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‌Prefatory Notes


A ‘recusant’ was someone who refused to attend the services of the Church of England (from the Latin recusare – to refuse). For a long time, the term was applied, by extension, to English Catholics, who comprised the largest number of recusants.


The spelling ‘Monteverdi’ is a relatively recent trend. The great musician was called Claudio Monte Verde or Monteverde in his time and signed himself ‘Monteverde’. Francis Tregian invariably writes the name as ‘Monteverde’. In Tregian’s Ground we choose to restore this usage.


All the epigraphs are lyrics sung to music copied out by Francis Tregian in one or other of his manuscripts.


With the exception of Horatio’s speech, all Shakespeare quotations are from the First Folio of 1623, compiled by Shakespeare’s and Tregian’s contemporaries John Hemmings and Henry Condell.


The translators of this first English edition have made every effort to restore the original English documents and literary texts quoted from and referred to throughout. Original French extracts, including passages from Montaigne, have been given new English translations here. Texts quoted from other languages have been rendered into English from the author’s own, French translations in the original novel.


A reading group guide written by Anne Cuneo is available for free download from And Other Stories’ website: www.andotherstories.org.











‌Tregian's Ground










The most credible thing our reason advises us is generally that everyone should obey the laws of their land… And what does our reason mean by this if not that our duty is ruled by none other than fortune?… What would philosophy have us do in such a pass? Follow the laws of our country? That is to say this heaving sea of opinions of a people or of a prince, painting justice in as many colours and reforging it with as many faces as they will have changes of passion? I cannot have so flexible a judgement. What goodness is it which I saw yesterday revered and tomorrow no more, and which a river’s crossing makes a crime?


MICHEL DE MONTAIGNE


‘Apology for Raymond de Sebonde’


Essays, Book II, chapter XII











‌Book I


Walsingham Way




As you came from the Holy Land of Walsingham


Met you not with my true love by the way as you came?


How should I know your true love that have met many a one.


As I came from the Holy Land, that have come, that have gone.





‘Walsingham’


Popular ballad
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I




Cantai un tempo, e


Se fu dolce il canto,


Questo mi tacerò


Ch’altri il sentiva


Once I sang, and


That song was sweet


But now I must cease


Lest others hear.





Pietro Bembo / Monteverde


‘Secondo Libro dei Madrigali’


It is strange, but I thought of England only this morning.


Daybreak comes early this time of year, and the weather is glorious. I was awoken by an unusual flapping in the henhouse. A fox perhaps? I scurried downstairs as fast as my legs would allow and crossed the yard. Neither the maidservant nor Madame Dallinges was up yet, and there was but a single red ember glowing in the hearth.


No fox.


I was about to return to bed, when I noticed the sky. It was of a pale blue unusual in these parts, dotted with sparse, milky clouds like those that form along the coast in my own country just before dawn. They disappear over the course of the day, if the weather is fine, absorbed by the heat or scattered by the winds.


The earth exhaled a dewy scent, a nightingale sang, and the reddening dawn behind the Jura peaks heralded another radiant day.


For a moment I was transported to the countryside around Wolvedon Manor, as it was when I was a child. I could almost feel the sea-spray and hear the lapping of the waves.


I was brought back to the present by the footsteps of Jaquotte, the maid, who had entered the kitchen and was busying herself around the fire. Madame Dallinges came down next, and as usual I offered to fetch water from the well. As usual she declined.


I thought no more about Wolvedon after that. Just a faint, sweet melancholy lingered. I most certainly did not take it as a premonition.


After matins, I got on with my work, and as usual remained absorbed therein until the angelus struck at noon.


It’s been nearly a quarter of a century that I’ve lived here now, and I still go for a walk at this time, up to the Crossing of the Ways, a crust of bread in my pocket, sometimes a book too. I sit beneath the great linden tree, on a bench I built myself. I can spend hours here, and often do, particularly at this time of year. Asked what I do up at the Crossing, I sometimes say that I go there to pray, and indeed there is a cross by the side of the road, a little way from the linden tree. But truth be told, I am content to let my thoughts wander, and if I do happen to talk with God, it’s on friendly terms, man to man, so to speak. People on their way to the lake prefer the Drovers’ Road, which is wider and takes the shorter, steeper route down. But going in the opposite direction, it is well known that the climb is gentler on this side. The road takes you via Morges, but the longer way is worth it, particularly if you’re heavily laden. I see riders and coaches pass by from time to time, and sometimes people on foot. They come from the surrounding villages, from Lausanne or Geneva, and are generally returning to Echallens, or travelling to Yverdon or Payerne, even to Berne. Occasionally, they travel in the other direction. Some faces are unfamiliar, but most are well known to me.


I heard this morning’s two wayfarers approaching from far off. They came from the direction of Yverdon at a fair pace, deep in discussion. I couldn’t make out what they were saying at first, but then their words struck me like an arrow through the heart: they were speaking English.


My first reaction – after so many years! – was panic. Had they seen me? Where could I hide? I managed to reason with myself: everyone has forgotten me after such a long time. Indeed it was probable that the two men drawing closer at a brisk pace, round-faced and bright-eyed, were born after my… after I had departed, shall we say.


And anyway, who would recognise the Francis of old, beneath this beard, these shabby clothes?


I composed myself before they reached me. My only protection was to make sure they didn’t notice that I understood English.


Everyone in Echallens is convinced that when Benoît Dallinges brought me back in his cart all those years ago, I was returning home after losing my entire family to the plague. He was the only one in these parts who knew where I really came from, and why. But I must say that on this particular morning, it was hard indeed to pretend not to understand English.


The two travellers were called Thomas and John. Thomas (the memories connected with that name!) was a Cornish sailor: I could tell by his accent and appearance. If I uttered but three words in English, he would likely know me for a fellow countryman. He and his companion were going to Genoa. I didn’t quite grasp why they were travelling on foot, since they spoke only a primitive sort of French, picked up on the road, no doubt. I attempted to question them without giving myself away, and they tried to answer using their limited vocabulary. They soon returned to their debate, taking no more notice of me.


And that’s when I understood – my pen can hardly form the words, the thing is so incredible: England had abolished the monarchy and Charles, the King himself, had been arrested!


John was an Anglican and Thomas a Puritan, but that didn’t stop them being friends. They had agreed to travel to Genoa on behalf of an English ship-owner, and had followed the Salt Route, by way of Vallorbe. Now they were going to Lausanne, before taking the road to the Piedmont. Their opinions on the causes of the civil war differed, but they were in complete agreement regarding the facts: the King reigns no more, England is a sort of republic called the Commonwealth, power is held by the House of Commons, the Lords do their bidding and there is even talk of abolishing them. The Church of England is persecuted by the Puritans, or is it the other way round? I found it impossible to comprehend fully what they were saying, or to place all of the names. The Head of State is one Oliver Cromwell, a descendant of that other, no doubt, who was a great friend of my grandfather John. I gathered that Cromwell has repealed the laws against recusants, as those of us who remained Catholic are called. But perhaps I was mistaken and confused my desires with reality.


I would have liked to meet these compatriots again, and draw them out, so I asked them – not directly, mind you – if they were staying awhile in our part of the world. They didn’t think so.


I had to make a superhuman effort not to press them with questions: how does the Commonwealth operate? What is happening in the army? The fleet? The Church?


When I returned home, after they had gone, Madeleine Dallinges asked if I was ill.


‘Just a little indisposed, it’s nothing,’ I replied, wishing to be left in peace.


I went upstairs, and here I sit at my table.


When Dallinges rescued me from the roadside, half-dead and consumed by fever, he heard me raving in English.


‘Where are you from?’ he asked, when I was fit enough to talk.


‘From… from Venice.’


‘What is your name?’


‘Pietro Ricordi.’


He made no comment. But he must have seen I was not telling the truth, for I have never been a very good liar.


‘Are you Catholic or Protestant?’


I was reluctant to answer. What if this stranger was a fanatic from the opposing camp? But judging by his portliness and his gentle grey eyes, I knew instinctively that this was an equable fellow.


‘Catholic,’ I muttered.


‘Well, in that case I’ll take you home with me. I live just outside Echallens. We’re Catholics too. It’s not like Geneva, out here in the countryside. If you are happy to attend Mass and pray quietly, nobody bothers you. Not that there aren’t any fanatics here – there are. Two or three years ago there was very nearly open war between Berne and Fribourg, but things quietened down, thank the Lord. We are not so concerned with such matters. Personally, I think it absurd that people kill each other over religion when we are all good Christians, pious believers. All these endless squabbles about whether to make the altar out of stone or wood, whether it should be placed here or there. Take our priest: in the middle of conducting a Protestant funeral, he tells the grieving family that anyone following the reformed religion will be damned anyway. Or the pastor, who scurries off to Berne to complain at the drop of a hat. Like senseless children, I sometimes think. If we were heathens, I might understand.’


He glanced at me, as if suddenly realising that he shouldn’t be sharing his innermost thoughts with a stranger who might be a spy. But doubtless I looked no more a spy than he did a fanatic.


‘If you’d been a Protestant,’ he went on, ‘I’d have left you with one of my cousins, who is of the reformed faith. We discuss religion from time to time, he and I, but we never quarrel. We see each other about; our paths cross at church.…’


‘How so?’


‘Well, you see, there’s just one church for all the villages in the Echallens bailiwick. On Sundays the Catholics go there first, for Mass, followed by the Protestants for the preaching.’


Hearing this calm voice talk of a single church for Catholics and Protestants as if it were the most natural thing in the world, I felt I had reached the right place. I let go, and fell into a deep sleep. I was safe.


We journeyed on for some time before he asked me another question:


‘What is your profession?’


‘I have been a courtier. And a merchant. I have been to war, and made music too.’


‘What sort of music?’


‘I play the organ and the virginal.’


‘I’ve never heard of the virginal.’


‘It’s the name given in England to a certain type of keyed instrument, similar to the spinet, the muselaar or the harpsichord, but set in a case so that it may be carried easily. They’re very popular. I have learned how to make them, too.’


‘Would you know how to restore an organ?’


‘I believe so.’


‘You can read and write, I suppose?’


‘Yes.’


‘Well there’s reason enough to take you to Echallens. I shall hire you to repair our organ. That’ll set the Protestants on edge, right enough.’ He chuckled. ‘Can you copy music?’


For a moment, it seemed he was reading my past.


‘Perfectly,’ I admitted finally. ‘I have always copied my favourite scores.’


‘Then there’s work for you in Echallens. Now, before I bring you home and take you in as a brother, under the roof I share with my wife and children, I wish to know what it is you fear, what it is you are fleeing. And I would like the truth. Your name is not Pietro Ricordi and you are not Italian.’


He sensed my hesitation.


‘I swear to you before God that I will not tell a soul, not even my family.’


This man had rescued me. He had trusted me and cared for me purely out of kindness, without trying to discover who I was. I hesitated no longer.


‘My name is Francis Tregian. I am English. I escaped from prison but I am not a criminal, neither a killer nor a robber. On the contrary, it is I who have been robbed. My only wrong was to be my father’s son, and Catholic. I am given for dead; and if those from whom I wished to escape knew that I were alive, they might try to kill me. But I would like to live, in peace, far from wars and feuding.’


I told him everything.


He made no comment apart from clicking his tongue at the most dramatic points.


‘You speak French perfectly,’ he said, by way of conclusion.


‘Yes, it’s a gift, I believe – my musical ear. In the Low Countries nobody knows by my accent that I am not Dutch. In Reims I pass for a local. In Italy I am as Italian as the next man.’


‘Perfect. We will speak no more of England; and while we’re at it, you don’t speak English. Take one of our local names and keep your Christian name. I know some Tréhans in Rances. You could call yourself François Tréhan.’


‘No, it’s too much like my real name.’


‘True. Then you could be François Cousin, a distant relative who has lived in Italy. My wife’s name is Cousin.’


‘Cousin is an English name too.’


‘Is that so? Well there are more Cousins than Dallinges in these parts, I know that for a fact. Another reason for you to take the name. Agreed?’


There was no other choice for the time being.


Things fell naturally into place. People forgot that I was ever not one of them as they saw me working in the church and at the register office, met me at the Dallinges house, came up to the Crossing to share their thoughts or cares, to seek my counsel or to have me read or write private letters. The Dallinges children called me Uncle François from the very first day, and now their own children call me Grandfather. I occupy a spacious room in the loft of the Dallinges cask workshop. It contains a writing table as well as a workbench for repairing the instruments that people bring me from far and wide; I build new ones too.


