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THE WOMAN IN THE SHADOWS
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21st June 1526


IT IS A GLORIOUS DAY: the sky a spread of blue with the midsummer sun slowly rising towards its zenith. A sudden breeze blows through the boughs of the apple trees, causing leaves to shiver. On the other side of our garden wall, the monks of Austin Friars are at their morning prayers. A bell that peals the hour from St Peter’s Broad Street gives way to chimes from a hundred London churches until, at last, they cease and for a moment there is only the hum of bees in my lavender beds.


From where I’m sitting in a shady arbour stitching a sleeve for Thomas’ shirt I can see him tending his roses. Enjoy this moment, Lizzy, I think to myself, for in a heartbeat it will be gone. Enjoy watching Thomas taking advantage of a rare holiday, his sleeves rolled back, his shirt loose from his breeches, scattered with dirt like a peasant’s smock, sweat pearling on his brow; my husband, Thomas Cromwell, who works so hard because he is determined to one day stand shoulder to shoulder with the greatest nobles in the land, so he says, and so I believe.


As if he senses me observing him, Thomas glances up from his work and pulls a linen cloth from his belt. ‘We’ll watch the guild marches from the river bank this evening, Elizabeth,’ he calls over, wiping his forehead. ‘It’ll be cooler there,’ He leans on his spade and begins to dig again.


‘Will it?’ I say into the air, for he is not listening now.


I doubt it will be cooler by the river today. We’ll be caught up in a press of people merrymaking. I find myself smiling. How our children love puppet shows that appear on the narrow, cramped streets all the way down to the river. Stages are already erected along the Cheape with tableaux from the Old Testament, and an angel and a devil will wander around the audience; the devil scaring the children, who love to be frightened more than they care for the angel’s blessing.


Listen! Hear my girls now. Catch their excitement, their voices escaping from the opened windows above.


‘What can I wear?’ nine-year-old Annie cries.


‘What can I wear?’ echoes young Grace.


A coffer lid slams and their maid scolds, ‘Hush now, children. You will disturb Gregory.’


Gregory is in the library, working at his letters. No sound escapes from that opened casement, though, without doubt, he would prefer to play outdoors on such a pleasant morning.


I draw my needle slowly in and out of the bleached linen cloth. They say Queen Catherine still embroiders shirts for King Henry, to whom she is devoted, though the pomegranate, her symbol and that of fruitfulness, has not helped her to bear fruit other than a daughter and this has brought about her misfortune and sadness. I am so fortunate to be blessed with my husband and children.


Later, we shall wend our way down to the ancient waterway that rolls through our city, watching our lives unfold, reminding us how life has its ebbs and flows, its truths and untruths, its sorrows and joys - and, yes, I too have known both great joy and profound sorrow, as I shall relate.






Part One
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Wood Street


The Rose, it is a royal flower


The red or white, Shew his colour.


Both sweet and of like savour


All one they be


That day to see


It liketh well me.


Roses , a song for three voices


The Oxford Book of Medieval Verse






Chapter One
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1513 Wood Street


BRANCHES OF ROSEMARY SLID from Tom Williams’ funeral bier, scattering around the mourners’ feet to be trampled into the tiles of the church nave, releasing the scent of remembrance. For a moment, it seemed as if the bier threatened to slope backwards. I let out a gasp of horror. Was it an ill omen? I stood still and my father, mother, sister and the long procession of merchants, their wives, and yeomen following behind me, stopped walking. With one adept movement, the six guildsmen adjusted its weight on their shoulders just in time, and righted it.


My husband had ever been a slight man. I wondered at that, because he had been a King’s Yeoman of the Guard, a protector of the King’s property. Surely this is a heavy man’s job. Tom had been an agile swordsman, though it was sword-play that was to be his undoing. He died from a thrust through the chest on Monday and by Thursday he was wrapped in his shroud.


Tom’s death had been an accident. The Tower yeomen had not used blunt swords for practice that day. It was a hot day and he drank too much ale on an empty stomach, which made him careless, and he’d been caught by a blade in his breast. It had pierced him through.


I smoothed down my dark overdress. With the sun slanting into the church’s opened doorway the black bombazine took on a ghostly, silvery sheen. My breath felt trapped tight inside my chest as, again, I began to follow the bier through the great doorway of St Alban’s Church along the pathway to the graveyard.


It had been raining but now the sun was out and, blinded by the bright June sunlight, I faltered on a loosened, slippery paving stone and almost tripped. Mother reached out and took my hand.


‘Elizabeth, steady.’


Her voice was gentle. My younger sister, Joan, held my other hand.


By the graveside, my tears began to flow. I had never loved Tom Williams and had resented my marriage but I had become used to his quiet manner, his generosity, and to my position as one married into a respectable London family. At three and twenty, I was young to be a widow. Dabbing at my eyes with a soft linen cloth, I cried for his passing along with the other cloth merchants’ wives who wept with me. He had sinned gravely and I despaired for his soul. He had not deserved to die.


Was he now truly at rest? If what the priests tell us is true, he will dwell long in purgatory. I must be strong and not give way to weeping. Wiping away my tears away with a linen handkerchief, I swallowed and distracted myself by scanning the gathering of merchants and merchants’ wives, all familiar faces. A few moments later, my eye lighted on a new face amongst the mourners, a cloaked man standing a little apart under a yew tree. He was high-cheeked, of middle height and looked like a clerk, though wealthy enough to wear the best cloth. I noted the richness of his fur-trimmed hat and the lustre of his velvet cloak as he stepped forward to speak with Father. Puzzled, I watched them as Mother adjusted her funeral hood, complaining how it pinched her ears.


Joan shook raindrops from her cloak and mumbled, ‘Mother, I told you, you could have worn a simpler cap. I told you it was too tight.’


My forward younger sister was a trial to my mother, always knowing better than she.


The stranger nodded and, it seemed to me, discreetly stepped back into the shadow of the yew tree, just as the priest lifted his hand, his surplice hem caught by a breeze into a brief flutter and his raised arms in a flapping gesture making him seem like a strange dark bird, one you would see drawn on the border of a map.


The church bell tolled steadily as Tom was finally lowered into his last resting place. We said our Pater Noster as Father Luke committed my husband, sewn tightly into his linen shroud, onto the hay that lined his grave. As I glanced away, a tame blackbird began to hop about my skirts. Not wanting to tread on it, I moved too quickly, revealing a flash of crimson petticoat below my dark gown.


