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        ‘Forth I fare; I shall find friends,

        All the inspiration of angels, the counsel of the blessed,

        I pray now to the God of victory, to the mercy of God,

        For a good journey, a mild and gentle

        Wind from these shores. I have heard of winds

        Which rouse swirling waters. Thus ever preserved

        From all fiends may I meet friends,

        So that I may dwell in the Almighty’s protection,

        Guarded from the enemy who seeks my life,

        Sey amid the glory of the angels,

        And in the holy hand of the Mighty One of heaven,

        Whilst I may live in this life. Amen.’

        An Old English prayer for one beginning a journey.

        

        Translated by R.K. Gordon
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      Roger Fitzhugh rode out on that Michaelmas morning a relatively carefree bachelor. The only cloud in his personal sky was the knowledge that he must spend a fine autumn day carrying out the one duty attached to his office of under-sheriff of Essex which he really disliked — tax-collecting.

      ‘A glorious morning, sir,’ said his squire, Drogo Grosjean, gazing about him with an air of pleased expectancy. ‘Warm as summer still, and the sun not up above an hour.’

      ‘If you mention hawking, autumn ploughing or fishing, I shall…’ Roger paused, seeking a suitable threat, ‘...be somewhat annoyed,’ he finished. It was not a particularly dire threat, but Drogo knew him well enough by now to be careful to avoid the forbidden subjects.

      ‘It does seem a shame to be cooped up indoors on a day like this,’ he said, with a rueful grin, ‘listening to surly Englishmen complaining about what they will still call Danegeld. This may be the last good day we’ll have before winter.’

      ’Surly Normans, just as much as surly English,’ Roger pointed out fairly. ‘I wonder if Hubert of Bec from Ongar Hundred will pay up this time. He’ll probably lose his land if he doesn’t. He owes two full years now.’

      ‘He finds some interesting excuses,’ Drogo said pensively. ‘What, was it last time? His cows had all eaten ragwort?’

      ‘That was true enough, but the more fool he for letting it grow in his pastures. At least Dean Paschal will give us a good welcome, and a good meal, the Church being exempt from taxes!’

      They rode on in silence for a while, Drogo apparently thinking, and Roger looking about with pleasure. The road was very old, but little more than a track now, after centuries of use and no repairs to its once-paved surface. It ran along the side of the broad valley of the Lea, just above the winter flood-line. To the left, the land rose up to the dark mass of the still-leafy forest, looming darkly, for the sun had not yet risen above it. To the right there was a good view across the meadows, where the cattle were still out at pasture, each group carefully guarded by its neatherd and his dog. Ahead and a little to the right the sturdy bulk of Waltham Minster rose above the tiled roofs of the small town, a mother hen among her chicks.

      ‘May I ask you something?’ Drogo asked cautiously.

      ‘By all means. I’m not obliged to answer,’ Roger replied gravely.

      Drogo hesitated, then went on diffidently, ‘All these things you do as under-sheriff — tax-gathering, looking into things, arresting people and so on — it takes a deal of your time. Do you get anything for it?’

      Roger chuckled. ‘Of course! Even Red Williams doesn’t expect service for nothing! The sheriff keeps every third penny of the taxes collected and fines levied. If I do the work for him, I get half his fee.’

      Drogo considered the information. ‘So you’ll keep every sixth penny of what we collect today?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘That should be a good sum, as we’re collecting from three Hundreds. What about the clerks and the guards? Who pays them?’

      ‘Peter of Valognes, the sheriff, provides for the guards, and the clerks come from the King’s exchequer.’

      Drogo nodded solemnly, satisfied, and said nothing more as they skirted the Minster’s boundary fence and rode into the town, following the road which ran beside the churchyard down to the parvis in front of the Minster’s west door. The road went on from there, crossing the millstream by a ford and running on due west across the marshes on a causeway which local memory ascribed to the Romans or the fairies.
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        * * *

      

      The six guards sent by Peter of Valognes were sitting on the paved parvis with their backs comfortably propped against the wall of the west porch. They scrambled to their feet as Roger and Drogo appeared round the corner of the churchyard fence, and lined themselves up in good order. Roger looked them over comprehensively in one searching glance as he dismounted from his rouncy, and, despite the nasal on each helmet, greeted them correctly as ‘Guy, Ailnoth, William, Baldwin, John and Luke,’ raising a pleased grin from each face.

      ‘The clerks be here, sir, and setting up in the porch,’ Guy volunteered, apparently acting as their sergeant. ‘Dean Paschal be saying Mass. He said to send your mounts to the orchard and stow their gear in his little barn, as usual.’

      Roger handed his reins to Drogo, and nodded to him to follow the Dean’s instructions, then went into the porch, blinking in what seemed semi-darkness after the bright sunshine outside. He bade a cheerful ‘Good morning Father Osbert, Father Gilles,’ to the two clerks on his way past them into the church, easing the inner west door open as quietly as he could, and slipping inside for a few minutes to make his reverence to the Cross and the altar. A score or so of townsfolk and pilgrims were standing in the easternmost area of the nave. Dean Paschal could be seen through the great arch at the High Altar, attended by thurifers and acolytes.

      The Minster was a large building by English standards, stone-built in this area of loam and clay, with no building stone occurring anywhere in the locality. Most of the stone had been brought here from Kent and Surrey, and some even from Caen in Normandy, all at immense cost, but the present church had been built to replace an earlier one by Harold Godwinsson, who had been killed at the Battle. (No-one in England ever needed to specify which battle — the definite article was sufficient identification.) He had been a very wealthy man, and the people of Waltham and its college of canons considered themselves very lucky to have such a fine building, and in keeping it unspoiled after the Norman invasion.

      It was an unusual shape for an English church, having a large porch, the whole width of the west front, an aisled nave with a clerestory, which ended in a great triumphal arch at the east end, opening into a cross transept, so that the building’s ground plan was a letter T. The High Altar was set midway between the triumphal arch and the east wall, with a small apse behind it, which contained the Dean’s chair. Suspended from the great arch was a large crucifix, the Holy Cross of Waltham, to which were ascribed miraculous powers which brought many pilgrims to Waltham seeking healing.

      After a brief prayer and another reverence to the Cross, Roger returned to the porch, and could now see more clearly that a trestle table had been set up across the northern side of it, with a few stools behind it for himself and the clerks. Two ironbound wooden chests stood in the innermost corner behind the table, one empty and ready to receive the silver pennies which would be paid in during the day, and the other containing a neat stack of the wooden tally sticks which acted both as receipts and records of payments. Father Osbert, a silent, dark-visaged man with wiry black hair, was sharpening his knife on a small hone, ready to out the tallies, and Father Gilles, a long-nosed man with deep-set twinkling eyes and a humorous mouth, was leafing through the parchment sheets which contained his lists of tenants and their holdings, with the amount of tax due for this year, and a note of any arrears from previous years. A small balance and a set of weights stood at his elbow, in case any coins should appear unduly light in weight. Drogo was already seated on one stool in the corner, and Roger edged round the table to sit next to Gilles, leaving another three stools free. Two of the guards were sitting on the stone wall bench by the money chest, their spears leaning against the wall close at hand, and their short swords drawn and held across their knees.

