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For Seán, always


and Father Eamonn, who did not laugh when I said I raved


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


What follows is a work of the imagination










1403










Prologue


 


What would my life have been if you had laughed with the others when I said I raved, Thomas?


 


I would not be here in this anchorhold and I would not have written a word.


 


In the silence where your laughter was not, the visions were real again. And all that my life became flowed from that moment. Because my return to the fierce light of my meeting with Jesu banished everything else. There would be no second husband, no household to manage, no busy works of charity. I could not do those things again and attend to the visions, and if the visions were true, I had to choose them. And then I had to receive all that they showed me, more and more seeing, till the words to understand what I was seeing filled my heart and overflowed and I had to start writing them down. And I understood that these words I was writing were not for me but so that others could see for themselves what I had seen.


 


It was not safe to write. Not in English, not these dangerous words and especially not as a woman. I had to trust that if I wrote the words, and they could be kept in secret, they would be read one day.


 


Some think that to enter an anchorhold is to choose death. They are right, it is a kind of death, and one I welcomed. I knew death: I had walked towards its pain and loss and I had tasted the joy that is the other side of the pain. So it was not a hard choice for me. Here was safety; here I could take time, years and more years, to reflect on what I had seen and let it grow in me and write it down privily. I was alone and undisturbed; I did not need to guard my words, my dangerous truth, my woman’s truth.


 


And now I have finished the writing, and the words have been taken away from this place by hands that I trust, to wait until they can be read. The danger is passed from me.


 


What is left, Thomas?


 


An old woman on tired knees. Aside from prayer, my work is done.


 


But here you are at my window, asking for more words. Not of the visions, but of my life. Mine!


 


You say that when this long account of my visions finally comes to be read, perhaps many years from now, people will want to know who I am and they will want to know about my life, because they will see me as their teacher. You whisper that I am a great teacher already. You are wrong. I am not a teacher and I do not want those who read my words to see me.


 


But oh, Thomas, I owe you my life. This life, this rich, anchored life. And I do have more words in me. And yes, they are of myself. They come in answer to a question that has never been far from me. A question that stays strong even as my body grows weaker, as it draws close to death once again and this time with neither hope nor wish to return.


 


Why?


 


Why did these showings come to me, wretch that I am? Why?


 


You believed me when I did not believe myself, Thomas, and I will tell you my life, and you perhaps will hear the answer to my question if I cannot. I will speak truly. But I will speak privately, for I will not have you make my life more important than the words I have written which have gone from here.


 


I do not want my story broadcast, Thomas.










I


Yes. I will tell you: your face is soft, you do not judge me, you never have, seated here at my window, comfortable and big-bellied and unalarming, inhabiting your black Benedictine robes with humility not pride, following my words with nods or smiles or even tears, as you did all those years ago when you first came to me, as you have always done.


 


The words are coming, and the memories.










1347–1350










II


I see again the child that I was, intense, active, impatiently pushing my fine, always-tangled, mousy-brown hair out of my eyes, full of questions, lonely. I was rarely with other children, for I was my parents’ only child and we lived quietly outside the city in a smallholding, with Marion our maid and my nurse in strict and stiff-boned attendance. Yes, I was intense, and sensitive. I felt everything too much, like a soft cobnut without its shell, easily startled into tears by a lonely, hungry tramp; the ewe-mother of a stillborn lamb; even a flower broken at its stem by a thoughtless human hand.


 


I saw these things, noticed them on my long solitary wandering through the woods and fields by our home, because my parents always asked me what I had seen that day, when dusk gathered us inside and around the hearth. I on my stool, speaking of my seeing, my mother spinning and smiling at my words, Marion mercifully elsewhere, my father massive in his chair in the flickering shadows, returned from his wool merchanting in the city, protection and his presence one and the same to me.


 


The best time is in the summer, for it is still light when I finish my reporting and my father stands up and says,


Time for our chores, daughter.


 


And I jump up from my stool and run after him as he strides to the door and outside, and there he takes my upstretched hands and swings me onto his shoulders, and together we inspect the smallholding, ensuring the fencing is secure and the three sheep and the two goats are safely within and have water, and the horse in his stall has water and hay, and we make sure the hens are all gathered in their run and that they have water, then we go to the fruit trees and see how the apples are ripening, and we walk up and down the rows of vegetables and comment on their growth, kneeling from time to time to remove a weed. I am in heights of happiness riding so tall on my father’s shoulders, queen of all I survey, holding tightly to his ears or if he complains at my pulling burying my hands in the thick thatch of his black hair, then clutching tightly around his neck as he bends and straightens at the fencing or the weeds, laughing with delight at the sudden swooping danger, knowing I am safe, that I will always be safe because my father is here.


