the Bastard, then spurs his horse into the affray, shouting more orders to the soldiers, kicking away his assailants with his spurred boots, fending off the more determined with a hefty, nail studded club as well as a sword. His saddle, marvels Gytha ruefully, must be some kind of portable armoury, his harness a chain of pennies for dead men’s eyes. Does he, she wonders, bother to carry the Sacrament with him also, or is he not that kind of bishop?

				The Bastard dismounts, and to her horror, Gytha sees him disappear into the gate tower directly below her, accompanied by several of his men. Stupidly, she had believed herself safe up here, high above the square and concealed behind the parapet of the wall. But if he intends to come up here looking for the queen, she cannot help but be discovered. She could go to the queen, to whatever protection her status and her two pages can offer, but there is little love lost between her and Lady Edith, whose three sons by King Harold she has always seen as an impediment to the ambition of the Godwins for legitimate kingship. She would as lief hand Gytha over to the Normans as protect her against them. Her only other alternative is to make her way around the walls in the opposite direction in the hope of finding her way down by some ladder or stairway not yet occupied by William Bastard’s troops.

				Hoisting her skirts, she begins to run, stumbling over the rubble strewn surface of the parapet, dodging around the ramshackle shelters that have made their appearance over the years, temporary homes to the watchmen with their makeshift hearths, pots, and tripods, and the telltale scatterings of straw which can be hastily kicked into a bedding mound once the officer of the watch’s back is turned. Though her feet are bruised through her fine calfskin shoes, she is scarcely even out of breath before a voice hails her from within one of these rough huts.

				“Help! Help me.” An English voice. She ducks without hesitation under the lopsided lintel. As her eyes become accustomed to the gloom inside, she can make out a face, a glimmer of pale skin in the feeble light from the doorway, a glint of an eye, a dark scribble of beard. But something is wrong; the features seem to stand in the right alignment to one another, yet the face itself is not where she would have expected a face, but resting on the floor, one cheek pressed into curious undulations by its lumpy surface.

				“I fell, you see,” says the man. Gytha begins to see. The stranger is lying on his side, stranded on account of the fact that the half of his body in contact with the floor has only bandaged stumps of arm and leg, no leverage to get him back upright, too painful no doubt for him to roll himself over. Though she feels sympathy for him, she cannot help laughing, and her laughter is like the mob in the square, because once it has escaped she cannot stop it up again. It spills from her like ale from a leaking spigot, washing away the sight of the little boy falling under the bishop’s horse, the awful, helpless anguish of his mother, the white-lipped fury of the bishop hacking and clubbing his way through the mob in the square as though the disaster were somehow their fault.

				“I lost my limbs at Hastings,” says the man indignantly, but there is laughter in his voice also, as well as pain, and she can feel the twinkling of his eyes through the dusty dark.

				“These Normans have brought us all very low, sir,” she responds, wiping tears from her eyes, kneeling at his head and pushing him into a sitting position. “How did this happen?” He sucks in his breath sharply. She thinks he must be in great pain from his injuries.

				“I was on a stool, then I leaned to get my drink from the floor beside me and overbalanced.”

				“But what are you doing here all alone?” she asks indignantly. “How did you get up here in the first place?”

				He gives a dismissive shrug. “My brother is a guard. He lets me live here. My wife went back to her father when I…well, I’m no use to a woman like this, am I? So here I am. My brother went off early to watch the Normans arrive.”

				“Then he’ll have seen more than he bargained for. One of their horses kicked a child and killed it, and now the crowd has turned ugly, and I’m afraid there will be a great deal of blood spilled.”

				“I wondered what was going on. There seemed to be a lot more noise than I would have thought, seeing how the queen told us all to receive them in peace. I sometimes wonder if it was worth fighting them at all. Perhaps we should just have stood aside and let William Bastard in. After all, what difference does it make to people like us who’s king?”

				“We must fight. King Harold has sons living; we must fight for them if nothing else. We cannot simply sit by while they trample our children to death and steal from us and…”

				“All right.” He raises his one hand in a gesture of surrender. Gytha feels herself blushing. Her tongue was always her curse, Adam said so, and her mother before him, worrying that a girl such as her, with only a modest dowry and such quick wits, would never get a husband. Well, she got Adam, and tried to be a good wife and keep her wits to herself, and was left with Adam’s debts for her pains.

				“I’m sorry. I saw it, you see, that great horse about twice the size of any I’ve ever seen. The child’s head couldn’t have been much bigger than its shoe. And the man riding it never even drew rein.” Why the lie? Why conceal the identity of the rider? She has a sense that, in some curious way, the story is her own, not to be shared, that it has for her a special power and meaning, that the name of Odo of Bayeux is a spell too potent to be uttered aloud. Nonsense. The accident was witnessed by hundreds of people. What makes it so special to her? She is tired, overwrought; she must return to Lady Edith. But what will she tell her? “Come now, let me lift you. They’ll be sending their own men up here soon. You must try to find your brother.”

				“I have a crutch somewhere. It slid out of reach when I fell. If you find that and wedge it under the stump of my arm, I can manage.”

				“How will you get down from the wall?” she asks, casting about for the crutch, which she finds lying only a few feet away.

				“There’s a ladder close by. I can hop down it. You’d be amazed what I can do.”

				Gytha smiles at him. “I’m sure I would.”

				She helps the man to stand, then props the cross piece of his crutch as gently as she can in his armpit. Though he winces, he makes no protest and sets out briskly enough, ducking under the lintel, covering the ground surprisingly quickly, his stump swinging like a bell clapper between his crutch and his good leg. She follows him out onto the parapet. The smell of smoke reaches her along with shouts and cries, the nervous whinnying of horses and a ragged whistling of arrows, the smoke striking a hot, acrid note beneath the pervasive odour of wet wood and the stale beer-breath of the stranger as he turns to her.

				“They set fires to contain riots,” he explains, sniffing the air. “I’ve seen it. Rings of fire around the crowd, as if it’s a scorpion and will sting itself to death.”

				“And I suppose they take great care with firebreaks, so they are not deprived of the spectacle of the scorpion’s suicide,” says Gytha bitterly. “It seems our new king is surprisingly persnickety about killing. Oh my God.” She stops, instinctively grasping the stranger’s good arm. Heavy footsteps clatter toward them, running, spurs jangling, breathless, shouted exchanges in French. “They’re here.”

				The two Normans look as surprised to see Gytha and the maimed man as she is horrified to come face to face with them. Rounding a bend in the wall, they skid to an uncertain halt, exchange doubtful looks and begin muttering to one another in their barbarous language. Though Gytha cannot understand their words, she can tell from their gestures they are debating something to do with her companion. Whether to kill him most likely. One of the soldiers slides his hand toward the dagger in his belt.

				“No! Non!” she yells, thrusting herself protectively in front of the invalid. “Can’t you see he’s a cripple?”

				The soldiers shrug, look blank.

				“Blesse, blesse,” pleads the man, gesturing at his stumps with his one good hand, but the Normans look unimpressed. Now both have their daggers drawn and are advancing on the crippled Saxon, yet he has done them no harm, lying helpless in his eyrie on top of the wall. And he clearly cannot defend himself against them. She could not forgive herself for standing by and letting them kill him, yet she has no weapon, and she is a small woman, no match for two well-fed Normans. A woman. Of course she has a weapon, the most powerful of all.

				“Go, quick as you can,” she whispers to the man as she lets go his arm and steps forward, hips swaying, pushing back her cloak with one hand to reveal the line of her breasts beneath her gown. Though loose, the wool is very fine and falls close to the curves of her body. Swallowing her fear, licking her dry lips, she lets a smile spread slow as a summer sunset across her mouth.

				***

				By the time she arrives back at Lady Edith’s house the city is quiet again, its rabble of low buildings squatting sullenly beneath a false twilight. There is no wind to disperse the smoke from the fires set by the Normans around the square, and it hangs, settling over roofs beneath the weight of the rain, loitering in back streets and the narrow alley by which Gytha makes her way, squeezed between the city wall and the back courts of the merchants’ houses lining the main street.

				It was not so bad, she reflects as she wades through the smog, coughing, scarcely able to see more than a step in front of her. No worse, really, than lying in the marriage bed with Adam, stiff backed, eyes squeezed shut as he toiled above her, his cock rasping in her dry fanny, his sweat soaking the front of her night gown. At least the soldiers were quick and she didn’t have to sleep beside them afterwards or wake to their sour morning lusts. At least by these acts she has saved a life, rather than creating a new death, another baby too weak to survive. At least, if a child were to result from what she has done, she might strangle or drown it without demur; her body already knows well enough what it is to be tricked out of a baby to suckle. She touches the bronze and enamel locket she wears, a gift from Lady Edith last Christmas, and thinks of the four twists of dark, downy hair she keeps inside it. How it can be that God should have so punished her for submitting to her duty as a wife, yet inflict no sense of guilt upon her for what she has just done?

				Opening the narrow gate, she slips from the alley into Lady Edith’s back court and squats behind the moult house to take a piss, grabbing a handful of straw to clean between her legs. She cannot enter Lady Edith’s presence still sticky with Norman spendings. As she rises and straightens her gown, she hears a clatter of hooves and harness, and voices. Men’s voices. French voices. She shakes her head. She must be mistaken, her ears still full of the hot, panting breath of the soldiers, playing tricks on her. She is exhausted, wanting nothing more than to warm herself beside the fire in her lady’s company, to tell her tale then drowse with a cup of mulled wine while her clothes steam gently dry and someone picks out sad tunes on a lute. But the voices come again, a string of words, a sudden bark of laughter. Harness jangling. A splash. She will have to get away from here.

				And the family of the dead woman and child? The wounded left lying in the square? For they will have been left; on Senlac Ridge the Bastard gave no thought to the English dead and injured. Those whose houses have been burned or pulled down to make firebreaks, their bowls and drinking horns scattered in the street, looms and spinning wheels and children’s toys smashed for kindling? Can they get away? Besides, where can she go? This is her home now; she belongs to her mistress body and soul. Whatever the Bastard has in store for Lady Edith, that is Gytha’s fate also. She must go on, find what she will find. Crossing the yard, dizzy with the flutter and jolt of her heart in its bone cage, she pushes cautiously at the rear door to the hall.

				She need not have feared anyone would notice her. The hall is in uproar, Norman soldiers swarming over its treasures like ants at a picnic. Rolled tapestries, jewel chests, sacks clanking with plate and silverware are being carried out into the main courtyard by a procession of men wearing green tabards over their mail, decorated with golden wolves, heads lowered, tails straight behind them like dogs on a scent. Two wrestle with the ungainly bulk of King Harold’s great chair. Neither Lady Edith nor any of her women are anywhere to be seen. Nothing but men, armed, spurred, some with blood-streaked faces, calling out to one another in voices harsh with greed and contempt, sudden explosions of derisive laughter as they hold gowns up against themselves, pursing their lips and wiggling their hips like tarts. Like me, Gytha realises, with an uprush of loathing and horror for what she has done.

				All the lamps and candles have been lit, but remain untended, puddling oil and tallow onto the polished surface of the great oak table, too heavy to move, she supposes, or doubtless they would have their great, grimy paws on that too. Tapped barrels drip wine and ale; split grain sacks spill their contents among the floor rushes; a pair of hounds play tug o’ war with a venison haunch. The smoky glare has transformed the hall, Gytha’s home for the only happy time of her life since childhood, into a vision of hell. But then, hell is all she deserves now.