I tugged at my kirtle and gently shook it until the offending underskirt was once again hidden beneath the folds of my black gown. I knew that crimson was a colour forbidden to one of my humble rank, yet I could not resist wearing it. The soft, slippery silk had been left over from a length we had sold to a foreign merchant. Tom had given it to me as a New Year’s gift. Today, I wanted the bright colour to temper the sombre mood that was drowning me, and why should I not? It was my own secret flaunting of the rules that contained our daily lives. Tom Williams had possessed a secret, a secret so dangerous it could never be spoken, and in the keeping of it I feared for his soul and for my own. Tom had broken the rules and now he would receive God’s judgement for his sin.


The priest signalled to me and I unpinned the posy of herbs I wore on my waist, and cast it on top of my husband’s shroud. Others followed my lead until Tom’s linen-wrapped body was concealed under a covering of laurel and rosemary.


Mother squeezed my hand. ‘It’s time to leave. Lizzy, speak, or do you wish your father to speak for you?’


‘No, I shall thank them.’


I raised my head and turned towards the gathering. Through gaps in the mourners, I could see the patiently waiting band of parish poor who had led us through London’s streets, pausing at every wayside cross to kneel and pray. I had not noticed the stench of poverty then, but now, a whiff of their staleness cut through the rain and the scent of damp earth, laurel, ivy and rosemary. I felt sorrow for them all. The world is cruel to the poor.


Joan lifted her black spice-filled pomander to her nose and said in too loud a voice. ‘I am glad I do not live in the City.’ A wimpled city matron standing near to us swivelled her head around and glowered at her.


‘Be silent, Joan,’ Mother said in a low, sharp tone. ‘You may one day.’


I glared at my sixteen-year-old sister and whispered into her ear, ‘Don’t let the merchants’ wives hear that sort of remark. They will think you proud.’


‘I am proud,’ she whispered back.


‘Not today, Joan,’ my mother snapped. ‘Be silent. Your sister has to speak and be heard.’


Ignoring my sister, I turned towards the poor who were waiting by the church door and said, ‘Thank you for coming today. Bread, cheese and ale will be served in the church.’ I paused and added because Tom would need their prayers, ‘Do not forget to say a last Pater Noster for my husband’s soul. Your prayers will guide him into Heaven’s blessed light.’


Their heads bowed with respect and gratitude, they went into the church, and my servants followed them through the door to distribute their funeral dole. How thankful they were for so little, I thought, tears filling my eyes again.


I drew breath and focused my attention on the cloth guildsmen and the yeomen by the graveside, ‘Thank you for your vigil by my husband’s bier this night past, for your candles, for your sorrow at his passing and for your prayers. You must all be hungry too. The funeral feast will be served in my hall.’ They nodded their thanks but continued to pray.


My father smiled at me. I had spoken well. Glad the burial was over, though there was still the funeral feast to get through, I took my sister’s hand in my own and hurried her along the path towards the graveyard gate with Mother just behind. I stopped to open the gate latch and glanced over my shoulder at those who were making ready to follow us. Some still knelt at the graveside, murmuring prayers. Others spoke with Father. They were merchants, good-wives, guildsmen and a knot of Tom’s yeomen friends, red and gold uniforms flashing below their dark cloaks.


I glimpsed the blackbird again, hopping onto the ivy covering an ancient stone grave marker, pausing to study me with sharp, bright eyes. They say a blackbird can carry a dead person’s soul. I shivered, despite the warmth of my garments and the midday sun.


My house stood close by, a tall building with a garden that reached a long way back from the street. Its two overhanging floors held a number of upper chambers and attics. A wide alley along the side led to stables and a spacious gated yard, within which stood a warehouse where we kept the stores of woollen cloth we supplied for various monasteries in the City. Cloth rooms for finer fabrics were situated on the ground floor of the dwelling house.


We entered the great hall by the heavy street door. There, dining trestles were set in a horseshoe for the feast. I glanced through an open side door from the hall into my small parlour. It held a sense of emptiness now that the funeral bier had been removed. The tapers had been extinguished, leaving only black candlesticks, a pair of black gloves and a pile of mourning rings that lay in a basket by the bench.


I pulled the door closed, and stepped forward into the middle of the hall, ready to greet my guests. My father stood with me as, fussing, Mother and Joan checked the tables.


I could not help saying, ‘All is as it should be, Mother. You needn’t worry. Look, the only white on display is that of linen table cloths.’


‘Yes my dear, but your funeral guests will judge us,’ she said. ‘Well, yes, I can see that your napkins are freshly laundered.’


I nodded. ‘Meg has overseen all.’


The hangings that usually made the hall look welcoming were shrouded with thick black cloth. Mother swept over to the wall behind the high table and straightened a fall of black cloth so that not even a bright stitch on the hanging could show beneath it. Joan stood back with her arms folded and approved.


Hired servants were still in the process of setting out borrowed pewter mugs for the funeral ale, plates of fowl, bread and savoury pies. Meg, my maid, led three kitchen servers along the trestles with dishes of meat and platters laden with fresh salad. For once Meg was clad tidily, in a dark kirtle with only one black, springing curl escaping her cap.


As she passed close to me, Meg whispered, ‘Mistress Elizabeth, it will soon be over.’


‘Thank you, Meg, for your concern,’ I said, longing for the day to end.


As they flowed into the hall, mourners approached me with respectful words, and I noted that the stranger from the churchyard was amongst them. I had a strange feeling now that something about him felt familiar; his square jaw or the determined set of his shoulders. I was sure I had met him before. Perhaps it was just that he had purchased cloth from us in the past. He bowed to me and when Father introduced him as Master Cromwell, the gentleman said in a smooth, hushed voice, ‘Mistress Williams, I am sorry for your loss.’


‘Thank you, sir.’


He hesitated for a moment, as if he would say more, but closed his mouth again, bowed and then crossed the hall to speak to a group of local cloth merchants. Father took my arm and guided me to the high table. Everyone found places and Father Luke blessed the food and drink.


I had no appetite for the feast, though others clearly did as the pies and meats vanished from their platters with speed.


Crumbling a pasty on my plate, I found myself answering a visiting merchant’s questions about Tom’s death. He expressed his sorrow, excused himself and turned to his neighbour. I heard him discuss his wool sales. Soon enough, I thought, I must think of my own business. Not today, not for a little time yet. Gerard Smith, my journeyman, was more than competent at managing things. I glanced along the trestles to where Smith, a small man around thirty and two, with sand-coloured hair and bright, kindly blue eyes, was seated with the apprentices. I hoped I could rely on him, because if I could not then Father would take over our cloth business himself.


