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‘The same Duke purposing to accomplish his said false and untrue intent, and to inquiet and trouble the King, our said Sovereign Lord, his Liege People and this his Royaulme, now of late willed and desired the Abbot of Tweybury, Mayster John Tapton, Clerk, and Roger Harewell Esquire, to cause a strange child to have be brought into his Castle of Warwick, and there to have beputte and kept in likeliness of his Son and Heir, and that they should have conveyed and sent his said Son and Heir into Ireland, or into Flanders, out of this Land, whereby he might have gotten him assistance and favour against our said Sovereign Lord; and for the execution of the same, sent one John Taylour, his Servant, to have had deliverance of his said Son and Heir, for to have conveyed him; the which Mayster John Tapton and Roger Harewell denied the deliverance of the said Child, and so by God’s grace his said false and untrue intent was let and undone’ –

From the Attainder of the Duke of Clarence

‘Some carp at men of worth, others approve of them: the lower class aren’t spoken of at all’ –

Anonymous Theognidea fragment
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John

‘This song for young men was begon

To make them true and steadfast;

For yarn that is evil spun,

Evil it comes out at the last’ –

How the Wise Man Taught His Son,

Anonymous
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… Was this the first thing he wrote of his own?

I am John Collan

today in the yere 1483 I will defeat the goat.

In the name of honnour and glory to god highest & for reson that it knocked me in the mud again today

& has TRODDEN churlishly over my back

has despoiled

!

an insult that cannot be borne.

John has made a plan of battle. According to the ancient art of the famous Vegetius, who set out in his book how the Roman Empire toppled and suborned all enemies. According to his brother Tom.

Tom did not read that book, but he told John what he was told was in it.

Tom had a favourite military stratagem of his own. This was the goose trap. He’d stand in front of something and call: Little John, oh little Johnny John John! You are a pink pig’s arsehole, a hairy ball sack, a shitbeetle – and then when John, sore wroth, would charge at him, Tom would dodge and John would run into that thing he was standing in front of which was usually a cow shit. And then Tom would shout: goose trap!

Now Tom is gone to be an apprentice and John is goose no longer.

John is a general.

The wise general uses the ground to his advantage when laying his snare. He positions his light infantry (himself) ahead of the enemy’s advancing cavalry (the goat), with the stream at his rear. From this position, the infantry will make a feint attack with an artillery of pebbles. The cavalry, incensed, will charge – whereupon the infantry will leap up, take hold of a willow-tree branch, and swing to safety above the water. The cavalry, unable to halt his charge, will plunge headlong into the stream, and be thusly carried away, probably ending up in the sea.

Toppled and suborned.

And the wise general shall obtain the victory and pass unmolested through the farm to fetch water and weed the herbs and feed the chickens ever after: praise be to God.

John walks with his water bucket and a bag of pebbles toward the stream, whistling.

There are primroses on the bright grass edging the mud tracks, which have dried and cracked. The pigs trample through the richly fetid midden.

Bluebells in the wood; wood pigeons flapping on top of each other; blossom crowded onto branches, silky, lavish, deeply pink.

Above it all the sky a flawless blue, intensely perfect, like a lid that could be flipped, to show God looking down, saying: go forward, my son.

This spring you are a man.

This spring you show the goat who is master.

John goes into the kitchen, a small room leaning against the main house like a labourer taking a nap. It’s hot in here, and smells of baking bread, meat cooking in the iron pot above the fire, and a bitter scorch of something starting to burn – because Jennott, as she always tells them, is a head dairy maid and not a fucking cook.

John stands in the door with the water. Jennott’s growling at the bread, which she shovels out of the oven and piles onto the table. The rising heat waves the lines of light and dim that divide the room. She turns around and sees John.

‘Old Gaspard got you again, did he?’

Her pretence is that the goat is French. She mislikes the French. They killed her dad.

She takes the water from him.

‘You’re covered in scratches. And so wet. Did you fall into the stream?’