				And in the midst of it all, Odo of Bayeux, pacing up and down trailed by a wake of scribes and page boys, a grey brachet with anxious, yellow eyes close at his heel, dictating letters in a dizzy mix of English, Latin, and French, snaking and swooping from one to the other with diabolical ease, describing extravagant gestures with his jewelled hands as he speaks. Once again, Gytha is reminded of a mummer. Is he so vain, so assured of his own importance, that he believes the world his stage? He looks briefly toward the door where she is standing, peering around its edge. For a second he seems to be looking directly at her, and she is resentful of how desperately tired he looks, with honey brown eyes from which everything appears blanked out, every spark extinguished. A look like that should be the prerogative of the vanquished.

				Then she panics, but instead of retreating from the wedge of light falling through the open doorway, she freezes. He must see her, he is scarcely ten paces away, and yet he does not. The Devil knows what he does see, but it isn’t her.

				“Fermez la,” he says to no one in particular, with a slight shiver and a weary wave of his hand toward the door. As one of his attendants hurries to do his bidding, Gytha snaps back into reality and slips away, back across the yard and out into a narrow lane leading down between Lady Edith’s compound and the rear wall of the priory hospice to the main street. The priory is the place to go; the prior will know what to do, and she will be safe there. She can rest overnight and decide what her next step should be in the morning. She is wet and worn out, cold to her bones, with nothing in her mind but a longing for somewhere warm and dry.

				Emerging from the lane, her way is blocked by a covered cart. More of the bishop’s loot, no doubt, but no, she can hear voices, women’s voices, low and anxious, then a sudden cry, piercing, anguished.

				“His heart! Where is his heart?” A slap. Some French. Gytha shrinks back against the hospice wall. Then the unmistakable boom of Skuli, whose malformed spine has deepened his chest into a kind of sounding box so his voice echoes around inside it.

				“You take your hands off her, you ugly Norman c…” Silence. Peering around the edge of the wall, Gytha sees Skuli sink to his knees in the muddy wheel ruts, hands clutched to his chest as though in passionate prayer, except that the haft of a Norman pike protrudes between them. As he falls forward, his killer kicks him.

				“Cochon,” he spits before turning his attention to the gaggle of women clustered beside the cart, herded together by two more Norman soldiers with weapons drawn.

				“His heart!” Again that anguished wail from Lady Edith. Gytha starts forward out of the shadow of the wall. The soldiers’ backs are turned. They do not see her, but Edith does, and for a second her eyes clear. She shakes her head, so slightly it might easily be mistaken for a tremor of fear or cold, flicks one hand at Gytha as though wafting away a troublesome insect, mouths a single word: “No.”

				She has gone too far. One of the soldiers throws a quick, sharp glance over his shoulder. Holding her breath, Gytha steps back against the wall, putting her foot down as slowly as she dare, toe to heel, like dancing. It seems to take forever.

				“A qui parles toi?” growls the soldier.

				“The king, of course.” Edith gives an inane giggle.

				The soldier shrugs. “Foue comme une hase,” he says to his companion, making a circular motion with his hand beside his temple. Then, “In,” he says in English, prodding Trudy, who is nearest to him, with the point of his pike. She screams, echoed by one or two others. The women cluster around Edith, who stands her ground. The soldier shrugs, leans his pike against the tailgate of the cart, then picks up Trudy and bundles her inside. At this, Edith holds out her hand for assistance, almost as though inviting her captor to walk her in to dinner, and climbs onto the back of the cart followed by the rest of her women. For a second, Gytha’s heart is empty of everything but love and admiration for her mistress, the way she keeps her dignity intact, snatching a last, small victory from this catastrophic defeat. Then the soldiers close and bolt the tailgate, one of them slapping it twice with the flat of his hand to signal the carter the women are all aboard.

				Whatever Lady Edith ordered, Gytha cannot simply let them go like this, dragged off to whatever fate Bishop Odo has in store for them like a load of pigs to market. Yet she is Lady Edith’s woman, sworn to serve, not to question, though it is more her nature to question than to serve. As she struggles to force some order into her thoughts, to stop the maypole dance in her head, the cart creaks into motion and begins to pull slowly away. Now, it must be now. A couple of steps, a jump, that’s all. But she cannot. Her legs buckle and she sinks down, trembling like a frightened dog, into the mud of the track, her back scraping against the hospice wall.

				Everything. Home, honour, the joy of living there was in Lady Edith’s cornflower blue eyes and the laugh King Harold used to say sounded like a wood pigeon’s love call. He has taken everything, packed it up in a wet cart and dragged it down into the vortex of his greed. If she lives, she will find him and kill him.

				***

				By the time she comes to herself, night has fallen, bringing with it the total, almost solid dark of winter. Her hands clamped around her knees are the merest bone white glimmer. Only as she clambers unsteadily to her feet and feels the weight of her soaked clothes pressing down on the backs of her shoulders is she certain her body still exists. The rain has stopped and a wind has risen which seems to drive every cold, wet fibre of her gown into her flesh like a tiny cheese wire. The sodden rope of the braid down her back threatens to break her neck. Such beautiful hair, Lady Edith used to say, watching Gytha comb out the dark, glossy coils. Her own was fine and fair, soft as feathers against her long, white neck.

				Was? Is. She cannot be dead. They had it from the bishop’s own mouth, from the Bastard’s brother himself, that there would be no executions. They will send her into exile, surely, to Ireland perhaps, where she has kin, where she can set up a new court and work for her children’s future. She will want Gytha then; Gytha is her favourite. She will spend tonight in the priory church, and tomorrow she will set about finding her mistress.

				Tonight. Night. A curfew will be imposed at dusk, the bishop had said. If the Normans catch her now, they are bound to run her through first and ask questions afterwards, and she will only be reunited with Lady Edith in heaven. And not even there, after what she has done. But her motives were good. What matters most to God, thought or deed? A sudden blast of noise, laughter, raised voices, a dog barking, as the door to Lady Edith’s hall swings open, light leaking dimly through chinks in the compound fence to illuminate the ruts and puddles in the lane. Gytha shrinks back against the hospice wall, sidling cautiously toward where the lane opens into the street alongside the priory gatehouse. What does not seem to matter to God is the fate of the English.

				She hears footsteps approaching on the other side of the fence, then silence. The night is so quiet under the curfew she can hear the man breathe, heavily, as though he has eaten and drunk to excess. She holds her own breath, her back pressed against the hospice wall, wishing she might simply dissolve into it, wet flesh into sodden plaster, bones to lath. Urine splashes into a puddle, the footsteps move away again; she lets her breath go in a long, shaky sigh and creeps out into the lane where she knocks stealthily on the priory gate and whispers her claim for sanctuary.

				***

				The church is packed. Entire families have established little encampments, barricading themselves behind stacks of their possessions. Some who were in the square sit alone and silent, hugging their knees to their chests, staring into the dark spaces between pools of smoky, orange tallowlight. Others huddle together, passing round casks of ale, noisily denouncing the occupation, inflaming one another as though their brave words are sticks rubbed together to make fire. A group of girls and young men sidle around each other, taking advantage of the unusual circumstances and the preoccupation of their elders to have unchaperoned conversations. Flurries of words and giggles are whipped up like dust devils and as quickly die. Hands touch then start back as if burned. Looks flicker, blushes flare. The wounded have been laid out in the choir, where the monks tend them, unhurried, unquestioning, sure in their knowledge that all this is less than a blink of God’s eye, that golden Harold Godwinson and William Bastard, for all their grand titles, all their virile swagger, are no more or less to God than the sparrows in the rafters or the spiders whose webs they have pulled from the corners of the church to staunch bleeding.

				Finding herself a little space behind a pillar, wrapping herself in her cloak, Gytha falls into a deep, exhausted sleep, lulled by the warmth of the bodies around her, by the mundane domesticity of crying children, smells of tallow and wet wool, the monks performing the night offices in whispers, crammed into the little space left to them around the altar. She does not awake until after Prime, as bread and water are distributed, with a little milk for the children, and rueful jokes are cracked about the feeding of the five thousand. Then the monks, who are the only people who can quit sanctuary without fear of arrest, set about emptying pisspots, taking wet clothes to be dried over their laundry fires, foraging for food and news of friends and relatives on the outside.

				Immediately after Terce, a knocking comes on the west door of the church, reverberating around the suddenly silent nave. Mothers hush their children, conversations tail away, even the wounded cease groaning as the prior unbars the door to reveal the Bishop of Bayeux in the full regalia of his office, his mitre on his head, the jewels in his gold crook, and the cross borne behind him winking in breezy winter sunlight. The weather is so transformed it is as though the world outside the church has somehow become somewhere else during the long hours of that miserable night.

				Bishop and prior converse in Latin, though Gytha, quietly unlacing her shoes and rolling off her hose to give her feet a chance to dry in the sun that strikes warm through the windows in the lee of the wind, can understand enough of what is said to know that the prior stands his ground and refuses to let the bishop enter sanctuary, for he may be a bishop in Normandy, but here he is a soldier and an enemy of the people of Winchester. To which the bishop responds good humouredly that God makes no distinction between one side of the channel and the other, that heaven forbid he should violate sanctuary, but that he has come to guarantee the safety of those who will leave, as King William has need of the church for his coronation. More follows, the prior’s tone shifting from hostile, to dubious, to grudging capitulation while the bishop’s remains equable and reasonable, his words shaped by the smile which never leaves his face.

				After half an hour or so, the prior allows Bishop Odo to enter the church. He stands just inside the door, attended by several clergy, and informs his audience that they have his word as a servant of the Church and brother to the king that the privileges of sanctuary will be respected and they need have no fear for their safety as long as they return immediately to their homes.

				And he is as good as his word. Cautiously at first, but with growing confidence, families bundle up their belongings, retrieve their young people from the mischief of the night and their old from mumbling corners, and make their way back to hovels and houses, or for some, sifting dunes of ash, charred posts poking up like rotten teeth. No one is arrested, no one robbed, no one even jeered at by William Bastard’s soldiers.

				Drifting in the wake of those with somewhere to go, someone waiting for them outside, Gytha hesitates to leave the priory precinct. Still barefoot, she flexes her toes against the hardening ruts of the yard and lifts her face to the sun, letting its brightness scour her heavy eyelids, hoping it might enlighten her as to what to do next.

				“What now?” she asks the ash tree in the center of the courtyard, seating herself on the circular bench the monks have fashioned around its trunk while she draws on her hose and fastens her shoes. Keys pirouette down from its branches and slip through the slats of the bench. Too close, thinks Gytha, kicking one away, a new tree can never grow there. She cannot stay in Winchester, thinking of that smiling Norman lord dreaming his avaricious dreams in Lady Edith’s bed, eating at her table, keeping his horses in her stables and his falcons in her mews. She will return to the Convent of Saint Mary of Egypt. Yet if she does that, if it is even possible to travel as far as Colchester now, how can she ever find out Lady Edith’s fate? Then again, if she stays here, behind these locked gates and walls swarming with Norman patrols, how can she ever help her? The tree has no answers; the tree is driven by its own imperatives. The monks and lay brothers going about their daily work glance at her curiously but none stops to speak. She is no longer the sort of woman with whom Saint Benedict would think it suitable for a monk to have a conversation, and clearly, in some subtle fashion, in the tilt of her chin perhaps, or the way she points her toe to tie her shoe, it shows. Rising from the bench, she brushes down her clothes and sets out into the city. At least she has a good gown, a warm cloak, and serviceable shoes. And her locket. It is more than many people have this morning.