Dallinges presented me with three small, stout volumes that he had found in Lausanne, where his business sometimes took him: the Essays of Michel de Montaigne. It was like seeing an old friend again. I soon spoke French with the local accent, and I learned the patois. The whole region knows me as François Cousin, instrument maker and scribe, originally from the village of Corcelles. That is how I was registered by the officials of both Berne and Fribourg. It was under this name that Dallinges introduced me to the priest, the pastor and the local parishioners.


He never brought up the subject of my past again, but every now and then he would prompt me:


‘François, you should write your story. Few people have had a life like yours.’


‘Who would I write it for?’


‘For posterity. For me. For yourself.’


I shrugged.


‘It wouldn’t interest anyone. And anyway, I’m no writer.’


He did not press the matter but, one day, doubtless returning from Lausanne, he brought me a ream of paper.


‘For you. For your memoirs,’ he said.


That was many years ago.


I have always kept this paper. Until this morning, I never dreamed of using it.


But those two Englishmen. And that clear Cornish sky.


I am ready. The tale must have been ripening within me, ever since the first time Dallinges suggested I write it down.


There are two difficulties, however. First, I have never been able to express myself: I have always relied on the words or the music of others to define me. And second, I have no idea which language to write in. It’s been a good quarter of a century since I last spoke English, and even when I talk with God, it’s in Italian or French.


But I feel the company of my departed friends and companions close about me, reading over my shoulder. I am writing for all of us. And for us, French, Latin, Italian, Dutch or English – what difference does it make?














II




In Peascod time when hound to horn


Gives ear till buck be killed


And little lads with pipes of corn


Sit keeping beasts afield.





‘Peascod Time’


Popular ballad


The wind ruffles my hair, the sun dazzles my eyes. I am chewing a stray stem of wheat, so I think that the memory must fall between harvest and aftermath, the fresh growth of the new crop, towards late August or early September.


‘Francis! Come here!’


Jane, my nurse, is calling to me. Jane with her autumn-red hair and lake-blue eyes. I hear her, but I cannot see her.


‘Get up, lazy boy, come here.’


I roll over in the stubble, pricking my back, knees and hands. I long to walk. A blank. And then I am tottering through the furrows. The wind caresses my face and tugs at Jane’s skirt. She stands, smiling with delight, arms outstretched:


‘Wonderful, Francis! Come on. No, don’t stop, come on, come here.’


I am amazed. I walk, propelling myself forward. I take a step, then another, and still I haven’t fallen over.


‘One last try, little man, one more step, and another… ’ I end up in the safe haven of Jane’s arms. She smells of bread fresh from the oven, the sky, the warm earth and the milk she feeds me.


She covers me in kisses.


‘Bravo, Master Francis. Well done!’


The rooftops of Golden Mill lie silhouetted on the horizon – my horizon. Despite the name, there has been no mill there for a very long time. Golden is what everyone calls Wolvedon Manor. Everyone except my father. I know the manor is home to my mother and my sister Mary. My father is mostly absent, in London or Lanherne, two unknown places that together mean just one thing to me – ‘far away’.


As far as I can tell, this is my earliest memory, there in the wheat field.


I was born – so I was told – in the fifteenth year of the reign of Elizabeth. If so, I must have come into this world in winter or early spring at the latest, for I believe a child must be at least eighteen months old to walk.


I began to talk around Christmastime of that year, and I had a new brother, Adrian. People came to fetch me for his baptism, and we went with great pomp and style to the church in Probus.


I have only vague memories of the day. My father was in London and my mother organised the ceremony as well as a reception with music and dancing. I received my first cuff on the ear for failing to recognise her, and a second immediately after for crying in front of my grandmother Anne, a great lady who lived in Lanherne. There were a great many people. The adults seated themselves at the table in the great hall, and we little ones had to leave with our nurses. To my great relief, Adrian was placed with a different nurse from me.


My mother had just turned twenty. She was small and pale with black hair and large hazel eyes. She managed the house and the estates. She oversaw the shearing, spinning, weaving and sewing, visited the sick, delivered the countrywomen’s babies, went out in society and entertained at home. The ladies of the neighbouring estates all did the same. She was nervous, impatient, distant. We children were never allowed to distract her at inopportune moments. She was beset with constant worries – already the clouds were gathering on the horizon.


My father was a man of twenty-seven or twenty-eight. My memories of him are few and scattered. He only ever addressed me as Master Francis, rarely smiled, and delivered long lectures on the true faith and my responsibilities. To help me remember his lessons he had me whipped, or whipped me himself.


From as far back as I can remember, what impressed me most about him was his gaze. He had very blue eyes, deep-set and permanently grief-stricken, it seemed, but so lively and sharp, they immediately caught the attention. And curls of flaming red, like his pointed beard and moustache. To my child’s eye he was very handsome, and I found out later that he had sparked more than a few passions.


Wolvedon had come to the family with the dowry of my great-grandmother Jane Wolvedon, who married John Tregian in the reign of King Henry VIII. I am told our family name meant ‘land of giants’. I believe it translates rather more prosaically as ‘the estate of John’ but, as a child, the other meaning had my wholehearted approval. Our size may have had something to do with it. The Tregian men were all over six feet, the women taller than average, and John’s build and stature must have been great indeed because people still talked about it half a century after his death.


My images of Wolvedon from that time tend to mingle and blur. Coal-grey skies rolling with clouds swept along by furious winds. Bright intervals with sudden, dazzling sunshine. Labourers in the fields and miners returning home at dusk – the young men singing, the older men laughing among themselves. I see us coming back to Wolvedon in the dead of night, Jane clutching me close beneath her shawl, almost breaking into a run, out of breath. Where have we been? I don’t remember. I see myself soaked to the skin, standing in front of the kitchen fire where Jane has set me down while she runs to fetch dry clothes.


I don’t know how I came to feel constantly in danger. Maybe because in my father’s house there were always people whispering in corners. I don’t remember Cuthbert, the man who made my sense of danger a reality, as an ominous figure. He was gentle, affable, always bustling about, employed – I was told – as a steward on the estate. He often left to see to business at some far-flung property, always blessing me before setting off. And he delivered long lectures on the true faith, like my father.


I cannot be sure whether I attended Holy Mass before my third year. It seems reasonable to suppose that I did. But I have no recollection of it. Perhaps Cuthbert, with his gestures and murmured words, was reciting Mass?


My intellectual life began early. Jane often recounted the miracle: all of a sudden, I could read. And reading furnishes perhaps my richest source of memories. I am fascinated by people who write or read: Cuthbert; my father; his valet, Phillips; Jane, who often consulted her prayer book; and my grandmother, Catherine Tregian, widow of my grandfather John (my image of him is vague because he died when I was very young). My grandmother lived at the new manor house and she it was who spent an entire day patiently explaining the letters of the alphabet to me from a hornbook that had belonged to her son, my father. I can clearly remember the room, hung with fine tapestries. We must have been in Madam Catherine’s private parlour. Everyone called her Madam Catherine. She was an Arundell, a scion of the richest and most powerful family in the region. I see myself now, sitting on her lap. The hornbook is a thin sheet about four or five inches by six or seven, clasped in a solid frame with a handle so that it can be held up like a mirror. The alphabet is inscribed at the top, above various combinations of letters. Finally, in the bottom half, is the paternoster.


‘And what is this, madam?’


‘The letter p, Francis. I’m tired now, be off with you.’


‘Yes, madam. Just one more; this sign here.’


‘It’s a t, little one. Now that’s enough. Get down.’


‘Yes, madam. Just this letter here, though.’


‘The boy’s as stubborn as his father. I’ve already told you this letter. You should know it, now.’


‘An a?’


‘Yes, an a. And now Francis, get down from my knees and leave me be.’


I get down. Impossible to ignore the hint of a threat in her voice. I walk over to the door. But my eagerness is greater than my fear. I come back.


‘Madam?’


‘What now?’


‘Will you teach me to write my name?’


‘I said no, Francis, and no means no. Look at you; you can barely walk. And you should learn to talk properly before you think about writing.’


‘Yes, Grandmother. I only wish to try.’


She gives in. She always gives in. She is forever cautioning the family not to ‘spare the rod and spoil the child’, but she never corrects me with the rod herself, for the simple reason, as I shall find out later, that I keep her amused.


The manor at Golden is a vast place for a small boy like me. I am frightened of the shadows that steal over the floors in the bedchambers, which lie in darkness throughout the day. I prefer to visit the kitchens in the old manor house. There is always somebody there.


Golden consists of two manor houses. There is the new house built by my great-grandfather, where my parents lived with my grandmother Catherine and their household. It stands south of the road leading from Golden Mill to Probus, with buildings on three sides of a central courtyard. The fourth side is open to a tree-lined approach. The old manor is three or four hundred years old, I believe; it stands north of the road, diagonally opposite the new house, with its back to a raised field known to the country people as the Roman Camp. It is said locally that the old manor was once a convent. It is a tall, forbidding house with few windows, overlooking a series of outhouses arranged around an enclosed square yard, a remnant of the days when people had to protect themselves from wild animals, pirates or bands of robbers, and every lord’s dwelling was fortified. The old manor is a farm, now, and a storehouse, with living quarters for a large number of servants. The old Great Hall has become the estate kitchen, a bustling, chaotic place.


Servants, housemaids, peasants, pages and ladies-in-waiting come and go all day long. It seems to me that everyone is talking or shouting at once, as they scurry in all directions.


Old Thomas is the only exception. He walks slowly, always with a stick. He has a gap-toothed smile and sparse white hair. People whisper that he is eighty years old, that he used to be my great-grandmother Jane’s steward, that he was already a member of Jane Wolvedon’s household when she brought it in dowry to John Tregian, before the new manor was built. It is also said, behind his back, that he had been madly in love with Jane Wolvedon. The gossips do not say whether Jane Wolvedon shared his feelings.


Old Thomas spends most of his time in the inglenook, by the fire. I am persuaded he sleeps there, too. He knows every last detail of the estates and, when seemingly intractable problems arise, he is always consulted. Even my father deigns to seek his opinion, now and again.


Despite his advanced age, ‘Old’ Thomas still possesses a deep, firm voice. He knows all about the spirits that roam abroad, good and bad. And Lord knows, the Cornish countryside abounds in spirits of every shape and size. In the accents of his mother tongue, of which he has taught me the rudiments, he tells me all about Trebiggan.


‘His arms were so long he had only to reach out and snatch men from the ships as they passed. And he fed on raw flesh every day. The number of children he must have devoured! No one knows how he died in the end. And hear this – they found his skeleton not so long ago.’


Once Old Thomas is set on the subject of monsters, there is no stopping him. He tells me about the legendary giant John of Gaunt, who left traces of his passing on Carn Brea hill near Redruth: the rocks you see there are known as the Giant’s Coffin, Wheel, Head and Hand, even the Giant’s Cradle. Cornwall is swarming with giants, if Thomas is to be believed. Our country even owes its name to them.


‘They say that the name Cornwall comes from Corineus who received our land as a reward from Brutus of Trinovantum, which was the name for London at that time, after he defeated the giant Gogmagog in a bitter hand-to-hand struggle on the heights of Plymouth. Oh, what a fight it was! You should have seen it,’ he declares, as if it had taken place at last year’s Fair.


He looks at me, quite pleased with himself. I seize the opportunity to prompt him on one of my favourite subjects.


‘Thomas, tell me about Cormoran.’


‘Cormoran? He was the one who built St Michael’s Mount. We call it carreg luz en kuz – which in our Cornish means “white rock in the forest”. And halfway between the shore and the manor on its island, there is a great rock called Chapel Rock, but there’s no chapel there now: it was crushed under the weight of the granite. The huge rock was dropped by Cormoran’s wife. Her husband ordered her to build a manor house of white stone, but she had to travel far to find it and decided that our good greenish stone would do. Cormoran thought otherwise and, when he discovered what she had done, he gave his wife a great kick up the backside, and she was so shocked that she stumbled, and the strap of her leather apron broke and she dropped the rock she was carrying.’


‘But Cormoran was beaten in the end? Killed?’


‘Yes, Master Francis, by Jack, a brave boy like yourself. Jack lived near Land’s End. Cormoran was running wild at the time, stealing the country folk’s livestock. He slung the cows from his belt and heaved the big bulls onto his shoulders. Then he would go back to his castle on St Michael’s Mount and devour the lot. That’s when King Arthur offered a reward to anyone who would kill him. Jack thought hard about it, and he had an idea. He dug a great hole on dry land, just opposite St Michael’s Mount, and covered it with branches and straw. Then he sounded his hunting horn and the giant hurried out to kill him – he couldn’t bear anyone to come near his castle. But in his haste, Cormoran didn’t see the trap, and he fell in head first. Then Jack struck him a mighty blow with his axe and filled in the hole as fast as he could, just in case the giant wasn’t quite dead or had the magical power to come back to life.’


