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“Thomas Les was exiled 

back to England”)

More or Less of Happiness


The desperate, filthy man galloping down the middle of the road wore a purple velvet cloak, studded with diamonds, which was still clean and un-faded, and his horse was one of England’s finest bred.  This was because not two hours before, they had belonged to a man who was now dead in a ditch: Duke Thomas Lester.  On a chain around the man’s neck was a silver cross, the only thing of value that was rightfully his.


The man did not reflect on his reasons for killing the Duke, for they were clear enough, stretching back through time in a long chain, back to before he or the Duke had been born.  It was the way things were.  It was not his fault that he was born poor, or that his father was cruel because his father had been, or that the Duke’s father and grandfather had been cruel to them all.  The good country of England had reduced the peasant and his family to a poverty that approached starvation.  


Then had come cold.  The coldest winter the country had seen in a decade arrived, and those fortunate enough to be able to afford wood bought up all the supply.  The peasant could see the glow of an enormous fire from the top of the hill, like a false dawn every evening.  The man began stealing a few logs every day, and a little food, just to survive.  

*
*
*


One day, the peasant fell ill.  His wife and son were forced to go steal in his stead.  They did not return.  The next day the man, feeling stronger, heard from the neighbors that his only family had been caught by the Duke and were already marked for execution.  He saw the crowd in the square, and, unable to bear standing helplessly by, ran from that place, not knowing where he went.  


By chance he met the Duke on the road, in a wild place where no one could see them.  The peasant had stopped by a stream to rest, when he heard a horse approach.  The Duke swung down by him and said: “You there!  Take the reigns and water my horse for me.  There’s money in it for you.”

As the peasant walked the horse to the water, more out of habit than any earthly care, he noticed the large bag hanging at its side, heard the jingle of coins.  An idea occurred.  He gazed at his reflection, scruffy, pale and unkempt, his black hair halfway down his neck.  I wonder if I could pull it off, looking like this.  Claim I’ve been riding hard, haven’t had time to shave for a few days.  Get to the wharf…

And before he could doubt or hesitate, he was on the Duke’s horse and turning around.  The Duke shouted after him: “You’ll never get away with this!  I’ll see you hanged, by God!”

And then he thought, I hope there’s a spare cloak in his bags, or this will be a short trip.  And he’ll waste no time in raising the alarm.

He stopped, some five hundred yards away from where the Duke was huffing and puffing up the hill after him, shouting oaths.  There was no clothing of any kind in the saddle bags.  That would be a dead giveaway, he thought, if a Duke shows up at the wharf in a peasant’s rags.  But it’s too late to back out now.  I’d be killed.  I need that cloak.
There was a long hunting knife hanging from the saddle, and he drew it out, rode slowly back to the Duke.  He said: “Give me your cloak.”

After a furious, wild-eyed moment the Duke handed it up, and stood there looking back at him with contempt.  The peasant thought, he’s not far from town at all, I ran here in half an hour, and it’s a long day’s ride to the harbor.  He’ll raise the alarm for sure.

So, still desperate with grief, picturing his dead family to fuel his hatred of the man, to make it easier, he slashed the Duke’s throat and rode away at a gallop.


He rode all night, and arrived at the port city just before dawn.  He thought, I’ll need a new name in case word gets around somehow.  He had noticed a name stitched into the cloak and he looked at it now.  It was the Duke’s, but some of the thread had been torn away when hunting.  Instead of Thomas Lester, Duke it read simply Thomas Les, and that was his name from then on.  

*
*
*

A ship with a flag he had never seen before and could barely decipher in the half-light was preparing to leave, with men shouting orders and running back and forth.  He left the horse tied to a lamppost and asked one of the men at random where they were bound.  He said “Utopia.  Move along.”


He’d never heard of it, but it had to be better than here.  Finally, Tom, as he now called himself, spotted the man who was giving most of the orders, and asked him if there was a place on board.  The captain, a tall, dark-haired rascal of a man, said: “Perhaps.  What’s in the bag?”


Tom’s first reaction was to be surprised at the question, but a new, cunning self was quickly beginning to form.  He paused only a moment before he said: “Enough for us both.  One third now, one third on arrival, the rest for me.”


The captain just laughed, and said: “You really have no idea where we’re going, do you?  I’ve no use for your money.  Money is almost valueless where I’m from.”


Tom was taken aback, muttered that it was all he had to offer save the clothes on his back.  


“Well, those are worth something for the cloth, but they are the clothes of a slave.  And nice chain, by the way.  I suppose you’d offer me that, too.”