 


And suddenly, he is not here.










III


It is the first pestilence. We do not know what is happening to us, nothing like this has been seen before. There is always sickness and death but now a new, ugly, pitiless, mortal sickness moves among us more swiftly than thought or prayer. We do not know where it comes from; we walk in fear of an enemy we cannot see but know is all around, that will strike silently from any side including from within. You fear your neighbour, even your own kin, you fear the food set before you to eat, the ale that you drink, the water in which you bathe, the air you breathe, the very clothes on your back.


 


I am only seven and I feel the fear not in these details but in those who protect me, my mother and my father. If they are afraid then I am not safe.


 


They are afraid.


 


And today as I stand at the gate of our cottage to greet my father riding back from the city, even from a distance I can see he is not well. He draws near, his whole body is gathered to itself in pain, and moans spill from his lips at every movement of his horse. He does not see me and nor does my mother as she comes running from the cottage to help him dismount and stumble inside. His smell as they pass makes me want to be sick. Rotting flesh.


 


He is brought to his bedchamber, and our home in the days that follow is like a body clenched, locked in tension, holding its breath. I escape as much as I can, out into the woods that surround our cottage, down to the river where it flows beyond the city. I am not heeded; I stay away for hours each day, trying to pretend to myself that all is well at home, trying to lose myself in the detail of my lonely walks as I always did before. I look at a sycamore leaf brown and curled on the path, placed so delicately, its edge hardly touching the earth, prey to the wind and to the crushing footfall of men. I look at a bright-eyed sparrow on a tree-twig twitch its tail before flying away from me, dipping between branches. I look at the scales of a fish dead on the jetty catch the sun and flash rainbow colours, each scale distinct and shining. And all the time I remember that I cannot return and tell my father what I have seen, because he is abed and dying.


 


The sun is warm and I go to the river where they say the pestilence does not linger. I lie on my front on the bank and watch plop-ripples make circles on the surface of the water, like rain but they come from underneath, from water boatmen as they reach up to catch their insect prey and then retreat. I make a palm-sized world with my hands cupped either side of my eyes, a world with no dying father, no distracted, white-faced mother, no waspish Marion. Into my private world, my safe world which I make with my cupped hands, floats my very own water boatman, hanging just below the surface of the water, his wing-oars outstretched and gently moving to keep him still and buoyant, like men would in a boat, but he is breathing underwater as they could not. I see my palm-sized world through his eyes: full of dark green and light green fronds of waterweed, huge to him. He has a scaly body, his antennae twitch, he is a fish-insect, and suddenly he shoots faster than my sluggish human eyes can follow, out of my palm-sized world, to his prey I think: it is not a safe world for them. The longer I am still the more I see, more and more movement of creatures from dots and specks of flies to stately fish, moving through my palm-sized world. I gently dip my finger into the water, slowly so that it does not disturb, and watch the creatures as their fear abates and they approach and nuzzle or swim around this great clumsy pacific intruder.


 


When reluctantly I return, Marion is standing in the doorway. She looks thunderous.


 


You neglect your father, she says. You should be near him and pray for him. Do you not love him? That is what he thinks. He thinks that you do not care.


 


I draw in my breath, wincing at Marion’s accusing finger and her admonition. Guilt breaks open in me and floods my heart. My father thinks I do not love him? Squirming away from Marion’s hand as it pushes me unkindly through the cottage to his bedchamber, scared of what I will see but driven by Marion and my guilt, I go to the stinking place where he has lain for days. I land splat, hard on my knees, outside the door, pushed by Marion.


 


It is not safe to enter, she hisses, but you can stay here and pray – pray loudly so he can hear you.


 


I am terrified.


 


Where is my mother?


 


Not here.


 


With no further explanation, Marion opens the chamber door wide, looking at my face with vindictive satisfaction as she passes by me and away.


 


I can see him.


 


This is not my father.


 


Pater noster,


Our Father, I cry out in the Latin I have learned, qui es in caelis, who art in heaven


Hallowed be thy name


 


A shrunken distorted frame lies abed, stick-like arms and legs held stiffly akimbo, claw hands curled over a belly as round and distended as though it were bearing a child.


