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Chapter 1: The Library and the Invitation

There was a rope across the bottom of the stairs. Hanging crookedly from the rope was a sign that simply said: ‘No Entry’.

It was a bright spring morning and Mark Lind was making one of his occasional returns to the local library where an advertisement many years earlier had set him in a new direction: working in a school, joining a circle of friends, and playing a role in a bigger drama than he could have previously imagined. When he was in the library, he (slightly self-consciously) liked to sit at the same table on the first floor, if it was free. And today his way was barred.

He looked around, began to walk to a desk he thought was empty at the other end of the library. It may not be the same desk, but at least it is the same building, he thought, and then caught sight of a notice on the wall.

Can you tell stories? Come and join us on Monday afternoons and entertain a small group of children after school!

Mark smiled, slightly wistfully. Could he even still tell stories? After all these years? And he had never really sought to ‘entertain’. He wondered whose attention might be caught. It was exciting to think of someone in the next generation, much more entertaining and vibrant than he could be, perhaps good at dressing up, dramatically striding across the floor, putting on different voices, enthusing the audience. He could imagine such a person responding to the notice, and then – who knows what might happen?

He had paused for a moment. Stirring himself he looked on, but someone else now sat at the empty desk. He realised there was no room for him and he headed back towards the entrance, regretting his silliness that morning at wanting to come back to the library at all. The lady at the reception table hurried over and intercepted him: “I saw you looking at the notice. Are you interested? Please say yes. It is only three children from the school across town. Two teachers bring them. We look after them for half an hour.”

Mark smiled. “You mean that notice? I’m sure there will be someone better.” He paused. “Why do the children come here? Why don’t they go straight home?”

“I don’t know all the details; I get the impression things are complicated. A neutral space (not quite a school, not quite home) was requested. And the school wanted it to be a learning space, and so the library was suggested.”

“Which school are they from?”

“St George’s, which happens to be my old school,” said the receptionist.

Mark said thoughtfully and cautiously, “I know of St George’s.” And then, with a slight question in his voice, “It is good of the school or council to be funding this.” Another pause: “There really will be better, younger, more entertaining, people than me; I hope you find someone soon.” He laid an unnecessary, somewhat defensive, stress on the ‘entertaining’, and then felt rather guilty. The library was only trying to do its best.

The lady flushed and looked slightly awkward. She said hesitantly, “It is being funded by the school. But then someone came in, looked at the notice, and seemed to know something was happening, and he said that if an older, hesitant, gentleman came in, likely to be wearing a not-very-new tweed jacket, and saw the notice, then the gentleman might initially say no but may end up saying yes. He even said that the person may not charge a fee.”

She looked at Mark, up and down, “Is that you?”

I think I recognise the voice. What do we really mean when we speak of time standing still? Is it the realisation that a larger narrative is happening, too large to be contained within the counting of seconds? Is it the sense of being quieted into pausing, because something so significant is unfolding before our eyes? When we talk about being ‘taken aback’, is that as much about the clock-hand being held back as about us physically being startled backwards?

Mark realised he had become a little rambling in his thoughts; the lady was looking at him, fidgeting even more: “I probably made a mistake, perhaps it is not right for you after all. Thank you so much.”

“It may be right,” Mark replied, softly. “What sort of stories are needed?”

The lady relaxed slightly (had she got the right jacket but the wrong person, or was the right person going to be slightly odd, and she had been right?) “Oh, to be honest, anything with good role models would help, that is what the school says they need. Anything with hope. Courage would be good, too.” She paused. “Life is not always easy, is it?”

Mark nodded, non-committedly, and then asked: “Who is the Headteacher of the school these days?”

Her voice became neutral. “Mrs Hutchinson. I have not met her. When I was there it was Mr Edge.”

Mark noticed the change of tone and decided not to pursue that, but rather to bring the conversation back. “I think it might indeed be me that the person had in mind.” He paused and then said quietly, “And he was right, there will be no charge. When do we start?”

The receptionist smiled broadly. “Next Monday, if you are free? And thank you… thank you so much.”

“One last thing,” asked Mark. “Why are the stairs closed today?”

“No one goes up there much anymore. It is just easier to close it off.”




Chapter 2; The Find in the River

The following Monday afternoon Mark looked at the three children, aged about eleven or twelve, sitting or lying on large cushions. Their teachers sat on chairs behind them. The lady smiled encouragingly from behind the reception desk. Mark welcomed the pupils, found out that their names were Trudy, Sarah and Jason, and that their teachers were Miss Smith and Mr Cook. And then he began.

***

Edward had been in the forest most of the morning and was on his way home. He could see the wisps of smoke swirling up behind the cottage. This was an encouraging sign, something was cooking; it must be nearly lunch.