‘Did he get a reward?’


‘Of course. A magnificent sword and a belt embroidered with an inscription in threads of gold:


Behold the valiant Cornishman


Who killed the Giant Cormoran.


‘Since that time, everyone has called him Jack the Giant Killer. A humble lad from Land’s End! His fame extends beyond the seas.’


I hang on every word of Old Thomas’s stories and dream of being a hero like Jack one day. Francis the Giant Killer – now there’s a glorious title.


I learned the alphabet quite effortlessly and arithmetic almost without noticing. Latin and Greek, which were spoken all around me, I absorbed as naturally as Thomas’s Celtic legends.


When I rejoined the household from the care of my nurse, what first baffled me were the blows that everyone felt entitled to deliver. My parents were either ignorant of the fact or, more likely, voiced no objection to it. But one day, when one of the ladies-in-waiting made ready to strike me, I found a way to stay her hand in mid-air. I looked straight at her, quite simply. She backed away, crossing herself and muttering:


‘The Devil’s Eyes.’


She was not the only one to think I might have been sent from Beelzebub himself, or Cormoran the Giant.


Old Thomas was ready with an explanation, of course. According to him, my eyes had come down to me in a direct line from Jane Wolvedon.


‘Jane was the red-headed one. The Tregians all had black hair, and blue eyes too, but not like Jane’s. I swear I was quite shaken the first time I saw you. I never thought I would see that look again – thought it was lost forever. But no, you have Jane Wolvedon’s eyes.’


‘And my sister Mary?’


‘No, not your sister Mary, nor your little brother. Only you.’


‘What was Jane like? Was she pretty?’


‘She was the beauty of the whole world. Hair like copper, very white skin, small and neat, and yes, she bore four children with no apparent effort, all of them well built, and she was a tiny little thing. Though the fifth killed her, true to say. Her eyes were the first thing anyone noticed. People said she had a witch’s eyes, just as some fools here say you have the Devil’s eyes. But she was so kind, so bright and gay, always ready to help the poor; people soon forgot their fear of her looks. They loved her.’


For the first time in all his story-telling, I heard a tremor in Old Thomas’s voice.


‘Did you love her very much, Thomas?’ I ventured.


‘Ah, more than that.’ He is talking to himself now. ‘I cursed my fate that I was not born rich like John Tregian. I was a handsome young man. I had property – my father was a merchant. But Jane’s father was a gentleman, and a gentleman will only give his daughter in marriage to another gentleman. I could not be her husband, so I became her steward.’


‘And Jane?’


A long silence. I have overstepped the mark.


‘You won’t say anything?’


His voice is muted. I stare hard at him, having noticed that my gaze has the power to calm and reassure people, too.


‘No, I swear by Our Lady herself.’


‘We never told anyone; there would have been no point. She had been promised to John Tregian in her cradle, and they were married when she was just a little girl. Jane wished us to run away to London. Or France. We were all of the same religion in those days. I would have taken the risk. But Jane was of noble birth; we would have had her father, her husband, the King’s soldiers, the whole of Cornwall on our heels. I loved her too much to impose on her a life of danger and poverty. But I was hers, body and soul. I never married; it would have felt like sacrilege. And since her death, I am a widower.’


A very long silence. Then Thomas breaks into a broad smile.


‘But still, I know the secret of your looks. Your eyes are the gift of the piskies.’


‘The piskies?’


‘Sprites. The spirits of an extinct race that people say lived in ancient times, in the far west of Cornwall, at a place everyone believed was the edge of the world, Land’s End. They’re tiny and mostly well meaning. When newborn babies die, it is said they become piskies before they are transformed into Muryans.’


In Cornish legend, Muryans are tiny fairy creatures no bigger than ants. Which is why people never kill the hairy ants seen in the summer months.


‘But what about Jane Wolvedon’s eyes?’


‘The piskies make enchanted ointments, you know. People rub them on their bodies and they confer magical powers. If you get a drop in your eye, the fairy world is revealed. One evening, Jane Wolvedon’s mother, whose name was Cecilia, heard a knocking at the door. She went to open it and saw a tiny man sitting on a great horse. “My wife is about to give birth, she needs help,” he said. Your ancestor saw that he was a pisky, of course, but she said nothing, climbed up behind him, and off they went. They rode fast, but the journey was long, taking unknown ways in the black of night. When they arrived, Cecilia assisted at the birth and saved the infant, a little girl. Afterwards, she washed the child with a magic soap they had given her. Some of the soap splashed into her eyes and she saw the fairy world. She was not in a thatched cottage, as she had thought when she first stepped inside, but a magnificent castle. The pisky who had come to fetch her noticed she could see the invisible world. And, as you know, if you see the pisky world by accident and the piskies find out, they will prick out your eyes.’


‘And so the mother of your Jane…’


‘No, not the mother of my Jane. She told them: “I will never tell anyone about this, I swear, but spare my eyes. I am expecting my first child; I should like to see it.” And the pisky father was very grateful to Jane’s mother for saving the newborn pisky. “I will make an exception for you, on one condition: that you never try to see the fairy world again.” “I promise,” said she. “Still, I should like to give you a gift,” said the papa pisky. “You too will give birth to a daughter. Call her Jane, like our own. You’ll see, she will have magical eyes with the power to persuade, soothe and save. Teach her to use them well.” And he brought her home on his great horse. When she was back in front of her own door, he said to her: “If your daughter Jane grows to become a virtuous woman, like you, she will have a gift of her own: once every three generations, she will pass her eyes to one of her descendants.” And that is why Jane had such remarkable eyes. I don’t know why she chose you to receive the gift. We should not try to understand these things. Cherish your gift and use it well. When a person is touched by the fairies, they have a strength they must learn to use for their own good and the good of others. It’s the only way to say thank you.’














III




The hunt is up, the hunt is up,


Lo! it is almost day;


For Christ our King is gone – hunting,


And brought his deer to hay…





‘The Hunt’s Up’


Popular ballad


I may tell myself that I write for no one but ghosts, but I’m lying. For while I sharpen my quill, a face appears, always the same and very real: David.


I am not of the Carpenters’ Guild. But since there are no instrument builders in the region, they tolerate me, on condition that I don’t also make tables, chairs, cabinets or beds. David, however, started by learning carpentry in Oron. He spent three or four years there, before the workshop where he was apprenticed burned down, the fire taking his master carpenter with it.


The Dallinges insisted I complete his training.


‘He won’t go anywhere else. He’s learned to make furniture, but he’d rather build instruments. That’s all he dreams about; and since you are partly the reason, now you must take him on.’


I did take him on, some years ago. He is presently an instrument maker and organist in Basle. I haven’t seen him for a long while. I miss him.


I can count the people I have loved deeply and constantly in my life on the fingers of one hand. David is one of them.


I found him one morning, wrapped in a scrap of cloth outside the farmhouse door. He must have been born during the night. I was the first up, as usual. He looked at me with his blind blue eyes, and convulsively gripped my finger, pulling it to his mouth like a teat. I was immediately captivated. I waited beside the fire until Madeleine Dallinges got up.


‘Sweet Jesus, what on earth is that?’


‘You can see very well it’s a child. I would like to ask a great favour: that you raise him along with your own.’


Her youngest was barely a year old then, and she still nursed him.


Meanwhile, Benoît Dallinges had entered.


‘So, Cousin, you’ve produced a little one for us?’ he said with a hearty laugh.


‘Perhaps more than one, over the years, but I have decided that this child shall represent them all. He is my son, David. But if you don’t wish him to live here, I…’


‘Room for another, Madeleine?’ asked Benoît with a smile.


She shrugged:


‘If we can feed six, we can feed seven, the more the merrier…’


The infant had not made the slightest sound until then. At that moment, he began to cry.


‘Come on, give the child to me. He clearly needs to be suckled and washed, not to mention baptised. You may as well go and tell the priest, while I tend to your David, to our David.’


We never told him anything, and his birth remained a mystery. Neither the priest nor the pastor, both well informed of the local goings-on, knew of a young girl that had been got with child.


‘Bring him up as one of your own,’ the priest advised the Dallinges. ‘It will be simpler for all. Cousin, you shall be godfather.’


And that’s what happened. David became a Dallinges, the same as all the others, except that God in his munificence granted him the gift of music, just as he had given me Jane Wolvedon’s eyes. Besides Claudio Monteverde, William Byrd and perhaps Thomas Morley, I have never known anyone with such an ear.


It was from Old Thomas that I learned my family’s history. No one paid any attention to Thomas. People consulted him for information as they would a ledger, conveniently to hand. It was tacitly understood that he could answer any question, but this earned him neither recognition nor respect. He had his own house, with servants, which I didn’t know at the time and would have found hard to imagine, having seen him hulling peas, picking out stones from the grain and plucking fowl.


You had to listen carefully to Old Thomas, if you wished to grasp the nuances in the stream of his discourse. For example, I spent the whole of yesterday wondering whether he was a papist or a Protestant. I never asked him at the time, for such religious distinctions were incomprehensible to my little head; conformist, recusant, papist, Protestant and Puritan were all terms frequently repeated like incantations, yet no one dwelled on them, at least not in my presence.


It took me a good long while to understand that Thomas did not hold my father in very high esteem. At the time we left Golden, I had even made up my mind that he severely disapproved of the way things had gone.


One indication of his disapproval was the violent antipathy he held towards Cuthbert, whom my father venerated and lavished with special attention.


‘Your father, who attends court and goes all over the country hereabouts on business, should know better than I that he is playing with fire. The future of us all is at stake, not to mention that while Cuthbert plays the missionary, no one is managing the estate. A master preoccupied chiefly with his own soul should have a steward with a keener sense of business.’


‘What should my father know?’


‘Your father left England at a time when everyone went to church as they pleased. People accommodated one another. I hardly noticed much difference myself. One day, a decree came from London that we must no longer pray in Latin. The whole region was up in arms, but people finally gave in. We had just enough time to get used to praying in English under King Edward when we had to revert to Latin under Queen Mary. And no sooner had Elizabeth acceded to the throne than we had to go back to English again. The same for Palm Sunday, the images of the Virgin and so on. We none of us knew which way to turn. But there was one advantage to all the confusion: with a little sleight of hand, we always got away with it. There was something for everyone. And that’s when the new pope got mixed up in it all. He believed he was all we’d been waiting for to become Catholic again, that a proclamation would suffice.’


‘What proclamation?’


‘He excommunicated the Queen and forbade Catholics to obey her or to attend the Church of England. He fancied the whole country would immediately revolt. I don’t know who had advised him thus. On the contrary, many loyal subjects were wary. Here they were being asked to disobey their Queen, their ruler by divine right. But your father didn’t really follow these events; he was abroad when it happened.’


‘Where had he gone?’


‘Things being as they are, I would have preferred not to know.’


‘But you do know?’


‘Not officially.’


‘Tell me, Master Thomas! I won’t breathe a word to anyone.’


‘He was in Douai, with the papists. But if you say anything, you risk putting your father in even greater danger.’


‘But why does he take these risks?’


‘If someone slaps you, what do you do?’


I was slapped frequently and my only right in response was to remain silent. Still, the duties of a gentleman were already being instilled in me, and I knew what answer was expected:


‘I return it.’


‘And by what miracle would our Elizabeth behave otherwise? She has been excommunicated, excluded from the Catholic world and declared an enemy, so she retaliates. English Catholics become her enemies. This reckless pope has pushed his flock to the wall, and now their only choice is between persecution and excommunication. Many sensed immediately which way the wind was blowing, and chose the Church of England. As long as you’re Christian and you pray, that’s all that matters, they told themselves. Others remained Catholic, but in secret. Your father, however, has inherited the arrogance of his Arundell grandfather. But then he could afford to be arrogant.’


‘Thomas?’


‘What?’


‘You aren’t telling me about the risk my father runs.’


‘The risk your father runs has a name: Cuthbert.’


‘But why?’


‘Swear you will say nothing.’


‘I swear it. On my soul.’


‘Cuthbert Mayne is a papist priest sent from Flanders, which is teeming with English Catholics plotting with Spain against Elizabeth.’


‘I still cannot see how that puts my father at risk.’


‘It is forbidden to receive priests who have entered the kingdom illegally, or to facilitate their work.’


