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For Tanuja




At Jormel Abbey, when I was barely a toddling child, I watched as calfskin was stretched into parchment, and stitched into quires; pages of vellum that in time became luminous volumes, filled with metred ink, vibrant pigments. The lives of saints and angels.

Lord, could you ever permit that my story might be illuminated so? In such a book? The utterly imperfect life of Alberto, priest?

Then its frontispiece, I think, ought to show:

A hand, extending upward from a flower, clutching a dark red heart.

I imagine that hand clenched so tight, the heart could not beat.

And beneath would be inscribed:


O Lord this world you created is magnificent.

It is filled with such glorious and various colours, such manifold beauty.

But why, Lord?

Why?






Anno Domini

1474




The Index at Saint Particular:


	–Pieter Mastiff, raging

	–Old Mother Bezimuth, grieving

	–Selina of B—–, copulating

	–Malike Dene, scarring

	–Snr Herbitt, knowing

	–Dancing Franke, weeping & dancing

	–Timon van Ruh, waiting

	–Zanzibar, kicking

	–Helmo Cantercale, laughing

	–Jeroma Lillienne, staying

	–Freeman Guilmot, agitating

	–Carin Marina Nazzaro DiLonge, abdicating

	–Ignis Bo Bitte, pacing

	–Saliuz Mingez, blaspheming

	–Phipina from Grey Wells, fidgeting

	–Nameless, flying






I.

An Unpopular Saint

Lord, as the book of my life is opened wide for all to see, its first tableau would illustrate a summer’s morning many years ago. And a sapling lad, a willowy boy, cresting a hill, approaching the convent of Saint Particular, above the words:


— Father Alberto,

— sinner.



Closer to the lower margin, a smaller picture would show a reception later that same day in the rooms of the Abbess, her piety marked by a golden circle about her head (because of course a woman so fiercely holy must be portrayed with a halo — though I confess, at the time, it was not apparent to me).

She: Father Alberto, do you know the story of Saint Particular?

I: Abbess, I do not, although perhaps I c—

She: A most unusual martyr. Her tale is not well known. It is not popular. And it is appropriate that your work should fall under her aegis, Father, for your efforts shall not be remembered either.

I: But of course! It is not for my own glory tha—

She: The madmen and women under this convent’s care are stricken by unnatural forces. They are awful. Our mission is not to sympathise, nor to offer salvation, G–d cannot save those insensible to his love. Our task is simply to keep these creatures from harming others, or themselves. Under my watch no inmate has ever swung from the tree of suicides, Father. You and I shall keep it so.

That is my duty, said I.

She replied: It is your duty upon one day each year, and one day alone. You have studied the Feast of the Holy Fool, and comprehended its scope?

I: Yes, I understand its rituals and—

She: I doubt you understand. I myself prefer not to. There are some who think the Feast a perversion of biblical scripture. Could you yourself imagine it a perversion, Father? A scampish trick of the Devil, somehow elevated to —

(and this with great distaste)

— tradition? Some good scholars in Rome have begun to suspect the Feast a most terrible blasphemy, and would you not agree?

She awaited my response — addressing me, on my first assignation, as if her theological equal! Her lips thin-set. Her eyes, flinting. An unpleasant silence descended. O Lord, did I rush to answer? Did I respond incorrectly? Was this my first step towards the fall?

For I replied: Abbess, if the Feast of the Holy Fool is an invention of the Devil, I rejoice in his failure. His failure to tame our love for those we know cannot be saved.

The Abbess of Saint Particular said nothing — in absolute certainty, Lord, of what would confront me in due course. For mine was a mathematician’s answer, suitable only as an equation, without guile against the wiles of the world.

|||||||

Many weeks of work by many hands would be required to complete what follows in my book. Several diptychs, I imagine, charting the rooms beneath Saint Particular. It would resemble the cross-section of some human beehive or ant colony, with:


	–little to no daylight

	–locked rooms of varyingly small sizes

	–some fifteen brittle, unfortunate souls within

	–the most dangerous confined behind iron doors

	–much excrement, wet earth.



I have not yet seen how one might illustrate a scream! But it would be important to show many screams. Also babbling, and moaning, in a range of pitches and attitudes.

As I walked those wailing dungeons my guide was the Abbess herself — and also Sister Lorenza, a young novice who lifted a burning torch to aid our way yet refused to acknowledge my presence with her eyes, nor any words, nor indeed very much of the light.

Each door was equipped with a small rusty look-you. Sister Lorenza would await her superior’s nod before sliding the panel open, then step aside so I could approach, there being the pressing need for me to commit every one of those inmates to memory. My first greeting was from Pieter Mastiff, once a thatcher, who leaped from the dark instantly, and with his shattered teeth forced into the entire space available, he spat fresh hot blood in my face.

After some thought, I said: G–d bless you! And keep you safe!

Mastiff responded with a cavalcade of appalling curses such as accusing me of handling his ‘partridges’, being a d–mned child of moonbl–d, and that he had witnessed me ‘goose sniffing’.

I turned and caught the Abbess showing a fleeting smile. Straightening her face, she said: Consult your index.

