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Oakham, near Bruton, is a tiny village by a big river without a bridge. When a man is swept away by the river in the early hours of Shrove Saturday, an explanation has to be found. Was it murder, or suicide, or an accident? The whole story is relayed by the village priest, John Reve, who in his role as confessor is privy to a lot of information that others are not. But will he be able to explain what happened to the victim, Tom Newman, the wealthiest, most capable and industrious man in the village? And what will happen if he can’t?

Reve is an extraordinary creation, a patient shepherd to his wayward flock, and through his words Harvey creates a medieval world that is in no way alien but almost tangible in its immediacy. His language is modern, but steeped in medieval culture and beliefs.
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Day 4
Shrove (also Pancake) Tuesday, 17th February, 1491




Bulrushes

DUST AND ASHES though I am, I sleep the sleep of angels. Most nights nothing wakes me, not til I’m ready. But my sleep was ragged that night and pierced in the morning by someone calling to me in fear. A voice hissing, urgent, through the grille, ‘Father, are you in there?’

‘Carter?’ Even in a grog, I knew this voice well. ‘What’s the matter?’

‘A drowned man in the river. Down at West Fields. I – I was down at the river to see about clearing a tree that’s fallen across it. A man there in the water, pushed up against the tree like a rag, Father.’

‘Is he dead?’

‘Dead as anything I’ve ever seen.’

I’d slept that night on the low stool of the confession booth with my cheek against the oak. A troubled night’s sleep, very far from the angels. Now I stood and pushed my skirts as flat as they’d go. Outside looked dark; it could have been any time of night or early morning, and my hands and feet were rigid with cold. I shifted the oak screen enough to let myself out of the booth – which isn’t even a booth as such, but an improvised thing made of props and drapes – and there was the flushed, worried, candlelit face of Herry Carter.

‘Went to find you in your bed but you weren’t there,’ Carter said, words tripping. ‘I wondered if you might be here.’

I wanted to tell him that I didn’t usually sleep upright in this booth, I didn’t know what had happened exactly that made me do it that night. But Carter had the look of somebody who couldn’t care less, he only wanted to get back to the river.

‘Maybe there’s a chance for Last Rites,’ he said, with lips set sullen and thin.

‘You said he was dead.’

‘But if we could get a bit of holy wine down his dead throat – ’

A dead throat isn’t amenable to wine, I thought, but thought without saying.

‘If we could do at least that,’ Carter said, ‘maybe he could have died a half-decent death. Otherwise – ’

Otherwise his fate would be ugly, and his time spent hanging like a lifeless rag off a fallen tree would seem like a happy memory. Herry Carter was right to wish for better. So we two left the church and ran.

The first thing I noticed was the wind, which was strong, bitter and easterly. It was coming up to dawn and the sky had the slightest of light. We ran down the track towards West Fields, which is nearly a mile away and much of it diagonally across the ham. The river itself takes over two miles to cover the same distance. Myself, alb flapping heavily in the wind like a sail, bottle of holy wine sloshing in my right hand, holy oil in left, quick-moving, if breathless and with thighs full of fire. Like a deer, my father used to say, with a wink, because he liked to shoot deer. Carter, young, short, strong on his legs, blond hair blown sideways, trouser knees hardened with another day’s mud, all plain, buttery boyhood. He sprinted ahead with his arms pumping.

The ham was flooded, but not as much as it had been; the wind seemed to have pushed the water back into the river. Above us a huge, fast sky that’d be blue when the sun rose, and everything but the wind was wet – the track, the grass, the earth, our feet and ankles, the tree trunks, the nests and the fledglings within. My toes were frogs in a swamp. When we reached the boundary of the lush grazing land at West Fields the world got wetter – sodden sheep with shivering lambs, cows paddling upland in herds trying to find drier ground so that they could eat without having to drink, Townshend’s horses standing four-square in bog with their muzzles resting on each other’s drenched flanks. Only the wind itself was dry, dry and so cold, and blowing away long days of rain.

‘There,’ said Carter, and he pointed off towards the river seventy or eighty paces ahead. ‘I left my axe to mark it.’

Not much of a marker; with its blade rammed into the river bank, it barely stood a foot above the ground. You’d have needed a marker to find it. But Herry Carter had young eyes and his mind was focused on nothing else, just that axe, and that bit of river that had delivered up a poor old rag of a dead man. Carter upped his pace with the wind at his back and was there near the axe, striding this-way-that-way along the bank, ankle-deep in water by the time I caught up.

‘It’s gone,’ he said. Desperate-sounding man, a rasp working at his voice. ‘The body. It was there.’ There being the fallen tree, in the crook of a branch. The river was high and fierce and roiled around that branch; nothing could have stayed in place there, nothing. Not a man’s body, not even a cow’s body. How could Carter have thought it would? But then, what could he have done? He couldn’t have rescued the man on his own.

