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‘Cito, longe, tarde’


‘Fly quickly, go far, return slowly’


 


The counsel of Hippocrates, at the first news of plague




For Mum




 


December 1361


 


To the finder of this letter,


If you are reading this, then I am dead. Taken by plague. If your nose does not lead you directly to my body, then look in the chamber beyond the curtain – for this is where I shall go to die. I would ask you to bury me, as this will give comfort to my family, but I shall not condemn you for taking the other option. These are wretched, savage times, and I know why the fires blaze and the bones burn.


If you have the heart to place my body in the soil, then wrap me in my cloak and bury me alongside the other graves in the ground behind this cottage. Elsewhere the soil is hard and icy, and will not yield to the spade.


If you are well yourself, then I beg you to take this letter to Castle Eden, as my wife must know my fate. She will not thank you for this news, but she will reward you for your service. You may look upon my decaying, corrupted body and see a poor man who has died in this lonely place, but you should know this. My name was once Oswald de Lacy, Lord of the Somershill estate.




Chapter One


Our party left Somershill in the November of 1361, as soon as we heard that plague had crossed the river Darent. There were five of us – myself, my wife, son, and mother, and just a single servant, my valet, a boy named Sandro. I chose the plainest cart and the sturdiest pony from my stables, and we left with enough food and drink for the whole winter, or so we hoped. I expected every last grain of barley and every last cup of wine to be consumed before we returned to Somershill in the spring – for we were retreating from the world. Heading to a place that was far away and difficult to reach. Somewhere that plague could not find us.


We made good speed on our first day. The roads were dry and empty as we headed south, and we found rooms easily enough at an inn near Battle Abbey. But our luck ran out on the following day as we reached the coast at Tenterden. It was here that the weather turned against us. A spiteful wind had arisen in the English Channel, and then gathered malice as it crossed the vast salt marsh between us and the open sea. We were heading for an island within this marsh – a stretch of land that rises from the waters like the long back of a sleeping sea monster. The Isle of Eden cannot be reached at low tide with a cart, as the muds are too treacherous to cross with a heavy vehicle. At high tide, there is only one way to traverse the short channel of sea – aboard a wide-bottomed ferry. But the ferryman would not consider setting off that day. The waves were too high, and the wind was too strong. And so we were forced to stay another night, at another inn, waiting for some respite from the storm.


It was little better the next morning. The wind still blew in from the sea in icy, piercing bursts, and the waves still assailed the coast in long, diagonal lines – but we could not afford to wait any longer. Knowing that plague was chasing our tails, I offered the ferryman more than twice the usual fee to make the crossing. He agreed to this, but warned me that the passage would be rough – and he had not lied. The ferry rocked and creaked in the swell, as the storm grew in intensity. Above us the sky was invaded by black clouds, surging towards land like the fists of an angry god. As the rain fell in long and heavy strikes, I felt sick, cold and wet, and so I kept my eyes ahead, trying to think about where we were going and not what we had left behind.


The Isle of Eden is only six miles long by three miles wide, with few inhabitants other than a collection of tenant farmers. The sweetest apples grow here. The fattest walnuts and the ripest grapes, as the soil is usually warmed by the sea and sheltered by a succession of folding valleys. On my previous visits, the island had always lived up to its name – a true Garden of Eden. And yet, today, the island ahead of us was shrouded by an ominous, swollen gathering of clouds – so low and dark that this scene could be mistaken for the entrance to Hell.


We eventually reached the far shore, surviving the rains and the winds of the crossing, before we came to a ramp covered by waves. At first our pony refused to pull the cart from the ferry, shying away from the water and then attempting to rear. It was only when the ferryman threatened the whip that the pony finally agreed to move off, allowing us to follow the cart through the water to reach the shingle beach at the other end of the ramp. Our feet had barely touched the shores of Eden, before the ferryman turned his craft back towards the mainland. Seeing his boat retreat into the distance, I felt panicked for a moment, and nearly called out for him to return. But I bit my tongue, took a deep breath and forced a smile onto my face. We had to go on. We could not turn back.


Once we had settled the pony, I looked out for Godfrey, as he had promised to meet us here – but the shore was deserted, with not even a watchman from the nearby village to greet us and demand to know our business. I decided not to wait for my friend. This was the final stretch of our journey and we needed to reach his castle before darkness fell. And so we set off, taking the only road that crosses Eden – a track that bears south, following the spine of the island through a patchwork of field and forest.


The pony reared again as we headed up the first steep hill and then refused to move. It was scared by the change in the weather as much as anything. The rains had stopped now, but something worse was brewing – a sea-fog that was cold, white and heavy with vapour. For a moment I was tempted to abandon the cart and come back for it the next day – but our load was too valuable to leave about on a deserted track. It would be a rich prize for any thief. In the end I followed the ferryman’s example and reluctantly threatened the pony with the whip, finding that it still responded to the threat of pain.


As we pressed forward in the thickening gloom, Mother struggled to keep up whenever she was required to get out of the cart and walk. I took her arm and helped her up the steeper inclines, but she complained bitterly at each step. ‘I don’t know why we had to come here, Oswald,’ she hissed, as she stumbled into a rut and nearly fell.


I caught hold of her before she landed in the mud. ‘Yes you do, Mother,’ I said, once she was steady on her feet again. ‘We couldn’t stay in Somershill.’


‘So we’ve run away from the Plague,’ she huffed, ‘only to die in this cold. This is not how I wanted my life to end.’