‘What work?’


‘To return the English to Catholicism and restore the power of the Pope. Oh, you should hear poor Cuthbert’s fine speeches. I don’t believe he himself understands the role they’re making him play. He feels he is God’s messenger, running around the countryside saying Mass, administering the Sacraments and converting people. Reckless indeed. Particularly since Richard Grenville is the country sheriff. A man who holds no affection for your father. He will be informed about what’s going on, one day or another, of that there is no doubt.’


‘And my father?’


‘Your father thinks that his Catholic duty comes before his obligations to his queen, his family and his estates. Elizabeth has decreed that whoever harbours a priest entering the country in secret from abroad is a traitor, and traitors are prosecuted for praemunire. Have you already been taught what that is?’


‘No.’


‘It means that all your assets are seized, and that you are imprisoned for life, or banished. Or hanged.’


I am gripped with dread.


‘And my father risks all that?’


‘Yes, your father. And most tragic of all is that this old family steward,’ he strikes his chest, ‘is aware of it, while the person most affected acts as if it were no concern of his.’


Thomas was my favourite companion, but it would be wrong to surmise that I spent my days with him alone. On the contrary. Thomas was my sole source of information, but it took cunning and subterfuge of every kind to come and see him. I was supposed to stay at the new manor house, with the pages, and one of them – Robert – was charged with the particular responsibility of looking after me.


These pages and young ladies were not servants, but sons and daughters of notable families of the region, sent to other families of equal status in order to receive an education it is thought would be better imparted away from their father’s house. Robert was a Courtenay, related, like us, to the Arundells by marriage. He studied fencing, Latin and Greek, decorum and duty, philosophy and music. He taught me how to conduct myself and say my prayers, and he read to me. He played the lute wonderfully well: listening to it transported me to a state of trance-like happiness. He liked me very much:


‘No trouble at all with Francis. He can almost read, he can almost write, you never have to tell him anything twice and he doesn’t get up to mischief.’


He used the leisure afforded him by my good behaviour to play dice with a passion. This was strictly forbidden. My father would have had him whipped if he had discovered it, but I said nothing. This was how I was able to slip away to Thomas for perhaps one hour a day. Robert knew, but said nothing either. The blackmail was mutual, though we never spoke of it; between gentlemen, it simply was not done.


Our quiet routine was soon to be broken by events that would radically change the course of my life.


My father was in London, at court. In Golden it was whispered that he was on very good terms with the Queen. Given what Thomas had said, I told myself this was a good sign. Perhaps the Queen would see that, for all he was a fervent Catholic, he was no less a friend to her.


They said he wouldn’t return before summer. But we were still in the depths of winter when I was awoken by a great commotion one night. The lord of the manor had arrived from London.


The confusion in the household is such that I slip out of my bedchamber and take up one of my favourite observation posts: a small chamber built into the chimney of the Great Hall. One enters it through a concealed door in the neighbouring room. The whole family knows of the existence of this little chamber, but it is never spoken of. My sister Mary, about seven years old at the time, enters in turn, on tiptoe, a finger to her lips.


First they serve my father supper. Then my mother dismisses everyone, closes the doors and sits down. I can see her through a small opening in the chimney mantel, masked from outside by a sculpture. I cannot see my father, but I hear him perfectly.


‘Well?’ my mother says, in a less than agreeable voice.


‘You might soften your tone, madam.’


‘Sir, I would rather you not counsel me as to the tone I should take. What has happened? Did the Queen chase you out?’


‘No. I left.’


My mother’s face is livid.


‘What do you mean, left?’


‘It happened that… I was not expecting…’


‘If you, sir, who generally have so much to say for yourself, are lost for words, then I fear the worst! I am listening…’


‘I was paying court, like everyone else…’


‘You tried to convert the Queen!’


‘Madam!’


‘Very well, I’m listening. Go on then, I pray. You were paying court…’


‘I was paying court, like the others. I went to Gray’s Inn as required, I played chess in the morning and cards in the afternoon. I fenced, played tennis and even went to the theatre. I attended learned gatherings. Which is as much as to say, I did nothing to draw attention to myself; I in no way attempted to convert the Queen. My religious duty I fulfilled in the poorest neighbourhoods, and I assure you that Her Majesty knew absolutely nothing about it.’


‘So then?’


‘Madam, have you ever heard talk of the manner in which the Queen treats gentlemen who please her?’


‘They say she lavishes favours upon them and keeps them close. All within the bounds of decency.’


‘Yes, they say that. And they also say that Her Majesty contents herself with intellectual intercourse. But that’s what they say, and for my part, I am not so sure.’


‘Whatever… ?’


‘Well, the Queen noticed me and found me pleasing.’


‘Dear Lord!’


‘She bade me come to her apartments, where there were but three or four ladies-in-waiting, and she offered to confer the title of viscount upon me. And so I would have been sheriff of the county and could have made my affairs prosper.’


‘And you refused?’


‘My dear Mary… ’ He choked on his words. ‘She wished to make me a viscount in order to keep me close to her. I would have been a favourite. How would you have taken the news that your husband, a fervent Catholic, was the intimate companion of Anne Boleyn’s daughter?’


If looks could kill, my father would be dead. But my mother says nothing, and my father continues, a slight irritation in his voice.


‘I told her I appreciated the honour, but the weight of nobility was too heavy for my shoulders and I could not accept it. I was not worthy, and it would be considered partiality.’


A long silence, during which I hear my father pour himself a drink. My mother is frozen in her chair, like a statue. She neither drinks nor eats.


‘I thought Her Majesty would take my refusal very badly, but not at all: “Let us reason the matter,” she said to me. “What concern is it of yours if people say you were made a viscount out of partiality? The title is yours all the same, and nothing else matters.” “Majesty, I am not worthy of such an honour.” “Well then, why are you at court, if not to advance your affairs?” “I am advancing my affairs, but they are not of a terrestrial nature.” “Really? Of what nature are they, then?” “They are of a spiritual nature, Majesty.” “Indeed. Explain, so that I may understand.” “I am Catholic, Majesty.”’


This time, my mother starts in her chair.


‘What? You told her in so many words?’


‘But it’s true, madam!’


‘It’s true, it’s true.… Of course it’s true! But why must we boast of it at every street corner, as if we sought to draw misfortune upon us? Now is not the time…’


‘Madam, firstly, the time is always right for God. And secondly, I was not on a street corner but in the apartments of the Queen of England.’


‘Come, Francis. Do you know what the Pope has commanded us to think of her? That she is a bastard, a usurper, the daughter of a witch! And you refuse to be ennobled by her, giving as your reason the fact that you are a Catholic? You mortally offended her.’


‘Absolutely not, madam. She accepted it with great charm and grace. She asked me what I expected of her, and I told her: “That you make it easier for us to practise our religion freely, madam.” She told me she was going to think about it, and dismissed me with an amicable pat on the cheek and a big smile.’


‘And you came straight back here.’


‘Not at all. The incident I have just recounted occurred last month.’


‘So then?’


‘Something else occurred a few days ago. It was late in the evening and I was already in bed when there was a knocking at the door. Phillips opened it and on the threshold there was a lady-in-waiting with a message from the Queen: I must forthwith attend Her Majesty, who wished to converse with me on matters of urgency. And she added, for good measure, that I had won Elizabeth over and should strike while the iron was hot. Those were her very words. I could not attend the Queen at such an hour of the night, for reasons I prefer not to dwell on. I am your husband and I had no intention of engaging my affections to another, even if she be my sovereign.’


‘For that, I am most grateful to you.’


The sarcasm in my mother’s voice is perceptible even to a child’s ear. My father goes on as if she had said nothing.


‘I asked the lady-in-waiting to offer my apologies to Her Majesty: I was sick. She left, and I wished to sleep. But a few moments later the Queen herself was at my bedside, to enquire about my health. Except that instead of asking me how I was, she urgently entreated me to accept the title of viscount. So I had to reiterate all my arguments. I fell to my knees before her, I expressed all of my gratitude, I repeated to her that I was unworthy, that all I possessed was there at her feet – all except my conscience.’


This time, my mother’s face turns purple with rage. She makes as if to strike him, but my father is clearly too absorbed by his tale for he continues almost immediately, and his tone is more distracted now.


‘She became vexed at that, I must say. She called me an imbecile, a coward and a traitor. Who did I take myself for? She was my queen, and so on. She asked me one last time to accept the title of viscount, but I could not. It would have meant betraying my religion. She left. I lost no time but got up from my bed and gave the necessary orders for a swift departure. She is so capricious she could have had me arrested within the hour. We left at full gallop, and here I am.’


‘I remember our childhood, Francis. That page who told you: “Francis, if you do not let me pass, I will cuff you so hard I’ll knock you to the wall.” And you did not budge. So he clouted you, which knocked you down; you got to your feet again and you placed yourself exactly where you were before. And so he clouted you again. They had to intervene to stop him killing you, so thoroughly had you exasperated him. But in those days it was a game. Now, there is no one to come between your sovereign and you. Or us.’


‘There is God. And I have my conscience intact.’


She shrugs and casts him a look of pity.


‘Come, let us go to bed,’ she says, at length.


‘I have matters to attend to, I will come presently,’ my father replies.


We hear the sound of his chair, then that of the door. My poor mother falls to her knees and starts to pray. We leave as silently as we have come.


‘What do you think will happen now?’ I ask.


‘Something terrible, no doubt. I heard the maids say that Cuthbert might be arrested. If our father has displeased the Queen, he may be arrested too.’


Although I saw little of my sister Mary, I was always struck by her perspicacity. She could judge a situation with a glance. Had she been a man, she might have made a great diplomat. What she had foreseen, took place.


Not immediately. We had to wait until summer.


One Sunday afternoon in June, we heard a loud banging at the door. So loud that the entire household rushed to the windows.


Between the two manor houses was an armed company, preceded by several men in stately dress: the justices of the peace. The man leading this expedition was Sir Richard Grenville, the new Sheriff of Cornwall: a big fellow with a soldierly bearing, the man Thomas had said held little love for my father. My legs threatened to give way under me.


‘Open up, in the name of the Queen,’ cried Grenville.


My father came out and walked forward.


‘Good evening, Sir Richard. To what do I owe this visitation of force?’


‘We seek a fugitive, John Bourne, and have been told he has found refuge with you.’


‘You are mistaken. I do not know any Bourne. There is nobody by that name in this house.’


‘I demand to see.’


‘Surely you are not going to break down my door at this late hour? My word must suffice.’


‘Your word! Don’t make me laugh!’


‘Sir Richard! You do not have the right.’


‘I have a warrant to conduct a search, with justices present to prove the legality of our actions. But to hell with words,’ said Grenville.


He stood up on his spurs, gave a bold signal to his company, and they forced an entrance.


There was no Bourne to be found. The man was elsewhere. He had probably already left England. I suspect that Grenville was perfectly aware of this: he was a ruthless pirate, and had taken against the Tregians and the Arundells. The soldiers dispersed throughout the house. We had been instructed to act as if nothing was the matter, but I simply had to see. They scoured the entire place, while my father protested and Grenville loudly urged them on.


‘This is an outrage,’ my father said.


‘If you have nothing to feel guilty about, then it is a formality. The justices of the peace are here to witness that justice, and justice alone, is done.’


They finally arrived at the door to the little garden that lay somewhat secluded at the north corner of the house; there had always been something mysterious about it.


They knocked. The door opened, and Cuthbert appeared. He reddened, opened his mouth, but was seized by the collar before he could say a word.


‘And who might you be?’


‘I am a man.’


Everything had been quite formal until that moment. But suddenly, I understand: Sir Richard has waited for the moment when he would find Cuthbert, and he knew that he would find him.


‘A man! Then what are you wearing underneath this doublet? A coat of mail?’


He rips open the doublet, and at the neckline we can all see a pendant.


‘An Agnus Dei!’ one of the soldiers exclaims.


The Agnus Dei is a holy image blessed by the Pope or a Catholic bishop, and strictly forbidden in England, where it is considered a relic of the superstitious practices the country has sought to rid itself of, at the same time as the Roman rite.


Thereupon, they set about ransacking the room, the garden and Cuthbert’s lodge. They find his priestly garments, his devotional images and, horror of all horrors, a papal bull, possession of which has been punishable by execution since 1571.