For several hours, I spoke little and ate sparingly. Father went about the hall speaking with merchants. I wondered how I would manage but knew I must and would. A chair scraped beside me, jolting me out of my thoughts. I felt a light touch on my elbow and glanced up. The feast was ending. My merchant had left his place. Gone to the privy, no doubt. Instead, Father stood by my chair, with Master Cromwell by his side.


‘Lizzy, Master Cromwell is my new cloth middle-man. He would like you to show him your bombazine cloth. He has admired your mourning gown.’


I started. This was nothing new. Father always employed different cloth middlemen to sell his fabrics to Flanders, thinking each one better than the last but today, at my husband’s funeral, it was not seemly. Master Cromwell was watching me through eyes of an unusual shade, not quite blue or grey.


He bowed and said, ‘Forgive me for staring, Mistress Williams, but you see I knew you as a child. Your father used our fulling mill in Putney.’ He smiled at Father.


That was why he was familiar. I stared back, and in a moment or two I had recollected a tough, wicked little boy, some years older than I, who taught me to fish in the river with a string and a hook with a wriggling worm at the end of it.


‘I do recollect you, Master Cromwell. We played together as children,’ I said, feeling my mouth widen into a smile. ‘Father sent your father our cloth to be washed, beaten, prepared and softened for sale. I remember climbing trees and stealing apples. You led me astray.’


‘That was long ago. I am not that boy now, Mistress Williams.’ His bulky frame seemed to shift uncomfortably.


‘Nor I that girl.’ I looked hard again at his face. The unruly child was utterly transformed into a smooth, sophisticated cloth merchant. ‘I can see you no longer raid orchards for apples.’


I thought quickly. I would need a middleman. Aloud, I said, ‘But my cloth, you want to view my fabrics now, sir? Today? Today of all days? Why?’


‘Master Cromwell returns to Antwerp within a week, Lizzy. He can help you with cloth sales.’ Father added quickly. ‘In fact, Master Cromwell can help us both. He is working for the Merchant Adventurers, buying cloth for sale in Antwerp.’


I recognised that I needed this money as a matter of some urgency as, of late, we had not been doing as well as in previous years. I rose to my feet and said, ‘Master Cromwell, it would be a pleasure, but to see my cloth you must come tomorrow.’


‘Then, I shall come tomorrow, if I may.’ He bowed low. ‘Thank you for receiving me, Mistress Williams. I apologise for disturbing you on such a sorrowful day. Tomorrow morning at an hour before midday? Would this be suitable?’


‘I shall be here to receive you.’


‘God bless you, Mistress Williams,’ he said quietly, then bowed again and took his leave.


When he had moved away, I glanced over to where my mother sat at the end of the table with Joan, thinking that if she had overheard she would object to any business broached by me at her son-in-law’s funeral, but she was in conversation with Father Luke and I could see that he was listening closely to her. I smiled to myself. My mother was the beautiful, perfect hostess who could make everyone feel important. If only I was more like her; for I had no female friends, only Meg, the servant girl who grew up in our household, and very few male acquaintances.


‘Elizabeth,’ my father said, ‘Your guests are leaving now. You must bid them God speed.’


I stood, neatly folded my hands and said aloud so all could hear me, ‘May God guide you all safely home tonight. Thank you all for your care of me today.’


It was over. The interminable day was finished and tomorrow afternoon my family would return to Fulham and I would be on my own. My new life would begin. I determined that Thomas Cromwell would purchase as much of my cloth for sale as could be spared.


On the following day, the appointed hour arrived and after pleasantries were exchanged, I escorted Master Cromwell and Father to the storerooms. ‘Master Cromwell,’ I said, trying to make conversation as we walked along the passage. ‘Where have you been these past years?’


‘Abroad - Italy - learning the ways of business, banking, a little of the law and a bit of soldiering too, Mistress Williams.’ His full mouth eased into a pleasant smile.


My father drew to a stop before the storeroom door. He held out his hand. ‘The key, Lizzy?’


‘Oh, a moment.’ I returned along the dim corridor and entered the chilly parlour. Once inside, I felt a disturbance in the air, as if my husband’s unhappy soul were watching me, hovering by the tall candlesticks that had guarded his bier. I hurriedly drew the storeroom key from the cupboard and ran from the darkened room as if its shadows were about to pursue me.


I opened the door and led us into a spacious chamber filled with shelves filled with fabrics and where summer light filled the room. Linen shone and gleamed; wools appeared soft and comforting; the new mixes of silk and linen seemed to glow with colour and texture. Father immediately took charge and led Master Cromwell forward. Fingering my cloth and moving his clearly experienced eye over the first ells of cloth that Father pulled out from the shelves along the wall, Thomas Cromwell chose the green bombazine to sell abroad as well as several lengths of fine worsted.


‘I shall send for these tomorrow if it is not an intrusion on your time of sadness and prayer.’


‘Thank you. I shall be here,’ I said.


‘And, I shall do my best to sell the fabrics, Mistress Williams. I set sail by Midsummer’s Eve and should return in a month.’ He touched my arm. At his familiar gesture, I drew back, but in my confusion my skirt caught on a wooden nail jutting from the shelf. As I tugged it loose, Master Cromwell glanced down. Fumbling nervously, I untangled my gown, praying that Father had not noticed the flash of crimson.


Thomas Cromwell had seen my forbidden underskirt, for he glanced down, mischievously raised an eyebrow and smiled at me. ‘You have inherited a good trade, Mistress Williams. Who will help you now that your husband has -‘ He broke off. I knew he was wondering, as had others, if my husband had been murdered or if his death was accidental. ‘Now that he has passed,’ he said with tact. ‘How will you manage now?’


‘I ran this business for a time after my father-in-law died of the bloody flux. When my husband had served the King, as a yeoman, I had to supervise the overseer, the apprentices and the cloth sales, all of it. I had to manage then and I shall manage now.’


‘With my help, Lizzy,’ Father said firmly, as he looked at me with piercing eyes from under bushy eyebrows.


‘Of course, Father, indeed.’ I thought of the day he had promised me away in marriage. He would have his eye on my business now. His face relaxed into a genial smile.


