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3
            Chapter 1

            How Sir Thomas is brought once more unto Newgate Gaol and how he remains therein constrained by order of his dread sovereign King Edward, and of certain other matters

         

         They come for him in the week before Pentecost, only eight men when once they’d sent sixty, knowing they would find him in his garden drowsing under an early summer’s sun. They surprise him, of course, but he them too, for he still keeps about him the dagger his father gave him all those years ago, and he draws it now, and he gives one of them a deep nick to the heel of his grasping hand.

         ‘You’ll pay for that, you old coot!’ the wounded man bellows, and with his other hand he clouts Sir Thomas hard, driving him to his knees, and were they sent to kill him, then now is when they would do it, but they are not, so they don’t.

         ‘Harm him not, for the love of God!’ one reminds the others. ‘Especially not his hands!’

         So they thrust him grovelling into the grass, and the stabbed man is permitted to sit on Sir Thomas’s back while another ties those suddenly precious hands tight and a third is sent to fetch a mule from Sir Thomas’s own stables.

         ‘Damn you!’ Sir Thomas manages to croak. ‘Get off me’ and ‘Who are you?’ and ‘What do you want?’

         But it is only once they have lifted him up – more parcel than person – and set him upon his mule’s saddle, with his ankles tied tight below, that the one who had warned the others not to harm him takes the time to explain. He is John Smethwick, he says, ‘sent by the king to bring you safe unto London’.

         ‘Safe unto London?’ Sir Thomas barks. ‘Why, His Majesty need 4only have sent word and I should be before him within the week!’

         ‘Ah, but he doesn’t want you before him, does he, you old fool?’ the wounded man bellows over Smethwick’s shoulder. ‘He wants you back where you belong, back in Newgate.’

         Newgate! At its mention, Sir Thomas shies and the mule staggers, but the knots hold firm.

         ‘Go easy, Sir Thomas, please!’ Smethwick begs.

         And now Sir Thomas’s wife Elizabeth comes running from the hall, grandson on hip, the boy’s nurse in tow, and when she learns that her husband is once more to be taken up she can only cross herself and cry: ‘Not again!’ and ‘What for this time?’ and ‘By whose order?’

         But Master Smethwick has no answers, or none he’ll give, and so at length there is nothing left to be said save farewell, and:

         ‘Send word to Master Hartshorne. Tell him I am once more arraigned!’

         And so once again, nearly twenty years after that first time, Sir Thomas Malory is led from his hall at Newbold Revel, in the county of Warwick, and taken through the village where his divers servants and tenants look up from their tasks to see him go, and most look away again, knowing this is not a sight meant for them, save Master Appleby’s wife – a hard-eyed strumpet with butter-thief’s arms – who crosses a sheepfold to rest those chubby arms on a stone wall and watch him pass.

         ‘What is it this time, Sir Thomas?’ she caws. ‘Up to your old tricks again, is it?’

         And once again Sir Thomas shies, and once again the mule staggers, but once again the knots hold.

         ‘Easy, Sir Thomas,’ Smethwick cautions, and they ride on all afternoon. As darkness rises, they stop in an inn that Sir Thomas has used before, where he sleeps – badly, as might be expected – between Smethwick and another man, and where he is bitten by fleas, but on the next day he is at least given a horse of his own, a sway-backed 5mare with a pin mouth, and permitted to ride on licence, with his hands untied, and on the morning of the third day he is given his choice of the next inn’s stables, where he takes a palfrey, which is a more suitable horse for a knight to ride into London.

         But it cheers him not, because he knows that with every passing league, the road shortens, and his world narrows, and late in the afternoon of that third day he sees the familiar smear of smoke that hangs above the city, and soon he smells it: coal, rotting offal, night soil. At last, as evening rises, they pass through the shadow of the newly re-edified St Sepulchre’s, and ahead stands the gaol at Newgate.

         ‘Here we are,’ Smethwick need not tell him, and they pass under the middle archway, mutely studied by the men of the watch, and then Sir Thomas is led off the road and into that all-too-familiar courtyard, where he is helped down, stiff as a gibbet after so long a day in the saddle, to face a crowd of warders and turnkeys who emerge from their rookeries, some of whom recognise him from when he was here last.

         ‘Still alive, Sir Thomas?’ they call, and ‘Couldn’t keep away, eh, Sir Thomas?’ and ‘the usual room is it, Sir Thomas?’ and if just one should dare suggest that he has perhaps been up to his old tricks again, then Sir Thomas will … Well, what will he do? There is nothing he can do. There is nothing to be done.

         ‘Where is the keeper?’ he demands. ‘I wish to see the keeper.’

         ‘Oh, Master Arnold’ll not wish to see you, Sir Thomas. Not after all that trouble you gave him last time.’

         ‘Surprised he’s taken you back, Sir T!’

         Sir Thomas stands mute, as it only strikes him now that he has no money.

         He has nothing with which to pay the keeper’s fees, and without paying them, he will not even be permitted his old cell. He will be taken down to the dungeons below, to lie all apuddle with the 6common criminals, chained to wet stone walls, begging for scraps and dregs.

         Jesu! He will be dead before the week is out.

         But then, a surprise: no. His fees are paid already! In advance.

         He could almost cheer.

         ‘Already? By whom?’

         The porter – a new man – shrugs, and if Smethwick knows he is not saying, but whoever has done so has also afforded Sir Thomas a rush-dip lamp, a loaf of today’s good bread and even a pitcher of wine.

         ‘And a top drop it is, too,’ the porter assures him, having sampled more than half.

         And so Sir Thomas is led up those steps he knows so well – two porters ahead, each with a rush lamp, Smethwick behind – encumbered with yet another uncertainty: what does it mean, that someone would pay his fees?

         It cannot be the king, surely? Generations of moths are known to thrive undisturbed in his purse. Then who?

         They trudge on, all further questions ignored, weary soles on weary treads, between steadily narrowing walls, winding two, three, four storeys up into the highest reaches of the gatehouse to the south tower, the men’s tower, where the gaol scent thins somewhat, and they pass along the short, narrow passage towards the door of his old cell. As they go by the other doors, Sir Thomas senses the other prisoners behind, leaning in to press their ears to the wood, each praying these footsteps signal the worst is come not for them, but for some other poor soul.

         And then there it is, through the opened door, second last along the passage: his old cell, the inside of which he has so oftentimes thanked God he will never, ever have to see again.

         He stands in the doorway, unable to proceed until Smethwick propels him forward, four fingers and a thumb between his shoulder 7blades, and in he must step over the threshold into the cell’s claggy embrace. He believes he will swoon if he does not sit, so he staggers to sink to the reeking sackcloth palliasse as if felled, and he hangs his head between his knees, and for a long moment he can do nothing except stare at the filthy rushes between his heels and wonder how it has come to this.

         The first porter sets one of the lamps upon the stone by his right boot, while the second places the loaf and the wine by Sir Thomas’s left. From the doorway Smethwick expresses the fraudulent hope that this has all been a mistake, and that the king will soon send for Sir Thomas, and that all will be quickly resolved. For a moment all three men linger in the expectation of a coin for their troubles, but Sir Thomas can scarcely move, and his purse is empty anyway, and so they turn and go, thumping the door shut and dropping the locking bar behind them with the sound of a falling axe.

         Sir Thomas sits in the silent gloom for a long while until he is able to lift his head at last and look about in tremulous dismay.

         ‘Jesu defend me,’ he whispers. ‘Jesu defend me.’