 


Thy kingdom come


 


I can see stains on the bedclothes draped over lumpen swellings where the arms and legs begin, and above the blankets the neck bulges with bulbous egg-shaped lumps, some oozing foul-smelling muck, holding the head in stiff stillness.


 


Thy will be done


 


The face has paper-thin skin patched purple, drawn over jutting cheekbones, teeth bared, moaning breaths, eyes staring upwards.


In earth as it is in heaven


 


It is my father’s face.


 


Give us this day our daily bread


And forgive us our trespasses


 


It is my father and he is here, lost in this rotting, stiffly held frame; he is not elsewhere, ready to protect me, filling his chair by the fire and the whole room with his great black-haired black-eyed comforting healthy presence, laughing at my stories of what I have seen that day.


 


As we . . . my voice falters . . . as we forgive those


 


He is here, helpless. He is here and he does not know me. My strong father, helpless and in so much pain. And there is nothing I can do for him.


 


Except pray. I make myself stay kneeling repeating the Pater Noster over and over again, watching in fascinated horror the restless movements and moans until they become more pronounced, moans drowning my stumbling words, the head is moving from side to side on the pillow and now the lips smack horribly over the large yellowed teeth, and the tongue, a rasping dry thing, pokes out of the mouth, and he cries out words I cannot discern and I do not know what he means or what he needs. I only know he is in terrible pain and needs help and I do not know what to do and I am alone with him, where is Marion, where is my mother? I can bear it no longer and I start up from my knees just as my mother appears with a bowl and I push past her and run out of the cottage out into the woods down to the river and throw myself on the bank and weep more tears than all the deep flowing river can possibly hold, flowing past me, flowing onwards, onwards to the sea.










IV


The next day the moans from the bedchamber abate and the house is no longer so clenched in fear. Our curate appears and is taken to my father, the door of the bedchamber closed behind him. My mother bids me wait with her in the solar, and while we are there she says,


 


It will not be long before your father is taken from us. He is quiet now, and if you come to him you will see that he is at peace. Will you come? I will be with you and you need not be afraid.


 


I nod wordlessly. I do not want to return to that room, to that body, but I want to please my mother. And in the hall Marion looks up from her sweeping and her face accuses me and that stirs me too: she does not think I have done enough to prove my love. So I take my mother’s hand and return to the bedchamber, kneeling again at the open door while she enters and kneels near the bed.


 


That was a good thing to do, Thomas. For the body I see is still now, covered in fresh bedclothes, the smell is softened by lavender, his eyes are closed and he looks peaceful. I can see he is at peace and my own heart settles. I watch as he takes a great juddering breath, and lets it out, and then does not breathe in for so long that I think he has died, but then he takes another great breath, and lets it out, and for even longer does not breathe, and again I think he has died, and then another breath . . . The priest speaks prayers and anoints his closed eyes with oil, then his lips, murmuring more words of absolution, and then – and it looks so funny that despite everything laughter spurts up in me, which I hold in with all my might – his nose and his ears, and then his hands and his feet, and my mother turns to me and her eyes are full of tears but she nods and smiles a little and I know he is safe now, shriven and safe.


 


He dies later that day, just one week from when he fell ill, and his body is taken away by the authorities with the many, many other bodies that have fallen to the pestilence. We may not bury him and mourn him, it is not permitted to do so, says my mother. We must mourn him in our hearts.


 


But I do not know how to mourn him. I do not know what I should feel. I think I should be glad that his suffering has ended, and he must be in heaven for the priest shrived him. But I am not glad. I do not know what to do with the great empty space in my heart where his love used to be. It does not feel like anything.


 


I fret. Does that mean I didn’t love him? Is Marion right? Is there more I should have done for him? Am I – am I to blame for his death?


 


What if I don’t love my mother enough and she dies too?


 


My mother’s eyes are huge and lost, her hair whitened under her wimple, her once-soft body thin and hard from her own unhappiness, and she barely sees me, I think, when at mealtimes I steal glances at her face and her armpits for signs of illness.


 


Lost and unhappy though I am, I dare not go to my mother for comfort. It does not occur to me that I can or should. She is gathered to herself, with little enough strength for her own needs, and I believe I must support her by demanding nothing of her, only praying for her and finding my own solace somehow: among the trees, by the river, in myself.


 


Marion leaves our home as soon as my father dies, taking his horse as parting payment. I am relieved beyond anything. Now, Thomas, I can see that my mother must have been aware of Marion’s unkind bullying and sent her away for my sake; she must have been aware of me. But I do not feel it at the time. Silently I bear this emptiness and confusion and fear inside myself, a little child, Thomas, feeling so responsible and so burdened. Uncomforted.