      ‘Sir Roger Fitzhugh of Naseingam,’ Gilles said hopefully, consulting his lists and moving counters about on a board marked in three columns for hundreds, tens and units — a very necessary aid for adding and subtracting in Roman numerals. ‘Fifteen hides and one virgate — thirty shillings and fourpence. Would you like to pay now, to start us off?’

      He looked quizzically at Roger, bright-eyed, and with his hair sticking up in rebellious spikes round his tonsure, no matter how often he ran a hand over it to smooth it down.

      Roger shrugged resignedly, being no more fond of paying taxes than anyone else, untied from his belt the heavy leather purse, and counted out three hundred and sixty-four silver pennies, the only coin struck by the King’s mint. ‘At least I shall get sixty of them back at the end of the day,’ he said, feting the money out in piles for Gilles to count, while Osbert cut notches to show the amount at each end of a tally, snapped it in two at its narrow waist, and waited until Gilles had finished counting and declared the amount to be correct. Then he handed one half of the tally to Roger, and put the other carefully at the empty end of the tally chest. Gilles slipped the coins in hundreds into separate bags, set the odd sixty-four aside, and gave the bags to the guard Ailnoth, who was now sitting on the stone wallbench by the money chest, with Guy next to him, watching to see that all the bags went into the chest. Gilles made an entry on his sheets of parchment, put his pen down, and twiddled his thumbs as he waited for the next payer to appear.

      ‘Where are the other guards?’ Roger asked. ‘Not in the alehouse, I trust?’

      ‘Dean Paschal’s wife invited then into her kitchen for bread and cheese, sir,’ Guy replied. ‘We thought we’d do as usual — take guard two by two — unless you want to change the arrangement?’ He was mindful that Roger, although not his master, was in charge of the tax-gathering.

      ‘It’s always worked well enough before,’ Roger replied. ‘As long as they stay within call.’

      ‘They’ll be by the mill-pool,’ Guy assured him. ‘There’s a powerful great pike there, and the miller’s offered a penny to whoever can catch it.’ He rubbed his hands in gleeful anticipation, obviously expecting to be the successful fisherman when his turn came. ‘Here comes our first happy tax-payer!’ As he held no land, he paid no taxes.

      As he spoke, there was a clatter of hooves on the paving outside, and presently two tall, broad-shouldered men entered the porch. Their likeness to one another showed that they were brothers, and their fair hair and drooping moustaches that they were Englishmen.

      ‘Edwin and Edgar, freemen, Harlow Hundred,’ one of them announced in English to a point somewhere above Gilles’ head. ‘Though why we have to pay Danegeld when it’s past twenty years since the Danes last came raiding…’

      ‘We have other enemies,’ Roger replied, also speaking English, and with a faint sigh, having had this conversation, in similar terms, at every tax-gathering for the last four years, ever since he became under-sheriff. ‘The King is even now fighting the rebel earls in the north, and his army has to be fed and his mercenaries paid.’

      ‘Rebels!’ sniffed the other Englishman. ‘That Robert Mowbray! He’s in the north — nothing to do with us here!’

      ‘It won’t take the rebels long to get here, if the King doesn’t stop them,’ Roger pointed out, patiently.

      ‘What does Red William want with mercenaries, anyway? What can they do that his own knights can’t?’ grunted the first brother.

      ‘There’s no limit on the length of time that the King can keep them, provided they’re paid, unlike his knights. In any case, they’re archers from Genoa. Have you met many English or Norman archers?’ Roger replied sharply.

      ‘Two shillings each,’ Gilles slipped in neatly, clicking his counters.

      Each of the two men produced a purse from the inmost recesses of his garments, both moving together as if one were the reflection of the other. Each slowly loosened his purse-strings, shook out a handful of coins into a large, calloused palm, and together they counted out twenty-four pennies each onto the table, then retied the purses and replaced them secretively in their hiding-places. Roger noticed that both purses still looked comfortably plump.

      Osbert snapped the notched tallies and held a half out in each hand, enquiring ‘Which is which?’

      The two brothers looked at one another, and each made a slight negative movement of his head. ‘It’s no matter,’ one of them replied, taking a tally. His brother took the other, and they examined them carefully, then silently exchanged them, and each stowed his away.

      ‘My nephew’s a fair archer,’ one of them said quite pleasantly, in French this time, as if he felt that he should make a gesture to Roger for taking the trouble to learn and speak English. ‘But then, he’s a huntsman. We don’t hold with archers in battle.’

      ‘No, don’t hold with them,’ the other agreed. ‘Fine day. You’ll be sorry to be shut up here on a day like this,’ and they both nodded in a friendly fashion to Roger as they left.

      ‘I don’t wonder that they disapprove of archers in battle,’ Drogo commented. ‘Wasn’t their king struck by an arrow in the Battle?’

      All the others looked at him reprovingly, and Gilles said coldly, ‘If you mean Earl Harold, yes.’ Drogo looked suitably abashed.

      ‘Who speaks of our patron?’ enquired Dean Paschal, emerging from the inner door of the church. ‘We call him king, for he was elected and crowned according to English custom.’ It was the turn of the others to look a little abashed, and Drogo suppressed a cheeky grin without much success.

      Paschal was tall and stately, and looked very venerable with his white hair and clear-skinned face, but his grey eyes contained a lurking twinkle. He edged round the table to sit on one of the spare stools, and asked Roger for advice on dealing with sheep ticks.

      The morning dragged past slowly. The tenants arrived in a steady stream, each paying up, but most grumbling, and a few made remarks about William Rufus which, at any other time, Roger might have considered mildly treasonable. Some of the more important tenants sent their stewards, usually with an armed escort, for Roger’s tax payment was by no means the largest amount to be collected. From time to time, one or other of the twelve canons who served the Minster passed through the porch on his way to say his Mass, pausing briefly to greet the tax gatherers or to speak with Dean Paschal, and the guards changed over every couple of hours. Throughout the day, there was a constant trickle of pilgrims to the Holy Cross, and townsfolk going into the church to pray. Most of them glanced sidelong at the tax-gatherers, and hurried past as if they feared that they might be pounced on and made to pay, whether they were liable or not.

      By noon, about two thirds of the expected amount of tax from Waltham, Harlow and Ongar Hundreds had been collected, and Dean Paschal left them for a few minutes, returning with two of his servants to bring bread, cheese and ale for refreshment. Roger carried his food outside and sat on the footbridge over the millstream, which ran across the road only a dozen yards from the church, and Drogo joined him, making the most of the warm sun while they could. All too soon, the food was finished, and the first of the afternoon’s contingent of tax-payers arrived.