Confusion reigns. Some servants and a handful of tenant farmers attempt to intervene. But Sir Richard orders his soldiers to shoot anyone trying to interfere with their work. They end up arresting several of our servants and two of our tenant farmers. They arrest Cuthbert. They arrest my father. They bind their hands behind their backs and take them away. Night has not yet fallen when the last cloud of dust settles at the bend on the Ridgeway, the road to Launceston. We are stupefied. A robin sings in the summer evening, and another answers. I slip away to my mother. She looks as if she has been struck dead. I would like to take her hand, but I do not dare.


‘With the compliments of Her Majesty,’ she finally whispers in a hoarse voice.


This brings us back to reality.


‘John! Peter!’ shouts Madam Catherine.


‘Yes, madam.’


‘Prepare some horses for me; I am going to Lanherne.’


Nobody asks her what she plans to do there: Lanherne is where her brother and family live, where she herself was brought up; she probably intends to try making some approach, to use her relations or friends to secure my father’s freedom, at the very least.


I slip away to the kitchen.


Thomas is sitting there very straight, his eyes closed.


‘Have they left?’ he asks, without moving.


‘Yes.’


He opens his eyes, which are dark and keen.


I must be very pale. My knees are shaking. I have a hundred questions to ask but nothing comes. Thomas stretches out a hand. I take a step and fall towards him, my head on his knee. I wish I could hold back my tears but it is impossible. He places a light hand on my curls.


The kitchen is strangely empty, apart from us.


‘Weep,’ says Thomas. ‘Purge your sorrow.’ And, after a long silence, he adds:


‘Your father believed he was serving God, but he has only tempted the Devil.’














IV




Very lusty I was, and pleasant withall,


To sing, dance, and play at the ball…


And beside all this, I could then finely play


On the harp much better than now far away.





‘Kind Hart’s Dream’


Popular ballad


I am almost ashamed to write the words: the two years that followed were among the worst of my father’s life. They were among the best of mine.


Not that I was no longer interested in his fate. On the contrary, I thought of him constantly, and we talked about him often. Indeed, I suspect he was at the heart of every discussion throughout the duchy.


But with the carefree innocence of childhood, there were circumstances under which I forgot all about him. Everyone in the household was as concerned for him as they were unconcerned for me. There was less money now: to obtain my father’s release in June, we had been forced to provide bail of two thousand pounds, an enormous sum, enough to support a good hundred people in comfort for some length of time. And his release was only temporary: a mere two months, during which I hardly saw him. He was either at prayer or receiving visitors, or out and about garnering support, I imagine. He was sombre and distracted. In September, he set off again for the assizes in Launceston. The family never recovered the two thousand pounds. And he never regained his freedom.


I saw nothing of what took place in the courtroom, but I heard quite enough talk about it afterwards. Everyone in Cuthbert’s immediate circle was sentenced, fined, deprived of their liberty, and their goods and chattels were seized (under the notorious praemunire). The sanction was universal and total. My father and John Arundell were taken to London to appear before the court there. (Arundell was my grandmother Catherine’s younger brother, hence my great-uncle, though he was barely eight or ten years older than my father. He had taken my other grandmother, Anne Stourton, as his second wife.)


John Arundell was sentenced to a heavy fine and released, but forbidden to return to Lanherne. To keep him in check, they detained my father, who was both his nephew and his son-in-law. At least this was the explanation given in Golden and the surrounding district.


In London, my father was imprisoned in the Marshalsea, to be held in secret and for an indefinite period. The Queen’s entourage did everything in their power to seize our estates; she promised her loyal supporters the enjoyment of our properties in order to put pressure on the Tregians, the Arundells and every other Catholic remaining in the duchy.


We remained at Golden, but for how much longer, we had no idea. We lived in reduced circumstances. The pages were sent away and with them the tutors entrusted with our teaching. The schoolmaster who should have provided me with the rudiments of an education was in prison.


For several months, no one paid any real attention to me at all. My grandmother Catherine appeared from time to time, but she was often away at relatives’ houses, and my mother was either absent or beset with decisions over the estate. From September onwards, she spent more time in Launceston or London than she did at Golden. She wished to be near my father. My mother was a Stourton, the granddaughter of the Earl of Derby. People said she bombarded everyone with requests and petitions, including the Queen.


And so, left to my own devices, I went exploring.


I live in several worlds at once, each sealed off from the other. In one of these worlds are the mournful apartments of the new manor house, most often deserted. But in that world of sorrow there is a beacon: my father’s library. No one goes there now he is no longer at home, and I become a frequent borrower of books, many of which are quite beyond me. Still, I dive in. I love to read.


The cosy intimacy of the kitchens is another world. More and more, I turn to Old Thomas as my private source of information, because no one else in the household takes the trouble to explain anything at all.


A kindly old man teaches me Latin, geometry, rhetoric and religion. He lives at the bottom of the hill, at Golden Mill, and I attend lessons there whenever his rheumatic pains confine him to his chair and prevent him from climbing the hill to us.


And besides this, there is the outside world, which I discover now, little by little. One day, a group of miners takes me with them to the tin mine nearby, and explains in great detail how they set about extracting the metal. They tell me that, not so long ago, people would find tin in the streams, you had only to stoop down and fish it out. But now you have to dig for it in the belly of the earth.


‘Our tin,’ they tell me, ‘is used to make goblets that travel to the ends of the earth.’


Golden is two miles from Tregony. To look at Tregony on a map, it seems a very rural place. But nothing could be further from the truth. It’s a port, far inland at the top of the Truro estuary on the banks of the River Fal, a waterway wide and deep enough to allow seafaring vessels, and even ships from across the sea, to sail inland and unload their cargoes.


In my childhood, a shallow creek led upstream from the bridge at Tregony, along which smaller boats could get as far as Golden Mill – almost to our door.


There were still large warehouses in Tregony at the time, full of merchandise waiting to be traded in or out of Cornwall.


There were warehouses at Golden Mill, too, on our own land, set in a horseshoe on the banks of the river. People came from the surrounding district with tin for export to the wide world, and to fetch goods that had come in from London or Southampton – maybe even the Americas.


It was an easy excursion from Golden to Tregony and back – no more than a day by water. I had done it several times. It was in Tregony that I made my first direct contact with music. There was playing and singing, even dancing, at home. But such entertainments were for the adults. Whenever they were held, we were taken away so as not to bother the guests.


The autumn chill has laid bare the branches of the trees. I have just left my schoolmaster’s house and gone to take a closer look at an unfamiliar boat. This is not one of the regular craft plying the creek above the bridge but a skiff from a three-master doing trade with the Americas – the Jesus.


A tall, red-haired young man springs ashore. Unusually for a sailor he is clean-shaven, without even a moustache. We introduce ourselves on the quayside.


‘Good day! With eyes like those, you must be a Tregian,’ he says.


‘Yes, I am Francis.’


‘And I am William Courtenay. We are cousins of some sort. Is your mother at home?’


‘No, but my grandmother Catherine came back yesterday.’


‘Madam Catherine it is, then! I haven’t seen her for a very long while. Will you come with me?’


He spends hours shut up with my grandmother, and there is no way to listen at the door. When he emerges, he looks worried. I ask if I might visit his ship, nonetheless.


‘But my ship is downstream from Tregony.’


‘I’ve been to Tregony often. Madam Catherine, please say I can go with him, I should so like to board a ship that has sailed on the high sea.’


‘But…’


‘Please, madam! I know my Aesop’s fable in Latin, I can recite it to you and if I make a mistake, you can forbid me to go.’


Madam Catherine laughs.


‘The boy is a little monster,’ she tells William Courtenay. ‘He was born knowing how to read.’


‘That’s not true! It was you yourself who…’


‘I have told you before, Master Francis, grown-ups must never be interrupted. He could count, too, and speak Latin,’ she goes on.


‘I have to send a man this way tomorrow before dusk,’ says William. ‘He can bring Francis home.’


And so I leave in the little skiff, go aboard the three-master and sail with it as far as the estuary.


‘If you had told Madam Catherine you weren’t staying at Tregony, she would never have let me come.’


‘My dear Francis, you should learn that while it is thoroughly reprehensible to tell a lie, there is often little point, when one desires something very badly, in telling the whole truth. The essential thing is never to substitute an inconvenient truth with a lie. But for that, you need a fox’s cunning. You wished to see the Jesus, did you not?’


‘Oh yes!’


‘I said what was required in order to have the pleasure of receiving you aboard.’


‘Thank you, Master William.’


‘So tell me, this Latin text – do you really know it by heart?’


I plant my feet firmly apart, clasp my hands behind my back and reel it off all at once:


‘The Lion and the Mouse, or, Why we should never forget that we often have need of someone smaller than ourselves.’




Frigida sopito blanditur sylva leoni;


Cursitat hinc murum ludere prompta cohors.


Pressus mure leo, murem rapit: ille precatur,


Iste preces librat: supplicat ira preci.


Haec tamen ante movet animo: Quid mure perempto


Laudis emes? summum vincere parva pudet…





And so on. When I have finished, William bursts out laughing.


‘Well, Master Francis, you truly are a phenomenon.’


For the first time in my life, I am allowed to eat supper at the high table. My food is served to me, and William addresses me as an equal, man to man.


‘Has anyone ever told you, Francis, about Golden’s glorious past?’


‘Yes, I was told that my grandfather, and my great-grandfather…’


‘No, I don’t mean them. I mean the people who lived long, long before them. It is said that Wolvedon may be the Roman settlement of Voliba.’


‘Voliba?’


‘You know the ditch that follows the road between the manor and Golden Mill?’


‘Yes, the Warren, where we keep the game.’


‘That’s the moat of a Roman fortress that stood there a very, very long time ago.’


‘Is that why the field is called the Roman Camp?’


‘Yes. That’s the place named Voliba on Ptolemy’s maps, the place he talks about in his Geography: Post quos maxime ad occasum Domnonii inquibus oppida Voliba…’


‘Should I know who Ptolemy is?’


He laughs at my cautious question.


‘I won’t tell anyone you asked. Ptolemy is the greatest sage in all Antiquity. He discovered the system of the world. But when Ptolemy was formulating his theories about the Universe, people thought the Earth was flat and the Universe revolved around it. Personally,’ he lowered his voice, ‘I believe, in common with many other seafaring men, that it is the Earth that revolves within a Universe that is itself moving very slowly. But the man who first wrote that – another great scholar – was challenging Rome, where people still think, like Ptolemy, that the Universe revolves around the Earth.’


‘And why do you believe the Earth is turning?’


‘Because when men navigate far across the sea, for a great stretch of time, it becomes obvious. Even to a good Catholic like myself. To my regret, the theory has been banned by Rome. In Spain and Italy, they’ll toss you on a bonfire if you even say such a thing.’


‘Can you explain how…’


‘Not tonight. And I would advise you not to ask about it at home, either. My theories are not well thought of. Best keep them to yourself.’


‘But why?’


‘Because Copernicus is as much a challenge to Rome as the Reformation. As you may imagine, if someone declares you are not the centre of Creation, but a mere speck in the Universe, and not central to anything at all…’


‘I see. It’s like when we play hide-and-seek and the littlest ones think all they have to do is close their eyes for no one to see them any more.’


William laughs so hard he almost chokes.


‘Ab-so-lutely!’ he says, at length. And then, changing the subject, ‘Do you know how to play the lute?’


‘No. The pages had one when they were still with us, but my hands were too small then.’


‘And the virginal?’


He points to a keyed instrument, placed on a nearby table. There was one just like it in my father’s bedchamber, which he often played, though I was never allowed near it.


‘No, I don’t know how to play that either. But I should like to learn.’


‘Come and see.’


He sits at the instrument and suggests I sit underneath the table, so that I can hear better.


I should probably have forgotten our discussion about the form of the Universe had he not repeated it to me years later. But I remember very clearly the precise moment he began to play.


C B C D E C B A G, C B C D E C F…


I can hear the melody of The Short Measure of My Lady Wynkfyld’s Rownde even now, as if I were still there, sitting under the table. The music rains down upon me, envelops me, speaks to me; it is like rediscovering the warmth of Jane’s body, the smell of bread and milk.


‘Well, Francis? Have you fallen asleep down there?’


I look up, and William must have read my feelings in my eyes.


‘Would you like to learn the round?’


I nod. I cannot speak.


‘Come then.’


He holds out his hand. ‘Sit here, next to me. I’ll show you.’


It seems to me that we spent the entire night at the virginal. Since that day, I have played the round dedicated to the mysterious Lady Wynkfyld thousands of times. Always from memory. And each time, the ship’s cabin, the lazy rocking of the three-master, William’s voice, the waft of the ocean mingled with the smell of dried fish and damp wood, all come flooding back, filling me with a happiness I felt that evening for the very first time.