‘Keep going,’ I urged her, ignoring the comment about her nearness to death. It was a common refrain of late, now that she was over seventy years of age. ‘It’s not far to Castle Eden,’ I said. ‘We should be there within the hour.’


‘Eden,’ she puffed disparagingly. ‘Your father wouldn’t have run away to a stranger’s castle. I can tell you that much.’


‘There’s no shame in fleeing plague,’ I said. ‘And the owner of this castle is not a stranger. Godfrey is an old family friend. You’ve met him many times.’


‘But I didn’t say that I liked him, did I?’


‘Then you should have gone to Versey,’ I said. ‘To stay with Clemence.’


She looked at me witheringly. ‘You know I can’t abide your sister.’


‘Then you will have to make the best of this choice. Now come on,’ I said, pointing ahead at the two blurred shapes in the fog. ‘We mustn’t let Filomena and Hugh out of our sights.’


I took Mother’s arm and we caught up with my wife and son, finding that Filomena was shivering and Hugh was sucking his thumb. I think he would have been crying, had he possessed the energy. When he saw me appear at his side, he pulled his hand from Filomena’s grasp and held up his arms to me, begging to be lifted.


‘How much further is it?’ Filomena asked, as I picked Hugh up and let him burrow his head into the fur of my hood.


‘We’re nearly there,’ I said confidently, though, in truth, I was beginning to fear that we were lost. The track was now descending into another valley, where the fog lay at its thickest. If this lack of visibility were not bad enough, I soon became aware of shapes in the mist about us. Shadowy forms that followed our progress at a distance, but never came into focus. Fog will bend any benign shape into a monster, and any ordinary sound into a threat. I guessed that they were sheep, since the island was home to many herds, but their tramping hooves soon became the stalking footsteps of wraiths. Their low bleats were ghostlike calls.


I was not the only member of the party to be bothered by our sinister followers. The pony was misbehaving again, now stubbornly refusing to walk through this shrouded glade. Even the threat of the whip no longer held any fear for the creature, no matter how menacingly I waved the leathers in front of its eyes. In the end my valet Sandro produced an apple from his pouch, which finally persuaded the pony to move off again. We then trudged along behind the cart, like a party of mourners following a coffin to the graveyard.


At that moment, I couldn’t remember feeling more miserable. My feet were squelching inside my boots. The cold air was causing Hugh to cough and Mother was groaning loudly at every step. Only Filomena kept going without complaint – but her silent forbearance was perhaps the hardest torment to bear. Guilt welled inside me as I watched her small frame bent forward like an old woman’s. This was not the life I had imagined for my wife, when I brought her here from Venice. I turned my eyes back to the path, for I could not surrender to these thoughts.


‘I think we should stop for a while,’ said Filomena, once we had climbed out of the low hollow onto some higher ground, moving quickly past the gallows, where the body of a man hung limply from the gibbet. ‘When the fog lifts, we can see where we’re going.’ This was an appealing idea, but I feared that if we stopped now, we might never start again. Night would fall soon, and then the air that was currently cold would turn into a freezing miasma.


‘We must carry on,’ I said.


‘But Hugh is exhausted,’ she argued. ‘And your mother cannot keep up.’


‘Don’t worry about me,’ said Mother, suddenly looming through the mists like an effigy above a tomb. ‘There’s nothing wrong with my legs. I’m as fit as a young woman.’ As she said this, she leant against the side of the cart and her knees nearly buckled beneath her.


Filomena looked at me sharply and took a deep breath, and I wondered if an argument would follow – but instead, my wife pulled me to one side and whispered, ‘Are you certain that you know where we’re going, Oswald?’


‘Yes,’ I said. ‘There’s only one road across this island, and we’re definitely on it.’


She regarded me for a moment – unsure whether to argue, before she set off again, her head lowered once more against the elements. We followed behind her, making slow progress along this track until something caught my attention in the distance. It was a light, glimmering thinly through the gloom.


‘Can you see that?’ I asked Filomena, as I pointed ahead. ‘I think Godfrey has lit a beacon for us.’


This was a welcome thought, so we pressed on, gathering speed with each step. Even the stubborn pony seemed excited by the promise of an end to this journey. But, as we neared the flames, we realised that this was no beacon. Instead it was a fire, devouring the wooden carcass of a small cottage.


We left Hugh with Mother and Sandro at the cart, and then Filomena and I cautiously approached the fire, stepping forward until the heat prevented us from getting any nearer. We stopped to stare into the flames, like two children gazing at the spectacle of the midsummer bone fire. I was so transfixed by the sight, that it took me a while to notice the figure watching us from the other side of the burning cottage. He wore rough clothes and his face was hidden by a rag wrapped about his mouth and nose. When I called out to him, he lifted a bucket from the ground and then quickly retreated into the fog.


‘Who was that?’ Filomena asked me.


‘I don’t know,’ I said.


‘And what is that smell?’ She sniffed at the air. ‘It smells like . . .’ She paused for a moment and clasped my arm. ‘Like the oil that fishermen use in Venice. To paint the boats.’


I had smelt it too. A sharp and choking scent. ‘I think it’s birch bark oil,’ I said, now realising what had been inside the mysterious man’s bucket. ‘It was probably used to start the fire.’


Filomena nodded, but continued to sniff at the air. ‘But there’s another smell, Oswald,’ she said. ‘Something I don’t recognise.’


I did recognise it. In fact, I knew this perfume of old. It was pungent and sickening. A scent that clings to the nostrils for moments, but to the memory forever. ‘Come on, Filomena,’ I said. ‘Let’s get out of here.’