I did so, winding the scroll until the name Mastiff, S. Pieter appeared — followed by a scrawl of observations in the spidery hand of my predecessor, one Father Demetrius. A mystery of the universe that I was able to read anything in that web of ink! But I gathered that Mastiff, on every Feast day, once released, would of habit return to his home and terrorise his poor family, a pattern so predictable that in recent years wife and daughters would flee the parish, and in finding them gone Mastiff would spend hours raging to the heavens, stamping his feet, rending hair, etc., before calmly repairing the roof of his cottage until daybreak when time came for the return to his cell. Sensible to conversation, read an addendum. I glanced again at that hissing shattered mouth and wondered if these notes had been completed prior to some other development in Mastiff’s condition.

I enquired as to what had become of Father Demetrius.

Replied the Abbess: His heart gave out.

She added: In the course of the Feast day last year.

Her countenance made it clear that the giving out of hearts was henceforth unacceptable.

I carried neither pen nor ink as we trod from cell to cell. So instead, Lord, there is a page in my memory for every soul confined at Saint Particular, each one a portrait without comment, without sentiment.

For instance:

Here is red-eyed Old Mother Bezimuth, who for sixteen years has worried that any wall, every wall of every kind, has the ghost of her daughter behind it. She is shown with grey hair to the knees, her scant bones pressed fast to the mortar. Inscribed beneath:


— oh take these bricks awaye

— would my fingernails soon grow backe

— helpe me G–d



Then here is the naked Selina of B—–, whose modesty in the reproduction shall be protected by shrubs and floating leaves (for my own eyes unfortunately there were no shrubs, nor any leaves). Soft-eyed, she twirls at the ragged hair about her temples, above the inscription:


— I can smel yer sweete scent are ye a flower



Followed by an image most perturbing of Malike Dene, a young male of nineteen patterned with countless scars upon his dark flesh; so many of them that he is completely ridged, and most fierce-looking for a youth who might once have been mistaken for some African prince, the body wrongly jointed from the refashioned pull of that terrible skin. His inscription:


— BEHOLD THE MAP OF THE WORLDE



It seemed to me, Lord, that the holy light of your creation had shone all too bright upon certain lives — and as some men will eat far too much and give themselves gout or a stopped gut, here we saw the sad effect of minds filled o’er the brim, overspilling with earthly sensations.

I ventured half this idea aloud before the Abbess replied:

Father Alberto, there is no holy light here. I see only wanton degradation and animal fear. Not one of these cretins could recite you a single Hail Mary.

Reproached and ashamed, I turned to the next iron door and remarked upon the considerably larger size of it. I spoke perhaps a little too loudly … because there was heavy movement and deep snuffling within.

Sister Lorenza opened the hatch with great reluctance, flinching at the sizeable odour that came forth. I caught the Abbess’s gaze, and it was as if she expected me to balk or excuse myself — therefore I felt compelled to meet whatever caused that smell with perfect composure. Once close to the hatch, with hand clamped to my nostrils, I saw only darkness. But then, as if forming from black smoke on a moonless night, a living shape assembled itself before me …

And it was:

A horse. Mangy of mane and ribbed like a butcher’s carcass, but a horse no doubt.

It is a horse, said I.

The Abbess: You are correct, Father.

I spooled through the scroll to where — yes, there could only be one candidate, really — the name ZANZIBAR appeared. Followed by Father Demetrius’ notes, unusually concise, saying simply: An evil Horse.

On the Feast day, I asked aloud, am I then to, that is to say, is it required, must I, as is tradition, upon the emptying out of this asylum into the world at large, as is normal, in addition to discovering and returning all these poor unfortunate human souls, as is tradition, if you see my point, is it also necessary, if you see my confusion, will it also lie within my responsibilities t—

She: Yes, Father, you have to catch the horse. Shall we move along?

I: But how shall I catch a horse?

She: Hopefully with less damage to your person than Father Demetrius.

I wondered aloud at why a horse might be reckoned insane and confined at Saint Particular.

She: It is evil! And evil might reside anywhere, in a woman or man, in the clouds, in the ocean, in some bread, even, where it might dwell in a dark pocket, deep in the crumb. Certainly it may dwell within something as impious as a horse! This animal ended the life of Sister Tulch with a swift hoof to her skull; it is an abominable thing. What creature could possibly harm a true Bride of Christ? Only one driven insane by the ravaging fires of sin.

Abbess, I deferred, indeed, what a most terrible crime and good, sound reasoning, etc.

The final door had a corresponding number upon the scroll, but without any name. Sister Lorenza opened the look-you to this cell with, if anything, even more trepidation.

But inside — nothing more than a mudstain of a girl, around eleven years of age with matted hair, torn clothes and bare feet. She looked up at the sound of me coming close.

What is your name, child? I asked.

She gave me a smile in a minor key, then turned away.

Does she have a name? I asked the Abbess.

Came the reply: A name would be useless to her, she will respond to no name nor any instruction in any language.

She shut the hatch with a snap and turned to leave, saying as she went: That vile and superfluous thing is completely set against G–d.

Peculiar. A degree of contempt seemed to be reserved for this tiny child, greater than any meted out to the wanton Selina of B—–, or the snarling and profane Pieter.

I turned the scroll to reveal my predecessor’s notes on the girl, a single line:


— Remorselessly attempts to fly.






II.

A Lopsided Church

Over the page.

A map. A wooded land, riddled with rivers and streams, now and again breaking wide for fields of barley that sulk under low winds or are singed in the sun. Then, some half hour by foot from Saint Particular, before the countryside is claimed by the thickest forest, some unhelpfully broad hills rise up. Huddles of dwellings lurk in between: the villages of Hem and Long, small houses topped with ragged thatch. My parish.