      By mid-afternoon, almost all the expected money had been paid in, and only a few tallies remained unnotched. Drogo wandered out to stand just outside the porch door, looking across the ford towards West Street and the causeway across the marshes. Presently, he came in quickly and said ‘Hubert of Bec’s just coming down Church Street, with two women! Do you think they’re the guards for his money?’

      ‘Nothing would surprise me about him,’ replied Gilles bitterly, ‘except his paying up all his arrears!’

      Roger got up and went to look out of the door. As Drogo had reported, two of the riders dismounting outside were certainly female. There were two guards as well, who remained with the horses.

      ‘Perhaps he’s persuaded a rich relation to pay for him,’ he commented as he resumed his place.

      After a brief pause, Hubert of Bec entered the porch with a vigorous stride. He was a tall, thin man with uncoordinated limbs, straggly, overlong greying hair, a long, lugubrious face and mournful brown eyes. He wore his usual expression of rueful dismay. The two women followed him, and stood just inside the door. Roger turned to speak to Drogo, but the squire had already seized two of the spare stools and was carrying them round the end of the table, to set them for the women, who murmured their thanks and sat down, both looking apprehensive.

      Roger glanced briefly at them, and noticed only that one was young, with an oval face, large, dark-lashed eyes and neat features, and the other, who scowled at him, was a middle-aged, red-cheeked, plump person, who might have been pleasantly cheerful without the scowl. He had no time to see more, for Hubert immediately launched into speech, without even the preface of a greeting.

      ‘Well, I had all the money yesterday, arrears and this year’s, all complete!’

      ’Indeed?’ Gilles said with raised eyebrows. ‘Yesterday, you say?’

      ‘Yes, yesterday morning. Every last penny, I assure you.’

      ‘And today?’ Gilles already sounded resigned.

      ‘Ah, well... You see, I have a horse — a fine palfrey, very fleet of foot, and so my neighbour... You probably know him? Walter Spatchcock?’ He turned enquiringly to Roger.

      ‘Yes. I know him. He paid his tax this morning,’ Roger replied gloomily, already guessing what this year’s excuse was going to be.

      ‘Well, he wagered his horse against mine, and I knew mine was faster, so I took the wager.’

      ’How much?’ Roger asked heavily, sighing.

      ‘Oh, all of it! I stood to win enough for the next three years’ tax as well, didn’t I?’

      ’And you lost.’

      ’The worst luck imaginable! We raced across the meadow, and I was well ahead — yards ahead! I knew I would be, the palfrey was running so well...!’

      ‘And he fell,’ Roger stated, rather than asked.

      ‘No. He’s very sure-footed, but nervous, you know. A hare started up, right under his nose, and he didn’t like it. Well, no high-bred horse’s going to put up with that, is he? He bucked and reared all over the place, and I doubt if any man could have kept his seat... I’m quite badly bruised, all over my back... Walter passed us, of course, and I had to admit that he’d won. I did suggest re-running, but he’s a poor sportsman — insisted he’d won fairly, and so I had to pay him... What else could I do?’

      There was a gusty, united sigh from all the men behind the table, and then Roger said gently, ‘I’m sorry about your bad luck, but I’m afraid King William won’t approve of you gambling with money due to him. You were lucky not to lose your land last year, so now I’m afraid...’

      ‘Ah, but I’ve an idea how to pay!’ Hubert cut in eagerly. ‘This is my step-daughter, Rohese, by the way.’ He indicated the younger of the two women. Roger half rose to his feet to bow, and the woman — girl — gravely inclined her head in acknowledgment, then clasped her hands tightly together in her lap and fixed her eyes on them. Roger thought she looked very tense, as if whatever Hubert was about to propose worried or even frightened her.

      ‘She’s grand-daughter to Earl Conan,’ Hubert went on with nervous enthusiasm. Rohese jerked her head to look at him, frowning, her lips parting as if she was about to speak, but she clamped them together again, and returned her gaze to her clasped hands.

      ‘I thought I’d sell her, you see,’ Hubert went on, a note of nervousness creeping into his voice, and he avoided looking at anyone in his audience. ‘That’s why I’ve brought her. I thought you might buy her.’ He looked at Roger with an awful mixture of hope and desperation twisting his face.

      ‘She’s a free-born woman! You can’t just sell her, like a slave!’ Roger protested, but he knew that he was wrong. Any man had the right to sell a son or daughter as a villein, or even a slave. ‘Surely Earl Conan would have something to say about such a plan? Have you asked him to lend you the money? I’m sure he would, rather than see his grand-daughter sold...’

      Hubert shook his head. ‘I’ve begged him, but he says she’s no concern of his, and neither am I. What else can I do?’ He flung out his hands in appeal, looking from one shocked face to another. ‘If I can’t pay, I lose my lands. If I lose my lands, I can’t support her, and she’ll starve. Surely, it’s better to sell her to some decent man... I tell you, there’s nothing else I can do! If you won’t buy her, I’ll have to take her to London. There are houses there where they’ll pay a good price for a young, pretty girl, especially if she’s — er — unused...’

      Roger looked at Rohese, who raised her eyes to meet his gaze, then quickly lowered them again, but not before he had seen something of the terror and shame within her.

      ‘She could attend your wife...’ Hubert went on cajolingly.

      ‘I’m not married,’ Roger replied bluntly.

      ‘Well, then ... she could keep house for you, or you could...’ Hubert looked desperately from one frowning priestly face to another, stammering, as he sought something acceptable to suggest, and failed to find anything which might win approval.

      ‘She’s a good housekeeper,’ he said lamely. ‘She’s managed my house since her mother died. She spins and weaves and sews, and she can cook, and manage servants. She’d earn her keep.’

      Roger raised a hand to silence him, then propped his elbow on the table and put the same hand across his brow to hid his face while he thought. Hubert was right, of course. If he lost his lands, he and the girl would starve. His threat to take her to a brothel was serious enough. Presumably, she had no dowry, so marriage or a nunnery were ruled out... Odd, if she were really old Conan’s grand-daughter. Why would he not help, or at least take her off Hubert’s hands...?

      ‘How much does he owe?’ he asked abruptly, straightening up and dropping his hand to his lap.

      Gilles, caught unawares, was flustered for a moment, turning his lists back and forwards to find the place, which was, of course, on the topmost sheet. ‘Three years, one hide — two shillings a year — six shillings — seventy-two pence in all,’ he gabbled rapidly.

      Roger considered, then said to Hubert, ‘The other lady — is she Lady Rohese’s servant?’

      ‘Indeed I am!’ the older woman answered for herself, ‘And her mother’s before her, and where she goes, I go!’

      Roger managed a faint smile, designed to placate her, and went on, ‘..and the two horses on which they came, and their harness... Include her, and them, and I’ll pay your taxes and arrears, and give you the balance of twenty-eight pence to make the hundred, towards next year’s tax.’