‘Why? What’s the matter?’


I tried to pull her away from the fire, but she resisted me. ‘No, Oswald. Tell me what it is.’


‘I don’t know,’ I said.


‘Yes you do,’ she replied. We had been married for over two years now, and she knew when I was lying. ‘I won’t leave here until you tell me the truth.’


I looked at the determined expression on her face and surrendered. ‘There are bodies in the fire,’ I said. ‘That’s what you can smell.’


‘What?’ she said, wrinkling her nose in disgust. ‘I don’t believe you.’


‘Look closer, Filomena,’ I said, pointing into the heart of the flames, where the wooden struts of the cottage were now collapsing onto the remains of three people. Two were adults, but one was a child, perhaps not much older than Hugh. Their corpses were scorched and blackened, but they were still identifiable as human.


‘Mother Maria!’ She looked away and crossed herself. ‘Why would anybody do this? Only heathens burn their dead.’


‘I think they died of plague,’ I said with a sigh.


She stepped back. ‘But you said plague was behind us, Oswald. That’s why we came to this island.’


‘Please, Filomena. Let’s argue about this later.’ I took her arm again. Now, more than ever, we needed to reach our safe haven.


She didn’t need any further encouragement to leave. We hurried back to the cart, and refused to answer any of Sandro and Mother’s questions, as we concentrated on persuading the pony to move off again. But, just as the pony agreed to budge, we heard the sound of approaching hooves through the fog. I took out my sword instinctively, and asked Sandro to do the same.


‘Who’s there?’ I called out, fearing it was the masked man from the fire again. He circled us on his horse, a tall palfrey, its flanks covered with a richly decorated caparison. This was not the roughly dressed peasant I’d seen before. This was a nobleman – robed in the livery of his estate. When he lifted back the hood of his cloak, I recognised his face straight away – though his hair was unkempt and his red beard had grown as long as a hermit’s.


‘Godfrey,’ I said, dropping the sword to my side. ‘Thank goodness.’


‘What are you doing here, Oswald?’ he said, his face knotted into an angry grimace. ‘This is a plague house.’


‘You knew about this?’ I said.


‘Yes. I gave orders for this cottage to be burnt down.’


‘But the dead were inside, Godfrey,’ I said. Mother gasped at my words, and I could see Sandro crossing himself out of the corner of my eye.


‘No. That’s not true,’ said Godfrey.


‘I saw them myself,’ I said. ‘Within the flames.’


He balled the fist of his left hand. ‘The dead were to be buried first,’ he growled. ‘Those were my explicit instructions.’


‘Well, they weren’t honoured.’


Godfrey rubbed a hand across his face. For a moment he looked so much older than his thirty-two years. He then quickly tugged at his reins and turned the horse away from us. ‘Come on,’ he shouted. ‘We need to get back to Castle Eden. It’s not safe here.’


We trailed Godfrey’s horse through the fog for a mile or so in complete silence, following a track that was constantly rising. Not even Mother had the energy to complain. Eventually we came to a headland. It was here that the fog lifted and we were finally able to look up at our destination. A castle perched on a lonely cliff, standing out against a cold, white sky with gloomy defiance. Beyond this castle there was nothing but marsh, grey and flat as it seeped out into infinity.


It felt as if we had reached the very edge of the world.




Chapter Two


By 1361 we had not seen plague for a number of years – or perhaps we had just decided to forget about it, as a person ignores a sore foot when they are determined to dance. Now we were being punished for this slight however, for plague had reawoken to take another bite at the English.


When I first heard the rumours coming out from London, I decided to stay within the walls of my home in Somershill. It is a large fortified manor in the middle of my rural estate in Kent – somewhere that I could keep my family safe from contagion. Or so I hoped. But then, as the weeks went by, and new tales trickled out from the city, I began to change my mind. They were alarming stories, accounts of a changed disease. This time plague was killing the young in many more numbers than the old. Some were even calling it the Children’s Pestilence, as if this outbreak deserved a name of its own.


My son Hugh was only four years old, and soon I began to worry for his life. He was my only child, born to my first wife – my beloved Mary. She had died during his birth, and subsequently I had rejected Hugh – blaming him for Mary’s death, as if he had somehow been complicit in this deed. This stupidity had ended when I met Filomena in Venice, for she had helped me to shake away this destructive and selfish delusion, urging me to become a proper father to my motherless son. After this very poor beginning, I had come to love Hugh with all my heart, and now I would do anything to save his life.


And so, when we heard reports of plague within ten miles of Somershill, I knew that it was time to leave. But where were we to go? We could hardly retreat to the other de Lacy house, in the city of London, as this was at the very heart of the contagion. And then I remembered that my friend Godfrey, lord of the Eden estate to the south of Somershill, had once offered us refuge in his remote castle, should the Plague ever reach Kent. I had laughed privately when he made this invitation, never thinking that I might need to accept – but now I found myself writing to Godfrey, advising my friend that we would be arriving at his home by the middle of November. He wrote back immediately, with a list of foods we should bring and the advice that we should hurry to get there before he closed off his castle from the outside world. Once he had lowered the portcullis of Castle Eden against the Plague, he would not raise it again. Not for anybody.


Filomena and my mother had objected strongly to my choice of sanctuary at first, though neither of them had denied the need to flee Somershill. They didn’t care for Godfrey, nor like the sound of his lonely castle on the Isle of Eden, but they had no other suggestions. I convinced them both that Godfrey was better company than he first seemed, and though his home was isolated, it would afford very good protection from plague. I didn’t confess to them that I also found Godfrey a little difficult, and had my own misgivings about spending a whole winter in his company.