Verso. An illustration of myself, still full of innocent vigour, negotiating the rough paths down into the darkening trees, guided by Sister Lorenza — who remains silent and unsmiling. Marginalia:


— O Lord, you had a fine servant in Lorenza; Alberto would have done well to mark that sister’s humility. But he was not wise, and a foul sinner!



Recto. The wooden church. With elevated heart I beheld the simple and slightly bent spire, nestled in a gloomy dell. It was not unimaginable that I might do good works here, I thought. Surely these folk were decent, simple, willing to worship in simple fashion?

No, Lord. This flock would prove piebald and errant. They used the trees for cover, men and women in hock to the night, forever stumbling this way and that from the effects of small beer and bigamous lust. Lord, my parishioners were not wholly evil, but all the same they wore their sin as one might wear a hat: often, by habit, and never in church.

Indeed, on the way to the church we passed a man sitting beneath the very worst hat I had ever seen, perched on the brink of a cracked well, chewing something fibrous.

He asked if I was the new Father Demetrius. I replied that I was Father Alberto, to which he ventured: Best of luck, Father Whoeveryare, you’ll be needing much of it! And cackled like a magpie, his laughter captured by the waterhole behind and elongated.

The wooden church had been constructed by passable craftsmen, with occasional attention to detail. But, Lord, your house was not entirely robust. Thick roots interfered with much of the nave, buckling the floor. In and around them, some strategically placed tubs and pails made a music of the various leakages overhead. Sister Lorenza busied herself expertly emptying rainwater, replacing the pails most precisely, all in the manner of one who’d performed the task many times — and I realised, with a pang of shock, she must be my churchwarden.

Were she not a good sister, the good sister might have been considered comely, with plaintive eyes and a handsome alabaster nose. No wisps of hair strayed from her bandeau; perhaps her head was shaved — so did my warden come from poverty, or some wayward past? Yet for all I might enquire of her, Lorenza could not have answered: her silence was due to a solemn vow.

Later that same day I was also to discover the man in the enormously awful hat was my sexton — he who would fetch my meals, fix the spire, and dig any graves. He burst into the church at sunset, removing the hat — which improved his face no end — and gave out some more magpie laughter.

Together we assayed the index I’d brought from the convent. While he was not able to read the words, when I gave some names aloud he provided a short, gruff account of the habits of each troubled creature we would have to chase on the Feast morn (then wrestle to the ground, or trap, or coax from some dark hiding place, etc.).

He was called Oblong and I found it impossible to tell his age at all, on account of his significant beard, and he professed to never having been soldier nor sailor, farmer nor fisherman nor blacksmith nor beast, having lived his days in service of this or that, or some such business, wherever business may be found — indeed his weathered face, beneath those unpruned whiskers, spoke of a life mostly unplanned.

Yet I was indeed glad to have his counsel, or any counsel at all. We had but one short week until the hour was upon us.




III.

THE FIRST FEAST

For one long day at summer’s end, O Lord, as the land fell to repose and the forest to gold, all the fools of Saint Particular were loosed upon your creation — and those who were not fools gathered to act as though they were, with costume, sticks, and song.

At break of dawn would come the Parade of the Innocents. A babe in arms was announced Chief Constable of the Peace and installed in those offices, caterwauling and puking and soiling itself, to much general laughter (even though this frivolity was identical from one year to the next). Then came a mummery, a play extolling the love of G–d — but the players oft forgot their verses and would instead shout curse words, to roars of laughter all around. Every homestead would stow a dirty carboy full of vile fermenting lakeside weed. As noon approached, these bottles were drunk dry and rambunctious ballads sung, loud. On Feast day, all this was permitted.

Gone noon, most would sleep.

And while they slept …

… the convent doors and gates were flung open …

… from which time the inmates at Saint Particular were at liberty to do as they pleased, in any place, until sunrise the following morning.

Oblong explained I was to have no standing at the wooden church while this carnival was loose. In fact, on Feast day my ordained station was always taken up by Timon van Ruh, a long-bearded and pendulous gentleman interned at Saint Particular on account of his general inaction. The villagers would anoint him ‘Beardy Bishop’, seat him naked at the altar, and throw foul materials over him. Ruh would not move nor even blink.

In these hours it was vital I rested; the day to follow would be an arduous one. So I lodged in an isolated cell on the eastern flank of the convent — once an archer’s post, in the time the building was a fortress. The window slit cast a slow-moving stripe of light on the floor, a sundial, and I rested uneasily, the birds all too noisy in the gardens below. I slept even less through the night.

On that first autumn morning, Lord, in truth, if you had asked me which of Saint Particular’s residents I was most afraid to face, my answer would have been immediate: the Abbess. Even Zanzibar the horse seemed an undaunting proposition compared to that woman’s hardened stare and — forgive me! — knife-like voice. Come daybreak, the sharpening of that same knife could be heard echoing along the cloister, and as I approached the convent doors the Abbess marched forth, saying: Father Alberto! Make haste! You have your index; follow it.

After which she listed many reprimands in advance for some imagined errors to come, which delayed my departure by half an hour more.