				With no particular aim and nowhere to go, she finds herself drifting with others, first in ones and twos, swelling to a steady stream as they near the old royal palace, toward the court Bishop Odo has set up in the palace compound to hear the cases of the rioters. He is already sitting when she arrives, flanked by a number of other high ranking Normans, on a bench elevated above the defendants, their witnesses and advocates, and the crowd of onlookers, crowded onto the flat bed of a hay wain. Their standards snap and glitter behind them, the bishop’s golden wolf seeming to gallop across his green field for the sheer joy of sun and breeze. William Bastard and Queen Edith, whose guest he is, watch the proceedings from beneath an awning erected over the entrance to the great hall to protect them from the weather.

				Apparently indifferent to hunger or thirst, or the bite of the November wind, Bishop Odo remains on the bench for all the hours it takes to hear the arguments and pronounce sentence. He gives equal weight to every plea and doles out penalties accordingly; his justice is severe, but no one can call it unfair. Where there is doubt, witnesses are called, and the bishop consults with his fellow lieutenants, even, on occasion, with burgesses of the city. People exchange looks of bewildered disappointment; they shrug and spread their hands helplessly. The spirit of rebellion is slipping down an ice floe of fairness; the bishop is ruthless in leaving it no foothold.

				Among those sentenced is the soldier who ran through the mother of the dead child with his pike. Condemned to one hundred lashes, he is bound hand and foot to a wheel and the punishment carried out in front of the widower and other witnesses from among the burgesses and portmen. Accounts of this beating race from mouth to mouth faster than fire running before a wind. Not a strip of skin left on his back, they say, the white of his backbone plain to see. None could watch without turning away, not even the Bastard himself. No, corrects someone, that’s not right. The bishop watched; they say he never even blinked. Well, blinked perhaps, he must have done, but he never flinched. If the dead child had been his own son, thinks Gytha, fascinated and repelled in equal, bewildering measure, it would have made no difference. Though she doubts his blood is hot enough to make a son. Her hatred rises against the wall of his impassiveness like a high sea storming a breakwater, endlessly smashing and reforming itself. Everything, she tells herself again, as though reciting her catechism, he has taken everything, just as Adam, with his bad debts and dead babies, did before him.

				But Adam died, and his death delivered her freedom, of a kind. Repudiated by Adam’s family because she had failed to give him an heir, unwelcome in her father’s house now that he had made a new marriage to a woman near her own age, she had become a lay sister in the Convent of Saint Mary of Egypt, where she discovered her small, deft hands possessed an exceptional skill in embroidery. This had brought her to Lady Edith’s attention, but that was not the whole of it. Lady Edith was sweet and kind and a generous mistress, but what underlay Gytha’s happiness in her service was the knowledge that she possessed this unique talent that did not depend on her being someone’s daughter, wife, mother, servant, but solely on being herself. It is the one treasure no one can take from her.

				What, she wonders idly, enjoying the weak warmth of the sun where she sits in the lee of the wind, believing that if she does not think about her problems a solution will present itself, might she have to gain from Bishop Odo’s death? Fruitless speculation. He is well guarded, and well able to defend himself, as she has seen, and he looks as strong as a horse. She is powerless against him, and this realisation sharpens her hatred more, seasons it with frustration, brings angry tears to her eyes. Only when people turn to look at her does she become aware that she is weeping aloud, for butchered Harold and mad Edith, for the stories of dragons and princesses her mother took to her grave, and the ghost lives of her children, the empty spaces in the world that will never be filled. Fleeing the court, all the curious stares boring into her back, she believes her heart is broken. But it can’t be; it hurts too much for a dead thing.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Service

				After Epiphany 1067

				Agatha feels as though she is in the eye of the storm, standing in the courtyard of the Convent of Saint Justina the Virgin, watching snow meander out of a lowering sky. Both familiar, this rutted yard of frozen puddles and sodden straw with its low buildings humped beneath the snow, yet strange to Agatha, who has not set foot outside the convent since joining its community fifteen years ago. She watches the way each snowflake follows its individual course to earth to merge with the rest, effaced, but essential. A good analogy, she thinks, for the soul’s yearning toward oblivion in God; she will use it in teaching her novices.

				Behind the walls surrounding her, a whirlwind of sweeping and dusting, polishing and scouring, has broken out in preparation for the bishop’s visit. Saint Justina’s being a house of little significance, despite its connection with the ducal family, his pastoral visits are infrequent. Its sisters are not drawn from families able to provide generous dowries; it possesses no important relics. Unless, thinks Agatha sometimes, she herself may be counted a relic. Comparing herself to the novices in her charge, the pink girls bursting like ripe fruit with tears of ecstasy or homesickness, blushing and giggling at confession, she feels sufficiently desiccated, revered rather than loved, more myth than flesh and blood. The Duke of Normandy’s odd sister, put away in this obscure place for reasons only she now knows, since the old Abbess’ death. Only she, and Bishop Odo, who gave her to Saint Justina’s.

				Where is he? The water in her basin is growing cold; she can no longer feel her feet. How long since the portress ran to Sister Prioress who ran in turn to Mother Abbess, who then sent word to Sister Jean-Baptiste, as Agatha is known in the convent, that the bishop’s party had been sighted and was expected within the quarter hour?

				“You will greet His Reverence,” Mother Abbess instructed her. “According to his letter, it is you he has come to see. You will offer the water for washing.”

				“Yes, Mother.” Always, yes, Mother. She glances at the Abbess standing beside her. Though her face is invisible behind the damp folds of her hood and veil, Agatha knows what she is thinking. She mistrusts Sister Jean-Baptiste, nobly born, well educated, so beloved by those who have served their novitiate under her that they all seem to keep in touch with her. On the days when letters are permitted, they arrive for Sister Jean from all over Europe, once, even, from the Holy Land, from a house said to stand in the shadow of Mount Sinai itself. Sister Jean was the one they asked to stand for election when the old Abbess was dying; her current superior only holds her position by default, because Sister Jean said she was unworthy. Bishop Odo was asked to intervene. Bishop Odo replied that his noble sister knew her own mind.

				Agatha sighs; Mother Abbess darts her a reproving glance; Agatha makes a short prayer for patience, which God answers by carrying the muffled thud of hooves on snow and the jangle of harness to her ears. The two nuns, and the novice waiting beside Agatha with the towels, turn their heads sharply toward the gate.

				I have seen something wonderful, something marvellously surprising in this wet, wretched island of bogs and haunted forests. It made me think immediately of you, dearest sister, and of a service you might do for me.

				The words he wrote to her, in his own hand, in the note accompanying his letter to the Abbess, in which he requested, with all courtesy and every expectation of being obeyed, an audience with his beloved sister and daughter in Christ, Jean-Baptiste, and that the enclosed message be given to her. A service you might do for me. She knew he would ask one day.

				She does not recognise him at first, among the small party of armed men who trot single file through the gate and reassemble in the courtyard. Although it is only a short time after Sext, the afternoon is dark and flares have been lit in the courtyard, sending gigantic shadows of men and horses leaping up walls and across the snow, the play of light and shadow confusing the eye. She looks for a mule, for episcopal dress, with a tiny trickle of dread, insistent as water dripping from the thatch over the kitchen, whose fires have melted the snow. What does it mean when you cannot recognise your own brother, your favourite brother, the person you love most in all the world?

				Then a figure detaches itself from the rest, taller perhaps, but dressed the same, in short cloak and mud-spattered leather gaiters. As he approaches the women, he pauses suddenly, as though he has forgotten something, to unbuckle his sword from its belt, a task which seems to cause him some difficulty and is eventually completed for him by a second, shorter, older man she recognises as her brother’s servant, who takes the sword and stows it in a saddle scabbard. Odo then pushes back his hood to reveal his tonsure and the familiar contours of his face with its strong bones and seducer’s smile.

				“You are welcome, my lord,” says Mother Abbess, curtseying, as Agatha steps forward with her bowl of water.

				“I am glad to be here. The God of Moses has thrown all His box of tricks at us on the journey save fire and pestilence. I will save your gentle ears any account of the sea crossing.”

				So why has he risked it? wonders Agatha, handing the water bowl to the novice and taking a towel to dry his hands. As she performs this service, she realises why he struggled with his sword. His left hand is badly bruised and splinted at the wrist. Though she is tender and careful with him, he cannot repress a hiss of pain as she dries it. Yet she observes no swelling; it is not a recent fracture, just poorly tended, probably beyond proper healing.

				“Thank you, Sister,” he says, exchanging with her the briefest of glances, teasing, affectionate, before she lowers her eyes and kneels with the others to kiss his ring and receive his blessing.

				As they go indoors, he addresses himself to the Abbess. He has brought gifts from England. Some plate come by in Winchester, a pair of particularly handsome gold chalices from the island of Saint Columba, etched with designs in knotwork, a pleasing crucifix set with agates, a vial of water from the pool at Bethesda. The carcass of a boar they were lucky enough to kill en route and some flagons of a liquor made from honey by which the English set great store. The king? The king, God be praised, is in excellent health and spirits. And now, by Mother Abbess’ leave, time is short and he has urgent business with his sister while the horses are rested and his men refresh themselves.

				Agatha accompanies him to the room normally set aside for lay guests. It has a larger fireplace than the nuns’ parlour and more comfortable furniture, and she has been given permission to light some candles, though only tallow; beeswax candles are kept strictly for the great festivals and the Feast of Saint Justina. By their smoky light she examines him, with concern.

				There are new lines on his face, deep grooves gouged from cheek to jaw, and grey peppering the light brown curls fringing his tonsure. The fine skin beneath his eyes is blue tinged and puffy, like the skin of a bruised plum. He has lost weight since she last saw him and his complexion, beneath its superficial weathering, is pallid.

				“What happened to your hand?” she asks, as if his answer to that might contain replies to all the other questions she feels forbidden to ask.

				“A horse fell on me.”

				Agatha crosses herself. “Then you are lucky to be alive.”

				He shrugs.

				“And you look thin,” she persists, shrewish in her anxiety. She expects him to protest, but he does not.

				“There has been some fever among the troops. I was not seriously affected, thanks be to God.”

				“Troops? Surely you are not still with the army? I thought the fighting would be done by now.”

				“Done?” He repeats the word as though it is in a language he does not understand. He pauses, massaging his wrist. “It’s like trying to press air out of a bladder. As soon as we manage to put down one rebellion, another breaks out somewhere else. Always just beyond our reach, in some pathless forest or the far side of a river without fords. Or at least, none marked on the maps we have. The roads the Romans left are ruined, some say deliberately. William may have bribed or bludgeoned their thegns into submission, but these people don’t take account of their lords the way it’s done in Normandy.”

				“So our brother’s coronation was not universally welcomed. We had heard as much.” She gestures toward a chair and, though he does not sit himself, he grants her permission to do so.

				“Which?” he asks. “Winchester or London?”

				“Wasn’t one enough? Did he harbour some doubt after all about what he was doing?”