Tom didn’t like the scorn in the man’s voice, didn’t like the man, and wouldn’t have parted with his crucifix for his life.  He just shook his head and looked away.


“Tell you what you can do, though,” the man said.  Then his eyes slid to either side in the manner of one experienced in secrecy and deception.  “If you want to get on this ship, go to the trinket shop over there and get me ten tarot decks, some playing cards and ten pairs of dice.”


Confused, Tom did so, and the journey began.


Tom spent the first few days below decks, lounging around with the others who were not slaves.  He began to learn something of their culture, and was amazed at their tales of a strict and ordered society, where everyone had work, food, and shelter, and everyone was equal.  Well, almost everyone, a slave muttered before they kicked him on his way.  “Technically, we’re supposed to be helping them run things,” one of the nastier men commented, “but what would they tell the authorities?  We work them too hard?  It’s what they’re there for.  They deal with it.  We’re still a far piece from Utopia, land of the good - and strict.”

Tom had never even imagined such a wonderful place, and he was appalled by the apparent cynicism and resentment that crept into their voices when they spoke of their native land.  He looked in astonishment at the gold chains that bound the slaves, chains as beautiful as they were heavy, and shivered.  

*
*
*


Then one day the captain appeared again, and invited him to his quarters for supper.  He said they would arrive the next day, and it was time to discuss what he was going to do when he arrived.  “You’ll go where all the newcomers go, except the convicted criminals,” he said with a searching glance.  “You’ll be a citizen, but with some extra work to do.  Good for you.  Builds character.  You’ll see.”


Tom nodded, then asked: “Why was that such a big favor I did, that I could get aboard just for running an errand for you?  Were you in that much of a hurry to be under way?”


He laughed.  “No, kid.  It’s illegal.  Truth be told, since they won’t take your word over mine anyway, I’d have let you on for free.  It’s how we work.  But if I’d been seen entering that shop, they would have been very suspicious indeed.  So I used you a bit.  Wasn’t hard for you, and I can reimburse you, not that that’s worth much, where you’re going.  Money’s not the same in Utopia, like I said.  By the way, I’ll have to get you some proper clothes, or you’ll be a laughingstock when we pull in.  Gaudy stuff like that’s considered a disgrace.  Even the necklace.” 

*
*
*


So it was that Tom entered his new life.  He didn’t mind the work, in metal craft, which he was good at, and was astounded at the things he could learn at the public lectures every day, at the easy pace of life, the dedication of the workers.  He always wore the cross around his neck, in full view.


One day, out in the fields, his friend looked at the necklace and rolled his eyes.  “Why do you insist on wearing that thing?”


Tom was hurt.  He had gotten much the same reaction from everyone, and didn’t understand why.  They were usually so practical about things.  “I don’t see it as shameful.  It’s a symbol of my faith.  You’re a Christian, too, aren’t you?  In my country, we all wear these.”


His friend was impressed.  “Say, do you think you could get me one?”


Tom made him one the very next day, out of part of a silver chamber pot that no one used.  In a week, half the workers in that field were wearing them.  

The next week, Thomas Les was called before the local council.  “Did you start this, this necklace habit among the workers?”

He told them he did, and was informed that it had to stop.  Now.

“But why?”

“Because it’s too popular,” they said.  “Grown men and women aren’t supposed to wear jewelry.  It’s silly, and distracts them from more important things.  And if this catches on, they might start fighting over silver, like they do in your country.  What would become of all our chamber pots?”


“It’s not my country any more,” he said.  “Never call it that again.”

*
*
*


Three days later, the craze still continued to grow, and then the ship captain that Tom had originally met was charged with starting something else.  Gambling and divination.  It was everywhere, and when questioned he blamed Tom for corrupting him first.  Tom told them that he was forced to buy the cards and dice to get aboard.  It was his word against the reputable sea captain’s, and the judges were hysterical by then.

*
*
*

The corruption that had entered Utopia with Thomas Les was never stamped out, and soon led to other, worse crimes, as a century of subtle repression, not even minded at the time, was released.  Soon someone put a name to their discontent, making it a cause, a moral issue, and there was open revolt.  The clever sea captain seized power, ruling with an iron fist until his assassination three years later.

*
*
*

Thomas Les was exiled back to England.  Dazed with the listless grief of one who has been to many places and can call none of them home, he found himself walking toward his old town, hitching rides when he could.  It was early March, chill and snowy, but with signs of green in places.  He stood in the old town square in front of the gallows, looking up at them, not caring what happened, what anyone thought or did, not even thinking in words anymore.  

