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Them hath he filled with wisdom of heart, to work all manner of work, of the engraver, and of the cunning workman, and of the embroiderer, in blue, and in purple, in scarlet, and in fine linen, and of the weaver, even of them that do any work, and of those that devise cunning work.

    Exodus 35:35
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    There is no one like Turold. I have seen him in every way. I have seen him drunk, lurching from the workshop to the cloisters, past the long entry to the gates, and he has howled at the moon from the watchtower. I have never been more frightened than at that sound. It cuts, shreds, melts and pierces, for he is in pain, the pain of art. He is a bigger man than any I have seen, his beard is longer and thicker, his eyes are set back in his head, deep and brown, like they’ve been pushed back by thumbs. His lips are pink and his cheeks are red. Hair covers his forehead, his forehead is creased and high, there is a scar that runs from his temple to the bridge of his nose.

    I have seen Turold asleep. He sleeps only four hours a night. He lies on his back with his mouth open, and as he breathes out, his lips flutter. His tongue rests in his cheek, he is thinking, removing scenes from the day and replacing them with new. More colour, more movement, more men, ships and horses. His beard lies like a pet on his chest, his eyes are still, moonlight does not disturb him.

    I have seen Turold work. I am his mixer, fetcher, carrier, messenger and watchman. I sleep under planks behind the workshop. He is the greatest designer. I am proud to be his boy. Clergy pay silver for his cloaks, stoles and maniples, knights pay gold for embroidered cloaks and banners, and murals for their halls, Bishop Odo pays gold and favour for the best work. I have seen this fat man dressed in the finest chasuble Turold designed, embroidered by the most cunning nuns; as he moved to his altar, God’s glory radiated from the Bishop and through the vestments, so the abbey filled with light and the song of colour.

    Art.

    Sleep.

    Design.

    Turold thinks deeply about his work, then, when he is at his table, he sketches quickly. I have learnt that at this time, it is my job to be still and keep others quiet. I was never told to do this, I worked it out for myself. I am Turold’s perfect shadow. I know what it must be to have his mind.

    I cannot speak, I do not know who my parents were, I am too small, my hair is black. When I was four, the monks took me in and I worked as their boy. I fetched and carried, I skulked in corridors outside their cells, and I hid in the abbey roof to watch their prayers. They prayed towards me but did not know I was there; I listened to everything they said. They thought I was a stupid boy, they never knew that dumbness breeds the ideas speech deafens.

    When I was seven, I had only grown an inch, I was treated as I had been three years before, I was not allowed to grow. I was bored, I was not allowed to learn things other children were taught. I was fed and given a bed in the corner of the kitchen, a warmer place than any in the house, but that was my only comfort. I could do more than carry a bucket, so when I was eight and passed to Turold, I felt like a pigeon, released from hands. Now I am fourteen, and his education meets theirs in confusion. He is not the believer he could be, and not always likely to hold his tongue in his head.

    I have seen Turold eat, three times a day for six years. No man puts so much in his mouth at once, and no man makes so much noise as he chews. He talks with his mouth full, and drinks before swallowing his food. His beard dribbles, his lips shine, and his eyes come out of their deep holes, like snails poking out. His tongue is fat, his cheeks are round, his nose is the size of a small pie and the colour of blood.

    I have seen Turold fight. His fists are the size of horses’ hoofs, hard as stone and quick. Only strangers bother him, only men who hope to prove their strength or show their courage. If courage means stupidity, these men are brave, but how can they be so stupid? Life goes in circles, the monks taught me this, and Turold has painted it and drawn it on linen. He has stitched, he has proved it; from heaven to hell and back again, from life to death and into new life, from the clouds to the rivers to the sea, from the flight of a single pigeon over the towers and cloisters, and in the four seasons.

    Thinks.

    Eats.

    Fights.

    I have heard Turold argue. The monks wanted to increase the rent. I followed him to Rainald. I can stand behind him and not be seen. I think he does not know I am beside him any more, though he would notice if I was not; I was there when he met the monk.

    ‘You take,’ he said, ‘but what do you give?’

    ‘Succour,’ said the monk, ‘through and in Christ.’ He sat low in his chair, as if the world was on his head. He stretched his hands, weakly, and muttered, ‘ “For in that He Himself hath suffered being tempted, He is able to succour them that are tempted.” ’

    ‘I enjoy temptation.’

    The monk smiled, as if he had seen and done everything in the world. ‘We are old friends.’

    ‘And that gives you the right to rob me?’

    ‘Please. We are robbing no one. We raise sufficient for our needs, that is all. More brothers join us all the time, each day it becomes harder to keep the house.’