Thomas Cromwell’s eyes darkened in the candlelight. I saw again that they were not exactly grey but rimmed with hazel, their centres brooding, and they shifted colour as do agates.


‘May I see if there is anything else?’


‘Do,’ I said.


Father shifted his bulk over to the shelves and pulled out my plainer cloth. Master Cromwell continued to study bolts of cloth as if he was measuring how much each was worth. He stopped by a roll of painted cloth Father had ignored, pulled it from its shelf and laid it out over a table until it revealed a carpet of golden stars scattered over a midnight-blue linen background.


His breath whistled through his teeth. ‘Beautiful. Painted cloth can fetch a good price. And this painted cloth, well…I could sell it for you.’


‘Oh,’ said Father, raising his great eyebrows again; he favoured plain cloth. ‘You see profit in that?’


‘I do.’ Master Cromwell slid a long finger over the cloth. ‘I certainly do.’


I moved to his side. ‘That cloth is promised to Austin Friars.’


‘What do the friars want with stars? Ah, of course, the Advent plays.’ Master Cromwell was silent for a moment. ‘Can you find more of this?’


Despite my desire to have nothing to do with painted cloth that my husband had purchased heaven only knew where, I said, ‘Perhaps.’


‘Well, then, Mistress Williams, fine painted cloth will sell in the courts of Europe. It is being used to ornament clothing these days. I shall make enquiries.’ As he turned to me again, I felt the soft swish of his expensive cloak caress my hand as if a cat was purring against it. Father said that we would take an advance for me on my cloth today and the rest of the profit after it was sold. I liked this arrangement well. Most of all, I liked the fact that the merchant had addressed me, not Father, and had spoken to me as an equal.


Thomas Cromwell departed after the midday Angelus rang. When he kissed my hand, my fingers felt warm. My heart beat a little faster. He was a stranger, yet no stranger. The wild boy was now a handsome man, wealthy it seemed and not for the likes of me, a recent widow. I shrugged the thought away. For now on, I would sell cloth and continue to live quietly in life’s shadows.


The following morning, Thomas Cromwell sent a wagon to collect the cloth. It was Midsummer’s Eve, and I had hoped he would come himself, but he did not. Instead, his servant came and dealt with Smith. I faced a lonely midsummer. There would be no revels for me this year, for I would pass my Midsummer’s Eve praying for the safe passage of my dead husband’s soul, the husband who had been no husband to me.


The disastrous marriage to Tom Williams had been imposed on me four years earlier because Father claimed he always acted in my interests, and because, in turn, I had recognised that I had obligations and duties to my parent. I made the best of it I could, though I often wished I had never agreed to it.






Chapter Two
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1509 Putney


I WAS A COWARD.


For I could not set myself against my father’s wishes. A daughter could not. He called me into the little chamber off the hall on a chill February morning where a small fire was lit. After he had waved me to a stool close to the flame, I sat and waited for him to speak, wondering what merited this summons so early in the day. I had hoped that Father would suggest that I could help him in our cloth trade, because ever since he had spoken of trade with Flanders weeks earlier, I had prayed that he would include me in his new plans. I could read, write, count and keep ledgers up to date. I could negotiate and, importantly, I had an eye for colour. He often remarked on this.


Father coughed, folded his hands behind his back, looked at me earnestly and said, ‘Lizzy, you are eighteen. It is time you were wed.’


This was not what I wanted to hear. I nearly fell off my stool, so great was my disappointment. I looked up at him, trying to hide my displeasure, blinked and nervously pinched the wool of my russet gown between finger and thumb. ‘Is it, indeed, Father?’


‘Yes, I have found you a husband.’


A chill gripped me. ‘Who?’


‘Tom Williams. A good family, cloth merchants, like us, only richer.’ Father looked hopeful and said with meaning, ‘He is an only son. Your mother has lost two children, boys.’ He crossed himself. ‘And there is only Harry who is busy with his estate in Surrey. I want to see you wed into cloth.’


‘Well, I do know who Tom Williams is,’ I burst out in a passion. ‘I have seen the family at guild processions and I don’t care for him and I am too young to wed.’ My arms stubbornly folded themselves. They could not help it.


Father leaned down and kissed my forehead, loosed my arms and took my hands in his. ‘We can afford a dowry and you are not too young, my child. Be reasonable, Lizzy. Tom Williams’ father is an important member of the Drapers’ Company. We spoke of you only yesterday. Look, he brought me that gift…as a token, a promise.’ Father glanced up and pointed at a new painted cloth that hung on the wall above us. It showed Abraham’s sacrifice which I now thought ominous. I looked away, refusing to praise it. He chose his next words carefully. ‘One day Tom Williams will inherit the family fortune. They are wealthy drapers. Richard Williams will invest in my worsteds and fine wools. He is offering you, and our family, opportunity, don’t you see? Will you agree, Lizzy?’


‘No, I do not see, nor shall I agree,’ I said.


I would not take this man Father was thrusting at me. I thought of children disturbing my happy existence. I thought of an end to my beloved studies.


Father reached for a chair and moved it around to face my stool. Sinking onto the cushioned seat, he leaned forward, his face so close to mine. His breath smelled of sweet peppermint. ‘You will have a good home,’ he said. ‘Of course, since Master Williams is a King’s yeoman you will have a most coveted position too. Our cloth business will be secure. They are well-connected.’


This was all about markets, not me, and I was the sacrifice.


‘Not as well-connected as we,’ I said quickly, thinking of my mother’s good connections with minor nobility. ‘Mother needs me here. I help her with the household accounts, with embroidery, sewing and weaving. I had hoped to help you, too, Father, in the business.’


‘Mercy will manage. You will not be lost to her. There are maids, plenty of those, to help and I have apprentices. The business is not for women.’


I snorted and frowned. The maids did not play the lute for my mother to sing in the evening dusk. As for business - better to be a cloth merchant than a cloth merchant’s chattel. I fumed inside, anger eating me up.


Folding my hands in my lap, I tried to be still, but my soft blue woollen kirtle whispered as I restlessly moved my feet and strived hard to keep my voice even. ‘I have learning, Father.’ I shook my head. ‘The Williamses will have no time for that.’


I thought of Tom Williams’ ill, fragile mother with her yellowing pallor; the father who was bent and aged. Tom Williams, I truthfully did not know at all, but there was a quiet about him as silent as the falling snow. I imagined that as a King’s yeoman, he moved with slow, thumping, marching feet, whereas I was small and quick.