Our friendship had started in London two years previously, when we had been drawn to one another at a feast to celebrate Pentecost. I suppose we each recognised something in the other: a shyness in large groups, and a sense of being different, outsiders even. Godfrey had been interesting company on that evening, as we had spoken about astronomy and philosophy, even sharing some amusement at the pomposity and self-importance of our host. After this introduction, I had invited him to stay at Somershill on his return trip to the south coast, and this had become a regular arrangement thereafter. Whenever Godfrey was travelling to London, he stayed at Somershill for at least one night in order to break up his journey.


It was on these visits that I had discovered another side to my friend’s character. As well as being a congenial and educated man, Godfrey could also be suspicious, if not occasionally irrational. His religious convictions were becoming strong. Too strong. At times I feared that they were warping his sanity. He believed, with utter conviction, that the world was coming to an end – a belief that was only confirmed when rumours of the Plague surfaced. To his mind, plague was a punishment from God upon humanity, and most especially upon the church. It was a retribution for all the many corruptions and sins of the clergy.


He had become so obsessed with the notion that we were approaching the Day of Judgment, that many people had taken to avoiding his company. The fact that I still invited Godfrey to stay at my home and didn’t rudely contradict his views had led him to believe that I shared his fears. This was, perhaps, the only reason that he had extended an invitation to my family to join him at his remote hideaway. And so, in some ways it had turned out to be a friendship worth cultivating.


And yet . . .


And yet, as our cart trundled through the archway of Castle Eden on that first evening, I wondered if I had made the right decision after all? Godfrey’s welcome could hardly have been described as warm, and this castle was as bleak as the White Tower. I looked up at the high walls of the inner keep, and couldn’t help but shiver. This would be our home for the next few months – a quad of cobblestones, surrounded by a high curtain wall with a tower at each corner. There was nothing more. No outer keep or enclosed gardens. Just stone walls and sky.


Our pony had been released into the forest after our arrival, since the castle could not accommodate any more horses. As I watched the creature jauntily trot away into the distance, surprised to be given its freedom, I suddenly had the urge to run through the gate and join its escape. But then the portcullis was lowered for the last time behind us – its heavy chains clanking loudly as they turned on the wheel. It was too late to leave now. For better or worse, this was where we would remain for the whole winter, or until the Plague had cared to burn itself out.


Godfrey strode over to our party, as Sandro, Mother and Filomena huddled about me like penned sheep. ‘You need to get dry, Oswald,’ he said. ‘Go to your rooms, and we’ll move your cart to the stables.’ He then turned to look over his shoulder. ‘Now, where is my steward?’ he said. ‘I told Mistress Cross to be here when you arrived.’


‘Your steward is a woman?’ I asked, unable to hide my surprise, since such roles were always the preserve of a man.


He nodded awkwardly. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘You’ll find that all the servants are women here. I’ve dismissed the men.’


‘Why?’ I asked.


‘Because they eat too much, Oswald. And we have limited stores of food.’ He looked around again for his steward. ‘Where is she?’ he said, now putting his hands to his mouth and bellowing her name about the inner ward. ‘Mistress Cross. You are required here. Please come immediately!’ This call went out three times before a woman eventually responded, bustling around the corner and then striding towards us as if we were a herd of pigs who had invaded her vegetable garden.


Alice Cross was as wide as she was tall, with a face of weathered freckles and large hands that wouldn’t have looked out of place on a wrestler. I ventured a smile, but was greeted by a look of indignation that bordered on hostility.


‘Come with me,’ she barked, demanding that we follow her to a door at the foot of one of the towers. She stopped here to count us, as if we might have doubled in number since beginning our short journey, and then, with a great puff of dissatisfaction, she opened this door onto a dark, winding stairwell that led up to the only rooms in this part of the castle.


As we trailed her skirts up the steps, we soon learnt that Alice Cross was justly named. She was cross that we had arrived so late in the day. She was cross at having to ascend these steep stairs on our behalf. She was cross that the door to our chamber was stiff, and she was most especially cross that Godfrey had allocated us the two best rooms in the castle. These interconnecting chambers, she haughtily informed us, were usually reserved for the King – kept perpetually ready for an unannounced arrival. By this point, despite my exhaustion, I could no longer tolerate the woman’s manner, so I pointed out that the King had never chosen to stay at Castle Eden to my knowledge, preferring Pevensey or even Sandwich to this remote fortress.


My observation only elicited another puff of disgust, before she then continued to issue us with a litany of rules, turning to address Filomena and my mother in particular. Perhaps she thought that the women would make better enforcers than the men, but she was wasting her time in this instance. I could tell that Filomena was struggling to understand the woman’s strong Kentish accent, and Mother wasn’t listening. The long journey, followed by the steep ascent of the staircase, had exhausted her, and she was resting on the nearest stool with her eyes closed.


The fact that Mother was sleeping did not deter Mistress Cross from continuing, however. Amongst her many instructions – far too many to possibly be remembered – we learnt the times for supper; where we should leave the dirty chamber pots and why we should not, under any circumstances, touch the precious glass in the windows of this room. At the end of this recitation she looked us over with a final disgruntled sigh and then left the room with a flourish of resentment. As the door closed, Filomena muttered something in Venetian under her breath.


‘What’s the matter?’ I asked, as if this wasn’t obvious.


She looked away. ‘I don’t like this place, Oswald.’