Oblong sat on his cart, reins in hand, his horse — named Hiwwiny-Ho — looking as nonplussed as her master by the high discussions at the gate. Then at a final excoriation from the Abbess, I hoisted my robes and ran to the wagon, scrambling aboard even as Oblong nudged his mare into a trot.

Oblong: She doesn’t like ye much, does she, Father?

I: Well, perhaps not.

Oblong gave out his familiar magpie chuckle, then: Father, would ye prefer ole Zanzibar be first or last? Two ways about it, Father. Either we wait him till last, and chances are he’ll runoff far enough so’s to fall over the edge of this here parish. But, Father, ye must know Zanzibar might not runoff too much at all, and just eat someone’s roof, and gallop away each time we gets close, and then everyone gets awful tired, maybe so tired as to drop dead, as poor Father Demetrius came to his concluding. Or … we get that ole horse done firstwise, before he loses his frisk. Maybe catch him getting his end away on some pony. Also don’t have to tell ye, Father, that same choice comes with a likely danger! What with his ardour, and so forth.

I: Was Zanzibar not gelded?

Oblong: Botched job I think, Father.

A moment, then he added: In all mystery lies a tale, I’d say.

O Lord, I am a man for whom even the dance of midges in a shaft of sun is something glorious — a murmuration to be contemplated as long as it might maintain.

This is my curse, and I felt its sting that first morning upon seeing the horse (and murderer) Zanzibar, trotting back and forth in a meadow of tall, sun-browned grass; his head loose; his lips afuzz with a mouthful of dry stems; his dark-eyed contentment. He seemed to me every inch the prisoner released, delighted at what space the world contained. I dearly did not want to return that joy to the fetid dark.

But as we drew closer I saw to my alarm that Zanzibar, giving out the occasional buck and canter, was followed at every step by a cohort of stumbling, laughing children. Oblong, seeing how close they strayed, leaped to the ground with the cart still moving and lolloped onto the meadow waving his terrible hat, calling: Here, ye sprites, ye goblins, dontya know that oss will kick yer heads off in a glimmer!!

Laughing, the young mites ran to the woods, which left me to halt Hiwwiny-Ho as best I could then join Oblong afoot.

I set my face into the kindest, most comforting expression the situation allowed for — and as both priest and sexton calmed their paces, Zanzibar quieted. In that moment I fancied I knew the minds of horses.

I was wrong.

I had but raised a hand to his neck when Zanzibar shot a snort and galloped away.

Oblong bounded alongside the animal for a short while, attempting many failed snatches at the halter, soon tripping and falling into the grasses with a grunt. Hope deserted me, and watching Zanzibar thunder towards the trees I imagined an endless chase as Oblong had warned; both of us witness, time and again, to a horse’s rear.

But as our quarry reached the edge of the woodland, the foliage was suddenly awash with laughing faces, and waving arms — and out came a rabble of forest-dwelling folk, surging upon the meadow, halting Zanzibar’s escape!

What’s this? said I.

Oblong, catching his breath: Not entirely sure myself, Father.

The throng seemed to celebrate the horse somewhat, even as they formed a circle about him and closed inward. Zanzibar stamped and reared, but the forest folk ducked his hooves, hooting. They called Zan-zi-bar, Zan-zi-bar in time as he galloped between them. Finally, to wild cheers and delighted curses, a boy of no more than twelve was thrown onto the horse’s bony back, like a puppet. He fixed one end of a long rope to Zanzibar’s halter, while the other was lashed around a tree at the woodland’s edge. The boy tumbled to the ground with the dexterity of a cat. And then, with Zanzibar contained in the meadow, the entire crowd turned to Oblong and myself … and gave a low bow, mocking the courtly style.

Said Oblong: I think they’re welcoming you, Father.

|||||||

On the page that follows, a portrait:

In a forest clearing, a remarkable creature sits atop a throne fashioned from a tree-stump. She appears some eighty years of age and over her gown she wears a cape, of fading green. She lifts a wooden pitcher in greeting.

This woman has the poise of a monarch, and is in fact surrounded by courtiers — by which I mean forest folk, cowled and bulbous yet attendant as if high-born handmaidens, affecting an idle air, with poorly disguised interest toward some new visitors: Oblong, and myself.

But their regent does not look upon her guests at first, seeming instead to find something forever of interest in the nearby forest. She has skin as creased as the bark of an oak, and an equivalent voice.

|||||||

Our host waved me close, and in wry confidence she said: I devised the strategy with the horse, Father. Come, sit. Might you sip of this wine?

I: No, I should not, until my task—

Villagers, tutti: The Princess! She’s the Princess!

Chastened, I understood that here was some beloved elder, risen to princely status in the villager’s minds, when in fact she was simply of a tenacious age.

I was wrong.

Said she: Ah, but I was indeed a princess, once. I disowned my responsibilities and was dishonoured, and in time found myself here. My small knowledge of herbs and remedies is of good help to these forest folk, living as they do at the edge of health. So once more in my life I am called a prince, and accept it with humility … yet also with some regret at the circle I have trod, returning in spirit to a place I sought to leave behind.

With that she took a long draught from the cup, and laid her eyes upon me for the first time. Those eyes were altogether as vivid as those of the Abbess — and yet they beheld me very differently. For her eyes were without sight. Noble, and wise, and clouded to a blindness.

Lord, of course your creation is riddled with madmen who consider themselves kings. Yet here I felt, completely, that I regarded a princess true … and saw too that she had done me a great service with Zanzibar, easing perhaps my most difficult task of the day (or so I then believed).