    ‘The house should keep itself!’

    ‘Turold.’ Rainald leant towards him. ‘I think you have the best workshop you could wish for, and you could not find cheaper.’

    ‘I could.’

    ‘But quieter? Cloistered?’

    Turold shrugged. He picked at dried paint on his hands.

    Rainald spread his hands. ‘Forgive me,’ he said, ‘but the case is out of my hands. Your workshop could be let ten times over at double the price; you must believe when I say that you are as honoured as we are honoured to have you working under our roof. But as we favour you, so must you, in return.’

    ‘I thought forgiveness could only come from God, but you ask me to forgive you? Please,’ said Turold, ‘do not place such a burden upon me. My shoulders are not so wide.’

    ‘There is temporal forgiveness as there is divine. I do not need to remind you of that.’

    ‘You,’ said Turold, ‘should have been at court. Your answers could please anyone.’

    ‘I am,’ said the monk, ‘of another’s court.’

    Turold slapped his forehead. ‘Of course,’ he said, ‘what are religion and politics if not unsubtle…’

    Rainald held his finger to his lips. ‘And what is Turold if not so unsubtle himself?’ He shook his head, and took on a grave, worried face. ‘One day your mouth will lead you into trouble.’

    Turold could not argue with this. He has a river of good in his heart, the only thing that floods his anger when the anger should not be shown, but the good is only drawn out by the patient. Rainald is a patient man, as devoted as a saint, as willing to help as a dog, as gentle as a pigeon.

    Pigeons are my friends. I keep three pairs in a box in the orchard, fancy birds will bill and coo. I scrounge corn from the mill, and keep this dry in a sack hung from the wall.

    Pigeons are the sweetest things. They trust me completely, though it is not in their nature. I have thought dangerous thoughts about them and me, imagining that I am their God and they are my flock. I can pick one up and hold it to my chest, stroke its head, slip two fingers around its neck and kill it. I have this power, but I do not use it. I love my birds, even when they fail to return. Or they might return but refuse to come down from perches on the abbey, from where they can look down and gloat. Then, of course, they think they have free will, but they are never out of my reach. I have the bag of corn and I have a sling-shot, and I can use it.

    Rainald said, ‘I think, however, that you will not need to worry about your rent for much longer.’

    ‘Why not?’

    ‘That is not for me to say. My lips are sealed, by order.’

    ‘Temporal or divine?’

    The monk looked away. ‘Temporal.’

    ‘Odo?’

    ‘Bishop Odo’s willingness to show favour is the least of his virtues.’

    ‘He has never shown me favour.’

    ‘Maybe, maybe not, but he is about to. Your prayers are to be answered.’

    ‘Meaning?’

    Rainald put a finger to his lips.

    ‘You cannot know what my prayers are.’

    ‘I hope that you say them, but I would not presume to know them.’

    ‘Of course,’ said Turold, ‘not.’

    Turold rose from boy to the painter Master Bertin of Rouen to this place; now Bishop Odo will send men on horseback to bring him to his hall. I followed, and was allowed to be present in the glamour of that hour.

    Odo, the warrior Bishop of Bayeux, son of Herluin of Conteville and Herleve the tanner’s daughter, brother of Robert, Count of Mortain, half-brother of William, Duke of Normandy and King of England, is a great and powerful man. Ordained bishop at nineteen, father of a dozen bastards, at Hastings he rallied the young men in their panic, in meditation he holds the attention of martyrs. Chastiser of Northumberland, his preaching is famous for its brevity, his politics are tactless. As William’s vice-regent and Earl of Kent, he owns four hundred and thirty-nine English manors. As patron, he is respected for his work in the cathedral school of Bayeux, and loved for his indulgence of the many scholars he has sent to Liège and Rennes. His cathedral is decorated with the finest ornaments, his hall is richly decorated. Shields and banners, flags of command, gonfalons, murals and hangings cover the walls, the furniture is carved, his salt is fashioned from walrus ivory. At our visit, tables were laid for a feast, the smell of food filled the place. I kept close to Turold, who was seated beside the Bishop.

    The Bishop also inspires fear in men. This fear has no limits. People do not relax around him, no one laughs unless he laughs first, no one eats before him, no one argues with him. Two great men must recognise each other’s greatness, only then can they be like brothers; Odo considers Turold’s work the finest in the world, Turold is pleased to have the ear of a man who knows what he wants and pays for it.

    Gold.

    Silver.

    Women.

    ‘A question,’ said Bishop Odo. ‘What does my hall lack?’

