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Early Spring 1233

Hannah woke with her heart full, reaching out to feel for him again, wondering why he had rolled away and left her back exposed to the early morning chill. Her hand fell on the flat, cool of the bed linen beside her. She kept her eyes screwed tight, willing the dream of his presence to be the reality, not the obvious empty space where he should be laying. The bed wasn’t still warm from his body, he hadn’t just risen early to see to the animals, he had left her much longer than a few short hours ago.

She sighed deeply as she rolled onto her back and opened her eyes to bright sunlight creeping through the crack where the window shutters met. The cock crowing hadn’t woken her, and she reluctantly pushed herself upright and lowered her feet to the cold packed soil floor. The cow would be fretting with milk-full udders, and she needed to get up and see to her. She closed her eyes briefly, trying to recall Daniel’s face, his ready smile. At times like this, it was his physical presence Hannah missed the most. 

In her dream, he had laid beside her, his arm heavy around her waist, his whiskers tickling the back of her neck. She had revelled in the warmth and safety of his embrace, feeling secure and loved, before waking, yet again, to the stark reality of his absence. She felt the grief well up again, pain that threatened to steal her breath, and tears seeped out from between tightly closed eyelids.

This wouldn’t do. She dragged her hand over her damp cheeks. Sitting and wallowing, allowing tears to fall and sadness to paralyse her – this wasn’t the way to keep living. She was needed. By the milk cow, by her son, and by their guest. They would want hot porridge to break their fast, and that meant re-laying and lighting the fire. 

Hannah rose and pulled on her overdress, then finding her boots, she bent stiffly to pull them onto her feet. She loosened the long braid she had slept with and pulled a comb through her hair. It had been golden, like freshly harvested wheat once, but was now well speckled with white. She could let it hang loose around her shoulders, as she had as a young girl, Daniel had liked it when she did, in the secrecy of their own home, but she dare not. Her arms ached with tiredness by the time she had re -braided her hair and twisted it up to sit pinned around the crown of her head. She pulled her wimple and veil over her head and tightened the ribbons to secure them.

The morning sun called her. She must escape the dimly lit interior of her small house with its memories and to breathe deeply of the fresh air outside. She fastened her worn apron and grabbed her cloak hanging on the peg by the door - the pegs that Daniel had put up for her. But then, Hannah mused, as she lifted the latch on the oak door, everything here had been touched by Daniel’s hand. He had built the house, his woodworking skills had created the door, the furniture, the bed she had just left behind. He was everywhere. There was a comfort in that.

Stepping out into the sunlight she was aware of a strange quietness. The hens were still abed, and the cock merely sat looking at her from his perch on the henhouse roof. The cow wasn’t lowing, her shed still secured shut, which was odd itself, as her son slept above the cow’s stall, and he was usually up before her. She glanced around at Daniel’s workshop, expecting to see the doors flung open. Their visitor slept there, but was an early riser, and would usually be at his wood working long before they broke their fast. Except, she remembered, Morgan had finished the work he had promised to do for her, and the workshop stood quiet.

It was good to have male company; she couldn’t deny that she appreciated the adult conversation around the fire in the evenings. Morgan, or whatever his name truly was, was an undemanding guest. He was so thankful for every morsel of food she passed his way, however simple, and he worked hard to pay his way, doing more than she could have asked. He completed the pieces of furniture that Daniel’s sudden passing had left unfinished and sold them for a good price. Beneath her bed was a locked box containing enough coin to see them through until next winter, and on top of that, her son had found work at the castle. He was bringing home a wage now, and all because of the man who had mysteriously appeared, half drowned, on their threshold, a full month ago.

As she placed the bucket beneath bulging udders and pulled the milking stool over, she spoke quietly. The cow seemed unperturbed, happily chewing on some of the hay that had been left for her the night before. Hannah lowered herself awkwardly, silently cursing her aching knees and back, and then reproved herself. Her body needed to keep functioning. Her mind was still young, and there was still so much to do. Her body didn’t need cursing – she should be blessing it instead. She was grateful to God above, that she still had strength and energy to all that she needed to do.

She leant into the cow's side as she milked, half expecting to see her son appear from the loft above. He would have to be up soon. He had to be at the Castle that morning. Roget St Germain was employing him. She smiled to herself – her son, assisting the steward of Hay Castle with his accounts. She still couldn’t quite believe it, but Morgan, their strange guest, had seen something in her son that he had carefully and kindly drawn out. Despite Samuel’s physical limitations, his awkwardness, his speech problems, her son had an unusual aptitude for figures. And somehow – only God knew how – he had now been taken under the wing of a generous benefactor. She shot a prayer of thankfulness heavenward again at the wonder of it.