I bowed deep to her. A murmur of approval echoed throughout that forest court, and my aged host smiled wide — an aspect so delightful I laughed like a child before stopping my mouth in shame.

She: Is Snr Oblong with you?

Oblong, distant, perhaps behind a tree: Here.

She: Oblong! How many so far, from the index?

Oblong: That’ll be the horse and the horse only. One horse.

With a slight start, the Princess: And so late into the morning? Then you must go at once! Father, in every respect, Oblong is your lodestone today. Beneath that awful hat stands a most excellent soul.

Then Oblong, still distant: Yer Grace, are ye going to tell the Father?

She: Ah, he will know in due course.

Oblong emitted a low grunt before turning on his heel and departing, and I followed. The Princess called after us: Until later, Father Alberto! I wish you good fortune! And clement weather!

As we returned to the cart I felt compelled to ask: Oblong, what might I know in due course? You seem to know the Princess of old, upon most familiar terms?

And after some thought, he: Many years after she cast aside her high birth, the good Princess and I were, once, to be married — and that’s the strange ole truth, Father. But fate chose me some other path, one which maintained my present standing. Naturally, Father, ye’ll be regarding my present standing and asking yerself what there is to maintain. But I said what I said. And I’ve done what I did.

He added: In all mystery lies a tale, isn’t it so, Father?

So I pried no further.




IV.

Screams And Bruises

Pieter Mastiff was a man I had been dreadfully afraid to encounter beyond his cell. Yet that morning, though bloody of tooth and eye, he was polite when I beckoned him down from the roof of his own house. Under clear sunlight Mastiff seemed a thing made of ash, at one with the thatch he attended, his hair a scatter to the breeze. He climbed aboard the cart, into the rearmost of its wooden cages, greeting us as though we were old acquaintances whose company was expected if not entirely convenient.

Not always like this, said Oblong.

Our good fortune aside, Oblong was most firm on one count: that we ought seek out the unclothed Selina of B—– before noon at the very least, for reasons that even in the morning warmth, made my skin tighten.

Father, said he, we do not want her to get with child, do we?

From the back of the cart, Pieter gave out a wizened cackle and said: She’ll be knee-deep in ——k already.

|||||||

Some unsettling sounds of gaiety and brute vigour lead us to a dank forest dell where Selina of B—– had lain down. Notes upon the index told me that each year, before release, the sisters at Saint Particular would bind Selina in thick woollens fixed with impossible knots. Yet once abroad, she would find means of discarding her clothes within but a few hours.

In the book of my life there should be no image for what we then encountered; no diagram, no vista. I have heard tell of illustrated volumes from faraway shores which might contain such abhorrent things as my eyes fell upon that day — four men submitting to demonic pleasure, some poor lone woman its subject — yet no illustration could prepare any good Christian for the sights I endured. Know only this: that Oblong was certain none present would listen to his own alarms and admonishments, and that I alone — though barely twenty-four years old, and hardly imposing — would have the power to halt these swervers and debauchers with their backsides bared.

Lord, in this, he was wrong.

Sinners, I called, cease these unbecoming sights!!

They laughed loud, and continued.

I saw at once that Selina, pushed to the ground, had been struck many times; she bore fresh bruises. Yet she laughed, too — though the sound sat ill with her cherubic features, black hair matted upon the sweat of her brow, eyes fixed to the heavens. Selina was some thirty years of age but she might as well have been a babe newborn for all she discerned of the world.

I cried out: Any sane man present shall be condemned to hell, hell, for this lechery!

They cackled once more as one, which included the stricken laughter of Selina of B—–, and I despaired.

Oblong would later show me, in detail, the instrument with which he resolved our unhappy situation. Upon each facet of the bludgeon was carved a holy scene — for instance, the birth of our Lord, or the rending of the temple veil. They were childishly fashioned images perhaps, a few swipes with a knife. And Oblong said: Granted, Father, ye might not guess at what these scenes mean to show unless I said them to ye clear, but anyone struck with this here, well, they will bruise in a holy way, with a story of the Lord marked on their flesh in purple and blue so to remind them of sinful times, but this here is sized right to give a person cause for thought, but not to kill, Father, this here is not meant for killing.

The club had a long strap of leather that could wrap about the wrist, allowing Oblong to swing it some distance. This he did upon the defilers of Selina of B—– that morning, in practised fashion, having waited enough time for them to desist of their own accord. I was so taken aback by his sudden intervention — and also the screams and groans of the wounded — that I did not notice Selina rise up behind me and run from that place.

You d-mned horrible bas––rd, Oblong! cried one sinner, before taking an Infant Jesus to the forehead and dropping to the ground.

After which Oblong turned to me and said: Father — the maiden?

Aghast at my own stupidity, I ran from the dell, my eyes searching the undergrowth for what they had so studiously avoided up until then: the sight of bare skin. I found her by the riverbank. With churning waters blocking her way at every turn, Selina reconciled herself to my approach. She adjusted the fall of her long hair, and made at me a smile I could not return — a smile of the promise of the flesh.

She: Father, would you not give me a boy, a lovely rose-cheek lad to watch over me in my old age? No one else will do it, Father, will you not?

And she sat down by the river’s edge and opened herself.

She: Will you not take pity?