‘Where’s it gone?’ Carter was saying, over and again. Rushing up and down like a sheepdog. Then he stopped, looked plain at the water and his tone fell flat. ‘Where’s the body gone? It was right there.’

My once-white alb was soaked and muddy almost knee-high and I felt something like defeat, because I’d have to ask Carter now, and I didn’t want to have to ask. I’d wanted to see for myself. The words came to my throat and stuck and wouldn’t be dislodged with any amount of swallowing. I’d have looked anywhere to avoid the sight of his pitiful, aimless running. Anywhere: downwards, upwards. Upwards, to the stars that were fading with the dawn.

When I looked back at Carter finally, he was to my left, twenty yards downstream, standing knee-deep and thunder-struck by a thick cluster of bulrushes leaning in the wind. Only then, coming closer, did I see he was holding something of brightish green, a piece of cloth or clothing, which he lifted feebly. A shirt.

‘Found this there,’ he said, a curt flick of his hand towards the bulrushes. ‘Just hanging there.’

So then I didn’t even have to ask the question I hadn’t wanted to ask, because the shirt made it clear who the drowned man was. We both knew who owned it; even in the poor light, that shirt belonged to one man only. Everybody else had beige shirts or brown or grey, of a wool that had never managed to look unsheeply. Nobody else had one of good linen that had once been as green as the swaying meadow of flax that gave rise to it. Faded now, yes, but all the same it was a fine Dutch shirt. Even before Carter found the shirt, from the moment he saw the drowned man, he must have known it was Newman. How many other poor, bloated dead men could there be floating down this river? How many other men disappeared into it three days before?

But it’s our nature to deny what frightens us, and it’s not wicked or dull. Isn’t there always a bright, willing part of us that keeps hoping that what we know isn’t true? Carter tried to fold the shirt into a neat and reverent square – Newman had led an ordered life, even if his death was disorderly. The shirt was too wet to hold shape and went loose and roomy in his hands. With some mumbling he bid his fumbling fingers to fold it again, and again it fell slack. Then he shoved it in the waistband of his trousers and ran downstream along the edge of the bank, howling Newman’s name, splashing through water that was pink with the first glint of sun.

Oh, to throw the holy wine and oil into the river! Bad enough that the dead man didn’t get to confess, but what hope was there for him if he couldn’t have a drop of wine in him? Carter was right, it might even have been enough to have it in his mouth, on his lips. A cross of oil on his forehead. And now there was Carter, possessed by demons, up and down the bank and the wind was unkind and constant and our legs were soaked, and the day had a despairing mood.

Soon Carter came back, panting and angry, and he sank to a crouch.

‘It’s gone,’ he said, not for the first time. ‘He’s gone.’

‘He’ll be halfway to the sea by now,’ I replied – which we knew wasn’t possible, but the point was the same. After the five bends and two oxbows past the village the river straightens and quickens, and with days of rain it was as rapid as a cart downhill, with no regard for things in its way. Carter nodded, and crumpled into himself.

A boy, really, and a good one at that. One who’d had the spirit knocked out of him that morning. Newman was his friend and a father figure, and in the three days since he’d drowned, Carter had dabbled with the notion that though his friend had died, he might still be alive. After all, the body hadn’t been found. If a dead body disappeared, then so did death itself, so Carter seemed to think, and I’d been touched by this optimism, even if it was made of crooked timbers.

That river was cunning and of too many moods – throwing itself thickly over a dead man so that we couldn’t say our dignified goodbyes. This was the second time I’d run to its banks to find Newman’s body, and the second time I’d failed. By my estimations, if nature thwarts you more than once in the same endeavour, you may have to start wondering if it’s something other than bad luck – but I didn’t drive this point home to my friend. ‘Be strong now, Herry,’ I told him, and affection drew my hand to his head. We stayed like that with our backs braced against the wind, and my alb, despite the mud and wet, flowed keenly outwards and forward. The bulrushes bent and hummed. Even in my despair, I liked it that the wind made them do that.

We went back across the fields. In that direction my skirts flowed out behind me like a bridal gown while the cassock underneath slapped at my shins – and I beg pardon for talking so much about what was happening at my lower leg, but so would anyone whose skirts weighed the same as two buckets of water and behaved like something living. I was ashamed to be feeble and wheezy from a fever the month before, and string-legged. I knew the sight of my hair in this wind – a mass of dark, wild curls around the tonsure. I was the one who looked possessed now, not that Carter was paying any attention. He, like me, had set his whole cause against the wind, which was hurling itself at our chests.

Carter’s face was stone and refused conversation. He refused even to look at me. In the improved light, and moving slower, I could see better the cut in front of his right ear that he got a few days before; he slipped while fixing the roof of the church porch and caught it on a piece of slate. It was a sharp slash the length of half a finger and I didn’t like the redness and depth of it, the slight greenish weeping and conkerish swell.