V


The priests tell us that the pestilence is sent by God to punish our sins. God is angry.


 


We join a procession of penitents, my mother and I, making its way to London, walking in their wake, trying to pray with them, but I feel as though I am drowning in their moaning, weeping, droning cries of miserere mei Deus, have mercy on me O God, mercy, mercy, and my eyes are drawn again and again to the violence with which they beat their own backs, even though I am sickened by it, their tunics torn, bare flesh torn and bleeding for mercy, mercy. The men seek to quell God’s wrath by forcing blood from their own bodies by their own hands. Is this what God wants? Will this satisfy Him and make Him withhold His hand, the vengeful hand that visited the pestilence upon us and took my father and might take my mother? I flinch from Him, and from the raw wounds the men make on their bodies to appease Him, and I look up at my mother’s face and see the raw pain there not self-inflicted but sent by God, this angry God. He must be so angry, when He is so ready to hurt us Himself. How can I ever appease Him? All I have in my heart is a great gaping emptiness. Should I beat my own back? But I do not think I could do it, and I do not think my mother would let me anyway.


We walk with the penitents for one day. Back at our home, my mother sits on a low stool and draws me to her so my face is at the same level as her face, and she whispers she is sorry to have shown me such things. Her face is anxious as she looks at me but her voice is no longer clogged by tears as she says,


 


This is not how we should pray. Instead we can go to the cathedral and hear a mass, and there we will repent our failings, whatever they may be, which have brought such sorrow upon us, with the monks who do not beat themselves but never cease their prayer.


 


She gives a little nod, as if to herself.


 


*


 


The cathedral is overwhelming.


 


I stand with my eyes stretched wide and my mouth open, till my mother shuts it, in a vast space made bigger by the walls, shocked by the bright blaze of colour, brighter than any I have seen in nature, a motley of blue and green and red and sharp gold in shapes covering the painted walls, glowing glass flashing from the windows and the carved wood and the polished stone and marble mosaic floor, a swirling burst of colours overflowing my eyes and I see only a blur of coloured light; I look up and up till my eyes reach the ceiling higher than any canopy in the green forest, dizzy in this painted stone forest of leaping piers, and I stagger against my mother, losing my balance amidst the noisy assault that batters my senses.


 


Look at the pillars around the altar, she whispers, pointing. If we were in Jerusalem at the temple we would see the same. Look at them and think you are in Jerusalem.


 


My reeling self steadies as I focus on one of the piers, and I notice the deep gash of the zigzag pattern winding up its length and its great width bigger than any tree I’ve seen, strong and unmoving, standing guard beside the altar, massive and sturdy and protecting, like my father.


 


Like my father was.


 


Then the procession enters the nave and we draw back against the wall as the monks in black pace past us, followed by priests in red and gold vestments and the Bishop-Abbot in a magnificent red cope with gold embroidery in intricate patterns and shapes wrought upon it, coming last so we know he is the most important person, but the black robes of the unimportant monks stand out more clearly against the bright noise of the walls and the jewel-glass of the windows, and the black simplicity brings relief to my senses.


 


And now I think you must have been among them, Thomas, as a novice, yes you are nodding, among the long line of religious, in pairs, clouded in sweet incense, pacing your way from the west end, eyes cast down, steadily slowly making your way up the long nave, and we follow from the sides, watching you separate and flow round the nave altar with its Jerusalem temple piers and through the rood screen and into the sanctuary and we cannot see you in your stalls but we can hear your sweet and sonorous chanting and we see the Bishop ascend the stone steps to his great painted throne which we can see, high, high above the sanctuary, high above us all.










VI


The mass begins.


 


Pressed against my mother’s side, I listen to the priest’s words of consecration chanted over the bread in the paten and the wine in the chalice, glowing gold beneath his hovering hands, words that tell how Christ’s body in death becomes life to us. I hear,


 


Hoc est enim corpus meum . . . hic est enim calix sanguinis mei


This is my body . . . this is my blood


 


I kneel with the others on the cold stone and bow my head before the elements, which are no longer earthly bread and wine but Christ himself, and then I raise my head and my eyes are drawn upwards, not to the elevated host in the hands of the priest but to the great rood cross hanging above him, and as I gaze I feel as though my whole body is lifted so that I am there among Mary Jesu’s mother and the Magdalene and John the disciple, clustered around the cross, and they are in desperate torment as they witness the tortured death of their beloved lord, and I gaze with them at the crucified Christ hanging, and I see yet more pain, his pain, so much pain in the drawn exhausted face and the torn, bleeding forehead and the bleeding upturned punctured palms nailed to the rood and the bent distorted nailed feet bleeding.