‘It’s just different to Somershill,’ I said, trying my best to sound cheerful. ‘That’s all. You’ll get used to it.’


I expected her to argue with me, but instead she took my hands in her own. ‘Please, Oswald,’ she said softly. ‘Let’s go back to Somershill. It’s not too late.’


‘I’m sorry, Filomena,’ I said, taken aback by this appeal. ‘It is too late. You know that. You saw those bones burning in the fire. We’re surrounded by plague. It’s not safe to leave this castle.’


‘But I don’t feel safe here. This place is . . .’ She dropped my hands from hers and then crossed her arms. ‘This castle is so cold,’ she said. ‘And there are bad spirits here. You must have felt the eyes upon us as we came in? Nobody is pleased to see us.’


I had, indeed, seen faces at the windows above the inner ward, as we followed Alice Cross across the cobblestones – but I had read their peeping as nothing more sinister than the usual nosiness. ‘The other guests are just interested in us,’ I said. ‘I’m sure everybody will be very friendly. There’s really nothing to be worried about.’


‘No, no, Oswald. Filomena is right,’ piped up Mother, from the other side of the room. ‘I’ve felt it too. There is a malignance here. A pervasion of evil.’


‘I thought you were asleep,’ I said, as Mother padded towards us with a slow and disturbing determination.


‘I shall be wearing this at all times,’ she said, pulling a large gold pendant from beneath her tunic. ‘It contains a fragment from the vestments of Saint Thomas a Becket. This bloodied cloth can protect us from anything.’


Filomena inspected Mother’s pendant with disdain and then felt within her embroidered tunic, pulling out her own coral rosary. ‘And I will ask the Virgin for protection,’ she said haughtily. ‘Mother Maria is more powerful than any saint.’


They displayed these trophies to one another, like two children arguing over the longest stick, or the brightest stone. ‘Please remember,’ I said. ‘You mustn’t go about the castle with such jewellery on show.’


‘Why not?’ they said, turning to me in unison.


‘You know Godfrey’s opinion of relics and rosaries.’


‘Well, he’s not here now,’ said Filomena. ‘And anyway, my rosary is not jewellery. These beads are holy.’


Mother folded her arms. ‘And so is my pendant, Oswald. It is a verified relic. Blessed by the Bishop of Bath himself.’


‘I’m just asking you not to flaunt them,’ I said. The two women exchanged a glance at this. ‘This is Godfrey’s castle,’ I continued. ‘So we must respect his wishes.’ I paused. ‘We were lucky to be invited.’


‘Well, I don’t feel lucky,’ said Filomena, turning away from me.


‘And neither do I,’ said Mother, mimicking Filomena’s stance. ‘This place is cold and miserable. And your wife is right. There is evil here.’


‘There is no safer place than this,’ I said, now concerned that the two of them were uniting against me for once. ‘In the months to come, you’ll be pleased to be in this castle. When plague is sweeping through the villages and towns of Kent, you’ll have a fire, a bed and enough food for many months. You’ll be alive, while others are dying.’


Mother shrugged at this, unimpressed by my impassioned speech. ‘You think this is a sanctuary, Oswald,’ she said. ‘But I cannot agree.’


‘It is a sanctuary,’ I insisted. ‘Plague will not breach these walls.’


She headed for a nearby chair and then let herself slip down into the seat, releasing a long sigh of pleasure as she took the weight from her feet. ‘That doesn’t matter, Oswald,’ she said, as she closed her eyes again. ‘There is death here already.’


‘That’s not true,’ I said, vexed by this foolish talk. How could my mother possibly have sensed the presence of death and evil? We had only just arrived. I threw off my cloak and changed into dry clothes, before we ate a supper of bread and hard cheese, and then crawled, with complete exhaustion, between the icy sheets of our beds.


But I did not sleep well that night. Instead, I fell into a fitful doze – my dreams invaded by the shadow of plague. I was an eighteen-year-old boy again, escaping from the monastery with an old monk – a priest named Brother Peter. I was lying on a dirty bed within a dirty hovel – somewhere that I had never been before. I didn’t know why or how I’d got there. I only knew that my body was drenched with the sweats of a fever, and that there were large, throbbing lumps in my armpits, neck and groin.


When I looked down at these buboes, I could see that each one of them was swollen to near bursting point with blackened blood. Pain gripped my body, but soon fear swamped even this emotion, as a figure loomed over me in the darkness, wielding a knife. It was Brother Peter. He wanted to help me, and yet I did not want his help. As he laid the cold metal blade against the lump in my armpit, I screamed for him to stop. I didn’t care when he told me this was my only chance. I didn’t care when he insisted that he must lance this bubo and release the corruption within. He was trying to save my life, and yet I struggled against him. Even though I was so close to death, I feared the pain of his barbaric surgery more than I desired his cure.


I woke as Brother Peter made that first incision, poking the tip of the knife into my skin. I sat up straight in a cold panic and for a few moments, I couldn’t remember where I was, until I recognised the room at Castle Eden. Hugh had crawled into the bed between Filomena and me, and was softly breathing. There was nothing to fear.


I kissed my son on the head and then fell back against the bolster, resting for a moment as I let my hand run over the bumpy scar in my left armpit. My breathing slowed and my eyes closed. I was alive.




