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      “Their god, named T’ung, was once himself a potter. In former times during the Ming Dynasty, after the large dragon fish bowls had failed in the baking year after year, the eunuchs in charge inflicted the most severe punishments, and the people were in bitter trouble. The god, throwing away his life for the rest, leaped into the midst of the furnace and died there, and the dragon-bowls were afterwards taken out quite perfect. His fellow-workmen, pitying him and wondering, built a temple within the precincts of the government manufactory, and worshipped him there under the title ‘Genius of Fire and Blast’, so that his fame was spread abroad. The potters offer annually reverent sacrifice, just as others worship the gods of agriculture and the land. In my day, when the people are content and trade brings success, when work is well paid and life is easy, the fame of this genius should not be forgotten.”

      

      
        T’ang Ying’s words from the T’ao-shu
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      The girl looked up at the soft blue sky, glimpsed through the bars of the high window. A cloud blew in from the lagoon, its shape swirling and changing. Was it a snake, its scales mirrored in the high cirrus cloud? The form changed with the high winds; it grew a leg, then two, floating down from its body. She heard the rustle of trees in the unseen garden below as the wind gusted suddenly. The cloud continued its journey past her window until she saw now that it had metamorphosed into something quite different.  Her hand scrabbled at the rough-hewn stone wall. She eased a section out and laid it silently on the floor; there stood the vase hidden in a small niche. Her fingers touched the dragon that snaked its way around the centre and she looked again at the cloud. The head – for there was indeed a head now – gazed down at her with benevolent eyes, before a sudden gust of wind blew it onwards and out of her eyeline. The dragon had been looking down on her…
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      Sheen, London,  late September 2015

      The vase stood on the hall table. A pair of dusty dried hydrangea flowers jutted awkwardly from its narrow neck. One had been a bright pink when Miranda had first brought it inside in the last dying months of summer. Now its petals took on a dusty greenish tinge. The other had been white, but had long lost any resemblance to the clear sparkling flower that had glowed out that late summer evening when Miranda went out with her secateurs in search of something to ‘cheer up that vase’.

      Slam. The door juddered as it closed. Its base, swollen by a particularly wet summer, caused it to catch on the mat, so that whoever was trying to open or close it had to use extreme force, shoving it hard, sometimes kicking it, sometimes leaning their entire body against it, or even, on one particularly wet day, taking a sledgehammer to its base.

      The slamming sound reverberated around the empty hall. The vase wobbled imperceptibly on the narrow console table.

      ‘Hi Mum, it’s just me.’ Georgie flung her coat onto the Shaker pegs that had been inexpertly screwed into the wall a few months earlier. Miranda had found them in a car boot sale and was rather pleased to have discovered something so chic for just a few pounds. She had made an attempt at hanging them correctly – DIY being just one of the many things she had had to ‘take on’ over the years, but her skills with a drill were adequate at best and the wall on which the pegs hung was made of old lathe and plaster and simply did not have the resilience for something as heavy as a wooden coat rack. The pegs strained under the weight of Georgie’s damp army surplus wool coat. The coat’s grey edge grazed the side of the vase; a fine spray of dust flew out from the flowers. A pale green petal fell onto the console table.

      ‘In here,’ Miranda called out to her daughter. Miranda sat at the kitchen table, bills spread out all around her.

      ‘What are they?’ Georgie asked as she casually opened kitchen cupboards.

      ‘Trouble,’ her mother replied.

      ‘Oh?’ Georgie hovered anxiously near her mother, before she returned to her searching, finally slamming the door of the cupboard under the sink with a dramatic flourish.

      ‘There are no biscuits. I mean nothing.’

      ‘Well you won’t find them in there,’ Miranda said curtly, gesturing towards the sink.

      ‘Well where are they?’ Georgie asked irritably.

      ‘What?’ Miranda asked distractedly.

      ‘The biscuits?’

      ‘Oh. There aren’t any. I’ve not done a shop. Sorry. Why don’t you make some? I’ve got flour and stuff.’

      ‘Never mind.’ Georgie mooched across the kitchen and, grabbing her heavy school bag, clattered up the stairs. Halfway up she turned round and leapt back down onto the hall floor, landing heavily, before reaching over to her grey coat and feeling in the pocket for something. She brought out a crumpled packet of gum, knocking the dried hydrangea with her elbow as she did so. The vase trembled.

      Miranda filled the kettle and gazed out at the wintry garden. Frost clung on late in the day, carpeting one side of the lawn and the adjacent flowerbed with a fine film of white ice. The other side, the sunny side, lay green and damp, the earth of the flowerbed dark brown and crumbly. The hydrangeas on the shady side of the garden drooped sadly, their leaves turning brown as the frost did its work in the late afternoon light.

      She switched the kettle on and sat back down at the table – ninety-five pounds, forty-three pence for electricity; eighty-four pounds for gas; thirty pounds for the Internet; seventy-five pounds for council tax. Her bank statement bore witness to the necessary expenditure at the garage for fixing the ancient Volvo’s exhaust pipe. That and a few meagre presents she had bought the previous month for Georgie’s fifteenth birthday were the only ‘extravagances’ she had allowed herself. She totted it all up on her calculator. In all, it was more than her ex-husband Guy paid her in child support each month.

      She heard Georgie clump down the stairs. She heard the struggle with the door.

      ‘Where are you going?’ Miranda called out.

      ‘To Cassie’s.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘They’ve got food there.’ And she was gone. The door juddered behind her as she yanked it closed using the letterbox. The vase rocked, before settling once again on the console table.

      Miranda opened the fridge and peered into its interior, hoping to be surprised by some previously overlooked delicacy. The near-empty fridge stared back. It yielded only a few strips of bacon, three eggs, and the edge of what had once been some quite good cheddar that she had bought the previous week at the farmers’ market. She took flour and a little butter that was left in the dish and rubbing it together made some pastry. She rolled it out on the kitchen table and lined an old rather discoloured flan dish, one of several domestic items she had inherited from her mother’s Aunt Celia.

      The old lady had lived in the tropics for many years with her engineer husband, but had ended her days in a romantic vicarage near Cheltenham. Miranda had had to guard against disappointment when she received a letter from a solicitor earlier in the year, informing her of her great aunt’s bequest. Ripping the letter open she had initially hoped that the huge house and its splendid contents were to be hers, but reading on, she discovered that her aunt, who had been childless, had left the majority of her estate to be divided between the local donkey sanctuary, the Ghurkha’s association, and prostate cancer research – the condition that had taken her beloved husband from her. Delighted for the splendid Ghurkhas and the sweet donkeys in equal measure, Miranda was about to throw the letter in the bin when she read on. It appeared that her aunt had left her a selection of “domestic” items that she hoped Miranda might find both “useful and aesthetically pleasing”.

      When the large removal chest was delivered a couple of weeks later, she had to stifle the desire to send it back where it came from, marked “not known” next to her name and address. Instead, she dragged the box into the sitting room and taking the contents out, tried to decide if she found any of them either useful or pleasing.