He liked the forest. He was twelve years old and understood that it provided so much for the village: wood, fuel, tools, weapons. He knew it was always changing, living and dying, breathing and beginning. And it lived the seasons. A frosty path was as fresh and exciting as a summer morning. Fallen leaves as much as spring blossom.

Of course he had not really been in the forest that morning, just the part of it near the path. There was always more than enough to explore there, even though he knew it very well. He seldom went further in. The forest spread far, and the mystery of it, and one or two glances or words that adults had let slip, made him think it was not safe to venture too deep.

He was right about the cooking. His mother had lit the fire and the soup in the pot was beginning to bubble. Lunch would not be far away. She looked round and smiled.

“Did you see anything?”

“No animals, except a rabbit. I think the badger sett is growing. And that old dead tree I told you about, it is going to come down soon. But still probably strong enough for me to climb.”

He said the last sentence to see if he could stir up the suddenly watchful look in his mother’s eyes. He was right, he could. He smiled.

“Don’t worry. I am careful.”

She sighed with false exaggeration, smiled in return, nodded, and looked back at the pot. “I’ll finish this while you get the table ready.” Edward went inside. Getting the table ready meant unwrapping the bread from its cloth, putting it on the table, and finding two spoons.

“The monastery this afternoon?” his mother asked. It was a statement as much as a question. She had wanted Edward to be able to read and learn and had arranged with Prior John that one of the Monks would teach him an hour a day. The Prior hoped to set up a school one day, but, until that could be organised, he was pleased to offer help to anyone who wished to learn.

Edward enjoyed the lessons. He liked the sense of connection with the past. As his fingers traced the letters and as he tried to say the words, he felt himself part of something much older and wider. Rather like being in the forest.

He was learning to read Latin, and occasionally Brother James would tell him stories about Athens, Rome and Jerusalem. These great cities, Edward would think, with a thrill: These great adventures. And I am reading what others have read, I am reading what someone long ago wrote. Someone who knew the streets and the buildings, the smells and the noises. And he would imagine the processions and the chariots, the great stones and the pillars, the arches and the voices.

The lesson that afternoon went well. Brother James was cheerful, as he usually was. Very occasionally he was downcast and Edward would ask why. The monk might mention an illness in the infirmary, or fear for the village if a sudden storm meant that the harvest might be poor and cottages damaged, or would quietly shake his head and Edward knew not to press further. But today Brother James was in good spirits, the learning was cheerful.

The journey home from the monastery could be straight back along the path or a longer walk by the river. (Brother James had told Edward that monks liked to place their monasteries close to water so people and floors could be kept clean). It was an autumn day and the light was lessening, but there was still enough warmth in the air and there was no hurry.

Edward decided to walk by the river. He went steadily and slowly, enjoying sights and sounds and breezes. Glancing this way and that he noticed something floating in the river, catching the glint of the late afternoon sun. Edward knew that the river was shallow here and three strides took him near enough to reach out and hold it. He clambered back on the bank, wondering if his clothes would dry before he got home, and looked carefully at what he had found. He had been fortunate to see the glint. The sun must have glanced it at just the right moment; only a small part of it was shiny, the rest was blackened. It was like a bracelet, but thick and heavy, and slightly bigger than usual.

When he arrived home his mother decided that the clothes could be draped and dried over the table, so all was well.

She had learned that whatever Edward had been doing, whatever state he was in, he needed to know he was welcomed home. And that meant being calm and smiling. If questions needed to be asked, they could come later.

Edward found some clothes of his father who had died some years before. They were still too big for him but were more than enough for moments like this. As time went by, the clothes grew slightly closer to a fit, but there was a year or two to go yet.

Edward showed her his find. She turned it over and tried it on her wrist. “It seems big for a bracelet, and too heavy,” she said.

“That’s what I thought. I think there are letters on it, but I can only make out I, C, and then P,” said Edward. “Shall I take it to Brother James tomorrow?”

“That is a good idea. Now, tell me what you learned about today.”

They talked for a little while and then it was time for bed.

The next morning he went back to the monastery and took the bracelet (he could think of no other word – perhaps it was the bracelet of a giant) with him.

Brother James looked at it carefully and then said, “May I take it and show it to Prior John?”

Edward nodded and sat back, looking out from the cloister into the calm square of grass.

It was some time before the monk came back, and Prior John, whom Edward had only met once, was with him. Edward stood up, Prior John gestured him to sit and sat across the cloister from him.

“Edward, thank you for bringing this to show us. Brother James tells me you saw the letters I, C, space, then P?”

Edward said. “I thought it might be ‘Hic’ something.”

“I agree about the letters. You are a good pupil, you look keenly and think well. You are very likely to be right on the ‘Hic’. We will all agree that the P is more difficult but there is one clear possibility.”

Edward looked across to where Brother James was sitting; there was no sign or response, but
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