John isn’t going to discuss military strategy with plebeians, but calling Jennott a plebeian might get him one of her blindingly fast smacks around the head, so he doesn’t say anything.

‘He knows you’re frightened, that’s what it is,’ she says. ‘You’ve got to steel your balls, stand up straight and stare him out.’

‘You can’t stare something out when its eyes go in different directions.’

Jennott laughs. She picks up a loaf of bread and puts it on her head, tucks her lower lip under her teeth and says, ‘Who am I?’

‘Sir Nicholas,’ says John.

Sir Nicholas, the parish priest, and John’s father Will are enemies. In the past John’s dad said some heretical-flavoured things and Sir Nicholas accused him of being a secret Lollard and threatened to get him burned.

And it’s true, said Will Collan, that my grandfather was a Lollard who didn’t see why knavish priests like Sir Nicholas should be called Sir any more than a cobbler should, or why they should take the confession of honest men, nor their sweated-for money neither – and then he joined the revolt of the peasants, and was killed just before his own son, my dad, was born.

Will didn’t hide his bitterness when he said it. But it’s not for any turdly priest to accuse him of sympathies. So Will Collan put manure through Sir Nicholas’s windows. The act was anonymous but also, in a small village, completely nonymous, or whatever the word is. (John, small village boy, is often short of words.)

‘Correct,’ says Jennott. ‘The old fart-smeller. That’s what he does in Confession. Smells farts.’

‘Is that lawful to say?’ asks John.

‘It is if you cross yourself after and say “Hail Mary, full of grace, the Lord is with thee”,’ Jennott says, and as ever, John can’t tell if she’s joking.

Things John Collan’s father shouts at him in the daytime:

For God’s sakes John pick up your feet stand straight stop bothering the women stop bothering the cows stop bothering Jennott where in the holy hell were you don’t wipe your mouth on your sleeve don’t blaspheme quieten down stand straight how many times where the devil is he now—

Things his father says at night:

Get to bed, my boy, sleep sweetly. (And a pat, on the head.)
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Our Father in Heaven

Hallowed be thy name

My father on the farm

Will Collan be his name

The cows come

The cheese be done—

Dear God, I am very sorry about the prayer I said in school it was heresy and I was rightly beaten. Please forgive me I know not what I did. Thank you, God.

Amen.

King Edward is lateward dead.

‘Deadward,’ says Jennott. She says King Edward was a right goodly-looking man who never turned down a tumble, even with low women. She looks sad, then, as if at a lost opportunity.

King Edward’s little son, also called Edward, is going to be king. He’s only twelve, a few years older than John. His uncle Richard is Lord Protector for now.

John tries to imagine being a boy king. His first act: the beheading of Gaspard, for divers villainous buttings-over – and no sign of repentance. Those uncanny slotted eyes say: God is not my master. Gaspard’s death would be a warning to all goats, and all the little children of England would cheer King John, safe from treadings-on and tramplings evermo.

Like King Edward, John’s mother is dead. The only thing he remembers of her is the rosemary she used to scent her hair – or maybe he only remembers it because that’s what Tom and Oliver remember. His brothers say she had a mole on her cheek and dark eyes and a creaky but tuneful singing voice. They added once that their mum sang like a dove and Jennott like a crow, and Jennott said, If you fight like a bear you can sing however the fuck you want, and threw a pan at them.

(John crushes rosemary in his fingers sometimes, holds it up to his nose.)

Tom and Oliver aren’t dead. But they are gone, in a way that’s almost as permanent. Tom is an apprentice to a tailor of fine clothing in Bristol. Oliver is learning to be a goldsmith in London. The latter is a passing expensive apprenticeship, and the cause of many meaningful glances in the village.

Will Collan is known to be doing well. Tom and Oliver told John that he hadn’t always done so well. They said that when they were John’s age the farmhouse was half the size it is now, with only one room for sleeping; that there were oilcloth coverings over the window instead of wooden shutters; no pewter ewer and bowls on the table. Their beds were hay, they said, not wool.

John wasn’t sure if they were lying or not. They liked to jape him.