Chapter Three


I was awoken the next morning by the sensation of something passing across my face. I instinctively jumped out of bed, ready to defend myself, when I realised that my assailant was nothing more dangerous than a large crow, strutting along the ledge outside our window as it cast a beady eye inside the room. We regarded one another for a moment, before the crow tapped its curved, silvery beak at the window, as if it expected to be let in. I clapped my hands and tried to shoo it away, but the crow ignored me and continued to tap at the glass, until I banged on the inner side of the window myself. It then flapped its wings in some indignation before gliding down into the inner ward, where it landed on the shoulder of an elderly man dressed in the black habit of a Benedictine monk. When I saw that a number of people were standing with him – huddled in a group at one end of this courtyard to catch the thin shards of winter sun – I realised that we must have overslept.


I woke Filomena and Hugh, and then opened the connecting door to the other room in our apartment, where my mother had spent the night. My valet Sandro was curled up on a straw mattress in the corner, and only stirred when I tapped him on the shoulder. He jumped to his feet immediately, embarrassed that I had been required to wake him.


‘I’m sorry, Master Oswald,’ he said, rubbing his face and then pushing the curls from his eyes.


‘Don’t worry, Sandro,’ I said. ‘We’re all tired after yesterday. But it’s time to help my mother from bed.’


‘There’s no need for that,’ came Mother’s voice from the other side of the room. ‘I can still stand up on my own, you know.’


I gestured silently to Sandro, nodding for him to go over to her bedside anyway. ‘Very well, Mother,’ I said. ‘But please take care. The bedstead is high.’


She opened an eyelid and I was suddenly reminded of the slowworms that I used to catch in the monastery garden when I was a boy. A grey linen nightcap clung tightly to her scalp. Her face was pale and notched with lines, as if she were coated in a membrane of silvery scales. ‘Please send Filomena in to dress me,’ she said. ‘I won’t have that Venetian boy doing it.’


‘Very well,’ I said, knowing the reaction that this command would provoke from my wife.


‘Don’t look at me like that Oswald,’ said Mother. ‘You were the one who wouldn’t let me bring a lady’s maid.’


‘Those were Godfrey’s instructions,’ I replied. ‘We had to keep our party to the minimum. Remember? More servants means more mouths to feed.’


‘And yet you felt able to bring your valet?’


‘I couldn’t leave Sandro in Somershill,’ I said. ‘He’s part of our family.’


 


We were dressed and about to leave the apartment, when Godfrey knocked at the door and strode in with exaggerated cheerfulness. I could tell immediately that he felt guilty about the poor quality of his welcome to us the previous day, for he was stepping quickly from foot to foot, his small frame restless with nervous energy. ‘Good morning to the de Lacys,’ he chirped. ‘How pleasant it is to see you all.’


‘Is it a good morning?’ snapped Mother as she waved towards the window. ‘Looks as if there’s another storm out there to me.’


Godfrey smiled. ‘Well, we are surrounded by sea, my Lady,’ he said. ‘So we cannot complain at being subject to the elements.’


‘Never mind being surrounded by sea,’ she huffed, obviously needled by Godfrey’s condescending tone. ‘I feel like a siren, perched on a crag.’ She then wrapped her arms across her chest and gave a shiver.


There was a short, embarrassed silence as Godfrey struggled to think of an answer to this, but at least Mother had succeeded in suffocating his false jollity.


He gave a bow to my family and then took me to one side. ‘I’m sorry about yesterday, Oswald,’ he admitted. ‘I should have met you by the ferry.’ He began to dither. ‘But, you see, I was late setting off from the castle and then the weather turned against me.’ He wiped his face and took a deep breath. ‘And of course, there was the incident at the cottage.’ He dropped his voice to a whisper. ‘I gave specific instructions that the family should be buried before the place was set on fire. You must believe me about that. I would never sanction such a sin as burning the dead.’


‘Did you know the people who died there?’ I asked.


‘Yes,’ he said. ‘They were tenants of mine. A good, God-fearing family.’ He paused. ‘When this plague has abated, I will return to the cottage and bury their bones myself. And the guilty man will be punished, I can assure you of that. Next time he will follow my instructions precisely.’ He forced a smile and then stepped back to direct his next comments to the others. ‘So,’ he said with a clap of his hands. ‘Did you all sleep well?’


‘Yes, thank you,’ I replied on their behalf. ‘We were exhausted after our long journey.’


‘And you are all well in yourselves?’ he asked. ‘No sign of coughs or fevers?’ He tried to make this sound like an offhand question, but I knew its true purpose.


‘No, Godfrey,’ I said. ‘We are all well. Otherwise we wouldn’t have come here.’


He gave a short, embarrassed cough. ‘Of course, Oswald. It was a foolish question. I know that you, of all people, would not take risks with other people’s lives.’ Then, in a bid to change the subject, he patted Sandro on the head. ‘I see that your trusty valet has accompanied you here?’


‘Of course,’ I said. ‘But don’t worry, Godfrey. Sandro eats no more than a woman.’


Godfrey tried to laugh at this. ‘Well, that’s good to hear,’ he said, before foolishly attempting to repeat the gesture. As his palm neared my valet’s head, Sandro made a sudden bow that left Godfrey’s hand waving clumsily in the air.


I couldn’t help but smile at this, for I knew what had motivated Sandro’s quick move. My valet was now fourteen years of age – or so we believed. We couldn’t be sure of this, since he wasn’t sure of it himself. Whatever his age, Sandro was old enough to be growing a thin covering of hair on his top lip, and yet he did not reach my shoulder in height. Unfortunately this lack of stature meant that Sandro was often mistaken for a child. A pat on the head was a regular indignity, along with a pull to his ear or a pinch to one of his cherubic cheeks. I had even seen people stroking the crop of glossy black curls that fell in ringlets about his face, even though this boldness clearly made Sandro uncomfortable.