My father looked weary and defeated. ‘Won’t you take him, Lizzy, take him for my sake, and, indeed, for your own? It is an excellent match. You will come to like him, love him perhaps.’


I would not take Tom Williams for my own sake. I began to form the words but I hesitated. What choice did I have? That was the truth of it and the lie. We daughters were given to believe we could refuse, but choice did not really exist for women like me. Love him! No. Like him, possibly.


As I hesitated, tears gathered in my dear father’s eyes and that was the moment I was lost. He had given me everything. Mother and I were clothed in fine wool and linens. He had indulged my love of learning and had me educated as he had my brother, as if I were a daughter of the King’s court, rather than a middling merchant’s female child.


February snow splattered the windows. A log on the fire hissed. For a heartbeat I looked into Father’s watchful green eyes, so like my own, begging me to agree. As I considered my fate, a silence hung between us. I might, in time, find opportunity to help in the Williams’ cloth trade since Richard and Agnes Williams were old. Maybe there were possibilities. And I would rule my own household. I made myself reconcile to the fact that there was no reason not to marry Tom Williams other than my contrary nature. People never married for love. Love belonged to stories such as King Arthur and Queen Guinevere. On that cold day, a hazy picture of Tom Williams formed in my head. He was just a slight, hazy line, muddied like water in the duck pond.


I inclined my head, and despite myself, my mouth formed the word, ‘Yes’.


‘Good,’ Father said, patting my hand. ‘I knew you would see sense, Lizzy.’


I met Tom Williams on my betrothal day, soon after I had agreed to marry him. I said my piece quietly, eyeing my betrothed with suspicion, as a harsh wind blew around our hall, upsetting buckets in the yard, rattling the gates, and shaking trees against the casement panes. Outside, dogs barked, hens squawked and cats yowled, but standing in my best grey woollen gown by the long table in our hall, I wore what was for many years to become my hall face. I smiled. I spoke politely to his mother, Agnes, a mild woman, and to his father, the very serious master draper.


My father, delighted, beamed generously around the small gathered company and penned the marriage agreement with a flourish. I signed my name with confidence, proud that I could read and write. My betrothed slipped a betrothal ring of gold and sapphire onto my middle right finger. When he kissed me, I admit that I sensed his gentleness and kindness, but I felt distaste too.


During our four years of marriage, even though we shared a bed for most of those years, I lay with him only once, and that was on our wedding night.






Chapter Three
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FOUR YEARS ON, I was a cloth merchant’s widow, without children to inherit the business, which no doubt the goodwives considered my fault, not his - though his mother, unknowing of the true way of things, kindly said it would happen in the fullness of time. My mother curiously never said a word. Now that Tom Williams was dead, if my household was to survive, I knew that I must become a cloth merchant myself, and I made a firm decision on the day Thomas Cromwell sent for my cloth that Father would not rule me again. Now that I had my once longed-for wish to be a merchant, I would make a success of my cloth business. It was indeed mine.


On the Midsummer’s Eve after Tom’s funeral, the servants wanted to join in the festivities, as had been their tradition in past years. I did not see any reason why they could not enjoy the holiday, even if I could not, so I suggested that Gerard Smith take the two apprentices and go out into the City streets to see the festivities.


Smith said, as he stood uncomfortably in my hall, bonnet in his hands, ‘Are you sure, Mistress? We shall only be away for a short time. To see the guild companies march down by the river.’


‘I am sure. Leave Toby to mind the shed. I shall give him another whole day off instead. He’ll like that.’


‘And you, Mistress?’


‘Meg will stay with me and I shall sleep, Master Gerard.’ I swept my arm about the dark hangings. ‘It has all tired me out.’


He nodded his sympathy but, not before I noticed the wistful glance he cast eighteen-year-old Meg’s way. She glanced up and smiled at him. Yet, when my eyes lit on her again, her head had dropped once more over her sewing.


Demurely Meg continued to mend the shift that lay limply over her knee, as if butter would not melt in her pert mouth.


That Midsummer Eve I went to bed early and fell fast asleep as soon as my head touched my pillow.


Doors slamming. Shouting. Calls of fire. I sat up in bed, rubbing my eyes, hovering on the edge of sleep, in which I was dreaming of a boy with whom I had played long, long ago along the river bank in Fulham and who had sent a servant for my bombazine cloth.


I could see a shadowy figure beyond my bed curtains and immediately through my awakening state a deep fear gripped me. My heart began beating too fast against my ribs; my eyelids shot wider open. Someone was surely hovering about my chamber. I clutched the covers, closed my eyes again against the fast-moving apparition and tried to scream, but only a croak issued forth. I tried again. This time, my voice returned in a long roar.


It was only Meg who thrust her face through the half-opened bed curtains. Her night bonnet was askew on top of her dark wild curls and her face was creased into a hundred worry lines. She grabbed my arm and hissed, ‘Mistress, hurry, there’s a blaze.’


I sat up and began to swing my legs over the edge of the bed. ‘By the Virgin and all her holy relics, the kitchen’s not on fire is it?’


‘No. Outside. It’s the wool store.’ She dragged the bed curtains wide open and pushed my cloak into my arms. ‘Hurry, quick, no time to lose. Your cloak, your shoes!’


The church bell was ringing slowly, long haunting peals, signalling that there was fire in the neighbourhood. Jumping down from my high bed, I thrust past her and raced to the casement window. The full moon cast an eerie light that tried to squeeze through overhanging gabled buildings. Looking down into the narrow tunnel that was Wood Street, below the protruding casements, I saw my neighbours still dressed in their Midsummer revelling cloaks and masks, milling into the alley beside the house. Wreaths of dark smoke floated above their heads and over the leather buckets they clutched, drifting from behind my house out of the alley that led to the yard and my storage building. Two of Cripplegate’s constables yelled at them to form an orderly chain. Already the line of neighbours stretched towards the conduit where Wood Street met Little Wood Street and buckets were being passed from person to person. Others raced past carrying pitchforks.


I spun around and ran from the room, not stopping to pull on slippers, into the chamber across the corridor, where I knelt on the window seat and threw open the shutters. The pungent smell of smoke immediately caught in my throat, causing me to step back. I drew my cloak over my nose and mouth and looked out into the garden and the yard. My warehouse was on fire. The mulberry tree in the garden blocked the true nature of the pandemonium beyond the garden but I could see pewter-coloured smoke rising. I could hear shouting, the crash of timbers, the hiss as water reached flames. My cloth was burning. I could smell it.