         In the umber half-light of the rush dip, the cell is almost unchanged since last he was locked within its much-abused walls: five paces one way, five the other, under a low, smoke-smutted ceiling, and underfoot a thick, filthy layer of age-old rushes. Come dawn he knows a small square window will let in the east light, and below that sits what must be the same malodorous old bucket that served his privy needs in times gone by. It is only now that he notices the yellow-eyed cat staring at him from the shadows of the fourth corner.

         He drinks some wine, which is, as the porter said, good quality, though there is little of it left now, and some bread – likewise of good quality – but while he is chewing it strikes him hard: bread and wine. The Last Supper. His Last Supper? Is that what this is intended to mean? He is suddenly certain of it, and he sets aside the meal, jumps quickly to his feet and sets about pacing the room, just as 8he used to so often before: endlessly, around and across, across and around. He knows what will happen now. He knows that at some time in the short hours the bell in St Sepulchre’s will sound – ding ding, ding ding – to announce an execution in the morning, and a priest will come stealing across the way where he’ll be greeted by the night porters, who’ll give him something hot and strong to drink, to give him the courage to climb the stairs to hear a last confession.

         And it will be Sir Thomas’s.

         But what if Sir Thomas refuses to give it to him? What if he refuses to kneel and when it is done, to cross himself and then to leave with him – what then?

         The king’s men will come stamping up the steps at dawn and they’ll drag him down by his arms if they like him, by his heels if they do not, and he’ll cry out to Jesu, just as he has heard so many others cry out to Jesu, and they’ll strap him to a hurdle and tie that to a cart they will have wheeled into the courtyard, and after taking ale, they’ll roll him out to the crowds that will have gathered on Giltspur Street to follow the cart all the way to Smithfield, where the scaffold is permanent and where they kill men in the worst ways they know how.

         But why? Why? Why does the king want him dead? Sir Thomas hardly knows the king, and has done almost nothing to harm him, ever, or not for some while, and so why? Why this? Why now?

         It can only be someone else, some new malefactor.

         But who?

         He believes such mortal enemies as he ever had – and Lord knows he had them – to be dead: the first, his greatest, in battle at Northampton, in the last year of the old king’s reign; and the second, his lesser Satan, of plague, near Runcorn, almost ten years ago to this very day.

         So who now is there left alive to persecute Sir Thomas in this way?

         Around and around such questions turn; endless and intractable, 9until he can stand it no longer, and he yields to the prisoner’s ever-present temptation to believe that doing something will change anything, and he leaves off his pacing to pound upon the cell’s stout oak door.

         ‘For the love of God!’ he bellows. ‘Let me out!’ and ‘I demand to see the keeper!’ and ‘Who is it that keeps me herein constrained?’, but he is answered only by a scream, far off, then by scathing laughter nearby, and then by nothing. No footsteps. No flicker of lamplight. Not even the rattle of a chain. He hammers again and again, until his hands burn, and still there is nothing save an oddity: someone is playing the harp; soft, melodious trills. The sound makes Sir Thomas pause a moment, before he renews his assault on the door, hammering once more and again.

         But finally he tires himself, and he sinks to his knees, aching with misery, and rests his forehead upon the planks, whereupon he almost permits himself a sob, and in the silence the harp continues, and after a moment Sir Thomas’s pain fades. He stands and starts pacing again, his feet moving once more of their own accord, and after a dozen or so turns around that compressed space, he notices his steps follow the exact same path they took when he was last here, and that with each pass they go around the void where once his coffer sat, there at the foot of his palliasse, and despite every grim thing, this minor curiosity almost makes him smile.

         How long had he spent over that coffer, he wonders now, his pen pressed to the papers, writing out all those tales? Days, certainly, weeks too, if not months and perhaps even years, for he had passed so many in this cell or that cell, drawing out all those marvellous deeds of chivalry as performed by King Arthur and his noble Knights of the Round Table, and thinking of them now – all those knights, all those deeds – he is startled to find himself suddenly overwhelmed by a new rage. Look at him now! Here he is, Sir Thomas Malory, who only ever followed after the good, who 10only ever left off the evil, back in gaol again, and this time awaiting dawn to face his death.

         ‘What nonsense!’ he growls. ‘What false, traitorous nonsense!’

         He swings his foot through the coffer’s space, imagining sending it and its contents flying, and he turns, and sets to pacing again, this time setting his feet to walk through the coffer’s space.

         Why had he spent so much of his life burnishing the renown of long-dead men whose worship was already assured? Why had he not thought to spend just a moment – a single week, a month or even a year – ensuring his own? Why had he never turned then to the matter of Sir Thomas? He who acquitted himself a knight by performing many a wonderful deed of arms that day outside at Verneuil, and who by worshipful means did preserve the chastity of a damosel whom some now call a saint: Sir Thomas who journeyed far, and saw much, and who kissed the pope’s ring? To Sir Thomas who was meek and gentle among ladies, yet the sternest knight to ever couch a lance against a mortal foe? To Sir Thomas who, despite all this, was, through no misdeed of his own, still brought low by the schemes of sly, base-born traitor churls!

         Now that, he thinks, that would have been a tale worth the candle!

         But it is too late, and so once more he must cry out: ‘Jesu defend me!’, for it is no tale any man shall ever hear, for look! The rush dip’s bead of flame is already sunk low, and soon, like him, it shall die.

         But still he cannot put this idea from his mind. If only he had someone to talk to! A witness! Someone to hear his tale, to marvel at his deeds and to hold his truths.

         Had he that man – or lady – before him now, then he would launch into the tale of the deeds of Sir Thomas just as he had so oftentimes in the past launched into the deeds of King Arthur, or those of Sir Lancelot, or Sir Gawain’s, even, or any number of those noble Knights of the Table Round, oftentimes for the edification of kings (yes: two of them, though the second was only 11King of the Isle of Wight) as well as dukes and bishops and earls, and lords, and a great number of noble knights, as well as many a fine lady too.

         That is what he would now do. But there is not a soul here except the cat, still staring at him from the darkest corner, and cats are not stirred by the tales of worshipful men undone by the shenful machinations of base-born churls, however many marvellous feats of arms are described along the way, are they? Cats are interested only in what interests them, and nothing further besides.

         At last Sir Thomas comes to a stop. He sits back upon the palliasse, just where he used to, and then he lies back, just where he used to, and as he does so, the rush dip falters, and dies, and Sir Thomas is left in darkness.

         The day is done. His race is run.

         ‘Jesu preserve me,’ he whispers one last time, before, at last, he closes his eyes and, in spite of everything, he sleeps.

         He is almost at once tortured by dreams in which he has chosen to be pressed to death – peine forte et dure, as the French have it – rather than be hanged, or beheaded, and so he feels the headsman heaving great weights of iron upon a plank that is laid across his chest, and he feels the life being pressed out of him, and his wind dying, only to wake with a great shout and a flailing of limbs to find that it is the cat who sits upon his chest, and it is the cat whom he now sends screeching across the room in a terror that only redoubles Sir Thomas’s own.

         ‘Jesu defend me,’ Sir Thomas wails. ‘Jesu defend me.’

         And then he starts, for he realises that suddenly he is able to see the cat.

         It means dawn is come.

         And sure enough, through the waxy linen-covered window: cockcrow, and the massed tolling of the city’s bells, and the eruption of a hundred thousand furious pigeons from their roosts, for the hour 12of Prime is come, the last of Sir Thomas’s life, and the realisation that he has wasted his final night on earth asleep, dreaming of being tortured, almost makes him laugh, but he steadies himself and rises from his palliasse, only to sink to his creaking knees and clasp his hands together outstretched before him, and close his seeping eyes, to pray as does a child, in the cold grey light of dawn, for the Lord’s mercy.