We reached the track again, where it forked left to the bridge and right to the village. We turned right. There was a pair of hands pushing me forward, away from that half-built bridge where Newman, we supposed, drowned, and when I glanced that way the clouds were thick old brutes, whereas ahead they were high and sparse and turning fair.

Then the sun: a bronzy song rising unseen behind Oak Hill, the long woody ridge we also call the Lazy Dog (sometimes just The Dog, if we’re lazy). The ridge runs along the north-east edge of Oakham, which means the new sun can never be seen from the village, but its light spreads a wide glow over the trees on the ridge, as it did in that instance; a glow that starts small and hot, and turns cool, rosy and vast, in a way that always made me think the sea was just the other side. Off the open ham the wind had less fury and we walked together in silence, Carter reaching behind him from time to time to make sure the shirt was still in his waistband. I wanted to comfort him, but how, without prayers and parables? They were all I had. It was clear Carter didn’t want any of that. Grief had made him angry and impatient.

‘That cut,’ I said, ‘by your ear. Doesn’t look to be healing.’

‘It’s healing,’ he said.

‘To me it looks worse.’

‘It’s better than yesterday.’

‘I don’t think it is.’ He forged on ahead, short of temper, long of stride. I said, ‘I don’t like the look of it much.’

‘Then I say don’t look.’

And he stopped, there at the corner by the birches that were festooned with rags once bright, and knelt on the stones of the track. In front of him, in the longer grass, was a dead dog. He turned to me, turned back. ‘Was that here when we came?’

‘I didn’t see it,’ I said, ‘but it must have been. We were running, we wouldn’t have noticed.’

It was sunrise and I had first morning prayers to give, then confession to take, and I couldn’t linger over a dog. But Carter put a hand to the dog’s ribs. ‘Cold as clay,’ he muttered. Yet it had a healthy black sheen that made it look like it would get up and run, and we’d have been convinced it would, if not for the lolling tongue and lack of breath. Mostly, when you see a dead dog – or a dead anything – you can assume it starved or was beaten, or was hit by a galloping horse, or dropped dead through age or demoralisation. This one looked thin but not starved, not beaten, not injured, not old, in fairly good humour. It just lay as though dropped from above.

‘Wouldn’t we have noticed it?’ Carter said, his hand flat on the animal’s side.

‘It was still dark.’

‘And we were running.’

‘We were frantic.’

For a few moments we stood, and my grip was tight around those small bottles of oil and wine; we’d both been so jittered by this thing with Newman, and now we patrolled like sheriffs over the corpse of a dog as if it was a strange or sinister thing.

‘It might – ’ Carter tried, ‘I might – ’ He put his hand to that shirt and was tugging at it. ‘Maybe I was mistaken about what I saw in the river earlier.’

‘No,’ I said. ‘No.’

‘I might not have seen a body caught in that tree, maybe it was just a shadow – people are going to say that maybe it was just a shadow.’

‘And the shirt?’ I asked. ‘Was that just a shadow?’

‘But you said it yourself, you said it – it was still dark. If we didn’t see a dead dog that was there, maybe I did see a dead man that wasn’t?’

I didn’t want to upset Carter, but there was something to be said for facts. ‘On Saturday dawn a man was seen tumbling down that river, Herry,’ I said, as kindly and clearly as I could. ‘It was Robert Tunley who glimpsed him and he said it might well have been Newman. Newman hasn’t been seen since and he’s the only man missing from the village. We know it’s unlikely to have been an outsider who drowned. God knows we don’t get many passers-by.’

Because there were no outsiders, because the river cuts us off. But this wasn’t the time for lamenting our fallen bridge, much as the urge rose in me.

I put my hand on his shoulder. ‘And now a body washes up downstream – ’

‘Not far enough downstream,’ Carter appealed. His foot prodded at the dog’s belly. He shrugged my hand away. ‘You can see how lively the water is – in three days a body would’ve got much further.’

‘And you can see the journey it would have to take, round the oxbow at Odd Mill, the other at Burn Wood, a body could get lodged anywhere along there, hooked on fallen branches, run against banks – ’

Carter turned his shoulder from me. ‘People aren’t going to believe me when I say I’ve seen Tom Newman’s body, it’ll be me who’s the laughing stock.’

‘You found his shirt,’ I said. ‘You have it there. What are people going to say about that?’

We stood without words, and it was cold. His shoulders were dropped so low my hands almost went to lift them and my arms to go around him in comfort. Forget what others think, I wanted to say. You saw what you saw – others don’t matter. I clutched the bottles to me; the wind whipped and rattled through the birch copse. Such sadness then swept me, and I didn’t know how trees kept enthusiasm for growing, when the wind, rain and snow harassed them all winter like that.