      There was a set of ancient French flan dishes decorated with yellow and green flowers that would, she decided, look attractive on the kitchen dresser. So, both useful and aesthetically pleasing. There was an early Victorian carriage clock, that she remembered admiring one afternoon when visiting Celia. It was sweet of Celia to remember that she had liked it. Miranda had a fleeting thought, quickly dispelled, that it might even be worth something - as she thought of the gas bill that had landed on the mat that morning. There was a leather-bound set of Dickens novels and a complete set of Walter Scott – neither of which were exactly unique, but nice to have. She placed them on the bookcase in the sitting room. There was an early edition of Jane Austin’s Pride and Prejudice that was in good condition and might be worth taking to the bookshop where she worked three times a week. Jeremy, who owned the shop, would be able to tell her if it had any value. In the corner of the chest, wrapped in an old patchwork quilt which now lay across her bed, was the vase. Blue and white porcelain, it featured an angry dragon chasing around the centre, its face staring ghoulishly ahead, its back decorated with what looked like the sharp teeth of a buzz saw.

      Incredibly, given its mode of transport, it appeared to be completely undamaged. Miranda took it out and wandered around the sitting room trying to decide where to put it, before finally settling on a central position on the mantelpiece. But Georgie had pronounced it ‘spooky’ when she came home from school, declaring that she couldn’t concentrate on the telly with ‘that thing’ staring down at her. So Miranda moved the vase to the hall table, and there it had stayed – a useful receptacle for dried flowers, unwanted keys and unpaid bills.

      She put the flan dish lined with pastry in the fridge to chill and turned on the oven. Rummaging in the drawers of the ancient dresser she found the baking beans wrapped in old and much-used greaseproof paper. She laid the paper and beans over the chilled pastry case and put it in the oven to bake blind. She inspected the vegetable basket. There were a couple of elderly potatoes, two large onions, a slightly manky leek and a tomato – already beginning to wither. She put the tomato in the fridge, hoping to save it for another day, and then carefully sliced a large onion. She washed and trimmed the leek and cut that up too. She took the three strips of streaky bacon and snipped them into small pieces before frying them off a little. Once the pastry case had been baked, she removed the paper and sprinkled the cooked bacon over its base. She added the onions and leeks to the bacon fat and cooked them delicately until the onion was almost translucent before transferring them to the tart shell. Then, mixing the eggs with the old cream – slightly off, she noted, but no less useful for that – into a thick batter, she poured it into the tart, topping it off with salt, pepper and grated cheese, and placed it in the oven to bake.

      She washed the potatoes and put them into the oven next to the tart, then sat back down at the kitchen table to study her bank statement. It revealed an alarmingly small amount of money, barely enough to get her through to the next payday. On the back of the statement she wrote a list of all the bills that would need paying before that date and deducted the total from her available balance. It did not make comfortable reading. The phone rang. It was Georgie.

      ‘Mum, I’m going to stay at Cassie’s for supper. I’ll see you later.’

      ‘But darling, I’ve made a…’

      The phone clicked before she could tell her daughter of the culinary delights awaiting her at home.

      Resisting the temptation to cry, Miranda picked up the pile of unpaid bills and dumped them back in an old rattan tray that served as her office on the kitchen dresser, and laid the table for one.
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      ‘Georgie!’ Miranda yelled up the staircase to her daughter. It was eight minutes past eight and if they did not leave in the next twenty seconds, Georgie would miss her bus and Miranda would be forced to drive her to school, making herself late for work.

      ‘Georgie, I am leaving in ten seconds!’ She heard the loo flushing and finally her daughter appeared at the top of the stairs with a toothbrush ensconced firmly in her mouth.

      ‘I’m mumming,’ she mumbled, toothpaste escaping from the sides of her mouth and splashing onto her school jumper.

      ‘You are going to miss your bus and I really do not have time to take you today!’

      Her daughter disappeared into the bathroom and Miranda heard her spitting violently into the basin.

      The house rattled as Georgie slammed the bathroom door and descended the staircase in two giant leaps, landing heavily in the hall.

      ‘Georgie – please don’t do that. You’ll go through the floor one day. I’m sure that floorboard is cracking,’ her mother said exasperatedly.

      ‘Do you want me to hurry or not?’

      ‘Oh, for goodness sake. Where’s your bag?’

      ‘Here.’ Georgie grabbed the bag from the Shaker pegs so violently they teetered on the edge of their rawl plugs. The bag grazed the side of the vase.

      ‘Careful!’ Miranda steadied the vase on its table.

      ‘I hate that thing. Who cares if it gets broken?’ said Georgie.

      ‘I would. It was left to me by…’

      ‘I know, I know. Come on.’ Georgie yanked open the front door. ‘Let’s go.’

      

      Miranda arrived at the bookshop on Barnes High Street just before nine o’clock. She took the shop keys out of her basket and unlocked the door. A pile of envelopes were stacked up on the other side, which made opening the door tricky, but she managed to reach round its base and move the pile of mail out of the way.

      Most of it, she knew, would be rubbish, but once inside, she nevertheless dutifully sorted through it, laying it out on the owner’s desk in three piles: urgent, probably rubbish, definitely rubbish. The urgent ones were fairly obvious; they normally had a see-through window and the words ‘final demand’ in red. The rubbish were predominantly begging letters and the odd charity fishing expedition; the definite rubbish consisted of catalogues for office equipment that they simply didn’t need and couldn’t afford anyway.

      Miranda worked at the shop on Tuesdays, Thursdays and Saturdays. It was a convenient arrangement that enabled her to earn enough money to cover bills, and allowed Jeremy – her boss – two days off per week. On her days away from the shop Miranda was working hard to establish a small knitting business. It was just a fledgling enterprise – something she had started as her marriage fell apart. She had built up quite a following amongst friends and acquaintances for her colourful Fair Isle scarves and hats, and had a long list of orders that kept her busy. She had even considered selling to a couple of local boutiques, but it was hard to build up sufficient stock and the profit margins were lean. It made more sense for the moment to continue selling direct. Like many artisans, she was at a crossroads. She had a product that customers wanted, but her profit margins made any kind of expansion impossible. She had an old pine chest in the sitting room crammed with balls of wool, arranged in colour co-ordinated groups. Boxes of finished garments were stacked neatly in the hall, next to the console table. She spent any spare time designing packaging, and had a simple website. But when she had explored the possibility of making it transactional, the costs had been prohibitive. And so she continued to work at the bookshop, and fitted in her knitting where she could. Both she and Jeremy worked on Saturdays to cope with the ‘rush’, although Miranda could not actually remember the last time either of them had been exactly busy on a Saturday. On Jeremy’s days away from the shop, he was supposed to be writing the great novel, but Miranda suspected that he actually spent the time mooching around in his flat above the shop, judging by the creaking floorboards she could hear as he wandered back and forth between kitchen and sitting room.

      Sitting at Jeremy’s desk at the back of the shop, Miranda heard the loud jangle of the shop’s bell, alerting her to the arrival of her first customer.

      ‘Damn,’ she muttered under her breath. Checking her watch, she saw that it was just nine-fifteen, and the shop was not due to open until ten o’clock, a time that she and Jeremy had arrived at based on their mutual loathing of early morning starts and the necessity to plough through paperwork uninterrupted for an hour before opening time – something that had become increasingly superfluous, as the shop had fewer and fewer visitors and customer orders had shrunk over the years.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ she called out to the invisible customer, ‘but we’re not actually open yet. It’s my fault; I must have forgotten to lock the door behind me when I came in. We open at ten o’clock if you’d like to come back?’