         But before he can even finish the Paternoster, there are footsteps in the passageway beyond his door, soft but implacable, and so he must suppress a sudden sob, and though his stomach turns, and he fears his bowels will drain, he is reminded of that baking hot day in that onion field outside Verneuil, when he stood with his brothers-in-arms, readying to receive the second charge of those six hundred magically attired horsemen of Lombardy, and he hears again the Duke of Bedford’s exhortation: we are dead men, and all that remains to us is our honour, so let us this day acquit ourselves as gentlemen. For God, Harry and St George!

         And so he stands, straightens his pourpoint and turns to face the door, making himself ready to greet Death with a smile, with a nod, with a God-give-you-good-grace, sir, for whatever else men may say of Sir Thomas Malory – and he fears they will say a great deal – let none of them say that in his end, he did not acquit himself a gentleman.

         He hears the locking bar lift.

         He watches the door open, and he takes a painful, gasping breath that is expelled when he says, ‘Oh.’

         For there in the doorway stands no priest, no prison guard, only a barefoot boy, of about twelve winters perhaps, in thrice-patched russet and a cap set upon on his head that looks like a greasy, sunken pie. He holds out a leather mug of ale, possibly, as well as an apple with dun-coloured skin near as wizened as Sir Thomas’s own, and tucked under his arm is another good loaf. He regards 13Sir Thomas with sombre grey eyes, each cupped by a ring of darkest lavender.

         ‘God give you good day, sir,’ he says in the scraping voice of a young crow. ‘I brung you your breakfast.’

         Sir Thomas is lost for words, knows not what to do with the hands – his own! – that now seem to dangle on long, useless limbs by his sides. The boy brings vittles that are intended to fuel Sir Thomas’s day: it means he is supposed to live, at least to the evening. A warm flush of joy leeches through his aching body, and he confesses to the boy that he had half expected the priest.

         ‘Oh, he is not come by today,’ the boy says, his voice settling into a softer note. ‘Tomorrow, though.’

         And the warmth chills, and Sir Thomas takes the bread and ale, and the apple, with diluted thanks.

         ‘And who are you?’ he asks.

         ‘I am John Brunt,’ the boy tells him.

         Sir Thomas is taken aback.

         ‘No you aren’t,’ he can’t help saying.

         The boy scoffs.

         ‘Think I’d know best,’ he says.

         ‘But John Brunt is—’

         ‘—is likewise my old man, yes sir. I am named after him.’

         Of course you are, Sir Thomas thinks.

         ‘And where is he?’ he asks. ‘Your father?’

         If he is honest – and Sir Thomas is ever that, as he would swear upon the cross of his sword – he hopes John Brunt the father is gone out of this world.

         ‘Abed this last sennight,’ the boy disappoints, ‘with a boil turned bad upon his backside.’

         ‘Well, that is something,’ Sir Thomas supposes, confusing the boy for a moment. ‘But he thrives otherwise?’

         Sir Thomas very much hopes not. 14

         ‘Aye sir, he does. And is now become keeper of this whole upper floor.’

         The boy proudly gestures around to encompass the expanse of his father’s demesne and Sir Thomas silently groans. The boy stoops to stroke the cat as it pauses to rub itself against his shin on the way out.

         ‘How comes you know of my old man?’ the boy asks when the cat is gone.

         ‘I knew him when he was but a humble kitchen porter,’ Sir Thomas admits. ‘A while back now.’

         And the boy looks at him beadily, for he is clearly no fool.

         ‘So you’ve been in before, sir? In here? Is that it?’

         Sir Thomas returns the boy’s close study. Can it be, he wonders, that this child doesn’t know who he is?

         ‘You genuinely don’t know?’ he asks.

         ‘Know what?’

         ‘Know who I am?’

         ‘No sir. I only know you is kept here at the king’s say-so, and are to be given—’

         He nods at the bread and the ale.

         Sir Thomas thinks: Jesu preserve me, this is it. This is my chance. I have been granted a stay of execution – a day, at least – to tell my tale, to recount my deeds, just as I wished this night past, and now here is this boy, unpolluted by prejudice, to be my audience. He is far from the most august of audiences for a man who has recounted tales to kings and so on, but anyway, it is he – this boy – who will hear the true tale of the deeds of arms and gentle acts of valour of Sir Thomas Malory.

         ‘Sit,’ he tells him, more certain of being obeyed than he has any right to be, and the boy starts.

         ‘Heh?’ he demands, as if sitting is unchristian.

         ‘Sit,’ Sir Thomas repeats. ‘It is nothing bad. I only wish to tell you a story.’ 15

         At which the boy laughs, now more crow than dove.

         ‘Oho!’ he says. ‘It is not one about how innocent you are, is it?’

         Which unsettles Sir Thomas, because, of course, it is – in its way.

         ‘But it is so much more besides!’ he assures the boy. ‘So much more! It is the story of how a man might rise from nothing to perform many an astonishing feat of arms, including the setting-aside of a thousand magically attired men-at-arms on horseback, and—’

         ‘Boil or no boil,’ the boy interrupts, ‘my old man will box my ears if he learns I am stood about listening to such tales.’

         ‘This is no tall tale,’ Sir Thomas tells him. ‘As I swear upon the cross of my sword! No word of a lie shall pass my lips.’

         ‘But a thousand magically attired horse riders?’

         The boy makes them sound impossible even to Sir Thomas’s ears.

         ‘Six hundred then.’

         But still. And Sir Thomas was there. He knows what he saw: English arrows bouncing from those breastplates with their bodkin heads bent like lantern crooks and the horsemen coming on, unchecked.

         ‘We shall come to them, by and by,’ he tells the boy, ‘and I shall tell you how we drove them from the field that day, and not just them either, but two other armies besides – three if you count that of Scotland – and much more too, but like all the best stories, this one must begin at its beginning.’

         There follows the faintest breath from the boy, and a creak as he leans against the door jamb and crosses his limbs, just as his father used to, all those years ago.

         ‘Go on then,’ he says, ‘but quick, mind.’

         If the boy supposes this tale will last but a Paternoster’s time, he is in for a surprise, for Sir Thomas takes a deep draught of the ale – flat and lifeless compared to the ale from home – wipes his lips, and commences his tale as it should be told: 16

          

         
            *

         

         [image: ]t so befell that on a certain day in the first year of the reign of King Henry, the fourth of that name to rule all England, John Malory, a gentleman of the county of Warwick, was blessed with a son whom he named Thomas.

         
            *

         

         ‘And that is you, is it?’ the boy interrupts almost instantly.

         ‘That is me.’

         The boy tuts, as if already disappointed, but really, what else can he have expected?

         
            *

         

         Now, following the custom of the country in those times, on hearing the news from my childbed, my father took up his bow and a single arrow and went out into the courtyard of his modest hall where, to symbolise my release from womb to world, he loosed the arrow into the sky. He was a skilled bowman, my father, fully able to pin a wren to an oak leaf from a hundred paces, and so any arrow he shot should have flown straight and true. But perhaps he was weak from the month he was confined to the Tower or—

         
             

         

         ‘Confined to the Tower?’ the boy intervenes once again. ‘Your old man was confined to the Tower?’

         Sir Thomas is briefly thrown.