				“Winchester was Godwinson’s capital. London is the better place strategically, but Winchester has political significance. I…he…we…”

				“No need to explain. I dare say you will never unravel one from the other. It is London I am thinking of. We heard all sorts of rumours. Rioting, fires. Is any of it true?” she asks, smoothing her habit over her knees and folding her hands in her lap. The smell of wet wool is added to the mingled scents of tallow and lavender and the whiff of the stables.

				“It was nothing, a misunderstanding. The Saxon thegns set up some ritual shout or other, the custom, apparently, at their king makings. Our guards thought there was going to be a riot and set fires to contain it in the usual way. They had it under control within the hour.” He stands in front of the hearthstone, pinpoints of fire reflected in his eyes. She fears the element of fire may have gained the upper hand in him, drying the blood that gives him his normally sanguine temperament. That would account for the fever and the weight loss, the sense she has of a man devoured from within, the skeleton burning beneath the skin.

				“You know,” he says, “at the coronation, when I did homage to William for Kent, and I knelt and put my hands between his, I felt something between us, some force, like lightning. I really believed we were invincible, that if we had done this, we could do anything. Less than a hundred years since Rollo embraced Christianity, and now his descendant is made a Christian king. Like Charlemagne.”

				“I guessed that might be his reason for choosing Christmas Day. Such a dull man, but so good at the grand gesture. Or was that, perhaps, your idea?”

				He gives her a tight, enigmatic smile. “I wished only to please God, though He has shown us little sign since that He is on our side. I had expected it to be easier.”

				“Surely you of all people haven’t fallen into the trap of confusing the easy way with the right one, Odo.”

				They are interrupted by a servant who brings food and drink and waits to serve the bishop, but Odo dismisses her.

				“I will wait on His Reverence,” says Agatha, though Odo shows no sign of interest in the meal she has so carefully arranged for him, the cheese and bitter apples she knows he cannot get in England, the brandy usually dispensed only to the sick. He crosses to the window and peers out, rubbing away the frost with his sleeve.

				“I have very little time,” he says, pacing the room, picking things up and putting them down, forgetting his injured hand and wincing when he tries to bend his fingers. His prowling makes even this room seem small, the early dark closing in around them, swallowing the candlelight. “I must tell you about the Byrhtnoth hanging.”

				“The what? Who is Byrhtnoth? Odo, please sit down.”

				He does so, but on the edge of his chair.

				“Well?” she prompts. “If you have so little time, you must tell me about the hanging. Is this the marvellous and surprising thing you wrote to me about?”

				“I saw it in the abbey church at Ely, an odd place. The local people call it an island, though it stands on a marsh, not water. Shall we say it aspires to be like Mont Saint Michel, but fails. For one thing, their churches admit scarcely any light, as though they are loathe for God to see what goes on in them. They’re pagans, Agatha, for all their Saint Augustine and Saint Cuthbert and Bede’s History. I have seen images of the Norse gods on their altars and everywhere odd little shrines stuck with blood and feathers.” He shivers and stretches out his hands to the fire.

				“Odo, has something happened to you? I do not know you like this.” No, not strictly true. She has seen him this way twice before, torn between the risk and its consequences, between love and duty, and both times it was William’s doing.

				He frowns, his mouth working, whether to form words or keep them back she cannot tell. “I…dream…” He shakes himself, like a dog shaking off water. “No, nothing has happened to me, just a touch of fever as I said. This hanging. It’s not woven, the style is more like…embroidery on clothes or vestments…except for the colours. No gold, no purple.”

				“No gold? I would have thought you would have wanted plenty of gold, Odo.”

				“You miss the point, Agatha. It’s a story, a chronicle in pictures, about the Earl Byrhtnoth, who was some sort of tribal leader in East Anglia about a hundred years ago. When he was killed, his widow apparently made this work as a memorial to him and gave it to the abbey. It’s on a long strip of, I don’t know, linen I suppose. It hangs around all four walls of the church, like a frieze. You see it by torchlight, and the figures seem to leap out at you, so real I kept my hand on my sword hilt, I half believed some warrior was going to jump down from the wall and revenge himself on me for William’s triumph.” He gives a sheepish laugh.

				“I notice you have taken to wearing a sword.”

				“All pictures of this Byrhtnoth and his people, fighting, feasting, holding councils, even love making,” he goes on, choosing to ignore her reproof. “It seemed to me to unfold like life does, some stages orderly and clearly seen, others obscure, muddled, contradictory. That’s why it doesn’t want gold. It’s the story of a life, a real life. There’s a commentary, but it’s in English. I’ve set myself to learn to speak the language, but they make their letters strangely so it’s difficult to read. It doesn’t matter, though, the pictures speak for themselves. Wonderful pictures, ordinary people, so the artist didn’t have to conform to the conventions.”

				“Of representing the saints, for example? No haloes, no eyes raised to heaven? If you have one leg shorter than the other or a nose shaped like a bottle, the artist can show it? I begin to see what you mean.”

				“None of the constraints of holiness.” Their eyes meet and they exchange smiles of understanding.

				“And it set me thinking,” he goes on, “that it would be an excellent way to record what we have done.”

				“Surely a chronicle would have more permanence. Or a poem. You could be Turpin to William’s Roland. Your strip of linen sounds perilous to me. It could rot in the sun, be eaten by mice, anything. Looked at back to front.”

				“Perhaps, but so can a book, and whoever reads books, other than a handful of monks and scholars? A hanging could be displayed anywhere…”

				“Big enough.”

				“Big enough, I grant you. My idea is that it should have a permanent home in Bayeux, in the new cathedral, but it could travel. And be seen and understood by anyone, lettered or unlettered, Saxon or Norman. And it has the merit of simultaneity, like real life, the good and the bad balancing one another. It seems to me that’s impossible to achieve in books, where you see only one page at a time. Books tell, pictures suggest.”

				“Couldn’t that be dangerous? If you want to be sure people understand events from your point of view?”

				“Only if we had something to hide.” He pauses, as though expecting some response, then goes on, “So, I shall take you to see this Byrhtnoth hanging, and then you’ll understand what I want.”

				A sense of dread creeps over Agatha like a chill. The fire has settled to a dull glow and the room, outside its penumbra, is almost in darkness. She stirs the embers and piles on fresh wood. Perhaps she has misunderstood.

				“Why must I understand it, Odo?”

				“Didn’t I say? You are to design it for me. That is the service I wish from you. I’ve considered it all ways round, and you’re the obvious choice. You have the gift of representation. You can join my household so that I can recall and describe events for you whenever we can snatch a few minutes. Longer periods are difficult, as you can imagine. Then, when the design is ready, who better to seek out embroiderers with the skills I need? The king’s sister, and a religious, you can gain access anywhere. I will make sure you have all the authority and money you need.”

				“Wait, Odo, wait! I can’t do it. I can’t leave here. I haven’t been outside this place for fifteen years. I no longer know how the world works. And just because I used to enjoy drawing as a child doesn’t mean I can succeed in a task such as you envisage. You must find someone else. English needleworkers are supposed to be some of the best in the world. Surely you can find someone better than me in England to design and execute your hanging.”

				“You haven’t understood me properly, Agatha. Of course there are people skilled enough in England. There’s a strong tradition in Canterbury, I’ve discovered, which will no doubt be very useful to us…”

				“Ah yes, your new seat of power. Tell me, how does a Norman bishop feel recast as a Saxon earl?”

				“I have hopes of more.”

				“More, Odo? Are you not lord of half our brother’s new kingdom already? Must you have all his toys?”

				“Not land, Agatha, the Archbishopric. Can’t you see me as Archbishop of Canterbury?”

				She shakes her head in exasperation. Is nothing ever enough for Odo? It is clear William plays on this hunger of his, keeping him close with promises like a falconer training a young bird with titbits, but she thinks it must be an uncomfortable alliance, however much they love one another. “He would be mad to concentrate such power in one pair of hands.” Especially yours, she adds to herself. “What about Lanfranc? Surely he stands to gain also?”

				Odo gives a dismissive wave, pulling in a sharp breath between his teeth as the shards of bone grind together in his wrist. “What did Lanfranc do besides go and talk to the Pope? I preached the campaign and gave a hundred ships full of armed men and horses. Besides, Lanfranc will never leave Caen. He’s already turned down Rouen. Why should he want Canterbury? It’s even further from his beloved Alps. Now, this hanging. The reason I need you is this. You’re the one person I can tell everything to. We’re so close in age it sometimes feels to me as though we’re twins. We have everything in common, even William. Especially William. We’re the ones he’s made the most difference to, aren’t we?”

				She nods, forced to acknowledge the truth of this. Because of William she has bent her will to the Rule of Saint Benedict and hobbled her imagination with the discipline of prayer.

				“Talking to you will be like talking to myself. Because it isn’t simple, and if I’m to make a true record, I can’t make it simple. I can’t do it without you. Do you understand?”

				“Not really, but it’s true I owe you a service, and English earl or no, you’re my bishop, so I must do as you bid me. But Odo…”

				“Yes?”

				“What if, in the world…what if…?”

				“You will be strong, as you always have been. I have never known a woman more determined to resist temptation, nor man neither, come to think of it. I have faith in you, Agatha, I always have, or I would not have taken your side against William over the matter of your marriage. Now, I want to leave before nightfall, so go and make yourself ready.”

				She has little to pack and spends most of the time he allows her for preparation at prayer in the chapel. She prays for obedience, that she might submit to his will, the will of her bishop, God’s representative on earth, with joy. She prays for strength to resist the world’s temptations, and the vision to distinguish what is good from what is the Devil dressed in angels’ wings. But her prayers become entangled, because in saving her from the marriage William had arranged for her, Odo effectively condoned her sinful instincts, granted her absolution without confession and placed his own soul in as great a peril as hers. It is true what he says, that they are so alike as to be almost the same person in two skins, but she fears this likeness may not be the strength he seems to think it is.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Choice

				Lammastide 1068

				Two days after William Bastard arrived in Winchester, he was gone again, and his brothers and his chief lieutenants with him. After a hasty, shamefaced coronation service conducted behind closed doors, the blood of the wounded rioters still marking the floor of the choir in patches of faded rust, they set off for London, leaving behind a garrison in the charge of a knight from Calvados, a vassal of Bishop Odo, who had, apparently, an English wife. Not that this seemed to give him any sympathy for the English. He closed the city, taking sole charge of bringing in food supplies, which he then sold at exorbitant prices, keeping the best back for his own table and those of his officers.

				Forced to abandon any plans she might have had to return to Colchester, Gytha sought refuge in the households of men who had been loyal to King Harold and friends to Lady Edith. But, as winter hardened and food became scarcer, their welcome wore out. Neither her skill with a needle nor her devotion to her mistress carried much weight with people forced to come to an accommodation with their new overlords to put bread in their children’s mouths. There was no hard news of the fate of Lady Edith or her children. Some said they had been sent into exile, some that they had been executed in spite of the grand assurances of the Bishop of Bayeux back in November, some that Lady Edith had run mad and been locked in a convent. Gradually, the truth ceased to matter, and Edith and her children, like King Harold, began to fade into folklore, flesh metamorphosed into the words of tales and songs, myth dressed in memory’s clothes.