Cuthbert’s sentence was confirmed. He was to be put to death in the public square in Launceston, and the date was fixed for the Feast of St Andrew, which was also a market day – the better to impress the imaginations of the watching crowd. My father remained in prison in London, and was not condemned to die alongside him.


‘If that’s the case,’ said Old Thomas, ‘they won’t kill your father. They hope that, under sustained pressure, he will be minded to conform. But he won’t conform. He’s as stubborn as a mule. I know him only too well. He had a page, when he was a boy…’


‘I know: the page beat him to make him go away, but my father always came back.’


‘They have freed John Arundell. Or rather, he is confined to his house, but at least he’s no longer in prison – he has friends in high places, in addition to which the Queen has nothing against him personally. They’re concentrating on your father. Although, thinking about it, he has plenty of supporters, too. But now that Sir George Carey has entered the fray…’


I had never heard the name mentioned before.


‘He’s a relative of the Queen. If your father persists in the Roman faith, they will confiscate all your lands, and Carey will get the enjoyment of them. Your father’s stubbornness will disinherit you, wreck your future and cast your ancestors’ hard work and trouble to the four winds, but he will not be told. I heard that he might have saved Cuthbert by attending the reformed church just once. But instead, he said: “I will not risk the damnation of my soul in order to delay that man’s ascension to Paradise.”’


It was the first time a Catholic priest had been put to death and, once the date of Cuthbert’s execution had been confirmed, there was talk of nothing else.


Two of the tenant farmers insisted on travelling to see him die. The journey to Launceston took three or four hours on horseback, if the roads were dry.


‘I never felt any particular liking for Cuthbert,’ muttered Thomas when they returned on the evening of that dark November day, full of their adventure. ‘But I wouldn’t wish anyone to end their days as he did. He was an upright, honest man, the most innocent, ingenuous soul I have ever known.’


I was overwhelmed with sorrow, and an ill-defined sense of fear. I wandered out as far as the Ridgeway. In the dusk, I saw two men ride up at full gallop. One carried a sack slung crosswise behind his saddle. The other bore a black banner.


They stopped to confer for a moment at the crossroads, just a few steps from where I stood. They thought they should turn right to reach Tregony, but I knew that that road led to Probus. I stepped forward to set them straight. Just at that moment, one of the tenant farmers appeared from nowhere, lifted me off my feet and carried me all the way back to the old manor house. Before I had time to realise what was happening, we were back at the kitchens.


‘Whatever’s the matter?’ I burst out angrily. ‘What on earth do you think you’re doing?’


‘Do you know who those men were, Master Francis?’


‘Of course I do, they were riders who had lost their way.’


‘Not just any riders, though. They were the Sheriff’s envoys, the executioner’s assistants. You saw the sack one of them was carrying on his horse’s back?’


‘Yes.’


‘That was one section of Cuthbert Mayne’s quartered body. They were taking it to Tregony to impale it near the bridge, so that his death might serve as a lesson.’


I found myself shaking uncontrollably. That sack… To have seen it was almost worse than watching his execution. Or hearing the account of his death.


‘He was still alive when they started cutting him up; we saw his heart beating.’


‘And the blood spurted everywhere. I was so close, a few drops even fell on me. There, look there…’


In my child’s mind, I saw my father suffering the same death – and after my father it would be my turn. I too was a Catholic. I too…


‘And they severed his head from his trunk and put it on a spike on the castle gate where many people pass by, so that everyone would see it.’


‘And one of his eyes had been put out.’


‘No! No, I won’t hear it! Stop!’


I shout out in spite of myself. It is unbearable. The head on the spike is mine, any time now. Tomorrow, even. I never saw Old Thomas move with such alacrity. He is beside me before I have time to run away. He places a firm hand on my shoulder.


‘You two, go tell your stories somewhere else. And you, Master Francis, come here by me.’


I feel the urge to cry, but the tears will not come. I picture Cuthbert, his refined features, his gentle grey eyes, so obviously a harmless man. Where will it end? If the Queen is displeased with my father but has executed Cuthbert instead, there is no reason why it shouldn’t be me next, before my poor father.


‘Master Francis,’ says Thomas. His voice is soft as velvet. ‘Go and walk around the house, don’t run, breathe deeply, and drink a cup of water. Then come back and see me here.’


I do as I am told.


‘My child,’ he begins, when I return. ‘It may surprise you to know that what has happened is not directed against you personally, nor even against your father.’


‘But…’


‘They were looking for a scapegoat. They found one. They needed someone arrogant, rich, and not too highly placed. Your father delivered himself into their hands, quite literally. He’s a fervent, staunch Catholic in the wrong place at the wrong time, and I would even say he upholds the faith in quite the wrong way.’


‘But I thought there was only one way to uphold the Catholic faith.’


‘A man may proclaim his faith in every place and at every opportunity, or else practise it devoutly, but with discretion and subtlety. What happened today would never have happened to your grandfather, who was on the side of the Catholics in the rebellion of 1549, but who took care not to show himself too much. And your great-grandfather was even more careful. One may be a Catholic with all one’s heart and not be a prominent fanatic for all that. Look at your uncle John Arundell. He’s had his share of trouble, for sure, but he’s already out of prison. Your father, however, has delivered himself into the hands of his enemies. First he exasperated them…’


‘I thought he exasperated the Queen.’


‘Your father is an admirable man, Francis, and you should be proud of him. He is a man of absolute integrity. He speaks his mind whatever happens. And he believes that when right is on his side, he is entitled to proclaim the fact, loud and clear. He has exasperated a great many people as a result. There is a fine art to achieving your ends without making great concessions, while at the same time being seen to defer on matters which are in truth quite unimportant. It’s an art which requires tact and discretion. Your father is wholly ignorant of it. He has been that way from childhood. He cares for nothing but Eternity and his own soul, and feels accountable only to God and his conscience. Beyond that, nothing else matters. Cuthbert was just the same.’


He goes on, half to himself:


‘To die for one’s faith is all very fine, and I admire men like Cuthbert who have the courage of their convictions even in the extremity of their suffering. But I cannot believe the God of Mercy would have us wish for death and not strive to live. So many toil to build His Kingdom here on Earth. To die is to flee.’


He stares into the flames, mumbling his words.


‘Has anyone ever told you about William Allen?’ he asks me.


‘Yes, I’ve heard the name, but I never understood who he was. Someone important to my father and Cuthbert.’


‘William Allen taught at Oxford. He was a papist priest. He fled England and settled in Douai, in Flanders, in the Spanish territories. The university in Douai was founded twelve years ago to defend the Catholic faith against the Reformation. And within that university, Allen founded an English college. I know all this from Cuthbert himself. Many English Catholics go to Douai to study. Not all of them take Holy Orders – there is a lay college too – but they do train priests, or rather missionaries who, once they are ordained, come back here in the absurd hope of converting or reconverting important people to the Catholic faith.’


‘Why only important people? What about the rest?’


‘They believe the rest will follow. The essential thing is to prepare the way, so that we may have a Catholic king, or rather a queen, Mary Stuart, who is Queen of Scotland. Queen Elizabeth is not opposed to Catholics simply because they are Catholics – or why would she have sought your father’s friendship, if indeed that story is true? His undeniable charm is not enough to entice a woman like Elizabeth Tudor, believe me.’


‘So why does she resent the Catholics?’


‘Because many of them have chosen not to recognise her as queen, and are plotting to overthrow her.’


The high drama of that night is followed by an unremarkable year. The crisis continues for my father, but far away from Golden; in London, and later Launceston. The ordinary people, even those who are Protestants, say that Francis Tregian is the victim of a plot, that he is being targeted because, unlike the Cornish nobility, we are newcomers and upstarts. People say the Sheriff and the judges are corrupt, and declare, indignantly, that my father has been sentenced against the will of the court.


Thomas is hardly ever in the inglenook by the fire now, having resumed his duties as steward. He hires two younger men to patrol the estate for him, and governs from Cuthbert’s old room, commanding absolute obedience – he never so much as raises his voice.


My brother Adrian returns to the household from his nurse. But he is a sickly child and, in my mother’s absence, the nurse takes him back straight away. I find a book by Ptolemy in a corner of my father’s library. It says nothing about geography, it is all about music. Another book, Aristotle’s Poetics, seems to be all about music, too. Alas, I understand nothing. I ask my schoolmaster to explain but he declines.


‘You are too young and I am too ignorant of the subject.’


The one important thing I have not yet mentioned was my connection to Jane. When I think of Jane, she seems unchanged from the first time I saw her to the last. Perhaps the piskies who have given me my extraordinary gaze have also given me the gift of seeing those I love through fairy eyes.


I would realise later that Jane became my nurse when she was barely more than a child herself. Her mother had married her off at the age of eleven to a sailor who got her with child straight away, then went to sea. His ship was never seen again. The child died at birth and it was I who drank its milk, I who received its mother’s affection.


Little by little, I notice how closely Jane resembles my father. I mention this to Old Thomas.


‘These things happen,’ he replies, with a knowing smile and in the tone of a man who is keeping something back.


‘What things?’


‘People may look like one another, but no one knows why.’


‘But you know why my father looks like Jane, I can tell.’


‘Master Francis, your curiosity will be the end of you.’


‘Curiosity is the wise man’s virtue; you told me that yourself.’


‘Absolutely. But you are too young to hear it from me.’


‘I know the whole Mass in Latin. Do you mean that Jane is my… well, that she is a kind of sister to me?’


‘My dear Francis! Your father is but twenty-eight years old. He would have been far too young… Wherever did you get such ideas?’


‘Well then,’ – I put my mouth to his ear – ‘is she the daughter of my grandfather John Tregian?’


‘No one knows for sure.’


‘But she has almost the same pisky eyes. And red hair.’


‘That’s true. And your grandfather endowed her with an annuity of twenty pounds. But if Madam Catherine heard you… She has always behaved as if she knew nothing.’


‘I don’t care whose daughter she is. I love her. When I grow up I will marry her.’


Thomas roars with laughter.


‘I suggest you propose nothing of the kind! You might offend her.’


‘I know. I’m going to wait until I’m quite grown up.’


I visit Jane that winter, as regularly as my lessons allow – and they fill almost every day from early morning to nightfall. She bakes me cakes and walks with me in the fields, explaining the different birds and plants. It is Jane who teaches me to recognise the first signs of approaching bad weather. She is perfectly devout and remains true to the Roman rite. She knows Latin, which she has learned from her mother’s brother, a priest. More than once I bring her books I cannot understand, and she explains them to me.


It is Jane, too, who teaches me any number of old songs. I have lost or forgotten the words of most of them, but I remember the melodies, and play them often on my virginal.


‘You’ll be leaving soon,’ she tells me one day, with a sad look. ‘I shall have no one left to love.’


‘You could come with us.’


‘Master Francis! I cannot live under the same roof as Madam Catherine. I’ll tell you why one day. She was very upset that I should be your nurse, but your gra… your father insisted on it.’


‘I know why. Because you’re a kind of aunt to me, really.’


‘Francis, I forbid you… A gentleman should never say such things.’


‘All right. I won’t mention it again. But I won’t be little forever, remember that.’


My most beautiful, abiding image from the years at Golden is of Jane wrapped in her cloak, standing on the highest point of the Roman Camp – Ptolemy’s great fortress now nothing more than a low, grassy mound with a few bits of wall sticking out – shading her eyes with her hand:


‘Climb up here quick, Master Francis, quick! There’s a squall coming.’


The wind swells her skirts and plasters her hair across her face. I climb up. She grips my arm, her eyes fixed on the horizon:


‘Look there: the battle of the giants.’


In the distance, huge grey clouds swirl furiously above the boats clustered on the Fal, beside the warehouses at Golden Mill.


‘Master Francis, you will surely have to leave Golden. There can be no hope of your father saving his estates for you. So look at your kingdom now. Look at it well. Engrave it on your heart. And if, one day, you find yourself a pilgrim without hearth or home, far from here, poor and miserable, you need only shut your eyes to see the river again and the countryside, as they were yesterday, as they are today, as they will be tomorrow. Giants fight in the sky, but the wind will sweep them away. The land will always be here. Your land. Wherever you are.’


I cling to her leg and rest my head against her hip. Her scent envelops me and, with wide-open eyes, I do exactly as she says.














V




Go from my window, love, go;


Go from my window my dear;


The wind and the rain


Will drive you back again:


You cannot be lodged here





‘Go from my window’


Popular ballad


The rupture came all at once. We had waited so long that I’m quite certain many people had ceased to believe in it. We had convinced ourselves a miracle would happen: that the sentence of praemunire would not be passed. Our many relations, even the most distant cousins, had done all they could. Sir Edmund Tremayne, a friend who had embraced the reformed faith, had attempted to reason with my father.