It was by some wordless consent that Carter and I began moving, prompted perhaps by the smell of cooking fat that came faint and fleeting. It might have been imagined because it came only once, for a moment, but all I knew suddenly was eggs, was bread scooped into the warm fat of the previous day’s bacon, and with one smell I gained a horse’s hunger. Carter might have felt hungry too because he sped up and walked at a pace I couldn’t match in those heavy, wet vestments. By the time we were at the village, I was some thirty paces behind.

Carter raced towards his home, a quick pelt from the church. Probably wanted to show his wife the shirt and get her to wash it, so he could hang on to it, some sorry keepsake and trinket of a giant love that’d gone from him, swept up like a twig in a crow’s beak.

‘Carter!’ I wanted to offer to anoint the shirt at least, though it was a blunt idea, anointing a piece of old linen. ‘Herry! Herry Carter!’ But Carter didn’t respond. He was holding the shirt above his head and waving it about as if there were people to see him.

Go ahead and suffer then, I thought – not cruelly. Men and women clasp to their right to suffer, and sometimes it’s better to let them for a while. I would mention Newman again in Mass and arrange to have that tree cleared from the river. Not that day, though; that day the hours were going to pass before we knew it; I needed half an hour’s sleep. Try not to dream of that body getting dragged downstream, try not to be heart-broke over how savage death is. Think only of the pink light on the bulrushes where the shirt was found, and think only of how good it was that the shirt was found there, there, in the gentle holiness of the bulrushes; it was the best of all possible signs, and if a man had to die such a violent and unresolved death before disappearing as if swallowed into the whale, at least something of his appeared draped – caught, held, salvaged, saved – in that crowd of rushes, like a man who had fallen back into the arms of his people.

Was the light on the rushes even pink? Maybe not, but in my heart it was now and would always be. There in my thoughts, on the way home, was my sister’s voice wise and soft: The tongues and pens of men must fall silent in wonder. Why I should have heard this I can’t say, except that I was tired and sad and glad and angry and comforted all at once, and when I opened the door to the church I let myself cry over Thomas Newman, and was surprised by how long it took for the tears to stop coming.


Superstition

‘A PRIEST IS also a judge and a sheriff, whether or not he wants to be.’

‘So he is,’ I said, without surprise, because I’d got used to the dean appearing before me in the church, waiting, with nothing better to do. This time he was leaning against the pillar near the opening to the vestry, winding around his child-sized fist the spare rosary that he must have lifted from the nail in the porch.

‘I hear Newman’s body has reappeared? Or – had reappeared,’ he said. ‘Before it vanished again.’

‘Word reaches you quickly.’

I’d left Carter only shortly before – come into the church, gone to the vestry to find dry things to wear. Hidden my tears in the stole that hung from a peg til the white silk was grey in patches. When I came out the dean was already there; he had what they called a nose for the nasty. I stood in front of him with the new alb folded on top of the new cassock, a great heavy pile of cold cloth to take home and change into. Nothing to be done about my shoes.

‘I saw you and Carter running back from somewhere,’ he said, ‘and I was, well, curious. So I asked Carter where you’d been.’

‘Clearly you’re the better judge and sheriff.’

He looked at me. He, small and neat like a field mouse brushed by panicked dash through wheat and grass. Its little heart always pounding in a tiny, courageless chest. I, tall and precarious, my eyes made raw by tears. Robes mud-smeared and stained, shamefully, with goose-fat.

‘This is the last day,’ he said, and then he took from his burse a small roll of paper, which he unravelled. It was the pardon that had been pinned on the church door since Saturday. ‘You know, don’t you, that a man like Newman can’t die without explanation?’

I went to speak; he didn’t allow it. ‘And you’re going to say that there is an explanation – the river is high, the rain’s been hard, men aren’t fish. They fall in, they drown.’

‘They do.’

‘But Newman isn’t the kind of man who falls in a river.’

I went to the altar to rest the vestments there; they were heavy. I was wet and cold. I asked wearily, ‘Is there a kind of man who falls in a river?’

‘This is the last day,’ he repeated, and I looked up at our east window, which allowed a morning light that was wide, thin and silver. He flourished the piece of paper as if I’d never seen it before, and as if it hadn’t been pinned for three days to my church door. ‘This pardon is our best hope of luring the murderer to confession – ’

‘There isn’t a murderer.’

‘So we think, until one is lured. As I said, this pardon is our best hope of luring the murderer to confession, and it isn’t going to be offered after today. Tomorrow, too late. A good pardon, Reve – the most you or I could offer, the most anyone in this sorry parish is ever going to get. I can tell you there are plenty of people here who need it, murder or not. You aren’t a village that’s going to crowd heaven. Do you know purgatory has a waiting room? They call it Oakham, there are so many of you there.’