				One night, shortly after Epiphany, unable to sleep for cold and hunger, Gytha rose, pulled her cloak about her shoulders, and stepped quietly out of the ladies’ bower of the household she was staying in. Her teeth chattered in the icy air, and her legs shook, so weakened was she by always deferring to her host’s family and housecarls at mealtimes, often giving up most of her portion to the children. But the hard light of the stars seemed to hold her together, she swallowed the frost down into her belly and it gave her strength, the strength of being part of the frozen earth beneath her feet, welcomed back from whence she came. Dust to dust. She knew Death was stalking her, awaiting his chance. Slowly, with arms outstretched as though to embrace a lover, she turned to face him.

				But Death had a woman’s eyes with blank, lustreless, dilated pupils like holes in her face. Her body was spatchcocked against the woodpile beside the kitchen house, a gleam of exposed thigh pale in the starlight, shaken by the thrusts of the man fucking her like a dead rat worried by a dog. Gytha tried to turn away, but the woman’s gaze held her. She was captivated by its indifference, the sense that no one actually inhabited the body submitting to the man, now spent, after a moment of inertia straightening his tunic and placing something that looked like a hunk of bread in the woman’s open palm. And remembering the two Norman soldiers up on the wall, she realised there was a way to stay alive, to keep the memory of Harold and Edith golden and feed her hatred for Odo of Bayeux.

				***

				She rents one of the cells behind the city bathhouse. On her earnings she could afford a room of her own, even a modest house, set herself up in a small way as a courtesan, with regular gentlemen who would disguise payment as gifts, but she has no wish for this work to become entwined with the rest of her life. One-Eye Peg made that mistake, they say. A great beauty in her day, she entertained thegns and merchants and city burgesses, had even bought herself a burial plot under the priory nave. But when she was caught attempting to procure an abortion, none of her high connections could save her from a stoning. Those who remember say her punishment was all the more fierce because half those who sat in judgement on her had also lain with her. So now, scarred and toothless, with a dragging leg and a puckered hole where her right eye used to shine with love, she begs outside the bathhouse, permitted to remain there by the burgesses as a warning to others, or perhaps as a sop to their consciences.

				Gytha sees her work as something that happens in the interval between heartbeats, the space between breaths, temporary and marginal, nothing to do with the woman inside her skin. She keeps only what she needs to survive, money for rent and fuel, and new soles for her shoes, cloth for a spare gown and a winter cloak, enough food to preserve the illusion of fecundity in the swell of her breasts, the rise of her belly, the sweep of her hips. The rest she gives to the priory for the maintenance of orphans, going there at dusk with her hood drawn close about her face so she will not be recognised, leaving her gifts of money and food, and the occasional piece of jewellery, with the porter.

				She is popular and can charge highly for her services because she knows herself to be barren. The first month after her congress with the soldiers, when she did not bleed, she feared the worst. But then a second month passed, and a third, and though she remained clean, she experienced none of the symptoms of pregnancy and supposed her fertility ended, carried away like Lady Edith in her cart or Harold’s corpse washed out to sea. She had heard of it before, in women who had suffered sudden shocks, and knew it to be widespread during famine years, though then the problem would usually right itself when food was plentiful again.

				She has no regrets, for what did a quickening womb bring her but pain overlaid with heartache? At least she does not have to take the precautions the others take to ward off conception. She does not have to swallow bees or drink her clients’ urine or smear her women’s parts with tincture of honey and excrement. No hopping seven times on her left leg after the act for her. The men are not obliged to withdraw and spill themselves on her belly, in the air that, even accounting for the steam from the baths, kills men’s seed with its dryness. She does not try to incite them to ejaculate into orifices forbidden by the Church, unless, of course, that is their preference and they are prepared to pay for the indulgence. She is uncomplicated, and that is what the men like in these days full of rumour and rebellion. They find her indifference irresistible, a challenge they rise to again and again, but never surmount.

				Even the kind ones are brutes, writhing and panting on top of her, crushing the air out of her lungs, with their little cries of triumph as they squirt their seed into her useless womb. She will never look at their faces, flushed, contorted, self absorbed, or the tight little smiles with which they rearrange their clothing, hand over their gifts of money, or a joint of meat, some yards of cloth, a modest jewel their wives will not miss, and scuttle away. If she allows herself to indulge the contempt she feels rising in her like bile, she fears it may dilute the hatred she cherishes for William Bastard’s rapacious brother.

				***

				Sister Jean-Baptiste arrives at the end of a busy day. Hot summer afternoons are good for business. It is the sort of weather that sets the fleas jumping and brings customers to the baths, and what man of affairs, languorous from the steam, skin tingling from the ministrations of the attendants with their brushes and wash cloths, wants to return too quickly to his stuffy counting house or gloomy hall, or the constraints of a nagging wife in her bower? Gytha is lying stretched out on her bed, alone for the time being, the lacing at the front of her dress loosened, her arms crossed behind her head, remembering a story her mother used to tell her, about the Emperor of Rome and his dream of a maiden. In her half waking, half sleeping state she can hear her mother’s voice perfectly clearly inside her head, its Welsh song rising and falling as though she were sitting at Gytha’s side and not dead in childbirth for twelve years.

				And when he awoke neither life nor being nor existence was left him, for the maiden he had seen in his sleep. Not one bone-joint of his was there, not the middle of a single nail, to say nothing of a part that might be greater than that, but was filled with love of the maiden.

				She cannot keep the regret out of her voice when she hears the footsteps hesitate on the far side of the curtain covering the open side of her cubicle. Such vivid memories come only rarely.

				“I’m alone. You can come in.” She sits up, pulling her laces tighter as she does so, pushing up her breasts which are still full and firm but not set as high as the new fashion dictates, though she is bound to admit, grudgingly, that the close fitting Norman style of dress suits her better than the loose Saxon tunic. “It’s a penny up front, and I shall weigh it, mind. No clipped coins.”

				“I am glad you place a proper value on your services. We are all precious in the sight of God.”

				Gytha looks up in astonishment to see the nun standing at the foot of her bed, immaculate in black habit and white veil, the plain wooden crucifix lying flat against her chest. She is smiling, which unnerves Gytha further, the powdery, ageless skin around her eyes folded into little, sharp pleats. There is something familiar about the smile, with its ironic, downward turn. Gytha finishes lacing her dress, trying discreetly to pull the neck a little higher, wishing she had roused herself to wash after the last man left. The nun meanwhile appraises her with the candour of a dealer assessing the soundness of a horse, registering, Gytha feels, a great deal more than outward appearances. She then shifts her gaze to take in their surroundings, the narrow space between the rough planks partitioning Gytha’s cubicle from the ones on either side of it, the plaster flaking from the damp rear wall, furnished with nothing but the bed and a stool that doubles as a nightstand.

				“Functional,” she comments, “not unlike my own cell really.”

				“The comforts I offer are rather less demanding than the consolations of religion, my lady.”

				“Good,” says the nun, as though admiring a deft piece of needlework or a subtle parry of the sword, “very good.”

				A Norman, a newcomer to judge by her accent, and well born. What does she want here? She is clearly not one of those dispatched from time to time by the burgesses to make sure the women are not diseased, dispensing pious platitudes with their herbal ointments and potions, not expecting miracles.

				“You can understand me, then,” the nun continues. “I’m afraid I have not yet mastered your language as well as I should like.”

				“I understand you.”

				“Good. You are Aelfgytha? From the manor of Colchester?”

				“Yes,” she replies cautiously. How does this Norman nun know who she is, and what can she want of her?

				“Then I am glad to have found you. It has not been easy. May I sit?”

				Gytha jerks her chin in the direction of the stool, at the same time shifting around on the bed to face the nun, leaning against the wall with her knees drawn up in front of her. The nun sits, straight backed, hands folded in her lap as though she were in chapel. Hugging her knees, Gytha waits. In the next door cubicle, cries of passion have been replaced by murmured conversation, rustling clothes, the chink of money changing hands.

				“I hope your daughter is well again soon,” she hears her neighbour say as her client leaves.

				“I should introduce myself,” resumes the nun. “I expect you are thoroughly confused by now, wondering why a nun from Normandy should be chasing around the south of England looking for you.”

				“I wonder very little nowadays, my lady. It serves no purpose. I remember those who thought the comet last spring portended well for King Harold.”

				“You are wise, Aelfgytha. Some in Falaise, where I come from, believed it heralded the Second Coming.”

				“You’d know more about that than I would, my lady.”

				The nun gives her a shrewd look. “I am pressed for time. My lord, the temporal lord, that is, whose business I am on, is not a man who appreciates being kept in suspense. Briefly, my name is Jean-Baptiste, and I am on a commission for the new Earl of Kent, who is my brother and commanded an army in the recent crusade.”

				“Crusade? Is that what you people think you were doing? Crusading? Why, it seems to me you’ve done nothing but burn down our churches since you got here. There’s nowhere left for a pious Christian to worship. Even Canterbury Cathedral, so I hear. I suppose that was your earl’s doing?”

				“My earl, as you call him, had not yet been invested with his earldom when the cathedral burned down. He had probably never set eyes on Canterbury. You would do well to remember that Archbishop Stigand was under interdict when he crowned Harold of Wessex. Perhaps the fire was sent from God.” The nun’s calm is unassailable. “Opposition is always more effective if you get your facts straight.” Gytha gives a sulky shrug. “The earl rendered the king great service during the…invasion and wishes to keep a record of his achievements. Which is where you come in.”

				“It seems improbable to me that your mighty earl should need to send all the way to Winchester for a whore. Are there no brothels in Canterbury? Does he not draw a shoal of concubines in his wake as most great men do?”

				“But you were not always a whore, were you, Aelfgytha?”

				“Your people made me one. What I was before can be of no interest to you.”

				“Many have suffered to put King William on his throne, and not all Saxons. There is no point in pitying ourselves.” A sudden bitterness in her tone makes Gytha look up. Briefly, their eyes meet in a flicker of mutual understanding. But the moment passes and, stung by the nun’s patronising words, Gytha gropes for some clearer way to explain her feelings.

				The Normans are like the men she does business with. They do not see her as a woman, as a daughter, a mother, a wife, a whole person to be cherished or punished for her uniqueness. To them she is just a hole in which they bury themselves, the price of a few seconds of oblivion. When the Bastard looked out to sea and envisaged the island he aimed to conquer, what did he see? Land, that was all. Farm land, building land, forests for hunting. Not people, not the Anglo Saxons or the Celts or the Danes or any of the rest who made up their ancient, intricate communities where Christ and Thor and even Jupiter supped from the same dish. Stone he saw, but not churches or moot halls, or the mysterious ruins of Roman temples and villas crumbling on empty hillsides like petrified echoes. Gold he saw, but not the way the master jewellers wrought it to frame dark sapphires or milky moonstones, or needlewomen like herself could transform gold thread into the rising sun, or the halo of a saint, or the glint in the eye of a lover contemplating his lady. What he saw, the Bastard with his Judas hair, was simply the reflection of his greed. But she cannot say this to the Norman nun, the Earl of Kent’s sister, so she keeps silent.

				“You have nothing more to say?” queries Sister Jean-Baptiste. “Then let me explain what I want of you. As I said, the earl seeks a memorial of the invasion, and please, for now, let us not debate the wisdom of his desire. The desires of great men are facts, are they not, like the weather or the hours of light and dark? There is nothing we can do to change them. His idea is that this should take the form of an embroidered hanging depicting all the events leading to the coronation of King William. I have drawn up the design for the work, and now I am looking for the best needlewomen I can find to execute it.” She pauses.