         ‘Yes,’ he has to admit. ‘Yes, he was, but only for a few weeks.’

         ‘Ha! And what did he do? Must’ve been something proper bad to land himself in there.’

         ‘We shall come to that,’ Sir Thomas promises.

         ‘Oh, and he was innocent too, was he?’

         Sir Thomas ignores him, and proceeds with his tale, hoping for fewer interruptions.

         
            *

         

         Or perhaps it was some other ailment that caused my father to mispluck his bowstring? Whatever its cause, it so happened that the 17arrow – my arrow – drifted on the turn and came back to land not harmlessly in the waters of one of the stock ponds beyond the gatehouse as was intended, but down upon the heads of those gathered in the courtyard to witness the event. No one was hurt, praise Jesus, but every man there would have crossed themselves, and taken a step back, lest my father’s ill-luck prove contagious—’

         
             

         

         ‘Which it done,’ the boy sniggers. Again, Sir Thomas ignores him.

         
            *

         

         After that: my baptism, at the parish church of the village of Monks Kirby, scarce a league’s ride from my father’s house at Fenny Newbold, where – once the priest had stopped us at the porch to anoint my ears and nose with his spit, and to chant the exorcism to drive away such evil spirits as might have entered my soul in the two days since my birth – my father would have carried me into the nave to be welcomed by his friends and family, and by the men and women of his somewhat modest demesne.

         
             

         

         The boy blinks drowsily, unintrigued, but silent at least.

         
            *

         

         But here the mood would have been gloomier than might befit the baptism of a healthy boy, wayward arrow or no wayward arrow, for dark clouds hung over the realm of England, and over Fenny Newbold in particular, for there had recently been made an attempt to kill the new king.

         
             

         

         Well, this is more like it, Sir Thomas sees the boy thinking.

         
            *

         

         For it so happened that my father’s good-lord, Sir Thomas Holland, the Earl of Kent, had been one of those plotting the king’s murder. He claimed King Henry had usurped the throne of King Richard – against every law of God and the land – and so they 18planned to murder him at a tourney held in Windsor to mark the Feast of the Epiphany that year. The plot was foiled and the king’s life preserved – thanks be to God (and an informant) – and shortly thereafter, along with all the other known plotters, the earl was put to death (headsman’s axe, Cirencester, two days after the Epiphany), and shortly after that, King Henry’s inquisitors began running their thumbs down the list of the earl’s indentured men and came, by and by, to my father, and they, being conscientious, called him in, and he, having no choice, went.

         They kept him under lock and key for fully five weeks before finding him insufficiently guilty to join his good-lord upon the scaffold in the traitor’s death, and they released him to make his own way home on foot, but the experience turned his hair and his beard – once handsome fox-red – fog-grey overnight, and much later, when he was on his deathbed, he confessed that just being on the same floor as the brake had made him pass water that was, he said, nine parts vinegar.

         
             

         

         At this the boy nods sagely, as if to say he has oftentimes heard such things.

         
            *

         

         Anyway, on the day of his release, my father was pressed with issues more urgent than the colour of his hair, of course, for though he had been found innocent, it would have been widely known that he had now fallen beyond the king’s favour and, worse still, that with Sir Thomas Holland’s death, he lacked the protection of a good-lord. This left him and his estates as vulnerable as a duck on a pond for any land-greedy baron, of which – the times then being as wild and scrambled as any yet known – there was no shortage.

         A decision needed to be made, and fast, and it is not unlikely that it was made that very afternoon, at my christening feast, in consultation with my grandparents and my godsibs, for within the month 19my father withdrew his allegiance from the disgraced Holland family, and took it to the Beauchamp family, better known now as being the Earls of Warwick.

         
             

         

         The boy pulls a face to suggest he has heard of them, which he will have, Sir Thomas supposes, for Warwick Inn is but a stone’s throw from where they sit, and the current earl, the sixteenth, is much acclaimed by gentles and commons alike, although he is of course not a Beauchamp but a Neville, though for now that is neither here nor there.

         
            *

         

         It is strange to think that an event that can most powerfully influence a man’s life – the very thing that sets him on this course, say, rather than that course – can happen while he is not present, or looking, or even, in this instance, out of his tail-clouts, but that is what happened to me, for when my father took his allegiance to Sir Richard Beauchamp that year, so was forged a connection between our two families that would one day come to govern my life more surely than the planets steer the affairs of mortal men.

         All that was yet to come, of course, and unknown to any man then alive, but what was known was that in return for such powerful protection my father must offer something of near or equal value, and since my father had few servants of his own, or none to spare to send in his stead, he himself set out one morning in spring to join Sir Richard’s retinue riding for Wales, where the earl was under orders from the king to bring to heel that Welsh miscreant, Owen Glendower.

         
             

         

         At which the boy gasps, and his eyes grow round with fear.

         ‘Owen Glendower!’ he whispers, repeating a name that has long been used by English parents to strike terror into their children.

         ‘The same,’ Sir Thomas confirms. ‘A Welshman, of the very worst sort.’ 20

         
            *

         

         And for those first few years of the century, which coincided with mine, of course, my father rode out with Sir Richard every season, setting a household rhythm that soon became familiar: in spring, around Lady Day, he rode out, accompanied by just one servant, leaving my mother to manage the estates – passingly modest, still, as I say – only to return, if God spared him, as He actually did, just as the last chestnut leaves fell, and conkers littered the ground, around Martinmas, when he would come through the gate with his boots worn through and his body hard as cuir bouilli. Sometimes he carried a limp, say, or his arm in a sling, and once he came home smelling so powerfully of an unguent that some local leech had applied for a wound hidden under his shirt that it made our eyes stream, and he would unstrap his sword, and throw off his tattered cloak with the Warwick badge of the bear and crooked billet, and he would greet my mother with a kiss on her lips and make her stand while he admired her belly, for she would always by then be about ready to birth another child, and then he would turn to us children one by one, and greet us as was appropriate, by throwing us up into the air and catching us to kiss us, and these were very joyful times.

         Physically, he was short and wiry, and only really made sense when he was in the saddle. Mentally and spiritually, he seemed conventionally gruff, but there were odd little things about him which ought to have made me stop and think: such as this throwing us up in the air and kissing us. Often he brought us back some little gift, a present, which was an uncommon thing to do, and which should have alerted me to his more thoughtful side: a ring of Welsh gold for my mother, say, or a belt of finely worked leather, or one of those patterned blankets. I cannot recall what he brought my sisters, but among the things he brought me was a dagger made for a boy’s hand (soon lost); a practice bow made of laburnum wood (that I would still to this day struggle to draw); and, once, the skull of what he claimed was a Jacob’s sheep, born with three horns and two 21heads (later thrown out by Master Orme – of whom more later – who believed I was taking it as a false god, which I was not).

         
             

         

         Seeing the boy turn restless at such detail, Sir Thomas decides to spare him further description of his father’s household, including such things as:

         
            [image: ] How Sir Thomas’s siblings were birthed; and of how his father’s aim with their symbolic arrows improved.

            [image: ] How once his father needed two horses as well as Thomas’s help to bring in the Yule log at Christmas.

            [image: ] How oftentimes his father played the pipes while Sir Thomas’s mother – named Phillipa – worked her wheel, and of how those long winter months passed just as slowly as might be imagined.

            [image: ] How when the catkins grew long enough to flutter in the spring gales, and Lent loomed large, it would be time for his father to ride out again, clothes patched, body knit-up and with Sir Thomas’s mother already green as the next child rooted itself in her womb.