      ‘My son,’ Dean Paschal’s voice said softly from just behind him.

      ‘I know, Father, but what else can I do?’ Roger replied sharply. ‘You heard what he said...’

      ‘I was only about to say,’ Paschal said, still very softly, ‘That I approve your decision — so far.’

      ‘I accept,’ Hubert put in quickly.

      ‘And Lady Rohese?’ Roger asked pointedly, looking at her. She glanced up, surprised, then looked down again and said, ‘Do I have a choice?’ in a tight, controlled whisper.

      ‘Yes,’ Roger replied. ‘Not a very inviting one, but I’m offering you what I hope will be the lesser evil.’

      She gave a twisted little smile, and said, ‘Then I accept.’

      ‘Father Gilles, would you take the amount due — the seventy-two pence, that is — from my fee? I think I have enough on me to settle the rest.’ Roger untied his purse, tipped out its contents and counted twenty-eight coins rapidly, and pushed them across the table to Hubert, leaving himself with four whole coins and several fourthings.

      ‘In exchange for the hundred pence, you give up to me all claim of any kind on Lady Rohese, her attendant, the two horses, and their gear,’ he said firmly and clearly. ‘Agreed?’

      ‘Agreed, and thank you,’ Hubert replied, sounding extremely relieved. ‘I know you’re a good man, and you’ll take care of her. I couldn’t have borne the other, but what else could I do?’

      ’You could have refrained from gambling with money which was not yours to risk,’ Dean Paschal said quietly but forcibly. ‘Attempting to obtain something for nothing is a sin, and it is your innocent step-daughter who is having to pay for it! You have much on your conscience, Hubert of Bec, and will have a heavy burden of guilt to carry to your next confession! Do not presume to dismiss this matter lightly, for you have sold a free soul who depended on you, a charge left you by your late wife, God rest her soul, and she must be weeping in heaven now, betrayed in her trust by your fecklessness. It would be more fitting that you should lose your lands, aye, and even your life, than this, but, unfortunately, you are right — the poor child would starve. At least she is fortunate in her buyer. I cannot in any way condone what you have done, but I can find a crumb of comfort in the knowledge that Sir Roger will treat her honourably, and with kindness, which may at least help to ease the humiliation which you have caused her to suffer.’

      Roger shifted uncomfortably on his stool, thinking that the hint conveyed to him in the Dean’s praise was a trifle heavy-handed.

      ‘Bear in mind,’ Paschal went on, ‘that tax will be due again from you next year and that you already have something towards it. Also, you no longer have to find the keep of two women and two horses, so we’ll have no excuses. Next St Michael’s day, you will have the full amount ready, and I shall require much of you if you fail.’

      His last words were hardly a threat, but they were uttered in such a manner that Hubert turned pale and looked even more dismayed than usual. He fidgeted nervously as he said ‘Oh, I will — I’ll take great care — indeed I will, and I’m truly sorry. Rohese, I am sorry — you must believe me. I’d not have had this happen for the world, but you know how it is. I —I hope you’ll be...’ He hesitated, his face working with anxiety as he sought a suitable word. He eventually came out with ‘happy’, but uttered it in such a doubtful tone that it sounded as if he had no expectation that his hope would be fulfilled.

      ‘You cannot help being what you are,’ Rohese said wearily. ‘You needed my mother’s good sense, for you’ve none of your own. The best thing you can do is find a capable wife. I shall pray for you.’ And she half-turned away from him, giving the impression that she had dismissed him from her life.

      ‘Er — yes — well, thank you.’ Hubert shuffled from one foot to the other, looking nervously about him, and apparently at a loss, so Roger said ‘Goodbye,’ firmly, and Drogo, who had been standing at the end of the table throughout, stepped forward to take Hubert by the arm and lead him outside to where his servants were waiting with the horses.

      Roger leaned his elbow on the table and gnawed the end of his thumb, looking at Rohese with an anxious frown on his face. He felt that he ought to say something, but nothing suitable occurred to him. She sat motionless, eyes down, her headrail falling forward to hide whatever expression there might have been on her face.

      It was her servant who broke the spell which seemed to have fallen on them, by standing up briskly and saying, ‘Well, no doubt your lordships still have work to do, so maybe there’s some quiet place where we can wait until you’re ready?’

      Roger rose to his feet, saying ‘Yes, of course...’ and looked round appealingly at Dean Paschal.

      ‘Perhaps the ladies might like to sit with my wife until we’ve finished here?’ the Dean suggested. ‘There is the church, of course, but my house would be more comfortable and quieter. There’s always a deal of folk going in and out here, as you’ll have noticed.’

      Rohese rose to her feet with a grace which surprised Roger, who had thought her to be little more than a child, and made him look again, to discover that she was a little older than he had realised, and, considering the circumstances, remarkably self-possessed. ‘Thank you,’ she said calmly. ‘That would be pleasant. Clearly, this is no time or place to talk, as I think more people are just arriving to see you.’ Her long-lashed lids lifted briefly as she looked at Roger, then dropped again, as if she were practising the custody of the eyes expected of a nun. Paschal hurried round the end of the table to escort her and her attendant to his house, which was next to the church on the north side.

      As they went out, two more tax-payers came in, bowing politely to the Dean and the ladies as they passed in the doorway. ‘There’s a beauty,’ one commented to the other in English, ‘I wonder who she is. I’d not mind paying my taxes so much if I could be sure of meeting her here every time!’

      Roger scowled at him, and the man, turning to the table just in time to catch sight of his expression, looked quite taken aback at finding himself being understood and disapproved of by a Norman. He confined the rest of his remarks to a brief greeting and a statement of his name and manor.

      The tax-gathering dragged on for another couple of hours, and then, as another disgruntled Englishman went out muttering about ‘the good old days under King Edward’, Gilles leafed quickly through his parchments and said ‘That’s everyone! Most remarkable — every due payment has been made, and in full at that! Now, let me see…’

      He quickly set out a calculation in counters on his chequerboard, murmuring ‘Two hundred and twenty hides in three Hundreds at two shillings is four hundred and forty shillings, divided by six is — um — um — um — sixty-seven shillings and...’ He set out a handful of small counters in the pence column, removed most of them again, and said ‘Fourpence. Less six shillings already paid out… Sixty-seven shillings and fourpence, or three pounds, seven shillings and fourpence...”

      At that moment, Drogo returned and reported that he had put the two palfreys which Roger had bought from Hubert in the Dean’s orchard with their own beasts. ‘They seem to be making friends quite well,’ he added, ‘although your Blaise looked down his nose at them. They’re a bit thin. I suppose Hubert hasn’t much pasture.’

      ‘He did leave their gear, I hope?’ Roger asked sharply.

      ‘Yes, and two bundles. The ladies’ belongings, I suppose. I’ve put all that in the barn, with ours. My lord.’ The title was added as an afterthought, for the benefit of the clerks and the guards. His relationship with Roger was unusually informal for a squire and his knight.