When I was a boy I’d thought that anger lived in large men; my father was a large man. It was still strange to me when men like the dean, pale and trivial men with narrow faces, could house so much anger. It sat beneath cool skin, in blue-veined hands that shook so slightly most wouldn’t notice. But I noticed; the pardon between his fingers tremored like a catkin.

‘If you hate Oakham I suppose you could leave,’ I said. ‘Not everybody likes it that you’ve taken up in Newman’s house anyway.’

Eyebrow raised, a wristy wafting of the pardon and he said, in a voice trying to aim a tone lower than was natural to it, ‘I have a death to investigate.’

‘Oh yes.’

‘If I went away now, on the last day of confession before Lent, on the last day a generous pardon is offered, after all this hard work – ’ He paused, and I was left to wonder what hard work he imagined he’d done. ‘Well, I don’t want to beat the bushes so that others can get the birds, if you understand me.’

You don’t want to leave before somebody is tied to a stake, I thought. You don’t want to leave on this of all days, this day of celebration, in case the village runs in wild riot, like the animals we are.

‘Oh, I understand you,’ I said. I bent to pick up a finger-length of dogwood that must have fallen from the chancel pillar sconce, where they faded slowly with the witch hazel and wintersweet – my sister’s wedding flowers, now dying. Then I didn’t know what to do with this bit of claret twig, so I held it uselessly. I wanted him to feel that it was more worthy of my attention than him, though I don’t think he noticed.

Towards the west of the church, on the north wall opposite the entrance, we have a wall painting of St Christopher carrying the child Jesus across the water – a huge figure, a giant or as good as, with the child scooped in one arm, feet crossed in the saint’s palm, the size of a week-old lamb. It covers the whole of that wall, from rafters to lintel. Pinks, reds and yellows. It’s been said that if you saw it within a day of your death, it was as good as Last Rites. If your death was sudden or solitary, and you had no Last Rites, no holy oil, no sacrament, sight of St Christopher could still let you off hell. If Newman had seen it on Friday, before he drowned, his soul would be in safe transit to the afterlife by now. Had he seen it? Nobody but Newman could know; I’d flayed my memory trying to find the answer, but no answer would come. Nothing. I took up the bundle of vestments again, and went to the painting and knelt.

The dean watched, and turned away in frustration, and watched, and sighed, and handled the chalice that he’d taken absently from the altar, rolling its stem between his fingers, with the rosary still around his knuckles. I should say our rosary, Oakham’s. A gift from Robert Tunley. He put the chalice down with a sudden impatience, walked to the chancel pillar, scratched his nail at the stone, swirled on his heels, peered down the length of the small church towards the confession box. I didn’t desist from my prayer, but I knew everything he did because I knew how to see without looking, while he only knew how to look without seeing. I knew he was about to lose patience and would come scuttling towards me.

‘Reve,’ he said finally, clip-clipping short, quick steps through the nave. He was waggling his fingers for me to rise. ‘Enough, Reve. If I can’t go to the archdeacon by tomorrow morning with some information about Newman’s death, we will all suffer for it. You’ve taken confession all day for the last two days – you have one more day of confession to discover something. Tell me you’ll discover something.’

I raised my head from prayer. ‘Well,’ I said, ‘haven’t we already this morning discovered something?’

‘A vanishing corpse and a stinking shirt?’

‘Thomas Newman’s shirt. And where was that shirt found? In the bulrushes. The bulrushes. Signifying the arms of God, as you know – Newman’s safe delivery to him. How did it end up there? And yet there it is, and I don’t know about you, but there are few enough signs from God for me to take heart from this one.’

His mouth opened to argue, then closed. His posture eased, his lips moved to the faintest of smiles, and someone pleasant appeared in his expression, the boy his mother must have once loved. I wondered what had softened him. I saw him for a moment as I’d seen him on Saturday when he’d first ridden into Oakham on his sad and soulful mare. How unknowable men are, full of corners. Old and mean sometimes, and suddenly young and kind. But to no end, I thought; he was never kind for long.

Sure enough, he looked upwards, raised his arms. ‘A shirt in some rushes, hallelujah!’ Then dropped his arms. ‘Not enough, Reve, sadly. Discover something else.’

I stood with my armful of cloth and the spindle of dogwood still in my hand, and nothing to say.

‘As for that shirt, Carter gave it to me.’ He affected pleasure at a good, clean idea, his hands brought together, a brow lifted. ‘I’ll hoist it up on the maypole at Old Cross, shall I, to remind us all of the shortness of these dear little lives we live?’

I bowed, because he was the rural dean and I only a priest, and for no other reason under the sun. ‘Excuse me,’ I said.