One more time she thanked God for whispering to her not to turn the man away. She should have. As a widow, it had been a foolhardy thing to take in a stranger, but he had been in no state to cause her any trouble when Samuel had found him sodden and exhausted in a coracle caught in the river reed beds. There had been something about him. Something she recognised. Not in his face – he was definitely a stranger – but something deeper. Dare she say a spiritual connection? And as she and Samuel had cared for his needs, and he had accepted their hospitality, that connection had deepened. He was as lost as she was in some ways. Alone, struggling to hold on to purpose, and yet not willing to give up on life. She had her son, whereas he had arrived with nothing except the worn clothes on his back, and evidence of a hard lived life.

It had hit her with sudden clarity that he was not all he claimed to be. The sore feet she attended bore the effects of leather sandals rubbing against bare flesh. The rough cut of his hair still bore echoes of a once neat tonsure. He wore clothes that did not fit him, and he carried a pewter cross in his pouch. She had known then that he was, or had at least been, a man of God. Why God had brought a runaway monk to her home had confused her at first. Now, she could see the Almighty had purpose in it. She prayed that his stay with them had brought healing to more than his blistered feet and hands. That he was as blessed as they were by his sojourn.

The outer door swung suddenly back on its hinges, crashing against the wall with a loud thud. Hannah jumped and only just managed to grab the milk pail before it tipped over at her feet. The cow stepped sideways in alarm as her flustered son came bumbling in. 

‘He... is... gone!’ Samuel uttered breathlessly, panic marring his face. He leant heavily against the wooden door, ‘I-I-I... have looked every...where. I-I... think M-M-Morgan has left, M-M-Mother!’ 

Hannah was grieved to see a tear roll down her son’s cheek. She stood and went to him, taking each of his arms firmly in her hands. She leant close and spoke softly. ‘We knew he would not stay forever, Samuel. He was but a stranger passing through.’ She was trying to console him, but she realised that she too was troubled that Morgan had gone. Especially without a word to either of them. 

‘Go and clean yourself up, son, and lay the fire for me. I will be with you to cook breakfast in a moment. Take the milk through for me.’ Samuel seemed to hesitate, so she squeezed his arms gently and repeated her request. ‘Go, now, son.’ She held his gaze until she was sure he would acquiesce and then released him.

She needed to see for herself that what he had said was real. The quietness of the animals that morning, and the stillness of the workshop, made some sense to her now. She went to the workshop first, pulling back one heavy creaking door to peer inside into the sawdust scented interior. Stepping further in she could see the straw that Morgan had used for bedding, neatly piled up, a stack of folded blankets beside it. He had left nothing behind to show he had even been there.

Hannah’s throat constricted and she swallowed hard, closing her eyes briefly. This parting pained her. Not in the same way that Daniel’s leaving had, but this too had been unexpected, and she felt unprepared for it. She had got used to Morgan’s company, his thoughtful ways, his kindness, his conversation. He had arrived a stranger at their door, but had become a friend, and his presence had dulled the ache of her loneliness.

She remembered how she had caught him looking at her with intense interest more than once, and how he had stood up to John Boatman when the old rogue had tried to stake a claim over Hannah. It would have been easy for them both to have formed a deeper attachment, she supposed, but she knew on her part it would not have been whole-hearted. Her heart still belonged to her husband. Whatever Morgan might have sensed between them, she could not have given him the love he deserved. Besides, he had already made vows of commitment to another. He belonged to God, however much he had tried to run from that. 

Hannah turned back from her musings and left the workshop, closing the door quietly behind her. He must have left them silently in the night hours, and perhaps that was for the best, for all of them. She prayed that he would find what he was looking for as he journeyed on. That God would pursue him perhaps. She hoped that something of her trust in God had spoken into his wounded heart, that the stories of God’s faithfulness she had told him had encouraged him. She would not quickly forget the man, monk or whoever he was. But for now, her chief concern was to console and feed her unhappy son.

To the fatherless he is a father.

To the widow he is a champion friend.

Psalm 68:5 TPT
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A father of the fatherless, a defender of widows,

Is God in His holy habitation.

Psalm 68:5 NKJV
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