      Her question hung unanswered in the air. Irritated at this apparent rudeness, she got to her feet and walked round the large desk and out into the shop. Standing at the rare and second-hand book section, one of her recent initiatives, was a tall fair-haired man wearing a dark grey suit. He turned slowly to look at her.

      ‘Oh I see. That’s a shame. I don’t have very long, I’m on my way to Hampshire and just spotted your shop and thought I’d come and see what little gems you might have here. But if I must go…’

      ‘No, no, that’s all right,’ she relented. ‘I’m sorry, do please have a browse, and let me know if there is anything I can help you with.’

      

      She was on the phone to the distributor, trying to order a book for a regular client, when the man appeared in front of her desk. She gestured that she would be a few minutes more. He stood patiently, gazing down at her and she found herself feeling rather self-conscious. Her impatience with Georgie that morning had caused her to skimp on her own appearance. She wore a rather inelegant combination of a loose-fitting cheesecloth shirt and blue jeans. She was vaguely aware that she had not actually brushed her dark blond hair at all that morning, and found herself smoothing it down awkwardly with one hand, the phone hooked under her chin as she wrote some numbers in her order book with the other.

      ‘Thanks Mavis,’ she said to the distributor at last. ‘Look I’ve got to go. I’ve got a customer; if you could email me a confirmation of the order that would be great. Bye.’

      ‘Now…’ she said at last, gazing up at the man. ‘What can I do for you?’

      He was tall; his hair was…. What? Blond? No. Red? No. Strawberry blond.

      ‘You have lovely hair,’ she said suddenly, and then blushed scarlet. ‘Oh I’m sorry! How embarrassing… I just meant that it’s a rather unusual colour.’

      ‘That’s all right.’ He smiled at her; his grey eyes crinkled at the corners. He had a deep voice, reassuring, posh. He reminded her of the young men of her youth. The sort of men her mother would have liked her to marry.

      ‘Right, so what do we have here then?’ She attempted to sound business-like and stood up to look at his pile of books. ‘Oh, that’s a good choice,’ she murmured appreciatively. ‘That’s a particularly lovely early edition. Are you a fan of Lewis Carroll?’

      ‘Not especially,’ he muttered.

      ‘Oh, I just wondered if you were buying it for your daughter perhaps?’

      ‘No, I have no children. It’s more a professional thing. I’m an auctioneer and I’ve got an early edition of Wonderland already; this one of The Looking Glass might make up a good lot.’

      ‘Oh, how interesting,’ said Miranda as she wrapped the book in brown paper.

      ‘It’s quite expensive, but I imagine you’re used to high prices in your business.’

      ‘Yes. Do you take cards?’

      ‘We do, yes. Now let’s just add it all up. The Lewis Carroll is fifty-seven pounds fifty. The other items add up to…’ Miranda totted them up on her calculator; ‘another forty-eight pounds and thirty pence. So that’s…’

      ‘One hundred and five pounds and eighty pence,’ he replied swiftly.

      ‘Gosh, yes. That’s quite right. Thank you.’

      An awkward few minutes followed, while Miranda tried and failed to get any sort of signal on the credit card machine.

      ‘I’m really very sorry. It does this sometimes. We’re in a bit of a black hole here. I do keep asking Jeremy – he’s the owner – to sort it out, but technology is not really his thing. You don’t have a cheque I suppose?’

      ‘A cheque?’ the man asked with surprise. ‘Yes, I might have somewhere.’ He rooted around in his leather briefcase before finally bringing out a chequebook.

      ‘Here.’ He ripped one out with a flourish and handed it to her.

      ‘Perfect. If you could just put your card number and your address on the back? I’m sorry to ask, but the bank get a bit huffy if we take cheques over a hundred pounds with no other information.’

      ‘No problem,’ he said.

      ‘Well,’ he said finally, as she handed him his brown paper parcel, ‘this has been most enjoyable. I shall remember your shop, but I’ll try to come after ten o’clock in future.’ He smiled again; the pale grey eyes twinkled. Guy’s eyes had been brown; a very dark brown. She always felt that she could not quite work out what he was thinking, as if his eyes were too dark to read. But this man’s eyes were like cool pools of water.

      ‘Yes. Do come again; we’d like that.’ She glanced down at his cheque and noticed his name for the first time, ‘Mr Davenport.’

      ‘Charles, please. Well, Charlie really.’

      ‘Charlie,’ she said lightly, ‘and I’m Miranda.’

      ‘Delighted, Miranda.’
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      Miranda was never quite sure what made her keep a note of Charlie’s address before she banked his cheque. But she was glad that she had. Two weeks after his first visit, a dealer came into the shop and offered them a rare and beautiful edition of both Lewis Carroll books bound in one volume dating back to 1898.

      ‘Can you leave it with me for a day or two?’ Miranda suggested. ‘I might have a buyer for this. I’ll keep it in the safe, I promise.’

      The dealer agreed to return the following week and Miranda lost no time in tracking down Charles Davenport. She had made a note of his address on a post-it and stuck it onto her computer: The Manor, Chattleton, Hants. When she checked with enquiries, he appeared to be ex-directory. So she put his name and address and the words ‘antique dealer’ into a search engine and discovered the auction house he worked for. She rang them and asked to be put through.

      ‘I’m afraid Mr Davenport is not in today,’ said the girl at the other end.

      ‘Oh that’s a pity; I have a rather wonderful rare book that I think he’d appreciate. In fact I know he would; he asked me to keep my eye out for just such a thing the other day when he bought something from me.’

      The receptionist sounded dubious, but was finally persuaded to part with Charles’s mobile phone number. She dialled.

      ‘Hello.’ The voice sounded familiar… Deep.

      ‘Hello, Charlie? It’s Miranda.’

      ‘I’m sorry?’

      ‘Miranda Sharp – the woman in the bookshop the other day?’

      ‘Oh yes, of course! Forgive me, Miranda, I had a momentary lapse. How lovely to hear from you.’

      She felt a wave of relief that he had remembered her. ‘Look, I hope you don’t mind me calling you like this?’

      ‘Not at all.’

      ‘It’s just that I’ve been shown a first-rate early edition of Alice – the two novels in one edition dating back to 1898, and I wondered if you might be interested.’

      ‘How did you get hold of it?’

      ‘Well, a dealer we do a bit of work with brought it in this morning and I just wondered…’

      ‘Well yes, of course. It does sound interesting. How much does he want for it?’

      ‘I don’t know really – I think it’s a matter of negotiation. But he’s open to offers.’

      ‘Well, depending on the price, I’d be keen to come over and have look at it? I could come tomorrow; how does that work for you?’

      Knowing that would be her day off, Miranda told a small lie. ‘Oh, I’m not sure we can do that, we’re closed you see? How about Saturday?’

      ‘No can do, I’m afraid; bit busy on Saturday.’

      ‘Yes, of course. What about next Tuesday?’

      ‘Yup, I can do that. You’ll be able to look after it till then?’