A gigantic flame jumped and licked up above neighbouring rooftops. It glared at me, rising high above the garden wall like a great flowing dragon’s breath of fire and smoke. I could see shadowy figures like sticks moving about the garden. I heard myself scream at the danger that threatened our very lives. We must stop the burning before it swallowed my stable as well as the storehouse and reached the wooden houses beyond. As I watched, more arching flickering flames grew large and diminished as water hissed on contact. A breath later, they reached up and lessened again as the fire fighters down in the yard attempted to quench them. All my hopes for my business were undone with those greedy flames. They would devour the woven wool for the monasteries that we had purchased in May, business that I desperately needed. A moment later and tiles from the roof came crashing down. I screamed again.


Meg pulled me away from the casement. ‘Hurry.’ She thrust my shoes at me. ‘Out now, Mistress, out into the yard. If it spreads we will be trapped.’


I pulled the shoes on, reached up and fastened my cloak, fingers fumbling awkwardly at the neck button. My hair flying behind me in a mass of silvery curls, I ran down the staircase and out of the emptied house, Meg’s frantic footsteps came clattering behind mine.


‘Where are the servants?’ I shouted once we reached the garden. ‘Have they returned yet - from the revels? Is it after midnight?’


‘Yes it is. In the yard; all the servants are outside. The apprentices and Gerard are trying to put out the fire.’


We exited the back entrance by the store rooms. The garden was filling with smoke and it was hot. We held our cloak edges up to our faces and coughed as we hurried past the herb beds and rounded the mulberry tree. We were quickly surrounded by drifting, stinking, dark clouds. The gate into the yard lay wide open. My household maids hung about it, helplessly holding hands, coughing, weeping and pulling their cloaks over noses and mouths. There was a great sudden cracking noise and sparks flying across the yard flew at them. In unison, they screamed. Little Bessie, only twelve years old, jumped up and down shaking them from her cloak, stamping them out on the cobbles, her fair hair flying everywhere. The flames licked up once again and a great heat blew around the yard and into the garden. My maidservants fell back against the wall almost knocking each other over in their hurry to escape the flying, hot embers.


‘Get back, get back,’ a voice yelled towards us. Its owner was invisible through the glowing cinders and clouds of smoke, but I recognised it as belonging to one of our parish wardens. There were the splashes of water spilling and shouts of, ‘Get out of the way.’


The maids retreated into the garden, pushing through the gate, but instead of staying with them, I elbowed past the backwards flow, out through the gate, determined to see if my building could be saved, even if the cloth could not.


‘Come back, Mistress,’ Meg shouted at my back. Ignoring her, I shook my head and ploughed forward.


Water ran in thin rivulets through gaps in the stones to lick around my feet. I glimpsed the shadowy shapes of the apprentices leading my two whinnying horses from the stable into the alley, past a ghostly line of neighbours with pails who shouted, ‘Hurry,’ as they passed their buckets along.


The boys were safe. I heard their shouts of ‘Make way,’ as they led the stamping, snorting animals towards the alley.


I peered through acrid smoke that gathered about the yard, rising up in fat grey clouds, leaking through gaps in buildings, billowing up towards the moon and stars.


Meg was by my side again, pulling me back, crying, ‘Mistress, come away.’


I shook her arm off and walked through the fire-fighters and neighbours and male servants, coughing and spluttering, stepping anxiously over hot embers, searching through the choking smoke, sweeping an arm across my forehead, mopping away the dripping sweat that was stinging my eyes, as I attempted to make a count of my remaining servants.


Toby was missing. Where was Cook?


I pushed through tight knots of neighbours searching for them. At last, I saw my cook. He was organising others with buckets of water as they attempted to quench the fire, but nowhere could I see Toby. Though they were containing the fire, tiles crashed onto the cobbles and smaller flames rose. Timbers collapsed. I jumped away from a descending tile as if a hobgoblin had leapt from the fiery building ready to seize me. There was another bang. Fire drops burst out at us yet again from the building’s smouldering frame. I smelled my own singeing hair and reached up. The trailing end curls escaping my hood had been caught by a spark. I frantically beat out the burning and stuffed my hair back inside my cloak.


Another leaping malicious flame rose into a high pillar. The fire-fighters worked hard to quench it as helplessly I watched. For a moment as the flames were dying down and I could see inside the storehouse. What I had lost was illuminated by a strange rosy light; a heap of burning cloth, timbers and chests reduced to ash and embers of smouldering wood. Even a great dye cauldron, we rarely used, had melted into a pool of molten iron. Everything was destroyed. I cursed the Devil. I cursed Midsummer. I cursed the exhausted sleep that had rendered me insensible to the danger of fire. I stopped close of cursing God who had allowed this terrible thing to happen. I was too shocked to weep.


It was then, as I stood helplessly staring at the destruction of my goods, that a man’s voice hissed into my ear, ‘Sin never goes unpunished, widow.’ I spun around but he was already vanishing into the smoke, hurrying away towards the alley. He had appeared by my side as a malicious shadow, and with an intake of breath he was gone. In that moment, I remembered my dead husband. Who here knew what he had been when living? God did - God did, and this destruction was our punishment, his and mine.


Those near me had not heard the shadow’s words. They were focused on the ghastly spectacle before them, drawing back and forward, passing water to quench the last flames, not taking any notice of me, but someone had known whom I was. Someone had been watching for me.


Was I being punished for concealing my husband’s sin? Were all my servants safe? Where was the watch boy? Roused by fear to action, I pushed through those standing near me, heard a few mutters of ‘the widow’ as I reached Gerard Smith. I caught hold of his loose shirt sleeve. ‘Is everyone safe?’ I shouted above the rumble of dying flames, the crackle of burning and sizzling of water.’


I still had not seen our watchman.


‘Yes, mistress,’ he shouted back. ‘No one has burned though it may have been the intent.’


‘How,’ I said, helplessly, trying to keep anger from my voice. ‘Where was Toby then? He was on guard duty tonight. Where is he?’


Smith shook his head, lifted a bucket, tossed water on the expiring flames, and when that was done, he looked at me with anger on his blackened face. ‘I know not, Mistress, nor do I care. The boy disobeyed my orders. We were out in the streets, me and the apprentice lads, watching the revellers return from the Smithfield bonfire. Someone could have raced down the alley and tossed a torch into the workshop.’ He paused and shrugged. ‘Toby must have followed us out earlier and left the building unguarded. This is the Devil’s work.’ He spat on the ground. Before he reached for a new bucket passed along the chain, he crossed himself. ‘Get back, Mistress. It is no place for you. The master, yes - were he living. For a woman, no.’


