In the Enemy Camp
He sits away from the fire, as far from the carousing as he is permitted to get, which probably isn’t far enough. The night is the mildest yet, spring finally arrived, but his cloak is threadbare after more than half a year of constant wear and underneath it he wraps his arms across his chest and rubs bony shoulders.
‘Hey old man!’


Alphege turns his smile on the drunkard.


‘Old man, hey, give’sh a shtory!’


He shakes his head.


‘You do not like my stories,’ he says. ‘I have the bruises to prove it.’

More figures loom, black against the bright of the fire.

‘This one has a tale to tell.’

A stout man in a monk’s scapula is thrust forward. Alphege narrows his eyes to peer up at him.


‘If it’s not my old friend Elfmar! And in the habit of a humble monk! How have you come here to Greenwich?’


‘My lord Archbishop. Thank heaven you are safe.’


‘But what befell you during the slaying? The plundering and spoiling of our fated city? You are not dead I see.’


‘No no. I was … suffered to leave Canterbury, and am lately now a captive like yourself.’

‘Thank the Lord you are alive at least. Having been preserved in the Great Famine it would otherwise be a shame.’


‘I am ever mindful of your intervention then on my behalf sir.’


The Danes have lost interest, forgetting their craving for stories in the slaking of a more urgent thirst. They refill their cups with wine, lurching and slopping and singing. Elfmar, after glancing around in search of a better option, lowers himself to the rutted earth beside the archbishop, who beams a smile upon him.

‘So, Abbot Elfmar, I trust your heart has been made more soft and kindly since your escape.’

‘My escape?’


‘Since your deliverance from the anger of the peasants in the famine these six years gone. You have been generous now in sharing your blessings with them? You have learned the error of your ways?’


The other man bows his head.


‘Indeed my lord. I have.’

‘And I am glad to hear it. When were you … suffered to leave the city?’

‘Shortly after yourself sir. With others who were spared.’


‘You are a fortunate man indeed. Heaven smiles on you.’ And so saying, the archbishop smiles on him too.


Elfmar makes his own face solemn and pious.

‘We are none of us fortunate sir who witnessed the terror and the carnage of that time.’


‘You are right there my friend. It was the Devil’s work.’


‘Satan has run unchecked through all of Kent. And Sussex, Hastings …’


‘Terrible times.’ 

‘Hampshire too I hear, and Surrey. Berkshire …’


‘Terrible, terrible.’


‘Wiltshire. Not to mention those many shires north of the Thames.’ The abbot shakes his head sorrowfully over the extent of the carnage. ‘How such things come about is a mystery,’ he says, ‘under the eye of God.’


‘It is not for us to know how or why these horrors occur.’ Alphege is looking keenly at his companion. ‘But you are spared, and we may thank the good Lord for it.’

‘And you sir!’ Elfmar cuts in. ‘You are spared too, by God’s grace. But they say you will not let the people ransom you.’

‘The Lord knows where will be an end of it.’ The gentle smile persists on the archbishop’s lips, albeit faded at the edges.


‘A riddle!’ It is a Danish cry. ‘Come, Black Monk. We need a riddle from you, or you will feel the kick of the ox.’ The man is brandishing a large bone, picked clean from the feasting.

‘Know you any riddles, Abbot Elfmar?’ Alphege asks.


Elfmar clambers to his feet with noticeable reluctance and is soon surrounded by a semicircle of expectant faces. Alphege nods benignly.


‘Children,’ he says. ‘Simple children.’


‘My nose,’ begins Elfmar, his voice unsteady. ‘My nose is …’


‘Warty!’ shouts a wag.


‘Poxy as your Redeless Ethelred!’


‘My nose is downward. I go on my belly …’


‘A worm! Ay, he is a worm!’ 


‘On my belly, and dig into the ground …’


‘A fat worm!’


‘No, wait. I move as directed by the grey enemy of the forest …’


‘Grey enem …?’

 
‘And by my master and protector …’


‘He is the archbishop’s fat worm!’


‘My master and protector who walks stooping at my tail.’


Silence, save for the crackle of the fire.


‘You must tell them the answer,’ says Alphege quietly. ‘And it had better be pleasing to them.’


‘I am a Plough!’ The abbot’s voice is strained, and pitched somewhat higher than his usual gruff tones.


There is a pause for thought.


‘Grey enemy of the forest?’ someone says.

Elfmar indicates the greasy bones clutched in several fists.


‘The ox,’ he says. ‘The ox is the grey enemy of the forest. The ox who draws the plough.’


Where the first bone comes from Elfmar can’t be sure. He gasps in shock, putting a hand to his overgrown tonsure, feeling for blood. The archbishop is standing beside him now, pushing him with surprising strength towards the ground.

‘They are ugly tonight,’ Alphege mutters. ‘They have had rather more wine than the meagre pint allowed you by St Benedict. Stay down, and crawl on your belly to the hut there. Save yourself. Lie low and God willing they’ll have forgotten about it in the morning.’


The good-heartedness of the man sticks even now in the abbot’s craw, cloying like a wedge of honeycomb. But he has reason to be glad for it again. Save yourself … And yet again, in spite of that small sense of shame which niggles as it is wont to do, he doesn’t hesitate for long, but leaves the archbishop to parry the blows of the tormentors single-handed.

He cringes on the beaten earth floor of the hut with his cowl pulled over his head, stuffing the cloth of it into his ears against the din: the yelling and whooping, the clashing of battleaxes, bursts of song.

In a lull towards dawn Elfmar hears the lonely sound of a bird calling from the marshes. Then the archbishop’s voice, weak but still recognizable, although the abbot can’t make out what it is he says. And then a Dane speaks harshly: 

‘It is enough. Make an end.’


And one damp thud which sets his stomach heaving.
The revellers are snoring in their quarters. Under the weary eye of a single guard over by the stockade gate, he picks his way through the debris of the night’s festivities. Close to the smouldering fire he comes upon the archbishop, or what is left of him: a loose bundle of gory purple wool. Among the litter of drinking cups and ox-bones and axes lies one long wooden pole: an oar. With difficulty Elfmar lifts it and, from a squeamish distance, nudges the archbishop with its blade. Then, with the oar as a prop, he sinks to his knees. 

But no prayers will come; instead, his head churns with the thought: ‘He knew. He knew it was I who betrayed him and Canterbury. He always knew it.’

The abbot kneels for some time, until the day has achieved whatever warmth it will. Then he rises stiffly to his feet and, squinting up through his miserable daze, thinks for a moment that he sees a comet-star, a miraculous apparition like the one he watched forging across the night sky back in the ninety-fifth year of the last century. But after all it is only the sun, pale and jagged through leaves which seem to have branched from the freshly bloodied tip of the Danish oar.
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