He said, How did our father have so many fields and cows if he was so poor?

Tom laughed and tapped a knockaknock on the top of John’s head.

Think! Tom said. He didn’t have all that back then. He got the fields next to ours when old Allerwych died with no sons. And he bought the cows.

This herd of cows is a curiosity in the village. Nobody has so many as Will Collan – nobody in the county ever thought of having so many, it’s not at all how farming is done, but now they think he was pretty sharp, because he sells his cheese in Oxford.

(Maybe – lowered voice, here – unnaturally sharp.)

So where did he get the money to buy the fields and cows? said John.

Oh, yes: he thought he’d got Tom then. His crow of triumph was already vibrating in his throat.

Tom shrugged. Investment from a rich merchant, he said.

Who?

Some Oxford man. Probably the one who wanted the cheese.

John opened his mouth. The caw collapsed out of it, soundless. Tom and Oliver laughed.

Don’t be wroth, Little John, Oliver said. Anyone would think you weren’t the lucky one. The one who gets beef for lunch.

The third son, said Tom.

The one who goes off to seek his fortune, said Oliver. Ey, cheer up, Little John, maybe you’ll fuck a princess.

Little Johnny’s so pretty he could be the princess, said Tom.

John ran across the room with his fists up, shouting, but they were waiting for him and they wrapped him up in his fancy wool blankets and sat on him. Through the hot layers of cloth he heard them telling him that this was for his own good, that he has to be wrapped because he’s bitten them before, hasn’t he (sad voice), but once he lies still he’ll be released.

Most days ended with John being sat on. He’d always tell himself he wouldn’t attack his brothers again, but they’d jape him until he’d lose his wits and throw himself at them. He wasn’t properly in occupancy of himself at these times. His calmer John-minds, once lost, would fly up and perch somewhere, like the painted angels in the church, watching sorrowfully as his apeish body gibbered, howled, bared its teeth – until his brothers bundled the unholy creature up and squashed it.

His brothers were also the ones who taught him to read and write. They showed him how to make ink and sharpen a goose-feather quill and how to write j o h n c o l l a n and then a sigil, which they told him meant John but even he could see was a drawing of a penis and two balls. They were proud of him for realising.

He’s a clever boy, said Tom, patting his head. Now, verbs and nouns.

He liked the twins at those times.

And all of which is meant to say why, the day that Tom and Oliver left, almost half a year ago, John jumped and hooted and ran laps of their shared room in celebration – then found, on his bed, a whittled boat with a little man inside, with John carved into the boat, and had what his father called a womanish fit of tears—

—which took him again whenever their letters home arrived. But not in front of his father. He’d leave the fireside, mannish-chin jutting, mannish-eyes dry. He’d make a tent of his wool blankets and sit under it and weep in secret.

The knowledge that the blankets would never oppress him again was no comfort.

Jennott, despite being a woman, is not given to womanish fits of crying. Especially not concerning the departure of John’s brothers.

She has blonde hair, thick and unshining as hay, and blue eyes, which she puts down to a Saxon lineage. The twins used to do impressions of her behind her back.

Oh, this? It’s just my Saxon lineage, don’t mind it. An unbroken line from Alfred the Great, not that I like to mention it.

John, hearing but not understanding, asked Jennott why she was a dairy maid if she came from Alfred the Great. A ringing ear, that’s why, said Jennott.

What? … Ow.

Aside from the whittled ship, John’s favourite thing is a fairy arrowhead. He found it last year, in the ploughed furrows of the wheat field. A flint bitten into the shape of a leaf, glossy brown in the centre, clear honey glass at the edges. He held it; ran his fingers over the scalloped face.

In the Widow Tolley’s alehouse, the men say John’s father got his gold from the fairies. That Will Collan went over the hills to the fairy barrow on Midsummer night, set down a pot of ale and called out: What a right savourly ale this is!

And a door in the barrow opened up, and in the door was standing a fairy princeling. Diamonds on the buckles of his shoes. A cloak embroidered with the moon and stars. He looked at Will and curled his lip.