      ‘Three pounds,’ said Gilles, who had been weighing the silver, that being quicker than counting the small coins. ‘Plus the odd eighty-eight pence.’ He tied the neck of the leather bag in which he had put the money, and set it down on the table in front of Roger. ‘They’re all good weight — none clipped, but you can weigh or count them yourself if you wish.’

      ‘I can trust you,’ Roger replied, smiling, as he took the bag and signed his name where Gilles indicated on the parchment where the payment was recorded. ‘Do you want my seal as well?’

      ‘No need, I think,’ Gilles replied. ‘I must say, I can’t get used to seeing a layman sign his name! Were you intended for the church in your youth?’

      ‘No. My mother was an Englishwoman. Apparently, before the Conquest, many English thanes could write, even if only their names, and a good many could read as well.’

      ‘The English were always more learned and intelligent than most other nations,’ observed Osbert in a rusty voice, startling everyone, for he had not spoken a word for several hours.

      ‘Are you stopping here tonight?’ Roger asked.

      Gilles answered ‘Yes. Father Peter Schoolmaster has offered us a lodging, as usual. You’ll be taking the money over to Peter de Valognes at Benington tomorrow?’

      ‘No. The sheriff is with the King in the North. I’m to take the money direct to Westminster,’ Roger replied. ‘We’ll leave it in the treasury here overnight, with Peter’s men to guard it, and take it to Westminster in the morning. Will you travel with us?’

      ‘Why, certainly!’ Gilles exclaimed, sounding pleased, and Osbert, looking up from sorting his tallies, nodded. ‘It will be pleasant to have company and a guard,’ the former added. ‘Father Osbert’s not much of a companion — never speaks — and we sometimes have the odd cabbage thrown at us, if people guess we’re tax-gatherers!’

      Roger saw the money-chest safely into the Minster treasury, together with the weighty bag containing his own fee, after removing a handful of coins for the expenses of his journey, and left the guards to take charge of it for the night. Drogo was hovering about him throughout, and as soon as he started to walk down the nave, the squire asked in a discreet murmur ‘What are you going to say to her?’

      ‘Her?!’ Roger frowned.

      ‘You know — Lady Rohese.’

      ‘I don’t know yet. I’ve not had time to think,’ Roger replied. ‘You go to the Dean’s house, please, and tell them I’ll not be long, and I think I’ll walk along by the millstream for a while, to stretch my legs and consider the matter.’

      Drogo, looking anxious, did as he was bidden, and Roger set off across the rickety footbridge over the mill-tail, turned right past the mill, and came to the pool formed by the dammed millstream. The sluices were closed, the wheels stilled, and it was very quiet and peaceful, so he went no further, but leaned on the fence which kept adventurous children out of the pool, and stared down at his own reflection in the still, greenish water.

      He supposed, correctly, that his appearance was not unattractive, for he had light brown hair which curled obstinately, even under the helm which he occasionally wore, level brows, often drawn together in a frown, as they were now. His eyes were blue (not that he could see such a detail in his reflection), inherited from his mother, his nose a little curved and beaky, his mouth firm and thin-lipped, but often curved in a smile, revealing teeth which were reasonably white and even, and still a complete set. He had a firm chin, slightly cleft, and a lean face. For the rest, he was a little more than average height, neither lean nor stout, and in good health.

      ‘I’d best give her a choice,’ he thought. ‘No doubt Earl Conan saw no sense in pouring money into a bottomless pit like Hubert, but he might take her in now she’s free of him. Perhaps she’d like to enter a nunnery. It wouldn’t cost much to dower her, and the servant could be a lay-sister...’

      He was distracted for a moment by the sudden appearance of a long, pale shape under the surface below him, of unusually large size for a fish, and he realised that it must be the great pike which Guy had mentioned. Apparently, none of the guards had succeeded in earning the miller’s penny!

      ‘Of course, the best thing would be to marry her, but I mustn’t make her feel that she’s obliged to, or that there’s no alternative. Hubert said that she can keep house, spin, weave, sew, cook, and she didn’t deny it... I’m sure she would have said if it wasn’t true. God knows, I really could do with a capable wife! The food has been really terrible lately! Even Drogo couldn’t force down much of that stewed meat last night! How does old Agatha manage to serve up meat that’s half raw and burnt at the same time!’

      A V-shaped ripple glided towards him across the water, and a large water-rat surfaced just below him, looked up into his face, uttered a startled squeak, and swam away at a surprisingly fast rate, back the way it had come. Roger laughed and straightened up, settled his belt more comfortably, and set off to the difficult interview awaiting him.
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      Dean Paschal’s wife, Dame Alys, was sitting at one end of the high table in the hall of the small house, with Lady Rohese on one side of her and the waiting-woman on the other. They seemed to be talking confidentially, with their heads close together, and all three started as they became aware of his entrance, and stood up as he approached. There was no sign of the Dean or Drogo.

      ‘My husband’s gone to baptise a sickly new baby, and your squire went with him, to help,’ Dame Alice said after she had greeted Roger. ‘We’ll have supper when they come back. I’ll go now, and see how the cooking is progressing, and leave you to talk. You’ll not be disturbed for half an hour or so.’

      Roger thanked her and, as she left the hall, drew up a stool and gestured to the two women to sit down again.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ he said to the attendant, ‘but I don’t know your name.’

      She looked up sharply into his face, pausing in the act of sitting, and said ‘With respect, sir, we don’t know yours! Mine is Gundreda.’

      Roger sat down facing them across the table, and said, smiling, ‘Roger Fitzhugh. I hold the manors up the valley this side of the river, and I’m under-sheriff for this side of Essex.’

      Both women acknowledged the information with a slight nod, and Rohese said quietly, ‘I must thank you, Sir Roger. Hubert’s threat to sell me in London was not idle talk. He was truly desperate.’

      ‘Yes, I know, and no thanks are needed,’ Roger replied, nervousness making him sound a trifle brusque. ‘The thing to consider is what to do next. Now you’re free of that stringless purse, Hubert of Bec, will your grandfather take you in?’

      Rohese flushed, clasped her hands tightly together on the table, and said quietly, ‘He doesn’t recognise me. He claims that I’m a bastard. Hubert told him what he intended to do if he couldn’t manage to raise the money for his tax this year, but he replied that I’m no concern of his.’

      Roger was sorely tempted to enquire more closely into this, but there were more important matters to discuss, and not a great deal of time. ‘Have you any wish to be a nun?’ he asked abruptly.

      She looked at him for a moment, grey eyes wide and troubled, and her face now as pale as it had been flushed before.

      ‘I know that every woman is supposed to wish for a cloistered life, but not I. In any case, I would have to be a lay-sister, for I’ve no dowry, and that’s a very hard life, if one has no vocation.’ She hesitated a moment, then went on quickly, ‘My lord, I must tell you that, much as I appreciate your kindness, you’ll gain nothing by it. I can claim that I’m Earl Conan’s heiress, but I’ve no proof, and he denies me.’