      ‘Oh don’t worry. I’ll take care of it. It’ll go in the safe right now.’

      ‘OK, well I’ll see you next Tuesday, sometime after ten. ’

      ‘Ha… Yes. Thank you for remembering our strange opening hours.’

      

      Miranda felt a sense of rising excitement over the next few days. Jeremy, who was not particularly bothered about Miranda’s second-hand book venture, didn’t seem remotely interested in the valuable book stored in his safe.

      ‘It could be worth a fortune Jeremy,’ said Miranda enthusiastically. ‘I’ve been doing a bit of research and it could be worth as much as a thousand.’

      ‘Really?’ said Jeremy distractedly, as he totted up their profits for the previous month.

      It did not make edifying reading.

      ‘And I’ve asked Malcolm, the dealer, for at least twenty percent of any profit, as a finder’s fee,’ she said with satisfaction.

      ‘Well done, well done.’

      ‘Jeremy! That could be as much as two hundred pounds if we’re lucky. That’s more than we take in most weeks isn’t it?’

      Jeremy looked up from his hand-written list of figures. ‘Well, yes, if you put it like that.’

      ‘So?’ Miranda said with exasperation.

      ‘Well let’s hope that this chap wants to buy it then.’

      On Tuesday morning, Miranda was more than usually interested in her appearance. Georgie watched her with suspicion as she modelled three outfits for her over breakfast.

      ‘Which one, G? I think the first one. The others are a bit ‘buttoned up’. What do you think?’

      ‘Mum – you’re only going to work. What the f… is going on?’

      ‘Language, Georgie,’ her mother said with mock ferocity.

      ‘I didn’t even say the word, Mum; anyway, why all the fuss about what you should wear? What’s going on, Ma?’

      ‘Oh, just an important client is coming to the shop and I want to look nice. That’s all. So which one do you think?’

      ‘I think the black dress looks professional,’ said Georgie reluctantly.

      ‘I don’t want to look professional,' said her mother, gazing at herself in the small mirror she had hung from the dresser’s hook.

      ‘I thought you were seeing a client!?’

      ‘I am. I just want to combine professional with elegant,’ her mother said quickly.

      ‘Oh, I don’t care. Wear what you like. I’m off to do my teeth.’

      They left the house with Miranda wearing an old but nevertheless well-fitting wrap dress that her friend Sasha had given her during one of her annual ‘chucking out’ sessions. It was a shade of blue that brought out the colour of Miranda’s eyes and suited her rangy figure well.‘God, Miranda, it never looked that good on me! Take it. You look fab.’

      She arrived at the shop just before nine o’clock and sorted the mail as usual. Then she tidied Jeremy’s desk and put out a tray with two cups and saucers and a plate of biscuits that she had bought on the way in. She stapled the receipt for the biscuits to the petty cash book and took out the one pound twenty-nine they had cost her. It was a ‘necessary’ expense, she reasoned to herself. And then she waited. Ten o’clock came and there was no sign of him. Customers wandered in and annoyed her with their irritating questions and requests.

      At one o’clock she was just considering turning the shop’s sign to ‘closed’ and popping next door to the café for a sandwich when he sauntered through the door.

      ‘Hi Miranda,’ he called out as he came in. ‘Sorry, I’m a bit later than I had expected to be – traffic was murder on the M3 this morning.’

      ‘No problem,’ Miranda said, crossing the shop to greet him. She shook his hand rather awkwardly before darting behind him to turn the shop’s sign to ‘closed’.

      ‘I think it would be best if we weren’t disturbed,’ she said by way of explanation.

      She went to the safe and removed the book, laying it carefully on the tidied desk for Charles to examine.

      ‘Tea? Coffee?’ she asked.

      ‘Coffee, thanks.’

      ‘Biscuit?’ she offered as she handed Charles his coffee.

      ‘No, thanks. The book is in excellent condition; very nice indeed. Could you find out how much your dealer wants for it?’

      ‘I’ve asked him already and he’s happy for me to negotiate on his behalf; but it would need to be in the region of a thousand.’

      Charles looked at her with his cool grey stare. ‘That’s quite steep.’

      ‘Yes, but, as you say, it’s in excellent condition and as you probably are aware, it’s really rather a rare edition. We’ve done a bit of research and we think it’s a fair price.’

      ‘Well, I might need to think a bit about that; would you mind if I slept on it?’

      Disappointed that she had not secured an instant sale, Miranda nevertheless said, ‘No, of course not, and feel free to come back to take another look.’

      They drank their coffee and Charles finally relented and took a chocolate digestive. He was very slim, Miranda noted, and didn’t look like the kind of man who ate unnecessary calories. As he left, he turned round to her. ‘Look, I hope you won’t think me too forward, but I’d love to see you again, outside of work.’

      She felt herself blushing. ‘That would be lovely.’ It had been so long since anyone had asked her out, she felt strangely elated.

      ‘Well, I don’t know what you’re up to over the next couple of days, but perhaps when I come back to view the book again, we could go out for a drink afterwards?’

      ‘That would be great.’

      ‘I’ll do a bit of research on the Alice book and call you… Tomorrow? And we can arrange something.’

      ‘Great.’ She struggled hard to keep the excitement out of her voice. ‘Until tomorrow then.’

      

      Their ‘date’ was simple enough. He arrived just before closing time and agreed to buy the book for a ‘bargain’ price of seven hundred and fifty pounds. She was annoyed with herself for not holding out for more, but he could be very persuasive. Wrapped in brown paper, it was laid carefully in the boot of his Audi car. They then walked to a wine bar a couple of shops down from the bookshop. They sat at a small table in the window and drank white wine, and ate olives and pistachio nuts out of little Moroccan bowls. The conversation flowed easily. He was amusing and attentive, but revealed little about himself. He somehow deflected all personal questions, insisting on learning as much as he could about Miranda. And so she told him about her divorce, and Georgie.

      ‘It must be hard, bringing up a child on your own,’ he said sympathetically.

      ‘Yes, and no. In many ways, I’m relieved that Guy doesn’t show much interest; it means I don’t have to pass every decision by him. He ran off with our nanny, did I mention that? I came home early one day from work – I worked at an art gallery in those days – and found Georgie alone in front of the telly; she was about two. I noticed Guy’s briefcase in the hall, and went upstairs to look for him. On the landing I thought I heard some weird noises. I pushed open the door and there they were…’

      ‘That must have been terrible!’

      ‘Yes, but I should have seen it coming. He had obviously fancied her for ages. She was tall and blonde with legs up to her armpits. She cooked like a dream and was very, very organised. Eastern European, you know – very together. I left him there and then. The sight of them at it was the last straw. I just picked up Georgie and drove off to my mother’s. Anya – that was the nanny’s name – actually said “do it to me, big boy,” can you believe that? I mean, does anyone actually say that outside of porn films? To be honest, I wouldn’t be surprised if she’d been in a porn film. Anyway, they’re married now and he and Anya have twins – typical of her to be so efficient about having an instant family! He does see G occasionally and sends her birthday cards and so on, but he’s so moved on – this year for her fifteenth birthday he gave her a cheque for twenty-five quid. Can you believe that?’

      ‘That does sound a bit mean.’ Charlie’s grey eyes flickered momentarily to his watch.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I’m boring you.’