 


This pain must be what God wants, if even His son and all who love him are subject to it.


 


And a great longing rises in me to appease His gigantic anger that killed my father and so many others and put misery on my mother’s face and might kill her too. God is demanding, like Marion. He will not be satisfied with the emptiness in my heart which is too dull to be called pain. I need to feel what Christ’s lovers feel, what Christ himself feels, and then God might be sorry for my father’s death and will protect my mother. I ask for their pains, I beg for them, raising my arms to Jesu hanging above me, but as I look at him and plead to him I do not think he can hear me. Like my mother, he has enough of his own pain to bear.


 


I feel nothing.


 


*


 


Oh Thomas, I was seven years old, and there I knelt before the suffering son of this wrathful God of my own imagining and felt that I had to appease Him all by myself, for my mother, for everyone. I was terrified and I could find no comfort. The priests of holy church taught us our God is wrath, the pestilence was proof and the pain He seemed to demand was everywhere I looked. It was a binding circle of pain, pain demanded by God, pain received from God. And I didn’t think I had given or received nearly enough.


 


I had. I did not know it as that, but I was in deep pain, Thomas. I was seven years old and my father had died, and my too-bruised soul was hiding its unbearable loss in the darkness, beneath the emptiness, too tender to be brought into the light and be healed. A bereaved, vulnerable soul, hiding even from herself as she tried to be strong for her mother and work out how to appease her God.


 


But even now the seeds were being sown that generated the visions, visions that utterly dispelled the anger I felt pressing upon me then.


 


*


 


In the night that follows I waken in the early hours, in the darkest time, and the darkness closes about me and my feeling of blame for my father’s death and my terror that God might take my mother from me rise in me and I weep, muffling my sobs in my pillow, in despair at my helplessness.


 


Then I think, what if I were to ask not for what Christ and his lovers feel, but to come to the point of death myself? Would that be enough for God?


 


I concentrate, my tears stayed. I lie flat on my back and lay my arms across my chest like the stone knight in the chantry chapel in our church. I make myself breathe as my father did just before he died, all the way out, then waiting as long as I can before breathing in again. I do this three times, and now this breath, I tell myself, this breath is my last. The air departs from me and I let all the thoughts in my mind fall backwards into the pillow and I feel my body grow heavy and the darkness of the night grows in me and I imagine my mother sorrowful at my bedside and the curate making the sign of the cross over me and calling on my soul to repent, and I can get no further as my body demands air and the thoughts rush upwards into my mind again and I gasp and I am as alive as ever.


 


My body breathes and moves, shifting under the blanket, warm and alert and alive, and I think I will never know how to have enough pain to appease God. I toss and turn and fret. And then I sleep.


 


And when in the morning light I awaken and remember my failure to feel pain as I believe God wants me to feel it, I think that maybe I have to be grown up to have these feelings, that a child cannot have them. So I ask God if He would mind waiting until I am old, till I am as old as thirty, and then I will suffer all the pains He needs me to have. All of them: to come close to death myself and to feel the pain of Christ’s passion as his lovers felt it and as he himself felt it. I hope that is all right. I am not sure if it is all right. I see God’s eyes, which look like Marion’s eyes, staring at me crossly.


 


But the next Sunday when we go to high mass at our own church, a Franciscan friar is visiting and preaches. He speaks gently to us, not dwelling on God’s anger but on our need to learn penitence for our sins, which have brought such desolation. He speaks of Saint Cecilia who died as a martyr with three sword slashes to her neck. Three wounds. More pain! But he says we can ask for three spiritual wounds, not bodily wounds. We can ask for the wound of penitence, of contrition, to stay in our hearts always. We can ask for the wound of compassion, to feel sorry for our fellow Christians, especially for those who have died unshriven, and out of our compassion we can pray for them. And we can ask for the wound of longing for God. Our troubles should make us seek Him all the more, he says.


I bargain. If I have to wait till I am grown up to have the real pain that will appease You, God, will You accept these three wounds until then? I will try very hard to keep them. Contrition, compassion and longing for You – even though in my secret, secret heart I quail, for how can I long for one who is always so angry? But I hope God cannot see that bit of my heart.