				Is she waiting for some acknowledgment of her compliment, Gytha wonders. Well, let her wait; she plied her needle in Saxon houses, for Saxon noblemen and their churches; the Normans made her the whore she is now, who does not even trouble to darn her hose.

				“The abbess at the Convent of Saint Mary of Egypt in Colchester told me how the late Earl of Wessex’s concubine singled out your work for special praise on a visit to the convent,” Sister Jean continues, “and how she then took you into her household. So I came here to Winchester to find you. Though it has not been easy. You have hidden your tracks well. Most people I made enquiries of told me all Edith Swan Neck’s women went into exile with her.”

				Exile. Thank God, oh, thank God she is still alive. “She is not dead then?” She cannot keep her relief out of her voice. Hearing it, the nun gives her a quick, warm smile, which makes her look younger, less severe. “Where is she? Do you know? Is she in the charge of your earl?”

				“Alas, I know nothing more than my enquiries after you have turned up. But there is generally a kernel of truth in rumour so it seems likely she is not dead.”

				Gytha slumps back against the wall. “Rumour, never anything but rumour.”

				“Well, you may be sure of one thing, and that is, she is not in Winchester. Perhaps if you will come to Canterbury with me, you may learn more outside these walls.”

				“My lady, I’m sure I should be flattered by your attention and yes, I was a good embroiderer, but that is all in the past. Nowadays I’m just a whore. I’ll tickle your earl’s cock for him, for a price, but not his vanity. I have little enough to be proud of; let me at least take pride in being a Saxon.” Sister Jean-Baptiste raises her eyebrows at this. Gytha, with her small stature and dark colouring, looks nothing like a Saxon. “Now I must ask you to leave. I have work to do.”

				“I think not. It’s late and I can’t hear anyone outside. I am offering you respectable, reliable employment for years to come. You will have a sound roof over your head, regular meals, and the protection of one of the most powerful men in England, who has even stood regent for the king.”

				“The work I have now is reliable, Sister, if not respectable. A good deal more reliable than embroidery, if I may say so, the one being merely a luxury, the other—as men would have it—a necessity of life.”

				“I have seen the chasuble that captured Edith Swan Neck’s attention, Aelfgytha. God bestowed a great gift upon you. It is your duty to use your talent wisely.”

				“And who’s to say I don’t?”

				“Oh, really. Now you are talking like a child. Besides, this is not a work of mere luxury. It is to be a chronicle of sorts, an account of important events to hang in a cathedral. For people to see and learn from.”

				“A cathedral? But I thought you said…”

				“The earl is also a bishop, in Normandy.”

				Gytha feels the blood grow still in her veins. When she opens her mouth to speak, she realises she has been holding her breath for several seconds. Everything has fallen away, the world is suddenly nothing but the nun and herself, the question hanging on her lips, the knowledge the nun has which may be everything or nothing. “Where?” she asks, sounding as casual as she can.

				“Bayeux,” replies Sister Jean-Baptiste pleasantly. “He is building a new cathedral there. He envisages this embroidery hanging in the nave.” The nun continues to speak, but her words are nothing but background noise to Gytha, merging with voices and footsteps outside, hurrying to be indoors before dark, or the shuffled rearrangements of bodies in the neighbouring cubicles. Bayeux. The word hammers in her head like the ringing of the curfew bell. Obviously Lady Edith’s hangings were not enough for him then, and his greed has given her her chance. The little room is stuffy and reeks of sweat and semen. She begins to feel faint, separated, as though she is looking in on herself from outside.

				“What about this hanging then?” she asks, as soon as she can trust her voice, struggling to keep her tone light, casual, non-committal. “I hope it will be truthful. I refuse to sew lies. Besides, a lot more people will see it than would read a chronicle. Your earl will get caught out quicker than a tale teller when he changes the words.”

				“You will come then?”

				“Is it up to you?” If he has any say in the matter, then he may already be aware of her identity, which will make her task harder. “I would have thought he would want to make the choice himself, if this hanging is so important to him.”

				“He has entrusted the task to me entirely. I am to choose.”

				Choice. There has never been any choice for a woman, not since Eve chose the serpent. Of course she will go with Sister Jean-Baptiste, though not for any reason the sister could dream of. She nods.

				The nun stands up and holds out her hand. “Good. That’s settled then. I stay tonight at the priory. Come there tomorrow at Prime, and we will set out for Canterbury.” Sister Jean-Baptiste’s grip is sinewy and dry, though her hand feels as delicate as a songbird in Gytha’s.

				***

				They make slow progress on the first day of their journey. Traffic throngs the narrow road, heavy grain wagons rumbling between fields and mills, forcing their party off the track and into the woods and meadows bordering it, bands of old men and boys with scythes and flails balanced on their shoulders following the harvest, the usual assortment of barefoot friars, peddlers, prostitutes. If she catches a girl’s eye, Gytha smiles her recognition, but rarely receives anything other than a scowl or a blank stare in return. Without the white cockade of her profession pinned to her hood, they do not know her, and eventually she stops trying, riding with eyes cast down like a respectable woman.

				Rain has fallen overnight, transforming baked earth into syrupy mud which clings to their clothes and faces and makes the horses slip and lurch uncomfortably. Several times they have to wait while their escorts help to free stuck wagons, laying mats of brush or sheaves of straw beneath the wheels. Nor does it aid their progress that Sister Jean-Baptiste insists on stopping every three hours to say the daily offices, despite the advice of the commander of their escort that they’re sitting ducks for all manner of outlaws on the quieter stretches of road.

				“Nonsense,” she retorts. “It is the king’s boast that a man may travel the length and breadth of England with a crock of gold in his breast and remain unmolested, and I believe him.”

				She doesn’t, of course, following her travels with Odo the previous year, noting down the account he gave her of the invasion as he toured his new manors, sitting in council, inspecting the rolls, holding courts, tithe bargaining with suspicious abbots, attempting to explain the obligations of frankpledge to bewildered villeins. Everywhere stamping the authority of his new seal, which showed on one side the bishop, his face bathed in saintly benevolence, his hand raised in blessing, and on the other, the earl, armed, mounted, holding an unsheathed sword.

				When William appointed him regent, she remained unobtrusive among the crowd of sycophants and fortune hunters, watching the king embark for Normandy with his train of Saxon hostages. She saw how, when the brothers kissed, rivalry vied with love in the gesture. Odo, standing alone, ankle deep in the cold, grey sea, the hem of his cloak floating out behind him as the Mora diminished to the size of a great insect crawling across the water, was engaged in something much more complicated than a public display of fraternal affection and feudal obligation. Looking toward home, his dream of a cathedral, his library, his school, his son, with the great, wet weight of England at his back, he wrestled with the question, what if. What if William never returned? None of them, not his brother, Robert of Mortain, not Fitzosbern, with whom Odo was to share his regency, must see it on his face.

				Sketching out her designs in makeshift accommodation in the half built castles at Dover and Rochester, she too fell prey to what if, after Odo had ridden in pursuit of the turncoat Eustace of Boulogne, whose vanity in his descent from Charlemagne had made him easy prey for whatever flotsam the tide of William’s success had left in its wake. What if Odo were killed? Would his hanging too, like that of Earl Byrhtnoth, become simply the doting memorial to a fallen hero sewn by the women he left behind? But he came back, and Eustace fled to France, and after her experience of the aftermath of that revolt, she will not be deflected from her religious duty by the prospect of a gang of half starved villeins on the run from their overlords.

				Gytha never prays with her, even at the main daily office of Vespers, but Agatha, not wishing to antagonise her latest recruit, makes no comment. She is grateful for Gytha’s change of heart; she had feared she would be unable to persuade her to join in the fabrication of Odo’s memorial, and though she had the means of coercion at her disposal, she was loathe to use them. Gytha’s skill must be freely given if she is to bring to Odo’s hanging the same lovely spontaneity Agatha noted in the chasuble stitched at the Convent of Saint Mary.

				As they converse along the road, she finds herself growing to like her companion, though not with the disquieting affection that leapt into her heart when she first saw Margaret in her father’s house, eyes cast down and blushing as she held out an embroidered shift for Sister Jean’s inspection. Margaret smells of fresh baking and orange blossom, and her plump, freckled forearms covered with fine red blond down make you want to stroke them. Gytha, with her awkward cleverness, her words like cats fighting in a sack, does not inspire such gentleness, more a sense of common identity. In other circumstances, Agatha wonders if she might have ended up living as Gytha has been living, in the margins of society, like a spark thrown off a Catherine wheel. She feels at ease with Gytha and senses that Gytha too is beginning to relax in her company, albeit cautiously, every friendly remark framed by some reminder that they are enemies, more divided than united by their common purpose. But who is she reminding, Agatha wonders. Agatha, or herself?

				***

				Toward None on the fourth day, Sister Jean calls a halt at a point where the road passes through a woodland clearing, the track temporarily losing itself in close bitten grass where the horses have to tread carefully to avoid rabbit burrows. Rabbits, like stunted hares without grace or magic or silver in their fur, forever escaping their warrens and ruining vegetable plots, another unwanted Norman invader. Gytha walks into the woods to stretch her cramped muscles, enjoying the cool, green light filtering through the trees, the silence hardly touched by the soft scurrying of unseen creatures in the undergrowth. She takes off her shoes, burrowing her toes into the forest floor, sensing through her worn hose the different textures of grass spikes, damp leaves, pine needles, beech mast, inhaling the sharp earth scent released by the disturbed vegetation.

				Suddenly, to their mutual astonishment, a man erupts from the bushes only yards away from her. He has a bow slung across his chest and around his neck the carcass of a deer, tongue lolling, feet neatly hobbled. He is breathless and at the sight of Gytha goes very pale, his face reflecting the green light of the sun through leaves. Gytha flushes. How foolish she must look, wandering aimlessly in the woods with her shoes in her hand and her hose damp. Then turns cold at the thought of what will happen to him if he is caught.

				“I haven’t seen you,” she says quickly. He gives a curt nod, and a grimace that might have been a smile, and runs on before Gytha can warn him that he is heading straight for Sister Jean and the earl’s men. She wants to run after him, but she will never be able to keep up in her bare feet, and by the time she has put her shoes back on it will be too late. She watches him disappear again among the trees. How can she help him anyway? The road is in the king’s peace and the woods on either side the king’s also. He will be shown no mercy where the king’s deer are concerned: the road is crawling with royal patrols; he is bound to be caught sooner or later.

				By the time she emerges from the wood, the poacher has been taken, two men holding him by the arms while another secures the deer carcass to one of the packhorses. The man stands passively, as though submitting to the inevitable, but between Sister Jean and the escort commander it seems to be a different story. They are arguing, in low voices but with obvious ferocity, the commander’s face and neck flushed, Sister Jean drawn bolt upright in front of him, quivering with anger the way birch trees do in the lightest of breezes. As Gytha watches, she reaches into the flat leather wallet suspended from her girdle and withdraws a folded parchment with a showy seal appended to it. The officer makes a stiff bow and, crossing to his men, gives them their orders.