            [image: ] How Sir Thomas believed his parents loved one another, for though his father lacked the ambition that some men call overweening, he was handsome and hardy, and never unkind to his wife the way most men are, while his mother, who came of better family – her father was Sir William Chetwynd, of the manor of Ingestre, in Staffordshire, and was once esquire to the great John of Gaunt – cheerfully bore her husband six children besides Sir Thomas himself – though two died before they were weaned, and later a brother named John was drowned in that self-same stock pond at 22which young Thomas’s arrow was aimed, which saddened Thomas greatly, though it was not his fault.

         

         ‘They ever catch him, then, did they?’ the boy asks.

         It takes a moment for Sir Thomas to realise he means Owen Glendower.

         Sir Thomas shakes his head.

         ‘Very nearly,’ he says. ‘But just as they almost had him, penned in one of those valleys of theirs, the king sent word from Westminster that he needed every loyal man to ride north, to face his great rebel, Harry Hotspur.’

         Someone the boy has never heard of, which does not surprise Sir Thomas, for whenever does history celebrate failed rebels?

         ‘In truth, he hardly matters,’ he tells the boy. ‘All that matters is that at this moment, Prince Hal enters my story.’

         At which name, the boy leans forward, agog, for every child in England wishes to know more of the man who would go on to become King Henry the fifth, may God assoil his soul.

         ‘You mean the king what won at Agincourt?’

         ‘The same.’

         ‘And you was there, was you? At Agincourt?’

         Sir Thomas takes a breath before telling the boy that they will come on to that, ‘by and by’.

         ‘For a story must have its beginning and its end, and not jump about as does the frog. And besides: there are battles aplenty to come before and after Agincourt.’

         The boy settles back, wary still, and Sir Thomas has been warned: keep this interesting, or I’m off.

         
            *

         

         The first battle comes now: when my father stood alongside Prince Hal, as he was then, on that calamitous day outside Shrewsbury, in the third year of this century, where, to our great disworship, we 23Englishmen loosed our arrows at other Englishmen, and though my father did not often talk about it, he was there on hand to witness the moment that the young prince – visor up, the better to urge his men forward – caught an arrow shaft full in the face.

         It knocked him off his feet, of course, and threw him on his back, as if pinned to the ground, and when his men saw this, they gave him up for dead, for who could survive such a thing? It would kill nine hundred and ninety-nine men in every thousand.

         But not the prince!

         Thanks be to God, after a little moment, the boy rose to his feet, with the arrow still sticking from his cheek, just below his right eye, here, and then he had his esquire snap the shaft of the arrow half a hand’s span from the wound so that he might lower his visor, and after that he led his men in the charge up the slope that routed the rebels, and brought about the death of that great traitor knight, Sir Harry de Hotspur.

         What would have happened had the arrow been a finger’s width in any other direction? Or if that clever surgeon had not devised his ingenious contraption to pluck the arrowhead from deep within the prince’s skull? Only God can know, of course, but man can suppose, and had Prince Hal died then my life – all our lives – needs must have followed a very different path.

         That idiot William Peyto – of whom more later – once claimed that King Henry was forever conscious of the scar, and that he tried to hide it, as if ashamed because it made him ugly, but that wasn’t true: in my experience of the man, by the time he was made king, he was proud of it, for it showed he had been given special consideration by God.

         Look, it proclaimed, this man has survived what would have killed any other man, so surely therefore God has a special purpose in mind for him? Surely therefore he may do what he will and only God alone may judge? It is interesting – to me – to wonder why the 24Almighty gave him tenure enough to achieve all that he managed – for both good and ill – but did not then choose to let him live long enough to fulfil his purpose, which was to edify the walls of Jerusalem.

         
             

         

         Such philosophical questions are not to the boy’s taste, Sir Thomas observes, for his gaze drifts to the window, where the light suggests they are getting on towards mid-morning, and it is surely time for him to be gone away about his business, so before he can ask about Agincourt again, Sir Thomas presses on.

         
            *

         

         My father served further seasons in Wales under the earl, but it so happened that one season he did not ride out with the other men, and he cleaved instead to his estates, such as they were, determined, as he put it, to become a Man of the County. At the time I thought none the worse of him for this, and was glad to have him among us, but I soon came to resent his decision, for it ushered into my life its first great change: for that year I was moved from under the rule of skirts to the rule of men, or more specifically the rule of one man in particular, for in that very first week after Lady Day – perhaps my sixth? – my father sent word for a man to come from nearby Lutterworth, who was to act as my tutor. This was Master Orme.

         I do not exactly recall my first day with small, pudgy, ruddy-cheeked Master Orme, but I can be certain it must have gone something like this: we would have met just after dawn, in the west hall, under my uncle’s windows – of which more later, perhaps (perhaps not) – first for prayers, then for lessons. We would have sat side by side on a bench before the lectern, and I would have wrinkled my nose at Master Orme’s curious hedgerow smell, after which we would have commenced on the alphabet, of which I already knew a little from my nurse, who had been a French woman about whom I can recall not one thing save that she was kind, which only made 25my early lessons with Master Orme all the more startling.

         My first slip – forgetting the letter E, perhaps – would have caused dusty, black-coated Master Orme to purse his wet little lips, and sigh, and to rummage in his bag (a horrible, much-creased leather gourd, not unalike unto a donkey’s scrotum) to remove and place upon the bench next to him, within easy reach, a tied brush of hawthorn twigs such as a maidservant uses to clean a bake oven. My next mistake – the letter M, say – would have seen him place my hand, palm down, on the board and then flick my upturned knuckles with those twigs. The pain would have been as nothing to the outrage, of course, for no one had yet deliberately and pointlessly caused me pain before, as why would they?

         That first morning I would probably have shouted, I suppose, and looked upon him as if upon an adder that had nipped me in the bracken, and he would have looked calmly back at me, his eyes pale blue and watery as fresh-shucked oysters, and he would have told me that sparing the rod spoiled the child. This phrase grew so wearyingly familiar over the years to come that he became known – not only to me, but to my whole family too, until his shaming end – as Spare-the-Rod.

         To begin with, Spare-the-Rod beat me only with the hawthorn brush, replacing it when it wore out, and together we must have worked our way through four or five iterations before I had learned by heart my alphabet and numbers. Then, sometime after my eighth winter, we graduated from English to Latin, from the hazel brush to a thin, whippy hazel switch, and from my knuckles to my buttocks. The switch soon lost its spring, and after my ninth winter, along with the French tongue came a stouter rod, to be replaced every month or so as we wore through it, and each time growing steadily fatter as I grew taller, so that by my tenth winter, it was in girth equal to Spare-the-Rod’s little finger, and would, after a few stripes, leave my linen gummy with drawn blood. 26

         ‘Back of his hand is what my old man gives me,’ the boy interrupts with a barely stifled yawn. ‘Which is what I’ll get if I tarry here a moment longer.’ He rises to go.

         ‘Wait,’ Sir Thomas tells him. ‘I am getting to it.’

         ‘It?’

         ‘The point of my story.’

         A lie, of course, but a white one, and still within the spirit of his earlier promise, and the boy relents, reluctantly, so Sir Thomas decides against over-testing his patience with the following details:

         
            [image: ] How his relationship with Spare-the-Rod changed in the summer after his tenth winter, which was when his father brought down from his counting house the only book he then owned: a hand’s span thickness of rough-edged paper, clumsily stitched between two faded leather covers, on which – in tiny letters and pitiless detail – were described the dreary lives and deaths of all the many hundreds of Christian martyrs.