    The company was quiet. No one wished to give the wrong answer, for Odo’s displeasure could echo through the rest of their lives. Paths could be blocked, positions denied, a future blighted. Only Turold spoke, in a whisper, in the Bishop’s ear.

    Others leant towards the two men, but no one heard what was said. Some resented Turold’s presence. He was an indulgence, the producer of useless goods. Real men fight in battle, Turold did not. Real men work land, Turold did not, real men keep the company of women for one reason, Turold did not. Real men draw the fear of arms in their wake, Turold only fought with his fists. If Odo had a weakness, it was for useless goods. He stood up, banged the table and spoke.

    The following morning, Turold found Rainald in contemplation in the vegetable gardens. The monk did not need to look up to know who it was that disturbed his peace. ‘Bishop Odo has provided you with an answer?’

    ‘You know what he wants?’

    ‘Yes.’ The monk’s voice was full of resignation, for he too had been summoned by Odo. ‘You are to design his hanging, and I am to intercede between you and the nuns of Nunnaminster.’

    ‘That,’ said Turold, ‘I do not understand.’

    ‘And that,’ said Rainald, ‘is why I accompany you.’ He folded his hands together and looked straight at his friend. His pale blue eyes were as soft as pools of rain water that lie on marshy ground, edged with fine hairs, big and wide and open. ‘You are required to act with a greater care than you have ever done. The Bishop’s order is the most important; you must treat it and behave with honour and reverence. Your work will be seen by William, your interpretation must strike a fine balance. Offence is not cheap, Turold.’

    ‘Do not lecture me on the value of offence. I have offended…’

    ‘But never the Duke of Normandy. King of England…’

    ‘Never the Duke.’

    ‘Then take care.’

    ‘I am sure,’ said Turold, ‘that you will advise me if I do not.’

    ‘I will advise against the thought and kill the deed.’

    ‘How many times have you said that?’

    ‘I have never meant it more,’ said the monk. ‘Yesterday’s command is today’s labour and tomorrow’s pride.’

    ‘And you preach against pride.’

    ‘The pride of man is not of the Father. His pride is holy.’

    ‘Bishop Odo’s work is no more holy than his gonfalon.’

    ‘His gonfalon is blessed by the Pope and sanctioned by William. However close you feel to him, never forget that you are as easily crushed as the English. You have been to England?’

    ‘You know I have.’

    ‘And has Canterbury forgotten you?’

    ‘I don’t know.’

    ‘Winchester is not Canterbury, Turold.’

    ‘If I have workshops, any place is the same as the next.’

    ‘The great man speaks…’

    ‘He speaks, he works; mostly, he works.’

    ‘Do it well.’

    ‘Well is the only way I know.’

    ‘Well would be better if married to humility.’

    ‘In whose eyes, Rainald? Yours? Odo’s? William’s?’

    ‘Only in God’s eyes, Turold. Only his are large enough to see you properly.’

    ‘I am honoured?’

    ‘Honour is a temporal thing. God is all powerful, all forgiving. He has no need of honour. Honour requires the threat of deceit in both parties. God is incapable of deceit.’

    ‘As I am.’

    ‘Be careful. All men are capable of deceit, as most men are born of it.’

    ‘Rainald,’ said Turold, ‘sometimes I believe you have rejected your fellow men.’

    The monk stretched his arms as if addressing a congregation, and said, ‘God’s world is my world, and His creatures reflect His love. I reject nothing that comes from Him, nothing that He has created. Only we create misery, it comes from free will.’

    ‘God did not create misery?’

    ‘It is how we use his gifts that gives us grace.’

    ‘And sometimes,’ said Turold, turning to walk away, ‘I think you have confused the message.’

    ‘And you have not?’

    ‘Arts are the message and the reply,’ said Turold.

    ‘Earthly pleasures are…’

    ‘Earthly! Temporal!’ Turold took my sleeve and pulled me away. ‘Give me strength!’ he shouted; we left the vegetable gardens, passed through the cloisters to the workshop, and while I ran to fetch food from the refectory, Turold cleared his tables and sat down to work.

    All work, the monks teach, should be for, in and of the glory of God. Men must struggle to live in Christ, and reflect their love for Him in their work. Thus arts are given breath. And thus I am taught, though not by Turold. He will listen patiently to his masters, but betray them in my company. He is a blasphemous man; only I am privy to his blasphemy. Because I cannot speak, he will forget that I can hear, or maybe he thinks I cannot tell, or maybe he forgets that I am there. That is most likely, for when he is working, he is not aware of anything but his arts, as while the monks labour in their gardens, they meditate on the Lord, His works and their reflection of Him.
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    Turold, Rainald and I sailed for England in April. They had sailed before, but I had never, and was sick. The swell lifted the ship slowly, up and down and sideways in long, evil heaves. First I was high and the ocean was below, then we were low and waves were curling above. Then we were level and the water met the sky at a misty horizon, gulls wheeled and cried over us. Their voices were like distant human screams, though they were close. I felt that I was inside an invisible ball, I clung to the side as if I was bolted there, and nothing could move me.