      ‘Then he’ll have to put up with whatever you choose to do,’ Roger replied calmly. ‘I would dower you if you wished to be a nun.’

      ‘But you’ve already paid so much...’ Rohese protested, flushing painfully again.

      ‘To the advantage of my soul, I’m sure,’ Roger said. ‘Redeeming someone from slavery earns a deal of remission of sin, and dowering a nun even more.’ He spoke lightly, but with sincerity, for he believed in what he was saying. ‘Nevertheless, don’t choose the cloister unless it is what you want. I’ve another choice for your consideration, but the option remains open.’

      Rohese managed a faint smile. ‘I wish I had some way of repaying your kindness,’ she said. Gundreda drew in her breath in a sharp gasp, but it was quite clear that Rohese spoke in all innocence of the interpretation which a man might put on her words.

      ‘You can,’ Roger said earnestly. ‘I’m in desperate need of someone who can manage a household, cook, spin, weave, provide me with edible meals and a clean shirt without ripped sleeves and a ragged tail. That’s my other suggestion. Will you marry me, Lady Rohese?’

      Even as he heard himself say the words, he felt a sharp pang of apprehension. What did he know of this woman, apart from the little she had told him? He thought he saw much the same feeling in her face as she stared at him, speechless with surprise, and then the door at the end of the hall was opened vigorously, and Dean Paschal entered, closely followed by Drogo.

      ‘I’m sorry to have kept you waiting,’ the canon said, hurrying to take a seat at the table, and motioning to Drogo to do the same. ‘A frail baby can’t be left to wait, however, or one might not be in time... I have a feeling that this one might survive, with God’s good grace. Now then! What’s to be done with these good ladies, son Roger? Should we consider a visit to Earl Conan?’

      ‘Lady Rohese assured me that it would be a waste of time,’ Roger replied. ‘It appears that he considers her to be illegitimate. If she were not, of course, she’d be his heiress, whereas if she is, his nephew is his heir.’

      The last few words held a particular emphasis which made both the Dean and Drogo consider them for a moment, and then the Dean said ruefully, ‘The point escapes me, I fear. You are more informed about the family relationships of great men than I. You know his nephew?’

      ‘Fulcher le Corbeau,’ Drogo supplied, pulling a face. ‘As nasty a fellow as you’d not wish to meet in a month of Sundays! God help Conan’s tenants when Fulcher inherits!’

      Roger looked at Rohese, and saw that she was again sitting with her hands tightly clasped together and her eyes lowered, and he saw a slight tremor, almost a shiver, pass through her tense body.

      ‘She’s afraid of Fulcher!’ he thought, ‘and may well have good reason to be, if by any chance she’s really legitimate!’ Then he said aloud, ‘I think we’ll not bother with Conan.’

      ‘Mm,’ Paschal agreed, apparently with some reservation. ‘How about a nunnery then? I realise that you have no land or money for a dower, my dear child, but Barking Abbey is a foundation rich in worldly goods, and the Abbess would welcome you if I asked her, I’m sure. Do you feel any call to be a nun?’

      Roger restrained himself on the point of saying ‘We’ve already been through all this,’ thinking that it would be better to let Paschal hear Rohese’s opinion from her own lips, and she said ‘No, Father, I’m afraid not.’

      ‘An unwilling nun is a bad nun,’ the Dean said, accepting her reply without demur. ‘That leaves marriage. Is there any man...?’

      Rohese smiled faintly, giving Roger the impression that she was very near to tears, and said ‘I don’t think Hubert ever received an offer for me, but Sir Roger asked me just before you came in.’

      ‘Dear me! You mean that you’ve been through all this already?’ Paschal exclaimed. ‘I’m so sorry — you should have said! What was it Roger asked you?’

      ‘To marry him,’ she replied in little more than a whisper.

      Paschal digested that in silence for a moment, then said thoughtfully, ‘Well, there’s a deal to be said in favour of that! Here’s a young man of good character, with several well-run manors and a position of some importance as under-sheriff, who stands in no need of a rich dowry with his wife. Would you feel a need to consult your father about this, my son?’

      Roger gave a faint snort of mingled irritation and amusement. ‘Certainly not! He washed his hands of me eight years ago, in ’87, after the rebellion, when all men who held lands in both Normandy and England had to choose one and give up the other. My father chose Normandy, and I chose England, and was lucky enough to get his manors here. I manage my own life now, and occasionally tell him what I’m doing, but only as a courtesy.’

      Paschal sighed. ‘At least you still keep in touch with him. I remember how that decision split families and caused much ill-feeling... However — are you serious in this offer of marriage?’

      ‘Yes, of course. Lady Rohese needs a husband, and, God knows, I need a wife! My manors may be well run, but my household certainly isn’t! Our old cook is rapidly poisoning Drogo and me with her dreadful concoctions, and the other female servants don’t seem to know how to launder or darn, or spin or weave, or any of the usual female skills. Hubert said that the lady can manage a household, and that is worth the richest dowry in the world to me!’

      Drogo nodded solemnly, and made sounds indicative of heartfelt agreement.

      ‘I suppose that you could employ the lady as a housekeeper,’ Paschal considered, ‘but that could give rise to scandal, and harm your reputation — both reputations! Marriage would be an excellent solution. What does daughter Rohese think?’

      ‘It’s hardly fair to ask her to decide all in a rush,’ Gundreda interrupted angrily. ‘She’s a frightened, confused girl, who’s just been sold off by her stepfather like a sheep or a horse! She must have time to think! After all, it’s her whole life, isn’t it? She may well decide that a nunnery would be better. Marriage is very well for a man, but it can be a dreadful fate for a woman! What does she know about Sir Roger? He seems kind enough, but who can tell how he’ll treat her if she marries him?’ She glared at the three men, and put a protective arm round Rohese’s shoulders.

      ‘Of course she must have time to think,’ Roger said quickly. ‘Both Dean Paschal and Drogo have known me for some years, and I think they can assure you that I’m not likely to treat a wife unkindly, but if she prefers not to marry me, we must think of something else. Oh, and if you’d like to enter a nunnery yourself, Gundreda, I’m sure that can be arranged.’

      ‘I go with my lady, wherever,’ Gundreda replied sharply, and then, unwillingly softening a little, ‘but thank you for thinking of me. Give her a day or two to think and pray, that’s all I ask.’

      ‘I have to go to Westminster tomorrow,’ Roger said reflectively. ‘Peter of Valognes, my sheriff, is with the King, and I’ve to report to the King’s treasury in his place. Luckily the money’s to go to Westminster this year, not Winchester! I’ll be away two days at least — possibly three or four. Perhaps the ladies could stay in the Minster guesthouse until I return?’

      ‘Of course,’ Paschal replied. ‘I agree that it would be both wise and considerate to allow daughter Rohese time to decide.’