      ‘Not at all, it’s fascinating. And I was just thinking, I’d love to buy you dinner, but I really ought to get back to Hampshire tonight; I’ve got a sale down there first thing and there’s still lots to do…’

      ‘Oh dear,’ she said. ‘I’ve been wittering on, haven’t I? I’m sorry. Jeremy’s always telling me off for it. He’s the owner of the shop and a dear friend – a platonic friend.’ She blushed slightly. ‘He saved my life really, after the divorce, giving me a job here. And he’s great with G too.’

      ‘He sounds wonderful,’ said Charlie. ‘Perfect husband material I’d have thought.’

      ‘Oh, he is great, yes. But not husband material – no. He’s gay – and adorable. He’s a very old friend. I’ve known him since we were kids. We were virtually brought up together. Then we rather lost touch for a while – he went to university, and I got married. But we met again, by chance, just outside the shop here. I was house-hunting after I’d split up with Guy. Dear Jeremy... He’s hopeless with the shop though. He really wants to be a writer, but can’t seem to get it together. He bought the shop after his parents were killed in an accident. It was all a bit of a tragedy. You’d love him. Oh God, here I go again – chattering too much and you’ve got to go.’

      ‘It’s fine. I just wish I had more time. And if you want my opinion, I don’t know what that husband of yours was thinking of, leaving you for a leggy blonde called Anya. She sounds very hard work.’ He smiled and their fingers just touched across the table.

      ‘Yes, she is rather. Still, she keeps him out my hair. Thank you, for the drink. And don’t worry at all about dinner. I need to get home and make sure G is OK anyway. She’s not used to me being out in the evenings.’

      Miranda had a sudden frisson of anxiety that she had yet again revealed far too much about herself. She didn’t want to give the impression that she had no social life.

      ‘I mean, I do go out, obviously – to yoga and a book club. It’s just that I didn’t tell G I’d be late.’

      ‘It’s fine. Let me drop you off anyway.’

      ‘You don’t have to. I have my car.’

      ‘Oh.’ He sounded genuinely disappointed. ‘Well perhaps we could have dinner another night, maybe next week?’

      ‘That would be lovely. I’d like that. Thank you.’

      They stood up and an awkwardness descended, as each tried to decide if it was ‘too soon’ to kiss the other goodbye. Finally, he leant down and kissed her fleetingly on the cheek.

      ‘Look,’ she said as she turned to walk back to her car. ‘Why don’t you come to me next week for supper? It won’t be anything special and Georgie will be around, but…’

      ‘Thanks… I’d love to.’

      ‘Great. Well, shall we say Wednesday? I don’t work in the shop that day, so you might actually get something worth eating. I’ll text you my address, shall I?’

      He smiled in acknowledgement.

      ‘Seven-thirty? ‘

      ‘Perfect.’

      

      As soon as Charles’s cheque for the book had cleared safely through Jeremy’s account, he generously gave Miranda seventy-five percent of their finder’s fee.

      ‘Oh Jeremy, that’s so kind of you. You’re such a pal. That will be over £100!’

      ‘I know. Well you deserve it Manda. It was all your idea – the second hand area; and it’s turning out to be rather a good one. Enjoy it; fill the fridge for that starving daughter of yours.’

      The following Wednesday, Miranda drove Georgie to her bus stop.

      ‘G, darling, I’ve got a friend coming to dinner tonight, just thought I’d mention it.’

      She tried to sound as casual as she could.

      ‘Who?’ Georgie asked, ‘one of your yoga people? Oh God, it will be veggie hell for supper.’

      ‘No G, not one of my yoga friends. It’s a man if you must know.’

      ‘A man!’ Georgie spat the words at her mother. ‘What man? God, Mother… Do you have a boyfriend?’ This was hurled at her mother with such an air of disdain that Miranda felt quite hurt.

      ‘No G, he is not my boyfriend. Just a good customer and I like him, that’s all. But if he were my ‘boyfriend’ would that be so terrible?’

      Georgie fiddled with the buttons on her army coat and stared sullenly out of the window, avoiding her mother’s gaze.

      ‘Oh G, darling, don’t worry! He’s just a friend. Now get out of the car and go to school. I’ll see you later.’

      Miranda's ‘share’ of the book deal was undoubtedly a boon to her finances, but she still had bills to pay and so was careful, as always, when purchasing food. She bought a whole frozen chicken, the cheapest she could find. Once defrosted and jointed she would use it to make her ‘chicken with tarragon and bacon,’ one of her most reliable supper dishes. If she were careful when serving it, there would be enough for the next night too. She bought lemons to make a tart and a small pot of double cream for pudding. At the cheese counter she anguished over a piece of Stilton, before finally giving in and buying a slim piece – just enough for two people to share.

      When she got home, she went out into the wintry garden and picked a few late dahlias for the table. She looked around for a vase before remembering that Georgie had broken her only glass one. She wandered into the hall and removed the dusty hydrangeas from the blue and white vase on the hall table. She took it into the kitchen and ran it under the tap to remove the dust, knocking it slightly against the side of the stone sink as she did so. She dried it carefully before filling it with fresh water and arranging the dahlias in it, and set it in the middle of the kitchen table. She had already decided to feed Georgie early, as a treat in front of the television, and so laid the table carefully for two. She put out some blue and white napkins that she’d had since the Guy days, and set out two of her four crystal wine glasses – another thing she had rescued from their wedding presents.

      Then she set about making her chicken tarragon and the lemon tart. It had been quite a while since she had cooked a meal for someone other than Georgie and Jeremy, and it felt good to be chopping and frying and grating.

      At four-thirty, she drove to the bus stop to collect Georgie, who threw her bag into the back of the car as she leapt into the passenger seat.

      ‘God I’m starving,’ said her daughter.

      ‘Good; I’ve made a nice supper of chicken tarragon; you can have yours in front of the TV if you want?’

      ‘What?’ her daughter exclaimed. ‘You never let me do that. What’s going on?’

      ‘My friend is coming to supper and I thought it would be better if you were banished,’ Miranda said with a smile.

      With Georgie settled happily with a tray on her lap, Miranda went upstairs to change. Not wishing to appear to have made too much of an effort, she put on a pair of clean jeans and a black t-shirt. But she also put on a little make up and brushed her hair up into a chignon. She hoped Georgie wouldn’t notice and make something out of nothing. She had a bottle of white wine chilling in the fridge and at seven-fifteen opened the bottle and poured herself a glass.

      The doorbell rang at seven thirty-five. Georgie beat her to the door, and yanked it open to reveal Charles Davenport, wearing a dark suit and brandishing a bottle of wine and a bunch of peach-coloured roses.

      ‘Charles!’ exclaimed Miranda as she shepherded Georgie out of the way. ‘Georgie, this is Charles Davenport – the gentleman who bought that beautiful book about Alice that I mentioned the other day; Charles, this is my daughter, Georgina.’

      Georgie, who had been scowling at Charles, guffawed as her mother introduced her. ‘Georgina! Since when do you call me that?’

      ‘Very funny G, now toddle off and let me get Charles a glass of wine. Oh, you brought some, how kind, and flowers too; that’s so thoughtful!’ Taking his gifts, she led the way to the kitchen.