    Beneath us, the deep swam with horrors. I concentrated my faith in the captain, who said that he had made the crossing hundreds of times, and would not get lost. He could find the way by considering the time of day and the position of the sun; even under cloud and rain he could see it, as if his eyes could pierce gloom and see wind.

    Turold and Rainald engaged in conversation and argument. At that time they considered the fear of God. Turold believed that this fear was a terror to believers, Rainald rubbed his head, creased his brow and said that this was not true. ‘The fear of God is shown in reverence,’ he said. ‘ “The fear of the Lord, that is wisdom; and to depart from evil is understanding.” I think if Job, though afflicted as no man has ever been, could utter these words, they must hold more truth than even you could dispute.’

    ‘Affliction is a signpost on the road to truth?’

    ‘I could not have said it better.’

    ‘Out of the mouth of babes?’

    ‘You quote David, I quote Moses.’ Rainald smiled, satisfied. He has front teeth, and dimples in his cheeks. ‘We are closer than either of us thinks.’

    ‘To England or the Lord?’ Turold looked out across the water.

    ‘Both,’ said the monk, ‘and each other, I believe.’

    I was allowed to carry my pigeons abroad, in a basket loaded with Turold’s packs and Rainald’s chest, lashed to the bottom of the boat with rope and sailor’s knots. The cunning arts are endlessly different, and everywhere. The knots were quickly tied and fast, for as we rode the swells, and the basket threatened to slide across the deck, the ropes held, the pigeons cooed.

    The knots could have been an art of their own; as carvers make rope from stone or wood, or illuminators twirl paint and ink into their knots, so here knots were doing what knots have to do. They have to hold fast, they do not have to prove a designer’s skill or please another’s eye. I would rather be lost at sea with a sailor than a designer, and when we were saved, he could tie his knots uselessly, and then they could be art.

    Even if I could talk I would not say this to Turold. The sea began to anger him. He said it was impossible to think while being tossed. He could not concentrate on the thread of his argument, and he was not allowed to drink. The captain, following William’s order, forbade cider and wine aboard; a man so skilled in navigation showed more interest in my pigeons than he did in Turold’s work or the reason for our journey. Turold is not an arrogant man, but he can brood if people are not talking about him. I took a hen from the basket and showed the captain how to hold her. He gave the tiller to a crewman and said, ‘How old is she?’

    I held up eight fingers.

    ‘Eight years?’

    I smiled and shook my head.

    ‘Eight months?’

    I nodded.

    ‘And they can return to their home from many miles away, as if they read the heavens?’

    They do read the heavens.

    ‘And you don’t need to teach them to do this?’

    I shook my head.

    He held the bird to his mouth and said, ‘You and I are cousins.’ The hen blinked, he puckered his lips and kissed her lightly on the top of the head. His hands were huge and cut and grazed; the bird turned to look at me and her tail went up. He could have crushed her and not noticed, but when she struggled for a moment, his fingers were prised apart as if they had no strength, and she escaped his hold.

    Freedom for this bird came as a surprise, the expanse of water that stretched below and beyond her, even more. She flew up, twisted away from the sail and then dropped towards the swell like a stone, tipping back and splaying her feet as she fell. Her wings were paralysed by shock, I ran to the side, the captain cried, ‘She’s away!’ and ‘I’m sorry,’ I clicked my fingers, she looked towards me, I saw a look of horror on her face, we dipped in the water so I lost sight of her behind a wave. When I saw her again, her eyes were wide, I clicked again, she thrust her head forward and beat her wings furiously, twisting her body this way and that, fighting for height. Turold and Rainald joined me at the side; ‘Back!’ yelled the captain. ‘Unless you want to swim!’

    Turold was first back, then Rainald, who laid a hand on my shoulder before returning to his bench. The heat of his touch burned through my clothes to my skin, and when I turned to look at him, I saw my bird reflected in his eyes. Not a reflection of the bird over the sea, but of the bird sitting on its perch, waiting for me to feed.

    The pigeon climbed into the sky, but she was confused and frightened by the ship. She saw it as a giant bird below her, flying with one wing across a solid sky, as a pair of gulls began to swoop and caw at her; she tumbled, as is her nature, and lost them.