I went home, ate a slab of not-freshest bread, slept briefly, changed clothes, returned. By then the bell had long since rung out ten o’clock. In the village, children were outside playing catch-me with a dead chick, and running three-legged, and forming castles from mud. The churchwarden, Janet Grant, informed me she’d done her morning rounds, had knocked on doors to make sure nobody had overslept, or was newly ill or dead; door after door had opened, thankfully. I was relieved to hear that Sarah Spenser’s was one of them; the way she’d been the evening before, I’d wondered if she’d endure the night. Townshend’s fields were dotted with stoopers coercing the earth with spades, rakes and harrows in hand, trying to make the acres of mud ready for seed. It couldn’t be called soil any more, this earth of ours, only an unfurrowable sludge, which met a rake as a fork meets melted fat.

I knelt in the chancel with the easterly light pale and flat on my hands. Heal Carter’s wound, I asked, give Sarah Spenser back her health. Help with our soil, give our seeds something to grip to. Accept my prayer for Terce, which I’m late for, and Sext, which I’m early for. Forgive that I missed Matins and Lauds entirely.

The wind blew apart eleven strikes of the bell. Janet Grant went after that with the shriving bell to tell the workers to down their tools, and to urge them towards confession. I picked myself up from my knees and settled in this little booth that is just a triangle, this box-that-is-not-a-box, a box with no roof, a box made hastily and out of a sense of trial. Booth, box; both dignify it with a structure it doesn’t have. Myself in a tight triangular space behind an oak screen, on which hung three rosaries to signify that I was there to take confession. There were three sessions in the day, and after each I’d take a rosary away. Creates a sense of urgency, a little drama, so I was told in my training. A little drama! As if we needed more of that. I gathered myself on a low stool with the amice pulled up over my head, staring towards the wall.

This was the south-west corner of the church, near the entrance. All the light it had plummeted from above and died at my feet. In the early morning the stone, though whitewashed, was a deep greyish-brown; as the morning wore on, it lightened to a flat wool-white, as it was then. I’d stared for many hours at this stone until it had seemed to turn into fabric that was being woven in front of my eyes. On a sunny day a strap of light would fall across it eventually and change its substance. At this time of year that light would come at around two o’clock and the wall would wear it diagonally like a silken stole. If the sun stayed clear of clouds, I could tell the time by its progress, its changing width and slant.

I squatted with my legs gathered up awkwardly in a space made almost entirely of angles too acute for comfort, back pressed into one of them, knees into another, a cup of beer by my right foot. I pictured myself: the roosting priest. One day perhaps I’ll give up on the ample discomfort of this home-made not-booth-not-box, or else finally get a real one made by skilled men with good tools, or one shipped over from Italy (which would involve sums of money way beyond this parish, if what I know about Italians is true).

Despite the morning’s adventures, despite the death of Newman and the grief of Carter, I had a feeling of pure, divine waiting. Maybe the feeling was all the more for the morning’s adventures. The year had tipped again towards spring and in a few short hours we’d be back in Lent. When I was a boy of eight and learning to swim underwater, I’d take in a last greedy breath so that it was as if my head had bulged bigger, and everything around took extra colour and shape just for one second before I plunged under. It was like that now; we hovered on the verge of deprivation, and forty days of feeling hungry. During those four days of Shrovetide before Lent began, we filled ourselves with air and we smelt and tasted and touched, we ate, we danced, we confessed. Or anyway, they ate and danced and confessed. I felt only apprehension and something eager stirring, a violent jarring of my senses.

I closed my eyes; there, the river bank and the mud calf-deep welled with hoof marks, and there some longer, narrower, shallower tracks that could have been made – had they? – by the slipping of a human foot as its owner tried to access the river edge near the bridge – probably to see better how the bridge had recently fallen. Those narrow tracks perturbed me; they told of Newman’s frailty. It was hard, still, three days later, to reconcile this clumsy fate with a man as self-possessed as Thomas Newman – and yet, with these rains of late, anybody standing too close to the river’s edge would be giddied by its swirl and its stormy roar. Entranced as if dealt a hex. Even a sure-footed goat could’ve taken a slide down. Even the most self-possessed man in the world could suffer the consequences of worn shoe-sole on rain-slick mud.

Find something, the dean said, and by that he meant: find me the murderer. I’d assured him I would. What I’d neglected to tell him was this: the murderer isn’t who you think. Who is it that invariably takes life? Death, of course. Death itself is the murderer, and birth its accomplice. Men die because they’re born to die. By drowning, by disease, by mishap, by all God’s assassins. What was either of us going to do to change that?

As I waited in silence I felt the universe fall about me in timeless cycles, I heard the planets roll and the hawthorn come to bud; the church’s stone smelt of a vast deep lake, and the oak panel smelt of autumn woodland, and the pain in my bruised knees was a surge of sweet, hard life.

‘Benedicite,’ she said.

And I: ‘Dominus.’