Lord, I am often told you have blessed me with erudition, and a studious nature. These skills are very humbly received. On that morning I was all the more grateful for another gift you have deemed me worthy of: when confronted by the entirely unadorned Selina of B—–, this servant of yours felt no stirrings of lust whatsoever. I was able to lift her by the arm then escort her up the pathway to Oblong’s cart, and all the while as she pressed herself to me and bucked at my leg, or made to fondle some region of my person, there was no resulting sensation, not one moment of threat to my celibacy. She seemed disappointed as I bade her climb up into the frontmost cage — at which Pieter Mastiff was suddenly agitated and began to force parts of himself through his own confinements. To my relief, Oblong emerged from the dell, face dark but no other mark upon him, cudgel swinging at his hip.

Let’s have the maiden in her bower, said he, and lifted an indignant Selina into the foremost cage, fixing its door.

Selina of B—– slapped her palms against the slats and shouted: One of them might well have given me a boy! Then you’ll see, you’ll see!

|||||||

Some distance along that road we chanced upon the stripling Helmo Cantercale, a barefoot youth who laughed at everything. He made himself conspicuous with a disassembled shoe worn upon his fright of white hair — also with unceasing giggles, snortings, guffaws, etc.

He was lured into the middlemost cage by my demonstrating how amusing it was for a priest to stand within. He laughed as I slipped out, he laughed as we closed the door upon him, he laughed as the cart set in motion, and he screamed with giddy joy when Pieter Mastiff threatened to pull the mouth off his face.

With this growing consignment we returned to the convent, pausing by the wooden church to collect Timon van Ruh, ‘Beardy Bishop’, from his altar of rotten vegetables. Several drink-fogged villagers emerged to stare at the unclothed Selina — but it was a short enough visit, for as Oblong predicted, van Ruh proved passive enough to be set upon the front seat between his captors.

As we rode, Oblong noticed me looking upon our progress with some small satisfaction.

From one side of his mouth he said: Father, chances are, at the abbey you’ll also find the unfortunates who stay put no matter what. All the same, Father … as it stands, we’ve only claimed the ones who plough the same furrow, year after year.

So it was that, with noon approaching, this strange party of priest, sexton, mute, nude, giggler and rank maniac came through the gates at Saint Particular.




V.

Heaven’s Rain Upon All

Oblong spoke true. Two inmates, by the names of Jeroma Lillienne and Snr Herbitt, were afflicted with various unwarranted fears — such that neither would leave their dungeon even with the doors wide. In seeing them safe in their rooms I was surprised to discover, also undeparted, the impish and restless Phipina from Grey Wells.

She was at her eternal pastime: the appreciation of unimportant things. With eyes hidden behind overlong tresses, Phipina might forever rearrange pebbles as though they were jewels in a crown, or smooth at the brickwork of her cell in search of some elusive satisfaction. Today, a bee had found its way into her room. Showing no fear of its sting, Phipina was performing a sombre dance with the insect as it buzzed and curved in the underground gloom; she was so distracted, all possibility of freedom had passed her by.

I thought: Midges, dancing in a shaft of sun …

And this was perhaps the first time I felt the tiniest kinship toward a mind so troubled.

Even so, I quickly ordered her cell door locked! And I then returned to the courtyard, where Oblong’s cart stood half unloaded.

A throng of wordless sisters attended to those inmates returned. But upon their approach Pieter Mastiff had met them with furious oaths, ascending in force until, as they opened his cage door, he kicked and spat and scratched at the good sisters, causing them to scatter as would a flight of doves at the hawk descending. Landing from the cart in a crouch, Pieter then crabbed after the sisterhood like a whirling demon, hurling invective as he went. The sisters, of course, could utter no sound in their alarm, all sworn to silence. To my dismay, Oblong was securing Helmo Cantercale down in his cell — and I saw that I must arrest Mastiff myself, before some terrible damage was done.

But as I strode toward the courtyard the Abbess burst from her lodgings and demanded to know: What progress?

I replied: Eight of sixteen (affecting a humble air, even though in truth I felt it not too poor a report).

And I said: Abbess, please, I must restrain Snr Mastiff—

The Abbess stepped to block my way.

She, with eyes narrowing: Eight?

I replied: Well, yes, eight. For in their rooms below, I have seen Snr Herbitt, Jeroma, and—

She: Father Alberto, when the stoat climbs the tree and makes off with the sparrow’s eggs, does the sparrow count the eggs that remain, in triumph?

I: Certainly, I am no great student of the animal kingd—

She: Of course Snr Herbitt has not left! The man is mortally afraid of plants! Even if thrown through this gateway he would flee back within without pause, roaring some nonsense about a conspiracy of thistles — meanwhile, of course you saw Jeroma Lillienne in her cell! The woman has not moved for over a ten-year, she is as much part of Saint Particular as the bell tower! And even with three weakling wretches below ground, which in no way would count toward any proper claim among the right-thinking, when added to your tally so far it could only give the wrong-thinking a mathematical total of seven! How, under the just and impenetrable gaze of the Almighty, would you attain ‘eight’?

I, chastened: Well, there is also Zanzibar, who is restrained in a meadow yonder—

She: Restrained in a meadow yonder and therefore not returned! That creature could yet escape and cause some greater evil still!