      ‘I’d better put these in water,’ Miranda said, frantically opening cupboards in search of another vase. ‘My daughter broke one the other day. I’ll put them into the one on the table. It’s not really a vase, but it’s all I have.’ She unwrapped the roses and cut the stems before laying them on the draining board and bashing the bottoms with a rolling pin. She arranged the roses in the vase; their colours blended well with the dark reds and oranges of the dahlias. ‘I’m never sure that roses mix with other flowers really,’ she muttered, ‘but they look rather jolly all mixed in together.’

      Charles smiled and offered to open the wine.

      ‘Let’s have that with dinner, I’ve got some white already open in the fridge, will that do?’

      She poured and they clinked the crystal glasses.

      They made small talk, about the house, the kitchen, the garden, what they were having for supper, but Miranda was aware that Charles seemed slightly distracted. As they sat down at the table and she ladled out the chicken tarragon he said casually, ‘The vase here, that’s rather nice, isn’t it?’

      ‘Oh, that, yes, my aunt left it to me. It’s just some replica or other that I suspect she picked up in Hong Kong. She and her husband were there for twenty or thirty years. Georgie absolutely hates it.’

      At the mention of her name Georgie appeared at the kitchen door, carrying her empty plate. ‘Thanks Mum, that was nice. Is there pudding?’

      ‘Yes, lemon tart; but can you wait till we’ve finished this first?’

      ‘OK, and what do I hate?’

      ‘The vase. You say it scares you, don’t you?’

      ‘Yeah, I think it’s spooky.’

      Charles smiled. ‘Well, I could take it off your hands if you wanted?’

      ‘Really? Oh no, I couldn’t do that. I know G hates it, but Aunt Celia left it to me and I’d feel a bit guilty really. Why? Do you think it’s worth something? I’m sure I saw one very like it in a car boot sale the other week.’

      ‘Well, I’d have to take a closer look, but it’s a very nice copy. Nicely painted and fired, you know. We’ve got a sale of porcelain coming up at the auction house soon. It could be worth as much as a hundred pounds if you’re lucky, maybe more.’

      ‘Gosh! Well that is tempting, I must say.’ Miranda refilled their glasses.

      ‘Well,’ said Charles, ‘think about it. The offer is there. But don’t wait too long – the sale is at the end of January.’

      ‘Yes, well, thank you; I will think about it.’ She touched the petals of the peachy rose that stood in the vase. A thorn pricked her finger and a small drop of blood dripped onto the pale white porcelain. It ran down the vase, colouring the fiery breath of the dragon that circled its centre.

      ‘Ow,’ she said licking her finger. She looked at Charles and followed his grey gaze. He was transfixed by the dragon.

      

      
        High in the mountains of Ching-te-Chen white clay is dug from the ground. The clay is not clay as you or I would know it – sticky, heavy and malleable – but solid, hard stone that has to be hacked from the earth. It is backbreaking work. Relays of men carry the stones down the mountain in panniers – baskets hanging on either side of a long stick that rests across their shoulders. The stick digs deeply into their flesh leaving permanent wounds. The men vary in age; some as young as fourteen or fifteen, others grey-haired, bearded, and weary from years of carrying the heavy loads. They form a human chain of misery. Their clothes – short tunics, knee-length breeches – tattered. Their feet are protected only by sandals laced around their stocky shins with leather bindings. On their heads they wear straw hats to protect them against the fierce sun in the summer months. In the winter the work is indescribably brutal, as the workers battle against the frost and snow.
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      The Adriatic, off the coast of Venice, 1441

      Maria dei Conte struggled up the ladder of the galley, her skirts caught up between her legs in a practised fashion to make the climb easier. The storm of the previous night had departed as swiftly as it had arrived, and with the dawn had come a stillness that left the ship almost becalmed. Well used to ocean travel, she rarely suffered any form of seasickness, but had succumbed the previous night. As the ship heeled and tossed, she had several times been thrown bodily up into the air, her nose almost colliding with the cabin’s low ceiling. Now, as she hauled herself up the ladder, the muscles in her stomach ached from retching and her mouth tasted sour.

      Up on deck all was quiet. The sun was just beginning its ascent on the horizon and a gentle breeze blew in off the sea. She reached into the bucket of fresh water that was kept on deck and ladled some into her hand, sipping it gently. The sun warmed her face as she sat, her mouth a little refreshed, her stomach settling, gazing across the water.

      Up above, on the bridge, the captain, Marco, shouted instructions to one of the crew.

      ‘Throw up that mainsail; the wind’s coming up behind us.’

      The young sailor paid out lengths of rope and the huge mainsail began to flap feebly as it unfurled. It continued its pointless dance with the wind until a sudden gust filled the sail, causing it to bloom outwards like a belly filled with child. Two crewmen formed a tug of war with the sail’s ‘sheet’ – the rope that would be used to make the sail fast. The sheet tied in securely, Maria felt the change of speed instantly as the boat began to crest across the waves.

      ‘When do we make land?’ she yelled up to Marco.

      ‘Not long now,’ he replied. ‘Keep your eye on the horizon over there; we should see a first sight of Venice anytime.’

      Maria felt excited at the prospect of finally, aged seventeen, seeing the place of her father’s birth. Niccolò dei Conti had left his home twenty-five years before. He had travelled far and wide – all through the Middle East, as far as India and further east still to the land of ‘further India’, as China was known. And now he was to return, at last, to the land of his fathers. He had left as a twenty-one–year-old with a thirst for knowledge and adventure. And adventures he had had, aplenty. Now, aged forty-six, he had decided that his duty lay in Italy. He would write of his adventures, and his experiences would serve as a vital tool for future travellers. He brought with him a precious cargo to trade on his return – spices, silver, and other precious metals from India; carpets from Damascus, and lengths of silk and damask from the lands east of India. And porcelain – buried deep in the ship’s hold – the palest, most translucent porcelain that dei Conti had ever seen. Some pieces were in delicate shades of pale celadon, their glaze crackled, like the veins of a leaf. But most were pure white, their surfaces painted in bright cobalt blue with flowers, fruit and courtly scenes, or with dragons – the symbols of good fortune. He had watched as these pots and plates were decorated in the porcelain workshops on the banks of the Yangtze River; he had witnessed the delicate hands of the artists who created such beauty.

      He had purchased much of what lay now in vast wooden barrels in the bowels of the Venetian government ship. But one or two pieces had been gifts, presented several years before by Admiral Zheng He, the military leader and favourite of the Emperor of China himself, Emperor Xuande.

      

      Admiral Zheng He was a eunuch, and as such had been promoted by his master to a position of absolute trust. He was free to enter the private quarters of the Emperor, to mix amongst his many wives and concubines. He was also a brave and adventurous explorer and military leader. Since the age of ten, he had been in the employ of successive Chinese Emperors, and at the impressive age of sixty-two was in charge of his seventh and what was to be his final expedition, travelling as far as the eastern coast of Africa, commanding a vast fleet of two hundred and fifty ships and twenty-seven thousand men. Sixty vast treasure ships, supplied by one hundred and ninety ‘support’ ships, carrying horses, troops and a month’s supply of fresh water.