            [image: ] The title of the book – The Golden Legend – which he fears the boy will mistake for an inn.

            [image: ] How Spare-the-Rod flinched when he saw it, and how he never once touched it, save to prod it with the end of his rod, and that when he instructed Thomas to learn a passage by heart, and to be ready to recite it to him the following morning, he would let Thomas choose which saint’s life he wished to learn.

            [image: ] And how in those early days Thomas chose obscurities (Gentian, say, or Fulcian or even Victorice, each of whom – some of whom? One of whom? Even the author seems to have tired of such details – had molten iron poured into 27his, or possibly her, ears), believing Spare-the-Rod would be less likely to notice any mistake or omission, but it soon became clear that Spare-the-Rod cared nothing for the lives of the saints or the martyrs, and he was never so happy as when Thomas came to their grisly deaths. He even cheered and happily clapped his damp little palms when Thomas recounted the life and death of St Cassian, the teacher, who died at the hands of his pupils, who tied him up and stabbed him to death with their styluses.

         

         No, Sir Thomas does not tell the boy all this because even now, so very many years later, merely thinking about Spare-the-Rod makes him feel dolorous, and besides, he knows the boy is not likely to spare a thought – just as he himself never did – as to why Spare-the-Rod had no time for the Christian saints and martyrs.

         Instead he tells him about the second great thing that changed his life.

         ‘Which was?’

         It is a risk to tell him, he knows:

         ‘A poem.’

         At which the boy rises swiftly to his feet.

         ‘Wait!’ Sir Thomas cries. ‘It is not just any poem: it is a poem with an enchanted bed that will kill you if you lie on it, and a bridge over a canyon that is made from a single sword as long as two lances, and another bridge that is underwater, and there are a great many fights.’

         ‘Fights? In a poem?’

         ‘Yes,’ Sir Thomas blurts, ‘as I swear upon the cross of my sword!’

         
            *

         

         My father brought it to us in the first week after my eleventh Epiphany perhaps, while snow was still thick on the ground, as a gift sent from my grandfather – that good old knight Sir William Chetwynd – while Spare-the-Rod and I were labouring through the 28last of the martyrs of The Golden Legend (St Albine, I think, who lived in Angers and removed an evil spirit from a woman’s eye that had taken the form of a whelk, and who had, perhaps, been taken from his crib by a wolf, but who was kept alive by two maids who prayed that they – oh well, that need not trouble us now).

         ‘The boy’s grandfather sends word to say he will enjoy this more than that,’ my father said, laying upon our shared lectern with somewhat hesitant solemnity a small, ill-treated book between wine-coloured covers. Spare-the-Rod, ever keen never to hear another word from The Golden Legend, flapped open the new book’s covers.

         ‘Le Chevalier du Chariot,’ he read, also suddenly hesitant, stepping back as if fearing what he had wished for.

         ‘Oh,’ he said. ‘A poem. In the French, written by a man naming himself as Chrétien, of the city of Troyes, Thomas, which is in France, where they are said to enjoy such things.’

         By which he meant poetry, I think.

         ‘I am yet to read it myself,’ my father admitted, ‘but Sir William writes to say that by reading from it, Thomas will learn of the noble acts of chivalry by which knights once achieved honour.’

         ‘Will he now,’ was Spare-the-Rod’s doubtful reply, the tone of which I only distantly registered, for by then I had taken the book and turned its first pages, where I found two fat columns of text: the one on the left hand in tight, neat French, mostly unadorned save for various names for which the scrivener had used red ink, and the one on the right-hand page, all in black, but arranged within a flower-bordered box around a small, colourful picture of a number of men and women wearing short blue and red mantles, in a garden, talking perhaps of whatever it was that such men and women spoke of in such gardens. To me this was delightful enough for it not being mere text, of course, but of little or no other interest, and so I turned the page. 29

         And it was here – now – that the next great change in my life occurred, for there on the facing page was another illustration, but this was of a knight in harness, outfitted for battle on the back of a caparisoned charger, shield on arm, sword aloft, and before him, another knight, likewise in armour, and likewise arrayed for war, likewise on a caparisoned horse, only this knight’s head was sundered clean from his body by a handspan of air to mark the thwacking passage of the first knight’s sword!

         Jesu preserve me!

         I turned the page to find more, and suddenly, there before me, it was: the picture that captured my attention more surely than anything I had yet seen or read or knew of, for here was another knight, in beautiful silver-blue harness, crawling barefoot across a plummeting ravine, upon a bridge made from just one single, lethally sharp, impossibly long, sword.

         ‘How does he do it?’ I might have breathed. ‘And why?’

         The answers to these questions, and many more besides, were held within the modest covers of that book, and were revealed over the next few weeks, during which my thirst for knowledge of such things was so great that not one single detail slipped my mind. So voracious was I that the days became too short, and rush dips had to be brought to the western hall, where Spare-the-Rod would shut his eyes and let me read it out, only very occasionally intervening to correct my pronunciation or to help me translate a word here or there. Just occasionally he would bark at me to stop reading.

         ‘Skip to the next page,’ he would instruct, and I would, but I would keep my finger in the skipped page, and go back to it later. This is how I learned that Sir Lancelot cut his hand wrenching the bars from Queen Guinevere’s window and that they went on to show one another every possible satisfaction, as well as kissing and fondling one another, though I was puzzled that Chrétien de Troyes – having described all this at length – then told the reader (me) that 30it was not for him (Chrétien) to reveal any further details of the great joy that Sir Lancelot and Queen Guinevere had in one another, for, as he says, such matters have no place in a story.

         Which is right, in fact, because I wanted to read only battles, sieges, tourneys and jousts. I wanted shields shivered to pieces, lances smashed to splinters. I wanted to see and smell the burning sparks that filled the air when sword met helm. I wanted to read of smiting on the left and smiting on the right. I wanted to read of men being set aside, of having their brainpans split to their teeth, of their horses trailing their guts below so that their hooves became entangled.

         ‘What next?’ I cried, when we finished the book.

         ‘Go out and play,’ Spare-the-Rod instructed.

         So I did. I set about reclaiming my old stick-horse from my sisters, and got one of the reeves to whittle me a sword from willow, and then a lance from some coppiced hazel too, and for the next howsoever many months my every waking hour was dedicated to the sorts of marvellous feats of arms by which I would soon achieve renown. When I was not treating Spare-the-Rod to my haughty expression, as befits a knight, I was in the courtyard, noisily re-enacting Lancelot’s quest to rescue Queen Guinevere from the land of Gore, with my sister forced into the role of damsel-witness, and Rufus, one of the more biddable stable lads, drafted in as traitor knight, and required to offer just enough resistance to my constant lashings to make it feel like a struggle, but never enough to hurt me in any meaningful way.

         It was a harmless enough pastime, you would think, of the sort most boys pursue until such time as something else comes along, with no harm done, but for some reason even then I understood that it displeased my father. Coming across me in the courtyard one day, cutting and slashing at my imaginary Sir Meleagant, he stood and watched, his mouth a thin, cud-chewing line, until after a moment 31he turned his back and walked away without a word, and I was left to come to a puzzled standstill, winnowed by his disapproval, not knowing what at all to do with my hands.

         Despite this, as winter passed and spring came in, my obsession with Sir Lancelot’s world only became more fervid, until we reached the Pentecost, which brought upon me the third great change of my young life.