      Rohese looked Roger straight in the eyes for a moment, then said ‘You are very kind,’ and lowered her gaze again as her own eyes filled with tears, and let her headrail fall forward partly to conceal her face. Roger sighed faintly, and wished that there could be some way of seeing into her mind. Would she see marriage to him as an inescapable last resort, a horror to be endured because the only alternative was imprisonment in a nunnery? He felt a twinge of conscience at thinking of the religious life as imprisonment, but knew very well that he would find it so, to be immured in a monastery, away from the fields and woods, the animals and the familiar folk of his manors.

      The Dean’s servants came quietly into the hall then to set up the trestle tables for their own supper and to light the fire on the hearth in the middle of the room. Paschal invited his guests to sit by it as it burned up, while the high table was covered with a linen cloth and set with cups, platters with thick trencher bread, a large pewter salt-cellar and several jugs of ale.

      Roger sat gazing into the fire, trying to sort out his own feelings and thoughts, half regretting his proposal of marriage, yet equally afraid that Rohese might decline the offer. He was vaguely aware of the voices of Paschal and Drogo carrying on a conversation about the history of the Minster, and unconsciously noted that neither of the women spoke.

      Dame Alys returned after a while and invited them to table for supper. Paschal placed Rohese on his right and Roger on his left, but clearly with an eye to precedence, not to keeping them apart. Dame Alys took the place at Roger’s left hand, and Drogo, after a murmured enquiry as to whether Roger wished him to serve had been answered by a shake of the head, sat beside Rohese. Gundreda stood awkwardly on the lower level of the hall, and said ‘Where should I go, my lady?’

      Dame Alys looked a little startled at the title, but replied gently ‘Why, next to Master Drogo, if you will.’

      Gundreda looked at Rohese, who nodded, and the woman stepped up onto the dais and edged round the table to the place beside Drogo, who promptly stood up to assist her to be seated, at which she appeared so flustered that Roger deduced that she was, in fact, a servant rather than the attendant or companion they had all assumed her to be.

      Conversation resumed as soon as Paschal had said grace and his servants had served the high table and then themselves. It was properly subdued in the body of the hall, and went haltingly at the high table, despite the efforts of the Dean, his wife and Drogo. Roger tried to be responsive, but kept drifting off on his own line of thought. Rohese answered when spoken to, but Gundreda seemed suddenly to have lost the power of speech altogether.
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      The Minster, being a centre of pilgrimage, had a large guesthouse, arranged in two long dormitories with a kitchen and refectory between them. Roger and Drogo escorted Rohese and Gundreda to it after supper, and were welcomed by the guestmaster, who was not a canon, but a layman employed for the post. He directed the two women to a small private room at the end of the female dormitory, and Roger bade Rohese ‘Goodnight,’ then added, ‘We shall be leaving early in the morning, so I shall not see you again until I return. You’ll be safe and comfortable here, and don’t hesitate to ask the guestmaster or Dame Alys for anything you need, and ask Dean Paschal if there is anything you wish to know about me. Don’t worry, for whatever you decide, I shall see that all goes well for you, and for Gundreda.’

      ‘You are very kind. I don’t know how to thank you,’ she murmured, her face lifted for once, but unreadable in the dim light of the small lantern which the guestmaster was holding. Roger held out his hand, intending a vague gesture to dismiss thanks as unnecessary, but she took his fingers, pressed them slightly, then turned and went into the women’s dormitory.

      ‘She doesn’t know what to say,’ Gundreda informed him gruffly. ‘We’re both grateful, but if you ill-treat her, I shall kill you.’ The threat was uttered quietly, in a tone more suited to commenting that it might rain tomorrow, but still managed to sound completely convincing.

      ‘I won’t,’ Roger replied.

      ‘Deeds count more than words,’ Gundreda observed. ‘You seem to be good enough so far,’ and then she too disappeared into the women’s dormitory.

      ‘Dear me!’ said the guestmaster mildly. ‘What an odd lady! Does she often make threats like that?’

      He was a stout, gentle-looking man, who would, no doubt, have taken Holy Orders but for an apparent inability to learn to read or write. He was a most able guestmaster, however, and was valued by the canons for his good work, which relieved one of them of the necessity of adding his duties to those of priesthood.

      ‘Only if she fears a threat to her lady,’ Roger replied. ‘At present, I’m a threat, until I can prove otherwise.’

      The guestmaster tutted gently, and led the way into the men’s dormitory, which was divided into small cubicles by wooden partitions, providing an unusual privacy.

      ‘We’ve a party of pilgrims at the far end,’ he said, ‘but there are two cells here, each with a fairly comfortable bed. I understand that you wish to leave at sunrise, so I’ll call you an hour before.’

      He kept his word, and the wagon carrying the money and tally chests and the two clerks left Waltham well before the sun had risen over the tree-clad ridge to the east of the town. Roger and Drogo rode ahead, and the guards kept their mounts in a close knot about the wagon, which Guy was driving. It was not a heavy vehicle, but the sheriff had provided two large carthorses to draw it, so the party was able to move at a brisk pace, going over the marshes on the causeway to join Ermine Street, which ran down the other side of the river to London, entering the City by Bishopsgate.

      The slowest part of the journey was the mile through the narrow city streets, where the guards closed up even more about the wagon, and kept their hands on their swords, although, as Roger remarked to Drogo, anyone who could manage to fight his way through the crowded street, carrying a heavy money-chest, fast enough to evade capture, deserved the money. Drogo looked shocked for a moment, and then, realising that he was joking, laughed heartily.

      ‘It’s not that funny,’ Roger said austerely, sobering the squire, who fell back to ride just behind his knight, judging him to be in an ill mood for some reason.

      As they passed the site of St Paul’s Cathedral, Roger noted that the rebuilding did not seem to have made much progress since he last came this way, and he wondered if Bishop Maurice was being overambitious in setting out foundations for such a vast building, for he had heard that it was to be over six hundred feet long. Most of the old cathedral had been demolished now, leaving only the chancel for the continuation of services, and that looked as if it might fall down at any minute.

      The small cavalcade slowed as it descended Ludgate Hill, flanking the ditch of William of Montfichet’s new-built castle. There was no brake on the wagon, and the carthorses apparently disliked the sense of it so close behind them on the slope. They leant back in the shafts and stepped slowly and delicately, as if they were descending a steep mountainside instead of a gently sloping cobbled street, but Guy let them go their own gait, leaving the reins slack and speaking gentle words of encouragement to them, which set their ears twitching to and fro in a suspicious manner, for his usual tone when he addressed them was somewhat sharper.

      As if to make up for their slowness, they broke into a brisk trot once they were through the Ludgate, and crossed the wooden bridge over the Fleet ditch with a thunderous noise of hooves and iron-shod wheels, and rattled along the level road to Westminster at a fine rate, their great feet kicking up the dust in a low yellow cloud.