      Like many of his Mongol forebears, Zheng He was an exceptionally tall man, measuring almost seven feet in height; he sported long moustaches, and was resplendent in silken robes decorated with the Chinese dragon motif, with a jewelled belt wrapped round his vast stomach. He had arranged to meet dei Conti during his final expedition, on the island of Sumatra. There, they had feasted on board Admiral He’s ship. Dei Conti liked and admired the Admiral.

      ‘We dined in some style with the Admiral,’ he wrote in his diary late that night. ‘The people of further India lead cultivated lives, far from all barbarity and savagery; for they are courteous people and extremely rich merchants. We ate at a table laid with a fine cloth, on plates and dishes made of silver.’

      The Admiral returned dei Conti’s admiration. He recognised a fellow adventurer and enjoyed dei Conti’s educated mind, acquired through years of study, travel and careful observation. They shared an interest in religion and other cultures too. The Admiral, who had been born in Yunnan province, was of Mongol and Arab ancestry, and as such had been born into the Islamic religion. In his later life, he had embraced other religions – especially Buddhism – but he nevertheless worked hard to develop relations between China and Islamic countries. Dei Conti had been brought up as a Catholic, but he had huge respect for the customs of other religions and in all the years he had travelled through the Middle East and India, he had often taken the disguise of a Persian merchant, concealing his true faith and embracing Muslim customs. So, the two men had much in common, but with one obvious difference: Niccolò was free to enjoy a loving relationship with his Indian wife Roshinara, and the Admiral was not.

      The Italian had married whilst travelling through India. He and Roshinara had four children, Maria, Daniele, Dario and Magdalena. The family travelled together at all times, with the parents educating their children along the way. As a eunuch, Zheng He could only dream of such private fulfilment, but he also knew that it was his status as a eunuch that had enabled him to have such a privileged life, and he did not regret the sacrifice. Nevertheless, he was intrigued by the Italian’s easy and loving relationship with his wife and young family, for it was in stark contrast to the marriages of his own acquaintance, in particular those of the Emperors he had served. His most recent master, Emperor Xuande, had three wives. The first, Empress Shunde, was deposed from her position when the Emperor elevated his favourite and most senior concubine to the role and created her Empress Xiao Gong Zhang. They were soon joined by a third wife, Empress Xiao Yi. In addition, the Emperor had thirteen concubines, all meticulously arranged in order of significance from Imperial concubine through to noble consort and down to ordinary consort level. These relationships were based on subservience and control. The concubines in particular were destined to die alongside their Emperor so they could be buried with him in his tomb.

      The dei Conti’s marriage, by contrast, appeared to be based on a sense of equality and mutual respect. The Admiral was in no doubt that it was also a relationship filled with love; for the couple were scarcely ever apart and when together found opportunities to touch hands, or stroke the other’s cheek, or embrace. Born in the north of India, near the border with Persia, Roshinara (which means bright dawn light), had long dark hair and extraordinary turquoise eyes that wavered between blue and green depending on the sari she wore, or the colour of her surroundings. Her eldest daughter Maria had inherited these beautiful eyes – although hers had a translucent quality that reminded the Admiral of the sea in mid-summer – changeable from the brightest blue to the darkest green when storms threatened. The sea was the foundation of the Admiral’s existence. He was a believer in  Mazu, the Goddess of the Sea who protected sailors. He had asked Emperor Xuande to build a temple to her, and his emperor had been happy to indulge his favourite admiral. Zheng He would pray to Mazu faithfully before and after each sea voyage to protect him.

      When he met Maria and Roshinara in China, he was bewitched by Maria’s pale aquiline eyes, as if they were possessed of some kind of supernatural power. He was so taken with the beauty of mother and daughter that he asked dei Conti for permission to paint them, seated beneath a blossom tree, with their dark hair trailing down their backs and both wearing a shade of blue that perfectly matched their eyes. He had shown the painting to the Emperor, who had been equally fascinated. A talented artist himself, the Emperor had also expressed a desire to paint the mother and daughter, and so Roshinara and young Maria sat patiently for him too, throughout one warm spring, allowing him to record their beauty forever. It occurred to dei Conti that the Emperor might be minded to take his beautiful daughter for one of his own concubines, but fortunately the Emperor had only recently acquired a new consort, and his Empress was already jealous and proving difficult. Another young girl in the household, especially one with turquoise eyes, would be nothing more than trouble.

      Shortly afterwards, the family left the Emperor’s court and made their way overland and thence by sea to the island of Sumatra, where they were to rendezvous with the Admiral and say their farewells.

      After dinner in his impressive private cabin on board the lead vessel of his fleet, the Admiral clapped his hands and a stream of servants brought in a selection of precious items, which were then set out in front of the dining guests and displayed ceremoniously on tables. There was a golden casket; a pair of paintings featuring little monkeys at play, painted by the Emperor himself; a dark red writing desk – a popular colour in the Emperor’s court; and lastly, a blue and white vase, decorated with a dragon which chased around its centre.

      ‘My friend,’ the Admiral said with due reverence to his dining companion. ‘My Emperor would be honoured if you would take these items back to Italy with you. They are a gift for the Doge from my Emperor. He sends his good wishes to his trading partner and wishes him long life. The vase, or jar, in particular will bring good luck; it is decorated with the most powerful of all symbols – the dragon.’

      He clapped his hands once again and a young man entered the cabin holding the painting of Roshinara and Maria that the Emperor had painted before they left. ‘He would like you to take this picture too; it is not a gift for the Doge you understand, but a personal gift to you.’

      Dei Conti bowed deeply. ‘You must tell your Emperor that I am deeply honoured that he has seen fit to bestow this beautiful painting on me and my family. As for the other items, I shall guard them with my life and they will be presented to the Doge as soon as I arrive in Venice.’

      When the diners finished their meal, the gifts were carefully packed, wrapped in paper, and then again in silken cloth, placed in sturdy wooden chests, and winched from the Admiral’s vast ship onto dei Conti’s smaller vessel.

      The pieces had travelled by sea and overland with the family since that time. In the eight years that it took them to return from Sumatra to Italy, via India and Arabia, they had hardly left dei Conti’s sight. But trouble struck as they attempted to enter Egypt. Niccolò’s plan was that they would sail up the Red Sea and make land there. They would then take their goods overland, following the path of the Nile, to Cairo and thence to Alexandria, where they would join with other merchants and passengers on a boat that could sail them through the Mediterranean and back to Venice. But at the border with Egypt, all sorts of difficulties erupted. It was forbidden for any European to trade with Persia or India at that time, and Niccolò had long ago adopted a disguise when travelling – passing himself off as a merchant from Persia. He had learnt the language many years before, when he first studied in Persia; it was almost a second language to him and he was confident in it. His Indian wife lent some veracity to this deception and they were used to playing the part of Persian merchant and wife. But at the border, the guards suspected something was not right and began to open and inspect the various crates and trunks that Niccolò had so carefully protected on their long journey. His goods were seized and the family thrown into gaol. Terrified, Niccolò nevertheless remonstrated with the guards to, at least, release his beloved wife and family. They languished for over a week in the filthy gaol, with its appalling food and surrounded by people with all manner of illness and suffering.