The only possible miracle at this stage would have been my father’s recantation. But after so much humiliation, suffering and resistance, it was quite simply unthinkable.


It happened one April evening in 1579.


The sentence of praemunire had been pronounced that very morning and all our lands assigned to George Carey, Justice of the Peace for Cornwall and second cousin to the Queen.


Carey lost no time but set off straight from Launceston with a company of soldiers, reaching Golden at nightfall. He gave us an hour to leave.


My mother had made no provision. She had been at Golden for several weeks but we had hardly seen her. At some point in the preceding year, my father had been permitted to move from the Launceston dungeon (where he had been incarcerated once again, for some time) to a cell. He was still kept in isolation but my mother had been able to visit him, and they had taken the opportunity to conceive a child. The birth was imminent when the sentence was passed, and there was a large cauldron of hot water kept ready on the kitchen hearth.


It was evening, and we were already in bed. My brother Adrian had returned to the family from his nurse a few weeks earlier, and we were sleeping in the same room. I have never begrudged Carey the seizure of our assets. That was the order of things – and all’s fair in love and war. But I have never been able to forgive him for driving a poor woman on the point of childbirth, and her three young children, onto the muddy roads of late winter in the middle of the night. We were permitted to take nothing with us but the clothes we stood up in.


Thomas had been preparing me for the foreseeable cruelty of our departure for months.


‘It will be a surprise when it comes, even if you’ve been told the date and time,’ he assured me. ‘You must tell yourself right now: “I wish to return and I will return”, and then it will hurt less because it will be farewell and not adieu.’


‘And you, Thomas, what will you do?’


‘I? I shall not move. I will be here, or in my own house, awaiting your return. You have been my reason for living for so many years…’


‘I?’


‘Yes, you. I hardly spoke to your father when he was a child, and not just because I was still working hard and had little time. It was a question of affinity. Indeed, I work almost as much now as I did then. But you are different. I saw it straight away. You have Jane Wolvedon’s eyes, and also her intelligence and her courage. Anyway, when your departure is imminent, come and bid me farewell.’


Wrapped in my cloak, I take advantage of the general confusion to slip away to the nearly deserted kitchens. The house is filled with the sound of weeping and the kitchen of the old manor is no exception, Thomas apart. He sits staring at the door, waiting for me, dry-eyed.


‘You’re not weeping, Master Francis?’


‘N… no.’


Though if the truth be told, I am somewhat misty-eyed at the idea of leaving him, of leaving my world.


‘You recall our pact?’


‘Yes. I am counting on you, Thomas. You’ll wait for me?’


‘With God’s help, I will. But don’t be too long. Ten years, no more.…’


‘Ten years!’


‘Indeed. They’ll send you to Douai, no doubt, and you’ll be a young man by the time you return.’


‘How do you know they’ll send me to Douai?’


‘They said as much.’


‘How will I keep abreast of events, without you… ?’


‘Oh, you’re growing up fast, and you have a keen ear. Learn a little cunning and you’ll soon have no need of me.’


‘Thomas?’


‘Yes, my boy?’


I am helpless to stop the tears pouring down my face. I can hardly see Thomas, but I force myself to look him straight in the eye.


‘Fare… well, Master T… Thomas.’


‘That’s it, farewell, Master Francis. I will wait for you. God bless you.’


He rises, and I throw myself against him. We remain like that for a moment, in silence. Then, he releases his embrace and I take a step backwards. Our eyes meet in the soft glow of the hearth. There is nothing left to say. I turn away, and leave.


In the darkness, a woman’s voice calls my name.


‘I’m here.’


Someone grabs my arm roughly.


‘I would whip you,’ says the voice in the dark, between sobs, ‘if I had time.’


A double basket, generally used for carrying stones, has been laid across the back of a pony. I am lifted up and placed in one of the baskets; Mary is in the other, with Adrian asleep in her arms. Someone holds up a small lantern and I glimpse my sister’s face.


‘We shall be poor and miserable, Francis.’


‘No doubt. Do you know where we’re going?’


‘To our grandmother Anne and our great-uncle John Arundell.’


‘In Lanherne?’


‘No, in London. I overheard mother say we would be at risk in Cornwall, and that even we children were in danger. Our father’s conviction is the result of a plot. If he were to die…’


‘What would happen then?’


‘You would be the heir. But the sentence of praemunire is not passed down from father to son. Our assets would be returned to you immediately – unless you were to die too, of course.’


‘But there’s Adrian, and you, and the unborn child.’


She looks at me in the flickering lamplight. I understand her silent message: they might kill us all.


Around us are moans, cries and threats. A fine drizzle completes the scene. A cart has been prepared for my mother, and a horse for Madam Catherine, who waits beneath the porch, wrapped in her cape, staring blankly, seeing no one.


My mother comes out, supported by two women. Her belly is huge. Her face is pale and drawn, but displays no emotion:


‘Since we must go, let us not delay,’ she says in her customary tone. ‘Are the children aboard?’


‘Yes, madam.’


‘Madam Catherine?’


‘I am ready.’


Our wretched convoy is just about to move off when light footsteps come running up to the pony, which stands a little apart. A shadow rises up out of the dark, flings an arm around my neck, and kisses my cheek. She whispers in my ear, and I recognise the quavering voice of one of the kitchen girls. With her other hand, she places a parcel between my folded knees.


‘Master Thomas says to look after Jane Wolvedon’s silverware and her jewels.’ Her voice chokes. ‘God bless you, Master Francis, we shall not forget you.’


She melts into the dark of the hedgerow; the only trace of this seemingly unreal visitation is the packet pressed closely to my stomach. I shall discover later that it contains a bowl, a cup, a spoon bearing the Wolvedon arms (Argent, a Chevron, between three Wolves’ Heads, Sable), a chain with a medallion of St Crida and a ring set with a stone of bright, intense blue on which the Tregian coat of arms (Ermine, on a Chief Sable, three Jays, Or) is finely engraved. Through one vicissitude and the next, I lost everything except for the ring with its azure stone. It is now my only tangible memento of Cornwall and of my life as a gentleman.


Once we reach the Ridgeway, a good distance from Golden, Carey’s soldiers leave us to our lot. The small company comprises my grandmother and her horse; the cart carrying my mother and Bosgrave, a young cousin who serves as her lady-in-waiting; a gaunt, ageing mare ridden by Phillips, my father’s valet, newly released from two years in prison; and our pony, led by Phillips.


We have two fears: that we will get stuck in the mud, and that my mother will give birth in the middle of the countryside.


‘We’re avoiding Launceston,’ Phillips tells me, when I ask him where we are going.


Phillips is a young man, broad-shouldered and vigorous; his twinkling eyes, thick mop of blond hair and affable face give him an air of constant good humour, which I find reassuring. He speaks to me like an adult.


‘It’s better not to run any unnecessary risks; there might be people in Launceston who would seek to harm you. We’re going to St Austell for the moment. Then we’ll see.’


St Austell is barely four leagues away; two hours by horse on a dry road. But that night, the mud, our inadequate mounts, my mother’s state and the high emotion we all feel, make progress slow in the extreme. We take the precaution of travelling along a sunken lane known only to the people of that part of the country. Our convoy advances at a crawl and, when dawn breaks, St Austell is still not visible through the curtain of rain.


I am chilled to the bone, but numb, so I feel nothing. My nerves are as taut as the strings of a lute. I drowse without ever truly falling asleep, clutching the parcel tight – what if we are set upon unawares, and killed right here?


I am roused from my torpor by a loud noise. St Austell bell tower is finally visible in the faint, dull light of dawn. A horseman is galloping towards us, his coat flying in the wind. When he sees us, he tugs at his reins so abruptly that his horse swerves violently to one side, nearly unseating him. Phillips, Mary and I breathe a cry of surprise as we suddenly recognise Jane, riding astride like a man, wild and dishevelled, with her skirts hitched up. She slides to the ground in a single movement and throws herself to her knees before Madam Catherine, who looks down at her from her saddle.


‘You must make a halt at St Austell, hide yourselves, wait a few days,’ Jane gasps. ‘I heard George Carey’s men say it would have been better if they had killed you all. I stole a horse and set out to look for you. I thought I would never find you, or that I would arrive too late. Forgive me, madam, I…’


Tears prevent her from continuing. Madam Catherine dismounts, raises her up and embraces her.


‘Thank you, Jane,’ she says. ‘You have been most courageous.’


‘Keep me with you, madam, please. They were smashing everything at Golden when I left, and I was scared to stay in my own house. They would have reached it too, at any moment, and what’s more, I took a horse from them…’


‘Phillips!’


‘Yes, madam.’


‘Send the horse back, if you would. Let us not attract any more unnecessary trouble. And you, Jane, go to the children.’


A friendly slap on the hindquarters sends the horse off at a gallop, without further ado. Jane hurries over to our pony, grasps Mary’s and Adrian’s outstretched hands tightly to her bosom, then comes to me, cradling my head and embracing me. I stretch out my free hand and she takes it, her gaze meeting mine. There is such love in her eyes that I am no longer cold or hungry. She is here. She has defied fate.


We wait in St Austell for a few days. Nobody comes in pursuit of us. The baby, for its part, is late in coming. Anxiety and nameless danger are ever-present. Finally, my mother decides to continue the journey. An attempt to reach London by sea is a failure. We wait in vain on Black Head, at the end of the bay, for a whole night. There is a raging storm. The boat does not come – or if it comes, it cannot land. We continue by road. The weather has turned fine and the lanes are dry. Mary and I walk sometimes, to escape our uncomfortable baskets. Jane watches over us. I am so happy she is with us that all the discomforts of the journey pale into insignificance.


We leave Cornwall and enter Devon, where we travel on busier roads. We remain on the alert, but I think we all feel a certain relief: we are no longer at the mercy of the soldierly rabble of Messrs Grenville and Carey.


The sole image I retain of this part of the journey is the profusion of gorse throughout the countryside; the sides of the road are covered with its golden flowers.


We have been travelling for three days and find ourselves near Salisbury when my mother says, in a choked voice:


‘I think it will be soon.’


Phillips spurs his horse and returns a while later, looking anxious:


‘I have found a house where they are waiting for you, but it’s a good league away.’


‘Let us go, then; it is not quite yet.’


And my poor mother, her face pale and puffy, grits her teeth in the cart, while we keep on as fast as we can. Jane wipes the sweat from her face, while Bosgrave rubs her shoulders to ease the tension. When we finally reach the house – a large farm – its occupants hurry out to meet us.


My mother’s face is contorted with pain.


‘I can move no more,’ she whispers.


They make a litter of blankets and a throng of women carries her indoors. We children remain outside, quite forgotten. We pace up and down, and little Adrian sings us an old song in a thin voice, barely more than a whisper, telling of storms, exaltations, passion and murder. Phillips finally emerges. My face must be tense, for he comes up to me and places a hand on my shoulder.


‘All will be well, Master Francis, all will be well, you’ll see.’


They come to fetch us. The labour was very quick and, barely an hour after our arrival, my mother gives birth to a girl, Margaret.


We wait until she has recovered from the birth. When the required time is up, we get on our way again. I am given care of the infant, for as my mother said:


‘That way, you’ll be two to a basket and the weight will be better spread.’


I develop a special affection for this little sister; we share a strong bond and I have always felt it was forged in this basket.


It is May when we reach London.


We go straight to the house of my grandfather Stourton in Clerkenwell, where we find Sir John Arundell and his wife, my grandmother Anne, together with their family.


I see myself arriving even now: I hand the infant to Jane, then extricate myself from the basket for the last time, with a heavy heart. What will become of us? I look up and my gaze meets that of the master of the house, the great Arundell in person. I had seen him once before, at our house, during a feast, and he had not paid me the slightest attention.


Now, he looks at me closely. Jet black hair, a Roman nose, grey eyes, the look of a professional soldier about him – his face is unchanged, as if nothing had happened since we last met. He smiles, takes a step forward and exclaims:


‘So, Master Francis, have you brought us your Latin?’ He extends his hand – a mark of respect I am unaccustomed to receiving from the adults of my acquaintance. I shake it with due gravity and reply:


‘I hope, sir, that the journey has not crumpled it excessively.’


He breaks into a resounding laugh.


‘Come and take some refreshment, we shall examine all that later.’


I trip happily into the large house: the world might not collapse after all.