My valet was something of a curiosity. A Venetian novelty. When asked about his history – which frequently happened – I said that I had recruited the boy at a palazzo in Venice, where he had impressed me with his skills at serving our hosts. The truth couldn’t have been more different. I had discovered Sandro three years previously, living on the streets of Venice as a ragged and starving child. Our paths had crossed when I was searching for a murderer. He had helped me, as much as I had subsequently helped him. But that is another story, for another time.


After the awkwardness of the failed pat to the head, Godfrey turned his attentions to Filomena and Hugh. ‘And here is your son and beautiful wife,’ he said flamboyantly. ‘Come all the way to see me from Somershill.’ Godfrey approached Hugh and unwisely attempted to lift the boy, which only caused my small son to cling to Filomena’s legs with a squeal of fear. ‘He has grown again,’ observed Godfrey, pretending not to be embarrassed by Hugh’s reaction. ‘And it’s only three months since I last saw him.’


It was supposed to be a light-hearted comment, but my wife did not register the comedy in it. In fact, she seemed determined to be affronted by Godfrey’s observation. ‘I may not be Hugh’s true mother,’ she said, ‘but I always make sure that he eats properly.’ She then let her hands rest for a moment upon her coral rosary.


Godfrey’s eyes darted away, as if they had been stung. ‘Talking of food,’ he said quickly, turning back to me. ‘Thank you for bringing all of the provisions I requested, Oswald. I’ve inspected your cart already, and it seems that you followed my instructions precisely.’ He grunted a laugh. ‘Which is more that I can say for some of the other guests. They don’t seem able to read.’


‘Your list was very helpful,’ I said, remembering the exhaustive directives that I had received from Godfrey.


‘Thank you, Oswald,’ he said, stepping towards the door, now keen to leave. ‘Perhaps you and your valet would assist in moving the sacks and barrels into the storeroom now?’ He rubbed his hands together and smiled with genuine pleasure at last. ‘And then I want to show you something. I think you’ll be very impressed.’


 


Sandro and I followed Godfrey through the inner ward, passing the handful of fellow guests who were still loitering in the meagre sunshine. I wanted to introduce myself, but Godfrey urged me on.


‘You can meet them later,’ he said with a wave of his hand. ‘There’s no rush. We will have months together.’


From the inner ward, he led us down some steps into a dark, musty-smelling passageway that branched out into the network of cellars beneath the castle. Godfrey pushed at one of the many doors along this passageway and then we entered a large vaulted chamber, thinly illuminated by an unexpected shaft in the ceiling, near to the far wall. The room itself was cold, but smelt fresher and drier than the passageway outside. As my eyes became accustomed to the poor light, I saw that this chamber was stuffed with food – from the barrels on the floor, to the many hessian sacks on the shelves. Smoked hams hung from hooks on the ceiling, like a colony of bats roosting in the eaves.


Godfrey strode across the room and then stood proudly beneath the shaft of light. ‘I had this ventilation tunnel built recently,’ he said. ‘It is my own design.’ He waved us over. ‘Come and see, Oswald. It funnels fresh air into these storerooms from outside of the castle walls.’


‘Outside of the walls?’ I said in surprise, as Sandro and I peered up the shaft. It was a very thin tunnel, only the width of a dinner plate, leading up towards the daylight at a sloped angle.


‘Of course,’ said Godfrey. ‘I didn’t want to draw the stale miasmas of the inner ward into these rooms. Our food is stored in here, and it needs fresh air.’ He dropped his head and strode purposefully back towards the door. ‘But let me show you something else,’ he said proudly. ‘I’ve replaced this door and frame with new timber.’ Sandro and I wandered over to inspect this carpentry, without, I have to say, a great deal of enthusiasm. Godfrey didn’t notice this lack of interest, however, since he carried on in the same, ebullient manner. ‘Once these doors are locked, then nobody will be able to kick them in.’ He paused for effect. ‘Not even with a battering ram. If the castle is stormed, then the raiders will never get their hands on our food.’


‘Are you expecting an invasion?’ I asked, exchanging a sly smile with Sandro.


This time Godfrey noticed our disdain and turned on me sharply. ‘This is no laughing matter, Oswald,’ he said. ‘I’m prepared for plague.’ I went to apologise but he continued. ‘Who can tell what will happen in the months to come?’ he said. ‘Who can tell what desperate souls will do, when they run out of food? The people on this island will only have their own measly stores to rely upon. Whereas we have this. A cellar full of provisions. Enough to feed us all for many months.’


‘It’s very impressive,’ I said, suitably chastised for my moment of mockery.


He fixed me with a glare, seemingly still annoyed at my lack of sincerity. ‘We are at the End of Days, Oswald. The Son of Man prepares to send out his angels from Heaven. Soon they will gather the sinners from His kingdom and throw them all into a flaming furnace.’


Sandro cast his eyes to the floor, but I kept my friend’s gaze. I had heard Godfrey quote these verses from the Gospel of Matthew before, and I was in no mood to hear them now. ‘I think it’s time to unload our food,’ I said quickly, walking back into the passageway and gesturing for my valet to join me. ‘Come on, Sandro. Hurry up.’


