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    The Apostle

    by James Bennett

    
      Wenham Magna, Suffolk, 1633
    

    “The devil is everywhere,” James Hopkins, the vicar of Wenham, tells his youngest son one morn, his Apostle spoons laid out on the table before him. Heirlooms of silver, each bears the image of a saint moulded into the handle, along with the associate symbol, orb, key or cup. “The worm, unconquered, has slithered his way into the church and lays eggs in the heart of our most cherished faith.”

    At thirteen years of age, Matthew has heard the grievances of enough visitors to the rectory to grasp that the worm, in this case, means the newly appointed Archbishop Laud. To the vicar, the bailiff and the marshal, William Laud is a thorn in the side of the Puritan rigour that the eastern counties have long favoured, a pompous oaf raised up by the refined, but backsliding King Charles. Against all reason, all reverence, Laud has insisted on the preservation of certain popish ceremonies by law. Worse, he’s upheld the Book of Common Prayer over and above the Authorised Bible. Worse than that, he’s done away with the very notion of predestination, the sacred, ordained divide between the damned and the saved, and threatens to usurp the Divine Plan entirely, plunging the country into chaos.

    “Aye, sir.” It is best to agree. One of Matthew’s earliest lessons.

    Most in the village lament the days of Old King James and his robust approach to the church. To Reverend Hopkins, shepherd of the hundred odd souls that dwell here on the edge of the Tendring Hundred, the Archbishop represents the Antichrist himself, a priest-cum-sorcerer, a seed of corruption in the barrel of God’s good fruit. One who would see them all blacken and burn in the creeping fires of Hell. ‘Tis a wonder, Matthew thinks, that he was baptised at all. Then again, his father takes care not to let his more seditious outbursts stray beyond the house in which they sit, the fine timber beams and the bare panelled walls soaking up the bulk of his outrage.

    “Were I a younger man,” his father continues, gripping the psalter in his lap until his veins swell into knots, “I’d follow Winthrop o’er the sea to New England and play my part in the founding of the New Jerusalem, far away from all these heathens, papists and witch lovers who have taken such pains to taint our nation with wickedness.”

    “Aye, Father.”

    Matthew’s father is not young. His words hold the same fire he has always displayed in the pulpit; his rheumy eyes, shiny pate and trembling speak of the decline that comes for them all, quicker in these past few months since Laud’s ascent – an ascent his father deems too swift to be anywhere near righteous or just.

    Satan’s hand, he likes to say, is in everything.

    But Matthew, itching in his Sunday best in the autumn sunlight beaming through the parlour windows, only sees natural decay and fears that soon his father shall embark for less earthly shores. ‘Tis an everyday gripe. Three years ago, John Winthrop, a clothier and friend of the Hopkins family, had sailed off to become the first Governor of Massachusetts and despite his encouragement to the vicar via letters from that distant, unstained land, had thus escaped the snares and burdens of this one. Envy, as well as failing health, has spiced the stew of the Reverend’s bitterness. And increased his urge to impress on his youngest the need for the most severe devotion.

    “Then let us proceed, boy. The catechisms. Recite.”

    ’Tis not Matthew’s favourite hour of the day. Nor is the accounting of his sins come supper. Since his older brothers, James the Younger, Thomas (also bound anon for Massachusetts Bay) and John have gone off to Emmanuel College at Cambridge, there is naught to stave off the querulous gaze of his pater, no breeches to hide behind. Nor are there any to share his misery, the endless rounds of Latin and Greek, the ethics, diction, reading, writing, arithmetic, history, geography and handicraft to which his father subjects him, his last disciple, in the family home. And the religion, of course. The endless Bible lessons. James Hopkins will see all of his sons join the ministry, become pillars of the community like himself. They are soldiers in the battle to preserve the Puritan faith in England. And to Hell with Laud and his blasted uniformity, his anti-Calvinist leanings and immoderate rituals. Resentment, Matthew knows, has not helped Father’s condition.

    “What is the sum of the Ten Commandments?”

    Matthew is alone. His mother, Mary, darns socks, churns butter and chops onions in the kitchen, a pallid, impassive ghost among the drifting steam. His sisters, Alice and Grace, play in the nursery or the garden, girls both and as such ignored by the Reverend who sees no need for their education. Therein lies the nub of Matthew’s own green eye, for he would join them in a heartbeat if he could, flee the academic torment he endures. Oft he hears their laughter echoing about the house. ’Tis enough to curl his fingers into fists. Not that he’ll let his father see his discomfort. Such might well incur his wrath, the lash of the riding crop or a jaunt to the cellar for another session of ‘secret prayer’. The memory of that is enough to keep his young feet on the straight and narrow as it does this morn, him straightening in his chair and leaning forth to place his hands palms down on the table as usual, keen to impart the best of his learning.

    “The sum of the Ten Commandments,” says Matthew, frowning under the dark wing of his locks, “is to love the Lord our God with all our heart, with all our soul, with all our strength, and with all our mind; and our neighbour as ourselves.”

    “Good. What does every sin deserve?”

    “Every sin deserves God’s wrath and curse, both in this life and the life to come.”

    “Good. And pray tell, what shall be done to the wicked on the Day of Judgement?”

    Here, Matthew falters. What oh what is the passage? Sensing his father stiffen beside him, the boy closes his eyes, willing forth the memory. ‘Tis akin to pulling on a mare stuck in mud. All he sees are letters on parchment, wheeling in the darkness like dandelion seeds, but he cannot glean their meaning. After a while, he stutters. Blows out his cheeks. Then he sags, defeated. When he opens his eyes, he dare not look up. If he looks up, he will surely see the Reverend reaching for a spoon. But he can hear Father well enough, the barely contained tut. The smell of medicinal herbs and motheaten garb as he reaches across the table, the clink of silver on silver. Perhaps ’tis Mark he chooses this time. Perhaps Judas.