Give me your ale, Englishman, he said.

(John, hearing this from his friend Rolfe, was suspicious of this story.

Why would a fairy want ale? he asked.

Use your head, said Rolfe. How are they going to make ale, living below turf? They drink from underground rivers and eat raw mole, envying us our ale and pottage.

Anyway.)

Hold now, there’s a price for my ale, said Will. I want your fairy gold. And the fairy smiled, and said: Follow me into my palace, and you’ll have all the gold you can carry.

But Will knew that if he went into that barrow he’d never be coming back out again. So he said to the fairy: I think not. And the fairy said, Well then, I will conjure you some from the treasure house, here! And there it was. A whole glistening heap of it. But Will laughed and made the sign of the cross over the gold, and it turned into a pile of dead leaves and acorn shells.

Oh, he knew that princeling’s games.

He knew well. And then he seized that wretched fairy and turned him upside down and shook him until gold tumbled out of his purse, and rubies too, sapphires, emeralds, and before he let the princeling go he took his diamond-buckle shoes. Thank you very much.

Ha!

But as soon as he got home he put iron at every threshold and up the chimney too, and he wore a piece of iron as protection, because he full knew the fairy prince was after his blood now, and evermo.

Did you steal a fairy’s diamond-buckle shoes? John asked his dad.

God’s bones, said his dad. They’re still telling that story?

Rolfe’s dad told it.

Rolfe’s dad is a cunt.

You did get your gold from the fairies, though, John asked. Didn’t you?

He wanted it to be true. An upside-down fairy prince, not a cheese-buying Oxonian merchant.

My arse I did, said his dad. And – listen to me – forget about gold. Don’t be noising anything about gold around the village. You hear me? Good.

After John picked up the arrow, a feeling came over him. He looked around, as if whoever shot it might be following after, looking for his father – or maybe his father’s son.

He couldn’t see any living thing out here on the fields. Afternoon had collapsed into dusk; a warmish September night. The line of hedge and the trees beyond it were silent. The heaved-up earth was dark under his feet. Smoke rose helically into the purple sky from the low farmhouse in the distance. John had a feeling that eyes were on him; a cool pressure, not friendly, not unfriendly, a gaze from – what? How could he name it? He hadn’t got the words. But he became conscious of not wearing any protective iron.

He put the arrow into his jerkin, not knowing if it was good luck or bad; started back toward the house.
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It is today.

John is crouching on the ground to the side of the house, looking at the early-morning grass. The sun has just come up above the beech treeline and everything is luminous. Across the grass spider-webs are interlaced, strung with dew crystals. Where are the spiders? The network of webs is an abandoned city.

He hears Jennott and his dad’s voices. They’re coming up the puddled track carrying some sacks of malt; they’ve been to the neighbouring Mylton farm, which has a malthouse and kiln.

‘John,’ his dad says. ‘What are you doing here? The stream is the other way. Where’s the water? Have you been sitting out here all morning like a baby pigeon?’

‘The pail’s full,’ Jennott says. ‘John comes around this way for water, just to avoid the goat.’

John picks up the pail and hies to walk beside them.

‘The Myltons said the young Prince Edward was arrested by the Lord Protector, his uncle Richard of Gloucester,’ Jennott tells John. She’s in a jovial mood; the sun and the walking have put a shine on her. ‘What’s Richard up to? Claims that the queen and her family were scheming against him, purposing to kill him, and so it was best he take hold of the little prince. And Richard’s men killed some of the queen’s kinsmen too. In defence of his own person, he says. And now the poor queen’s had to go into sanctuary again at Westminster Abbey with her other children.’

‘Where did they put the young prince?’

‘In the Tower. They want to put his brother in there with him.’

John tries to imagine a high view across London. But he’s never been in a city; he’s never been anywhere above the ground floor.

‘Will there be another war?’ he asks.

‘No,’ his dad says. ‘Maybe. It shouldn’t touch us, either way. Wars are for soldiers and nobles. For the rest of us they’re just a shitting nuisance. Pray they never decide to do any warring near Oxford.’