 


*


 


And it helps, Thomas, muddled though my childish thinking was, it helps to have these three wound-vows to hang on to through the years of my childhood. I don’t forget them. Indeed they grow in me mightily. But for a long time I cannot feel that they are enough for my angry God.










1353–1354










VII


I am ten years old when I see from our door a clutch of tired soldiers march past, their faces grey with exhaustion, gratefully receiving bread from my mother without breaking step, holding aloft the King’s banner, faded, torn, emblazoned with St John of Beverley. We learn in the city that the wars with France have come to an end, their land and ours ravaged by the pestilence, too weary to fight and no men to send.


 


The sickness is passing from us, and our lives are busy once more. My mother has regained her soft round shape, though the lines on her face and the white hair beneath her wimple stay as legacies of her loss. I am growing fast but I am slender and small-boned. My long hair still tangles itself in impossible knots. We continue to live in the smallholding outside the city walls, and now Alice, who is my age, comes to stay with us to be our maid. She is taller and stronger than I, her thick black curly hair looks too wiry ever to tangle and it matches her black brows, which stand above startlingly green eyes. She is sturdy and hardworking, learning her chores quickly in the house and among the few animals and in the garden. And she joins me for lessons from my mother, who wants us both to read and write well.


 


*


Of all the gifts my mother gave me, Thomas, the gift of reading is the greatest.


 


*


 


Travellers pass our door, and today my mother bids me help her serve a pilgrim who has stopped for food and rest. He names himself Cyprian as he crosses our threshold and calls God’s blessing on us. When he has washed and eaten good food, rye bread made fresh today by Alice, and cheese and ale, and has moved to rest in comfort by the fireside, I am allowed to come and sit on my stool and ask him questions. Alice leans against the door into the solar, quietly moving closer as he speaks so she can see and hear him better.


 


Where have you come from? I ask.


 


Rome, my daughter, he replies, his voice low, tired. The great city of Rome, across the sea and the mountains. I went to the holy Vernicle.


 


What is that? I ask.


 


The very cloth with which Saint Veronica wiped Jesu’s face as he struggled to bear the great weight of the cross of his crucifixion, on the path to Calvary, the place of death.


 


What does it look like?


 


Cyprian smiles at my questioning.


 


I hardly know how to answer you, child, he says, but I will tell you what happened.


And his eyes look from my upturned face and gaze into the distance, seeing again as he speaks.


 


We were sore of foot and weary from our long journey when we arrived in the city, but other pilgrims, so many of us, were gathering to see the Vernicle because we knew it was to be displayed today, and the sweep of people carried us along. We stumbled up the steps to St Peter’s hardly keeping our balance, but the size of the church before me filled me with awe and I forgot the pain in my feet and didn’t mind the press of people. The noise of our prayers abated as we entered the vast space of the church, silenced by its splendour, and then swelled again as we flowed on into its deepness and clustered around a great pillar on the right-hand side. A priest at the foot of the pillar raised his hand and bade us stand still and wait. I gazed around me at the vast spaces, the roof so high I thought it must be the floor of heaven. Then I directed my thoughts to Christ and to his blessed image which I was about to see.


 


Cyprian’s voice is trembling now and he pauses. I am caught up in his story, seeing the huge church and the great pillar and the crowd of pilgrims through his eyes, my heart beating, impatient to see more.


 


A cradle is let down in front of the pillar, a big cradle, with two priests in it. It sways and gently bumps against the pillar as it halts before a door, three times a man’s height above the floor. The priests wait for the cradle to become quite still. Then they turn and bid us kneel, which we do, instantly becoming penitents awaiting our Lord. Someone lands painfully on my legs and he mutters an apology, shifting to one side as best he can, there is so little room.


By now Alice has crept all the way into the solar and is kneeling by me, her face as eager as mine to hear. Come on, Cyprian, I think. Tell us about the Vernicle. But he has paused again, and now his eyes are closed! Has he fallen asleep? Alice can bear it no longer and asks,


 


What happened next?


 


Cyprian opens his eyes and looks not at us but at the scene in St Peter’s.


 


The priests in the cradle are murmuring prayers and moving with slow reverence as they turn back to the pillar and open the door and reach into the darkness. They move together, holding something on either side, a frame, smaller than I was expecting, no bigger than this – Cyprian holds his hands apart to show us, maybe twice the width of his lean body – and they turn, and hold it up for us.


 


Cyprian pauses again but Alice and I are silent now, watching with respect as his eyes fill with tears, and then he speaks again and his voice is still lower and more tremulous.
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