      The Isle of Thorney seemed as much a mason’s yard as St Paul’s, for although Edward the Confessor’s great abbey church was finished, some of the precinct buildings were still being erected, and King William had recently set the masons to work on rebuilding the Great Hall of the palace, the old one being too small to suit his ideas of a royal residence. Roger led the way across the bridge to the island, turned left at the east end of the abbey church, and presented his letter of authority at the gateway of the palace yard.

      ‘You’re early, sir,’ the guard commented, waving to the gatekeeper to open the carriage gate. ‘There’s only two or three sheriffs here before you. They’re using the building behind the chapel. Do you know the way?’

      ‘Yes, thank you.’ Roger signalled for the cart and escort to follow, and rode down towards the river, turning right just before he reached the busy site of the new hall, which was being built round the old one. They had to wait a few minutes outside St Stephen’s chapel, as the clergy procession was just emerging from High Mass, followed by the many court officials who had been attending the service. The way soon cleared, and, with considerable relief, the guards carried the heavy chest containing the King’s money, and the lighter one full of notched tallies, into the small hall where the exchequer clerks were sitting at a long table, dealing with the sheriffs or their deputies who had arrived earlier.

      There were plenty of the King’s own guards about here to watch over the money, so Roger dismissed the sheriff’s guards to make their way home. He sat down on a wall bench to wait his turn, and Drogo joined him there after he had seen to the stabling of their horses. Gilles and Osbert disappeared, with their parchments and chest of tallies, into an inner room, and did not return until about an hour later, when one of the clerks at the table called for the returns for the Hundreds of Waltham, Harlow and Ongar.

      Roger, who had almost dozed off during the wait, was nudged into life by Drogo. He rose stiffly, stretched, and went to the table, rubbing the back of his waist, which seemed to have developed a crick from sitting on the hard bench.

      The checking of the money against the parchments and the tallies seemed an interminable business. The money was weighed meticulously, one pound bag at a time, a pound in value equalling a pound in weight of silver. If a bag was even a scruple short in weight, it was emptied and the coins were reweighed, a dozen at a time, until the short weight coin was found and set aside. Roger was relieved to find that Gilles and Osbert were required to make good the shortage, as he had thought he would have to pay up himself. In fact, only one underweight coin was found.

      It was the matter of Hubert of Bec’s arrears which caused the longest delay, for the clerk seemed to have some difficulty in understanding why Roger had paid the money for him out of his sixth penny fee.

      ‘Look at it this way,’ Roger said at last. ‘He hadn’t the money, so he sold me something. I borrowed the money to pay him from the amount of the fee already due to me, and he used it to pay his tax and arrears. Then, when I received my fee, I paid back the amount I had borrowed.’

      ‘That’s all very well,’ the clerk said suspiciously, ‘but what did he sell you, and why didn’t he sell it before he came to the tax-gathering? Why wait until he was there, if he knew that he’d have to sell whatever it was before he could pay? What was it, in any case?’

      Roger stifled a sigh. ‘I can’t tell you why. If you really need to know, you’ll have to ask him.’ For one dreadful moment, he thought the clerk might keep them all waiting until Hubert could be brought from Ongar to explain himself, but, fortunately, Gilles broke in diffidently to point out that the tax and arrears had been paid, Roger’s fee had been adjusted, and the final totals were not only correct, but complete.

      ‘Well, I suppose it will have to pass,’ the clerk said irritably, ‘put I don’t like it! In future, please don’t allow defaulters to offer goods instead of coin, and don’t allow the sheriff or his deputy to anticipate his due fee!’

      ‘No sir! Certainly not, sir!’ Gilles replied, with only the very faintest touch of sarcasm in his voice, and then added, ‘Of course, the sheriff’s part of the fee has not yet been paid to him. Will you arrange for it to be sent to him?’

      ‘He should be here to account for the money and collect it himself,’ the clerk snapped. ‘Where is he?’

      'In the North, with the King,’ Roger replied. ‘As are several of the other sheriffs, no doubt.’

      ‘How are we supposed to...?’ the clerk began, then realised that he was about to criticise the King for taking sheriffs with him on his campaign, and changed his reply to ‘Oh, very well, as it can’t be helped. What was it that your defaulter wanted to sell?’

      ‘There’s just one small problem,’ Roger said swiftly, carefully failing to hear the question. ‘The Bishop of Durham’s lands in Waltham Hundred — he holds them as Count Palatine, doesn’t he?’

      The clerk, successfully distracted, leafed through his own pile of parchments, eventually found what he wanted, and then checked it against the entry in the pile belonging to Gilles. Drogo, fidgeting from one foot to the other, accidentally knocked against the table, drawing a warning frown from Roger.

      ‘Yes, you are quite correct,’ the clerk admitted. ‘Did his steward try to claim Waltham manor to be Church property?’

      ‘No,’ Roger replied. ‘I just wanted to be sure that we hadn’t taxed him wrongly, in case there was any query.’

      The clerk muttered something about wasting his time, checked his totals again, and finally, reluctantly, and very slowly, cut the tallies for the money for Gilles, Osbert and Roger. He handed them over as if it caused him great distress to part with them, and then called sharply for the next collector.

      ‘One more thing,’ Roger said, with some satisfaction.

      The clerk gave a snort of exasperation. ‘What now?’ he demanded edgily.

      ‘The half-year’s accounting to the justiciar and chamberlain — should I go now, in the absence of my sheriff?’

      The clerk gave a bark of sarcastic mirth. ‘Hardly, when the chamberlain, justiciar and all are with the King! Give your tally to your sheriff, and he’ll account for it when he’s called.’

      Roger thanked him politely, and escaped before anything else could, occur to either of them. Gilles and Osbert had already vanished.

      ‘I thought we’d be there all week!’ Drogo exclaimed almost before he and Roger were out of the door. ‘Where to now? Sir.’ An afterthought, as usual.

      ‘I suppose we’re too late for dinner in the Hall,’ Roger replied. ‘Perhaps we’d better try the almonry at the Abbey, or otherwise we’ve a long walk to the nearest inn.’

      ‘Bread and cheese at the almonry would go down very well,’ Drogo said hopefully, having the urgent hunger of a twenty-year-old who had not eaten since a hurried crust of bread seven hours before.

      The brother almoner obliged willingly with fresh bread, cheese and ale, and added an onion and an apple apiece when Roger paid for the dole.

      ‘You’re not the first tax-collectors who missed dinner today, nor the last,’ he said, smiling benignly on Drogo’s hearty appetite and absent-mindedly giving him the heel of the loaf and another wedge of cheese. ‘Those clerks keep everyone waiting for hours, and just when it comes to a man’s turn, off they go to their own dinner, and the poor fellow daren’t go himself, for fear of losing his turn!’

      ‘I didn’t see any clerks go off this morning,’ Drogo said, puzzled.

      ‘AH!’ The monk looked enlightened. ‘That explains why they’re all complaining about Father
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