‘Those two boys will never get out of that tower,’ Jennott says. ‘And Lord Protector Richard will make himself king. I’ve seen his type before.’

‘What type?’ Will says.

‘Men,’ Jennott says.

Will laughs. He and John go into the house, the dim closing over them. Jennott quits them, hauling the sacks off toward the kitchen.

‘I’m glad I’m not a soldier,’ John says. ‘What am I going to do? An apprenticeship? Can’t I be a scholar instead? And stay here? Can I be a scholar and make cheese?’

He isn’t allowed anywhere near the low stone-floored dairy where the butter and cheese are made. It’s always cool in there, and clean, everything sluiced with water and scoured with sand; the shining leads, the churns, the vats and milking bowls. It smells intoxicating, a creamy tang that he’s come to associate with the white-armed women, working the white milk.

John’s too dirty for the dairy, according to Jennott. She thinks he’ll get mud on the floor and stick his fingers in the cream. John considers this an outrage. He only wants to see what goes on. Once he secreted himself inside before the dairy maids arrived, talking loudly.

Sarah was saying, The better one is short and fat, rather than long and thin, but long and fat is obviously best.

Only if you’ve got a big hole, said Mary, and the other women laughed.

Sarah says, Ho, Mary’s just wroth because her husband has a baby’s penis. He does. I’ve seen it. It’s like a button mushroom. Like a wren’s egg in a big nest.

When did you see it?

Jennott’s voice: She’s seen them all, from here to Oxford.

General laughter. Then:

What’s this?

An earwig!

A boy, where he ought not to be!

John was routed, chivvied, chased out. He stopped red-faced in the doorway, shouting:

It’s not fair I’m not the dirty one you women are the dirty ones…

Jennott caught up to him and gave him a slap on the cheek, not too hard. She was more amused than angry. Out, she said. And mind your beak.

‘Make cheese?’ his dad says now. ‘Women make the cheese.’

‘Just a scholar, then,’ says John. ‘At Oxford. Not far, like Oliver and Tom. Then I can come back and visit.’

Maybe it’s the mention of his brothers, but his dad has a strange look. John isn’t sure what the look means, because he hasn’t ever seen it before. He’s gazing at John as if John’s a… (he can’t find the right word)… a foreigner. Not the French kind of foreigner: the look isn’t disgusted. It’s more a mystification, the kind that might be provoked by a visitor from a very distant land, like Babylonia or the dragon-riddled East.

But then it’s gone.

His dad waves him out. ‘Less thinking on the future, more on the weeding,’ he says. ‘Go.’

It’s July, and there’s a morality play on in Banbury. It’s the first time John’s been out of the village. He was too excited to sleep last night. They travel there in the cart, noisy and jolting, its wheels churning through the fallen honeysuckle petals on the muddy tracks.

Will is talking about buying some of their neighbour Mylton’s land, Mylton having just died of a horse kick – but he’s not sure the Widow Mylton will sell.

‘Won’t owning two farms make you rich?’ John asks. ‘I thought you hated rich people.’

‘He’s warming to them,’ Jennott says drolly. She’s wearing her good gown, green with embroidery at the neck, and looks at her most Saxon.

‘I hate the ones that abuse their position,’ Will says. ‘Which is most of them.’

‘Do we know anyone in Banbury?’ John asks.

‘They know our cheese,’ Jennott says. ‘Banbury cheese is famous across England, and I make the best of it. It was Banbury cheese that crossed the channel with the Duke of Bedford, to fill the men who’d be killing the French. God bless them.’

‘Your cheese went to France?’

‘What? You turd-egg. I’m not that old. This was fifty years ago.’

‘Was that when they killed Joan of Arc?’

‘Yes. A fucking nuisance, she was. I like to think Banbury cheese had a hand in her downfall.’

The cart bumps along the Salt Way – an ancient road, the work of Romans – under a canopy of trees, the sunlight flickering greenly in the leaf gaps – and then, finally:

Banbury.