Behind her the sisterhood fled from Pieter’s spidery fury in the glaring noon, this way and that. The entire sight had the brilliant sheen of an unwelcome dream. Then, to my great relief, Oblong emerged from the dungeon doors. He hurled himself at Mastiff — with such force his hat remained in the air where once he had been, before it fell soft to the ground — and pinning Pieter hard to the dust, Oblong lay upon his back and spoke close to one ear. I imagine the words might not have been entirely kind for they brought all things to a stillness.

As if only now could matters befit her attention, the Abbess looked upon the courtyard. She nodded to acknowledge what Oblong had rectified; that which I had not. She then returned her gaze to me in grim contempt.

Said the Abbess: Your tally, Father Alberto, is four. One barking maniac, one torpid dullard, one snickering simpleton, and the unlearning whore. Four. And that tally, to be clear, is slow for the hour, slow for the day, and slow in the sight of the Lord.

|||||||

With Mastiff safe — if not silent — behind lock and key, I remounted the cart and we left at once. Upon the Abbess’s insistence we spared no time for food or water.

As we passed the convent boundary I turned to look at my sexton, who kept his peace. Yet I knew for certain what remark he meant to make. I chose to wait until he made it.

Said he: She doesn’t like ye at all, does she, Father?

I: Well, it seems not.

He raised his eyes heavenward and added: Likes ye so little, her very ire makes the heavens turn. Not one hour ago the sky was blue as a duck-egg, but now, Father, lookit now.

Lord I was grateful for all health you bestowed upon me in my youth, for that afternoon the body ached, the head pounded.

We found Malike Dene by a lakeside, turning this way and that to assess the coal-black webbing of scars across his own body with the seriousness of a scholar — albeit wearing only sandals and a loincloth, as he did in his cell. Despite those heathen rituals he inflicted upon himself, Malike was fearsome strong. In booming tones, he announced his body the ‘topography of the universe known’ as he charged between us, knocking me flat to the mud.

The skies darkened further as we stumbled among the bullrushes. I thought we would have to call into service some fishermen on the opposite shore to hold Malike to the ground.

That was: until the rains began.

For as the waters of the lake rippled under thickening drops, Malike Dene became altogether uninterested in any escape. Watching the skies a moment, he murmured some verse in the tongue of his birth … then walked, quiet and calm, to the wagon.

|||||||

In the book of my life for the hours that follow, great boiling clouds must be drawn in the skies; as each page is turned, the stormy heavens should be shown descending further towards the earth. In due course, events ought take place within a meagre strip of sickly light, containing miniscule persons, sticklike, heavily obscured by vicious lines of rain.

Who is that spindly figure, set out against the lashing wind? Only his sodden priest’s robes tell you: it is young Father Alberto, now on foot, separated from Oblong in some desperate strategy.

Now as single-minded as a hunting dog, Alberto throws himself upon ghostly fleeing forms, bringing them to the ground; sometimes an inmate, sometimes an angry villager mistaken for one. Fool Alberto! Dunderhead priest! See, he is encrusted with mud! Now he is weary and breathless, ineptly pursuing the wailing and the roaring and the grief-stricken, although his quarry appear unaware or unhindered by the rain, while the sky descends, descends; descends again.

|||||||

At four hours past sunset, all those inmates deemed liable to end their own lives had been safely returned, with a mere three still to collect. Yet the Abbess of Saint Particular remained unimpressed and impatient.

I was granted stale bread and warm water, for which I gave thanks.

As I ate, the rains passed — at which, Lord, I thanked you all the more.

Then the Abbess ordered Sister Lorenza to wake me upon matins, after but a blink of sleep; whereupon Oblong and I would resume our search in the glowering dark.




VI.

The Girl In The Trees

Oblong had a thick candle housed in a cage on a pole, that he called by the name Ole Snuffster. For want of a good moon it was our only light. We paused the cart often, listening for tell-tale cries, or some obsessive movement that might belong to the strange-minded. The heavy patience of the night sometimes allowed for talk, so I asked Oblong about our youngest inmate, she at the tail end of the index, the girl who wished to fly: where was she to be found?

He: Up a tree, most like.

And would her business about the trees be in imitation of the birds? Oblong seemed sure of it. And did she throw herself from the trees, in her failed flights? Oblong affirmed she did, and regularly.

But … did this not make her a possible suicide?

After some time Oblong muttered something about him never having been told as much, or that perhaps a girl who broke her own neck falling from a tree would not, necessarily, be destroying herself with malice aforethought if she truly believed herself a bird, and that no one much cared for fools who thought they were birds on the best of days, that is, to believe oneself a dumb bird in the forest rather than a straight-thinking beakless child of G–d.

But it was hard to discern his reasoning with his voice so low, even on such a quiet night. In these moments I sensed Oblong, too, felt I was not performing my duties to best effect. He had the bearing of a man who believed the coming day would be overlong without good enough reason.

We continued the dark road in silence for quite some time, when, to my great surprise and shame, I awoke.

I had been watching the play of candlelight upon Hiwwiny-Ho’s bony shoulders; all of a sudden those shoulders were moving beneath a broad bright sky, and the chill air was warm. Oblong did not greet me from sleep, but instead inclined his chin toward the treetops on my side of the road.