    Then Matthew is wincing. The Reverend Hopkins presses the spoon, edge down, into the back of his son’s left hand. Hard enough to part the bones and grind gristle. Pain shoots up Matthew’s arm with all the fury of the flames that rained down on Sodom. He clenches his teeth yet will not cry out. To cry out shall only bring further disappointment. Further castigation. This is his fault. He should have studied harder. He loves his father. He wants to please. Agony is his reward for failure. Christ suffered thus.

    “On the Day of Judgement,” his father hisses in his ear, “the bodies of the wicked shall be raised out of their graves and sentenced, together with their immortal souls, to unspeakable torments with the devil and his angels for ever, and cast into the fires of Hell.”

    The Reverend vibrates with ire. Then he is coughing, the sickness claiming him. Matthew finds himself released. His father cradles himself in his chair, shoulders wracked and red flecks of spittle staining the pages of his psalter. The boy knows better than to nurse his own appendage, smarting as it is. From the kitchen, he hears his mother come running, with a caudle, a curse, and should she see him so concerned with his personal woes then it will mean a thrashing for sure.

    Instead, he rises, turns to his shuddering father.

    “Forgive me, sir. I shall read the passage afresh.”

    “Into Hell. Hell.” The Reverend seethes, lost in pain, nonsensical. “The wicked and Laud along with them. Burning until the End of Time.”

    Matthew nods. He must return to his Bible at once.

    Come supper, he knows that Father will ask him again.

    His father spies daemons, witches and imps in every hedgerow, every tree and on every corner in Wenham. He spies Satan claw at the hearts of men like a living shadow and smells brimstone on the breath of every farmhand, tinker and cobbler who stumbles from the Crown. In the market square, in the streets, in unwed homes, he spies perversion and turpitude waiting to happen. Adultery down by the creek. Sorcery by the hearth. Blasphemous dancing in the woods. The Reverend Hopkins makes that plain to the villagers every Sunday in the parish church of St John, lambasting them for their sins and promising them eternal damnation in the Bottomless Pit. God, he says, has stripped the blindfold from his eyes and made him privy to the invisible world. And oh! like Ezekiel before the storm, how he wishes it were otherwise. How he wishes the burden was taken from him, heavy as it rests on his bent grey shoulders.

    “When you come of age,” he has told Matthew many times. “When your heart is cleansed, you too shall inherit this holy light.”

    Until then, Matthew must study and learn, which he does, longing each night as the moonlight plays across the rafters to see wonderment in them, spiritual evidence. How he yearns to make his father proud. To take up sword and cross and fight the Constant Enemy. Instead, all he sees is the muddy lane that snakes through the village. The fly-crazed midden heap. The thatched houses with their little windows. The poor country folk behind them in smoke-stained frock and smock. The children on the cart who get to go off to school in Ipswich. He sees foxes in the undergrowth and crows on clotheslines, but he only detects the natural in their gleaming eyes. The shadows on his chamber walls may well resemble spirits, but shadows are all they are. He sees the red-tiled roof of the ancient church and the square turret that seems to thumb at his ignorance and he thinks that praps the blessing has not been given to him. Praps a waif like himself, dark, long-nosed and unremarkable, holds not the strength to serve as a vessel. Praps he will never be chosen.

    
      Faith. 
    

    On this day, Matthew climbs the stairs to his room to drink in his scripture. Heaven forbid that the Reverend should find him wanting. Next time will mean the lash. A third and he’ll be heading for the shrine in the cellar. The thought quickens his ascent. Halfway up, there’s the step he’s come to think of as the Gallows Hatch, for surely he would hang from it were he ever caught. From the step, one can look down into the nook that serves as a pantry for the Hopkins household. Of late it has become a source of great confusion for the boy. Was it not here that God afforded him such a terrible vision? Last Tuesday afore cockcrow, Matthew had hastened downstairs for water and seen his father with the maid, her with her eyes screwed tight and him grunting red-faced behind her, her skirts bunched up in his grappling hands. What reason for such a peculiar punishment Matthew could not tell. Had Sarah neglected to sweep out the ashes? Her blackened hands suggested otherwise. Had she let the milk turn sour? The Reverend had purchased his own cow. Nonetheless, his father’s exertions verged on violence and the poor girl looked ready to weep, the pots and pans rattling around them as he rode her like some bony mule towards an imagined Golgotha. Matthew did not tarry to witness the culmination of her penance. He scurried back to his chamber and hid beneath his blankets, breathless, panting and puzzled by an unbidden rising of his spicket, poking like a knife through his nightgown.

    Aye, the world holds marvels and peril, his father might’ve said. God moves in mysterious ways. 

    This morn, Matthew only sees his sisters waiting on the top step, Alice and Grace. Both bear the same gaunt features as he. The long nose. The dark hair. The same black pearls for eyes. Have they been watching him below? From the smirks on their faces, he guesses so. They have seen him fail at the catechisms and Father stick him with the spoon. Alice, the elder of the two, holds her pet rabbit in her arms, stroking its sleek white fur. Grace, two years her junior at seven of age, clings to her sister’s skirt, the two of them oft appearing as one entity in the rectory. Matthew is never pleased to see them. To see the rabbit besides. ‘Angel’, she calls the beast. Alice. ’Twas a reluctant birthday present when she’d marked the creature at market summer
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