John, never having seen a town, marvels at how it fills his vision. Wool-rich, cheese-rich, ale-rich, the town seems expanded to brasting point; the beamed faces of the houses tight against each other; the thick embanked walls of the castle sitting fatly in the centre like a moulded pudding. The press of people! The smells! Blood and loaves from the stalls under the Bread Cross; ale from the taverns; baking pies; roasting meat.

The play is so dazzling that he can hardly comprehend it. Brightly coloured clothes, explosions of smoke, bells, voices. John only understands that there is a battle between the evil characters – Nowadays, Nought and New Guise – and the good character Mercy, for the soul of the human farmer, Mankind.

Nought says, ‘Listen, listen. A Pope’s Indulgence guarantees the following. If you bury your nose in your wife’s socket you will have forty days of relief from your sin.’

Everyone laughs. John has no witting why.

Mercy doesn’t jape. He just talks about avoiding drunkenness and temptations of the flesh, and being Christ’s own Knight, as the crowd starts to shift and shuffle. Then the three villains come back, with a song:

Nought:

‘Let’s all sing! You, good people, join us:

‘“It is written with a coal,

He that shitteth with his hole,

Unless he wipes his arse clean,

On his hose it shall be seen!’’’

‘Is it right to sing along?’ John asks Jennott.

‘Yes, of course, it’s for morality,’ she says, clapping.

Mischief arrives, plotting with the others to call up the famous, the one and only, the wonderly abominable devil Titivullus—

—if only the audience can put up some money, for Titivullus is a demon of considerable importance.

‘That’s right, no small coins, no buttons, if you want him to grace us with his infernal majesty… count it up, count it up… heads of the households – yes, you – hands in your purses! Curse all you like: you won’t see the devil ’til you pay his fee!’

‘Don’t!’ says John, alarmed, as his smiling dad drops some coins into the passing bowl.

But here is Titivullus anyway, entering through smoke, teeth bared, his face monstrously painted. John shuts his eyes. He doesn’t open them again until Titivullus finishes tormenting Mankind into a life of sin, and leaves. Mercy is back now. He tells Mankind he can still be saved.

Mankind cries, ‘It is not right to offend and beg mercy, offend and beg mercy, over and over again. God will surely not forgive such a man as me.’

‘Nay, it is not so,’ says Mercy. ‘Raise your voice to the Lord, beg him, “Have mercy on me,” and he will forgive.’

As Mercy gives his final speech, on grace and perseverance, Jennott starts casting her eyes around. ‘It’s getting very theological. Oh, look–’ it’s the pie-seller, making his way through the crowd ‘– over here, good man!’

After the play they’re joined by some of his dad’s friends. Will’s eyes are genial crescents. He smells of ale. They walk through the busy streets; the sun overhead hot now, hovering at the top of its parabola, about to begin the slow dive into the hills. John dodges a man staggering by, toasting people with an imaginary cup; cranes his head to see back into an alley, where a couple are intriguingly knotted.

‘… making a fortune,’ someone is saying.

‘I don’t begrudge it, not for proper actors. Better than the mumming, when Farmer Mylton was St George and got beaten by the dragon.’

‘That was an unholy riot,’ says Jennott, with relish.

‘Anyway, that’s my favourite morality play, the others are much drier.’

‘Altogether too sermonical.’

‘This one does the job far better, of educating us and fixing our minds on salvation.’

‘Ho, here’s the alehouse.’

When the day is over several people come back with them; squeezed woollen bodies and yeasty breath in the newly cold, blue-purple air. Only the irregular jounces of the cart keep John’s eyes open; his eyelids an impossible weight. The voices around him break into fragments between the noise of the wheels:

can’t say that, he’s the king now, they crowned him in London

thunk

killed the queen’s kin, all them Woodvilles

thunk

both the little princes in the tower

thunk

probably dead

thunk

the queen must be right doleful, imagine

thunk

the poor cow

—John closing his eyes at last, his head on Jennott’s shoulder, the sounds of the human world calling after him as he heads into the land of dream; reaching, falling short.