      On the eighth day, Niccolò demanded to be seen. He offered goods as part-payment to get the family out of trouble. Some of his precious cargo of spices was taken. But still they would not allow the family to leave. Finally, he was presented with an ultimatum: convert to Islam, and you will be allowed to go. It was not a difficult decision for him to make. By the following evening he and his family were safely out of gaol and they had been reunited with most of their possessions. Spices and some lengths of cloth were missing, but the vast collection of porcelain that he hoped to trade back in Venice and, most importantly, the items he had been presented with by the Admiral, were secure.

      The family, along with their retinue of servants, followed the path of the Nile all the way to Cairo. But on the outskirts of that city, little Dario became ill. Roshinara was desperate that they rest for a few days and take care of the child.

      ‘Niccolò, we cannot look after Dario whilst we are travelling; he is sick and is struggling to breathe; he needs to rest; please let us stop somewhere and care for him.’

      Niccolò was concerned that he would be unable to keep their goods secure in Cairo. Warehouses were hard to come by and he had no agent in that city to manage the situation. And so he made a decision, later regretted, to send a young apprentice on ahead to Alexandria with their goods, accompanied by most of his household. The young man was instructed to make for the port of Alexandria and meet with Niccolò’s agent who would then stow his precious cargo in a warehouse at the port under the watchful eyes of paid guards. Niccolò watched the caravan of goods and men snaking out into the dark night with a sense of foreboding.

      The family took rooms on the outskirts of the city. Roshinara cared for Dario with the help of the two servants who remained with them – a Sumatran couple that had been with Niccolò for many years. The man, Chahaya, and his wife, Kade, were not quite as old as Niccolò, but had been with the family for so long, travelling wherever they went, that they were almost like alternative parents to the children. The two older children stayed together in another room. Little Magdalena spent much of her time curled up at the end of her little brother’s bed. Niccolò had business in Cairo, and whilst Dario appeared to be suffering from no more than a slight illness, he busied himself meeting old acquaintances and making arrangements for the next leg of their journey on to Alexandria.

      On the second morning, Dario appeared to rally and Niccolò began to believe that they could perhaps set off the following day and, with luck, catch up with their caravan of goods. But later that night the child began to vomit violently. As the night wore on, he struggled for breath and soon was coughing up blood. His fever raged and in spite of Roshinara’s best efforts to lower it, nothing would bring it down. The next morning he was no better – coughing blood, vomiting. It was almost impossible to get any water into the child, for as soon as he drank he either brought it back up or it raced through his body, causing him to curl up with pain.

      Towards the middle of that second afternoon, when the heat of the day was almost at its zenith, and the room in which Dario lay was like a furnace, the poor child’s lungs finally collapsed and he stopped breathing.

      Roshinara was in despair, begging her husband to help the child. But there was nothing Niccolò could do. He knew what had taken his child. He had seen the symptoms many times. It was a form of the plague – and he knew too, that his wife, servants and daughter were all now at risk from the same disease. Those who nursed the sick were almost certain to catch the illness.

      Within hours, his fears were realised, as both Roshinara and little Magdalena, and then Chahaya and Kade, all began to vomit, while struggling for breath, and bringing up blood. Magdalena, who was only ten years old, went first. She barely lasted a full day before the illness took her.

      Niccolò refused to allow his other two children anywhere near the sick members of the family.

      ‘You are not to come in’, he said to Maria and Daniele. ‘I will cope with it. And if it takes me too, you are to go on to Alexandria, meet the shipment and go to Venice as planned; do you understand, Maria?’

      ‘Yes, Papa, of course. But I must nurse Mamma.’

      ‘No! I will not lose you too.’

      Once, when Niccolò had been living in Damascus, he had observed that the nurses who survived the epidemic kept their headscarves wrapped around their faces. They believed the illness was carried on the air, and so Niccolò unwrapped his turban and wound the length of cloth tightly around his face while caring for his patients. His two beloved servants only lasted another few hours. They were both dead by nightfall. But Roshinara fought the illness hard. She drifted in and out of consciousness, and in her lucid moments she wept for her lost children and gripped Niccolò’s hand. ‘God help our other children. Niccolò; do not let them in here… You must keep them safe.’

      ‘I promise, Roshinara; they will go on, whatever happens to us, back to Venice.’

      Roshinara slept fitfully through that night. Her coughing became worse, and she struggled for breath.  Niccolò tried to make her comfortable, soaking a rag in water and squeezing it into her mouth. She too began to vomit uncontrollably, until there was nothing left but water and bile. She curled up in agony as the illness scorched its way through her bowels. Blood projected from her mouth with the bile, as her lungs collapsed. And finally, late on the third night, while holding her husband’s hand, he felt her energy simply evaporate; her grip loosened and he was left clutching her small lifeless hand in his.

      The fear of the plague was such that anyone who had been taken by the illness had to be buried as soon as possible. Respectful always of other religions, aware that his servants were both devout Muslims and that his own wife had been born into the Islamic faith, Niccolò bathed the bodies of his beloved wife and children, along with Chahaya and Kade, before wrapping them in cloth, as is the Islamic custom. Then he carried their bodies out into the night and loaded them onto a cart. He drove out into the desert and buried them by the light of the moon. He prayed most earnestly for their eternal souls, initially falling back into the Catholic practices of his youth and mouthing the Requiescat over the grave of his wife and beloved children. He said the Muslim prayer for souls – the Janazah prayer – over the graves of Kade and Chahaya. He did not mark his family’s grave with a cross, not wishing it to be desecrated later, but simply brushed the sand over the place where they lay. As he climbed into the cart, ready to drive back to Cairo, he thought better of it, and found a few stones and laid them in a pile over the area; one for each person who rested beneath.

      Desperate and exhausted, he returned to Cairo, and retreated to the room where his wife’s body had lain just a few hours before. There he slept the dark, deep sleep of those for whom unconsciousness can provide the only respite for despair.

      He was woken by a soft hand brushing his cheek. The room was suffused with a golden glow, as the sun cast sharp shards of early morning light through the unshuttered window. For a moment, as he lay between sleep and wakefulness, the traumas of the previous days were obliterated.

      ‘Roshinara,’ he murmured, taking the hand and kissing it.

      ‘Papa,’ whispered Maria.

      He opened his eyes, blinking against the bright light, and looked around him. The beds where his wife and children had lain just a few hours earlier were now just a pile of crumpled, soiled linen.

      ‘Papa, where is Mamma? Oh, please tell me she has not gone.’

      The memory of the previous night flooded back, accompanied by deep despair. He looked up at his daughter’s sweet, frightened face.

      ‘I’m afraid she has, cara. God took her in the night. She is sleeping now with the babies.’

      ‘You should have woken me.’

      ‘No,’ he said, sadly. ‘It was better this way. You will remember her as she was in life…  The plague is a vicious and unforgiving master. I could not risk you coming near.’

      ‘And Magdalena and Chahaya and Kade…?’

      ‘All gone…’ He turned his face away from her, towards the wall, anxious that she should not see his tears.

      ‘But you were with them all the time… What about you? What if it takes you too?’ She began to cry, and reached out for her father, desperate for him to hold her.
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