And she, young and harassed: ‘Confiteor.’ A quivering pause and fluttered breath and the fussy shifting of the fretful. There may have been a screen between us but my vision no longer relied on what my eyes could see. She gave a short cough.

I was about to ask her to recite her Creed, but she spoke before I could. ‘Father, a man is dead.’

I asked calmly: ‘Which man?’ But the muscle running up the inside of my left foot shortened and the toes curled with cramp.

‘I don’t know, but he’s drowned, just like the other one,’ she whispered through the grille, and I could hardly hear, with the cloth shrouding my ear. I had to bend my back to draw myself closer. ‘Word’s going round faster than the wind.’

‘Who did you hear this from?’

‘Oh, others, all. I was on my way here and I heard it – ’

‘On the wind.’

‘But it’s true, Father, they say it’s true.’

Wild with chance though this life is, there are things that seem impossible – such as two drowned men in one morning. So I thought: she must mean Newman. At the same time I thought this new drowned man must be Herry. I didn’t know how these opposite instincts could live together so easily, but they did, and I saw Herry throwing himself in the river after Newman in his sorrow, while I napped soundly with a square of fustian over my head.

I reached down into darkness for the beer, for something to hold on to, and remembered then the small iron box I’d put under the stool the day before. I fumbled, anxious, to make sure it was still there. My fingers met it, spanned its length at a stretch and pushed it backwards. I fumbled next for the beer, but left it there on the floor after all, since my cold hands baulked at the pewter cup. The smell was warming though, the smell of hops and honey like the hilt of a summer afternoon.

‘But you don’t know who the dead man is?’ I asked evenly, since this was the seventeen-year-old wife of Lewys, a little stalk of a thing, always so watchful and nervous.

‘That’s what I was hoping you might know.’ Her fingers at the grille, picking. ‘All that’s left of him is a shirt – torn shreds of a shirt, they say, covered in blood – ’

‘A shirt?’

‘Herry Carter found it by the river.’

‘Herry Carter? Did you see him on your way here?’

‘I saw him, he and his wife Cat were sweeping water out of their door; we’re all swimming in our sleep these nights.’

‘Was it a green shirt?’

‘How did you know?’ Her voice was incredulous and thin.

‘Did you see it for yourself?’

‘No, Father. It’s just what they say.’

She sounded upset and close to tears. My fingers touched hers, I gave my reassurances. ‘Please, settle, it’s alright.’

‘The second man to drown in our river,’ she said, no longer whispering but speaking low into the grille with what sounded like a terrified calm. ‘Never a dead person in there for as many years as I know, and now two in a few days, and I fear it, all this rain, the river is filthy and mad, Father – angry, like God doesn’t want that bridge we’re trying to build. He’s not half-hearted with his signs.’

Not God who doesn’t want it, I might have said. God has no gripe with a bridge. No, all the anger is from the livid little demons of the river itself. And yet if only what she said were true; if only God were sometimes a little clearer with his signs. Until that morning it’d been my life’s thwarted wish to have a plain instruction from him, just one. I brought my hand back into my lap.

‘If God has given a sign to that effect, it hasn’t been known by me,’ I said.

Her hand, too, withdrew, and fell away into darkness. ‘He wants us to knock the remains of the bridge down, don’t you see? He doesn’t want us to make a profit from it at the cost of people who might be poor, he doesn’t want men to die building it. Like those two other men from last summer.’ She paused for a moment before taking up again, and I didn’t know if she wanted me to say something about those other men. ‘The thing is, those two men, and then Thomas Newman who gave his money to that bridge – look at them all now. Gone and dead and forgotten as if they never were. And the man found today, I don’t know who he is, but I bet he’ll have been one of them who helped build it or pay for it.’

‘The men who died last summer died of a fever, not of drowning.’

‘Because they drank the river water, you see? Tom Newman gave his money to building the bridge,’ she said again, as if this fact were a threat to her safety. ‘And my own husband helped with the stone-laying efforts too – he might be next, Father.’

I could hear the stiffness of her jaw as she spoke, and see the cold, unblinking blue of her eyes. I sat up. ‘The body found today was not a second man,’ I said, ‘it was the same man – Newman. Thomas Newman himself. It’s taken three days for him to be washed a mile down the river. It’s not a second man. There’s no sign from God. In fact there is a sign from God, but not the one you think. His shirt was found in the bulrushes, a holy place. He is safe in God’s arms.’

She said nothing, and then she sobbed.

‘It’s mere superstition to think that God is punishing us. Do you think he hates bridges? Have you heard of the great bridges at Rome and – Wade – they’ve built a bridge there, the town is like new.’ There I stopped; I didn’t know any others.

A quiet I remembered hearing underwater. One that flooded the ears. There was a piece of oak a hand-span wide between me and the woman, but still I heard her loose hair brush against her cheek, loud as the broom in the yard.