4

Hard to say when Will Collan and Jennott stopped speaking to each other. It’s much easier to measure when speaking starts. But how can John remember the beginning of a not-happening?

When did they last speak?

John thinks back. There was a night of drinking, not long after Banbury: Jennott and Will and the farmhands and dairy maids sitting around the hearth. John was noticed and sent to bed.

He said, to reprove them, I don’t know what Mercy would make of this drunkenness and lewd storytelling.

Nobody was reproved. In fact, they all started shrieking with mirth. John waxed wonderly wroth. Jennott wiped her eyes and said, I hope that play isn’t going to make him into another Sir Nicholas. He’s in mortal dread of that Titty tit whatever his name was.

Well, you’re in mortal danger of going to hell! John shouted.

Furious as he was, he had been Vegetian in his timing. He’d picked a moment in which Jennott’s cup was full of ale, and she wasn’t likely to throw it at him. But Jennott, a superior military strategist, took off her shoe instead and got him on the back of the head as he ran.

It’s this moment he remembers now, creeping back a little, peering around the corner to see, everyone laughing again, and his dad pulling Jennott to sit in his lap.

So.

They were talking then.

Have they talked since, other than to communicate the business of the farm to each other? In anything other than a formal voice – formal yet angry (Jennott), formal yet evading (Will)?

John doesn’t think so.

He is outside, in the dead-leaf, summer-earth-smelling shadow under a beech, well out of the goat’s usual route. It’s another sunny morning. Everyone’s starting to get nervous about the lack of rain. There’s only one cloud above him now, a long strip stretched white across the blue sky, like a pennant without a crest.

He’s supposed to be feeding the horses. Instead he’s trying to compose a nursery rhyme on his tablet.

Wash your hands and your feet


And Titivullus you defeat…


After a little while he looks around. By now his dad or Jennott should have come into view and shouted at John for idling. But he hasn’t seen anyone.

He goes into the house and is surprised to see his dad, in smart clothes, sitting very straight-backed with the Widow Mylton and her father the miller. The good cups are out; the good cider. The Widow Mylton smiles at John. She’s a slender woman, with an uncertain manner. John bows to them all.

‘What cheer?’ says the miller. Then, to Will, ‘A fine fellow, your boy.’

‘Thank you,’ says Will. He seems inquiet; his eyes tick between John and his guests, not finding a comfortable place to stop. Then he says to John, ‘Did you feed the horses?’

‘Not yet, I—’

‘Well then! Go do it right anon. Lazy rascal.’

(In a tone not so much of condemnation as relief.)

On a Sunday after Mass the adults talk, while John and his friends play football in the churchyard with a pine cone, it not being pig-bladder season. John kicks the pine cone accidentally into the face of his enemy, Jack.

It was an accident.

Jack won’t believe it. Makes mourn out of all measure. Has it that his eye has nearly been dashed out. Shouts, finally, ‘At least I’m not scared of a goat.’

‘What’s he talking about?’

‘Collan’s scared of his dad’s goat. It knocked him into the stream.’

John looks at his friend Rolfe, who’d sworn to keep the story privy until his ending day, and beyond.

‘Sorry,’ Rolfe says. ‘It was just… too funny.’

‘John bows when the goat comes by,’ says Jack, and now the others are starting to laugh. ‘John’s the servant of the goat!’

Hot wroth overtakes John. His vision narrows. He’s about to hurl himself at Jack, but the adults are coming, his father is in view, talking with the Widow Mylton, her father and – surely not? – Sir Nicholas. Jennott is walking behind, arm-in-tight-arm with her best friend Red Moll.

‘On my oath, I’ll kill you tomorrow,’ John says to Jack, quietly hissing. Then he joins Jennott.

‘… fucking turds, fucking cunts,’ she’s saying. ‘Oh, hello, John. You’re full red. Been fighting?’

‘Not yet.’

Jennott smiles grimly.

‘My advice is, don’t hold off,’ she
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