 


We spent the next hour heaving sacks of grain and dried peas, barrels of wine, whole cheeses, smoked hams and sausages from the cart and then placing them onto the shelves according to Godfrey’s precise instructions. Godfrey supervised our work without making any efforts to lift the food and drink himself. Instead he worked at a table, making a list of each contribution and recording the shelf on which it was stored. I wondered if this meant we would only be allowed to eat the food that we had brought ourselves, but Godfrey assured me that his lists only existed so that he could plan out our meals for the next few months.


When we’d finally unloaded the cart, I sent Sandro back to our rooms to see if Filomena needed his help, while Godfrey promised to take me on a tour of the castle, ending with the unveiling of his surprise. We began the tour in his library – a room high up in one of the towers that faced the sea. Godfrey had enlarged an existing arrow slit in the exterior wall of the room, to form a great window onto this view. I lingered here for many minutes, staring out at the low mist that lay upon the marsh like a feather quilt. It was liberating to look into the far distance again, since all of the other windows in the castle looked down upon the small inner ward, which only intensified the feeling of enclosure. I fancied that I could make out Rye to the west and Dover to the east, but this was just my imagination. The light of the marsh plays tricks on the eye.


Godfrey soon dragged me away from this view, keen to show me the next of his improvements. These were the ancient murder holes that he had reopened in the ceiling of the gatehouse – a set of circular mouths above the entrance tunnel, from which we could pour boiling water onto the heads of those raiders he imagined were intent upon storming the castle and stealing our food. This time, however, I didn’t laugh at the idea. Instead, I praised Godfrey for his foresight – not wanting to prompt another lecture about the End of Days.


After this, we inspected the well in the inner ward, looking down the deep shaft to a tiny silver circle of water, far below us. The well had been abandoned for many years, having become polluted with all sorts of debris, meaning that the servants had preferred to collect water from an outside stream. But now we had a source of clean water within the castle walls themselves. I congratulated Godfrey with genuine respect this time, for he had been lowered down the well himself in order to clear out the muck. It couldn’t have been a pleasant job, but he had not shirked from it.


And then, at last, we came to Godfrey’s surprise. We retraced our steps along a passageway in the cellar, to a door that appeared to be locked at first, until Godfrey threw it open to reveal a room illuminated by a bank of lanterns. I stepped inside to look, in wonderment, at what lay before me. It was a large iron frame – as tall and as wide as a man, and filled with an array of wheels, cogs and pulleys. I recognised this immediately as the mechanism of an astronomical clock – a rare device in England, not usually seen outside the abbeys or royal palaces.


I stepped nearer, wanting to touch the clock, when a man appeared from the shadows and warned me off. Beside him was a girl of maybe ten or eleven years of age, dressed in the clothes of a noblewoman. She did not acknowledge our presence, but continued to stare at a wheel that was rotating at speed within the frame.


When Godfrey noticed the girl, he flinched. ‘Why is Lady Emma in here?’ he asked the man.


‘She likes to watch the clock, my Lord,’ he replied. ‘She’s not doing any harm. She never bothers us.’


‘I don’t think her father would be very pleased about this,’ said Godfrey. ‘She’s supposed to stay in their room.’ Godfrey approached the girl, leant down and suggested, in a quiet and gentle voice, that she should leave. The girl didn’t look up at Godfrey while he spoke, or make any effort to reply. Instead, she simply obeyed his request and glided out of the room like a small and silent swan.


Once the girl had left us, Godfrey then introduced the man who had appeared from the shadows as Pieter de Groot – a master clock builder from the town of Delft in the Low Countries. De Groot was a squat and muscular man, with arms as thick as ham hocks and a bulbous nose that was split at its tip, like the crack of an arse. Whilst Godfrey was making his introductions, a thin youth of maybe eighteen or nineteen years slunk out of an adjoining room. When he saw our faces, he reddened, and then quickly disappeared again. Godfrey made no attempt to even acknowledge this slender boy, let alone introduce him.


Godfrey ran his hands over the large cog that I had been warned away from. ‘Isn’t this the most wonderful invention, Oswald?’ he said, not sensing de Groot’s obvious twitchiness. Once Godfrey had released his hands from the clock, de Groot took a rag to the cog and wiped the area that Godfrey had just touched. Godfrey seemed oblivious to the slight and continued to speak. ‘This clock will hang from the wall above the dais in the Great Hall,’ he said. ‘Though none of these wheels and cogs will be on show. We will only see this.’ He then walked over to an object that was hidden by a sheet – pulling it back to reveal a large circular dial, painted with golden stars against a dark blue background. Godfrey’s actions caused de Groot to inhale sharply, but once again, Godfrey didn’t appear to notice his clockmaker’s obvious annoyance.


‘Look at these numerals, Oswald,’ said Godfrey, pointing to the symbols painted about the edge of the dial. ‘They represent the hour of the day. From one to twelve on this side, and then again on the other.’ He was becoming excited. His breathing rapid. ‘And this,’ he said, pointing to a thin rod capped by an emblem of the sun. ‘This hand will rotate around the clock face throughout the day, showing the correct hour. And this,’ he said, running his hand over a small disc at the centre of the clock. ‘This is the most remarkable part of all. This shows the age of the moon, from one to thirty days.’ He sighed in pleasure. ‘Have you ever seen such a thing?’


‘There’s the clock at St Albans abbey,’ I said unwisely, before quickly adding, ‘Though I have not seen it myself.’


Godfrey bristled, but de Groot nodded at my words. ‘I have heard of that clock, my Lord,’ he said. ‘It was built by Richard of Wallingford. A very fine piece, I’m told. But this will be as fine,’ he said, tapping the same cog that Godfrey had previously touched.
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