				The two soldiers holding the poacher drag him toward the edge of the clearing, his legs buckling under him, his feet scuffing the grass. Another unclips his horse’s reins and uses the length of leather to bind the poacher by his wrists to a tree. He then takes his knife to the hem of the prisoner’s shirt, hacking away a sufficient length of it to act as a blindfold. Gytha cannot believe what she is seeing. The Normans are usually so particular about sticking to the rules, yet here is the Bastard’s own sister openly flouting his law. Or perhaps the law has no currency where poaching the Bastard’s own deer is concerned. She tries to catch Sister Jean’s eye, but the nun never for a moment looks away from her victim.

				Gytha hurries across the clearing to the officer, where he stands beside a young archer crouched on the ground sorting through a quiver full of arrows.

				“Is she mad?”

				The officer looks close to answering her before he remembers his position and turns away impassively.

				“Sister,” pleads Gytha, “this man is unshriven. At least you should fetch him a priest.”

				“Is he secure?” asks Sister Jean, approaching the group beside the tree.

				“Yes, madam.”

				“Then know this,” she says to the prisoner. “This is not the king’s justice but his sister’s. You will thank me for it in heaven.”

				The young archer fits his chosen arrow into his bow, takes aim, draws back his firing arm and, on a sign from his officer, releases his shaft. Sister Jean crosses herself and begins a recitation of prayers for the dying, though all Gytha can hear is the whistle of the arrow, ending in an abrupt squelch as it hits its target. It is a good shot; the poacher sags against the tree without uttering any sound other than the sigh of his breath being knocked out of his body. Gytha has never witnessed an execution before. She cannot look away as a thin, dark trickle of blood appears at the corner of his slack mouth, like something he meant to say before it was too late.

				“If I’m not mistaken, there’s a priory not far from here. Take him there for burial and the venison for distribution to the poor.”

				***

				Agatha knows how it looks, but she has no intention of explaining herself, even though she regrets the way Gytha withdraws into hostile silence, refusing any longer to ride at her side but trailing several, sullen yards behind so the escort is forever having to drop back to keep an eye on her. She has acted as common sense and her conscience dictate. What else could she do? If she had released the man, he would have been picked up by a royal patrol in no time. If she had handed him over to the proper authority herself, the result would have been the same. A summary trial. Blinding, possibly the loss of a hand. William, of his piety, forbids the taking of life by any but God and contents himself with humbler punishments. The man is better dead. This way he is not condemned to a life of begging. His wife, if he has one, is free to marry again. His children will not starve. Her reasons are sound, yet she feels they imply criticism of Odo, the architect of William’s laws, so she will keep them to herself.

				***

				Canterbury castle is a disappointing place, mean in comparison with Winchester, a simple, shabby motte and bailey construction protected to the south east by the remains of the Roman wall and on the town side by a new double palisade. Glancing up at the keep through the blur of rain, Gytha forms the impression that the mound on which it stands is about to dissolve, bringing the tower sliding down into the outer court where it will sink into the mud. The new earl must find it very mean in comparison with Lady Edith’s house, she thinks with satisfaction, wondering how many more of Lady Edith’s possessions apart from herself have ended up here.

				The thatch is in need of attention, and the keep itself affects the eye strangely due to the fact that four new windows, about twice as wide as the customary shot windows, have been cut into it half way up its height. Private apartments for the earl, says one of their escort in answer to her query, holding her mule as she dismounts. Private apartments. She has never heard of such a thing. Not even King Harold and Lady Edith had private rooms, though their bed stood on the opposite side of the hearth from where the rest of the household and its guests slept, and the curtains were a double thickness of wool, in winter at least.

				***

				They leave their mounts at the guard house, and Sister Jean leads her across the outer ward to what appears to be the only stone building in the compound. The keep is of wooden construction, most of the buildings around the outer ward, bakehouse and kitchen, blacksmith, fletcher, mews, stables, sties and byres, of wattle and daub. It is the oddest building Gytha has ever seen, two stories high with a tower at one end of it, like a Norman church with its watchtower. It has no windows overlooking the ward at ground floor level, but the walls of the upper story seem to be made entirely of glass. Even in this water-logged light she can see straight through from one side of the building to the other, to a further square of grey sky divided into patchwork by lancets so fine they are scarcely visible. It is as though the roof, tiled rather than thatched, hovers over the building on a cushion of air.

				Sister Jean takes a latchkey from the bundle hanging from her girdle and opens a wicket set in a wide iron-bound door at the opposite end of the building to the tower.

				“What is this?” Gytha shivers. She’s soaked through and her bones ache from the journey. She is a poor horsewoman, more accustomed to walking.

				Agatha does not reply. She is happy to let the building speak for itself. It is, to her mind, beautiful and purposeful, not a stone laid but in the service of the embroidery, which she intends also to be beautiful and purposeful. She shows Gytha into the entrance hall. Tall windows, their arches decorated with chevrons, carved and brightly painted in the earl’s livery of green and gold, give a cloistered effect. The shutters are battened against the rain, but the hall is brightly lit by flares in wrought iron wall brackets. The stone of the walls, where visible, is smooth and so pale that it seems to take on completely the smoky orange glow from the flares. The walls, however, are almost entirely covered with pictures.

				Some are charcoal sketches on vellum, mostly palimpsests showing blurred ghosts of their previous uses beneath the fresh drawings, others are painted on linen but unframed, their raw edges curled and fraying. So striking are they, so alive in the warm, flickering, uncertain light, that Gytha is indignant at the careless way they have been pinned up, a prey to dust and light, or the first gust of wind strong enough to rip them from the walls. They make little sense to her, showing scenes as varied as ploughing and ship building, the preparation of a banquet, a hunting party, a farmer among his vines, but it scarcely matters. They have, not beauty exactly, but a sense of authenticity that makes many works she has seen, meticulously painted, lavishly gilded, seem dead in comparison. Peering at the images as they shimmer into view, she can smell the turned earth, hear the sucking and sighing of waves and the hammering of shipwrights, taste the grapes, the way the sweet juice bursts into the back of your mouth when you press the fruit between tongue and teeth until the skins split.

				“These are extraordinary. I wonder they aren’t taken better care of.”

				“So you are a connoisseur of pictures, are you?” Sister Jean-Baptiste is leading her down the hall, but slowly, sensing her absorption.

				“You don’t need to know anything about art to know these are special. I’ve never seen anything to resemble them.”

				“Thank you. Although I must confess the style isn’t completely original. My brother showed me a hanging in Ely Abbey that uses similar motifs for buildings, trees and the like. I think it is typical of the work of your countrymen. And there’s a Pentateuch in the library at St. Augustine’s Abbey here that I found most inspiring.”

				“These are yours then? For the hanging? They’re very good.” What a pity they will go to waste when Bishop Odo dies. As he will, as soon as Gytha can find the means. When God gives you a talent, an opportunity, you must use it. You have no choice.

				Sister Jean-Baptiste halts before a door which she opens and stands aside for Gytha to enter. She finds herself in a dormitory containing a row of narrow box beds, each with a linen chest at its foot. The room is dark, with no natural light other than what trickles into it from the hall through a series of narrow apertures close to the ceiling. A fire burns in a brick hearth at the far end of the room, smoking a little from rain finding its way down the chimney. So that is what the tower is. Gytha has heard of chimneys, but she has never seen one before. She is sceptical of their usefulness. Surely the heat of the fire must all be sucked up the great stone chute without ever warming the room it stands in.

				A deep half barrel stands before the hearth. A bath, thinks Gytha, feeling the longing in every cold, battered bone of her body, like the ones Adam used to make as a sideline to his coopering business, copper lined for waterproofing and insulation. They had sold quite a few of them, to the monasteries, merchants’ households and the like. She turns back toward Sister Jean-Baptiste.

				“But there don’t seem to be any fighting scenes.”

				“Oh there are, I assure you. But battles are like the tip of a pyramid. One has to consider all the negotiations, misunderstandings, and fallings out that lead to them, and the practical preparations. And remember that ordinary life continues to flow on around them. You are not the only one to be concerned with the truth, Gytha. Now, look at you, you’re wet through. Here is a bed for you, a straw pallet only, I’m afraid, but clean. I will send in the servant to help you bathe, but don’t undress yet. The men will be on their way from the bakehouse with hot water. You will find fresh clothes in the chest.”

				“A straw pallet only,” she mutters to herself, mimicking Sister Jean’s strong Norman accent as she gives the pallet a cautious prod. As if she was used to sleeping on anything else. And this at least is covered with a clean blanket, the wool fulled for warmth, a welcome luxury as the beds are clearly only intended for a single sleeper. Bishop Odo must either shit gold or not have the sense he was born with where spending it is concerned.

				She peers inside the linen chest and sees, but does not touch, a starched linen cap, carefully folded undergarments and a dress of some dark, demure stuff beneath them. She crosses to the fireside and looks into the barrel, and it is indeed a bath, with a little crossbench, waiting to be filled.

				As if on cue, the door opens and a girl enters, followed by a man carrying two iron cauldrons of hot water suspended from a yoke.

				“You must be Gytha.” She is perhaps sixteen or seventeen, a tall, big boned girl with pale, freckled skin and a mass of red-gold curls pushing against the cap, identical to the one in the linen chest, balanced on top of them. Like a dove sitting on a bush, thinks Gytha.

				“Are you the servant?”

				“Me? No, I’m Margaret. My sister Alwys and I are embroiderers here. Sister Jean said to make sure you were all right. She always sends us packing when she comes back from a journey, so she can look at what we’ve been doing in peace, she says.”

				The man empties the water into the bath and takes his leave, lingering fractionally too long in the doorway. Gytha turns away, folding her arms tight across her breasts. She hates being trapped in this body that speaks a language at odds with that of her rational mind, a language so rich and complex she shrinks from the effort of translation.

				“No need to wait for Leofgeat,” Margaret is saying, “I’ll help you. She’s got a sweetheart in the bakehouse. I imagine they’re dallying over the next batch of hot water. You might freeze while true love burns on the other side of the ward.”

				“Is it love bakes the bread and warms the water here then?” Gytha unpins her cloak and sits on the edge of her bed to remove her shoes and hose. Her feet, the skin mud-stained and puckered from the wet, look like something that has been hidden under a stone.

				“Hardly,” says Margaret, testing the temperature of the water with her elbow. “Art,” she says, straightening up and smoothing her skirt over her broad hips and round child’s belly. Her dress is of the same dark grey stuff Gytha has seen in her own linen chest, a shapeless tunic like a nun’s habit, with a girdle to match from which Margaret has a thread box hanging. “Sister Jean never tires of telling us that art is the master here. Apparently it’s not our skills as needlewomen, nor hers as designer, nor even the earl’s as…whatever he’s good at.”

				Looting, thinks Gytha, killing, imposing curfews, inflicting floggings, bundling defenceless, grief-stricken widows into carts and packing them off into oblivion. Not art, not the beautiful images pinned to the walls outside.

				“It’s all art,” continues Margaret. “Come on now, before the water gets cold. The others will be here in a minute.”

				“Others?” Gytha has pulled off her dress and, her clothes being so wet, her shift has come with it, leaving her naked. She bows her head, shaking her hair forward so it covers her breasts, notices her garters, stiff with water, have left livid wheals in the pads of flesh just above her knees. “What others?”

				“Oh, some of the others who stay here. There are some local women who embroider vestments and things for Saint Augustine’s, but the rest live here, in the castle. Alwys is coming, and Emma who’s…well, you’ll see, and Judith. She’s a thegn’s widow and never lets us forget it. We sleep in this dormitory.”

				“Like nuns yourselves.”