    Gulls are not the wisest of God’s creatures. Their stomachs are closer to their heads than any other bird’s; before they had a chance to approach the pigeon again, she found the confidence to approach the mast-head and alight there, balancing perfectly, as she could do on the abbey tower, as if to goad me. Ropes snapped against the mast below her, a pennant flew behind and the sail flapped at its top corner; I clicked my fingers again and then whistled, a high, long note I can hold.

    I have wondered what my voice would sound like, and the more I wonder the more I think that I could speak as perfectly as Rainald, who knows beautiful words. Turold can use these words too, and the crudest. These he will deliver in the hope that they will shock, but from his lips they are expected.

    She looked down at me, lowered her head and cooed back. I raised the note of my whistle so she could not resist, and with a hop, she jumped from the mast-head and dropped into my hands.

    ‘The magic of it,’ said the captain. ‘She goes to the boy as if obeying his command.’

    Of course she is.

    ‘She is,’ said Turold, smiling at me. She is my pet, I am his, he is Rainald’s, Rainald is Bishop Odo’s, Bishop Odo’s is William’s, William is God’s. We are all God’s, and though we are all the same in His eyes, we are not, and never will be, the same in each other’s. We are the same in the eyes of a pigeon, so could a pigeon be God? This is blasphemy, but a luxury of dumbness is that idle thoughts are never given voice. Idle thoughts kill the men violence doesn’t; the dumb live longer than any other.

    England was, in that spring, blazed with flowers, high tree-covered downlands and the deepest forests. I recognised home in some of its places, though when we stood on the shore, and the sun dipped to our right, and I recalled the sun dipping to our left at home, I was bewildered.

    Here along the way, the pigeons were anxious, flapping in their basket and bubbling. The tracks were well marked, and a week of warm weather had dried the ruts. Our carts and horses threw up dust, at our passage English people waited in forlorn groups on the verge, doing nothing, waiting for no one. Their faces had shown terror, then submission, now abjection, accepted now and expected to come. We were their masters though we did not stop to prove it; they had faith in us, proof was not needed.

    On the way, we cracked a wheel, the carter refused to go further until it was repaired, and we would not leave our packs. We were in a valley, trees covered the sides of the hills that pressed down on all sides, and towered over the track so it appeared to be a tunnel. The daylight broke through the leaves and branches and settled on the ground like water; the horses were allowed to graze, the broken wheel was taken from its shaft, and laid on hard ground while the carter unpacked his tools.

    I settled my pigeons then wandered through the trees, treading quietly, looking for birds. Here and there, wrens and tits flew away from me, and at one place, rooks were building their nests in the highest branches of ash trees. They called at my approach, then, when I was past them, returned to work.

    A hanging Turold designed for the abbey church of St Pierre sur Dives, which hangs there now, shows Adam and Eve in the garden of Eden. They are standing beneath the tree of life, a single fruit is hanging from a branch, and a serpent is entwined about its trunk. The art makes the serpent appear one with the tree; its skin blends with the bark as if it were part of its growth, and its head appears as if twin to the fruit. Turold is saying something through his work, something more than the story tells us, but only he and Rainald know exactly was this is. They argued about its meaning; they disturbed my pigeons and my pigeons disturbed me. ‘I think,’ Turold shouted, angrily, ‘that if you believe I have made the serpent’s head to resemble the fruit because I want to mean something…’ he stopped here, and took a deep breath, then said, ‘Think what you want! I painted a pear, I painted a serpent’s head. Can I help it if they look alike?’

    ‘And you call the fruit of the tree of life a pear! The Scriptures say nothing of pears!’

    ‘The Scriptures say that Adam and Eve were naked before the fall, but I was required to clothe them!’

    ‘You know the reason.’

    ‘Flesh was created by God…’

    ‘And lust by the Devil. We have argued this. There is no point disturbing old ground.’

    ‘Unless it is fallow.’

    ‘The best crops are grown on land that has lain fallow; there is a lesson in that.’

    ‘A lesson or one of your sermons?’

    Rainald laughed. ‘You cannot,’ he said, ‘hurt me with your barbs.’

    ‘My barbs are not for you,’ said Turold. I imagined him patting the monk on the shoulder. I imagined Rainald smiling. ‘They are for Philistines.’

    ‘“For all the wells…”’ said Rainald, ‘ “…the Philistines had stopped them…” ’

    ‘Exactly.’