In a few days, I have forgotten Golden. Thomas is all I miss. But London is a marvellous place.


The city’s enchanting contrasts strike me most of all. At Golden, the silence was broken only by human voices, bellowing animals, the occasional squeal of a cart, the blacksmith’s hammer or the woodcutter’s axe. At times, when all was quiet in the manor garden, you could even hear the slap of water against the pier at Golden Mill or a bargeman singing. A passing bee was a distraction. London is a perpetual clamour, its echo reaching even to Clerkenwell, located, as it is, a fair distance from the city gates.


Sir John takes me under his wing. Never truly knowing him before, I had always thought him a sort of grandfather figure. But that is impossible here. This is a man in the prime of life, sprightly and alert. He becomes a second father to me.


He sits me on the back of his horse and we ride all over the huge city together. We make a tour of London’s great markets: Cheapside, the largest, where it is essential to arrive early to be well served – it opens at six o’clock in the morning to the sound of a bell; Leadenhall where, according to Sir John’s steward, you can find the best poultry, the softest leather, the finest cloth and the sturdiest, most expertly fashioned kitchen utensils. And the fish market, at Fish Street Hill and Billingsgate, by the river, which you can smell from half a league away, all bargemen and boats constantly coming and going, weighed down with the daily catch.


It is a vast cacophony: vendors shouting their prices and extolling their wares in stentorian voices, each trying to outdo the next above the thunder of passing carts, the lowing of cattle and the tumult of the crowd, quarrelling, laughing, singing and discussing the events of the day. Open and covered carts roll swiftly by, heedless of anyone on foot; it is every man for himself, in a constant, cheerful rush spiced with imprecations. Our little company on horseback – Sir John, his valet, his steward and myself – are often forced to flatten ourselves against the fronts of houses, and we end up covered with dust or mud from head to toe.


It is not rare for a collision to block a street, whereupon it takes hours to clear the shattered wood, tangled harnesses and twisted metal, in an attempt to save the horses. But even if no clash occurs, we often witness rows between two carters, both standing on their seats, reins in hand, each heaping insults on the other, who had the presumption not to yield a precedence to which, by definition, they are of course entitled. Their horses join in the altercation in their way: pawing the ground, neighing, snorting and tossing their manes. Meanwhile, we wait patiently to pass.


The streets are filled with stalls and shops overflowing with goods. Apprentices and servants take advantage of our forced stops to run out and contribute their own refrains to the general cacophony:


‘Pins! Garters! Spanish gloves! Silk ribbons!’


‘Beautiful crabs! See my fine crabs!’


‘Bargains! Bargains here!’


‘Would you care to buy, sir?’


‘Firm pears! Buy my pears!’


‘Beautiful shoes!’


‘Ruffs, cuffs and farthingales!’


‘See the quality, my good sir!’


‘Charcoal, wood charcoal, banish the cold!’


‘Ink for your inkwell! See how it flows well!’


One day, we go to the square in front of St Paul’s Cathedral, where the booksellers are. To our surprise, we find none of the quiet reverence one associates with reading.


The shops are adorned with brightly coloured signs that enchant me: ships, water nymphs, Moors’ faces, bishops’ mitres, snarling dragons and Saracens’ heads. As for the shopkeepers, they have the same stentorian voices as the vendors at Cheapside or Leadenhall. You’d think you were at the vegetable market, save for the Latin mixed in here with the English.


‘What do you require, my good sir?’


‘The Mirror for Magistrates! New illustrated edition!’


‘Freshly printed! Never before published!’


‘Buy my map of the New World!’


‘Chronicles and homilies!’


‘Come on! Come on! Take a look at my book! All you need to conjure the perils and pitfalls of the sea!’


‘Read my Book of the Courtier! With engravings! Custom and decorum, all explained!’


It is the same at the Royal Exchange, between Cornhill and Threadneedle Street, where all the world’s merchants meet to discuss their business. On the first floor there is a row of shops: apothecaries, armourers, bookshops, jewellers, mercers and haberdashers, all vaunting their wares – a fashionable garment here, a love potion there, wigs and fragrant musks; one sells beard brushes, another handbells; there are coat linings, purses, the finest Toledo blades and… I forget.


The place that I find most entertaining is the area around the Exchange. Here is a mosaic of fruit sellers, hawkers and chimney sweepers, apprentices dallying gaily with housemaids, and clerks scurrying hither and thither, all in a commotion, a monstrous choir of carters thundering past, their singing often audible above the racket, shouts from tavern gardens, farriers’ hammers, carpenters’ mallets, the din of smithies, barking dogs and the laughter of all those who, like myself, feel infinite pleasure at this monumental symphony.


In spite of all that, we always find an opportunity to talk.


‘My father looked after your grandfather when he was orphaned as a little boy,’ Sir John told me one day. ‘So I will look after you. Let’s say it’s a tradition. Your father is in prison for all of us, so I will do my best to take his place here in the world outside, until he is released.’


One evening, by chance, I overhear him explaining to his wife, my grandmother Anne, who reproached him for spoiling me and failing in severity, that I have been too much neglected since the onset of the Tregians’ troubles:


‘Young Francis is a gentleman. He must honour the royal blood that runs in his veins and the remarkable intelligence with which he has been endowed.’


I am fairly dazzled by that. The piskies had been quite enough for me up until then; nobody had ever mentioned royal blood. But it is too late to make a royal gentleman of me now. Blue blood courses through me, of that there is no doubt – I am cousin to at least two princes and my line leads straight back to William the Conqueror – but it has been entirely wasted in my case.


It is not for want of an education.


I had read a great deal at Golden, and spoke Latin with the ease of a child at play, but had learned little else. My music was limited to Lady Wynkfyld’s Rownde. I did not know how to handle a dagger, and, although I easily covered long distances on horseback, clinging to the mane and without a saddle, as farm children do, I knew nothing of horsemanship; the ponies and horses I had mounted were workhorses and had nothing in common with the superb beasts at the Clerkenwell stables. Our own pedigree horses had disappeared when my father was arrested.


Sir John remedied all that. In a few days, I had music and geometry teachers, instructors for riding and fencing, and a learned tutor of Latin and Greek who spent long days teaching me to master the Classics, and to write. I learned rhetoric: the eight parts of speech, subject, predicate, complement, accidents and so on. Soon I was speaking virtually nothing but Latin. Even with Sir John, Jane, Lady Anne and Madam Catherine, our conversations were hardly ever in the vernacular now. Mary and I had reached the age at which children were forbidden to speak English within the family circle.


I was interested in everything and studied from dawn till dusk, six days a week. I soon fell into a routine whose strictures afforded me a space of my own, just as at Golden.


I saw Jane only rarely, for a true miracle had occurred: Madam Catherine doted on her now. Nobody, myself apart, remembered that she had once been my nurse. She had lost her annuity of twenty pounds with the praemunire. Madam Catherine promised to reinstate this, and fought by all means possible to recover the revenues from the lands she had brought to the Tregians as her dowry, which she felt should have been excluded from the punitive seizure. Meanwhile, Jane had been promoted to lady-in-waiting, an arrangement that suited both women very well indeed. I had expected we would live a life of penury, but that was not the case. We kept our expenses to a minimum but without depriving ourselves, at least not yet.


‘Your lands outside Cornwall have not been seized,’ Madam Catherine explained to me, one day. ‘They are not many and bring in little, but they will serve to make you a living and protect your father, maybe even to free him. Or at least to get him a more comfortable prison.’


When we arrived in London, my father was once again languishing in the depths of Launceston dungeon with the common prisoners. Once we children were safe, my mother had wished to return there. But she had suffered during the birth and on the journey, and Lady Anne had insisted she stay.


‘Let us rather employ our efforts to release your husband from that terrible dungeon and have him brought to London.’


That took place in August. But although his comforts were greatly improved, my father was still being held in secret. Only my mother was permitted to see him, so she spent as much time as possible with her husband, and was with child well before Christmas.


A rumour went around that my father was planning to escape and leave for Spain; but rumour was all it remained, and I am not even certain it was well founded. I had picked it up from my new source of information: the stables.


Drawing on my experience, I had begun by approaching the oldest stable groom. But in the end it was Giuliano who became my friend, an Italian of about eighteen or nineteen, marvellously agile, exuberant and always in the best of spirits, whom Sir John had taken on in Lanherne several years before.


Sir John offered to disband his household in Cornwall to show his good faith, for although fiercely Catholic, he was no less a staunch supporter of Elizabeth. I had so often heard my mother refer to the Queen as a bastard and a usurper that I was amazed at this show of loyalty. I unburdened myself to Sir John in the course of one of our extended walks around the city; in Latin, naturally.


‘My dear Francis,’ he tells me, ‘Catholic we are, and on that we shall not compromise. But still, we are not idiots. Myself, I am sufficiently patriotic and have enough good sense to understand what Elizabeth is attempting to achieve by these religious persecutions. It has not escaped me that during the reign of the late Queen Mary, we Catholics had many rights and were thus able to advance both our own affairs and those of the papacy. Yet I have always thought that as a nation, we were in error. With her religious zeal, Queen Mary pulled England down; we became a third-rate power, lagging behind Spain. During those few years when King Philip was husband to our queen, he had hoped to lay hands on the country. But if we desire to be a great nation, it is essential we escape Spain. Unfortunately, many Catholics confuse the interests of their soul with that of their country.’


He looks at me for a moment, pensive, and adds, in the vernacular:


‘Make no mistake, Francis. At the moment, Elizabeth wishes to have nothing to do with me; she is wary. But I do not hold that against her. She is surrounded by sharks who take advantage of the situation to despoil us of our wealth. Despite that, I would not hesitate to lay down my life for her, were she to demand it.’


Surely there is an insinuated message in this declaration of intent? With a boldness that shocks even me, I dare to ask:


‘Is my father… ?’


‘Your father is an admirable man, Francis. Once he has taken a decision, he is immovable and can be depended upon absolutely. You owe him the greatest respect.’


His tone is final.


For the first time, I wonder what Sir John really thinks of my father.


The Clerkenwell house is organised in such a way that we boys only rarely encounter the women, so I am able to exchange no more than a few words and smiles with Jane. She must be eighteen or nineteen, and is astoundingly beautiful. Through Giuliano, I know that she has suitors by the dozen and also that she ignores them all, to my great satisfaction.


Mary has set her heart on attending lessons with my rhetoric teacher and shows such persistence that she finally gets her way, accompanied by much laughter and shrugging of shoulders. She is a perfect, accomplished student. But we have no time to converse, and the lessons are barely over before she returns to her needlepoint and I to my fencing or riding.


The newcomer in my life is my brother Adrian. He is slight and pale, with huge, light-grey eyes. He often goes unnoticed because he speaks little but, when he does get around to contributing a remark, his intelligence always dazzles.


Adrian sits next to me while I revise and amend my notebooks of Latin vocabulary, expressions and exercises. I hand him the pages with the ink still wet and gravely he sprinkles them with sand that he blows out of the window. After a while, he begins searching for the words I need for my innumerable, detested Latin translations, designed to give me a greater familiarity with the language. And one fine day, he begins to construct Latin sentences of his own, to discourse in the language of Cicero.


He exudes serenity, and I find myself missing him when he isn’t there. He seems to exist in a bubble inside which there is no place for doubt. It is not arrogant certitude but a quiet assurance that attracts me all the more because I myself am beset by doubts of every kind.


This relatively tranquil existence lasts for about a year.


In retrospect, I see that I mention my mother little and my father even less. But I confess that they play only small parts in my childhood. I overhear much talk about my father, couched in the most contradictory terms. He is a stranger to me: I have not seen him since I was just three or four years old. As for my mother, she is always somewhere else, returning only to give birth then leaving again; my father’s situation obliges her to pursue a host of actions on his behalf. That year is no exception. She remains in confinement for some weeks, gives birth to my brother Charles and then, no sooner has she been churched than she places him with a nurse and leaves again. Most of her time is spent at the Fleet, my father’s latest prison, where he was put firstly in the common gaol, and then with other recusants. Now my mother is fighting to secure him one of the apartments reserved for Catholic gentlemen, devoting even greater energies to the task than usual because my father is sick from the privations and lack of cleanliness at Launceston. In the end, she goes to speak with the Queen herself. The word is that she is likely to get her way, since both the Queen and her Secretary of State, William Cecil, are now persuaded that nothing will make Tregian flinch, that he is beyond redemption.


The change comes in the twenty-fifth or twenty-sixth year of the reign (dates have never been my strength). It turns our lives upside down.
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