         Or rather, it was meant to, but did not, as you shall see, for on that morning – Pentecost, as I have said – after hurried prayers and a hunk of bread, my father took me on the saddle horn of his palfrey and we set out through the gatehouse of Fenny Newbold and turned westwards, along the path that follows Smite Brook.

         Ah, Smite Brook. How I should love to be sat beside her now, soothed by her constant soft gurgle as she meanders through those mild furlongs and gentle woods, with my dogs and my wife as companions, surrounded on all sides by sweet birdsong, and the smell of mushrooms. I have known that stream so long her name no longer strikes me as odd – though it is oddly appropriate, if you think about it – and nor can I count the number of times I have since followed in the hoof marks that my father’s horse that day did imprint on her marshy bank: a thousand? Two thousand? Sometimes at leisure, as then; sometimes in sorrow, as later; and still other times in violent alarum – of which you shall hear more, by and by – and it occurs to me now that that unexceptional little stream – rising beyond Monk’s Kirby in the east and easing her way westwards past Newbold Revel and on towards the city of Coventry and beyond – has ever served as a muddy thread running through the great tapestry of my life, for in those few short leagues are crammed many of the divers events that have come to shape it, and me, for good or ill.

         
             

         

         ‘Oh, come to it!’ the boy implores. ‘This can’t just be about streams and poems! Something must happen!’ 32

         ‘It does! I promise. It is just about to!’

         Sir Thomas is just coming to it, but first he must pause, for surely the boy ought to learn something of what was seen and said on that Pentecost morn ride? There are details that will wax significant as the tale proceeds, he is certain, including:

         
            [image: ] How Sir Thomas’s father – in finest doublet and hose, boots polished conker-brown – sighed, just as he always would, at the state of the unmanaged thicket through which the path led, describing it – again, just as he always would – as being ‘good only for a bushment’.

            [image: ] How because of this, Sir Thomas would likewise forevermore think the same thing, and every time he passed the spot, he would think that it was just the sort place where the traitor knight Sir Meleagant might set his archers in wait for Sir Lancelot so to shoot him down as he rode to rescue Queen Guinevere.

            [image: ] How once through those drear woods the path led out into the rich, well-tended fields and pastures belonging to the Abbot of Coombe, who was in those days a godly man, unlike his successor, who was a wretch, and a churl, and devoted to every kind of sinful debauchery.

            [image: ] How beyond the abbey estate came Caluden Park, wherein once the Duke of Norfolk found good sport, but since his execution (four years earlier, York, headsman’s axe) it had fallen into decline, and already by then its hedges were overstood with field maples and suchlike, awaiting the lease of that foul, sin-glutted, goose-greased canker, Sir Humphrey Stafford, Duke of Buckingham, of whom very much more later.

         

         33But no. Perhaps it is best to spare the boy such details, or save them until later, and move on to that which did happen when he and his father reached the village of Gosford Green, a league or two further westwards, where Thomas was seized by an exhilarating terror? Yes, that is more suitable.

         
            *

         

         For there on the common land before us was gathered a great multitude of people, many, many times more than I could ever believe lived in the whole of England, let alone the county, and so for that moment I believed everyone in Christendom must be assembled here before us.

         ‘Easy, Tom,’ my father murmured in my ear. ‘Easy.’

         And he held me fast until my desire to flee had waned.

         ‘But why are there so many?’ I breathed.

         ‘Why,’ my father laughed, ‘they are come for the tourney, of course.’

         I might have bounced from the saddle then had he not still been holding me.

         ‘The tourney?’ I squeaked. ‘The tourney? They have come for the tourney? Are we – are we likewise come for the – for the tourney?’ I could scarcely breathe.

         ‘We are,’ my father laughed, but in such a way as to admit the imminence of an ordeal to be endured rather than to confirm a wonderful surprise to an excited son. I ignored him, for there was nothing then that could be said or done to dent my excitement, and still now, thinking about it even after all these years, the hair at the back of my neck rises, and the skin of my arms becomes as that of a plucked fowl, for I can still recall every moment of it: leaving my father’s horse with the stable lads in the lines; making our ways through the market stalls, where everything one could ever imagine was for sale, from pomegranates, to caltrops, to jars of foxes’ lungs, and where stallholders bellowed the virtue of their wares 34while disparaging their competitors as wicked pirates, forestallers and counterfeiters. I remember that through the aisles and between the carts poured a crush of all sorts of the most riotously strange and awful people I had ever seen: sickly, wheedling, ill-nourished children dragged along by bun-faced men and women who carried before them bellies alike unto upturned soup cauldrons, and each so garishly dressed, in poorly dyed woolstuffs and moulting cloth, and aperch each turnip-head was a cap the size, shape and colour of a cowpat.

         And dear God, the noise! Jesu preserve me, the noise!

         I clung to my father’s hand until we came to the part of the common where the better folk were gathered, and the noise abated somewhat and we moved more freely among the sorts of folk whom I almost recognised as from home, until we came to a wall of backs turned to us. My father tapped a shoulder and spoke to the man, who spat a reply over his shoulder that made my father angry, and harsh words were exchanged, but I was not listening, for a gap had opened up, and into it I shot, for there, laid out before me – Jesu defend me! – was the tiltyard.

         It was a long depression with hoof-pocked sand, a gentle bowshot from one end to the other, which in those days we did not divide with a fence as we do now. It was roped off from the spectators and in part banked up at its edges with gathered earth and straw stooks. On the far side was a raised platform, which I learned was called a lodge, twenty paces broad under a spreading canopy of red cloth. Its corners were held up on poles to which were pinned blazons of red and yellow, and badges I recognised from when my father used to go away to Wales with Sir Richard Beauchamp: a bear upon its hind legs, clutching a knotted tree stump – the badge of the Earls of Warwick.

         Under the canopy were spaced five broad-bottomed chairs behind and around which were set more benches and stools, as yet 35unfilled, and so my gaze drifted first to one end of the tiltyard, to one cluster of bright-painted tents and pavilions, and then to the other end, where there was another cluster of similar tents. Above them flew banners, held at the fly from long poles thrust in the ground, and it was only after a moment that I divined that these poles were in fact actual, honest-to-God lances. Lances of the sort that a knight might couch, of the sort which Sir Lancelot might have carried, of the sort used in tourneys, and merely glimpsing this magical weapon for the first time in my life was enough to make me gasp. But then I saw, at last, emerging from one of the tents with a bad-tempered flap, one of the magical beings themselves: a knight, encased in what I now know to call full harness, arrayed as if for jousting.

         ‘Jesu preserve me!’ I might have breathed, again.

         For when first you see a man in harness, the effect is unsettling: it is as if he comes at you from another place, or is another manner of being, inhuman, and for some reason it is impossible not to stare, struck dumb, utterly stilled in awe even as the knight goes about his all-too-human business: in this case shouting for something from someone, and another man in blue came running, carrying I-don’t-know-what: a thing, which was passed across, and the knight retreated into the tent. That, for the moment, was that, for as I was to learn later in life, it is always the case that where men and bits of dedicated equipment are gathered together with a specific purpose there will always be a goodly long delay before anything can be expected to happen.

         That day the wait was perhaps as long as it takes to hear Mass said before anything significant next happened, but in all that time I kept my gaze fixed on the tent to my right hand, and whenever there was a glimpse of polished steel, I felt my blood quicken and my breath grow short. As the moments crawled by, everyone in the ever-tightening crowd joined me in craning their necks to spot a 36knight, and whenever one was glimpsed, all cheered, as if to spur him on, but still they delayed, and the mood in the crowd curdled. The cheers became jeers, and everyone booed when some dark-skinned jugglers were sent out into the tiltyard to entertain us with a performance of acrobatics and so on that at any other time might have been enchanting, but was today surplus to need, and the booing continued until the jugglers threw – and dropped – their dwarf, who was knocked senseless, at which the crowd at last expressed delight.