    The trees of England were more like Turold’s tree of life than any tree in Normandy. I know this was not true, but as I stood beneath them and watched for birds in branches and holes, and the carter banged a peg into the split wheel, the trunks around me swirled and twisted with unnatural colour, and the leaves rustled with music. Strange, unholy music, enticing me and promising. Of course it did not, of course the English forests were no more dangerous than others. God protects forests as he protects man and beast. The carter’s banging echoed through the trees, I saw a flash of colour as Turold stood and looked towards me. He called, ‘Robert! We’re away!’ The wheel was hauled upright and trundled to its axle.

    The rooks called again as I walked beneath them, one dropped from its perch as if to attack me, but alighted instead on a branch that overhung the track, and he watched us make our way up a hill and around bends on the way to Winchester.
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    Turold, Rainald and I lodged in rooms attached to a bakery. An alley passed our door; this led in a curve to a door set in a high wall. This door opened on to the precinct yard and buildings of the nunnery. Here, in a long, well-lit workshop, Turold was offered tables, trestles, pens, parchment and assistance. Here, in a high, freezing room, furnished with two chairs and a table, we met the Abbess Ermenburga, the stick-faced queen of Nunnaminster.

    Turold sat in one of the chairs, Ermenburga sat in the other, with the table protecting her from the man. I stood behind him, so my head was level with his, and the only visible part of me.

    ‘I would prefer to talk alone,’ she said, the first thing she said. She had not welcomed us, or offered refreshment.

    ‘You may,’ said Turold.

    ‘Please leave us,’ she said to me, without looking at me. Her eyes were grey and fierce, her nose was long and straight, like an arrow’s head, her body was thin.

    ‘The boy stays,’ said Turold. ‘He cannot speak.’

    Ermenburga looked at me. Her eyes narrowed, as if she was trying to spot dumbness in my face. She took a deep breath and clasped her hands in front of her. ‘Your lodgings are comfortable?’

    ‘They are, yes.’

    ‘And the workshops? We have provided you with all you require?’

    ‘You have, thank you.’ Turold, polite as a fish on a line, and I am thinking — only men fish. They stick their rods out and wait for something to nibble their line. The fish’s lips nudge, the fish’s lips can smell, the fish’s mouth has two sets of lips. They open and close and suck; the fisherman feels the bite, holds his rod upright and pulls his line in.

    Before the interview, Rainald had reminded him that the nuns would resent his presence. Their embroidery was the finest in the world. Their designs did not lack cunning or imagination, the Norman’s story of the events of the spring of 1064 to Christmas 1066 would be, could be, disrespectful to the English. The nuns had suffered rape, hunger, firing and the removal of their treasures, but nothing had dented their faith or reputation. Turold’s presence could do more harm to them than an army; to be lorded over by a Norman designer was an insult, but there was little they could do. Compliance would, Ermenburga had been assured, result in the elevation of the nunnery to a position of importance previous abbesses had only dreamt of. Turold had Bishop Odo’s ear, Bishop Odo — whose papal ambitions were as much common knowledge as his whoring — had his hands on many purse-strings.

    ‘I am sorry,’ she said, ‘but I am sure your own workshops must be finely appointed. Your reputation preceded you, of course, so we made every effort to obtain the materials you required.’

    ‘Please,’ said Turold. ‘Our lodgings are more comfortable than anything at home, the workshops are larger, lighter, altogether more suited to design.’ He turned and put his hand on my shoulder. ‘We will be very happy.’

    Ermenburga narrowed her eyes again, turned away and slipped her hands into her sleeves. Men were God’s creatures, but easier prey for devils than any woman. They were rarely allowed in the precincts, they were a disruption even when they did not try to be. ‘I hope you will be,’ she said.

    ‘I know we will be,’ said Turold, in his deepest voice.

    Ermenburga held his stare for a moment, then she stood and the interview was over. Turold stood, walked towards the door, then he stopped and wiped his hands on his coat. It was freezing in that room, but I was not cold, and when I looked at Turold, there were beads of sweat on his forehead. They were dripping down his face and into his beard; ‘Well…’ he said, and with a soft boot he pushed me out, following slowly, then quickly, down the stairs to the yard.

    In ways, Winchester reminded me of Bayeux, from the market to the merchants, from the abbey and clergy to the green fields and woods that surround both towns. From the busy streets to crowded houses, across the water meadows to the King’s forest and back again, along the alley to our lodgings. I followed this way with Turold, as he began to prepare and sketch scenes for his work. Bishop Odo had given instructions about size and shape, and had suggested incidents, for which Turold was publicly grateful but which he resented privately. The patron could approve the work, the patron could reject the designer’s sketches and employ another, but Turold would not dare to suggest to Odo that his sermons lacked bite, or his singing was flat. Do not make the mistakes children make. We are men at our work, and do not need advice. I know Turold’s methods better than I know myself. Was I abandoned when I was three, four or five? Did my mother look back after she left me at the gate, or did she walk quickly away, dragging my brothers and sisters with her? Who was my father? Was he a bastard, is he dead, was it not my mother’s fault? Why did Turold take me to help him, will I ever talk? I have a tongue, I can whistle, I can cough and splutter and form sentences in my head. I know the Litanies, the Psalms, Scenes from The Life; if I wasn’t abandoned — as the monks told me — was I lost? Is my mother looking for me now, would Turold be accused of stealing me? I would not accuse him of anything, I would not leave him for anything.