We must have been upon a causeway built in the days of empire. A wide ditch lay between road and woodland. For a moment, all I saw was the sheer density of tall firs which claimed the hills this far from the parish — a forest known as the Magna Silva. However as my eyes adjusted to the light I noticed a travelling disturbance high within the foliage, a wave of shuddering leaves, forever one short measure ahead of us. At first I thought it an animal. But as my befuddled head cleared, I saw the shape within the treetops was in fact clothed in rags, and muddy, and barefoot, and it was the Flying Girl.

My breath caught as she leaped, star-limbed, between boughs — small fingers grasping true by some miracle before she swung under-branch, through the shade of each bower, unceasing, always ready for the next jump. And I asked aloud: How is this child not dead yet? For I perceived, somehow, she had been risking her life in those treetops since the moment of her release.

Speed the cart! I implored Oblong, who did so.

We advanced, drawing even. But the child changed course and vanished entirely into the leaves, leaving only stillness. I bid Oblong halt and — with some part of my head still in the fug of sleep! — descended, stumbling through the ditch, into woodland.

(And, because I went ahead, I did not see Oblong take a strong rope net from the trunk at the back of his cart; did not see him hoist it over one shoulder; was unaware of him following in my footsteps.)

The canopy was thick. Even under the morning sun, the forest stood dark. Yet the Flying Girl was swinging toward a treeless stretch of woodland where the light burst wide, and I was glad. Her leaping would be stopped short by this bald patch, where I could contain her! So afraid was I for the child, so convinced it could only be mere seconds before she fell, I ran ahead across an infestation of fungus, kicking up toadstools … and determined to prove myself worthy, to show the tiniest mettle at my task, I began scaling that penultimate tree whose higher boughs she would soon skip across. For, I reasoned if she made that last possible leap, I could prevent her return by occupying the opposing height. Oh yes, this was a fine strategy she would never expect! With the energy of boyhood, I felt a righteous calling that speeded my ascent.

Plainly she would see that her adventure today was done!

|||||||

Here, the book of my life lies open on two adjacent pages, showing:

On the left-hand page,

one large and tall tree

and on the opposite,
another, equally towering.

In the left’s upper reaches would be drawn a child, emaciated but lithe, perched out upon a bending branch, bearing an expression of utmost sincerity. Beneath her, the legend:


— A young girl

— believing she might fly



And as high up on the opposing trunk, embracing it forcefully with both arms, would be a clergyman barely matriculated and in fear of his very life, described:


— Alberto,

— priest,

— aware he cannot



And, most mysterious, but as essential to this image as the intricate detail of whorls upon wood, or the crenulations of the leaves:

From the mouth of the young girl would come a great text, over many close-ruled lines, that might occupy all available space between one tree and the other.

Yet this text would be in a script and vocabulary unfamiliar to any reader, or speaker, of any human tongue.

|||||||

The girl had quickly seen that the forest fell away, stopping her flight. Yet she turned back to face me without fear, and instead stood out on the most ludicrous extent of a branch, balance maintained by a spread of her arms. The breeze made a calm green sea of the leaves around us, and she watched as I assayed many different ways of grasping tight to my own trunk.

I called to her: Child, it is in no way safe up here and we should both descend!

When she replied she spoke with humour and verve, as if every syllable would be sensible to me. None was. It was a cavalcade of light and tuneful gibberish.

Said I: Young girl child, I don’t understand, but, hear me, the bough beneath you bends like the spindliest twig!

The girl gave out yet more dancing noise; not one useful word. Her speech was the flitting of butterflies.

She hopped a little on the branch — an action that, I must admit, caused me to produce what could only be described as a shriek. It was with great relief I saw Oblong pushing through the shrub below, several nets of thick rope about his shoulders. They trailed the ground like the wings of a monstrous desiccated dragonfly, raking the topsoil as he went. Formidable instruments! The Lord be praised, I thought, the child would be saved from injury or worse.

But Oblong’s approach did not please the Flying Girl. She pointed a finger towards him and her face darkened, giving out a spewforth of babble. She seemed to expect some other ending to this game. Oblong looked up at her gesticulations and shrugged. Then with many heave-hos he affixed the nets beneath us, between trunks, at twice the height of the tallest bracken.

It was some moments before I realised Oblong was rigging the netting below me, and not the child.

I informed my sexton that he was making safe the wrong tree.

He replied: Fancy the little nutjob’s chances better than yours, Father. Fall itself will come as more of a shock to yer person. Ground will judge ye harder.

He looked to the open air behind the girl, and added: Anywise, she’s not going anywhere fast.

This seemed to needle the child even more. She made spiteful faces before weaving about the upper branches twice, like a squirrel, gabbling while she scampered.

And then the girl made great fools of both Oblong and I.

For while there was no physics that would allow her to leap further into the forest, there was — in the shape of some insecure priest — very little to prevent her from returning the way she had come.

She gave out a piercing whistle, then sprinted over the bough and bounded through the sun-dappled air, back onto the tree I clung to.

She laughed as she careened into me, pulling at my robes, and perhaps she had intended to climb up and over me to make her escape, but my unskilled grip upon the bark failed in that instant and, snagged in each other’s panic, we both came off that branch and proceeded rapidly downward.

Even as my mouth cried out in descending dismay, my mind imagined some small moment of reflection had been permitted me.

In the moments before my undignified end, a strange calm enveloped my inner senses — even while my outer senses were full of mortal terror, and very noisy.

But that inner calmness was short. The tree, whirling about my vision like a harlequin’s baton, struck my skull twice, and on the second blow all became dark.
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