         When he was carried off, another first for me: a small, brown and reluctant bear was brought on, something I’d never seen before, and I confess I was astonished and terrified all at once, just as I had been at the first glimpse of the knight, though I was alone in this, for those by my side, who were more experienced in such things, held it to be a pitiful specimen, with its rubbed-raw flanks and very dolorous mien.

         But then – at last – the bear was gone, and there was a trumpet blast, and pipes were blown and drums beaten, and two men and three women appeared under the awning on the lodge on the other side of the tiltyard, each dressed alike, but in such a manner as I’d never seen before: the men in jackets both cinched and short, emphasising their waists, their cods, their necks, while the women wore tight bodies over vast skirts, and hats shaped like bodkin heads, only as long as your arm, pointing heavenwards, and in such colours too: reds dyed as vivid as any poppy, yellows to shame a yolk and blues bluer than the Holy Mary’s cloak. On seeing them, the crowd began cheering and shouting ‘À Warwick! À Warwick!’

         Hats were waved in the air and a great surge of people came pushing from behind, pressing us against the ropes, and there was much cursing and many threats of violence, but before knives were drawn and any blood was shed, all were distracted by two horses being led stamping forward, one caparisoned in blue, the other in 37red, each matching their knight’s banner, and then at long, long last the knights themselves emerged from their pavilions, to be greeted by great raucous cheers, and they stood for a moment acknowledging the cheers with raised hands.

         Then there was more and more delay until, finally, oh dear Jesu, they were mounted, and they faced one another down the length of the tiltyard: two men each hidden by steel and cloth utterly detached and alone in the middle of the arena. It was just man against man, horse against horse, edge against edge, point against point, steel-clad knee against steel-clad knee.

         The crowd fell silent. Everyone held their breath. Then a fat man in a scarlet hat emerged from behind the lodge and began shouting something that could hardly be understood, and then at the longest of long last, the two knights gathered themselves and kicked their horses first into a walk and then into a trot. I felt my father’s fingers tighten on my shoulder. I could feel the horses’ hooves boom through the soles of my shoes, and my teeth chattered, and the crowd seemed to begin a rising roar as the two men careered towards one another. The sand flew beneath the horses, which seemed so big and slow, but the rhythm of their hooves mimicked my heart as they sped at one another, until it became a single thread of pulsing, throbbing noise under the crowd’s tensing groan, which reached a peak just as the riders lowered their lances.

         And missed one another.

         The crowd gasped as one. The knights rode on to the opposite ends of the yard and slowed and turned their mounts. The fat man in the hat stepped forward to shout again, and once more the knights set off towards one another.

         Again, the noise rose in pitch and the hoof beats in intensity, and the two met in the middle, but once again they missed one another.

         The crowd, more experienced than me, were becoming impatient.

         ‘He’s shy!’ someone called. ‘Sir Gryffyd is shy!’ 38

         ‘It’s Sir John’s horse’s fault, you dolt!’

         There was another lengthy pause and the two knights turned and feutered their lances once more and came at one another with increased speed and ferocity, and this time their lances did touch, but each skittered harmlessly off the other’s shield and it was just as bad as if they had missed.

         They did it again and again, and each time they hurtled past one another, missing, and their movements became clumsy and jerky as they over-strived to bring the thing to a conclusion – which at length they achieved, but in a manner that neither might have wished, for at perhaps the sixth time of asking, their horses, blindfolded and with ears stuffed with oakum, and ridden by men who were perhaps rendered equally senseless by their helms, collided head-on.

         Whose fault it was was impossible to tell, but there was a great sharp crack, loud as hammer on anvil, sharper than thunder, and both horses skittered off one another and went down in a tangle of shattered limbs. The red rider was thrown, but the blue was caught in his saddle, and was crushed by the weight of his thrashing horse. Blood seethed at the joints of his visor and streaked his helmet and stained the sand all about, while the red knight lay totally still, as if he had fallen from a great height, upon his shoulders, with his backside in the air, his neck bent like an elbow. Both horses screamed and the crowd was aghast, most turned away, covering their eyes, covering their children’s eyes, as stewards came running and one of them – beefy as a blacksmith – brought a butcher’s cleaver and set to muting the horse’s screams with wild and dreadful blows. I shied away, and went to block my ears, but now my father gripped me hard.

         ‘No,’ he said. ‘Look at it. Look at it and remember it well.

         Sir Thomas and the boy are so engrossed in the tale that neither hears Brunt the father as he lumbers up the steps in that way Sir 39Thomas remembers from times past, and nor do they see him until the door’s hinges squeak, until there he is, filling the doorway, slumped in that age-old familiar position, arms and ankles crossed, just as his son had done, looking at Sir Thomas through piggy eyes, pickled with false contempt, and Sir Thomas is very glad to recall he suffers a boil upon his backside.

         ‘Well, well, well,’ Brunt rasps. ‘Look who it is.’

         And the boy springs to his feet like a branded cat, and backs into a corner, while Sir Thomas, caught mid-flow, somewhat confused, stands and sees that Brunt has billowed and sagged with age and bad habits since last he saw him, but he still wears that same greasy old leather jerkin that is the colour of cold dregs, and still wears his horribly stained hose bunched up about his cods.

         ‘Master Brunt,’ Sir Thomas greets him, adding no blessing. ‘There has been a mistake and I should like you to send word for the keeper.’

         ‘Keeper’s busy,’ Brunt says, holding Sir Thomas’s gaze and then, from the corner of his mouth, he addresses the boy.

         ‘What you doin’, boy?’

         ‘Nothing.’

         ‘Been a long time doing nothing.’

         ‘What do you want, Master Brunt?’ Sir Thomas interrupts.

         Brunt keeps his eyes affixed on Sir Thomas’s but ignores his words.

         ‘Telling you his tales is he, boy?’ he asks. ‘Chuntering on about his Knights of the Round Table, is he? About troth and feats of arms, and honour and whatnot? Well, you’re not to listen to a word he says, boy, d’you hear? Because what would he know about it, eh?’

         Sir Thomas breaks the staring contest to glance at the boy, who is flushed, and glassy eyed, and Sir Thomas too feels a great weight of sorrow and shame.

         But Brunt is not done yet.

         ‘Broken every oath he ever took, this one,’ he goes on. ‘And many more besides, I’ll wager. Come on, son, and if you want to hear a 40really good story, a true story, mind, then I’ve got one for you: about how and why a certain Sir Thomas did languish many a day and oft under lock and key in Castle Newgate!’

         He laughs, delighted with his impression, and he gestures for the boy to come, fingers to palm, fingers to palm, and the boy crosses to him, just as Sir Thomas supposes he must, but remains wary, and dips past his father’s outstretched arm as if expecting a clout, and he disappears down the steps into the darkness, leaving Sir Thomas and Brunt alone, face to face again after so many years. They say nothing, but stare at one another, until at length Brunt concludes he has nothing more to say, and laughs contemptuously, and turns to drag himself after the boy, closing the door and ramming home the locking bar with familiar finality.

         ‘Churl,’ Sir Thomas mutters, but it is he who is left in a cell, alone with his fears once more.
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