    Rainald spoke with Ermenburga. United in God, they prayed before they talked; he quickly, she long and hard, both kneeling, but apart. ‘She,’ he told Turold later, ‘will cause you more trouble than you think. She lives in Christ but cannot rid herself of human failings.’

    Turold laughed. ‘And you have?’

    ‘No one does, no one can. We are born to overcome vice, it is our duty to apply our minds to this task, in order that our spirits might draw closer to God; some are born with more resolve than others, but resolve cannot be learnt, however hard the suppliant tries. Abbess Ermenburga is abbess for more practical reasons than spiritual. Her abilities are envied by the abbesses of lesser houses. Do not underestimate her…’

    ‘What abilities?’

    ‘Please,’ said the monk, ‘if you do not know, simply imagine. Ermenburga is not the model of piety she would have us believe.’

    ‘Show me a model of piety and I’ll show you a liar.’

    Rainald coughed, and did not take his eyes off his friend. ‘Show me a designer who does as he speaks.’

    ‘A designer,’ said Turold, ‘only has to do. Talk obscures his message.’

    ‘And your message is?’

    Turold scratched his head. ‘Words are not enough. They will never have the power of an image.’

    ‘Words create their own images, and each reader sees a different one.’

    Turold sighed. ‘I cannot explain, only work,’ he said.

    Rainald laughed. ‘I am sorry,’ he said. ‘I do not mean to plague you.’

    ‘You call your interest a plague? Am I the victim?’

    ‘Only of your own truth.’

    ‘My work is my truth.’

    ‘Exactly. And if your truth had more meaning, you would have more meaning.’

    ‘I should take that as an insult. You,’ said Turold, patting the top of the monk’s head, ‘are forgiven.’

    ‘Should I be grateful?’

    ‘As Adam was made in the image of God, so was I.’

    ‘The image, but not the essence.’

    ‘You confuse me, and you confuse yourself.’ Turold narrowed his eyes and dragged his fingers through his beard.

    ‘ “I am full of confusion; therefore see thou mine affliction…” ’, Rainald whispered, stood up and walked to the door.

    ‘What?’ said Turold.

    ‘My mind is clear,’ said the monk, but there was hesitation in his voice, and a chip of doubt in his eyes. He opened the door, turned and opened his mouth to say more, but nothing came. The sound of singing nuns drifted across the courtyard, and a bubble of noise from beyond the precinct walls. The spring was warm, and the sky was blue.
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    The baker, a shy, fat man, had a daughter called Martha. Every morning I saw her from my cot as she carried wood for the ovens. Her skin was pale, her hair was brown and fell in curls to her shoulders, her back was straight and her walk was stately, as if she had been taught to move by a lady.

    Jesus said to Martha, ‘I am the resurrection, and the life: he that believeth in me, though he were dead, yet shall he live.’ From the foot of my cot, as I bent to watch her gather sticks, taking care to leave the stack as ordered as she found it, sweeping her hair out of her eyes, feeling weather on her skin, I believed, and I knew. She was mine when I smelt her as she brushed past me in the alley. My heart flew when I saw her, then it sank. I have had a woman, but have not loved, not in the way they do and want. I know what they want.

    How can I approach Martha, take her face in my hands and ask? My eyes can speak, I can explain, I can tell a story, but only someone who wants to can understand what I mean. I pray a girl like her would desire, from the knot of hair that sits on top of her head to the soles of her feet. I listen to my own words in my head. She is proud, but this is not a pride that creates ugliness, it is something I do not understand. It is Turold’s pride, not Bishop Odo’s. She is sixteen years old.

    Her breasts, God you have not seen any like them. She washes in the yard below. They are like apples swollen by a wet season. As water runs over them, they reflect the sun. Between them, flowers could bloom, and on their paps, dew balls form. Their flanks rise, their skin is like marble, cut from the newest quarry, shipped far and carved with cunning; I cannot compare them to any others, I would not look at others, they are all I need. She dries them carefully. She covers them with her shirt. I watch them disappear and think of them being rubbed by the rough cloth. I will steal a piece of white linen, sew it to her shape and give it to her. I will make a garment that holds and protects them, I will win her with this. She will wear it and never think of her breasts without thanking me. I will protect her even when I am not with her, I will be hers as she is mine, though we have not touched.