‘He’s safe in God’s arms,’ she whispered. Then in a louder, sharper whisper, ‘Are we safe, Father?’

‘Yes.’

‘Are we?’

‘Are you afraid of God?’

She gave no answer.

‘You should only be afraid of all that is not God,’ I said.

A sniff. ‘There’s no second man who drowned today?’

‘There’s no second man.’

She breathed out. I’d have asked her now to say her Creed, Paternoster, Ave Maria, but I knew she knew them so there was little point, and a queue would soon be forming out in the nave.

‘Do you have a confession to make?’

A shake of her head. ‘I only came yesterday,’ she said. Yes, she’d come then and confessed to taking the last spoonful of honey without sharing it with her husband, which I duly, quickly forgave.

‘You said that you were already on your way here when you heard about the drowned man – ’

‘But I had nothing to confess, Father, I just – it’s been an unsettling few days. I just wanted your comfort. I feel all at sea, sickly. Maybe it’s this one.’

With that, I imagined she ran her little pale hand over her middle.

‘Are you comforted now?’ I asked.

‘Yes, thank you, Father.’

‘So then, that’s all?’

‘I think it is.’

At the very edge of my vision was the white flash of that little hand as it rushed through the sign of the cross. Out she went then, slowly and sighing, and the great orb of her pregnant middle filled the latticed window, like one of those planets up above rolling heavily past.


Desire

DAY LIFTING, MOMENT by moment. My heart beat, and beat again, and I thought: one day it will beat and not beat again. Then what’s in store for me? And the light undid itself, separating out the grain of the stone into a dull, disparate yellowish-grey, the texture of cloth before fulling. I’d forgotten to eat and was hungry.

You see, my people are superstitious and have always been. They live in wariness at the whims and punishments of God and take everything as a warning. They quake too often at his will. He’s made the river angry, they think. He’s thwarted so-and-so for doing such-and-such. He’ll send wolf-men from the northern forests to eat our children, and he’ll multiply the grotesque creatures who swim in oceans that never lap a second shore.

I tell them: No, no, those aren’t the things to fear, we’ve come too far for superstition. We know there are no wolf-men and no sea creatures of that kind; it’s children who believe in those. There are only spirits – ill-meaning spirits, who live as we all do on God’s earth but aren’t made by God. This is no secret to us, and men much sharper than me have proven it. The spirits are here on earth to test and strengthen us; when things die and decay, the decaying matter that has no home in heaven emits a fetid cloud of minuscule spirited matter that brings illness of all kinds – of the body, of our fates. They’re small and lumish and barely seen, specks and flecks suspended in the air or in water which, if only our hands could catch and our eyes could see, would show themselves as black, fast, lithe and slick, but made noxious by their swarming numbers.

They live among and under God’s things, like our shadows live among and under us. They’re what we wrongly call luck, ill or otherwise – because luck has nothing to do with God, who decrees with certainty and reason and whose will can’t be fought; we’re born already conquered by him. But the spirits, we can conquer. They’re our battleground. Perhaps the river is bringing us poor luck, but Lewys’s wife is wrong to think the fate of her husband is set. The river is the host of those spirits, who’ve found a home there, since God only knows what’s rotting in its waters. Men, cows, sheep, offal, entrails, dung. The corrupted hopes of our broken bridge. If our two men last summer drank the spirits and died, and if Newman was pulled under by them and died, then what are we to do? Cower? Pray? Pray to them for mercy, as if they have such power?

Well, I’ve prayed, not to them, but to the Lord. Two prayers, at least one of them delivered. On Saturday, when a body had first been seen in the current, and Newman had disappeared and not come home, I’d prayed for a sign that he was on his way through purgatory and safe to heaven. A shirt in the rushes might mean nothing to our godless dean, but it meant much to me, and I gave my thanks.

I prayed too for wind to come from the west and blow afield this surging of the spirits eastwards, towards God. Overnight the wind came, though it was from the east, and sharp, and wintry. Maybe he hadn’t heard the whole prayer, busy as he was; and maybe I hadn’t asked clearly enough, or maybe I’d been over-clear and asked for too much. Still, I reassure my parish: in his grace all superstition dies and all need and desire are met by him, through me. And there was time yet, today, for that wind to change its course.

Father, came voices through the grille. I sinned, forgive me, Father. My left ear listened. It had grown strong with listening as a shoulder grows strong by the mattock. As the day forged inch-wise into brightness, they came thickly, my parish, because they wanted the hefty pardon I’d offered. Benedicite, Dominus, Confiteor. May I be blessed, may I confess.

Benedicite, Dominus, Confiteor.

Benedicite,

Dominus,

Confiteor.

Father, I forgot to come to Mass, I forgot to say my prayers, I forgot to feed my pig, I was rough with my child, I was sick with drink, I pissed in
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