Biting on a sharp retort, I drew back and stood by the garden gate with Meg and my household servants, swallowing my tears. I watched as my storeroom became a heap of burning timbers and charred roof tiles. At last, there was just a terrible heat left and smoke hanging over the yard, clinging to everything in its malodorous path. As a rosy dawn broke and I thanked my neighbours, I saw pity clothe their faces. One merchant said with candour, ‘Someone wants your business, Mistress Williams.’ He shook his head and added, ‘You should think hard before going on by your own. Not work for a woman.’


‘Many widowed women have their own businesses.’


‘Sell up, Mistress. Get out if you are wise. Go back to your family.’


I set my shoulders squarely and said to my neighbour, ‘Thank you for helping tonight. I shall rebuild. I have cloth that is selling abroad as we speak. Thank you, sir, for your concern’


He shook his head and sloped off.


If the survival of my business was threatened, I knew not from whence the threat came. I tasted salty blood tickle onto my tongue as I chewed my cheek. Tears sprang into my stinging eyes at last. The Company might not support me in my time of need. Many cloth merchants held a resentment of our long-standing business with abbeys in five wards including the great Austin Friars in Broad Street. There were, indeed, those who would wish me ill.


As I made my way back through the foul-smelling, smoky garden I pondered the fire’s cause. Only Toby would know and Toby’s disappearance was as much as mystery as that of those who had started it.


‘Come, Mistress.’ Meg gently took my arm. ‘You need the tub. Thank the Lord for small mercies. We still have a roof over our heads.’


‘It will take heaven to move and the stars to smile down on us,’ I said. ‘For we have lost the cloth for the abbeys and look, the garden is ruined too.’


‘We have survived. The horses are safe, and we can save what we can from the garden. It looks worse than it is.’


‘But Toby is gone. What if he burned to a cinder like the chests and the wool?’


‘Maybe he was just afeared and ran, thinking he would be blamed.’


I shook my head. ‘Maybe, but it seems unlikely.’


Toby never returned that night and he never came back the next night either. Nor was his body found in the ruined building once everything had cooled enough us to search there. I insisted that the constables made enquiries on my behalf, even offering a reward if Toby was found. The youth was pleasant and diligent; a kind, honourable boy who could use a sword. Something dreadful had occurred to make Toby run away, and it was not the fire, which, of course, was terrible enough.


‘We must find my boy,’ I said to the constable when he called on us. Smith stood beside me, his countenance puzzled and still streaked with dirt.


‘We shall discover the lad’s whereabouts, Mistress,’ the constable replied, his three chins wobbling. He stood in my office closet and drowned the cup of ale I had proffered, gobbets of foam hanging like droplets of sticky white sap from his little grey beard as he drained the cup. ‘I must be going now. It was a long night,’ he added.


Smith shook his head. ‘I liked the lad. Trusted him.’


‘Who knows what went through that lad’s head. I shall send out the watch to find him. If he is alive, we shall discover him. He will not go unpunished.’


I shuddered at the thought of Toby’s punishment if the ward decided on his guilt, and called for Meg to show the constable out.


After he had lumbered off, Smith shook his head, and sipped his ale thoughtfully. ‘Toby is either well on the road out of the City or has vanished beyond the river to Southwark. The streets of Southwark was where the master discovered him. Mistress, but if he is in that place we’ll never track him down.’ He stared at the ledgers piled up on my desk. ‘Best we think of how you can replace that woollen cloth before others take your trade.’


‘I shall think of something,’ I said and hurried from the office before I burst into tears of self-pity.


That night, I sat on my bed-cover, awake for hours thinking of what to do, realising that now I would have to borrow money. I had little coin in my coffers.


My thoughts uneasily leapt forward. What would Father do when he found out what had happened? I must send him word. Although perhaps he knew it already. Rumour spread faster than fires did in the City. I buried my head in my hands and wept again for what was lost - my husband, my cloth, my reeking garden, and Toby, because I was sure that it was not his fault and that something terrible had happened to him. I was fearful of a voice in the dark.


This would not do. I leaned my head against my bedpost and drew a deep breath. I wiped away my tears with my apron. This would not do. We would go on. I must.






Chapter Four
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FATHER CAME TO SURVEY the damage, angry at the vanished watch boy, cursing the lost wool for the monasteries, nagging me to give up my plans to run the business. I stiffened my shoulders and said to him, same as I had told my neighbours, ‘Father, I shall manage.’


‘If you need me and you will when you face up to all this,’ he replied sternly, impatiently batting at the air in the hall with his expansive arm, making me feel eighteen again, ‘Send for me.’


‘Thank you, Father. You should go now.’ I showed him to the door myself. He was on his way to his premises on Cornhill that morning. Since he assumed that my coffers were filled, I did not enlighten him. The smell of smoke had dissipated somewhat, mingling with whiffs of lavender-scented soap, and since I was busy checking what stores we had left in the kitchen, I did not want him to linger. I needed to collect my thoughts. I needed time.


He threw one last glance around my hall before passing through the opened door. Susannah and Bessie, two of the maids, were bustling about with armfuls of linen to wash. ‘I shall be back soon, my dear. Your mother worries about you, you know.’


‘Yes, I’m sure, but no need for Mother to worry. We are putting everything to rights again.’ I closed the door on him with a smile, wiped my hand over my forehead and sank onto a stool in the hall where, only a week before, trestles had been laden with food for a funeral feast. The thought spooled about and around my aching head. What would I do?


While I thought about procuring a loan, the maids scrubbed the house from top to bottom and washed our household linen with perfumed water to dispel the smell of smoke. There was no money for fresh linen, even for a cloth merchant. We would make do with what we had. I rolled up my sleeves and helped my maids to pound sheets in the copper kettle we set up in the kitchen beyond the hall.


The apprentices moved inside the house to share a rough, empty chamber on the third floor. They had previously slept in the storehouse. Gerard Smith kept to his cupboard-sized alcove in one of the indoor storerooms and guarded what remained of our cloth. He remained edgy and anxious for days following the fire. I watched from the upper floor window in the chamber adjoining my own as he disappeared into the yard, staying out for hours trying to salvage what wood he could from the ruined building. From there, my eyes followed him when he returned to the house with hunched shoulders, bent with despair. As the week after St John’s Eve dragged on and there was no news, he became morose. He never said it, but I know he blamed himself for what had happened.