    Turold worked a design in small scale on parchment. He followed a list of the events Bishop Odo wished to recall, and though the sketches were roughed, the sense was not. Here is Edward crowned, here are the folds of his clothes, here ships carry Harold to Guy of Ponthieu, here William’s men demand that Guy surrender Harold to the Duke. The palace at Rouen, the men ride to fight Conan of Brittany — the figures, horses, trees, buildings and ships were drawn quickly but they never lacked life. Turold’s mind was full. He worked long hours, he did not stop to eat or drink.

    He was assisted by two nuns. He called them twin fowl. They rustled like birds, they flapped like birds, they moved from the paint table to Turold’s trestles, they twittered among themselves like birds. When they bent over their work and their faces disappeared into their cowls, and their cowls fell down to appear as beaks, they looked as though they were pecking grain. Our grey pigeons, plain, old birds, too tough for the pot.

    They kept distance between themselves and Turold, but they were closer, closer to me. Sometimes I caught some look of longing in their eyes as they looked at me, as if they wanted to fold me into their clothes and carry me to their cells. Other times they were anxious to explain what they were doing, and how carefully the ink should be worked. Confidence was the key to care; I learnt this from the nuns, and resolved to apply it to my own English design. Approach a task knowing that you will complete it successfully, and you will. Have faith in God and His willingness to watch over your endeavours, and you will be rewarded. If he could, Turold would argue with me, saying that all he needed was faith in himself, he would work and please with or without the greater powers, as if he did not owe his existence to any greater powers. He has no real faith, and though I have some, it is not as complete as Rainald’s.

    The nuns dressed in grey, Rainald dressed in black. Nothing deceived the nuns more, for they believed he was as dark as his habit, and did not possess the most forgiving nature. For a week, I never heard them exchange a word. Why do Christ’s sisters and brothers live in different houses, why do they mistrust each other’s reading of the Scriptures, why do they fail to understand that the eleventh commandment is the greatest? Turold will love anyone, though his lesser nature will obscure this true and honest feeling. He chided the nuns behind their backs out of affection, not malice. There was never malice in Turold, he was never anything but true to himself.

    My dumbness excuses me; people believe I am dumb because I am stupid. ‘His watchmen are blind: they are all ignorant, they are all dumb dogs…’ I cannot tell them otherwise so I use their ignorance to my advantage. I could wander around the nunnery buildings, the cloisters and gardens, and I was never asked my business, or sent back to the workshop. Nuns would raise their hands to me, nod as if I was expected, or stare after me as if I was the ghost of their wombs. I became friendly with many and trusted by all; my imagined idiocy was my strength, for as I was allowed to wander, so I found the place where wools and linens were stored, in bolts on wooden shelves.

    I was alone, and the linens rose above me. Their value was immense, I dared not touch them for fear of leaving a mark. White and clean in their rolled lengths. I stood back from them.

    Many had already been cut and hemmed to the width and length Turold required; these were laid to one side, covered with a coarser cloth, ready for his use. To one side, in a basket, were oddments, scraps and short lengths. Nothing was wasted, everything was recorded, if not in ledgers, then in Ermenburga’s head. Clerical matters kept her from many day-to-day affairs of the house, but she kept an interest in the linen store, as she had done before she was abbess, before she had the power and the power began to crack beneath her. The stick-faced queen sat in the store when her responsibilities were too much. It was less obvious than a chapel, quieter than her office, warmer than her cell. The bolts soothed her, they gave off the kindest smell.

    I rummaged through the basket until I found a length to suit my design. I held it to my face. It was soft and clean, softer than any cloth that ever touched Martha’s skin. I held it to my chest, imagining her size and the knot she would need to tie at her back. Thinking of her made me want her, wanting her made me wish. I folded the length, tucked it beneath my shirt and whistled my way out of the store, across the court, around the gardens, through the cloisters and down to the workshops. I was not missed. When Turold saw me, he slapped his stomach and said, ‘My horses will amaze you!’

    He was happy with the design, happy with the twin fowl, English cider was a powerful brew, and he was reserved choice meals, at Odo’s order. The designer had to be fed, if not he would not produce the finest work. Nothing was to be denied the man. Bishop Odo would use the hanging to stress his allegiance, to prove his taste and underline his wealth. The great use the great and become greater; I agreed with Turold, nodding and smiling. Sheets of parchment now covered the trestles, the air in the workshop was powerful and thick.
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