				“Sister Jean seems to have very particular views about us sharing beds, but we do when it gets so cold you’d rather be kicked all night than freeze. Would you like me to wash your hair for you?”

				The water is hot enough to make her gasp as she slides into it, sitting a little gingerly on the crossbench, and to bring out goosebumps on the parts of her back and shoulders that remain exposed. Steam envelops her, warm tongues of water lap her aching backside, and the tender skin on the backs of her thighs chafed by the saddle. Her toes tingle as the blood begins to flow back into them.

				She tips back her head to wet her hair. “Why not?”

				“You have such lovely hair.” Margaret kneads Gytha’s scalp with camomile and thyme until she feels as though a new skin is being pulled over her head. “I wish mine was straight.”

				“Nettle is good for straightening hair. Pound it into a paste, comb it through, and leave it overnight.” Gytha closes her eyes, surrenders herself to the pummelling, to the soothing gurgle of water and smells of the herbs blending with woodsmoke and hot copper. Even when she hears the door open again, and the rustle of floor rushes disturbed by several pairs of feet, she feels too lazy to be curious.

				“I’m just rinsing her hair,” says Margaret to the newcomers, “then we’ll get her dry and dressed.”

				“I’m not an invalid,” says Gytha idly. “I can dress myself.”

				“It’s just something we like to do,” says a strange voice, “to help make you one of us.”

				Gytha bridles at the imperious tone. She sits up straight and opens her eyes.

				The speaker is taking clothes out of the linen chest at the foot of Gytha’s bed and laying them out. Gytha notices that her own small bundle of possessions has been relegated to the floor and her old clothes handed to the servant, Leofgeat, who is even now pushing them into the fire with a long poker, grumbling that the cloak is too wet to burn properly. A pile of towels has been placed beside the tub. Gytha signals impatiently to Margaret to hand her one, which she wraps around her hair, and another, with which she covers herself as she steps out of the tub.

				“How can you know that I want to be one of you?” she asks. “Or that you want me to? You know nothing about me. And why is she burning my clothes? I never said anyone could burn my clothes.” Unaware of how she looks, with her hair scraped back from the strong upward sweep of her cheekbones and her dark brows arched, she feels foolish and powerless, clad only in a towel and smaller than the rest of them.

				“Well, you’re here, aren’t you?” The older woman straightens up, having completed her tirewoman’s duties with the removal of a pair of dark blue hose from the chest. Indigo dyed, Gytha notices, expensive. The woman has the spare bones of a well bred horse, with pale, prominent eyes and a pursed, loveless mouth. “None of us has to be here. This is not a house of correction.” She makes no reference to the burning clothes.

				“After what I’ve seen of the mistress of this house, I wouldn’t be so sure of that. I’d like to see how she’d react if any of you tried to leave.” She unwinds the towel from her hair and shakes it down well below her waist.

				“What do you mean?” asks the horsey woman. With a short, bitter laugh, Gytha sits on the end of the bed closest to the hearth and crosses her legs, exposing strong calves scattered with dark, silky hair. Welsh legs, her mother used to say, good for climbing hills. She looks from one to the next. Besides Margaret, Leofgeat, and the horse-faced woman, there are two others in the room, though Gytha has to double check this with herself because one of them, at first, and even second, glance is identical to Margaret. The sister, Alwys, she assumes, not surprised that Margaret failed to mention their being twins. Twins are nothing to boast of, even boys; Alwys’ and Margaret’s father was likely very grateful to have found them a place in an earl’s household, even a Norman earl, even this Norman earl. It is only when she concentrates that she can tell them apart by minor variations in dress and the fact that Alwys’ hair is a shade darker and a little less curly than her sister’s.

				The other is a mousy creature with lank hair and sallow skin bearing the pits of small pox. She also has a vigorous tic that wrenches her chin round toward her left shoulder. The muscles in the right side of her neck are oddly thickened and corded as a result. In repose, if you can call it that, she keeps her hands thrust deep into the pockets of a linen apron she wears over her dark grey dress. With this variation, all the women are dressed in the same dark tunics and white caps as Margaret. The horse-faced woman has a key hanging from her girdle. She’s the one to watch, then, thinks Gytha, Sister Jean-Baptiste’s journeywoman. Judith, the thegn’s widow.

				“I mean, if you cross her, she might just have you shot.”

				“Shot?” says Margaret. “Don’t be silly.”

				“From what I’ve seen, she doesn’t have much respect for human life, even by Norman standards.” And she tells the women the tale of the executed poacher.

				A resentful silence settles over them. Everyone wishes Gytha had kept her shocking story to herself. Now they know they are prisoners. Me and my big mouth, thinks Gytha, me and truth. A self-destructive relationship if ever there was one. She should carry a sprig of myrtle under her tongue, to curb its talkativeness.

				“Nothing she does surprises me any more,” says Alwys. “She makes us bathe once a month, whether we want to or not. You can only get out of it by saying you’ve got your monthly visitor. She even offered to teach Meg Latin. What would Meg need to know that for? If you ask me, she’s mad.”

				“It’s not her fault, though, is it?” says Margaret. “It was wrong of the earl to expect her to be able to design the hanging. Women’s minds aren’t suited to that kind of work. I expect it’s the strain of having to behave like a man.”

				“And she truly is the king’s sister?” asks Gytha.

				“Yes,” Margaret replies.

				“She and the earl are his half brother and sister,” says the horse-faced woman. “They have the same mother.”

				“Judith’s our authority for these things, our Book of Genesis,” Margaret teases. “She’s the only one of us ever to have set eyes on the earl. He hasn’t been here since any of us arrived. Judith’s husband used to be something high up at court.”

				“King Harold’s court,” adds Judith, seeing the expression on Gytha’s face, unaware its fall is due to the discovery that the earl is absent from his castle rather than anything to do with her husband. Gytha’s plans are going to have to wait.

				“What happened to him?” she asks, wondering if she might have known him. He might well have sought refuge from a harridan like Judith in the relaxed atmosphere of Lady Edith’s household.

				“He was killed just before Hastings. He was on his way to meet the king when his party was intercepted by Norman raiders.”

				“And yet you’re here? Prostituting yourself to the Bastard’s brother? Why?”

				Judith’s face remains impassive, though its expression seems to become more set, as though she has assumed a mask of herself, and her neck and ears flush a deep, dull pink. Margaret stops brushing Gytha’s hair.

				“Obviously you can’t be expected to understand these things. The earl came to me as a man of honour. He had known my husband slightly. He praised his valour and loyalty, knightly qualities in any gentleman, he said, whether he be Saxon, Norman, or the Emperor of Byzantium. He understood I was skilled at fine needlework. He explained his vision to me, that he wished to make a faithful record of the actions of great men at a turning point in history. For the enlightenment of those who come after them. He thought my rank and experience would help to bring balance to the work and that his sister would be grateful for a companion of equal status in whom to confide. He promised to make good all the damage done to our estates during the occupation, swore on the Cross to keep my husband’s lands under his personal authority until my work here was finished. He even sent me some of his own men to help me get in the harvest. I believe it would have dishonoured Emeric’s memory to refuse his offer.”

				“You dropped into his palm like a ripe plum, Judith. He’ll look after your estates so he can marry you off to one of his vassals once he’s finished with you himself. That’s what men do with us women; they take what they want and hand us on like batons in a relay. Only the high born ones dress it up by talking about honour and reciting poetry.”

				“Oh, so she is one of us now, is she?” laughs Margaret.

				“You’re pulling my hair. Here, give me the brush. If you carry on like that, I’ll be bald.”

				“He quoted Virgil,” says Judith doubtfully.

				“‘Quid faciat laetas segetes, quo sidere terram uertere, Maecenas.’”

				“You know Latin?” All eyes upon her now, except for the servant, Leofgeat, who is on her way to the door with a pile of wet towels. Even the one with the tic falls still. Damn. That was stupid. Nobody here must know, or even guess, her connection with King Harold.

				“No, not really.” She gives a dismissive shrug. “I was once in a household where the lord liked to read aloud to us in the evenings. For our improvement, he said, though personally I think it was to make us fall sound asleep so that he and my lady could enjoy one another’s company undisturbed. I have a gift for remembering words, that’s all. I’m not sure what it means; I just know it’s something about farming.”

				“Why are you here, then,” asks Judith, her composure recovered as Gytha found herself wrong footed, “if you’re so set on defying the Normans?”

				“Me? Oh, I had no choice. Now, I’d like to get dressed before I freeze all over again. I doubt even the earl’s handpicked men could be harvesting on a day like this.”

				The women carry her new clothes to the hearthside. Gytha unwinds her towel and stands naked in the guttering firelight, shadows licking her body, seeking out its curves and hollows, bringing roses to her skin. Outside, rain continues to lash the building, drumming on shutters, clattering against the great workshop windows, and now the wind has got up, and snarls around corners, sniffs under doors. There is a hiatus, a confusion in their ritual, as the women look at Gytha and note the line of dark hair running down the center of her belly, forming, with her private hair, an arrow, or a tree uprooted and turned on its head. A mark of promiscuity, of otherness, of demonic knowledge.

				Then, shaking her head as though trying to dislodge a disturbing dream, Alwys says she will fetch the man to empty the tub, while her sister hands Gytha her underclothes. The spell is broken. The woman with the tic, who is mute, Margaret whispers, and called Emma, helps to bind Gytha’s hose with perfectly steady hands. Judith and Margaret pull the grey gown over her head and lace the sides. Finally, Emma offers her an apron like her own.

				“We don’t usually bother,” says Margaret. “Emma only wears hers so she can keep her hands in her pockets to stop them shaking. Don’t you, Emma?”

				Emma smiles apologetically. Not simple as well as mute, then. Gytha takes the apron but returns it to her linen press; the apron is the badge of Emma’s courage. Gytha will find something else.

				“Now,” says Margaret, taking a step back, “let’s take a look at our new novice.”

				Alwys returns and the women gather round Margaret, staring frankly at Gytha, who stands beside her bed, now identical to them in her plain tunic. Yet each of them is acutely aware of something hidden, panting in the shadows like an animal at bay. The sexual authority of her little waist and broad hips, the curve of breasts and thighs suggested by the fall of the fine wool, is like another presence in the room; a satyr exulting in the gift of permanent erection, a cunt carved on a church doorpost to ward off the Devil. Nobody says a word.

				“Is something wrong? I should braid my hair but it isn’t dry yet.” She winds her hair into a rope and coils it on top of her head, only to let it fall again.

				“Perfect,” says a voice from the doorway. How long has Sister Jean been standing there? “Perhaps you would like to see our workshop now.” She feels, as she follows Sister Jean along the hall and up the stairs to the workshop, as if she has forgotten something. But what is there to forget? The white cockade, somewhat squashed? The locket? Let them stay hidden in her bundle, for now. What she needs to remember will not be forgotten.

			

		

	


End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/titlepage_fmt.jpeg
the
N}DLE
n the
LOOD

SARAH BOWER





OEBPS/images/frontcover_fmt.jpeg
INTERNATIONAL BESTSELLING AUTHOR

SARAH BOWER






OEBPS/images/back_blank_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/images/excerpt_fmt.jpeg
READ ON FOR AN EXCERPT FROM

Sins OF THE HOUSE OF BORG1A

~oe

AVAILABLE NOW FROM
SOURCEBOOKS LANDMARK