So many people depended on me now that finding a way to replace the cloth I had lost became urgent. All our nerves were on edge. Meg was snappy, the maids were hushed, Cook grumped about how he had to make ends meet on a pittance and I worried about how I could feed them all.


A few weeks after the fire, I called my household together and told them that it was necessary to make economies. We began to live on vegetables, cabbages and purple carrots, those that had survived, supping on pottage every day, with fish on Friday and a little meat on Sundays.


Gentle June hurried into a sweating July. After Thomas Cromwell returned later that month, my father took charge of my share of the payment for my bombazine cloth. To my relief, this would be sufficient to run my household for a few more months, though it was not enough to replace the loss. I did not see Master Cromwell myself because once he delivered my money to Father, he immediately sailed back to Antwerp, and much as I had liked him, I was too worried about my business to mind. Since there was no spare money to buy new cloth, Father’s solution was that I closed up my house, paid off my servants and returned home to Putney.


I ushered Father into the privacy of the closet and stood firm.


‘Close up the house! It is my livelihood. To what end, Father?’


‘Your security, Lizzy. You are young and pretty - when you smile - and despite what has happened here, I can make the business grow again, for us both. You will make another marriage soon, and the profits can provide your dowry.’ I saw his expansive chest puff out and the linen of his shirt stretch. ‘Are you practising your lute?’ Tempted to burst into laughter at the absurdity of playing my lute at such a time or giving in to him, I shook my head. I took possession of Thomas Cromwell’s silver and turned the keys in the five locks that opened my money coffer, hoping that Father, who was hovering by the window of my closet, would not notice how empty it was.


The coffer was a deceptively simple oak box which opened to show complicated mechanisms in the lid and sections for differing coins and promissory notes. Father was always distracted by its workings. The keys were secreted safely in a hidden part of my untidy chamber cupboard, in a little niche at the back that I had covered with a close fitting panel. I placed Master Cromwell’s silver inside the chest and repressed a sigh because once summer ended I would need to replace it. I must purchase more cloth and feed my servants.


I drew breath and sighed. I stiffened my hands, which lingered on the chest. Eventually, I realised, I would have to ask Father for help and it may as well be now. He hovered by my shoulder, studying the box. Banging closed the lid and fiddling around locking the coffer gave myself another few moments’ grace before I confessed to poverty. Taking a deep breath and exhaling it again, I looked up. His forehead had creased into a deep line above his nose between his eyes. They were filled with concern. Father had noticed my scarcity of coin.


‘You have nothing, Lizzy. How do you eat?’


I folded my arms.


‘We live on the produce from the garden - onions and cabbages, mostly, since the smoke ruined much of the herb garden and the salad. Cook is inventive. With economies, I can survive if the Company grants a loan on my behalf.’ I paused, watching his forehead creased into furrows as he waited for me to finish. ‘But, well … I wonder, can you lend me enough to replace part of my ruined cloth? I must do so this very month. Otherwise I’ll have to borrow from Zackary the Jew, or from the Company if they will lend - or both, if I must.’


There was silence. I broke it.


‘I don’t want the monastery trade to go elsewhere.’


He turned away from me and for a moment looked out at the garden. ‘The Company only lends on rare occasions,’ he said to the lead-framed window panes. ‘The Jews, like Zackary, do lend but there will be a high interest. Sometimes Italians from Tuscany will lend, though they are accused of usury.’


‘Then cover it for me, for my sake,’ I said with reluctance. I did not remind him that I had married Tom Williams for his sake, though I thought it.


He turned to face me. ‘It seems to me, Lizzy, that your husband was not doing as well as I thought, was he?’


‘No, but not as badly as you now think either. Father, I simply need cloth to sell.’


He nodded. ‘You should have said when I came before. Yes, I’ll purchase the cloth for you at the Bartholomew Fair this month, but only on condition that if things worsen here you come home. You will not borrow from Zackary Bassett or the Italians.’ He thought for a moment. ‘Mercy ought to come and stay for a few weeks.’ What he meant was she would come to persuade me to give up my cloth business, though he did not admit it. This would be the deal.


I shook my head. ‘Father, I don’t know that Mother would like it here at the moment; it still smells of smoke, and I shall be busy. You see, I must reassure the Abbots of St Nicholas and St Martins and the Prior of Austin Friars that we will have good woollen cloth for their novices by October. The others can wait.’


‘Smith can do all that for you.’ He rapped my desk impatiently with his knuckles. ‘Mercy will visit within a week and that is that.’ He leaned over and laid a hand on my shoulder. I stood in front of the coffer as if I were guarding it, though I had so little to guard. ‘You have had a difficult time. Mercy will help you set this house in order. That is my condition, Lizzy. I buy you cloth for the monasteries and Mercy spends a week here improving your mood.’


I knew that ‘improving my mood’ meant that my mother would persuade me to return home. I was determined that she would not. I smiled to myself for the first time in days. A new plan was forming in my head. I would be rich if it worked. If I sold the new stuffs that Thomas Cromwell had liked, light fabrics such as bombazines and perpetuanas, rather than sticking to broadcloths that Father favoured, I could redeem my fortunes. Aloud I said, ‘Yes, Father. Now come and have some of my rabbit stew. Cook’s son caught the rabbit in the woods beyond Moorgate.’


‘Poaching, no good will come of that.’ He glared at me as if I were the poacher.


Even so, Father sat down with me to dinner. I ushered him into the hall just as the mid-day Angelus bells were chiming throughout the City, and closer to at St Alban’s Church where my Tom lay sleeping under his cover of earth and wilted rosemary.


‘Your mother will visit, and maybe if you won’t listen to me you will take heed of her advice,’ he said, wiping goblets of gravy from his chin with a napkin.


‘Well, then, Father, I had better have a chamber prepared for her. I look forward to it.’ I dabbed my mouth with my own napkin and managed to smile.






Chapter Five
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MOTHER ARRIVED A WEEK later with her travelling bag and her maid. Within a day she charmed my household with kindness and compliments. She bothered to enquire after the servants’ well-being, to generously bestow special ‘you are the only one who matters’ smiles and, in turn, the servants went out of their way to win her approval.
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