Images came up in bright bubbles, tearing through the dull grayness of his sight: the gallows a mast and boom of the somber ship that brought him back in disgrace; the people walking past, shivering, not meeting eyes, were Utopians, laughing and throwing snow; a man selling something covertly in the street became the Sea Captain, selling him doom in place of doom, his payment his demise; a young woman walking past did meet his gaze for a fleeting moment, then looked away, pretending to scold her child for nothing in particular.  Her hair was not brown as his eyes told him, but golden, that of his wife, the boy his own son.  Rough hands were taking them away, dragging them to the gallows before his eyes; then the hands were on him, suddenly real, dragging him away from there, throwing him into a cell.  


Not until the guard pulled the key from the lock and began to walk away did Tom break from his long trance.  He got up, weak-kneed from panic and fatigue, shouted “Wait!” the only word he could think of, and fell to his knees, hands clinging to the bars as if for his salvation.  It grew dark.


Tom paced the cell, amazed at how much being trapped made him want to be free, how much the threat of death made him wish to live, thinking: What brought me here?  Still pacing, he began to pray aloud:  

“Lord, I’ve been impious. I’ve taken what was never mine.  I’ve killed, broken the Commandment.  I deserve this.”  

He heard the low greeting of the guard changing in the square.  

“I should have left the wood, should have borne the cold, made the wife and son bear it too.  Shouldn’t I have, even if it killed them?”  

He heard men laughing in the tavern, the rat-rat-rat of a hammer repairing the gallows.  

“And I should have gone on living here, after they were gone; Lord, forgive me for not staying.  Should have sold the old house, gone on to the inn, got a new job, gone on walking past that same square every day, thinking of them- Lord, I couldn’t have.  Rather have died with them; why couldn’t it have been like that?  What’s the point of these last few miserable months?  What did I learn or do that was worth the pain?  Answer me, God!”


The only answer was the grunt of a pig loose in the square, rooting through trash.  And as Tom stood staring out into the dark he heard a man run up to the gallows, caught words drifting by: “Get it ready… newcomer… hanged come sunrise… no trial … pity… nice chap…”


A great weariness, body, mind and soul, fell so suddenly that he stumbled back, not turning his head from the invisible men discussing his fate until he found his bed of straw and huddled up, staring at the wall.  He did not expect or intend to sleep this final night, but discovered that the harder he fought sleep with furious tears, the more the tears drowned his mind and the faster sleep came, a great tide that he ran against until it sucked his feet from under him and he was falling and everything was silent and dark.

*
*
*


But the night before he died, Thomas Les had a dream.  He stood alone in the field in Utopia, his cross biting into his clenched right hand, and stared up into the night sky.  It seemed to the instinct granted him only in dreams that the heavens were closed to the whole of that place, a dark cloud hanging over the houses and fields.  And he shouted the Lord’s words back in his face, asking: “Why have you forsaken me?” only he felt humble, asking only for some slight reassurance from above.  


Suddenly, without moving, he was above the earth looking down at thousands of people, the whole of Utopia, their arms linked in a desperate embrace as they spun around, around, around, encircling the island in a human wheel.  Thousands of tiny feet ground against the earth, biting into it like the teeth of a saw, and the whole disc began to wobble and separate from the sea, sinking into the sphere of the world.  


He cried out: “Lord, save them!  They are going to fall” and again he was in a different place, on a soapbox in the center of the circle.  His hands were filled with silver crosses, dice, and tarot cards.  He stood back-to-back with the Sea Captain, who held those objects as well.  Tom reached out, over miles yet no distance at all, and held a cross out to one of the people, his friend who first asked what it was.  The man reached out to take it and broke from the circle.  As his hands touched the cross they became wings and he floated away in a ray of silver light.  The Sea Captain began to do the same.


The circle closed behind him and continued, faster and faster.  He gave away everything he had, and still more appeared in his hands.  But some of the people got wild looks in their eyes and jumped into the sea, or grabbed at the wings of those who were leaving.  A few pulled knives, and suddenly the circle was a battlefield, people moaning and dying on the dusty ground.  At this he cried out: “See what I have done!” 

But then he saw people who were dying fly away anyway, headless, limbless, or mangled as they were.  And every face that flew past had a smile.  Still, Tom was not satisfied and he said: “Did it have to be this way?  Couldn’t they all have lived, and all have been saved?”


Then Tom saw two faces: the Sea Captain’s and the Duke’s, both filled with unbridled hatred and contempt for him and the world.  And as they fell away into darkness and he rose into the light he said this: “Perhaps, just perhaps, less is more.”

(2,999 words, 1,094 of them new in this draft.)

